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PART I

THE PRINCE









Chapter 1




February 2, 2275


Planet Kan


Night had become a cold, dark haze, a forlorn quiet that penetrated the soul of the captive. Beyond the glassy barrier the blackness was thick, giving way only to the ghostly smoke that slipped from the bellows of the distant stone dwellings, rising from the rooftops, shrouding the stars above. This planet had a hopeless mien, without the heat of a sun, the warmth of a meadow, the light of a flower. It was hell to the woman who stood alone, half-hoping that her existence would simply end.


“Damn them,” she whispered darkly. “I must get back to Papa.”


Skye Aria Williams flicked the panel that brought shade into the large window, blocking the dismal sight beyond. She moved to sit in the chair by the fiery hearth, burrowing into the weighty brown and white mosaic pelts that were there, clutching the soft folds in her hands to ward off the chill. The huge chair dwarfed her tall and slender form, giving hint to the bulk of the Kalcoonian behemoths who enslaved her. Her two-room prison was small, this room having three walls made of gray slab stone, the fourth wall being an impenetrable window that—in the dusky light of day—overlooked the snowy landscape of the remote village. Beyond was a long stretch of flat, deserted ground and distant stone buildings. She didn’t know where she was. All she could guess was that she was on the planet Kan, not her home planet of Adriel. Why she was here was a mystery to her.


Skye shut her violet-blue eyes tightly, lost in the despair that ruled her. She guessed that this was her second night in captivity, her being unsure because of the tranquilizers they had given her to subdue her resistance. Now that her head was clear, she could do nothing but wait and wonder. Why had the Kalcoons captured her? What was to be her fate? An image of her father’s worried face flashed in her head, his bright blue eyes darkened with concern. She just knew that he couldn’t be dead ... he couldn’t be gone ...


“Skye, my lit’o light.”


Her father’s soft, comforting voice seemed to resonate in the far corners of her mind. Her memory began to retrace the events that brought her here, that fateful day ...


“No, Skye, it is time that you get the proper schooling,” he had said, refusing to give in to her pleas. She had spoken to him on the college comm, begging him to let her come home to him. He was adamant about her staying there. But, three days at the college was more than she could endure. She had known that first day that the school—with its many walls and suffocating rules—wasn’t the place for her.


“You are almost nineteen now, Skye,” he had said. “I can't school you any longer. Gallivanting around the countryside with me is no life for a young woman.”


“But you have a place now, Papa,” she persisted. “I want to stay with you!”


“No, Skye—stay away!” he warned. “You must give it time. I will come to see you soon. Ah, you’ll be fine, lit’o light. Chin up.”


If only she had listened to him ... But, she had never been very good at listening when her will was telling her to do otherwise. She refused to endure one more lonely night. She had packed her bags, alone while she walked down the hall, ignoring the students’ surprised faces as she passed by them. She had nothing in common with her simplistic peers, having lived an uncommon childhood, riding the changing winds with her father. Many of the girls were envious of her because the boys were smitten with her, but too afraid to approach her. She just didn’t belong.


She hired an auto to take her through Seascape City, across the five miles to her father’s new estate. Her drifter father had finally settled on a rich, beautiful spread of land nestled near a cove on Adriel’s Aurora Sea. She had only been there once before, the day he had enrolled her in Lodestar College. The house wasn’t huge but it was grand and picturesque, having a winding cobblestone walkway lined with a kaleidoscope of soft and fragrant flowers. Most importantly, it was a home, the first one he had since her beloved mama had died, those twelve long years ago ...


Skye sighed and opened her eyes, staring into the rocks that flared fluently in the hearth, the fire becoming a misty red glow. Her mama. She had only broken and vague memories of her, having lost her at the tender age of six. She had lost her younger brother, Jencin, that horrendous day, also…


The toddler had been playing out on the lawns and slipped out of his mother’s sight only for a moment. He made it to the river nearby their cabin, the water high and raging that day. When he had fallen in, her mother followed, desperately trying to save him. The current was swift and deadly, and their limp bodies had been found far downstream. All the laughter—the cozy and happy cocoon of her childhood—ended that day. She would never forget the look on her father’s face while he stared at their graves there in the meadow behind the cabin. He was a man who had lost the will to live.


Her wailing brought him back to life. He tearfully had swooped her up into his arms. They had left quickly that same night, never to return home again.


So began her journey, her new life. Her father had even changed their name, saying that she must call herself ‘Skye Williams’ now, and not ‘Skye Hamilton’. It took a long while for the smile to return to her father’s face. She had always liked it when he smiled. It warmed his blue eyes, making her feel comforted and safe. He was tall and thin, with shoulder-length hair that he liked to change the color of often—sometimes black, sometimes blond. His natural color was a glossy reddish gold, and he had passed that trait on to her. Often he wore a beard—quite a scraggly one—displaying his unsophisticated nature, being one who felt more comfortable out-of-doors than being confined by walls.


Tavis Williams was Scottish by descent, he and her Norwegian mother, Aria, born on Earth. He had told her the tale of how her mother and he had fallen passionately in love and left for Adriel to start a new life. After their ageless fifty-year sleep, they woke, their bodies still as young as before, both in their second decade of life. Nearly a year after they arrived at their exciting and promising new home, she was born. It had been a joyous life—until the river took those they loved ...


They roamed the hills and valleys, living off the land. She learned how to survive on the bounty that nature provided, the delectable fruits and nuts, and abundant fish. Her father was a skilled outdoorsman and also a brilliant teacher. He schooled her with a computer tablet, on which she read her books and learned her numbers. As she grew, he quizzed her often, and praised her for her intelligence, calling it ‘superior’. She didn’t know if she was superior or not, having rare contact with other children, but she did have an instinct for knowledge.


They would sleep under the bright canopy of stars, her airbed soft and comfortable. Many times her father would play his guitar near the warm, crackling fire, and he’d sing, his voice rich and soothing. He taught her how to strum the simple wooden instrument, finding she had the gift of tempo. She’d join in the singing of the songs, her voice pleasant and clear.


“You’ve sure got the gift, lit’o light,” he’d praise.


Somehow, though, their songs always ended on a sad note. She would feel the pangs of loss when they celebrated the birthdays of her mother and brother. When the day of their deaths came, her father and she commiserated silently and rarely spoke.


Howbeit, she rarely felt the weight of loneliness. Her life was filled with adventures—anticipating what was over the next bend—every day there was something new. They had the kinship of Human companionship when they would interact with the holograms she created with her computer tablet. Although it wasn’t quite the same as true Human interaction, it filled the void of her lack of friendship. Her father no longer was a gregarious man. Wounded, made to live without his wife, and feeling betrayed by the Lord of Heaven, he no longer cared for the company of others.


They would meet people along the way in their travels, but would never stay long enough for a true rapport. Rarely they would enter the chaos of a town—the autos and transports speeding by—and this was only when absolutely necessary, when she outgrew her clothing or needed more computer accessories for her advanced schooling. Her raiment was always practical but pretty, with colorful boots and leggings, with many styles of shirts, and a warm coat for the cold times. She had never worn a dress after the age of six, but she had never wished to. Frilly skirts would simply interfere with the gathering of firewood or chasing after a determined fish. She wanted to keep well groomed, though, and bathed in the nearest river or pond, her father standing guard in the event that a stray camper would amble along.


Tavis Williams had funds, but he rarely used them. He chose to exchange the wooden figurines he whittled for the provisions they needed. Everyone who saw his work was eager to own such fine, original craftsmanship. She was seven when he had told her that—if anything ever happened to him—she must go to Lotty’s House, which was a safe haven for children in Dakota, a neighborly town near the Turquoise Mountains, a remote area on the continent of Tantara. She was ten when he brought her to the bank there and put her thumbprint on file, identifying her for the use of the account. He told her of a safe box in this bank that she was to open in the event of his death. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing him, but he needed to make sure that she knew she’d be provided for, if need be. She never dwelled on such a horrendous thought, and felt assured that he would always be by her side.


But now, as a woman, she knew that this wasn’t so ...


Sometimes in the dark of night he’d wake her, and they would gather up their backpacks and move on, to the next stretch of wilderness, the new discovery. She was twelve when they went off to explore Myrrh, the mystic world on a parallel orbit with Adriel. When they arrived at the metropolis of Aladdin, she stepped off the galactic shuttle bus and was captivated by the gentle, unique and spicy fragrance of the air. Most people there were of a darker skin, of Arabian descent, but her father and she blended in well with their sun-touched skin, donning the hooded ornamental robes, the local garb. There he told her of another safe house, and extended his account for her. They weren’t in town long, and went off to experience the countryside ...


As she became a young woman, her father’s worries for her future began to deepen. She grew up well—tall and lean—with a bright smile and freehearted spirit. He expressed his concerns.


“Skye, sweetheart, you should be with others your own age. Someday you should find a husband and have babies. This is no life for you, this living like a gypsy.”


“Someday isn’t today, Papa,” she assured. “I’m all right. And I love my life.”


At times, though, she found herself wishing for a common life. She sometimes longed for a real home. She would watch the news about Adriel on her computer screen, keeping up with current events, those exciting happenings that she was so far removed from. She especially liked the rare glimpses into the private lives of the Royal Family of Adriel, the beautiful Queen Sarra and her handsome consort, and their heirs. She—as she imagined a great many of those like her—had a special fondness for Prince Nicholas, with his magnificent blond physique and devastating charms. Sometimes of late, she would dream of him—or an image like him—his arms warm around her, his presence an unfathomable mystery. She would wake with a smile, but became disappointed that he wasn’t beside her, that it was but an exquisite fantasy. At times she caught herself being a bit envious of the royals. They had a wonderful, glorious home and a large family filled with comradery. She herself had no home but for the stars above. Howbeit, she had her father’s love—and this was a gift, indeed.


Skye focused on the fire and swallowed hard, dreading to fear that she had lost him ...


Everything began to change between them when she turned eighteen. At times she would catch the sadness in his eyes while he looked at her, knowing that he thought of her mother, him having told her at the age of twelve that her features mirrored her mother's. And, she was no longer a child. She had become quite enamored with a tall and blond boy when her father and she had stayed in a tent at a traveling carnival. The boy, Nathan, was as handsome as he was adorable, but not too gifted with smarts. Their love affair was short; he hadn’t even had the chance to kiss her. Within the week, the wanderers were off again, but this time to return to their home planet, Adriel. Tavis could no longer deny that his child had grown.


Hence, this was the reason for the college. He wanted to give her a normal life. Against her protests, he enrolled her in the school, where it all began ...


Skye had suspicions forming. At times—throughout the years—she had felt a strange foreboding, but she didn’t know why. She felt as though she should be looking over her shoulder—as if she were being pursued, chased by ... something, some omen. She had told her father about it.


“Don’t fret, lit’o light,” he had assured, patting her shoulder. “I’ll always keep you safe.”


She had assumed that it was just her imagination, had thought that her father had chosen this way of life. She wondered, now ... His desire to change his hair color often ... going so far as to change their surname ... the swift departures in the middle of the night ... Had he been running from someone?


A sharp sound snapped Skye out of her rumination, bringing her back to her reality. The noise had sounded like a single burst of laughter, coming from many voices, distant and faint. Where was she? She listened intently, and wondered if she imagined that she heard the muffled, boisterous din, such as the joviality that might go on in a rowdy tavern.


She rose and moved to the door, though she knew it was locked, having tested it before; there was no escape. She began to pace, her soft boots thudding dully on the harsh floor, her long mosaic robe undulating about her. The Kalcoons had taken her clothes from her, giving her only these motley pelts to wear. They had drugged her on the cargo ship, tranquilizing her, stopping her fierce struggles. They had taken her from her father, when she had cried out for help ...


She had left the college that day and made it to her father’s estate. Dusk was casting the dark shades across the picturesque house as she had stepped out from her hired auto, collecting her bags. She paid her fare, and the driver reared the auto and sped away. She stood a moment, assessing the situation. No light illuminated the house, and the silence was broken only by the gentle hush of the sea, the sea hidden beyond the hill that rose above the circle of the cul-de-sac. Her father still guarded his privacy, and the nearest neighbor was a good distance back down the road. Suddenly, she felt eeriness in all of the quiet, a foreboding uneasiness. Was Papa here? She picked up her bags and hurried down the long and winding walkway, and in her haste, she dropped one. She bent to retrieve it.


What happened next was something she replayed in her mind, again and again ...


In the distance, her father came rushing out of the darkened doorway in a panic. “Gunner, no!” he roared. “Skye—run! Get away, Skye!”


Startled, she froze. A blue-green laser stream came at her from an opening in the trees before her, scarcely missing her, striking the bushes beside her. Panic gripped her as she began running back in the direction she had come. She glanced behind her to see other bolts sparking on the trees, following her escape.


Her father had a gun also and was defending her, firing diligently at the assailant. She saw a tall silhouette within the trees, the blue-green streams now assaulting in the direction of her father.


The screams tore from her as her hysteria consumed her, and she ran blindly down the road, toward the neighbor’s estate to find help. There was an auto parked on the top of the hill. She made it to there ...


“Please—help me!” she cried.


Who she saw in the auto made her stumble backward. Two Kalcoons were there, their bulky bodies filling the small space, their large eyes dark and evil.


One jumped out and the next that she knew was that she was struggling against his massive, hairy form. She felt a windy rush of an injection in her cheek, and then everything turned dark.


She woke disoriented, her head throbbing. She opened her eyes to see that she was in a room with many others who—like she—were lying on the floor. The room that enclosed her wasn’t a room; it was a cargo hold of a starship. A Kalcoon stomped about in the narrow aisle, between his victims. The captives were all female, about her age, and over twenty in number. She saw a familiar face—the blue-eyed girl was terrified, sobbing uncontrollably. This was a girl she had seen in her art class in school. The Kalcoon, irritated by her emotion, moved to place an injection in her nape. The screaming girl collapsed, and then was silent and still.


Skye realized that she must have made a sound, for the Kalcoon’s large and liquidity eyes turned her way. He came near and she fought violently as the dispenser came at her ... and then darkness came again.


When she came to awareness, she realized that two Kalcoons’ hands were upon her, stripping her from her clothes. Her limbs were too heavy to rebel while the beasts bathed her with an icy liquid, leaving her no dignity, uttering gruff comments in their Kalcoonian tongue. Then she was wrapped in pelts and laid in a soft, large bed. She was given a platter of meats and bread, of which she did not eat. They exited the doors, leaving her alone in the confines of this room—her prison cell. Exhausted, she fell asleep once more.


Skye wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but this day when she had woke, her mind was free from the tranquilizers they had given her. They hadn’t yet returned.


Why was she here? What did they want from her?


She knew the familiar rushes of her frustration. She tried to turn her mind from the images of the laser strikes of her father’s battle with the hidden assailant, but kept seeing a vision of him lying there, on the ground ...


She pushed the terrifying thought from her mind, lest the panic consume her again.


Skye stopped her pacing before the long and wide mirror in the bath, the adjoining room. The dim, overhead globes softly lit her reflection. Her face was stunning, her violet-blue eyes large against her high pale cheeks, her red-gold hair in disarray all the way down to her hips. It was as though she looked at a stranger, never before having seen such despair, such fear in her eyes.


“What am I to do?” she whispered.


She flinched in surprise at the sound of the doors opening in the main room. She summoned her courage and moved there, and saw a Kalcoon, one apish and large—and ominous. He brought in a tray, moving to drop it on the round stone table nearby the bed. He straightened to his full height—which was a towering eight feet—and motioned for her to come and sit, and eat her meal.


Skye didn’t obey. Escape was just beyond the unlocked doors ...


The behemoth took an injection dispenser out from his scruffy vest, hinting of the consequences if she didn’t obey him.


She bolted for the door, believing that she truly could outrun the beast. His bristly hand clamped down on her nape.


“Please!” she cried. “Let me go!”


She found herself on the bed, struggling violently.


“No!” she shrieked as the dispenser was shoved onto her jaw, again sending her into the darkness.


***


“Skye,” a soft voice soothed. “Lit’o light.”


Her father’s voice brought her closer to consciousness. His comforting hand was gently stroking her brow. She was safe in his presence. He was telling her that everything would be all right.


Skye realized that she was no longer asleep. An invisible hand was touching her cheek!


She gasped and bolted upward. Tears instantly filled her eyes.


“Papa?”


His presence was there, seeming so real that she could touch him. Her soul was flooded with his warmth—his everlasting care, his love ... and then he was gone.


Skye stared into the misty shadows, bewildered. The realization struck her like a lightning bolt. She collapsed onto the pillow, choking on her tears.


She knew for sure, now.


Her papa had died.


The desolation that gripped her was one she had never known. She wanted to die also, and go off with him to Heaven. But, she knew that this wasn’t meant to be. The message he had sent her spirit was that he would always be with her, throughout all of her days.


After a long while her tears stopped, leaving her with the ache of despair. The drug that she had been given was still within her, surging again, bringing the numbing waves. To keep her sanity, she made herself think a good thought, the brightest she could find. An image appeared within her imagination, a blond and blue-eyed man, the one with the dazzling charms—the magnificent soul.


He was with her, his strong arms around her, comforting her ...


She was alone in the galaxy. But not when he held her ...







Chapter 2




His Royal Highness Prince Nicholas Ellis Raine Christian Tyler-Shantay sat alone in the corner bench of the boisterous tavern, shrouded in the shadows. This was his first trip to this remote outpost on the planet Kan, and he wondered about his wisdom in coming here. It was nothing like what he had been told, when he had heard about it last month in a Myrrhian brothel. He was always on the lookout for new thrills, but this deplorable establishment was simply pathetic.


His gaze roved the smoke-filled and crowded room, disappointed with what he saw. There wasn’t a woman in sight; they must all be detained in their rooms. There were about thirty or so creatures here—some being Human—scruffy and grizzled sots who worked the rainbow mines on Adriel, seeking their fortune in the rare iridescent gems. A few Trobins wandered about, their tall and lanky frames wearing hooded blue robes, the color telling of their esteemed place as administrators in their society. Their long faces, and cold and pink albino-like eyes, told of their stern demeanors; he hadn’t seen one smile yet. Mainly, Kalcoons plodded about, bumping into each other because of the bulk of their huge and apish physiques. There were sad faces on those who sat at the long and narrow bar, it evident that they would end their nights sobbing into their drinks. Many here were well on their way to intoxication, their voices loud and stupid—their balance precarious. He suspected that Kan’s two moons—their pull on aqueous anatomies—added to the motley lot’s half-crazed restlessness.


He shared in the mood. He motioned at the Kalcoonian barkeep for a refill of his drink, amused when he didn’t notice him. His guise did well to hide his famous—or infamous—identity. His alias, ‘Nick Christian’, was a name not notable to anyone. He wore the simple dark hat and cloak of an adventurer, complete with the boots that reached to the knee, and the ever-present travel bag. He had darkened his blond shoulder-length hair with a soluble dye, making it jet-black. The lenses he had placed in his green eyes made them appear a dark brown. He had opted not to do the beard this time, being out in this remote area. Since he had a rather inquisitive nature—as many have told him—he needed to be incognito so as not to embarrass his family. Only Akins Menes, his Arab friend since his childhood, knew of his disguise.


He wished that Akins could have come with him on this trip, but his father had needed his help at home. Truly, he wanted to get rip-roaring drunk, but being inebriated and alone in this place would be a bad idea; he may find himself stripped and robbed and on the next transport to Dazen. A little of tamfonite—a Kalcoonian liquor—gives a spirit an inner peace, but if one drinks a lot, one had better find a soft place to fall.


No, he’d best keep his six senses clear, especially his wits. But, he still hadn’t found the inner peace ...


He finally got the barkeep’s attention by shouting a curse at him in the Kalcoonian tongue. The behemoth listlessly stomped near and sighed while he filled the cup, tipping the long and thin bottle.


Nick felt sorry for the depressed beast. “What is your name?” he asked amiably, in Kalcoonian.


“Taush,” he grunted.


“Taush,” Nick echoed. “Who’s available tonight?”


Taush’s large dark eyes considered him, wondering if he could pay the price. Nick pulled a single rainbow gem out from his breast pocket, one the size of his thumbnail. This brought the beast out of his depression. His large finger activated the menu that was inlaid in the stone tabletop, the square screen flashing on. Upon the viewer screen were images of the prostitutes from which he could choose. Taush walked away, giving him time to make his selection.


Nick took a fiery swallow from his cup while he scrolled down the menu, browsing through the risqué images, having the choice of twenty-three women. Most were attractive enough ... the buxomly blond looked interesting ... Even so, he knew that she wouldn’t hold his interest for long. They were all the same—when it came down to it—with their limited intelligence and simplistic demeanors. Still, he preferred the company of real women who understood their sexuality, not the aristocratic, spoiled and pampered twits like The Lady Audrey Anne Knore at home. Just because he had made the mistake of having her once last year, she thought that she owned him. Too often of late he’d turn and she was there, trying to get him into the clutches of her feminine wiles. He knew that he’d have to marry someday, but he’d work to avoid that trap as long as possible, like his Grandfather Ellis. He had never known King Ellis The Second, the man having died in the year before he was born, but he had heard the tales about his iniquitous youth, about how he had wed late, in his forties. He’d be like him ...


Nicholas’ mind began to wander from the viewer screen, traveling down a troubling path. He thought of his last encounter with his father, the incident that had made him go incognito again ...


He was in the last level out of ten levels in his training to be a FAS pilot. The FAS, Fighter Angel Starships, were the elite security force that guarded Adriel’s airspace, the finest military fleet in the Urania Solar System. Out of the two hundred and fifty top pilots, he was third in his class—or at least, he had been. He wasn’t sure where his last feat had placed him, whether it was good or bad ...


The tenth level consisted of advanced war games, preparing for the event of war. One exercise was the testing of a pilot’s reflexes when up against a formidable robotic foe. The robotic buoy sent out rapid and precise laser bolts, seeking out the starships and disabling them when making contact. The idea was to see how far a pilot could get before he was disabled. When he had his turn, he changed the rules a bit. Keeping out of range of the buoy’s sensors, he set his ship on a dead stop. He turned off his exterior shields—which could be called a foolhardy act, because it could mean his death; with no shields, the laser bolts would connect with a deadly force. But, with no shields, the buoy’s sensors couldn’t easily detect him. He had rushed the target at a high rate of speed, maneuvering with manual control at the helm, trusting in his instincts, avoiding the seeking, blue laser streams. The buoy never saw him coming. To make his point—since the buoy was meant to be an unattainable, indestructible force—he didn’t simply disable it with the stun lasers, he annihilated it—literally.


The news of his conquest had reached his father even before he had returned to the docking bay. He had unleashed the hatch of his starship, the metallic door shooting upward, and he saw his father’s angry face. Very aware of such well-kept fury, he braced himself mentally and lithely swung himself down onto his feet, into the bay. He met his father’s accusing green eyes, and lifted his chin, defiantly.


“I got the target,” he said and walked off.


He felt his father’s icy scrutiny of his backside. He heard him say, “Yes. I’ve got a target in my sights right now.”


Nicholas felt reasonably sure that he was well past the age of paddling, but he had quickened his steps anyway, thinking it best to disappear for a while.


This wasn’t the first time that he had slipped away to escape retribution for his actions, since it was always best to give his parents time to mellow. They would calm down, as if realizing that they were partly to blame. He had inherited his adventurous spirit from them; to say that his parents were incredibly dynamic was an understatement.


Being a part of the Royal Family of Adriel wasn’t always a joy. He wasn’t allowed to live like a commoner—his actions were always under the scrutiny of the galaxy. Could he truly be blamed for wanting a little fun, for wanting to go carousing like others did at his age? Last week he had turned twenty-five—the day before the FAS exercise—and the party that his family had bestowed upon him had made the news. Had it been a smaller affair, it would have made the news anyway, just because it was his birthday.


Although, there were advantages to his unique position in society, being Heir Apparent to the Throne. He hadn’t wanted for a thing in his life. He was six years of age when he began to grasp the concept of his name, realizing that he lived differently than most, that his parents had the ultimate power in the world. His mother, a warm and loving and very beautiful woman, was Her Majesty The Queen, and his father, a wise and courageous and very handsome man, was her consort. He had tested their limits as a child, crossing the line often. They were gentle in their guidance, giving him a quick swat on the rear when needed, which was more embarrassing than hurtful. And, he did want to please his mother, not wanting to bring about her scathing stare of disapproval.


As he grew, he realized that they were trying to give him a normal life, fiercely guarding the privacy of the Royal Family. The family grew with his sister, Celeste, then Royce, his brother, then Selina, his youngest sister. They could be called a happy group, gifted with similar personalities and not much discord. They all knew that they were all troublemakers and they’d watch each other’s backs.


He'd had a happy childhood, with many fond memories to choose from. He remembered one time especially, when he was four, when his father taught him how to fish in a sparkling pond nearby the log cabin where they vacationed on Myrrh. He remembered the warmth and love that emanated from his parents—their bright laughter and good spirits. He’d wake from his nap, and his mother would be flushed and disheveled because she and his father had been ‘playing’. Truly, they ‘played’ a lot, to this very day.


His parents demanded their alone time, sometimes leaving their children in the care of Great Aunt Alma, a studious but warm, beloved old woman. His mother delegated her royal responsibilities out to a very adept staff, refusing to be encumbered by every little detail. She wanted more of a common life for her family—at least, as common as a royal family could be. Now that her children had grown, she had even more time for her consort. They, at times, reminded him of lovesick teenagers—it was pathetic! But, he guessed that it really shouldn’t be any other way. He had also inherited his zest for passion from them—albeit, in his case, his desires weren’t set on one person. From a young age, he had found his passion wherever the wind would take him.


He was fifteen when he decided that he wanted to become a FAS pilot. Although he didn’t need an occupation, the lure of the sleek starships and the adventures that they would bring intrigued him. His parents, at first, protested his choice of a career, being that the endeavor was fraught with danger, but then they reconsidered. His mother would never deny her children their dreams, as she herself wanted to be a starship pilot before she realized that her duties in life lay elsewhere. He began his military training, discovering that he had a knack for it, easily learning the martial arts and the intricacies of a starship’s helm.


He also had his duties as a royal—ceremonial mostly—such as dedicating new foundations amidst the throngs of his adoring followers; he had made an appearance in every major city across the world. His mother and father, knowing of his popularity, tried to keep his feet on the ground, giving him meticulous tasks, such as plotting out important star charts for the Menar Sector. He wasn’t fooled, knowing that they were just trying to keep him occupied. Still, he would take to their challenges, enjoying the deciphering of all the numbers, always surprising them by finishing the tasks in record time.


They didn’t want him to be a spoiled brat; they wanted him to become a good and responsible man. He was, but ... Howbeit, he had learned at a young age that anything that he wanted, he could have.


Adriel had been blessed with peace and prosperity all of his life, him never having known the ravages of war, but there was a new development that was threatening the harmony. People all over Adriel were mysteriously disappearing. It had started over five months ago, and his mother’s advisors weren’t any closer now to solving the mystery than they were when it started. The only link that the victims had in common was that they were all young—between seventeen and twenty-five—and mostly female. They disappeared without a trace. Last time he had heard, over three hundred were missing. This concerned his mother not only for the safety of the world, she feared for her own children.


She was accustomed to his absences, how he would go off in need of his freedom—sometimes for weeks at a time—but still, she didn’t like it when he didn’t contact her. He had sent her a message out on his comm when he had headed for Kan, telling her that he would be gone a while, that he was all right, trying to give her one less worry. She had enough to think about, without worrying about him.


A shrill shout brought Nicholas out of his thoughts, and he looked at the bar where there was a fight brewing. A Kalcoon was having heated words with a Trobin, the others in the bar milling excitedly about.


Nicholas sat back to weigh the situation, wondering how far it would go. He had seen more and more Trobins around lately. The Trobins were a strange breed, fairly new to the Urania Solar System, being that a wormhole, an interstellar portal, had been recently discovered about a year ago, linking their home sector, the Dazen Star System, with Urania. Before the portal, it had taken a ship almost two years to reach Dazen, but now it took about an hour to reach it, here from Kan. He had been through the portal once, and to Strou, the Trobins’ home planet. It had been a different and unique experience, with their world’s reddish sky and hierarchical society. Still, he’d rather keep to his own kind, preferring the more pleasant company of Humans.


The angry Trobin poked the Kalcoon in the hairy chest. The drunken Kalcoon didn’t like being poked in the chest. He tried to take after the wiry creature but then Taush was there, shouting out threats and keeping them apart. The Kalcoon retreated, and the Trobin stalked off to his chair where he sat, seething.


Nicholas shrugged; that was that. He returned his attention to the viewer screen, becoming increasingly frustrated. None of these women truly sparked his interest. He wanted something else.


He motioned at Taush, and the beast noticed him and came near.


Nicholas pointed at the Trobin. “Some hothead, huh?”


Taush sighed and waved the incident off.


Nicholas had a hunch that there might be finer selections for the higher paying clientele. He reached into his vest pocket and pulled out two more of the rainbow gems. “That’s all you’ve got?” he asked, motioning at the viewer.


Taush’s dark eyes lit up. He glanced around the room, warily, and pulled a small viewer out from his pocket. He turned it on and showed it to him.


On the viewer was an image of a different sort of woman. His breath caught in his throat. She was soft and lovely, with long and flowing red-gold hair, her breasts full and ripe, and her curves slender and tempting. She was sleeping on her side, naked and magnificently natural, her arm beneath her pillow, her full red lips parted with her breathing. He couldn’t see her eyes, closed in her slumber and her long dark lashes veiling them, but he knew that with one so beautiful, they would be clear and bright. She wasn’t yet twenty, having a glow in her angelic face. This obviously was not a seasoned whore. Rarely had he been so impressed.


He had found the woman he would have for the night.


“Now that’s more like it,” he said, rising from the bench.


Taush shooed him down again, motioning at the pocket that held the rainbows, knowing that more of the prizes were in there. Nicholas pulled out one, and then another, but the beast still wasn’t satisfied.


“You want them all?” he asked.


Taush grunted an affirmative response.


Nicholas cursed but deposited all five gems in his pocket onto the tabletop; he had plenty more in his travel bag. Taush scrambled to gather them up.


As he thought of his travel bag, he remembered the pill that he must take for his birth control. He would be protected for twenty-four hours; if he were to be recognized, he couldn’t allow some little twit to lay claim to him. He sifted through his bag and found his pill case, and he swallowed one, finishing his drink. He rose and began to follow the Kalcoon to the whore’s room.


Taush suddenly stopped and turned. “Santay Kurr,” he said in Kalcoonian.


“One hour?” Nicholas echoed, in English.


Taush nodded.


“With her, you mean?”


He nodded again.


“You robber,” he said, backhanding the beast’s scruffy vest.


Taush grunted in laughter as he began heading off in the direction of her room. Nicholas followed with a bounce in his step, anticipating this incredibly alluring conquest.







Chapter 3




Skye wasn’t sure what it was that woke her. She opened her heavy-lidded eyes and saw a glow illuminating the shadows, a light that hadn’t been there when she had fallen asleep. She turned to the source and was startled to see a man standing there, his form lit by the fire that flared brightly in the hearth.


She gasped and bolted upward. A man loomed above her, gazing down on her. He was tall and dark, his broad, bronzy breast surprisingly bare. His hair—the color of ebony—touched his rugged shoulders, and his eyes were of the same dark hue, staring intently into hers. She had a flash of déjà vu, as if she was in the midst of a familiar presence ... and then it was gone. Her pulse began to race. He was handsome, the features of his face being perfectly proportioned and majestic, so much so that it took her breath. He smiled a smile of one with a pleasant demeanor, but what she felt from it was a warning of impending danger.


A thousand thoughts fleeted through her head, but the one that passed through her lips was, “Who are you?”


“Nick Christian,” he replied, his voice rich and deep. “But, names aren’t important.”


Impatiently, he unbuckled his dark leggings, undoing the belt that encircled his narrow hips. He quickly discarded them, and then he was naked before her. Her eyes remained on his, his odd dark gaze holding her captive, seeing into her very soul. He sat beside her on the bed and he gently touched her cheek, brushing away a red-gold tress. She was frozen in her shock, unable to breathe.


“You, lovely woman, will be a treasure,” he said softly, his voice like a caress.


He placed a fingertip on her full lips, and then his manly lips came near to hers, and touched her ...


A flood of emotion struck her as his warm, firm tongue searched hers, making waves and waves of an exquisite sensation flow through her. His large hand tightened at the back of her head, entangling in the softness of her hair. The strength of his tongue grew in force, and her own tongue began to travel his with a hesitant, and then equal, ardor. She could do nothing but feel this stunning pleasure, unable to grasp the reality of where she was or what was happening to her. Surely this was a dream from which she would wake? The drug that the Kalcoon had given her was making her hallucinate! She had been dreaming of a man, but he wasn’t truly here ...


He ended the kiss with a husky groan. Bewildered, she discovered that she lay on the bed with him beside her, him half over her, his broad breast pressing boldly against hers, her robe her only protection.


The reality of the situation impacted upon her. She was awake and a man truly was here! Her dizziness from the drug surged within her again, but she was aware enough to know that this was real—


“No!” she breathed, pushing weakly against his massive shoulders.


He lifted his head, as if considering her resistance. “Madame, I have paid dearly for you,” he said, a bit sternly. “Don't. I don’t play those games.”


He set his lips on her cheek and whispered, “Just let me have you.”


Her heart pounded wildly within her, her fear and confusion beginning to overwhelm her. His warm, hypnotizing lips were moving downward, slowly passing over her earlobe, her shoulder, down to the swell of her breasts, leaving behind a path of fire. His hands spread open her robe to bare her breasts. His gaze roved upon her while he appreciated the sight, traveling lustily on the full and round softness, the pink tips straining with the chill. Her breath came back in a rush as he placed his lips there, suddenly devouring an extended peak, the scorching onslaught sending unfathomable tingles into her loins. He passed his tongue from one sensitive tip to the other, the hot tingles becoming more and more intense with each of his seemingly calculated strokes.


In her innocence, Skye didn’t know that such an emotion existed. It mesmerized her, overpowering her senses, leaving her weak and helpless. She must stop this stranger’s invasion of her body, but she was powerless to do so. He persisted on her breasts, his warm palms and mouth exploring her. Soon her breathing came fast and jagged, and a strange sound escaped her, a husky moan that brought a groan of torment from him.


He began sliding her robe off her, grasping the pelt at the nape behind her and gliding it down off her shoulders and out from behind her, rising as he did so. A strange dizziness assaulted her, in her vulnerability of her nakedness. He wanted her completely bare, taking off her boots as well, placing one on his breast and unfastening the leathery ties, pulling it off, exposing her slender foot which he, for a moment, caressed. He did the same to her other foot, watching her, deciphering the expression on her face. She closed her eyes tightly, unable to withstand his scrutiny.


Nicholas stared down on her beauty, captivated. This was a most uncommon woman—a rare gem. He wanted to make love to this one! Although he didn’t usually like to kiss a prostitute, her full and pouty, soft red lips were far too tempting for him to resist. They had been warm and sweet upon his, a pleasurable experience ... a very pleasurable experience ... She was a bit tired—after all, he had just woken her. She opened her eyes, and her gaze met his.


Her eyes were as beautiful as he had envisioned, a deep violet-blue, fringed with long black lashes. She watched him a moment with a seemingly innocent look, and then turned her gaze away. Her cheeks were high and exquisite, as of now flushed with becoming color. Her hair—her long, glorious hair—was softly tangled about her magnificent full breasts, flowing down to the gentle curve of her hips, glowing a rich shade of reddish gold in the firelight.


His gaze traveled down her long and slender form, down her shapely thighs and calves, to the dainty feet, and back up to the alluring red-gold triangle of her womanhood, one that he would soon own. The scent of her was like a flower—an intoxicating fragrance that made him think of a soft purple rose. This was a most unusual woman to find in a place like this. He briefly wondered what had made her choose this way of life, but decided that it wasn’t his business. He would own her only for one hour. He had best get his money’s worth ...


Skye flinched as he came down upon her again, finding herself being drawn into another devastating kiss. Euphoria hit her, one she had never before known. She wanted this man’s hands upon her—she wanted to know him. Surely she was having a magnificent dream—this wasn’t real, at all. Her thoughts grew distant while he touched her, she being able only to feel ... He ended the kiss as breathless as she, and moved to her breast, placing his fire there. She tangled her hands in his soft dark hair, arching her back to welcome his ardor, lost in this emotion, this mystery ...


Suddenly he drew away, as if disciplining himself, and lay down beside her with his arm crooked, his palm on his cheek. He ran his hand leisurely over her breast, savoring her as if he wanted to experience every essence of her skin. She shivered uncontrollably under his appraisal and glanced at his eyes, seeing his awe. He seemed to enjoy how she trembled, understanding the power of his touch. He glided his hand slowly across her slender waist, across the soft curve of her hip, down her shapely thigh ... She tensed as he touched her most private of areas, but then she allowed his gentle caresses, enthralled by all the wondrous sensations his hand made.


“Satin,” he muttered.


His voice sent a wave of dizziness through her, making her turn her cheek into the soft pelt.


He let out a strangled sound, as if maddened, and his hot tongue came to ravish her breast. He moved atop her, pressing audaciously against her, and she felt the hardness of his desire against her thigh. She knew about a man’s arousal, sexuality she hadn’t yet experienced. The feel of him brought a rush of warmth into her loins. His skilled hands and brutal tongue lingered on her breasts, bringing an aching between her thighs, a frustration that was rapidly becoming unbearable. She writhed beneath him, pushing her hands against his powerful shoulders ... but then her palms moved upon his back, testing the smooth firmness. She breathed in the clean, manly scent of him, a natural rugged musk that made her every sense come alive. He kept at her breasts as if he couldn’t get enough, the tips becoming raw and swollen, yet still he feasted, a splendid torture. A whimper escaped her, but he didn’t lessen his ardor, he besieged her with more fervor. She needed to be freed from this swelter ... needed to make him stop ...


“Please!” she begged, though she didn’t know what she was asking for.


With a sharp intake of breath, he found his compassion, and his kisses moved from her breasts down to her waist. He spread her thighs, and her breath caught in her throat when he kissed her softness. She was hit with a flood of excruciating desire, a vulnerability she feared. She tangled her hands in his hair to pull him from her ... but then she relaxed, holding him, accepting her defeat against his fiery tongue. He was consuming her ... taking away all of her control, making her hips strain in a faltering rhythm. His hands moved from her thighs onto her waist, reaching up to gently pinch the hard tips of her breasts, him latching on to them ... All of her emotion came together at once, exploding within her. Her hips bucked violently against him, freed by the waves of ecstasy.


A soothing peace came to her, and she fell back against the pelts, awed by her discovery.


“Whoa,” he whispered, to himself.


Nicholas stared down on her, amazed yet unsettled. She rested with her eyes closed, as if basking in her satisfaction, beautiful in her languor. He hadn’t anticipated the passion of this encounter, or that she could take his control. He wanted to make the moment last, but he wasn’t able to endure much longer. He had limited time anyway ...


Skye came back to life as he spread her thighs again, moving atop her. She gasped as his firmness entered her, creating a sharp pain—agony as his hard length assaulted her, threatening her ... Soon a new, potent desire replaced the pain ... He cradled her head in his arms, his breathing jagged on her ear. Her breath came fast while he filled her with his passion, again and again, with each powerful thrust. She wrapped her arms around him. Her spirit was lifting, being drawn into his commanding presence ... For an instant a monumental revelation came, assailing them with rapture, and they became one, the joining so intense that it lit her eyelids with the brilliance of the sun ...


In the throes of the afterglow, she rested there, lost in a perfect peace. He stayed above her long after he caught his breath, unwilling to leave her. He was silent a long moment, as if he weighed a disturbing dilemma in his head. Then he rose from her, taking from her his warmth.


He bent for his leggings there on the floor and began hurrying into them. He struggled into his black boots, threw his cloak over his bare shoulders, and fumbled for something in the travel bag that was on the bedside table. He found the small pouch that he sought and put it in his cloak pocket. He paused by the door, turning to consider her.


“I’ll be right back,” he said, as if he were giving her a promise.


Wide-eyed, she watched him leave from the room.


Nicholas locked the door for her protection. He was unaware of the Trobin who watched him from the shadows of the back entrance of the building, one who already knew the combination for the lock ...


Nicholas headed down the long hallway, toward the barroom. He needed at least twenty-four hours with this one and he would have it, betting on Taush’s greed for rainbows.


Taush was greedy, indeed. Howbeit, the beast hadn’t won all of his rainbows, him still having a few of the gems hidden away in his bag. He headed back to her room, anticipating the rapturous hours to come. When he entered the room, he saw that she was not within the bed. He moved to the adjoining bath, and saw that she was not there, either.


Puzzled, he stood a moment, assessing the situation. He noticed that his travel bag wasn’t on the table where he had left it. It was gone, and she was gone. And, there were three small rainbow gems where his travel bag had been.


He cursed. It was what was in his travel bag that worried him. It held his personal accessories of little importance, but it also held his personal comm—a means to identify him. He didn’t want his disguise known to the world. He’d never be able to go anywhere as a commoner ...


“The little twit!” he ground out, in his ire.


There was a thief scheming behind her beautiful face.


As he hurried for the door, his eyes were drawn to the bed, seeing a dark stain there on a white area of the mosaic pelt. The stain looked to be the blood of innocence.


He moved to it, for a moment taking the pelt in hand.


“A virgin?” he uttered.


His adrenaline began to spark within him.


“What in the hell is going on?”


He was off to find answers ...


Nicholas found Taush, him wiping up the slop on an abandoned table. The beast turned to see him stalking near, and was startled by his anger.


“Where is she?” he demanded.


The beast looked perplexed.


“She’s not in her room. Where is she?”


He discovered that Taush was just as surprised as he was, as he began stomping off in the direction of her room. When there, Taush saw the empty bed—and he saw the three rainbows, to which he quickly swooped up and put into his vest. He then flew into a rage, booming out his Kalcoonian curses and flexing his huge arms like he wanted to strangle someone. Nicholas realized that he was saying, “Trobins! Damn Trobins! Double-crossers!”


Nicholas caught the beast’s attention by swatting his arm. “What? She left with the Trobins?”


A new look of panic came into the large, dark eyes. He communicated to him: “No! Don’t go after her! No Strou!”


“Why?”


“No! No Strou!”


Nicholas flew to the barroom, and a quick look at all the lowlives told him that she wasn’t there. He didn’t see one Trobin, either. Putting two pieces of the puzzle together, he sprinted to the bay that docked his ship. He unlocked the door, swung himself inside, jumped in the pilot seat and powered up, taxiing to the open bay doors. When out of the bay and a safe distance away, he did a vertical take off, shooting up into the atmosphere, setting the coordinates for the wormhole. When out in space, he made a hasty flight for there.


When he came upon the wormhole, out his port he saw nine other ships awaiting entrance. Every eighty-seven minutes the wormhole fluxuated, allowing access in. He checked the time on the panel before him; he hoped that he didn’t have much longer to wait.


The Trobins had found this interstellar gateway, a shortcut between the two star systems. It was a point where the mesh of dark matter—the complex and invisible fabric of space—tangled together. On a linear plane, it took about a light year to reach Dazen, but in this vortex, it could be instantly reached. He understood the concept. He could compare this area of space to a dimensional letter ‘X’, one with many tiers, the Dazen Star System being on one side of the letter, and Urania on the other. On the upper tier, there was a distance of a light year, but at this lower level, at the sharp point of the 'X', the two systems converged. This was a highly volatile area, where the magnetic force was intense, once avoided before the portal was discovered. Space was not all one dimensional; it bends and twists, caught in the gravitational force of the constantly changing novas—even the pull of other distant galaxies—all caught up in the vast, unfathomable flow of the universe.


The Trobins, from their knowledge of their area of space, had powered a ‘black atom’, creating the portal to which starships could safely pass through, being that the fabric of space between the two systems was very compressed. The wormhole was like a large tube similar to an hourglass set somewhat on its side, but instead of sand, there was a flow of a form of kinetic energy. They had stabilized it with their advanced computers, controlling it enough so that the passage between Dazen and Urania cycled every eighty-seven minutes. This was still a dynamic area, and the magnetics were creating havoc with the helm, flickering the panels with static. He had been here before and knew to power down to the minimum current necessary.


One of the ships waiting was a Trobin cargo ship, a somewhat rectangular, somewhat clunky vessel. It had an emblem of a red star within a circle on it, their planet’s flag. All of his instincts told him that she would be on that one.


When the portal began sparking, the first ship in line entered the area and disappeared within it. The Trobin ship was eighth in line, and he uttered a curse when it disappeared beyond. Restlessly, he waited. When his turn came, he braced himself for the tumultuous ride, bent on vengeance as he was drawn into the blinding brilliance of the portal.







Chapter 4




Skye huddled in the corner of the spacecraft’s dimly lit cargo hold, immersed in her despair. She sat with her arms above her knees, her head upon them, her eyes closed to block the sight that was before her. She wished that this was a nightmare, but she knew that she was awake. The tranquilizer that the Kalcoon had given her appeared to be gone and she was alert, but her mind was anything but clear.


She was a prisoner still, but now she was a victim of the Trobins. She had risen from the bed after the man had left her, trying to ascertain all that had happened to her, when a Trobin burst into the room. He had smothered her scream, thrusting a thin mesh material over her head, the rough ties enclosing around her neck. She had struggled violently against his strong grip while he had carried her in his wiry arms, but the mesh was suffocating her—she could scarcely breathe! The next that she knew was a blast of icy-cold air assaulting her nakedness. Her captor ran with long strides, and suddenly the biting chill left her. He set her down, depositing her on a cold padded surface. She clawed at the mesh—needing air—and he drew the ties and yanked it off, giving her the horrifying sight of his leering face, his bright pink eyes. She recoiled, scrambling backward from him, bumping into a bent, bundle of a woman who was on the floor. Wildly she glanced around, seeing all the people.


This is how it had been on the Kalcoonian transport—these were the same faces, only there were more here than before, about thirty. They were all female—from the visages that she could see—and some stared at her, silently commiserating with her plight. They had all been here quite some time, their spirits listless as if they were resigned to their fate. They all wore black Trobin robes, huddled together for protection in their misery and terror.


The Trobin’s pink, glowing eyes enjoyed her nakedness before he threw a black robe at her. She made it up to her feet and hurried into its protection. He gripped her arm and ushered her over to a more deserted, far corner of the hold, and motioned for her to sit. She did, seeing his threatening and ominous eyes. She noted that he had the man’s travel bag, which he set down beside her. He seemed smug, as though the bag—and she—were worthy prizes that he had triumphantly won.


He took an injection dispenser out from his pocket. Her efforts to fight him were futile while he injected her, sending an airy rush into her left hand. He sneered at her and then moved off to join two other Trobins who were securing the doors, preparing for flight.


She fell back and awaited the drug’s effects, but they didn’t come. She was left to wonder what the injection had been for ...


She discovered that this wasn’t a typical cargo ship; it had been modified to carry passengers, equipped with a padded floor and a small room in a corner, a bath that the prisoners could use for their necessities. This obviously wasn’t the first Human cargo that it had carried. Clearly, if the Trobins had their way, it wouldn’t be the last.


When the craft powered up, the floor beneath her vibrated and then her belly felt the lift of take off as the craft rose up into the air. Soon they were on a cosmic flight. She could do nothing but wait and wonder about her fate. When a severe turbulence came, she screamed out her panic like the other prisoners did, but when the ship became silent and still again, she concluded that this wasn’t yet her death. She settled back in her corner. She couldn’t escape from here. She would have to wait and find her chance when they reached their destination—wherever it was that the Trobins were taking her.


The significance of the events of the last hours began settling within her head, leaving her in a state of listless apathy. Her father was gone. Her innocence was gone. Had that truly happened? Had she truly been with a man? The only evidence that it had happened was the aching of her breasts and the soreness of her loins. The man had come to her like a phantom in the night, showing her the ways of passion, stealing from her her spirit—even her will. She had nothing left within her but her survival instinct—which, as of now, wasn’t very strong. She truly hadn’t much to live for. In this life she’d never see her father again, or the man.


One certainty, her dreams of the blond-haired, blue-eyed man would never be the same—for forever.


A disturbance in the hold brought Skye out of her reflections. She lifted her head from her knees to see a Trobin standing menacingly above a delicate, petite girl who sobbed, unable to contain her emotion. The creature unlatched a round metallic orb—much like a collar—off from his wide belt that encircled his blue robe, and lifted it above her, threatening her with it. All of the prisoners in the hold cringed and Skye herself tensed. The woman nearest the girl grabbed her and clung to her, desperate to stop her cries. The collar was a very adept deterrent, as if all of the prisoners knew of its pain-producing power, having before been given a horrific demonstration. Satisfied of the girl’s submission and of her silence, the Trobin snapped the collar back into place on his belt and moved slowly around the hold, keeping his captives in check.


Skye felt a wave of fury rushing through her, but she was careful not to show it. She knew about the Trobins, having learned about them on her computer with her father. They were an odd race, living in huge domed cities on Strou, their planet. Strou was an arid, desert world, the Trobins having depleted their ozone long ago. Still, they chose to stay on their home world, learning to adapt. The seas still flowed and there were pockets of vegetation, but the planet’s core temperature had risen to a scorching level. They had built their domes, controlling the atmosphere, and had designed special robes that gave a flow of cold air at the touch of a button on their belts, keeping their body heat down when needed. Their robes also announced their place in their society by their color. They had a hierarchal society, which made her think of their similarity to a colony of bees.


“Strange creatures,” her father had said. “Makes me thank God that we were born as Humans.”


She agreed. They were strange in that everything was done to please their queen and she, in kind, took care of the colony. Queen Te Sa Narr wore a scarlet robe, a color reserved only for her, while her many consorts wore white. The blue robes of the Trobins here told of their prestigious position as administrators, quite close to the queen’s bidding. What her computer hadn’t told her about them was their brutality. Unlike the Kalcoons, they didn’t need drugs to keep their prisoners in line. They enjoyed intimidating them, making them suffer with the threat of their ‘collars of death’.


She thought about the black robe that she wore. If she recalled correctly, the color signified the lowest status, that of menial workers. This class did all the drudgery for the others, really no better than—


It dawned on her that she—like these others—had been taken to be their slaves.


A vow followed this revelation: ‘I will never be a slave! I will die first!’


Skye clung to her vow, fearing and dreading the time to come. She would do her best to escape, but if she did not, at least she’d be with her father.


She realized that the spacecraft was docking, hearing the clank as the cargo ship lodged at its pier. Her heart began thudding within her while she awaited the Trobins’ next move. A sense of intense nervousness emanated from the crowd as the ship’s doors slid open and two white-robed Trobins came into the hold, snapping out orders.


“Feet now! Stop down!”


Although the Trobins hadn’t quite mastered the Human language, everyone understood. She, like they, rose to her feet. The captors began ushering their prisoners through the doorway. When she neared the exit, the Trobin—the one who had taken her from her cell on Kan—stepped out before her. He held the man’s travel bag, and took her elbow into his other wiry hand.


“I you keep all me,” he said in a nasal but oddly shrill voice.


She understood that he had said that he would keep her all to himself.


The sound of her heartbeat drummed dully in her ears as she moved beside her captor, very aware of the tight grip he had on her arm. He escorted her down a long hallway, behind the other prisoners, and soon he turned down another hall, leaving the others. They walked in the quiet down yet another hall, and soon into what became a labyrinth of halls, a maze with many tall and narrow doors. He finally stopped before one and opened the door with his thumb. He ushered her into a spacious room, setting down the travel bag. He took a small remote out from his pocket at the hip of his robe, used it to lock the door, and returned the remote to his pocket. He released his hold, and she absently rubbed her aching arm, glancing around for any means of escape ...


The room was airy and ovular in shape, with many windows bright with the sun. There was a hallway to her left that—no doubt—led off to other rooms. Maybe there was another exit there ...


The Trobin motioned for her to sit on a long blue lounge, and she moved and sank down to it. He picked up the travel bag and moved into an adjoining room, returning without it. He then went to a kitchen counter filled with many bottles, and took up one bottle, and poured the green liquid into a clear goblet, and then into another. Her eyes spied a long and sharp knife, there on a tray, a knife that one would use for the cutting of fruit. But, it could cut other things ...


He came to sit down next to her, offering her a glass. She didn’t take it, so he set it down on the long table before them, settling back to have a delicate sip from his.


“I, Stra Akka,” he said, too pleasantly. “You?”


Skye thought of the strangeness of the situation. Clearly, he was trying to seduce her! She must keep her wits if she were to survive. She didn’t want to die, just yet ...


He awaited her answer.


“Skye,” she murmured.


“Skye,” he echoed in his shrill, nasal voice. “I like.”


He took a tress of her hair into his hand, and she shrank away from him. He tested its luster between his thin, bony fingertips, sighing softly, very pleased. She reached for her glass to distract him and took a quick sip of the tangy liquor. It worked; he returned his attention to his drink.


Suddenly he rose, staring down on her with his pink, intense eyes. “Make home, you,” he said.


He had invited her to make herself at home before he went off to the adjoining room to answer nature’s call.


Skye rose quickly to her feet, moving quietly down the hall. There she found his sleeping quarters, but no exit. She hurried back into the other room and saw the knife lying on the tray. She went to pick it up, considering the long sharp blade. She didn’t know if she could ... she didn’t know if she could do it ...


Determined, she carefully placed the blade in the folds of her hip pocket ...


She was moving back to the lounge when her eye caught the motion beyond the vast curve of windows. She moved there and gasped at the sight.


It was a misty cloud that was floating by, blocking the sun and darkening the reddish hue of the sky. She looked down below and saw that there wasn’t any ground, the land being shrouded by clouds far down in the distance. She was struck with dizziness, awed by the concept, and she humbly made her way back to the lounge, reminded of her mortality.


She tried to control her trembling, but her limbs wouldn’t obey. The next moments would bring her escape—or her death.


Her hands began to quake while she awaited Stra Akka’s return ...


***


Nicholas strode through the chaos of the vast Trobin marketplace, on a mission. He took in the hugeness of the dome—the walkways high above him and the great distance around him—while he searched, determined to find her. He saw other Humans out shopping in this maze of gregariousness, eager to find a Trobin treat, but he was only interested in one. He would find the plucky wench—he could guarantee himself that.


He had trailed the Trobin ship to its destination, careful to keep back so as not to be detected. He was surprised when the ship docked at Space Station One, a highly secure area that was the private docking bay of Queen Te Sa Narr.


He had docked there before, not quite a year past, when the queen had entertained his mother and father and him. The wormhole had recently been opened for use, and the two races needed to set up relations, their two worlds now being so close in vicinity. Queen Te Sa Narr, with her flowing scarlet robe and tiara of red gems, was a haughty creature, though she had treated the Royal Family of Adriel with due respect. The two queens, with completely opposite personalities, had somehow found a rapport for the good of their subjects. It was when they were heading home, when their entourage of guards had settled in their places for the night, that his mother stated her opinion. She didn’t truly like Queen Te Sa Narr and had an uneasy feeling about her. His father and he had agreed. But, for the sake of civility, they must put their personal qualms aside.


He had been surprised that the cargo ship had docked there. What was that little tart of a girl doing with the queen? Who was she? Did she know of his identity? Nothing made sense—but he would get his answers ...


He, with his sleek craft, had docked at a pier at the nearest marketplace, a thoroughfare in the domed city that was open to all. He had entered the elevator pod that took him down to the city, a spherical structure that was still in the clouds high above the planet’s surface. The Trobins liked high places. He thought that it might have to do with their inflated, lofty egos.


The pod had opened, and he moved into the crowded halls, making his way in the direction where the Trobin ship had docked. There would be a way into Queen Te Sa Narr’s headquarters somehow, he just had to find it—even if he had to shed his disguise.


He ignored the Trobin merchants who tried to get his attention, shouting at him about the excellence of their wares, and he walked the promenade, avoiding the four-wheeled transports with impatient Trobin drivers who threatened to run him down, from time to time. He turned down the halls, finding a pleasant restaurant or a rowdy bar, to which he would retrace his steps. When he reached a more deserted area of the dome, he turned down a less traveled path and discovered that he wasn’t suppose to be here.


A Trobin, garbed in a golden robe of security status, stepped out from the checkpoint booth. “No enter!” he warned, blocking the way.


Nicholas put up his hands and backed away. “Sorry!” he said, and turned, heading back in the direction he had come.


Nicholas smiled. He could bet that was the hall he was looking for.


He moved out again into the dome and chose a nearby vendor selling jewelry trinkets, pretending to browse. From the corner of his eye, he watched the activity around that certain hall. He saw that the black robes—the menial class—were allowed to enter. He would soon be wearing one ...


As a black-robbed figure came out of the hall into the dome, he set his sights on following him. He trailed the Trobin down the walkway and couldn’t believe his luck when the creature entered a resting area, summoned by the call of nature. He followed him in, his luck better yet that the room was deserted. The Trobin entered a stall, but when he exited it, he was met with a startling surprise. Nicholas gave him a harmless press to the neck to make him lose consciousness for a while, and then he took his robe from him, returning his naked form to the stall. He hurried into the robe, seeing that it was a snug but adequate fit, and pulled the large floppy hood over his head. Then he was off to the chase ...


He averted his face while he showed the security guard the card he had found in the hip pocket, and the disinterested guard ran it across a computer panel and let him pass.


Nicholas moved through the open doorway, smiling in his victory as he set out to explore the interior of the queen’s headquarters, the labyrinth of halls.


***


Skye resisted the urge to spring to her feet as Stra Akka entered the room. She must remain calm. All she knew was that she would not let this creature have her. She didn’t know why he would be sexually interested in a Human—except for the fact that it appeared that their anatomies were very similar. But, he was a Trobin, an analytical, almost insipid breed. Why would he have an interest in her?


Whatever his reasoning, he did. The leer in his narrow and pink, cat-like eyes told of his eagerness to get down to the business at hand.


Suddenly he disrobed, tossing the garment beside her on the lounge. Skye gaped. He stood there in his bare form, tall and thin, his nearly hairless skin a pale, chalky white. He was aroused, his very long and thick member pointing at her. He bent a bony knee, with his hands on his hips, his head high and arrogant as if he were proud of his physique.


“You like?” he asked seductively, as if certain that she would.


Skye could have laughed, if not for her dire predicament. He was motioning for her to rise. She rose onto her unsteady legs, thinking of the knife ...


“See you,” he urged, meaning that she should take off her robe.


She began backing away from him, toward the door. She slowly slid her hand into her pocket and found the handle ...


Stra Akka became irritated, angry with her resistance. He began coming near her, to grab her. As his hand touched her, she drew the knife out from her pocket and wildly struck down at him. The result was immediate. He cried out shrilly and stumbled backward, falling to the floor. She shrieked, seeing the gush of purplish blood that came from him, much of his member disengaged from him, lying near her feet on the floor.


Horrified, Skye dropped the knife. In her panic she snatched up his robe and found the door remote in the pocket. He was gasping and cursing, trying to reach for her ... She unlocked the door. She flew through the open doorway and did not look back ...


Nicholas couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw the hysterical girl running down the hall toward him. He caught her arms, stopping her short while she tried to rush by him. She saw his face and realized that he was he.


Skye couldn’t believe her eyes, either. She had a rush of incredible relief, seeing his familiar face.


“What happened?” he rasped.


She couldn’t make coherent speech. “He! I! Help! No!”


He flopped her hood down onto her head. “Come with me.”


He grasped her hand, leading her down the hall. “Calm yourself, until we’re out,” he warned. “Running will alert them. Walk behind me, slow and easy.”


She did as she was told, concealing her panic and her gratitude. She appeared composed while they passed by two white-robed Trobins who didn’t give them a single glance. She followed him through the quiet maze until they stopped at a door that opened into a vast dome. The noise assaulted them, simplifying her escape while they walked on, becoming lost in the ambiguity of the crowd.


Skye trailed behind him, her bare feet beginning to ache from the length of the walk. She remained silent as they entered the elevator pod with several other Humans and Trobins, and she soon felt its rise upward. It opened into a docking bay. With forced calm, they walked to his starship where he ushered her aboard, into the bridge. He motioned for her to sit in the passenger seat, and he strapped her within the crisscrossing belts, and then took the helm. He tossed the Trobin hood back off of his head, and she did the same to her own. He used his quick, deft fingers to bring power to the engines.


“What have I gotten myself into,” he muttered wryly to himself, while he strapped himself in, and then brought the ship up into flight.


Skye tried to catch her breath as she saw—out the side port—the brown Trobin globe becoming smaller and smaller in the distance. At last, she was safe ... She leaned back against the headrest, overwhelmed.


Nicholas saw the relief on her lovely profile. He had a million questions for her, but he’d start with the easiest. “What happened back there?”


Skye felt her fear once more. “A Trobin—Stra Akka. He tried ... he tried to ... I cut him ... I think I killed him ...”


“Did you say ‘Stra Akka’?”


She nodded.


“You killed Stra Akka?”


“I think so.”


His fingers worked the helm panel with a sudden urgency. “Stra Akka is one of Queen Te Sa Narr’s top advisors! We’re in trouble ...”


“Oh!” she breathed. “But, he—”


“Madame, I think it best that you don’t distract me right now. We could have company real soon.”


Skye fell silent and became smaller in her chair. He diligently monitored the tail of his spacecraft, expecting a rapid Trobin assault from a fighter ship. As time passed, it seemed as though they weren’t being pursued, but he still wouldn’t let down his guard. She was impressed by his skill at maneuvering a starship, glad that he controlled the helm.


When they reached the wormhole, he didn’t wait in line like the other ships, he instead circled around until they all had their passage through. Then he made a straight shot for there.


Skye gasped as they entered the gateway, blinded by the flashing of the brilliant lights.







Chapter 5




Skye opened her eyes when the turbulence quit and blinked to clear her vision. The stars were bright and clear against the black, the spacecraft now traveling at a slower speed. She glanced beside her and saw Nick working the panel, his manly hands laying in coordinates as he gave the ship over to automated control. As if confident that he had eluded any possible pursuers, he undid his belts and rose from his chair, giving her his full attention. He stood akimbo, staring down on her with a partly curious, partly angry expression on his handsome face.


“All right,” he said, brusquely. “Who are you?”


Skye felt the power of his presence so near to her and was gripped by the magnetism. She recalled how just hours ago he had touched her, showing her an ecstasy she hadn’t known existed. His large hands and firm tongue had been hot upon her, exploring her ... He had kissed her in a place never before known ... he had been within her ... She tried to stop her invasive thoughts, but the memory was so vivid that she was experiencing a hint of the sensations now. Powerless, she felt the heat rising to her cheeks ...


“Who are you?” he repeated, demanding answers.


Skye caught her wits and found her voice. “I’m Skye ... Skye Williams.”


“Skye Williams.” He tested the name on his tongue, relaxing somewhat. “That’s a pretty name, for a pretty woman.” His dark eyes weighed her, calculatingly. “So Miss Skye, how did it come to be that you killed Stra Akka?”


Skye worked to compose her thoughts. “I ... He ... he brought me to his room. I ... I wouldn’t let him ... he ...”


Nicholas saw the struggle on her beautiful face, and his anger faded. Whatever had happened, she had been through a harrowing experience. “I think you’d best start at the beginning,” he said softly. “Take your time.”


He touched the panel on her chair, making her seat belts slide away. He moved into the open area of the craft and motioned for her to follow. She did, glancing around. This was a small two-crew spacecraft, having a day-night nook, a bath, and a galley. It suddenly seemed very cramped. She was alone with this man ...


His hand offered her the black lounge that ran the length of a wall, and she sat down on it. He moved to the galley.


“Do you like coffee?” he asked politely. “Good and hot ...”


“Yes,” she replied timidly.


“Cream ... sugar ...”


She shook her head.


With a touch of a button on a dispenser counter, he filled one cup and then another. He came near and sat down next to her, giving her a steaming mug. Hesitantly, she took a sip of the hot, nutty brew. He took a sip from his, sitting there quietly ... and the silence lengthened, fraying on her already tattered nerves. She could find no words to say.


He broke the quiet. “Why were you there on Kan?”


Skye knew that he also thought about what had happened there, and felt a new heat coming to her cheeks. Her hands began to tremble, and she set her mug down on the end table beside her, lest she embarrass herself further. He watched her, his gaze intent on her profile. He reached out and drew a tangled red-gold tress off from her brow, and the unsettling power of his touch made her shrink away.


Nicholas moved his hand away from her. He ran the feel of her presence by his instincts ... This wasn’t a shrewd, scheming thief—this was a scared and confused girl. He was nearly overwhelmed with an urge to protect her, to hold her and take away her fears, and give her a comfort she had never before known. She was clearly exhausted—completely disheveled—her softly tangled hair partially spilling out from the black Trobin robe, and he had a spectacular vision of her being naked beneath it. Her eyelids—with those long black lashes—were heavy, and there were faint dark patches beneath her eyes, making her look vulnerable in her fatigue. A blush reddened her high ivory cheeks, and he supposed that was due to her thinking about when he had taken her. She shut her eyes tightly, pressing her fingers to her temples as if trying to ward off an ache in her head.


This wasn’t a harlot—at least, not a willing one. He had been the first man she had ever known, and he had a glorious satisfaction from that, though he wondered why he should. He recalled the sensuous feel of her beneath him, and how he had tasted of her sweetness, and against his will, his desire began to stir. Wholeheartedly, he wanted to lay her down and do it all again to her—and more—but his mother had taught him to respect women—at least, those who deserved it. He knew, from his instincts, that this one did. He didn’t know who she was or what had happened to her, but the solving of this mystery would have to wait. No, she wasn’t a prostitute, but he would have to take his disappointment in stride and listen to the annoying wisdom of his blasted conscience.


“You know what?” he said, rising slowly to his feet. “You’re tired—I’m tired. Let’s get some rest, and we'll talk about this later.”


Skye agreed. She could hardly keep her eyes open. The events of this day had been so contradictory that her emotion was all twisted up within her, leaving her spent.


He moved off to the bath for a moment and returned with a large royal-blue nightshirt, which he offered to her.


“This will be more comfortable,” he urged.


“Thank you,” she murmured, taking it from him and going off to the bath to change.


As she disrobed, in the mirror she saw her wide violet-blue eyes and her anxiety within them. She wondered about the sleeping arrangements, if he would try to have her again. Did she want him to? Who was this man? Nick Christian—is that what he had said his name was? She didn’t know anything about him, except that he appeared to be a bit of a rogue. But she knew his touch ... his mystical touch ...


She had thought that she would never see him again, but here he was. He had rescued her from the Trobins, and she would be eternally grateful for that. He must have followed her to Strou, perhaps to retrieve his travel bag. But, how had he known where to find her? And why had he come to her cell on Kan? Had the Kalcoons sold her to him, like a prostitute? Did he still expect payment? No matter if he did, she was free from the Kalcoons and the Trobins, and she soon would be free from him. She was her own, again.


The relief she had was replaced with a sudden despair. Her father was gone. What was she to do now?


Skye decided that she was too tired to care about her future, or even her past. She retracted that thought, however, when she saw him standing there by the bed, wearing only his dark leggings. His bare, tanned breast and muscular arms brought a threat to her balance, and his charming smile furthered her precariousness. His dark gaze brightened on her, traveling down her, appreciating how his royal-blue nightshirt clung gently to her curves. It covered her well, reaching to her calves, with the sleeves midway down her forearms, but her quick glance down saw how the tips of her breasts were straining vulgarly against the soft cloth. He tore his gaze away and shook his head, as if to clear his senses.


“Ummm ... you take the bed,” he offered quite grudgingly, moving away from it. “I’ll take the lounge.”


Knowing an odd mixture of relief and disappointment, she moved to the large bed that filled a nook in the aft of the craft and saw that he had drawn back the covers for her. She turned to thank him, but he had already left her for the bath.


She crawled into the downy softness and settled in. The last thought she had—before her exhaustion overtook her—was of how natural it had felt when she had lain beneath him, his cheek against hers as he cradled her head in his arms.


***


Skye woke, unsure if yesterday had been just a dream, or not. She saw the continual darkness of space beyond the windows that lined three sides of the bed, and knew that it had been real. She wondered of the hour, about how long she had slept. She felt rested and alert. She lie there a moment, discovering that she hadn’t felt this way—more like herself—since before the Kalcoons had drugged her. She had her wits about her again and she would need them, being alone in life without her father.


“Mornin’, Sleeping Beauty.”


She turned to see Nick standing at the nook’s entrance, smiling a cheerful greeting down on her. She was amazed again by how handsome he was, with his tall and rugged frame, and the perfect contours of his face. He was freshly showered, his dark shoulder-length locks fluffed—appearing even blacker than before—and he wore a long-sleeved, ivory-hued shirt and dark-blue leggings, looking very refined. He was an impressive man ... but he was not the blue-eyed, blond-haired man of her dreams.


“Feeling better?” he asked.


She nodded and rose from the bed. Seeing his amused expression, she suddenly became aware of her appearance. She shyly ran her hand through her hair, which was but a bevy of soft tangles.


“Methinks you need a shower,” he teased, pulling gently on a tousled tress.


His hand lingered there on her cheek, and her heart began to race. They were much too close to the bed ...


He sighed and drew away, moving from her. “I took the liberty of choosing a shirt for you,” he said, over his shoulder. “Sorry, but I’ve only my clothes aboard. I think you’ll find all that you need on the counter in the bath.”


Skye took his advice and went off to the bath. When in the shower, she stood beneath the hot and soapy, soothing jets of water, and then rinsed off and stepped out to the hot air drier on the wall, to fix her sodden hair. The clothes he had left out for her were far too large, but she suspected that these were the smallest he had. The black long-sleeved shirt was soft and without buttons, and sufficed when she drew back the cuffs. The white leggings, a pair that would reach to his knee, reached down the better part of her calf; she adjusted the belt to fit her waist. She brushed her dry red-gold hair into a silky sheen and left it free, finding no tie. She peered at her violet-blue eyes and found them to be bright and sparkling, and then she was ready to brave her day.


Nicholas nodded to himself when he saw her, her hair glossy and lovely and flowing down past her waist, her violet-blue eyes exquisite. She surely was a beauty ... She looked at him like she wondered what to do next. He regained his wits and made her a mug of coffee, and brought it to her.


Skye noticed the nook. With a touch of a button he had changed the space from the bed to what was now a table between two benches. She slid onto a bench, and he set her mug down on the tabletop.


“Do you like eggs and pancakes?” he asked.


Skye nodded, quite eagerly. She realized that she hadn’t eaten anything substantial since her lunch at Lodestar College—aside from a few tidbits of strange-tasting meat the Kalcoons had given her. She hadn’t eaten for days. Her belly rumbled as if giving her a greeting, glad that she had noticed.


He brought her the heaping plates.


“Enjoy,” he said. “I’ve eaten already ... been up for hours ...”


She started in on her meal, finding a ravenous appetite, but she was careful not to devour it like an animal, aware of his scrutiny. He watched her without appearing to, pacing slowly around the room, pausing at the entertainment console by the lounge, looking for a computer card or a game to occupy his time, but thought better of it, and paced again. When her hunger was satisfied, he returned to the table, to clear the empty plates.


“More?” he asked.


She shook her head, completely sated.


After he dropped her plates into the disposal chute, he returned to stand before her, his mood growing serious. He soberly met her eyes, wanting his answers.


“Okay. You said that you killed Stra Akka. Was he the one who took you from the brothel?”


“The brothel!” she breathed. “So that is what it was!”


“Yes, it was. Any idea how you got there?”


Skye decided to trust him with her personal grief. He seemed kind ... He was easy to talk to—if she could just get the words out ... and ignore his breathtaking presence ...


“I had left the school to go see my father. He ... was killed ... I saw him in a laser battle with someone ...”


Nicholas’ eyes widened. This girl was in worse shape than he first had thought. “You saw your father killed?”


“No, I didn’t see it—I didn’t see who he was fighting with. I just know he’s ... gone. I was running for help, and two Kalcoons grabbed me. I woke up on a cargo ship. They drugged me to keep me quiet.”


“They drugged you,” he said flatly.


That would explain her lack of resistance to him having her, Nicholas thought. He remembered back and realized that she did try to struggle, but he had thought she was an adventurous whore wanting some brutal action. He had taken an innocent—a little schoolgirl! But, he couldn’t have known ...


“How old are you?” he asked quickly.


“Eighteen,” she replied, with a lift of her chin.


He breathed a sigh of relief. At least she was of age ...


“A cargo ship, you say. What was their cargo?”


“People,” she said simply.


“People?”


“Yes. There were twenty, or so, other girls besides me. And there were even more on the Trobin ship.”


Nicholas took it all in a moment, and then he asked: “What did Stra Akka want of you?”


Skye thought about how it was the same thing that this man had taken from her. “He ... he tried to ...” she stammered.


The blush flooding her high cheeks gave him his answer.


He cursed and sprang up and began to pace. Her wide eyes followed his erratic saunter, his countenance telling of his deep thought, and then he finally paused, and considered her. “You might just have saved many lives,” he informed.


“What?” she murmured, confused.


“I have to make a call,” he said, and went off to the bridge, locking the door behind him.


Skye was left to wonder in the hour, or so, that he was gone. She was staring unseeingly out the port when he returned. She rose and approached him, having her own questions.


“What do you mean, that I might have saved many lives?”


He smiled down on her. “Hundreds of people have been missing for months now, from Adriel and Myrrh. You’re one of them. Now we know who’s responsible, and we’ll have it investigated and stopped.”


She was perplexed. “But, I haven’t heard anything about that.”


“It wasn’t widely known, so as not to cause a panic.”


“How do you know?”


“I have friends in the Security Force. I told them about it, about what happened to you.”


Skye was surprised, about him having such influential friends. “Who are you? A security officer?”


He laughed heartily, at that. “No, let’s just say that I’m an adventurer—I’ve had a security officer after me a time or two, though. I go from place to place. I meet a lot of people on the way.”


Skye concluded that she was right—he was a bit of a rogue. He was a man who enjoyed the debauchery of brothels. But, she certainly knew about going from place to place ...


Nicholas peered down on the mysterious girl—he had solved one part of the mystery, anyway. He had sent a message out on the ship’s comm, to his mother and father. He had uncovered a slave trade ...


The Kalcoons were taking their unsuspecting victims from the two planets and selling the Human wares to the Trobins. Taush had either bought the girl from the Kalcoonian scouts or had stolen her himself, wanting to keep her for his brothel, knowing that he had a huge moneymaker in her—he was right, about that. But, the Trobins had double-crossed him and had taken her—that explained Taush’s fear of him going to Strou; he was afraid they’d be exposed. The Trobins, with their brutal sexuality and lack of morals, were using the girls as their sexual slaves. His instincts were right—never trust a Trobin.


The fact that the cargo ship had docked at Queen Te Sa Narr’s private pier told him that she knew about the illicit trade—probably condoned it. This could start a war between the planets. This was a precarious situation. The palace must covertly work to expose them—no doubt they wouldn’t find the slaves outright if they were to storm Queen Te Sa Narr’s headquarters. They must catch them in the act. One of these days, he’d pay Taush a personal visit, but for now he’d best get this girl home, where she’d be safe.


“Is there someone you want me to send a message to?” he asked. “To tell them that you’re safe?”


Skye was embarrassed that she had no one to call. It was humbling to discover that no one truly cared if she lived, or if she died. She averted her face and shook her head.


Nicholas was surprised. “No one?”


She shook her head again.


“No family? A relative? A girlfriend?”


She had to shake her head again, becoming more and more chagrined.


“A boyfriend?”


“No,” she admitted, her voice small.


This was even more surprising—but pleasing—news to him. She should be beating them off with a stick. He scratched his chin, wondering if this truly was an angel fallen down from Heaven to test him.


“So, where do you live?”


Skye couldn’t take any more frustration. She didn’t want to tell him that she didn’t have a home. “On Adriel,” she replied.


“Good!” he said warmly. “That’s my home base. That’s where we’re heading. Whereabouts on Adriel?”


Skye really had nowhere to go. She’d never return to Lodestar College, and she couldn’t go to her father’s estate where he had been killed. She thought of the safe box in Dakota, the one that he had told her to open in the event of his death. She would go there ...


“Dakota,” she said solemnly.


“Dakota. That’s a nice town. Is that where your school is?”


“No, it’s Lodestar College in Seascape City. I was only there three days. I won’t be going back there.” Truly, she had nothing to go back to.


Nicholas was moved to compassion, seeing her dejected face. “You said that your father ... died?”


She nodded.


“He was in a laser battle with someone, but you ran before he ... How do you know that he died?”


“I just know.”


Nicholas considered her. The act of murder was rare on Adriel, the subjects shunning their baser instincts, living in peace and prosperity. Perhaps there would be a news transmission about it, to corroborate her story.


“Let’s go look,” he said, going off to the bridge and motioning for her to follow.


When in the bridge, he sat in a chair, clicked on a viewer, and glided his fingertips across the panel.


“Williams, you say?”


She nodded.


Nothing came up about a Williams, but there was a story of a Tavis Hamilton being recently killed on his estate in Seascape City. His killer got away, and there were no suspects. The authorities couldn’t find his only kin, his daughter, to notify her.


Skye’s eyes instantly filled with tears. She had known that he was gone, but to actually see it ... The reality of it all struck her like a knife.


Nicholas didn’t notice her tears. “But, I thought you said that your name was Skye Williams.”


A sob escaped her, and he was up and out of his chair, taking her into a gentle embrace. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he apologized huskily. “Sorry to have ...”


Skye welcomed the comfort of his presence while he smoothed her hair, shushing her. Suddenly, she was embarrassed by her weakness—just this morning she had told herself that she had her wits about her again. She must be strong ... She pulled away from him and wiped her cheeks.


“You okay?” he asked softly.


She nodded rapidly, composing herself. She brought the strength back into her voice. “No,” she said, pointing at the viewer. “That’s him. Hamilton was his other name.”


Nicholas wondered why the man would have an alias, but thought it best not to press, right now. He wanted to help, in any way that he could. “I can tell the authorities that you’ve been informed,” he offered.


Her eyes widened. “You could?”


“Like I said, I have friends in the Security Force. I could have them make the arrangements for him—anything that you want.”


Skye nodded, grateful. At least she wasn’t completely alone in this. “Do what you think is best,” she said.


Nicholas was confused.


“We have no kin. My father doesn’t care where his body lies, now that his spirit is in Heaven.”


After a moment, he nodded, knowingly. “I’ll take care of it.”


He placed his large hand on her soft shoulder and guided her around, moving her toward the doorway. “You should rest,” he urged. “That’s a lot for a girl to handle.”


Skye forgave his disparaging attitude because it was a lot for her to handle—he was just being kind. She sat on the bench in the nook like he prompted, and he retrieved for her a fresh mug of coffee.


“Anything else you need?”


“No, thank you.”


Satisfied, he went off to the bridge, locking the door behind him. She wondered about all the locked doors, but concluded that he didn’t want her to have access to his influential friends. She shrugged and turned to stare out the window, becoming lost in her grief.


A while later, Skye was glad for the distraction when he entered the room.


“It’s done,” he said.


She murmured her thanks.


He paused nearby her. “I was going to ask you ... Do you know what happened to my travel bag?”


“Yes. Stra Akka had it.”


“Did you go in it?”


She thought that it was a strange question to ask. “No—I’m not a thief.”


“No—I never said that you were. I just lost a few things, is all.”


Nicholas thought of his personal comm that would identify him. By now, it surely was found when Stra Akka was found, dead. Hopefully, the Trobins would think that it had been stolen from him before Stra Akka had stolen it. Either way, being how the Trobin had come upon it, they couldn’t announce it to the worlds that Prince Nicholas had been involved, lest they expose their own corruption.


She still didn’t know of his identity. He’d like to keep it that way ...


He saw her tired, tear-streaked eyes; she had been crying again. He wished that he could take away her pain, but knew that only the passage of time could do that.


He motioned for her to rise from the bench and she did, curious. He took her mug off the table and touched the panel on the wall. The nook began changing, the benches folding inward onto the table until the three windows were there—and so was the bed. She glanced up at him quickly, suspicious.


“No,” he assured. “You’re safe with me. Why don’t you nap—rest. Get your strength back. I’ll get you a plate.”


Skye did as she was told, crawling into the bed, between the soft sheets. He brought her a plate of fine bread, and meat and cheese, which she nibbled on as he spent his time on the bridge. As the afternoon aged, he came back often to check on her, to which she assured him that she was all right. She did feel better, being inundated by his comfort.


Her worries eventually faded as she drifted off, into the healing power of sleep.


***


Nicholas tossed and turned fitfully on the long and narrow lounge, unable to sleep. He heard her soft and even breathing coming from the nook, and he wanted to go there and take her into his arms. He would soon have her like before, but this time he would have a willing response from her, not the primal emotion clouded by the Kalcoonian drugs. But, she was an innocent girl—not his usual kind. He would have to take it slowly. He wanted to win her heart—as any ordinary man would—and make her come to him when she was ready.


This was a most unusual woman. It seemed that she had fallen out of the sky, made especially for him. She was a composed female, concise with her words, having a soft and sweet voice and an air of abundant intelligence. She had a presence about her, almost regal in stature. Obviously, she had been through much—really quite tragic—but she was brave and held her pain well. She held her head high, but not in arrogance. He thought of Lady Audrey, and all of the others like her, with their polished locks and frills and jewels. Although Lady Audrey was very beautiful, with her blue eyes and golden hair, this simple girl would put her to shame—put them all to shame.


He had never met a woman like her. He needed more time with her—he couldn’t let her slip away, just yet. He would win her—what would be the harm? He’d take to the game with gusto and prove that he could seduce a woman, without the aide of his name.


Perhaps, if he so desired, he would set up a house for her and make her his mistress. It seemed like she didn’t have any place special to go ...


He rose and restlessly paced, glancing frequently at the darkened nook. He thought of the family cabin, a hideaway on Myrrh. It was a place where they could be alone. Myrrh was closer than Adriel at this time of year, anyway ... Could he really ... could he really do that ...?


He found himself within the bridge, standing before the helm. He debated a moment, on if his conscience would allow it.


“Oh, what the hell,” he uttered, and changed the ship’s coordinates, setting course for Planet Myrrh.







Chapter 6




“There’s been a change of plans,” Nick informed matter-of-factly. “A gyronic defibrillator is malfunctioning in the helm. We can’t make it all the way to Adriel. We’ll have to stop off at Myrrh and have it fixed.”


“A gyronic defibrillator?” Skye questioned.


“Yes. It’s part of the main power supply of the ship. I don’t trust it. It’s erratic. The whole ship could shut down.”


Skye didn’t know much about the workings of a starship, but figured that he knew his helm better than anybody.


This was the third day aboard the spacecraft. In all truth, this had been a very pleasant time. He was an exceptional host, showering her with comfort, silently understanding her need for convalescence. He had given her a computer tablet to read her choice of novels, to occupy herself, but for the most part, she found herself watching him behind the veil of her lashes. He spent much of his time on the bridge, but when he was near, he was gallant and charming, wanting to see to her slightest need.


Somewhere within his immoral fiber he must truly respect women, since he didn’t try to have her again, after hearing her story. It appeared that he didn’t think it was appropriate. Sometimes she would glance up, feeling the penetrating warmth of his stare, and find his gaze hot on her breasts—to which he would quickly look away. Still, he didn’t act on his desire ... though she caught herself wishing that he would. Her mind would wander from the book she read, into the fascinating memory of his touch. Her body wholly wanted to experience that again, but her mind resisted, knowing that it was best that she didn’t. He had found her in a brothel; no doubt he would frequent them again. Truly, she didn’t like that sort of man. And, she couldn’t just go up to him and ask that he kiss her ...


Her time with him would end soon, anyway. This stop off at Myrrh would surely be a short delay ...


Later that day, when they were on approach to Myrrh, the helm began misbehaving, giving him cause for concern.


He cursed. “I’d best find the nearest place to land ...”


He strapped her in her chair, and then he in his, as if expecting a turbulent descent. His fingers glided on the panels, trying to get the erratic ship under his control.


“Hang on!” he warned. “This could get ugly.”


Skye clutched the arms of the chair, her heart beginning to race. She admired his skill and was thankful for it as the craft began slicing through the wispy clouds, entering the lower atmosphere. She cried out as the ship suddenly slid into a roll—and then another—jostling her from hanging upside down in her seat in one instant to right side up the next. An epiphany came to her, the resignation of her death ... but then the craft was on a calmer flight, not too far above the treetops. He stabilized the balance, enough so that he was able to command the ship, and to do a controlled—if erratic—vertical landing, the ship smoothly meeting the solid ground of Myrrh with a single, jolting thud.


Skye placed her hand over her heart, gasping for air.


“Sorry!” he said, as breathless as she. “You see what I mean? But, we made it!”


He caught his breath and unstrapped himself from the chair, and pushed the button to unstrap her. He rose, considering her.


“You okay?” he asked.


She nodded rapidly.


He moved for the ship’s exit and she followed him, on her unsteady legs. He opened the door and peered out, and then he stepped down the metallic steps that had unfurled. She stepped down after him, out into the serene wilderness.


He turned abruptly and headed back up the stairs. “I’d better order that part,” he mumbled, shutting the door behind him.


Skye knew that something was amiss, seeing what lie before her. Not two hundred feet away there was a log cabin, an ancient-looking structure made from real trees and cobblestone. She had a brief memory of a similar place from her childhood, a happy place, and her home before her mother and brother had died. This house was surrounded by the wilderness also, the quiet broken only by the bright calling of the birds that were hidden in the lofty and hanging branches of the abundant, verdant trees. A blue pond sparkled nearby, its shimmer mirroring the gloss of the azure sky above. A garden of colorful wildflowers and lush fruit trees grew nearby, filling the already sensuous scent of the Myrrhian air with a heady, intoxicating fragrance. This was a utopian paradise—a place made for lovers.


Nick exited the craft and approached her. “Well,” he began. “I got the order out and then the darn comm just stopped working—we’ve lost all power. It’s a very specialized part—they’ll have to get it from Adriel. I guess we’ll be stuck here for a few days, until the part arrives. We’ll just have to make the best of it,” he concluded, with a sigh.


Skye’s suspicions were confirmed. Did he really think that she was that stupid?


He continued on. “It’s good that I was able to make it here. I don’t want to think about what might have happened had we had to land over a more populated area.”


Apparently, he did. Laughter welled up within her, but she pushed it back down. She had an inkling of what he had planned for her and—against her better judgment—she conceded. She’d play along ...


“Yes,” she agreed, innocently. “That could have been terrible.”


With a purse of his lips, he concealed his smile, his relief that she had bought his ploy. He came near to place his hand on her shoulder, leading her toward the cabin.


Skye was in awe of all the natural beauty. “Whose place is this? Yours?” she asked.


“My father built this cabin many years ago, before he met my mother,” he explained. “We used to come here when I was a child. I haven’t been here for—what’s it been now—ten years, or so. Still looks the same ...”


When they reached the doorstep, he placed his thumb on a security panel on the rugged wall, and the computer identified him and granted his entrance, clicking the door open. With his outstretched hand, he prompted her to enter. She moved into the room, marveling about the rustic decor, the wooden furnishings and cozy ambience. There was a cobblestone hearth on the far wall, and a bed nearby it. Her gaze fleeted from the bed, over to the kitchen area on the opposite end of the room, a simple scullery of an antique mode. The air brought warmth into her mien, the sunlight streaming in the cross-paned windows, cheery with the day.


He moved to the kitchen, opening cupboards, seeing if everything was in order. Satisfied of the sufficient provisions, he moved into an adjoining room, and she followed him to the doorway. This room was as cozy as the last, having a pair of bunk beds flanking the walls. A large wardrobe ran the length of the wall nearest the doorway, and he slid back the doors and sifted through it.


“I’m sure I can find something more comfortable for you to wear,” he mumbled while he searched.


He selected a simple pastel-blue dress with a pair of matching slippers, and came to hold them out to her.


“How’s this?” he asked.


She wondered about the absent owner’s permission.


“It’s my mother’s. She won’t mind.”


She took them in hand.


“The bath is there,” he offered, pointing at the nearby door. “Make yourself at home.”


Skye retreated behind the closed door of the bath, glad for a minute alone, to think. She saw her reflection in the wood-framed mirror above the vanity and was surprised by the brilliance of her violet-blue eyes. The warmth of his demeanor had lightened her mood, putting the life back into her face. She knew that he had planned this, to ‘trap’ her here with him, from his ‘gyronic defibrillator’, down to his dramatic landing. But, she wouldn’t let him know that she knew. She was in his clutches—like a rabbit being toyed with by a fox—but she couldn’t seem to find it in her heart to care. He was playing a game with her, but she could play that game also, and she had always been very good at winning games. She had never played this game before, but she thought that she knew the rules. She’d trust her instincts ...


Although she often found herself becoming tongue-tied in his dominating presence, she would use her wits and see just how far he planned to take her.


She did want to know the feel of him again ... that maddening euphoria ...


Truly, what did she have to lose?


She stripped from his masculine shirt and leggings, and donned the dress. It was soft in material and light blue in color, making the violet hue of her eyes even darker. She hadn’t worn a dress since she was six, but she liked the feel of it. It had long sleeves and a round décolleté that pronounced the swell of her breasts, and it flared out gently from the hips, reaching just beyond the knee. The blue slippers were adjustable, but it was clear that she had a physique similar to his mother’s. She turned to and fro in front of the mirror, liking its feminine charm.


She fixed her hair a moment with the brush on the counter, and then she was ready to brave him—and what was to come ...


When she left the bath, she caught how his eyes widened, admiring the sight of her, but he quickly looked away.


“That’s a nice dress,” he said, a bit too casually. “Ummm ... it’s about noon here, but it was about midnight our time when we landed. Care for some wine?”


He already had two glasses poured, there on the table by the kitchen. He brought one sparking red goblet to her and gently pushed it into her hand. She met his dark eyes that had an impish gleam in the depths, and had to look away.


He sauntered away from her, sampling his wine, moving to stand before the open doorway. He looked out on the warm and pleasant day, leaning his free hand against the doorjamb. This day he wore a long-sleeved blue shirt and black leggings, the leggings hugging his extraordinary backside very well.


Skye fleeted her gaze from there to the quilted bed so near to her, one soft and inviting. She envisioned lying there with him in their natural forms, his warm hands exploring her like he had before, his lips hot on hers ... She glanced at him and saw that he had turned and was watching her, knowing her thoughts. She felt the heat rising to her cheeks, showing him her distress, which made her embarrassment all the more complete.


Softly, he said, “It’s a beautiful day out there. What do you say we go out and enjoy it?”


Skye meekly followed him out the doorway, into the sunshine. He moved toward the pond, to a rustic table that was attached to two benches, and he sat on one, and motioned for her to do the same. She sat on the bench across from him, and nervously set her glass down on the table. He stared out on the pond, relishing its shimmer, and then his eyes turned to her.


“So tell me, Skye. What do you want?”


Skye paled. “What do I want?”


“In life, I mean. There must be something you desire, some calling that you want to pursue.”


She relaxed a bit, seeing his lane of questioning. She thought a moment and realized that she hadn’t really thought about it before. Life was just an experience, whatever was over the next hill. As far as what she would do with her future, if her destiny were in her own hands, she really didn’t know, and couldn’t give him an answer.


He saw her confusion.


“But there must be something you want. What are your interests? What do you enjoy doing?”


The first image that came to her mind was sitting with her guitar by the campfire with her father, playing her music. She had thoroughly enjoyed those moments, becoming lost in the songs, when all of her troubles would fade away.


“Music,” she murmured.


“Music!” he uttered, as if finding an answer to a question he had sought. “I had thought that you were the creative type. I bet that you are very good at it. You have such a sweet voice.”


She blushed under his praise.


“I love music, too,” he confided. “Is that what you went to school for?”


She nodded. “Sort of.”


“But what’s that about—what you said—that you were there only three days?”


“I didn’t like the college,” she said simply.


“But where did you go to school before?”


“My papa schooled me,” she admitted. “We ... traveled a lot.”


She felt the start of sadness again, missing her father, and as if sensing it, he quickly changed the subject.


“I imagine that you are good at a great number of things,” he contemplated. “We creative types seem to have a knack for taking to challenges, to the complexities of the arts.”


She was surprised. “Do you play music, too?”


“Well, sort of,” he considered. “I’ve dabbled in it, but I don’t really have the voice for it.”


She thought that he, with his deep and smooth voice, would have more than the quality needed.


“But then,” he considered. “I don’t have much time for it.”


She reflected a moment, thinking about his shameful career. “Being an adventurer is that time-consuming?”


“Oh, very!” he replied, with a chuckle. “Keeps me busy.”


She wanted to know more. “What exactly is an adventurer?”


“Umm ... it’s one who travels a lot. They get their funds on a whim, living from minute to minute. It’s just a want of something different, something out of the ordinary. The thrill of the chase ...”


She imagined that he'd had many pursuits and was disturbed by the thought. Was she yet another? “And when you’ve caught it?” she asked.


He peered at her curiously, as if he wondered if she knew what she was asking. She managed to give him an innocent expression.


“That all depends on what it is.” Then, he sighed. “It can be quite a lonely life, though, always in a sea of changing faces but never quite making a true connection with anyone. Kind of lonely ...”


Skye could understand that, and silently commiserated a moment with him ...


Suddenly, he rose and stretched out his arms, flexing away his stiffness. “Afternoon, here, midnight, there ... Are you hungry? Thirsty? Want something else?” he asked, pointing at her untouched glass.


She shook her head and took a quick swallow of the tangy, pleasant spirit.


“Are you tired? Restless? Want a snack? A peach—an apple—a nut?”


Skye laughed, thinking that he was a bit of a nut, himself.


He smiled brightly. “Now, that’s a nice sound! I’d like to hear more of that.”


She smiled, thinking that he—no doubt—could make that happen.


He came around to her side of the table.


“How about if we go for a walk—stretch the legs. Too long on a starship makes me ache.”


Anticipating, she took his inviting hand.


Skye walked with him through the forests and glades, feeling right at home. She was in her element out in the wilds, having spent much of her life within them. He seemed assured also, having an inborn grace and sure foot. He would pause, from time to time, telling her an interesting tidbit of fact about a native flower, a tree, a fruit, much of which she already knew, but she would let him display his knowledge, pretending that she didn’t know. For the most part, they walked quietly, and he seemed at peace, as if he enjoyed simply being in her presence. As he stopped to rest a moment, flexing his arms up and above him and cupping his hands at his nape, she was nearly overwhelmed with her desire to go to him and have him kiss her ... but she caught herself, and held her ground.


He bent and plucked for her a bright violet wildflower, and he held it out to her, sweeping down into an exaggerated bow.


“For you, milady,” he said gallantly.


She took the flower and he moved on again. She followed, with the perfumed bloom on her nose.


As the afternoon aged, Skye became confused. She began to wonder if he really did have his ulterior motives, or if she had imagined that. Perhaps he was just being kind, and they truly were trapped here. He made no move for her, though she paused often, giving him plenty of opportunities. Frustration began to grow within her, an indignation that summoned up her feminine wiles. As she deliberately dropped her flower and bent for it—making her breasts swell precariously within her bodice—she caught his sharp gasp, and was assured once more. She straightened to give him a soft smile, to which he quickly looked away and moved on.


The setting sun was casting its last rays across the land when they returned to the cabin, both tired yet still restless. She sat at the table as he requested, and he flicked the light on in the kitchen and went off to the garden in search of a fresh meal. He returned shortly—inspired—having found something that amazed him.


“Come here,” he urged. “You have to see this.”


Curious, she followed him out the cabin onto the lawns. He pointed at the horizon beyond the pond, and against the dark twilight there was the moon, round and vivid and very large. Its light seemed as bright as the sun, glowing with a mystic candescence, in its splendor.


He came up behind her and placed his hands gently on her shoulders. She instantly began to tremble under his touch.


“That’s the moon ‘Eos’,” he said huskily, in her ear. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


Her breath caught in her throat. His warm fingertips caressed her nape and then he slowly turned her around to face him. She saw the intensity in his dark eyes as he placed his fingertip under her chin, and his lips came down to hers ...


All the emotion that she had longed for broke free from the mooring within her heart while his tongue rode hers, first with a deliberate ardor, then with brutality. She wrapped her arms across his back, her hands grasping his silken hair that was tangled around his nape. He unleashed his passion that he had kept in tight reign, devouring her in his hunger, consuming her ... She went limp against him, unable to withstand her desire, and he drew away his lips from hers and swooped her up into the cradle of his arms, carrying her toward the cabin ...


Skye was breathless in her eagerness as he laid her down on the bed’s softness. He yanked her dress up from the hip and over her, and she raised her arms, assisting him. He pulled her free and tossed the garment aside, taking a moment to appreciate the bareness of her curves that were bathed in the faint light that emanated from behind him. He stripped from his shirt, revealing his muscular breast, and quickly shed his leggings, and crawled atop her. He drew her into another impassioned kiss, leaving her again without breath when he impatiently withdrew.


With a husky groan he bent his head to her nape, trying to regain his control. He moved his lips to her breast, brushing a tress of her red-gold hair away, and his mouth latched onto a straining tip, sending a flash of fire into her loins. She whimpered from the sudden rush, and he slowly moved his lips down her waist to the triangle of her womanhood. He spread her thighs and kissed her hot softness, as if it were all that he could think about and his want was finally before him. She tangled her hands in his hair—writhing in the swelter—the mounting rapture ... knowing this time what was to come ... His hands came up to find the hard points of her breasts, and a flood of ecstasy burst within her, arching her back and rocking her in the flowing waves of paradise ...


She fell back, spent, trying to catch her breath, and she opened her eyes and saw him in the dim light. His face was shadowed, turned in his profile, her knees spread and his hands upon them. She sensed his amazement, felt his bewilderment. It startled her, and he turned and saw her eyes upon him. He regained his senses and moved up atop her. She welcomed him into her arms and he entered her brutally, his hard length ravishing her, rousing her anew. She exalted in the feel of him, his broad chest grazing her breasts, caught in his passion, his fierce need. She ran her palms across his powerful back, traveling downward to the firm swell of his backside, her hands pushing against him, indulging in his every assault. He groaned huskily, overwhelmed by her abandon ... She cried out softly as the emotion struck her, shattering her core, meshing her with him and giving her a glimpse into the brilliance of his soul ...


In the afterglow, the following quiet, he stayed above her, his lips at her nape, his breathing coming slower. He caressed her cheek with his thumb and forefinger, savoring her, and she trembled in his affections. He shifted to lie down beside her, and his hand pleasured her breast, first with tenderness, then with passion. Soon he was upon her again, and he spread her thighs and entered her gently ... and she gasped at his deliberation, his slow and easy thrusts. She settled back, helpless as he bestowed himself upon her, his every movement a maddening pleasure. She never wanted this to end ... this threshold of euphoria ... He endured until she could take no more, and she wantonly bucked up against him, freeing her passion, sending him into his zenith.


Skye fell back weakly, completely spent. In the midst of her contentment, she fell asleep.


Nicholas moved to lie down beside her, crooking his arm, his hand on his cheek. He stared down on her while she slept, her face softly illuminated by the moonlight that streamed through the windows. He stared, awed by her natural beauty, her sensuous presence.


What had he truly found, here?


“Dear God,” he uttered before he pulled her close, and fell fast into a deep sleep.







Chapter 7




“Mornin’, love.”


Skye came to awareness hearing Nick’s rich voice and feeling a fire raging within her. She opened her eyes and saw his dark, impish eyes smiling at her. He was above her, with his head bent at her breast, his hand caressing one breast and his lips near the other. His black hair was mussed around his cheeks and shoulders, his new whiskers faint and bristly on his chin. He was disheveled, his eyelids heavy from sleep, but he was a handsome, sensual sight.


“Did you sleep well?” he asked softly.


She nodded and let out a shaky sigh, sorely affected. She felt his hardness against her thigh, his aching need. He returned his lips to her breast, taking in the pink swollen tip, his tongue leisurely exploring, him searching to make the finest sensations to explode within. A soft moan escaped her, and she reached up to take his head into her hands, tangling her fingers in his silken hair, becoming lost in all the fire.


He was in a mellow passion, wanting to dawdle on her sexuality, lazy in his searching, indulgent in his findings. He slowly moved his searing tongue and palms across the sensitive, tormented tips of her breasts, wanting to hear the whimpers that escaped her, bringing their points up to their fullest measure. Becoming more impatient, he shifted to lie down beside her, his arm behind her nape and crooked with his hand on her breast, while his other hand glided down her waist, to toy with her womanhood. She spread her thighs for him, languorous while his fingertips stroked her, gently rolling on her breast and her softness. His breath came sharply on her ear, as if he shared in her pleasure, loving her vulnerability, intentionally quickening and then pausing on his rhythm until it was more than she could bear. She cried out softly as the ecstasy struck her, taking her off into the blissful, raging jolts.


With what sounded like a growl, he moved atop her and entered her, and she welcomed his long firmness, pressing her feet against his thighs and wrapping her arms around his broad back, her control devastated by his fierce thrusts, his urgent need. He cried out hoarsely as his ecstasy came, consuming him and her in the brutality, the savage, primitive euphoria.


After a moment, he rolled off her and laid his arm above his brow, catching his breath. She closed her eyes, her head swimming in her dizziness, until her composure returned once more.


He quietly rose from the bed, and she opened her eyes and saw him moving for the bath.


“More than a man can handle,” he mumbled before he disappeared beyond the door.


Skye basked in her contentment. The morning sun streamed brightly through the windows, foretelling of a warm and pleasant day. She didn’t know what the future would bring, but she knew about the here and now ...


He entered the room and went to the kitchen, throwing a cheerful glance at her. “Let’s see what we have to eat,” he uttered and opened the tall and wide storage bin, rummaging through the long and narrow racks of pre-prepared plates.


He was comfortable with his nakedness, but she felt the need for modesty, seeing the rosy flush of his lovemaking on her skin. She wrapped the soft pale-blue sheet around her while she rose, going off to visit the bath. She returned and found that he had laid two plates out on the table.


“Help yourself,” he invited, absently rubbing the stubble on his chin as if having become concerned with his appearance. “I’m going to clean up,” he said, and went off to the bath.


She sat in the chair, adjusting the sheet around her. She took a bite of the delectable, perfect eggs and meat, but discovered that she wasn’t all that hungry. She stared unseeing at a sunbeam, lost in her peaceful trance.


He returned, clean shaven and refreshed, rubbing his damp black hair with a downy white towel.


“Want a turn?” he asked.


She nodded and rose, moving off and keeping within the sheet, bringing out a chuckle from him at the display of her modesty.


Skye set aside the sheet on the counter and considered the white antique tub. She decided against it and opened the door of the shower, a convenience that seemed to be added as an afterthought to such a charming and rustic decor. She moved into the long and narrow but spacious room, touching the wall panel that brought the warm and lightly soaped streams of water down upon her, adjusting it to her liking. She moved across the firm and padded floor, down across the jets that came out at her from all four sides, soaping her long tresses and relishing in the luxurious feel.


She flinched as a hand clamped down on her shoulder.


Skye turned to see Nick’s impish, dark eyes, his lips sporting a mischievous smile.


“Want some help?” he asked.


She didn’t respond to the rhetorical question, letting him turn her around so that her back was against his breast. He caught a handful of water from a stream and brought it to her, lathering her shoulder, slowly moving down the length of her arm. He took her hand in his, as if comparing it to his own, marveling of its delicate form a moment before moving across her slender waist, the curve of her hip. He took two handfuls of water and pressed them to the swell of her breasts, moving down to cup their fullness as if enjoying how well they fit in his large hands. She laid her head back against him while he caressed her, his fingers gently twisting on her sensitive points, rousing her desire to an already tormenting level. With a flick of his thumbs, he left them, bending to lather her shapely thigh, rolling with slow, leisurely motions down her calf, to her slender toes. He moved back up on her other leg, up to her hip, running a hand across what he seemed to think was her magnificent bottom, brushing a sodden red tress away to fully appreciate the sight.


He straightened and reached out to the wall panel to slow the power of some of the jets, and grasped her hand, urging her over to the bench that ran the length of one wall. He sat down on the firm cushion, pulling her atop him so that her knees were straddling his narrow hips. Her breath caught as he positioned her, and he thrust himself inside of her, filling her with her wantonness. He held her slender back with one hand, pressing against her bottom with his other, helping her awkward movements until she found her motion. She tangled her fingers within his hair on his shoulders, falling against him, overpowered by the sensations. Her lips neared his and he drew her into an impassioned kiss, knowing her desire, maddened by her lust. He drew away and wrapped his arms around her, and she laid her cheek on his wide shoulder, away from his ear, her breath coming fast and harsh. The spray of a jet lightly splashed her face, the steam billowing around them, the heat penetrating her ... She heard him hoarsely say her name, as if from a distance, the sound of the falling water like a warm rainstorm ... She struck her hips fiercely down on him as her rapture neared ... Her head tilted back and he clutched at her nape as the waves flooded her, drowning her, sweeping her off into the storm ...


She fell against him and he held her, tenderly in his arms. A long while they stayed there, unmoving, lost within the clouds.


A shaky sigh came out of him before he slapped her on the bottom, urging her to rise. She moved off him, struck with an emotion not unlike embarrassment, for how she had taken him, how she had lost all of her control. He didn’t seem to notice her distress, reaching up to the wall panel to put the jets on rinse mode. He moved her in front of a pulsating stream and quite dutifully rinsed her hair, spreading the long heavy tresses apart and wringing them in his hands.


When the lather was but a soft essence on her skin, he guided her over to the entrance of the shower, taking a large towel off a hook and playfully fluffing her hair with it before he relinquished it to her. She caught his mood, finding no need for embarrassment in his easy presence, and she fluffed at his hair with the towel. He restrained her arms but she wildly resisted, wrenching one arm free with a laugh and a trick, feigning to do damage to his most private areas with her knee, leaving him no choice but to take her captive, swooping her up into the cradle of his arms and carrying his plucky burden to the confides of the bed.


He tossed her onto the mattress and crawled atop her, splashing her with a shake of his wet hair. She saw the merriment in his dark eyes before he bent to kiss her ...


Skye was new at the sport of lovemaking, but she discovered that she was a quick learner. He had a way to make her want to satisfy him, with a firm yet gentle hand guiding her to explore the means that pleased him ... a kiss on the soft tuft of dark hair at the center of his breast, on his narrow waist ... As she touched his manhood, seeing how she affected him she became bolder, and kissed him how he had kissed her. He held her head in his hands, loving her while she loved him, bringing him to his passion, giving her a satisfaction she had never known before. She rested with her cheek on his waist a long while before he urged her up to him, taking her into the crook of his arm.


They had no need for words while they rested, drifting off near the throes of sleep and then awakening to savor each other’s presence. He rose in search of a meal, and returned with a handful of ambrosia fruit, which he playfully shared. He spilled a drop of the tang onto her breast—which he had to retrieve with his tongue—taking her off into another bout of passion.


Skye noticed that the sun was setting when he fell back on the pillows, completely spent. She laid her head on his breast and he wrapped his strong arms around her. The sun faded into darkness and the moon began to light. As she neared the vague and misty clouds of slumber, she remembered the dreams she'd had of the blond-haired, blue-eyed man, and thought that he was he.


***


As their fourth day at the cabin dawned, bright and sunny, Skye awoke in a troubled and thoughtful mood. She was within the circle of Nick's arms, his breathing even and deep while he slept, peacefully. This was a position that she was becoming accustomed to—much too accustomed to. She had tried not to think about tomorrow, and live in the moment of today, but it was coming to be that tomorrow was today.


She carefully crept out of his hold, and he stirred at her absence but fell back to sleep. She bent her elbow and leaned her cheek on her hand, looking down on him, on his handsome face, his tousled black hair with the fainter long eyelashes—his sensual visage.


Who was he? She didn’t want to think about his true nature, that he was an adventurer and this was but a carnal stop in his travels. She didn’t want to think about him leaving her, taking from her his touch, his spirit ...


For now, he couldn’t get enough of her. He had taken her out in the warm and shimmering pond ... on the soft and verdant lawns ... even upon the rustic table by the pond, beneath the canopy of brilliant stars. When he touched her, she could think of nothing else, and they rarely spoke, sharing a kindred spirit. At least, that’s what it appeared to be. But her doubts were there, as well ...


He was playing a game with her, and she had known it from the start. She had thought that she could be the victor over him—to show him that she could equal and excel in this battle of wits, and beat him at his own game. But now, as it was, even if she were the winner, she would be the loser. He would leave her someday, off on his next adventure.


But, he was here now. The moment—after all—was all that truly mattered.


He stirred and she dropped down beside him, feigning sleep. He caressed her cheek a moment, making a pleased sound—like he had feared that he had dreamed her—and she moved slowly, pretending to wake.


He muttered, “Mornin’, sweetheart.”


“Mornin’,” she greeted.


He moved himself atop her, his tongue tasting the sweetness at the swell of her breasts. His hands caressed them a moment, bringing out of her her shaky sigh, and then he spread her thighs and thrust himself within. She took his head into her hands, feeling the silk of his hair while he loved her, taking satisfaction in every thrust, every raging feeling ... The moment struck them both at once, rocking them in the easy, torrid waves ...


He stayed unmoving within her a long while, savoring her. She sensed that he thought of something, as if he had found an answer long sought to some disturbing question. He kissed her cheek and moved from her, going off to the bath.


Skye rose, grasping the dressing robe at the foot of the bed, one he had left out for her modesty. She slid into the dark-blue silk, tying the sash at the hip while she moved for the door and opened it, greeting the day. It was warm and sunny again, the soft blue sky cloudless. She moved out into the fragrant air, hoping to compose her thoughts.


She ambled by the sparkle of the pond when she saw him, heading into his starship. After a moment he came out, holding a small dark travel bag. He saw her and waved at her, and shouted something unintelligible, and headed back to the cabin. She wondered what that was all about, and then she shrugged and sat down at the rustic table. She watched the shimmer on the azure pond, trying to sort her muddled intellect.


He was with her now, but she didn’t want him to leave ...


Skye sat there, dreaming and fearing. What she saw next startled her out of her thoughts. A blond-haired, blue-eyed man was approaching her, him having the same build and stature as Nick. She sprang up to her feet and he stopped before her. She had seen this image before—and she knew him to be the Prince Royal of Adriel.


“Prince Nicholas!” she breathed.


“Don’t be scared,” he said quickly.


She gaped at him in her shock. “You’re the prince!”


He shook his head. “I’m Nick Christian. I get that a lot, though ...”


Skye found the table behind her and sank down on it, glad for the support. Her eyes took in his shoulder-length blond locks and the bright blue-green eyes that were assessing her, worrying about her reaction.


“Skye, it’s me,” he said, with panic coming into his eyes.


She could only stare.


“I’m Nick,” he tried to assure. “I just had to wear the costume, is all ...”


She tried to collect her wits. “What did you do!”


“It was just some hair dye and lenses. I had to ...”


She continued to gape. This was a completely different person!


“Why?” she breathed.


“Let’s just say that I have some ... formidable characters after me. I had to wear the disguise. And it is annoying, always being taken for the prince.”


Skye swallowed hard, trying to calm the rapid beat of her heart. This was the blond-haired, blue-eyed man—the man in her dreams—standing before her ...


He reached out his hand and touched her shoulder, and she flinched.


“Awh, no,” he groaned. “No, Skye. It’s me, Skye. I’m telling you, it’s me ... You know me.”


She looked up at his pleading, bright blue-green eyes. She didn’t know this man at all.


He took her trembling hand and urged her up to her feet.


“Come here,” he prompted, leading her toward the cabin.


She followed him in a confused stupor until they stood before the mirror in the bath. She saw their reflections, her violet-blue eyes and his blue-green eyes, the fear in hers and the confidence in his.


“You see?” he said, pointing at his image. “The eyes are but a light to the soul. Their color doesn’t matter. I am the same man I was before.”


His thumb came up to caress her cheek, but she couldn’t relax against him, and he moved his hand away.


“I can see why you’d be confused,” he admitted. “I do look an awful lot like Prince Nicholas. We even have the same first name. We’re similar, except that he’s taller. And he’s really quite a bore ...”


She was even more perplexed. “You’ve met the prince?”


He nodded. “At a festival. We couldn’t get over how similar we looked.”


Skye began relaxing, getting over her shock. “You could be his twin,” she considered.


“Well, everyone has one, so I’ve heard.”


Skye had heard that also, that more than one image was cut from the same heavenly cloth. Still, it was uncanny ...


But, one fact that she was sure of was that Prince Nicholas—so noble and true—would never visit brothels. And anyway, what would he be doing with her?


“Come,” he said, taking her hand and guiding her into the adjoining room, to the bed. “I’ll show you that I’m the same man ...”


He stripped from his clothes and sat down on the bed, and guided her to stand before him. He unfastened the sash of her dressing robe and reached up to her shoulders, sliding the dark silk off her. She stood there, bare and trembling, and his bright blue-green eyes feasted on her curves before he pulled her down atop him.


Skye became lost in her emotion while he kissed her, feeling the same familiar presence. Howbeit, when she opened her eyes and saw his blond locks on her breast—all tousled while he pleasured them—she had a jolt of unfamiliarity and she stiffened. He noticed, but he moved on, downward to her thighs, spreading them to pleasure her there. After a moment she welcomed him, abandoning herself to his soul.


When he took her, he was gentle at first, until his passion swept them off into the usual, intimate rapture ...


Skye rested there afterward, light-headed and spent. This was the same man that she had fallen in love with ...


She gasped as the realization struck her.


She was in love with him!


He didn’t notice her distress, in complete contentment as he pulled her into his arms. He grasped her head and pushed her cheek onto his breast, stroking her hair. After a moment, he let out a long sigh.


“Skye, as much as I’d like to, we can’t stay here for forever. I must get back.”


She lifted her head, suddenly fearful. “Where do you have to go?”


“I’ve a few things to take care of,” he said, and waved the matter off with his hand. “But Skye, I want you to come with me. I’ll set up a house for you. You won’t want for a thing.”


Skye felt a dark, heavy weight falling upon her spirit. “A house?”


“Yes. You’ll be very comfortable.”


A house ... She was stricken with the reality of who he was. This was an adventurer. She would wait in his house for him, her heart broken and in misery while he was off on his next conquest—the next brothel, the other women. He would leave her, taking from her her spirit, her love ... This was the man of her dreams, and when he left her, she would have nothing—not even her will. Her father had left her. Her mother and brother had left her. And he would leave her ...


Skye’s mind worked fast in her panic. She had to make him leave her. She had to make him leave her now, while she could still withstand the pain.


She closed her eyes, knowing of a way. It would break her heart, but it was best sooner rather than later—before he could take her soul.


“You couldn’t afford me,” she said flatly.


“What?” he asked, with a chuckle.


“You couldn’t afford me.”


“What?” he asked, with suspicion.


She moved out of his grasp. “You don’t know this, but I’ve very expensive tastes. You’re just an adventurer, a pale imitation of Prince Nicholas. What would you have to offer a woman?”


He sat up and stared at her like he’d never seen her before. The shock on his handsome face brought an aching into her breast.


He cursed and sprang up and hurried into his shirt and leggings. He stormed out of the cabin, slamming the door behind him.


Skye fell down on the bed, trying to control her tears—he mustn’t know of her pain. She knew that he’d be able to fix his ship, now ...


After a long while, he returned. He threw a contemptible glance at her before he began his story. “You know what?” he said. “I just realized that I could fix the helm. I think I can recharge the gyronic defabrillator.”


Skye had to say it. “The gyronic defibrillator,” she corrected quietly.


He was bewildered a moment, at a loss, and then his gaze turned to hers. His eyes narrowed on hers. Her eyes narrowed on his. He smirked at her and nodded his head, and left from the cabin.


She rose and slipped into the dressing robe, dreading his return. When he entered the room, she couldn’t meet his eyes.


“It’s ready to go,” he said, brightly in his sarcasm. He suddenly considered her apparel. “Well, you can’t walk around in that ...”


He moved to the wardrobe, returning with a simple black dress and shoes. “Will this work?” he asked, uncaring if they would, or not.


She took them from him and went to the bath to dress.


He wouldn’t look at her when she approached him, and they were silent as they headed off to his ship.


When they were in the ship and on their way, he quietly rose from his seat at the helm, and she rose from the passenger seat and followed him, over toward the lounge.


Solemnly she said, “Just drop me at the nearest transport.”


“No, ma’am. I always take a lady where she wants to go.”


He had emphasized the word ‘lady’ as if he highly doubted that she was so fit.


“Dakota, is it?”


She nodded, not meeting his eyes.


He moved into the bridge and locked himself within it.


Nicholas stared at the closed door, totally confounded. How could he have been so wrong?


He wouldn’t take the safe zone—a wide arc around the sun to Adriel, the parallel planet—he’d take a short cut, and take his chances with the solar flares.


Skye collapsed on the nook’s empty bed, finally letting her hot tears flow.







Chapter 8




Skye saw Nick again when they—at last—landed on Adriel. She had only seen him five times on this flight, and that was only when he visited the bath. In every trip, he wouldn’t give her a single glance, and returned to lock himself in the bridge. He didn’t eat from the galley and neither did she, having no appetite. The hours dragged on mercilessly, and she concluded that this was the lowest point of her life.


She'd had to stop herself frequently from going to him, from pleading to him that she didn’t mean it, that she truly wasn’t like that. She’d stop herself, telling herself that she must stay strong. This was for the best. She just couldn’t let any man destroy her soul.


He left the bridge and moved for the exit. “We’re here,” he said somberly.


She followed him out of the craft into the shipping bay where many other spacecrafts were docked. He moved off to a booth where a grizzly man sat, to hire an auto. She waited for him, nervously and pushing back her tears, until he returned to her. He ushered her over to the auto he had hired, and saw to it that she was situated in her seat before he walked around the auto, and took his. He powered up the vehicle and they were off in a flight, slightly above the ground, onward to the town of Dakota.


Dakota was a small town with a population under five thousand, a quaint village with a charming nature. It was nestled in the foothills of the Turquoise Mountains, having rows of picturesque dwellings and tranquil scenery. The mists were creeping in, wrapping around the pines, as the sun was soon to set. Nick guided the craft onto a path, entering the town.


“So, where is it?” he asked.


“What?”


“Your house.”


Skye winced. She hadn’t thought of that. “Just let me off here,” she tried.


“No, ma’am. To your doorstep, safe and sound.”


Skye used her quick wit as they drove by the rows of houses. She chose one with no light coming from within, and pointed at it.


“There it is.”


Nick stopped the auto and was silent. As she wrenched herself from her seat to step out, he caught her shoulder.


“Take care,” he said, his blue eyes sober.


She nodded. “You, too.”


He reluctantly released her, and he watched in despair while she moved down the walkway toward the back of the house, and disappeared beyond it.


Skye had to wait a long moment before she heard the auto speeding off. She choked back a sob and began running back across the walkway, to the road. Night was falling fast and she had best find somewhere to sleep. As she walked down the deserted street, wiping her tears from her cheeks, she came across a park, a peaceful glade. She found a fire pit and touched the panel that was embedded in stone, setting the coals to blaze.


She sat on the bench before it, rubbing her arms from the chill of the night. She moved down onto the lawn and rolled herself up into a ball, to keep her warmth—her slender shoulders quaking in her heartbreak.


***


Nicholas thought about getting rip-roaring drunk, but decided on visiting a whorehouse, instead. He went back to his ship to put on his disguise, lathering his blond hair to darkness; the dye would stay until it was removed with a special solvent. He put the dark lenses in his eyes, and then he was ready for the game.


He had heard that there was a brothel in Mulberry, a town nearby Dakota, and find it, he did. He would show that insolent twit that she wasn’t the only woman in the universe, that there were plenty more like her. He chose a buxomly blond—one made for whoredom—and went off to join her. When he entered her room, she was naked and ready for him, eager from his appearance. He took off his clothes and nudged her back onto the bed, getting down to business.


He caressed her enormous breasts, bringing forth a moan from her, but it wasn’t a sweet moan, it was a guttural, rather grating sound. He tried working her womanhood with his hand, to which she enjoyed it, but it did nothing for him. He was startled and at a loss; nothing he did roused his desire.


The whore began to notice this and she nudged him back onto the bed, and started to work him; nothing she did roused his desire. He laid his arm over his eyes, groaning.


“Ah, no,” he uttered. “Dear God ... no ...”


The whore was concerned. “Is it me?” she asked huskily.


After a difficult moment, he came to his conclusion. “No,” he groaned out. “It’s her.”


Nicholas rose and struggled into his shirt, lest he cause himself further embarrassment. Disappointed, the whore watched him while he dressed, thinking about how all the good ones eventually bite the dust.


Nicholas sat in the auto, stunned. That had never happened to him before. His body had always obeyed his will.


What had she done to him?


He placed his head on the helm and slammed his fists, producing a bevy of blinking lights that he quickly silenced. He fell back against the headrest and closed his eyes, wallowing in his misery.


Now that he'd had the ultimate, nothing else could compare. She had ruined him ... He always had to be on the lookout for schemers—but he had been in his disguise. That little lady had fooled him—she wasn’t sweet and nice—she wasn’t what he had thought, at all. He should have known that she was too good to be true. But, how could his instincts betray him so—he was always a very good judge of character, protecting his famous name.


But, she had been sweet and good-hearted—he could feel it from her presence. But, she had been on to him, knowing that he had tricked her about the ship’s helm—how long had she known? He wasn’t dealing with an airbrain—she was a little too smart.


And, he had spooked her by taking off his disguise; he should have waited until he had her set and comfortable in a house before she saw his true colors. He had moved too fast, and he had lost her. But, what did it matter, anyway? She was a materialistic gold digger ... like all the others ...


A tear of frustration reached his eye.


“She hadn’t been like that,” he uttered aloud.


But, then again, how long had he known her—a week?


But, she hadn’t been like that ... She had been as natural a woman as he’d ever known. It was almost as if she had wanted to shut him down, to turn him off and make him go away—


He straightened as the realization struck him.


“The little twit!” he ground out. “She did that on purpose!”


He knew a wave of relief, and then fell back into his confusion.


“But, why? Why would she do that?”


He concluded his thoughts with the age-old question: Who could understand women?


“Well, she won’t get away with it,” he vowed, and he powered up the auto and headed for Dakota.


When he reached her house, he parked the auto in the lane. He’d wait until morning—he’d give her a night to miss him and think about what she had done. He settled back and dozed, off and on, until the dawn lit the sky. When he saw a light on and movement in the house, he strode up the staircase, ready to give her hell.


He was surprised when an elderly gentleman answered the door; he had thought that she had no kin. The man looked at him in question.


“I’m here to see Skye,” he said.


“Skye?” the man asked.


“Yes. Skye Williams—she lives here.”


The man looked at him like he was daft. “I live here, and I don’t know any Skye Williams.”


“But—”


The man shut the door in his face, thinking that maybe he had a loon, here. Nicholas stood there a moment, baffled.


“What the hell?” he uttered.


He strode down the steps to the auto, glancing behind him to see if it was the right house; it was.


She obviously hadn’t wanted him to know where she truly lived.


He sat in the auto, wondering his next move. He set the auto in motion and drove slowly down the lanes, thinking that, in this small of a town he could probably find her ...


He searched for nigh a quarter of an hour before his good luck found him. He spied his enchanting vision walking down a pathway, moving toward him. Quickly he parked the auto and crouched down low, lest she see him. He peered over the helm and saw her moving through the doorway of a bank ...


Skye entered Civil One Bank, the place that had her father’s safe box. She would see what he had left for her.


She approached the dark-haired, middle-aged woman who worked at the desk.


“I’m here for my father’s safe box,” she said.


The woman waved at the panel on the table, for her identifying thumbprint. Skye slipped her thumb into the narrow slot, and a red light blinked and made a sound—not a good sound.


Skye was unaware of her pursuer who slipped through the doorway ...


The woman took notice of the sound and looked at the viewer screen before her. “I’m sorry, miss,” she said in quite a nasal voice. “But you are denied access.”


“Wh—what do you mean, denied access?”


“This account is locked.”


“But I’m right here, and it’s my account!” she protested.


“I’m sorry, miss, but there’s nothing that I can do for you. It won’t give me access to give you access.”


“Does it say why it’s locked?” she asked.


The woman checked the viewer, and shook her head.


Her pursuer slipped out the doorway ...


Skye stood there a moment, exasperated. Finally, she stalked out of the doorway.


She gasped, seeing who stood there.


Nick smiled at her—back in his disguise—his dark eyes laughing.


“You again!” she breathed.


“Hello to you, too,” he greeted, chuckling.


“What are you doing here!” she cried, frustrated.


He shrugged, still smiling. “Having trouble in there?” he asked, tossing his head toward the bank.


“No—well, yes. They locked my account.”


“That’s a shame,” he said, but with no real compassion. “Whatever will you do, now?”


“I don’t know. I don’t ... know ...”


“Let me take you back to your place,” he offered.


Skye had to admit it. “I don’t live here.”


“You don’t? Where do you live?”


She shrugged, and would admit to nothing more.


“You know what? Why don’t you come with me—they’ll be no strings. Until you can figure this out ...”


“I’ll stay in the park,” she said with a sigh, dreading to spend another miserable night like the last.


“Are you crazy?” His eyes took in her wrinkled black dress, and noticed a faint grass stain on the hip. “Is that where you stayed last night?”


Reluctantly, she nodded her head.


He shook his head, bemused. “Come with me. You don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to.”


She looked up at him, suspiciously. “Why would you want to help me? After what I said ... ”


“Let’s just say that I have a sweet spot for a damsel in distress.”


She shut her eyes tightly, as if resigning herself to a horrible fate. “All right,” she murmured.


She opened her eyes to see that his dark eyebrow had risen, in his disbelief.


“Sheesh!” he cried. “I’m a fate worse than death!”


Skye felt a rush of adrenaline bursting within her, as if telling her that everything was all right in her world, being again in his presence. She sat beside him in the auto, silent while they rode above the treetops. She wondered where he was taking her, but she didn’t really care. He had come back for her—and he was with her now. She’d worry about tomorrow, later ...


He broke the quiet. “Why don’t you like me, Skye?” he asked solemnly.


Skye was caught off guard by the question and didn’t know how to reply. “No—I like you,” she stammered. “I ... do ...”


Nicholas glanced sidelong and saw the pinkness of her cheeks. It dawned on him then, what he should have seen before. She liked him a little too much. Now, he understood.


“I’m glad to hear that,” he said softly. “Very glad.”


The blush deepened in her face. He concealed his chuckle, thinking that he’d best be careful with this heart ...


Skye discovered that their destination was nearby Seascape City when she saw the metropolis’ famous Infinity Monument off in the distance. The monument was a tall and narrow white pillar with a ceaseless blinking blue light on top, one that proudly identified the city. He bypassed the city, heading off over the coast of the Aurora Sea. They passed over Beacon Hill, a lush forest where her father and she had once stayed. He traveled along the coast a ways, above the dwellings and treetops, slowing finally in a more deserted area.


Below her was a mansion, a vast estate with a long courtyard, to which she saw a hint of a blue pool. The estate had a few side buildings, and the house itself was lengthy and wide, white in color and fringed with many ornate windows. He lowered the auto down to his destination, coming into the lane that was at the aft of the house. He stopped the vehicle, parking it in an attached bay.


She looked at him, with her many questions.


“This place is owned by a friend of mine,” he explained. “He lets me use it, from time to time. He’s away, for a while.”


He stepped out of the auto, and she did the same. He ushered her up a long flight of black stone steps and stopped at the entrance. He put his thumb into the security panel, and the door slid open. “He trusts me,” he said, with a wink.


His hand prompted her to enter and she moved into the spacious abode.


Her eyes were drawn up to the high and white cathedral ceiling and then down to the long and wide row of sunny, elegant windows that overlooked the sea. A few steps down, there was a spacious room, with rows of ivory and crimson lounges and chairs set against the walls, and a few low, delicate and clear tables before them, all set harmoniously together as if with the help of an artist. A plush crimson carpet blanketed much of the floor, the rest being a hard and polished ivory. It wasn’t overly ostentatious, having a warm and comfortable feel. It was a charming decor, telling of the good taste of its owner.


“This place is incredible,” she said, taking it all in.


“Yes, it is,” he agreed. “It has twenty bedrooms—I think—and even its own gaming hall. He’s had some hell—a—cious parties here, I can tell you that.”


“Who is your friend?” she asked, thinking that he must be famous in his wealth.


“I’d rather not say,” he replied. “He’s a very private person—doesn’t want his name known.”


“How do you know him?”


“Like I said, I’ve met many people in my travels.”


Suddenly, he moved off. “I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry!”


Skye was hungry too, her appetite having returned. In the spacious kitchen, he found two plates brimming with bread and meat, and all the trimmings of cheese and greens and vegetables. He brought the plates out on a nearby terrace for them to eat, setting them on the ornate marble table. She took the white and crimson rattan chair across from his, and he left for a moment, returning with a frosty pitcher of dark brew and two tall glasses. He filled hers and then his, and sat back to enjoy the day.


The view was spectacular, the terrace set high on a hill, the Aurora Sea stretching out endlessly. Only a few wispy clouds floated against the blue, the sun bright and high in the sky, its warmth a sensuous pleasure. The hue of the sea was an experience—almost turquoise in color—a rich shade that shimmered radiantly in luminescence. A few white seabirds called to each other in their play, rollicking in their happiness while the waves rolled lazily to the ivory shore, falling there gently with a muffled roar. Skye felt her spirits lifting, taken by all the tranquility.


She quietly ate her meal, feeling his gaze frequently upon her, and she sensed that he was pleased that she was pleased with the scenery. When his plate was empty, he pushed it away, leaning back in his chair, closing his eyes and cupping his hands behind his nape, exploring the concept of being lazy. She pushed away her plate when she'd had her fill, and rose to go to the far side of the railing where there was an even better view. She placed her arms on the marble support, breathing deeply of the fresh, salty air.


She thought of the wonderful yet disturbing turn of events, about how she was with him again. Yet another place made for lovers ...


He came to stand next to her, leaning his hand on the railing. “I’ve always loved the view here,” he said quietly. “You should see it when a storm comes, the lightning and thunder against all the blue ... You’d think that you were in Heaven.”


Skye was surprised that he loved the storms, too. She had thought that she was the only one to be so odd. While others wanted to run and hide from a storm’s dangerous onslaught, she wanted to be within it, feeling nature’s passion, knowing every gust of rain-soaked wind. She looked at him with new interest, fearing that her heart was truly in trouble, now ...


He smiled at her and pointed down, at the beach. “What do you say we go down there?”


She nodded, glad for the distraction, and followed him down the long flight of stairs that led to the balmy shoreline.


He pulled off his black boots and left them nearby a beach patio, and she did the same with her shoes. Barefooted, they walked in the warm, heavy sand, both relishing its feel between their toes. The beach stretched out boundlessly, turning off into a cove in the far distance. Privacy was a given, the sand giving way to a rough and sloping hill that rose up in varying degrees, filled with verdant bushes and tall trees. They ambled along, in peace with the moment.


He moved closer into the lap of the surf, and he bent down and uncovered a large pink seashell. He straightened to study his prize, brushing the sand off it and motioning for her to come near. She did, and had a sudden surprise. He dropped the shell and grasped her arm, and with his other hand he gave a single gentle push to the swell of her breast, tossing her back into the sea. Her backside met the tufts with a splash and a thud, and she gasped from the assault of cold water. He laughed heartily while she sputtered—until she jumped up and grasped his wrist and fiercely tugged, bringing him down into the blue—and then it was her turn to laugh. Expecting retaliation, she sprang onto her feet and flew down the beach ... but when she glanced over her shoulder, she saw that he was where she had left him. It seemed that he had found a spot to laze in, to enjoy the surf. She returned to him warily, keeping her distance.


She anticipated nightfall, when she would again be in his arms ...


He rose from the water and came to join her, touching his hand on her shoulder. They ambled on again, basking in the heat of the sun.


When dusk darkened the day’s colors, they headed slowly up the black stone steps.


He asked her, “Are you tired, too?”


She nodded, eager for bed.


He brought her to a room that was as plush as the rest, having a blue and gold scheme. There was a large four-poster bed flanked by ornate wardrobes, the velvety blue spread and many pillows inviting her ...


He left a moment and returned with a large and masculine black dressing robe.


“Sorry,” he uttered. “But this is all I have for you, for now.”


She nodded her thanks, wondering what he was waiting for. The bed was there, right behind her ...


He moved to the doorway and paused.


“Like I said, Skye—no strings,” he said quietly. “I’ll be in the room across from here ... if you need me ...”


He winked—quite wickedly—and shut the door behind him.


Skye sank down to the bed, disappointed and confused.


What kind of game was he playing, now?







Chapter 9




The sun streamed brightly through the chamber windows when Skye woke, having her answers. She knew what game challenged her, and she aimed to win. Nick wanted her to go to him, to surrender herself to him—mind, body, and soul. But, she would make it so he would come to her, and surrender. He was far too self-assured in her want of him, far too disparaging. Although she desperately wanted his arms around her, this was a matter of pride.


She had already accepted—somewhere within her sleep—that she was in love with him, but come the hell or the high water she wouldn’t let him destroy her. He wanted her also, enough so to come back for her even after her cutting words. She dared not think that he—a wandering rogue with a lust for brothels—was in love with her ... but he could be. He was, after all, the blond-haired, blue-eyed man of her visions. Or, were her dreams a warning to her?


Still, this bed was far too big for one ...


She rose and went into the adjoining bath, a smaller yet elegant room, and took a quick shower, and dried herself under the blower. She slipped the black silk dressing robe over her bare curves, pulling up the material to raise the hem and tying the sash tightly at the hip, so that she could walk. She tidied the bed, and took a moment to stand before the mirror, and she raised her chin to herself, to her reflection, showing her determination there and in her violet-blue eyes. Then she was off to the sport of the game.


She moved to the bedroom across from hers and listened carefully, her ear near the door; no sound came from within. She rapped her knuckles lightly on the wood; still there was silence. She found her bravery and opened the door, seeing the empty bed with the rumpled black bed sheets. He was not in the room.


She walked the hall and descended the flight of stairs, heading for the foyer. He surely was here, somewhere ...


The message board on the wall near the entrance sensed her presence when she walked into the room. Nick’s voice came from it, greeting her.


“Hey, you! Rise and shine! I’ll be right back—I’ve a few errands to run. Just make yourself at home—your breakfast is in the warmer. Be back in a minute.”


There was a pause, and then he said, “In case you haven’t figured it out, this is your secret admirer.”


Skye smiled, warmed by his humor. She went off to the kitchen for some coffee, and to get her breakfast—a steaming plate of eggs, meat, and toast—and she brought it out on the serene and beautiful terrace to partake.


After she disposed of the plates in the kitchen, she moved off to explore the mansion, to occupy her time until he returned. She wouldn’t snoop, but she was very curious about such a place. With all her knowledge of the wilds, all this luxury was new to her.


Out from the kitchen, there was a large arched doorway that led to the banquet hall, a huge room that could house a rowdy festival. The tables were long and polished, gleaming with a rich amber hue, and there were no less than two hundred cane-backed chairs set against them, their tufted cushions a velvety pale blue that matched the shade of the walls. Chandeliers graced the high ceiling, their crystal shards shimmering in the sunlight that flickered in the long rows of windows.


Amazed, she moved on down the hall, to another archway that sported an entertainment room—a theater—beyond it. It had a huge viewer screen and many rows of foldable chairs. She moved on toward an exit of the mansion and peered outside. Before her, there was a black stone path that led to a gaming hall, which was a large metallic building that showed a hint of the holographic computer boards through the wide windows. She slipped out the doorway and took the path that led to the courtyard.


Here there was a very long and rectangular pool, the water aqua and clear, framed by a hard and ivory stone. A bed of colorful and fragrant flowers encircled the entire gated courtyard, sending a heady scent into the air. She moved along the pool, coming to an area that had a huge fire pit, next to high stacks of real logs set against the gate. She moved back down the walkway, and saw a different flight of stairs that led back into the house. She took them, and entered a spacious, elegant foyer done in teal and mauve. She realized that she didn’t know where the other foyer was.


Feeling a bit of a panic, she moved up another flight of stairs and came to a lengthy hall with many doors, ten on each side. She let out a breath of relief; these were the bedrooms—she knew where she was. She moved by the doors, heading for the main foyer.


She could get lost in here! Spooked, she went out on the terrace and moved down the steps to the freedom of the beach.


Skye ambled along, keeping nearby so that she would know of his return. Time dragged on while she awaited his presence, making her think that he had a very different idea of how long a minute was ...


Nicholas parked the auto in the bay, and he struggled with his packages, the gifts he had bought for her. He made it up the staircase and through the doorway, and he dropped his burdens on the nearby lounge, going off in search of her. He checked her bedroom, seeing the tidy bed, and headed off down the hall.


“Skye?” he called. “You here?”


When no response came, he called again. He searched the kitchen, the gaming hall, the courtyard, but no Skye. He paused, placing his hands on his hips, and had a brief fear that she had already abandoned him. He shook his head; she wouldn’t do that. She surely was here, somewhere ...


He made his way back up to the terrace, to search the outdoors. He realized that it was the first place that he should have looked. There she was, strolling slowly on the beach.


He placed his hands on the railing, watching her. Her long red-gold hair billowed out temptingly in the balmy breeze, caressing her gentle curves, the shapeliness of her hip. She wore his dark dressing robe—which contrasted startlingly against the pearly sand—and even from here he could definitely see the abrupt swell of a full and round breast falling free as she bent, innocently uncovering a seashell. She bent on her haunches, studying her newfound treasure. His desire began to ache, bringing out a disgusted curse from him.


“Not now,” he reprimanded himself, sternly.


That wasn’t in his plans ...


His body threatened to disobey him, so he turned his gaze away ...


He would keep to his master plan. She must come to him ...


He had made that vow yesterday, when he was in the bank, hearing of her dire plight. He knew that he—with his name—could correct anything that was wrong with her account in a heartbeat ... but why should he? This was where he wanted her, and good luck had again fallen into his hands.


But, at the same time, he didn’t want her to feel obligated to him. He wanted her to search her soul and find that she truly wanted to be with him, and he’d keep her here, as his mistress. He’d respect her, giving her all that she desired.


But again, he must move slowly. She would yield to him soon. It wouldn’t be long, now ...


Plus, he was still a bit angry with her, for her insolence in trying to trick him, and how she had taken the will of his own body.


He commanded himself to stop his illustrious cravings. Under control once more, he cupped his hands around his mouth and called out her name, over the rushing din.


Startled, she turned and saw him, and began heading his way ...


Skye had a rush of sparks within her belly, seeing him up there, high up on the terrace. Finally, he had returned! She climbed up the staircase and approached him.


He was the blond Nick today, looking more handsome than ever, his blue-green eyes sparkling warmly. He wore pale blue leggings and comfortable sandals, his white half-sleeved shirt open a few buttons down, revealing a hint of his wide, tanned breast ... his broad shoulders strong ... She turned her gaze away, overwhelmed.


“I got a few things for you,” he informed. “You’ve nothing to wear.”


Curious, she followed him into the foyer, seeing an array of assorted packages on a crimson lounge. She looked at him, wide-eyed.


“Go—open them,” he urged. “They should fit. This should hold you—until you figure out your account.”


He went off to the bar along the far wall, to fix himself a drink. Skye went to the colorful bags and chose one to open. Within it was a bevy of sheer and lacy undergarments; she felt the heat rising to her cheeks, but paid it no heed. In another were dresses, simple for everyday wear but sleek and beautiful; most were of a solid color but with vivid shades, what she preferred. Yet another had luxurious nightgowns and robes, silks and satins, all soft to the touch. She searched through the packages, finding that he had thought of everything that a woman would need—shoes and slippers, hats to shield the sun, light coats for night, a scarlet swimsuit, down to the personal toilettes. She had never worn garments like these, being accustomed to her shirts and leggings—even the expensive wardrobe her father had insisted she have for the college couldn’t compare! These were all for an adult and very feminine, and she would enjoy wearing every piece.


Her delight must have shown on her face because he chuckled, pleased with her reaction. He stood nearby, sipping his red and frosty drink.


“Do you like them?” he asked.


She nodded eagerly, but then thought about the motive of his generosity. And, this must have cost him dearly. “But ... you didn’t have to do all of this ...”


“I wanted to—it isn’t much. Beautiful clothes for a beautiful woman.”


She ignored his flattery. “I’ll pay you back when I can.”


“It’s a gift,” he said simply.


“No. When my account is accessible, I’ll reimburse you.”


He was silent a moment. “As you wish.”


She held up a sleeveless golden dress to admire it, wanting to try it on right now.


“I’ll help you with these,” he said, setting aside his glass on a nearby table and coming to gather up the packages.


Skye took her armful and followed him to the bedroom where she was staying. They laid them on the bed, and he turned and moved for the door.


“Why don’t you dress and meet me down at the patio on the beach,” he said. “I feel a lazy day coming on.”


Suddenly he stopped, as if inspired. “Ah! I forgot something! Be right back.”


Skye delved into her new wardrobe, to put the garments away. This would fill the large and empty bureau nearby the bed. She was putting them in their place when the knock came on the door. Nick didn’t wait for her response and entered, holding a large crystal vase brimming with lavender roses.


He seemed disappointed that she was still clothed, but he recovered quickly and set the vase down on the bureau nearby the door. Having a love for flowers, she went to the lovely blooms, to breathe of their fragrance.


Huskily he said, “I saw them and they reminded me of you.”


Skye stiffened and slowly moved away from the vase, back to the task waiting on the bed. He was laying the flattery on her just a little too heavily. “Thank you,” she murmured.


He sighed and said, “Meet me down at the patio ...”


He left her, closing the door.


When the last lovely treasure was put away, she slipped into the golden dress and went to the full-length mirror in the bath. Her reflection smiled back at her, her violet-blue eyes bright and sparkling, and her full red lips curving. The sleeveless dress fit her well, the bodice square and embroidered with tiny scrolls of lilac threads at the top, revealing a hint of the swell of her breasts. The velvety material flared out slightly at the hip, falling in wide folds to her knee. She went to get the matching hat and returned to put it on before the mirror, the flouncy rim playfully framing her face.


She took a moment to remind herself of her vow: He must surrender to her. She nodded, and went off to join him on the patio.


Nick was lazing back in a lounge chair under a wide multi-hued umbrella when she approached him. When he saw her, he rose quickly to his feet. She felt his stare hot on her, but when he spoke, he was casual.


“I’ve a good eye,” he commended himself. “A perfect fit.”


His hand prompted her to sit in the chair parallel to his, across the round and small table, so that she would have the same view of the sea. He took a large pitcher that was almost full with a red and frosty drink, and filled a tall glass. He refilled his glass, and took his chair again. He settled back, stretching out his long legs and cupping his glass in his hand, to again enjoy the peaceful surf. She took a sip of her drink, liking the fruity liquor, and settled back in her own chair, to be as lazy as he.


They sat there a while, taking in the tranquility. He broke the quiet with his thoughts.


“You know, Skye, I really don’t know a whole lot about you. You’re quite a little mystery.”


Skye wondered how she could be mysterious to anyone.


“Tell me about yourself.”


She took a sip of her drink and returned the glass to the table. “What do you want to know?”


“Everything. You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met. Why is that?”


She didn’t think that she was all that different from most ... except that her childhood had been rather unusual ... “I’m not that different,” she finally replied.


“Yes, you are. You’re like ...” He breathed deeply, but could find no words. “I don’t know. Tell me—where were you born?”


“Here,” she said simply.


“Where, here?”


She thought of her childhood home and of her family, their simple cabin and all of the laughter. “In the Colossal Mountains.”


“The Colossal Mountains. They’re on the continent of Tanzania.”


She nodded.


“So when did you move to Seascape City?”


“When I went to the college.”


“You said that you and your father traveled a lot?”


She nodded.


“When did you leave the mountains?”


“When I was six.”


“Six? Why did you leave them?”


Skye could still feel the heartache, remembering that fateful day. She decided to share it with him. “My mother and brother died.”


“Oh ... sorry to hear that. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”


“No—that’s all right. They drown in the river, and my papa ... well, we had to leave. He couldn’t stay there after that.”


“I understand,” he said softly. “My Grandmother Anna drown also—‘course, I never knew her—happened long before I was born.”


His Grandmother Anna? Why did that sound familiar to her?


“So where did you live after that?”


Her thoughts turned to her travels—the long stretches of wilderness, the endless trek. “Different places,” she replied.


“Whereabouts?”


“Here ... and on Myrrh.”


“Can I ask you if your father was rich or poor?”


She nodded. “He was neither. We didn’t use money, much.”


“You didn’t use money? So how did you live?”


“Sometimes we’d get the things we needed with the wood carvings he whittled. He was very good at it.”


“The carvings he whittled,” he uttered, to himself. “He could support a house with that?”


“We didn’t need a house.”


He looked at her, totally perplexed, and she had to turn away from the intensity in his blue-green eyes.


Finally he asked, “So where did you live?”


Skye felt the blush coming to her cheeks.


“You can tell me,” he prompted softly.


“Different places. Like Beacon Hill ...”


“Beacon Hill! That’s nothing but treacherous wilderness!”


She nodded. “It was nice.”


He fell back in his chair, trying to decipher it all. “Let me get this straight ... You left your home at the age of six and wandered the hillsides, staying out in the wild?”


“I ... guess so.”


He thought a long moment, and then he asked, “What of your father’s estate?”


“He bought that when I went to the college. He wanted me to be with others my own age.”


“So, you never played with the boys ...” He trailed off, having to think on that thought a while. He decided to do that later.


“Your father,” he said. “What sort of man was he?”


“A very good one,” she replied defensively. “His ... heart was broken after losing my mama and Jencin. I had a good childhood. He schooled me ... took care of me ...”


“No, Skye—it’s just different, that’s all. I didn’t mean to imply that he was bad.”


“Good,” she said, relieved. “He was a very good father. I think he even died because of me.”


“Because of you? How?”


“When I went to his house that day—before the Kalcoons took me—someone was outside, like they were waiting for him. But I was there, and he had to come out of the house to protect me.”


“Is that all you remember about it? You didn’t see who it was?”


She treaded back through the terrifying memory, her father’s panic and the hissing blue laser bolts ... “No. He just kept screaming at me to run. ‘Gunner’, he said.”


“Gunner?”


“Yes. That’s all I know.”


“That’s probably why your account is locked. They’ll do that sometimes, when there’s an investigation going on.”


She felt the frustration again. “What can I do about it?”


“Let the authorities do their job and find the person who’s responsible. If that’s all you know, there’s nothing more you can do.”


He was silent a moment and then asked, “Skye, do you think that maybe your father was running from someone? That that’s why you moved from place to place?”


She nodded. “I’ve thought about it, but I haven’t a clue as to who that would be.”


“You said that his original name was ‘Hamilton’?”


“Yes.”


“So you were born ‘Skye Hamilton’.”


“I guess so.”


She could see that he was confused a moment, and then he said, “Well, the authorities are good at what they do. They’ll find who did this.”


“I hope so,” she replied, solemnly.


“Ah, see what I’ve done,” he said apologetically. “I’ve went and made you sad. Let’s talk no more of it now—look at this day! Sun shining, surf warm ...”


He took the pitcher in hand and filled her glass to the brim. “Drink your drink. Relax.”


She took a few swallows, not wanting to think about any more unpleasantness.


“So what’s your favorite color?” he asked, completely changing the subject.


“My favorite color?”


“Yeah! You know ... blue, red, yellow ...”


Skye thought a moment, about the vibrant wonder of the rainbow, and couldn’t decide. “I like them all.”


He nodded. “I should have guessed. What’s your favorite food?”


“I like eggs. But I don’t know if they’re my favorite ...”


“When’s your birthday?”


“In April.”


“When, in April?”


“The fourteenth. When’s yours?”


“In January.”


“When, in January?”


“Hey, I’m doing all the interrogating, here! Are you a day person or a night person?”


“What do you mean?”


“Are you normally an early riser, or—oh, forget it. Do you like the comedy skits or the drama of the theater?”


“That all depends.”


“Let me guess—you’ve never been to a theater.”


She hadn’t, but she wasn’t about to admit it.


“Do you know about theaters?”


“Of course. I’m not stupid.”


“No, you are definitely not stupid. Too many brains, up there.” He paused to notice that she had hardly touched her drink. “Don’t you like margaritas?”


She took her glass in hand and had a long swallow. “I like it just fine,” she said, cupping her glass in her lap.


He took a long swallow from his and settled back again. “So, what about the animals?”


“What about them?”


“Do you like dogs? Cats? Horses?”


“I love all animals—except for the mean ones.”


“Met some mean ones, have you?”


“I’ve met a few bears and a mountain lion that I didn’t particularly like.”


“I can bet that you did. You apparently won the battle?”


“Yes. They left me alone when I stood my ground.”


“Scared them, did you?”


“Apparently.”


“I can see that. You scare me.”


She gave him an innocent glance. “I’m not all that scary, am I?”


“Oh, very!” he replied. “I’ve never met a woman who could tango with a bear.”


A weight fell upon her spirit. The other women ... “So what kind of women do you know?”


It was a point blank question, one that struck him in his jib. He recovered quickly. “Oh, you know, I’ve met all kinds. But you are definitely a first.”


‘But not the last?’ ... She didn’t say it, but the question seemed to hang in the air ...


He cleared his throat and took a quick swallow from his glass. “You know, you should see this beach at sunrise,” he said quietly. “I’ve seen it when the moon is still up and glowing, the sky a shade of blue that doesn’t even look real ... It makes you think ...”


Skye wasn’t sure if he was trying to tell her something, or not.


He set aside his glass on the table, and rose. “What do you say we go find something to eat?”


Skye rose and followed him to the house.


The remainder of the day passed rather quietly, while they ate their meat and bread and then went to amble on the beach. His mood was more thoughtful than before, and she felt from his presence that he wanted to take her into his arms and hold her, but every opportunity he had—when she stood near enough to him for him to touch her—he would deny. He would move on, his blond hair billowing in the gentle breeze, his narrow hips swaying in his saunter. He took her hat off her, to free her hair, and he watched her, catching a wind-blown tress, from time to time. She stopped herself often from going to him and making him take her into his arms, because she knew that he knew of his handsomeness and was luring her to come.


At last dusk came and they made their way up the stone steps.


Huskily, he asked, “Do you want to go to bed?”


She nodded, understanding his meaning ... but when they were at her bedroom door, he just stood there.


He was waiting for her to ask him in. She remembered her vow and couldn’t give him his victory.


“Good-night,” he said softly, his eyes urging her to surrender.


“Good-night,” she said softly, closing the door in his face.


Nicholas stared a while at the door, frustrated. This could be a bit more difficult than he first had thought. She was a stubborn female—this, he was finding—but who did she think she was, denying him his right? She was a very odd woman. No wonder she had been so natural—wolves had raised her. But how could she still be so refined, almost regal in stature? And dammit, he wanted her ...


He went to the confines of his own bedroom, shaking his head in defeat.







Chapter 10




Skye opened her eyes the next morning, her vision flooded with the lavender roses that Nick had left on the bureau. She stared at the beautiful blooms a while, thinking of the one who had given them to her. She hadn’t wanted to close the door on him—she wanted her door open to him. Why was it so important to him that she surrender? She really didn’t know. But, she must endure his charms until he realized that he must come to her.


She rose from the bed and slipped into her new coral-hued dress, one having a round décolleté and a lacy white hem at the mid-thigh. She brushed her long red-gold hair and went off to find him.


A message was waiting for her in the foyer. Nick’s voice came from the wall panel.


“Mornin’, you. I’ll be gone for most of the day, today. I’ve got to go get my ship—I don’t trust those hub stations. I’m sure you can find something around here to keep you busy—the gaming hall is open. Miss you until I see you.”


There was a pause and then he said, “This is your secret admirer.”


Skye smiled warmly. He’d miss her ...?


She had her coffee and breakfast, and then went off to the gaming hall, to find a challenge until he returned.


Skye lost her interest in the holographic games by the mid-afternoon. She went out to wander on the sunny beach, impatiently awaiting his return. He finally showed up in the late afternoon, calling down for her from the terrace. She hid her eagerness and strolled up the steps, and was captivated by his warm blue-green eyes.


His smile was bright as he said, “You sure look nice.” After one quick glance, he kept his eyes off the full swell of her breasts. “Did you have a good day?”


She nodded, although she hadn’t, waiting for him. “Did you get your ship?” she asked.


“Sure did—it was safe and sound. You hungry?” he asked, moving off for the kitchen.


Nicholas moved calmly and casually, trying to act unaffected by her beauty while she followed him. He had dropped his ship off in the palace’s bay, and had made another quick disappearance, not wanting to deal with his parents, just yet; at least they’d know that he had returned. He had stopped in to see his friend, Akins, a minute, to tell him about the treasure he had found, and Akins had been impressed, wanting to meet her himself. Nicholas privately didn’t like the idea—he really didn’t want her to meet anyone else, wanting to keep her all to himself. He had told Akins about the delicate situation, that she didn’t know who he was.


Akins had asked, “How are you managing that?”


“You know me,” he said, smiling.


His friend had nodded, reminded of his craftiness.


He had left Akins and jumped into his auto, hurrying back to her. Seeing her now—all soft and lovely in her saucy pink dress—he didn’t know how much more he could endure.


He knew that he was in a war of wills, but didn’t quite know how it had started. At first, he had wanted her to come to him for her own peace of mind, so it wouldn’t seem that she were obligated to him—he wanted her to be assured that she had his respect. But now, after having spent another restless night, her resistance was starting to make him angry. It was as if they were in a battle of wills where there would be a winner—and a loser. Now it was becoming a matter of pride. But she would give in, soon ...


They dined out on the terrace, for the most part quietly, sensing each other’s presence but neither one quite having the courage to look. After they cleared away the plates, disposing of them in the kitchen, he turned to her and asked, “Are you comedy or drama tonight?”


She looked at him, puzzled.


He urged her to follow him and he sauntered down the hall, entering the theater. In the back row of seats, he prompted her to choose one. She sat, wondering what he had planned for her now.


After he worked a nearby wall panel, the lights faded to dark, and he took the seat beside her. An image came onto the immense viewer, the beginning of a dramatic tale. She had never been in a theater before and was taken by the hugeness of the screen. He chuckled, touched by her innocence.


“The lady has to see a show,” he said, mischievously.


Scarlet Roses Always was a romantic story, where the heroine was in search of her lover. He had met her, but then he had left her, but he returned and kept her in his house. Skye noticed that the plot was suspiciously similar to her situation, and that Nick had seen it before, since he was awaiting her reaction.


He laid his arm out across the back of her chair. She soon was breathless from his nearness, and tried to breathe even and deep while he twittled with a lock of her hair. Suddenly, she was shocked when she saw what came onto the screen ...


The hero had returned to his lover—and love her, he was about to! He passionately kissed the heroine, their clothes left in strewn piles on the floor as they made their way to their bed. Skye gasped, and sprang to her feet.


“I don’t need to see this,” she murmured, her cheeks flaming. “I think I know how it ends.”


Quickly she left the theater, his hearty laughter ringing in her ears.


He laughed—until he realized that the show had shocked her virtue. He received another polite ‘Good-night’ at her door, which closed on him, and he glared at the offending portal.


The next morning, Skye had a new message waiting for her in the foyer.


“Hi, sweetheart!” Nick’s voice greeted. “I’m out at the pool. Why don’t you come and join me?”


He paused, and then he said, “This is your secret admirer.”


Skye laughed and went off to the pool.


When she saw him through the back foyer’s open doorway, her breath caught in her throat. He was gliding through the clear aqua water, his form not unlike a Greek god, his movements lithe, his sinews rippling. He wore a skimpy black swimsuit, his magnificent backside scarcely covered. She had a longing to touch him there, to lay her hands upon him ... When he reached the pool’s end, he grasped the ladder and slowly lifted himself out. She slipped back behind the door, lest he see her. Cautiously, she peeked out.


It was as if he knew that she watched him, as he made a deliberate show of toweling off. He ran the white downy cloth leisurely across his wide tanned breast ... his strong arms ... his narrow waist ... his powerful thighs ... He stretched fluidly, extending out his sinews, and then he tossed the towel aside and sat down on a lounge chair, settling back and closing his eyes, soaking in the sun while he waited for her ...


Skye nodded to herself. Two could play at that game ...


Nicholas thought that he had the battle won—until he saw her approaching him. She wore the scarlet swimsuit he had bought for her, a pretty thing that further enhanced her curves. It covered her well—clinging to her breasts and bottom—but it had a diamond shape cut out in the center, revealing her flat waist. She was a tempting sight—especially for a man in his condition.


She smiled at him, tossing back her head, her long red-gold hair. Her violet-blue eyes sparkled in her excitement.


He cleared his throat. “You found me,” he uttered.


“Got your message,” she said and moved for the pool.


She dove in smoothly, swimming with easy movements the length of the pool. He was fascinated by her grace, her slender legs ... her magnificent bottom ... She did a turn and came back to him, stopping to tread the water and look up at him.


“The water is so warm!” she said with a smile, and then she stretched out to float on her back, her red-gold tresses billowing out around her ... her breasts straining against the scarlet cloth with two alluring points. His hand longed to touch them, itched for their feel ... The sweat trickled from his brow, but he doubted that was due to the heat of the sun. She parted her lips and closed her eyes in her ecstasy, loving the water. He heard her contented sigh, a sound he knew well.


He’d better get out of here ...


He tore his gaze off her and rose from his chair. As he passed by her, he mumbled some excuse and retreated to the foyer.


Within the foyer he stopped and turned, his gaze drawn back to her beauty. He tried to look away, but his eyes wouldn’t obey him. He shouldn’t have let Tolly Kay—one of his clothiers—put such a revealing swimsuit in Skye’s wardrobe package. But Tolly had thought that it was what an innocent girl of eighteen would want. He trusted her judgment, knowing her since his birth, and made her promise to keep this wardrobe their secret. He’d start with a week’s worth ... The old Arab woman had winked at him, knowingly.


He realized that he was staring at Skye when she was stepping out of the pool. He decided that the swimsuit wasn’t all that revealing—but on her, it was. She took a fresh towel from the nearby rack, and began drying herself off ...


Uh oh ... This girl was putting on a show ...


First, she toweled off her face, gently dabbing at her high cheeks. Then, she slowly ran the white cloth down her slender arms, coming back to get at the swell of her breasts, taking away the glistening shimmer, leaving the soft ivory glow. His jaw dropped as she bent, giving him the intriguing sight of her fallen breasts that spilled out precariously from the scarlet suit, and she pulled her long hair down before her, rubbing at the sodden tresses, taking her leisure ...


Nicholas stood there, in a daze. Now, why was it that he couldn’t go to her, again?


She tossed back her head in a sudden impertinence, sending her damp hair flying back behind her.


“Oh, yeah,” he reminded himself. They were in a war.


Mesmerized, he watched while she paused and arched her back, stretching out like a lazy feline. She ran the towel across the diamond at her trim waist, soaking in the dampness. She started on her legs, spreading them slightly to get at the sparkling droplets ... working down from the curve of her hip into the area of a shapely thigh—


“Ah, damn!” he rasped, and he went off to the bath.


Skye saw his shadow leaving the foyer. When he didn’t return, she took her disappointment in stride and left the pool for her room.


He was dressed and ready for his day when she saw him again, in the kitchen. He wore a casual dark-blue sleeveless shirt and white leggings to the knee, anticipating a lazy time. She had changed into a pale-green half-sleeved dress—one that had dark-green lace at the bodice, waist, and hemline—the frilliest of her selections. She saw the appreciation he had for her in his blue-green eyes, but they seemed to hold an accusation for her, as well.


“You hungry?” he asked huskily.


She nodded, and they took their plates and coffee, and went out on the terrace to dine.


The sky was blue and tranquil, but she sensed anger within his presence, putting a dark cloud over the table. She felt the heat coming to her cheeks, thinking of her brazen performance by the pool, knowing that he thought of that, also. But, she had only been doing what he had tried to do to her ...


Nicholas was working on finding a way to take this sassy wench down a peg or two. He’d beat her at her own game ...


When they finished with their breakfast, he asked, “How about a game of ‘Blades’?”


“Blades?” she asked.


He nodded. “It’s in the gaming hall.”


“I’ve never played it,” she confessed.


“I’ll teach you,” he said quietly.


They rose, and she followed him to the challenge of the gaming hall.


There in the long and wide sporting room, he moved to a panel, choosing one of the thin computer boxes that ran the entire length of the walls. He touched a few buttons and a holographic image appeared before them, a mesh of glowing green lines set together to make a box that was nigh twenty-five feet long and ten feet high on all four sides, making a virtual cage.


He took two weapons that looked similar to an M-5—which was a long and sleek, silver laser gun—off from the panel. He passed through the green lines into the box, motioning for her to do the same. She passed through them and took the gun he handed out to her.


“Okay,” he began, explaining the rules. “You stand back over there,“ he said, motioning at the far end of the cage. “And I’ll be here, at this end. The object is to take out your opponent before he can do it to you. There are shields here ...“ He fired the gun to make the invisible barrier light, and the thin and long blue stream from the gun was instantly caught in the barrier, and it all disappeared again. “You have a shield, and I have a shield. The trick is to drop the shields enough to get at the enemy.”


She looked at him doubtfully, thinking of the viciousness of the game.


“It’s perfectly harmless,” he assured. “Want to try?”


She nodded hesitantly, and then he fired on her, deliberately sending the laser near her.


Skye sprang backward behind the protection of her shield. She fired her toy gun, and the blue stream passed through her shield but struck his, making the barrier flash. He fired repeatedly at her, with calculated aim, and she soon discovered that her movements were an integral part of the game, that strategy was involved. As he fired, she must move, or part of her shield would drop away where it would have struck her had there been no shield, letting the laser through at that point. He was whittling away at her defenses as she realized this, and then she sprang aside as he fired, avoiding destruction. It wasn’t long, though, before he had her defenseless, and he sent a laser bolt harmlessly into the center of her breast, in triumph of her virtual demise.


He smiled at her mischievously—and a bit angrily. “Do you get it?” he asked.


Skye definitely ‘got it’. He aimed to win at their internal battle, as well. He’d have more of a challenge on this next round ...


Now that she had the concept, she could whittle away at his defenses, as well. He sprang away from where she fired, but she was able to get in a shot, or two. She kept her mind centered on the stealth movements of his gun, avoiding the bolts while she fired on him, to which he would quickly spring away. She was relentless, though, making him dive across the padded floor. She made him work for his victory, and when it came, the blue laser again struck her square in the center of her breast.


He was somewhat breathless as he asked—suspiciously, “Are you sure you’ve never played this before?”


She nodded her head. “I’ve played something similar, though, on my computer tablet.”


Skye wasn’t about to tell him that she knew her way around a gun, having become a very good shot when her father had taught her how to hit a target, for her protection.


“Okay, then,” he said. “On to round three ...”


Skye used her quick reflexes and instincts to get into the flow of the game. He was a formidable foe, making her short of breath and keeping her on her toes. Each round she figured out how to drop a bit more of his shield, sending him into defense, but he still was the victor, every time giving her the same demise. By round ten, however, she put him at a disadvantage, having dropped much of his shield in the left aft of the cage, which he preferred to use as his vantage point. She did get a lucky shot through, and she didn’t really mean to, but her blue laser slipped through his barrier, striking him in his place between his narrow hips.


He laughed shakily, rising up to his feet. “Beginner’s luck,” he uttered. “Congratulations.”


Skye tried not to revel in her victory ...


“Ah, enough of this,” he said, stepping out of the cage. She followed him and gave him her gun, and he returned them to their place.


Nicholas was flustered, unable to believe the girl’s skill. She was full of surprises ... ‘Blades’ was his game, one that he rarely lost. But dammit, she had been distracting him, with her breasts flopping around all over the place ...


He’d try her at a head game. He was always very good at those ...


“Do you like ‘Mind’s Eye’?” he asked her.


She shrugged. “I’ve never played it.”


He moved over to the far side of the hall, choosing a panel. The hologram that sprang up was a single thin and glowing board, about ten feet wide and five feet tall. Within the blue board floated many red images of square cards.


“The trick here is to find matching shapes,” he explained. “When you find a pair, you get a score, and they go off the board until all of the pairs are found.”


He demonstrated on his side of the board, flicking his forefinger on a few cards, bringing to light the red, green and yellow squares and rounds, until he found two of the same. He touched his fingertip on each of them, and they disappeared from the board, giving him the number ‘five’ on the edge of the hologram, the tally board. The other cards he hadn’t matched returned to the color red, and one would have to remember where they were, before the opponent did. The game was further complicated by the colors of the shapes—blue, green and yellow—that would have to be matched accordingly.


“Go ahead—try it,” he urged.


On her side of the board, she touched her fingertip on a few cards and found two blue circles. She locked where the other shapes were into her mind, before they turned back to red. The blue circles disappeared, giving her a score of five.


“Good!” he praised. “You’ve got it! Now, let's play a real game. You'll lose your turn if you don't match a pair right away.”


Skye wasn’t about to tell him that she had played this game before, on her computer tablet. It was but a variation of ‘Concentration’, a game she was very good at. As time went on and the scores were tallied, she discovered that he had an excellent memory also, racking up his points ... but near the end of the program, she began to equal his fervor. With a flick of her finger on two yellow squares, she ended the game—her final score two hundred and fifty-five, against his two hundred and fifty.


He uttered, “That’s not really my game.”


He shut the hologram down and moved on to the next. “How about ‘Haze’?” he asked.


She’d give it a try ...


Nicholas’ frustration grew as she met his every challenge, with an ease that was maddening. He tried her at ‘Maze Five’, at ‘Chaos Shuffle’, but she had a skill that sometimes surpassed his own. He knew these games but she didn’t, and he’d never known such a fast learner. Her instincts were strong—must be from all of those bears chasing her. But, it really wasn’t fair—her beauty was distracting him, making it hard for him to think. And it did miff him a bit that she hadn’t even the common courtesy to let him win—not even once.


Nicholas concluded that this girl was a master at games.


With a sigh, he said, “I think I’ve had enough for one day.”


Skye followed him back into the house, feeling rather guilty about winning. But, she had only been doing her best ...


That night, Nick didn’t even bother getting his ‘Good-night’ at her door, out of ammunition. He said his well wishes at his own door, and he retreated into his room, to nurse his injured pride.


Skye stared at his closed door, disappointed. She really hadn’t wanted the day to end like this. Had she pushed him too far?


She moved to her chambers, finding an ivory satin nightgown, changing and crawling into bed. She lie there, consumed by thoughts of him, how his broad chest had gleamed in the sun by the pool, how he had wanted to touch her ...


Nicholas was in his own bed, tossing and turning in his discontent. Why did she have to be so stubborn and beautiful—and dammit, he wanted her ...


In the dark of night, Skye pretended that her own hands were his, releasing her passion for him ... but she was left with emptiness, a longing within her breast. He was not here to hold her ...


A spirit of wisdom seemed to touch them both at once, urging them toward unity, but still, neither could gracefully yield.


They both had the same thoughts.


This war was getting a bit ridiculous ...







Chapter 11




The sun rose clouded the following morning, casting the amber rays heavily through the massing white billows. Skye walked the beach, unable to sleep. There was coolness in the air, dank and fresh of the salt, and she pulled her ivory satin dressing robe tighter to her, wrapping her arms around her breast, taking in deep breaths. The sand was damp on her bare toes, splashed often with the rising, spraying surf. High above, the last of the sparkling stars were fading, being taken by the brilliant blue, as a mist was forming on the round horizon. She sensed the approaching storm, and she would welcome its passion ...


She could find no clarity in her thoughts while she wandered on, wishing that the sky would open up and give her the answers. She understood that her elusive lover had stolen her heart, but had he taken her soul, as well ...?


Nicholas finally gave up on his want of sleep, rising from the cold, empty bed. He had made up his mind that he would talk to her and resolve this outrageous, childish feud. He was a man and she was a woman, and they should treat each other as such. They had something special when they touched ...


He slid into his black dressing robe—the one she had worn before he gave to her her wardrobe—almost feeling her essence within it. He went to her door and rapped lightly on it, and heard no sound coming from within. He opened the door, expecting to see her sleeping in the bed, but when he flicked on a light, he saw that the bedding was tidy—and she was not there.


Thinking that she had risen early, he moved to the foyer and saw that no light was coming from there; the faint glow of dawn crept on the shadows, giving a discernable dim. He felt a wave of panic and he turned on the lights, moving quickly through the house, one he was discovering was exorbitantly huge. He called out her name; she didn’t respond. He looked out on the gaming hall, but the building was dark and quiet. He checked the courtyard, but only received the silence. An impending dread began rising within him. Had she left him—had she already slipped away?


He hurried out onto the terrace, the light of the sun coming brighter now but darkened with the threat of approaching storm clouds. His eyes scanned the length of the beach—but she was not there.


In his desperation, he cupped his hands around his mouth and called out her name, over and over, his plea echoing on the wind, across the rising sea ...


Skye thought that she heard her name being called, faint and broken on the wind, within the plaintive cries of the seabirds. She stopped and listened; she did hear Nick’s voice! Exhilaration struck her and she hurried for the sound.


Nicholas was about to give up hope when he saw her approaching, down on his left. His relief rushed through him, but then he was concerned.


A flash of lightning slipped through the blue, off in the distance but too near for comfort. Skye looked up at him, but then turned to experience the storm, her long red-gold hair billowing, her white robes flowing. She wanted to stay there.


“Skye!” he called down. “Come back! It’s too dangerous down there!”


She wouldn’t obey, captivated by nature’s oncoming fury.


He cursed and went down to get her, his bare feet skimming on the steps, down to the tufts of the damp sand.


The sight of her struck him while he neared her. She was like an angelic vision, her ivory robes framing her against the moody clouds, but her face was like that of an enchantress, her full red lips parted, luring him toward his destruction. Her violet-blue eyes—all wide and glowing—mirrored the sea and sky beyond, giving him a promise if he would just come near ... Another flash of lightning came, reflecting off in the violet-blue ...


Nicholas vowed that nothing would stop him from having her now.


Skye held out her arms as he rushed for her, yanking her to his breast and taking her into a brutal kiss, freeing their passion. He nudged her down on the sand, ripping apart her lacy bodice to get at her breasts, starved for her, his large hands and hot tongue devouring their swollen, pink peaks. He quickly worked the sash of his own robe, opening himself to her, and he jerked up her hem, opening her to him. He spread her thighs and he thrust himself within her, giving her all that she desired ...


The rains came, falling heavily and coldly upon them, but they paid it no heed while he kissed her and loved her, sweeping them off into the tempest. The low rumbling of thunder brought their need sharply to them both, sending them into the rapturous fury ...


As their storm subsided, they worked to catch their breath, coming to realize that they were being pelted with cold, driving rain. He rose and lifted her up, grasping her arm and pulling her on behind him while he ran, across the beach and up the steps, her in his tow. When inside the safety of the foyer, he let out a jovial sound and swooped her up into the cradle of his arms, carrying her off to his bed.


Skye laughed breathlessly as he deposited her there, and he struggled out of his soaked black robe and helped her out of her torn and clinging robes, lifting them over her head and arms. He tossed them on the floor, strewing the raindrops everywhere, and with his hand on her breasts he pushed her down, laying her out for him. She saw the mischief in his eyes before he drew her into a ravishing kiss ...


She tangled her hands in his wet blond locks, lightheaded in her euphoria. He drew his lips away from hers and moved them down to nip and growl at her breasts. He was with her again—as freehearted as she—rollicking in their reunion, laughing in their play. He rolled her above him, then below him, and then above him again, her waist on his, her heavy damp tresses in disarray all around them. He urged her up to straddle him, and lifted her up by her underarm and set her down on him, with him within her, impaling her with his desire. His strong hands gently tortured her breasts until she could withstand no more ... and she fell down onto his wide breast, him caressing her slender back while she luxuriated in him, savoring his every essence. She heard her voice breathe out his name when their union came, an easy voyage that rocked her like the waves of the sea ...


She stayed upon him with her eyes closed, marveling of his fingertips that gently stroked her cheek.


After a long while, he huskily said, “You rude wench. Putting me through all of that, making me suffer without you. Well, never again.”


His words overwhelmed her with emotion. He truly was in love with her ...


Their day passed in a passionate mood, as tumultuous as the storm that raged, off and on, beyond the windows. The war was over and the battles were won, awarding the victors with the wisdom of peace. They explored this newfound wisdom well, testing their spirits to find oneness, a gentle touch opening the gateway to the soul. Their new adventure swept them often into the height of the clouds ... falling back down softly within the nurture of the rain.


When she slept that night, on his breast and in his arms, it was with content, knowing that this was where she was meant to be.


***


The next morning Skye woke alone in Nick's bed, seeing that the sun had returned, shining through the windows. She wondered about his absence, but she remembered all of the ecstasy of yesterday and pressed her smiling lips into his pillow, not quite daring to believe that all of that could have been true. She still was dizzy from their lovemaking, the emotion that had been pent up in their feud. But, she felt a new emotion welling ...


She rose from the bed and went to her former room. She slipped into a simple blue dress and went off to find him.


Nick’s message was waiting for her in the foyer.


“Hi, lover,” his bright voice said. “And, oh, what a lover! Umm ... I’ve a few things to take care of today, Skye. I’ll be back soon.”


There was a pause, and then she said it along with him, “This is your secret admirer.”


Skye smiled, but then she grew sober, disturbed by his message. Why hadn’t he told her where he was going? He certainly had a lot of things to take care of, for an adventurer.


She began moving for the kitchen when a new voice came from the message board. She stopped short when hearing that it was a woman’s voice.


“Hey, Nicholas—are you there?” a smooth and refined, very feminine woman said. “It’s me—Audrey. Where the hell are you? I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for weeks—why won’t you answer your comm? You just take off and don’t tell me anything! Now, is that any way to treat your girlfriend? They said that you had docked your ship at home, so I know that you’re around here, somewhere. You’d better give me a call, Nicholas. You’re starting to make me angry.”


In the following silence, Skye stared at the message board in her shock. She became aware that her cheeks were being flooded with her tears.


“What?” she choked. “What?”


She moved slowly to the panel, to replay that last message, certain that she had heard wrong. She listened to it again, finding that she had heard it right.


She stumbled over to a lounge and fell to sit down on it. She buried her wet face in her palms, just knowing that it couldn’t be true ...


Audrey ... his girlfriend ... He had another who he touched ... He had lied to her ...


The realization dawned on her that he hadn’t truly lied to her. He had never mentioned a girlfriend, but she had never asked. She had known that he was a lusty man who visited brothels, but she had secretly hoped that he would quit that, that he wouldn’t have the need anymore, being with her. What a fool she had been! He had a girlfriend—how many others did he have?


A deep, hot anger began working up from the pit of her belly, making her clench and unclench her fists. She had been his fool—his new amusement, his sordid adventure. And she had been so naive to hope to believe that she was more than that. He simply kept her here, waiting for him until he desired her again—was he with another right now?


The devastating thought brought an overwhelming ache into her breast, sending out a fresh rush of tears.


This is what she had feared ...


He kept her here, waiting for him as if this was his own house and she was his dutiful mistress. He would keep her forever—or until he tired of her—or whatever he desired. It was what he had said he wanted to do—on Myrrh—to put her in a house where she wouldn’t want for a thing. A place like this ...


He’d put her in a house.


Skye was determined to have her answers. She'd had her fleeting suspicions about his elusive ‘friend’ who owned this place, but she hadn’t wanted to dwell on it, fearing what all that would mean. It was simply easier to live in the moment and not delve into anything disturbing. Now, she must face reality and see for herself ...


She pushed away her tears from her cheeks and rose with purpose, and moved up to the bedroom suites, in search of the master bedroom.


She gave herself the right to invade the owner’s privacy—Nick’s girlfriend had given her that right. She knew of the contents of the two rooms—his and hers—but she didn’t know what lie beyond the doors in the others. She opened the door next to his and found a similar room, done in green and gold. She searched through the bureaus and closets, finding them all empty of any personal possessions except for towels and the like for guests. She moved on to the next room, and had the same outcome.


When she reached the fifth room and saw the identical barren state, panic threatened to overtake her. She hurried her steps, not bothering to go over every detail, going from room to room, finishing the last in this side of the hall and working her way up on the other side, toward her former room. In the sixteenth chamber, there was a difference ...


In that room, in one of the closets, there was an outfit forgotten in a corner, evidently missed in the cleanup after an affair. It was a costume made for sexual pleasure—black, lacy and gaudy. Stunned, she took it in hand and saw that it was soiled. In her horror and disgust, she flung it away.


Appalled, she searched the last of the chambers. She knew what was in hers and moved to his, and thrust his closets open wide. There was but a sparse scattering of his possessions here, a few changes of clothes and robes, and two pair of boots ... but nothing more.


This was the master suite.


His ‘friend’ was he.


This was a pleasure palace—no one truly lived here.


Her mind raced back, recalling when he had said that his ‘friend’ had had some—how had he said it—‘hell-a-cious’ parties here. Evidently, when the mood struck him, this was a place for debauchery, where he would mingle with many others of his own kind, where all of the devils inside of him would be let loose, and—


“The smut!” she hissed. “The lowdown, dirty, rotten smut!”


Skye couldn’t remember a time in her life when she had been more furious. She gritted her teeth and clenched her fists, slowly moving back to the foyer to await his return. She would confront him and make the horrid beast expose all of his lies.


As she stalked about stiffly, waiting for him, all the other disturbing suspicions about him kept rising to the surface of her active, heightened intellect. Nagging details that didn’t quite make sense ... So, he was wealthy, if he owned this estate. And, if he could lie to her with such ease about his ‘friend’, what else had he lied about?


In the dark recesses of her mind, a storm brewed. His Grandmother Anna ... how he wouldn’t give her the date of his birth ... those blue-green eyes ... Had it been right before her eyes all along—


“No!” she cried, pressing her fingers to her temples. “Don’t even think of it!”


Her entire essence began trembling but she calmed herself, saving all of her rage for him.


No, she wouldn’t let him destroy her. If anything, she would destroy him.


***


A Trobin’s cold, pink eyes watched stealthily from his hiding place behind a tree nearby the estate’s entrance. At last he had found the Human female, from the tracking device that he had implanted in her hand. A sweep of the house from his tracker indicated that she was alone. He was ready to make his move, but then an auto drove up and parked. A blond-haired Human stepped out and headed into the house. He knew him to be the Prince Royal of Adriel—from the personal comm he had stolen from him—but he didn’t care, bent only on his vengeance. Stra Akka cursed, but he would be patient ...


Nicholas strode up the steps, eager for her presence. He had planned on going home today, to deal with his parents, but had gone to see Akins instead. He had asked his advice about what to do about the situation he was in with Skye, which was odd—he hadn’t ever needed advice about a woman, before. Akins had concluded that he should tell her who he was—if he was that sweet on her, he couldn’t go on fooling her for forever. Nicholas knew that Akins was right, but still, he didn’t know ... How would she react to the fact that he had tricked her?


Skye heard him coming up the staircase and mentally braced herself for the confrontation. She stood in the foyer, looking out the long stretch of windows, out on the misty blue sea. She didn’t turn as he approached her. He came up from behind her and drew her into a crushing hug.


“There you are!” he greeted. “Missed you!”


He noticed her stiffness and slowly drew away. He turned her around to face him, and saw the anger on her lovely face.


“Skye, what’s wrong?” he asked, concerned. “Did you have a bad day?”


She sighed shakily and nodded, and calmly moved to the computer board, to replay the fateful message. She watched his face change from disbelief, to anger, to shock while he listened to his girlfriend’s voice—being caught in the web of his deceit.


The message was over and there was silence.


“Ah, nonononono,” he groaned out. “That just ain’t right. She’s not my girlfriend.”


Skye made her voice come out levelly. “She seems to think she is. Is that where you were today—with her?”


“No!” he gasped. “Of course not! She’s—she’s just a pest who I ... I don’t even like her! She’s ... she’s ...”


“She knew where to find you,” Skye said, deceivingly calm. “Why is that?”


She vengefully watched him stutter in his confusion, him unable to find any words.


Point blank, she asked him, “So this is your house?”


He was silent, and his understanding of the seriousness of the situation came onto his face.


“You lied to me!” she accused, setting her anger free. “You lied to me about everything! How many girlfriends do you have? Where is your home where you docked your ship? Who are you, really? You planned to keep me here while you went off, doing what you please—off on your other conquests, your other tawdry affairs!”


Nicholas balked from the coldness in her narrowed violet-blue eyes and literally felt a chill. He must stop this misunderstanding right now! “No, Skye—you have it all wrong!” he pleaded. “It isn’t like that, at all.”


In a desperate attempt for harmony, he tried to take her into his arms. She pushed him away from her and moved further toward the door.


“Skye—it’s me!” he pleaded. “Believe me—you know me!”


“I don’t know you!” she cried, her tears falling freely. “Who are you?”


Nicholas scowled, having some anger of his own. “I am me, and you just don’t know what that’s like! If I lied, it was because I had to! You just ... don’t understand ...”


“Oh, I understand!” she retorted. “I understand that you’re a smut! What kind of a man keeps a woman in a house where he’s already had raunchy affairs with other women? What sort of a man has to go to the depravity of brothels when he already has a girlfriend—and now me, another one on the side! What—do you have a wife, too? You surely don’t think very highly of me—and I ... oh, I hate you!”


When confronted with such overpowering emotion, Nicholas decided to do what he did best. He stormed from the house, to his auto, to avoid the consequences.


As he drove away, he slammed his fist into the helm. “Damn that Audrey!” he hissed. She just had to go and do that ... Whatever would he do, now? Skye—she hadn’t even let him explain! He didn’t want to lose her ... he didn’t want her to go ...


It wasn’t long before his instincts began screaming at him, commanding him to turn this auto around and go back to her or he would find her lost to him for forever ...


He cursed vehemently, and reared the auto ...


Skye was heading for the door—on her way to leave him and go home to the comfort of her wilderness—when her eyes suddenly beheld a sight that couldn’t possibly be real.


Coming through the doorway was Stra Akka. He paused, blocking her path, and stood tall and thin, his narrow face menacing, his pink eyes furious.


Skye stumbled back into the foyer, staring up at him in her shock. The creature followed her and abruptly opened his blue robe. She was horrified to see a metallic apparatus lodged on him, on his member that she had destroyed that long ago day on Strou. She looked up at his ominous face.


“Me, you ruin!” he cried in his nasal voice. “Die, will you!”


Skye gasped as he grabbed her arm and snatched a collar from his belt. She was powerless against his strength as he slipped the collar over her head and into place around her neck ...


Nicholas bounded up the steps, determined to set things right. He heard a thump in the foyer and was relieved that she was still here. He would confront her, and say his piece.


“Skye, now you listen to me—“ he began, and was met with a sight he couldn’t have fathomed.


A Trobin held her down on the floor, and she was on her knees, clawing at a metallic collar that was around her fragile neck ...


The Trobin hadn’t expected to see him, and for a moment, didn’t know how to react. Nicholas instantly found his FAS reflexes and sprang to the tall and narrow bureau that was in the entrance of the foyer. He opened a drawer and snatched out the M-5 he kept there for unwanted guests, checked to see that it was still on the stun mode, and sprang back into the foyer. He fired on the Trobin ...


Skye became paralyzed, unable to cry out in the excruciating pain, the thunderclap that sent her spirit into darkness.







PART II

THE PRINCESS









Chapter 12




Existence was a pointless state, a median place between the joy of Heaven and the agony of Hell. Skye couldn’t find her reality, lost in a darkness that wouldn’t give way to light. She was a shadow without form, a restless spirit floating but into nowhere, a thought that had no meaning. She had no substance and was free to glide, soaring ... rising ... falling ...


At times voices would draw her near, urgent voices, calm voices, but all mingling in an unfamiliar jumble that made no sense. One voice was set apart from the rest, and she knew the rich tones but had never known the roughness before. The despair came from a man she had once known, a wicked man—a hurtful man. She would hurry away from the disturbing sound to escape the shattering of her soul, and would push herself off to glide again ...


She became like a bird on a wing, flying high above the treetops in a sky that was blue and endless. She wandered above the verdant hillsides, the sparkling streams, soothed by all the tranquility. When she came upon the deep blue sea, a light appeared in the sky, a portal that was opening like the parting of a billowing cloud. Three forms came out from the haze and she recognized them to be her father, her mother, and her brother.


With a glad cry she rushed to meet them. She couldn’t touch them but they touched her, with their smiling spirits.


“Papa! Mama! Jencin—look at you!”


Jencin was a full-grown man, handsome and tall.


“Hello, Skye,” he said warmly.


“Wow, Jencin, you sure have changed!”


A voice from above cut sharply through the air. It was the wicked man’s voice—


“No, Skye—don’t! Don’t you go!”


She ignored him and wouldn’t hear. This was not his place ...


There was chaos off around the horizon and she suddenly felt pain, like sharp blades digging into her soul. She heard a woman scream and then everything was silent. The pain ebbed away but it lingered, and when she looked again, her family was gone.


Desperately, she wandered above the churning sea, searching for them, calling out their names. She couldn’t find them again and the sky grew dark, like nighttime, with not a star above. It was cold and she was alone, but familiar warmth came to surround her. It was the blond-haired, blue-eyed man, and she knew the heat of his presence.


“Skye ...”


He said her name and his plea echoed across the darkened waves, fanning outward across the heavens ...


Suddenly, out of a crashing wave, her father appeared.


“Papa!” she cried, trying to rush for him, but an invisible force held her, keeping her still.


He neared her, his eyes glowing with his love. He wanted to talk to her, to tell her something important.


“Lit’o light,” he said affectionately. “You must go back soon. Your journey here is not done.”


“But I don’t want to go back, Papa! I want to go with you! I’ve no one here.”


“You do have someone, Skye. He’s the man in your dreams.”


“No, Papa—no! He wants to destroy me!”


“No, lit’o light. The only one who can destroy you is you.”


She knew an overwhelming frustration. “But, he’s a liar and a rake ...”


“Have your faith, child,” he urged. “He will be with you always. You must have your belief. I can also tell you that Gunnar will come for you, but he will not succeed.”


“Gunnar?” she asked.


“Life is a mystery, a journey of your own, a gift given. Enjoy your walk.” He smiled and softly said, “I am with you always.”


He turned and disappeared into the mist.


Suddenly, she felt herself falling and then she was caught and trapped in a cold, hard place. She felt the tears slide down her face. She opened her aching eyes and her blurred vision cleared, and she saw the despair and fear in handsome blue-green eyes. She couldn’t speak and the pain abruptly became an unbearable agony, taking her back up into the darkness, setting her free to drift once more ...


***


Nicholas sat in the chair at her bedside, waiting for her to open her eyes again. When he could see those violet-blue wonders, he had his hope. He waited and waited but she was gone again, off in the throes of her induced coma. He told himself that it was for the best; this way she couldn’t feel the pain. Or so the Palace Medics had said ...


After Stra Akka had collapsed in unconsciousness from the M-5’s wave, he took the remote from the Trobin’s belt and disabled the collar that was around Skye’s neck. He had called home for immediate assistance and had gathered her limp form into his arms, taking the collar off of her and flinging it away. He held her, seeing that she still breathed, and he had rocked her, demanding for her to stay with him. The medics were quick to come—though it seemed a lifetime—and they held him back while they worked her, stabilizing her, readying her for flight. They brought her and the Trobin to Queen’s Palace, and they couldn’t deny his royal command that he be allowed to stay with her.


When in the palace’s medical ward, he had watched helplessly while the medics tended her. Within all of the chaos, he reminded himself that these people were highly skilled, the best of their profession on the planet. He must do as they say and stay out of their way. They’d bring her back ...


His father had come to him, in his concern, his mother away with his sister, Celeste, for the day. He absently received his hug and told him about what had happened, about how she had been a captive of the Trobins, and about what Stra Akka had done to her. Nothing else mattered now, but her survival. At last the medics had her stabilized, inducing a coma so that she could withstand the pain.


Now they must wait until her body healed. They had never before seen the effects of the Trobins’ sadistic ‘collar of death’, but they were quick to learn. It had sent intense voltaic waves into the core of her brain. The collar had been taken off her in time, and they thought that there wouldn’t be any permanent damage. They could safely say that they believed that she would survive.


They believed, but they didn’t know.


Nicholas hung his head in his hands, overwhelmed again. She just had to live ... she just had to ...


He felt a hand come gently onto his shoulder and turned to see his father’s distinguished face. The green eyes conveyed his worry, but there was reassurance there, as well.


His father urged, “Why don’t you go and get some rest.”


Nicholas shook his head. “She’s been talking to her kin, on the other side.”


“They’ll do that when they’re in that state,” his father explained quietly. “But the medics say that she’ll be all right, as soon as they can bring down her pain.”


“But, what if she isn’t?”


“You’ve got to have faith, Son,” he replied simply.


Nicholas senior shared in his son’s grief. He was brought back to a miserable time, long ago, when he had watched his own wife suffer in a similar condition. He had been helpless and terrified, fearing that she was lost to him. But, she had survived ...


He watched his boy, seeing his shaking hands, his tear-streaked eyes. He studied the girl, all small and fragile, tucked between the white heat-mesh bedding. He saw a hint of a red-gold tress slipping out of her white cap, and that her cheeks were high and refined. She was slender and of average height, but he suspected that there was a formidable spirit within her. His son and she looked to be a good match; they had very similar features. Sarra will be pleased ...


His wife and he knew of their first-born son’s escapades, of his disguise that he wore while he went off to visit the sordid women of the brothels, but they didn’t let on to him that they knew. They understood that he was rebelling waywardly under the pressure of his name, and that he would outgrow it, in time. He himself couldn’t fault his boy for his immorality, having lived the same lifestyle before he met his wife. He didn’t envy his son, though, for the complicated venture he had ahead. This boy had inherited both of his parents’ stubbornness—and that was a plethora of emotion, indeed.


If there was only something that he could tell him, some shred of wisdom that would guide him in the right direction ...


The junior Nicholas rose from his chair and began to pace about erratically. He wrung his hands before him, glancing frequently at the girl in the bed. Nicholas senior smiled wryly, feeling the brunt of his age. His little boy was not so little anymore, and he had went and gotten himself caught ...


Nicholas junior stopped to search for the wisdom in green eyes. “What do I do, Dad?” he asked helplessly.


His father came to place his hands on his shoulders. He looked him square in the eye and said, “You’re got, Son. Got.”


“Got?” he uttered, surprised.


“That little girl has you.”


He scowled. “No, I’m not ‘got’! She just ... she doesn’t even like me—she hates me.”


“Hates you? What did you do?”


“I guess I lied to her.”


His father nodded, knowingly. “Give it time. Let her heal. One fact you’ll learn real soon is that women don’t like being lied to. And this one,”—he glanced at the slumbering girl—“I’ve a feeling will most certainly teach you that.”


Nicholas scowled again. “I’m not got!”


His father smiled wryly. “Fight it all you want, but it won’t do you any good. The sooner you accept it, the better off you’ll be.”


Nicholas senior drew his boy into a quick hug, clapping him on the back, commiserating with him in his plight. He pulled away and headed for the door.


He paused and said, “When you want to talk about it, I’m here. She’ll be fine,” he added with his confidence, and moved out the doorway, leaving him alone with his future bride.


Nicholas returned to his chair at her side. He knew that his father spoke from experience, and that he had an abundance of knowledge about a great many things. He’d never known him to be wrong, once he spoke about a matter.


“Dammit,” he uttered, and he hung his head again.


He prayed to the Lord in Heaven, to give him his Skye back. That’s all that mattered now ...


Ruthie, a senior medic, came in to check on her condition. The middle-aged, rather frumpy woman smiled at him compassionately. He knew her quite well, her having set many of his bones that were broken in his reckless youth. Her dark eyes weighed him a moment before she went about checking on her comatose patient.


“Nicholas,” she considered. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this. She must mean a lot to you.”


“She’s just a girl,” he uttered hoarsely.


Ruthie nodded, unconvinced. She took the UPM, the Universal Pain Meter, in hand—a thin metallic instrument that was about a foot long—that monitored the depths of pain. She raised it above Skye’s head and passed it over her in a slow sweep. The UPM flashed in a blue light as it took an image of the pain center of the brain, monitored the activity there, and converted the levels and wavelengths into numbers. It used a scale of one to ten, ten being near death and one being considered normal.


“How is she?” Nicholas asked anxiously.


Ruthie looked at the number that came onto the UPM’s small viewer. “Well, she’s still at an eight. She’s resting well, though.”


She checked her patient’s bedding and turned to look at him, sympathetically. “I know you’re going to stay here tonight, Nicholas. You can go and stretch out beside her and hold her—just be careful. No funny business. Just remember that she’s monitored.”


With a wink, Ruthie turned down the lights in the room and left him alone with her.


Nicholas moved to lie down aside her, carefully taking her into his arms, cautious about not disturbing the nutrition tube that was in her arm. He gently placed her head against his breast, comforted by her feel, and it wasn’t long before his exhaustion overtook him.


He woke a few hours later, being in the same position as when he had fallen asleep. Anxiously, he checked the pulse at her nape, making sure that she still lived, and sighed in his relief when the steady beat was there. Cautiously he rose, laying her back down gently. He looked down on her pale and beautiful face, and he wanted to awaken her—but she was not there.


Deep thought consumed him while he moved aimlessly around the darkened room. He thought about his life and all that he had accomplished, and wondered what it all mattered. He had been born and he would die one day—and so what? What really was the point of it all?


He thought about how he had come into this world, of his parents and of his esteemed life. He knew the illustrious tale well, of how his parents had met ...


Twenty-six years ago, his mother, Sarra, had been the princess royal, the last in the royal bloodline of his Grandfather Ellis and Grandmother Anna. His father was the commander of the rebel band, the ‘Revolutionaries’, using the alias, ‘Raine Nicks’. He had abducted her, to use her as a bargain to uncover the corruption that was deep within the monarchy—the King’s Advisors were making slaves of the rainbow miners for their own illicit gain. His paternal grandfather, Royce Tyler, had tried to expose the slavery to all of Adriel, and the advisors had poisoned him at Tyler Oaks, along with all of his kin except for ‘Raine’ who escaped, bent on vengeance. Unbeknownst to Raine, Sarra was naive to the corruption—and so was the monarch. He had hated her, believing that she was the fruit of an evil sovereignty.


They were instant foes. Sarra believed that the Revolutionaries were savage men, intent on destroying the sovereignty for the riches of the rainbow mines. His parents had a tumultuous beginning, unable to resist each other sexually while still being consumed by their hate. A rebel antagonist further complicated matters by trying to expose Sarra’s whereabouts to the king, in his quest for the Throne. Raine—while waiting to fulfill his ransom demands of the illegal M-5 weaponry, to wage his war—had to keep her on the move ... taking her from Myrrh to Kan, and then to Adriel, and in that time he fell in love with her, a love that he despised.


Somewhere within all that pandemonium, he was conceived. He was the product of great hate but also of great love. When they realized that they were allies fighting the same cause, they married, and his father set into motion the war that destroyed the corrupt in the government, freeing Adriel from oppression. After the death of King Ellis The Second, his mother became the sovereign, and he was born. For twenty-five years, Adriel had known peace and prosperity. The love that his parents had grew stronger every day.


And here he was, Heir Apparent to the Throne. Someday, he would become the king, a thought he didn’t like to dwell upon. He liked to think that he ‘might’ become king, that his mother would outlive him. His mother was still young, with a health and vitality that most women could only dream about. She didn’t pressure him about producing heirs, trying to let him live his life ... but the thought was always there. It nagged at him that he must take a princess someday and carry on the line. One woman ... Responsibilities ... Babies ...


He looked down on Skye, her off in what seemed to be a peaceful sleep. As he stared, he had a curious feeling unlike any he'd had before—a surge of euphoric well-being ... and then a wave of fear ...


He went to sit in the chair by her bedside, taking her warm hand in his and hanging his head.


***


Three days had past, and this was the day that Nicholas had been waiting for. In but a few hours they would wake Skye from her sleep. These three days seemed to be the longest of his life, and he'd had too much time to think, to fear and to worry—and to hope. But, at least now he knew that she would live, and he would find a way to keep her by his side.


Her pain level had finally come down to a tolerable point. They would wake her and she would be weak, and he would be hit with her hatred of him. But now she would have no choice but to let him explain—she couldn’t run from him now.


Or, maybe she would forget about all of his lies and they could start anew?


Nicholas held on to that hope as the minutes dragged on. His mother came into the room, bringing him a steaming mug of coffee. He rose from his chair and gratefully took it from her hands.


Worried, she said, “I’m sending a plate to you. You have to eat.”


He shrugged and returned to his chair. His mother had looked in on him often these past days, in concern for her son. But he hadn’t had the want of food, his belly being twisted in knots, now that the guilt had set in. He truly was responsible for this; if he hadn’t left Skye that day, this wouldn’t have happened to her.


His mother sensed his guilt. “Now, Nicholas,” she said softly. “You have to know that this wasn’t your fault. Stra Akka would have found her no matter where she was.”


“He found her on my watch,” he said simply. Tightly he asked, “How is that beast doing?”


“He’s in his cell,” she replied. “He still won’t talk. And no, you still cannot pay him a visit.”


He wanted to. He longed to wring his neck—not with a coward’s brutal collar, but with his bare hands.


His mother placed her hand on his shoulder, and he looked up at her serene dark-blue eyes. She smiled, comfortingly.


“Now look,” she urged. “The medics will wake her tonight. She’ll be fine. You’ll have a brand new life ahead.”


He looked again at Skye, anticipating seeing those sparkling violet-blue eyes.


His mother patted his shoulder and headed for the door. “Eat the plate I’m sending. It’s steak and eggs,” she tempted, knowing that it was one of his favorites.


Nicholas couldn’t eat the plate when it arrived on a tray in a servant’s arms. He thanked the woman and told her to take it away, and went back to wait for the moment.


At last the time came. The medics came in and checked her level with the UPM, and found it to be within the normal span of ‘one’. They injected her with an airy stream of medication, beginning to awaken her.


He felt a rush of his adrenaline and moved to her bedside, to make sure that his was the first smiling face that she saw ...







Chapter 13




“Skye ...”


Skye rose out of the deep waves of sleep, realizing that Nick was saying her name, prompting her to wake. She was in his arms and on the planet Myrrh, and last night the moon, Eos, had been full and glowing. She smiled, reaching for his cheek, and discovered that he was not beside her on the bed. Her lashes fluttered and her vision cleared and she saw his face looming above her. He was standing at the bedside, smiling down on her, searching her eyes as if he saw a wondrous sight within them.


He grasped her hand and held it tightly. “Skye,” he uttered hoarsely.


Skye gasped, discovering that they weren’t alone in the room. Her vision panned out and she saw many other faces, the people wearing white medic coats and smiling down on her. Startled, she tried to back away from them, lost and confused as to what was happening. Their mood was light and merry, and she distinctly felt that she was the cause.


An authoritative dark-haired woman broke through the crowd, shooing them away. “All right, everybody,” she said warmly. “You’ve all seen the miracle. Now get out and let her adjust. You’re scaring her to death.”


The medics filed out of the room, congratulating each other on their success, until only Nick and the woman remained with her.


Nick let go of her hand and moved to clap his hand down on the woman’s broad shoulder. “Ruthie, what is this about a ‘miracle’?” he asked stiffly.


“Well, we really didn’t know,” she confessed. “It was touch and go, especially when you brought her in—we had to bring her back three times. Sometimes it’s the strong belief of others that makes them want to stick around.”


Nick rolled his eyes and looked as though he wanted to swat the woman, for keeping from him how close to death she truly had been.


Skye’s eyes were wide as she looked up at the medic who calmly studied her.


Ruthie turned to Nick and said, “We’ve a few more tests to run. But I’ve a strong feeling that she’s as good as new.”


Skye was completely bewildered—they were speaking as though she wasn’t even here! Was she here? Where was she?


What was happening!


She must have made a sound because their attention snapped back to her.


“What ...?” she breathed out.


Nick hurried over and plopped into the chair beside her, taking her hand into both of his.


“Skye,” he said, his voice shaky. “Don’t you ever do that to me again!”


Ruthie headed for the door. “I’ll leave you two alone a moment—but you can’t stay too long, Nicholas. She needs her rest. Call, if you need me.”


When they were alone in the silence, Skye could do nothing except stare at him, seeing the relief and awe in his blue-green eyes.


Softly he said, “I feared that I had lost you.”


Skye swallowed hard. “What happened?” she asked weakly.


“You don’t remember anything?” he asked, suddenly concerned that he must call Ruthie to her again.


Her memory was a jumble of fragmented images, but then the pieces began to fall into place. She remembered the Trobin, and the collar—and the agony.


“Stra Akka!” she murmured.


Nicholas exhaled in relief. His Skye was here, again.


“Yes,” he said. “You didn’t kill him on Strou—you just maimed him. Oh, and remind me never to cross you,” he teased, shuddering to think of how she had maimed him. “But, he deserved worse.”


She didn’t smile, her being in confusion, and he reached up and took the protective white cap off her, freeing her red-gold hair. He savored a soft tress between his fingertips, content to do just that.


Her questions began to come to her while she looked around the small and sterile medical room.


“Where am I?” she asked.


“You’re safe,” he replied. “Stra Akka can never hurt you again.”


“But I left him there, on Strou. How did he find me?”


“The medics found a tracking device that he had implanted in your hand. They removed it.”


Skye looked at her hand and recalled the injection that Stra Akka had given her on the cargo ship. She had awaited the drug’s effects, but they never came. So that had been what it was!


The creature had been searching for her in his vengeance, and meant to kill her when he found her. He would never stop ... “Where is Stra Akka now?” she asked, her fear clear in her voice.


“He’s locked in a cell with the tightest security—don’t you worry,” he assured. “He can’t get at you again.”


She wasn’t so certain. She felt an impending doom, and then realized why she had the feeling. She recalled what had happened before Stra Akka had arrived. Nick’s lies ... their heated words ...


He recalled that, also. He rubbed her hand a moment and said, “Now, Skye, you have to listen to me. Let me explain.”


She looked up at him, with her hurt very clear in her violet-blue eyes. He swallowed hard and forced himself to continue.


“Audrey is not my girlfriend. She’s just an aristocratic little girl who pesters me—and that’s that. It is true, though, that I did lie to you. That estate is mine, but ... well, I’m sometimes a friend to myself—although sometimes my own worst enemy—so it wasn’t a total lie. My friend does own it ...”


He trailed off, seeing from her blank expression that his excuses weren’t working. He’d try a different approach.


“See, I’m not exactly an adventurer—although I do like adventure—but I didn’t want to tell you, just yet, that I have wealth. Well, look at you—you lied to me on Myrrh about being a gold digger ...”


This approach wasn’t working, either. She wasn’t going to let him turn his guilt around and make it all her fault.


He sighed and then he said, “I thought that in time you’d want to stay in that house with me.”


She had an epigram for him. “You mean that whorehouse? Where your ‘friend’ had all those hell-a-cious parties?”


He winced, unable to find a way out of that one. He'd had but one rule to follow at his bashes—no viewers, or there would be hell to pay.


“Well, Skye ... I don’t know what to say about that. Do you really hate me that much, for that?”


She lifted her shoulders weakly in a shrug. “It’s what you are.”


“It’s what I am?” he repeated.


She nodded.


He was offended. “I’m a little more than just a party monger, Skye.”


“You are?” she asked, innocently.


He nodded.


“Who are you, then?”


Skye simply quit her denial. She already knew, but she wanted to hear him say it. It would be the final blow in how he had made a fool of her, using her as his unsuspecting, common toy.


The Prince Royal of Adriel was not a true and noble man as his worldly image portrayed. He was a base and lecherous rogue.


“Who are you?” she asked again, patiently awaiting his response.


“Well, Skye ... I wanted to tell you. People are different around me, and I didn’t want you to ... You knew me for me ... I thought ...”


“Say it!” she demanded.


“I’m the prince royal,” he admitted, and guiltily hung his head.


Skye couldn’t keep the hurt out of her voice. “You make me out to be a fool for trusting you?”


“No, Skye, you can trust me—you can! I—“


She laid her head back down on the pillow and closed her eyes. “Go away,” she said solemnly.


“Skye, no don’t ...” he pleaded.


She turned her face away from him. After a long moment, he rose and slowly moved from the room.


Nicholas went to Ruthie and told her to look in on her. Dejected, he went off to the comfort of his suite.


When there, he couldn’t stop pacing, thinking about how that wasn’t what he had wanted to say to her, at all ...


Not quite a half an hour later, he headed back to the medical ward, to try again. Ruthie stopped him at Skye’s door. She was concerned.


“Nicholas, what did you do to her?” she accused.


“What? What do you mean?”


“Now we have a despondent patient—not good for her recovery. She doesn’t want to see you.”


Skye wouldn’t dare deny him that! “I’ll make her see me,” he promised angrily, trying to get by Ruthie’s husky frame.


“No, you don’t!” she protested. “I think it’s best that you stay away from her, at least for a day or two, until she recovers. Stay away!”


Nicholas wasn’t one to obey orders ...


“I mean it!” she warned. “If you care about her, you will.”


He narrowed his eyes and shook his head, maddened. “Tell her I’ll be back!” he commanded, and went off to the Athletic Room to lay his fists on the punching bag.


After releasing his frustration there, he could think clearer, to plot his next move. He thought of his mother and of her wisdom in how she handled trouble. Perhaps she would know of a way ...


***


Skye rested back on the pillows of her medical bed, still unable to believe where she was. Ruthie, the senior medic in charge of her care, had informed her last night that she was in Queen’s Palace, in the Palace Infirmary. She had almost lost her life, receiving the brunt of Stra Akka’s collar, and the prince had saved her, getting her to them in time. The prince had saved her life—but had deceived her soul.


He hadn’t returned to her again but had left a message with Ruthie, vowing that he would. She didn’t want to see him; it was too painful. Just as soon as she could regain her strength and get out of this bed, she would leave him, going off to who knows where. Anywhere ...


She remembered what her father had said to her in the throes of her coma—that she wasn’t alone, that the man in her dreams was with her. But she'd had many strange dreams when she was in that altered state, and that’s what they were—simply dreams. Her reality was that she was alone, for her pride just wouldn’t allow her to be with a depraved rake.


Skye smiled wryly, thinking about how she'd had a fondness for Prince Nicholas when hearing about him in the transmissions on her computer. His public relations people couldn’t allow his true self to be out for the entire world to see, as then he would have no respect. They made him out to be a noble and honest hero, an untouchable fantasy. It was odd how she—a simple commoner—knew his true nature, the facts about one of the most powerful men in Urania. She knew him intimately, and while that was an incredible joy, their unions had best be only a memory. She didn’t want a lifetime of heartache ahead.


She choked back a sob, recalling the magic of his touch, and commanded herself to think about other things ...


There were rumors that Prince Nicholas was given to wildness, to outrageous but often humorous appearances at important affairs—but that was all part of his charm. He was a very dynamic person, and his presence would upstage anyone within a room. He was in training to be an elite FAS pilot—which explained his ease of handling his ship in his dramatic landing on Myrrh. He was also very intelligent—almost studious, in fact—mapping out complicated star charts for the science explorers, which must be what he had meant when he had told her that ‘the prince’ was a bit of a bore. He had such a twisted way of telling his lies—half truths, and yet no truth ...


A servant entered the room, carrying a computer tablet that she set down on the bedside table. Skye was glad for the distraction.


“Hello,” the white-haired, matronly woman greeted. “I am Marion, assistant to the queen. She will be here shortly to speak with you.”


Skye was surprised. “The queen—speak to me?”


Marion nodded. “Don’t be afraid. She wants to speak with you on a matter about her son.”


Skye’s heart began to thump rapidly in her nervousness while she awaited the queen’s presence. The sovereign was Nick’s mother! How strange it was for her to be here ...


Skye gasped when Her Majesty strode into the room. She had seen her great beauty before in the transmissions, but to see her in person was an almost frightening experience. She had an aura about her, a sensuality that Skye couldn’t even fathom. Her eyes were of the deepest blue—and her hair long and golden—making her look much younger than her forty-three years. Her cheeks were high and pink, and her lips soft and full. She was tall and slender, and she wore a simple sky-blue dress—without frills—displaying her reputation of how she enjoyed the common life. Howbeit, her inborn grace bespoke of her regality, that she was a unique, supreme spirit—a most worshiped queen.


“Hello, Skye,” the monarch greeted, taking her cold hand into the warmth of hers. “I am very pleased to finally meet you. I hope you are feeling better today?”


Skye nodded mutely, unable to speak.


Her Majesty released her hand and sat down in the chair at the bedside. Her smile was very warm and kind.


“My son has told me a lot about you,” she said softly. “I’m sorry that you had to go through all of that.”


Skye found her voice. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”


“We will stop the Trobins,” she promised. “But it is taking some time. It is a very delicate matter.”


She nodded, finding no words.


Her Majesty rose, and moved slowly and aimlessly around the room.


“Nicholas has told me that you are in a rather dire circumstance, that your accounts are locked because of the investigation surrounding your father’s death?”


Skye tried to remember the commonplace knowledge of the etiquette when dealing with the royals. “Yes, Ma’am,” she replied.


“We have a place for you here, until you can straighten out those matters.”


Skye sincerely appreciated the generous offer, but couldn’t honestly accept. “Thank you, Ma’am. But, I don’t know ...”


Her Majesty smiled down on her with a mischievous gleam in her beautiful eyes. “You know, Skye,” she said. “There is something that we women are born to know about men of Nicholas’ age—or of any age, for that matter. They don’t always think with their head.”


A smile came to Skye’s lips, for she knew about that fact, also.


“Nicholas has ... a few problems,” his mother explained. “He is always under a lot of pressure—I’m sure you can understand. He does things sometimes that can drive a person stark raving mad, but he really is a good boy.”


Spoken like a true mother would ...


“You know, he never left your side when you were ill,” she informed quietly. “He cares a great deal about you. And that’s a feat that no other woman has been able to do.”


Skye felt the blush coming to her cheeks, unknowing how to respond.


The queen’s consort suddenly came into the room. He was looking for his wife, and he had found her. Skye’s breath caught, seeing his tall and distinguished frame. He was a very handsome man, with brilliant green eyes and regal features, his visage striking. He had a few lines of wisdom on his cheeks and a touch of snow in his blond shoulder-length locks, but he was a strong and virile man, with broad shoulders and a trim waist. All the subjects knew that he was a few years from his sixth decade, but thought that he seemed to be a man of twenty years younger. He was clothed smartly—entirely in black—a hue that suited him well. Seeing him in person, Skye could feel the vitality of his presence and understood whence his son received his charismatic charms.


The senior Nicholas came near her, reaching out his large hand.


“Hello, Skye,” he said amiably, taking her hand into a firm grip. “Feeling better?”


She nodded, and he released her hand.


“Good!” he said. “Excuse us, a moment,” he muttered.


He placed his hand on his wife’s hip and guided her over to the door, to speak with her privately. The queen’s dark-blue eyes lit up with an impish glow while he whispered in her ear, and he gave her a quick kiss on her lips and exited out the doorway.


Her Majesty turned and smiled warmly. “I’ll tell you what, Skye,” she said, as if making up her mind. “We’ll set up a suite for you, and you can stay as long as you want. I’ll have a new wardrobe made for you. Marion, give her the selections.”


Marion moved to give her the computer tablet from which her choices of a wardrobe could be made.


Skye felt the need to protest. “No, thank you, Ma’am. I will have funds of my own soon.”


Marion bent down to whisper in her ear. “Do not refuse the queen. She wants to give you a gift.”


Skye’s blush grew deeper. Already she had made a faux pas. “You’re very gracious, Your Majesty. Thank you.”


The queen waved off her apology with her hand. “It’s the least I can do for you, after all that you’ve been through. So, it’s settled, then. I’ll have them ready your rooms.”


Skye nodded, overwhelmed, feeling like she had no other choice. “Thank you, Ma’am.”


“Please, Skye, I want you to call me ‘Sarra’.”


Skye nodded, hesitatingly. “Thank you, Sarra.”


Pleased, the woman nodded and left from the room.


Sarra smiled to herself, thinking that it had gone rather well; she had some good news to tell her son. Finally, he had found someone that he could respect, and whom she could respect. Her stubborn boy was about to learn a necessary lesson about women. There was a true romance budding here ...


She quickened her steps, off to the Hanging Gardens to meet Raine for a pleasurable rendezvous ...


Skye continued to be overwhelmed long after the imposing royals left her. Marion helped her with her selections, insisting that she not think of the cost—the more lavish, the better. Skye didn’t really care what she wore, absently agreeing with the friendly woman about the dresses, concerned about the new situation that she had found herself in. She would stay here, so near to Nick ... How could she escape him, now?


The following day, in the late afternoon, Ruthie pronounced Skye healthy and fit for living her life, again. Marion escorted her to her suite in a far wing of the palace, and when nearing her door, Skye flinched when seeing who waited for her.


There stood Nicholas, smiling at her with those impish blue-green eyes.


“Well, there you are!” he greeted. “Nice to see you well.” He pointed at the next door further down the hall. “Looks like we’re neighbors. Imagine that.”


His eyes took on a different meaning, a ‘come hither’ look that she knew all too well. They had a fair share of anger in them, as well. As he spoke, she heard it in his voice.


“If you want to come and see me, you know where I am. Until later?”


He gave her a knowing smile over his shoulder while he sauntered down the hall, and with a wink, he disappeared beyond his door.


Marion shook her head in wonder. “That boy!” she murmured.


Skye had paled. She followed the woman into the suite, wondering how she would survive this ...


Nicholas was back to playing his games with her, again.







Chapter 14




Skye kept to her rooms, refusing to be drawn into defeat. The suite was lavish and spacious, having a large bedchamber and bath, and a fashionable drawing room done in scarlet and sapphire, giving her a pleasant place to hide. She knew that Nicholas waited for her, so near down the hall, and she could feel his presence—the waves of his magnetism—beckoning her to come. She gritted her teeth and held her ground; she wouldn’t be his fool again. She changed into the pink satin nightgown that had been laid out for her, and spent the night in the wide and comfortable bed, tossing and turning in her distress—but she felt like she had slept for forever anyway. She dozed a bit when the dawn came, and when she woke she was disappointed to find herself alone. She really didn’t like waking up alone ...


Marion came to check in on her, bringing her a breakfast plate and some clothes for her to wear for a few days until her wardrobe arrived. She also had a personal comm, which she offered to her.


“Nicholas wanted me to give you this,” she said. “It has a direct line for you to contact him, day or night.”


Skye took the comm and coolly set it aside on the bureau, having no use for it.


She donned a dress, a velvety, long-sleeved creation that almost matched the color of her red-gold hair, the hue accenting the unusual shade of her violet-blue eyes, making them appear even larger.


The woman approached her, gazing upon her reflection in the bath’s long mirror. “You sure are a pretty one,” she praised. “I can see why Nicholas is so smitten.”


Skye saw the blush coming onto her cheeks and turned away. “I’m sure he’s smitten with many women,” she said.


“Well,” Marion considered. “The women do like him, and he likes them. It’s always been that way, even when he was a boy—the girls flocked to him. With his good looks and his title, he really hasn’t been denied anything from them. I think it’s made him spoiled.”


“Rotten, is more like it,” Skye murmured.


Marion considered her. “Why don’t you like him, Skye?”


She shrugged. “I know him too well.”


The woman clucked her tongue and wagged her head, leaving from the suite.


Skye paced about restlessly, fidgeting her hands. She wondered what she should do—if she should leave right now, or stay. But, where was she to go?


With a need for fresh air, she moved out onto the balcony, into the moody, cloudy day. The white walkway ran a good length of this realm of the palace, having many doors. She placed her hands on the railing, leaning against the black billets, watching the sea rolling below, the white-capped waves crashing upon the craggy shore.


From the corner of her eye, she saw a door open. Her breath caught and she braced herself while Nicholas strode near. She wanted to flee back into her room like a coward, but she forced herself to be brave, and stayed strong.


He drew up alongside her, leaning his arm on the railing. She didn’t look at him, not daring a glance.


“Beautiful day, huh,” he said lazily, over the rush of the sea.


“If you like clouds,” she murmured.


She felt his scrutiny of her profile, and he stared a good, long while. She began trembling from his nearness and commanded her hands to stop shaking—to which they wouldn’t obey.


“Skye,” he said huskily. “How long do you think that you can play this game?”


She chose her words carefully. “I thank you for your hospitality, Your Royal Highness, but I will be leaving as soon as I can,” she informed stiffly.


He cursed. “You’re not going to give me a chance.”


It was a statement, not a question. She refused to acknowledge him anymore.


He scowled, violently. “Whatever you want, woman,” he said tightly. “Your loss.”


He stormed away, slamming his door behind him.


Skye felt her tears coming, but she told herself that it really was for the best ...


Nicholas kept his temper in tight reign. God, but she was an infuriating woman—to hell with her!


He sent out word on his new personal comm, and it would shoot like lightning through the grapevine ...


‘There’s a party. Be at ‘the dive’. Tonight.’


He nodded his head, vengefully.


There were plenty of other fish in that there sea ...


***


Nicholas started the party early, pouring himself a good, long drink. He gave his orders to his trusted servants who were preparing this soiree with the food and drink. He readied ‘his friend’s’ estate—he was being a friend to himself today by leaving Skye’s impossible demeanor. He was more than due for a rip-roaring good time, and soon they would come in droves.


Akins was the first to arrive. He was puzzled that his host was alone.


“What—that girl that you were telling me about—Skye—she’s not here?”


“No,” Nicholas grumbled. “And I sure as hell don’t want to talk about her.”


The Arab smiled. “Trouble in paradise?”


“There is no paradise,” he replied firmly, making it clear that the topic was closed.


The guests began arriving, bursting through the doorways, and soon their laughter and boisterousness filled the halls. Drink flowed and the music blared, the thunderous lows of the instrumental Tier Cascade compositions vibrating the floor and walls, echoing out over the sea. The throng spilled out onto the beach, into the courtyard and the gaming hall, in espirt de corps of wild song and mayhem. Most knew the sport of Prince Nicholas’ bashes, and the innocent ones who were unaccustomed felt the honor to be here. They were the children of the aristocracy and the like—wealthy, bored, esteemed. Excitement hung in the air as everyone anticipated the night to come—the unbridled sex, the mind-altering substances, and the roaring music. No one could host an event like His Royal Highness, where one wouldn’t want for a thing. Soon the affair was a few hundred strong, a place of rowdy entertainment, of freedom ...


Nicholas roamed his estate with his glass in hand, scanning the crowds, searching for the woman he would have for the night. They were mostly the same old faces, acquaintances and friends who greeted him with a touch on his shoulder, a hug—a shout. He smiled on his entourage, giving them his care and attention while he roamed, and he successfully maneuvered around the aggressive women he did not want, being a master in his experience at graceful declines.


The voices grew louder as the day progressed, yet still he searched, having no true interest in these women, many of whom he'd had before. He had a rather selective taste in females, having known all kinds and preferring the true ones, without all the talk and phony flirtations. Out in the courtyard by the pool he saw Audrey, and he felt a rush of rage. If not for her, he would still be with his Skye. Well, she wasn’t his Skye, anymore ...


He hoped to avoid her, too tempted about what he might do to her and cause a scene, but she saw him and shouted, and hurried near. Her sky-blue eyes were lit with an excited light beneath her crown of golden hair, and she wore a sleazy red dress that stated her wanton intentions.


“There you are!” she cried, trying to give him a hug, to which he had no response. She drew away and smiled, her eyes taking in the sight of him.


Suddenly, she pouted. “Where have you been? I’ve been looking everywhere for you!”


“Nothing that concerns you,” he replied tightly.


“You’re mad at me, I see,” she said huskily. “Why don’t we find a room, and I’ll see that you’re mad from pleasure ...”


He recoiled in disgust. “Go play with someone else, Audrey.”


“Oh, you don’t mean that.”


“I sure do,” he quipped, and pushed off her advances, leaving her behind. He glanced askance and saw that she was already giving her attention to a tall, dark-haired sot who she obviously knew very well.


He scowled, his mood of levity broken. She had reminded him about what he had done to his Skye ...


But, she wasn’t his Skye, anymore. She never would forgive him.


He went to the bar in the back foyer and the crowd reverently parted to let him through. Angrily, he fixed himself another whisky cocktail—a stronger one this time—but as he took a swallow, he discovered that he wasn’t quite in the mood for all of that, his insides being twisted. Howbeit, he lifted his glass dramatically into the air and then downed the fiery contents anyway, receiving a round of applause and hoots, to which he fell down into a sweeping bow. He fixed himself another, and then went off to roam again.


In the theater, where there was a raunchy show playing—and there was no need to hear the dialog—one woman caught his attention. She was pretty and fresh, and he had never seen her face before. She had shoulder-length, flaming red hair and soft blue eyes. He made his way to her, putting on his charms.


“Hello, there,” he greeted above the din. “What’s your name?”


“Lisa!” she shouted, in his ear.


“Enough talk,” he quipped. “Let’s go ...”


He grasped her slender hand and pulled her on behind him, leading her to his room. When there, behind the closed door, he nudged her down on his bed and straddled her. He slipped her out of her frilly black dress, revealing her shapely curves. He could do this ...


He didn’t really want to kiss her, so he settled on her breasts, instead. He tasted of their firmness, their sweetness, and was relieved when his desire stirred. She panted beneath him, eager for him, and he glided his hand down to her waiting womanhood. He caressed her, gently, and he closed his eyes, waiting to hear those contented moans.


With a start, he realized that he was pretending that she was Skye. This girl had a strange presence—she was not his Skye.


His desire simply fell, confirming his very worst fear.


“Dammit—no!” he cried hoarsely. “No!”


The girl was bewildered. He hurried off her.


“Sorry,” he uttered. “I’ve got to get out of here ...”


Nicholas moved from the room into the chaos beyond. He needed a moment of quietude, to escape the din, and headed for the sanctity of the beach. The beach, however, was no better, for his guests were noisily overtaking the serenity of nature. He moved down the ivory stretch of sand, ignoring the voices calling out his title, until he was finally alone.


He paused to take in the sunset, the red and gold hues splashing upon the darkened sea. The waves sprayed and flickered, bringing a mist into his eyes. Skye used to walk here with him, with her long red-gold hair flowing and her violet-blue eyes warm. They had made love on this sand, the sky stormy, the rain pouring ...


He had an aching within his breast, one he had never known before.


How could she do this to him? She should know his soul.


He knew sorrow—and then he knew anger. He wasn’t about to let a single woman control his emotions!


With purpose, he moved back to the house, to join in on the festivities.


He paused on the terrace, determined to put on his party face. With the falling of night, the ambiance was taking on a different tone. His guests were pairing off—in twos, or threes, or fives—eager to explore the sexuality of their bodies with one another. In the foyer, there were three women to one man, all naked and writhing and uncaring that he stood there. There was another foursome on the far lounges. He knew a wave of disgust—did he really enjoy this?


He stepped passed all of the gratification to get another cocktail. He sipped it and glanced around at the lewdness, wondering what he was to do now. He thought of the excitement that he'd had here, when it was but Skye and him. He moved for her room ...


When he opened her door, he had an instant ire with what he saw. Three women were there, playing with her wardrobe that he had bought for her. They were making a mockery of her apparel, theirs being gaudy and scant, and they laughed in their jesting, one trying on her flouncy golden hat.


“Hey!” he warned, grabbing the brunette’s arm. “Get out of those!”


“Sure!”


The girl obeyed, wriggling out of the dress, baring her buxomly form for his taking.


In his exasperation and his frustration, he stormed from the room. He would find Akins, and talk to him ...


He waded through all the madness, the orgies that were everywhere around him. One male voice called out above the others.


“Hey, Prince! Come and join us!”


Nicholas quickly held up his hands in his decline. He would try anything once, but he didn’t need to try that to know that he wouldn’t like it. He finally found Akins in the fourteenth bedroom, but he was occupied, too.


The Arab was in bed with two naked women who were working his tall and wiry frame.


“Akins ...?” he uttered.


“I’m kind of busy right now, Nicholas,” he said meaningfully.


Nicholas nodded and shut the door.


He moved to the foyer and stood there, stunned. Had he actually before seen the depravity that went on on his estate? Had he truly been involved in all of this? This wasn’t a place for free hearts to roam—it was a cage of iniquity, an abomination to the soul—


In a sudden flare of rage, he flung the glass from his hand, sending it flying and breaking against the far wall.


He hurried down the steps to his auto. They could burn the place down, for all he cared!


He set the vehicle in motion, heading for the peace and wisdom, the comfort of his home.


***


Skye woke from her nightmare in a panic, feeling a hand touching her cheek. She was surrounded by demons and they were about to use her for their play. She cried out and shot upward, and was caught within a familiar embrace. The shadows of the darkness were deep within the room, lit only by the faint moonlight that streamed through the high windows. She breathed in relief when she realized that the one holding her was Nicholas.


“Shush,” he soothed, smoothing her hair and rocking her gently until her reality returned.


She stiffened, realizing that it truly was Nicholas who was naked in her bed!


He tried to kiss her, but she turned her face away.


“No, Skye—don’t fight me,” he urged hoarsely. “I’ve got to have you.”


Skye was powerless as he drew her into a brutal kiss, releasing his emotion for her—his anger, his fears, and his care ... She tasted the liquor on his tongue and recoiled from the bitter essence, but she knew the heat of his passion and was weakened, succumbing to him ...


She fell back down on the bed and he slanted above her, his strong arms cradling her head, his powerful thighs against hers. Her tongue rode his with equal ardor, her will becoming lost in his domination, his commanding presence. She knew that she was being his fool again but she couldn’t care, her body aching for the mastery of his touch. She was complete when he was with her, her soul alight and her spirit free ...


He drew away and groaned, resting his brow at her nape. She was lightheaded in the devastation of her resolve, accepting that she would again be his.


He let out a low growl and he kissed her again, drawing her back into his fire. He glided his hand across the lace of her pink satin nightgown, across the swell of her breasts. She knew the slight trembling of his hand while he explored the straining peaks beneath the lace, as if they were fragile artwork that he must carefully treasure. His hand slid down her trim waist, over the curve of her hip, down her thigh. He was testing her, like he was looking for an answer to a mystery that only she could solve.


His firm lips left hers and his adventurous tongue moved to her ear, down to her nape, to her waiting breast. With one hand he grasped the hem of her nightgown, and she aided him while he drew the satin up her, until he lifted it over her arms and tossed it aside. In a surge of emotion, he gathered her to him, his arms folding across her back, needing the feel of her bare breasts against his. He nudged her back to see her beauty, her soft curves glowing in the faint light of the moon. He slanted above her and kissed her again ...


Skye’s languor deepened with his every ravenous kiss. His tongue would ravish her, and draw away, and he would take his lips away, staying near hers, and he would come at her again, sending her into another bout of maddening pleasure. It was as if he had found an acceptance of his needs, and he could freely give to her his inner self ...


She was breathless when his lips moved down to her breast, taking in a hard and waiting peak, bringing a soft gasp from her from the intensity. He nodded slightly, as if to himself, and continued to stimulate her, moving leisurely from one peak to the other, bringing out of her her sweet, uncontrollable sighs. She tangled her hands in his silken hair, knowing that she would be a fool not to allow this, to deny herself her desire. She felt the press of his desire at her thigh, and wasn’t sure how long she could endure, before she would sincerely plead.


He wanted to keep her in this swelter, making her ache for him, owning her sexuality. He wanted to have her vulnerable beneath him, loving his power. His gentle fingertips and hot tongue grazed the swollen tips of her breasts, bringing them up to their fullest measure. A soft plea did escape her, but he mercilessly wanted another, to which he received one, but he wanted yet another ...


In a burst of frustration, Skye slid her hands down to grasp him at his hips. His breath caught sharply but then he complied. He thrust himself within her, and they both were caught off guard at the fierce contact, and were swept off into the stormy and heightening waves ... She clung to his broad back and she cried out huskily when her ecstasy came—


“Nicholas!”


He was sent out of his control, his response violent in the tempest ...


It took him a long while before he could catch his breath, and before he did, he took her in his arms, his hand placing her head on his breast. He smoothed her hair and he smoothed his own with his other hand, pushing his damp blond locks off his brow.


“My God,” he uttered hoarsely. “Skye ...”


She heard the quickness of his heart slowly becoming an even, steady beat. The sound soothed her, as did his arms that surrounded her. He was her lover again ... but her euphoria fell—he was every woman’s lover.


Her reality came back to her in waves, making her remember the identity of who held her and what he had done. Her anger soon overtook her. She stiffened in his arms and halfheartedly tried to rise.


He sighed, but he would not let her go.


“Skye,” he said, matter-of-factly. “You don’t have to leave. I’ll give you your space when you want it—no strings. Just don’t deny me this.”


She stiffened even more against him. “Don’t deny you? What woman could deny the prince?”


He was quiet a moment before he said, “I haven’t been with another—I haven’t given myself to another since I’ve been with you.”


She was incredulous. “You have women falling at your feet everywhere. Do you really expect me to believe you?”


He let out a harsh, wry laugh. “Trust me.”


Skye knew that she couldn’t trust him, after all of his lies.


When he spoke, his voice had a very bitter tone. “Oh, that’s right. I’m so horrible and you just can’t do that.”


After a moment, he quietly said, “Think about it, Skye.”


He released her and she moved away from him. He rose from the bed, struggling into his clothes that he had discarded on the floor. He moved for the door, his boots in hand. He was a tall silhouette, but she sensed that the longing for her was there on his face.


“Sweet dreams,” he whispered. “Until later.”


He disappeared beyond the door, leaving her alone with her many confusing thoughts.







Chapter 15




Queen’s Palace was a wondrous place, filled with warmth, sunlight and splendor. Skye discovered this when she ventured bravely out of her suite, the morning after Nicholas had come to her bed. He was away for the day, seeing to his duties. She had happened to see him on the viewer in her drawing room while she restlessly caught up with Adriel’s news. He was at a groundbreaking in Tanzania, dedicating a new science museum for success, in the name of the Crown. He was surrounded by his excited and adoring female fans, them held back from him by his guards and portable, protective gates.


He was the dashing and noble Prince Nicholas who she had seen on a viewer before, his smile and humor bright, his magnetism capturing every female heart. He flirted with them, with his blue-green eyes and sweet words, naming them the most beautiful of women he had ever seen. She saw through his flatteries but they didn’t, screaming and swooning, eating up his words like a pack of hungry hounds. She knew an unpleasant emotion and she deciphered it, and concluded that it was jealousy. She didn’t much care for the feeling ...


The female reporter who interviewed him could hardly contain her enthusiasm from being in his presence. “We have heard rumors that you are number one in your class in the FAS Academy,” she said excitedly. “You did a maneuver that surpassed all of the other cadets by destroying a target that was considered to be indestructible. Is it true? How did you do it?”


Nicholas smiled and nodded. “Yes, it’s true—heard about the academy’s decision a few days ago. It seems that they liked the originality of my idea, that no target is indestructible. I simply dropped my shields so I could get at the robotics at a high rate of speed, destroying it before it could detect my whereabouts.”


The reporter was impressed. “But, isn’t dropping your shields dangerous? Couldn’t you have been killed?”


Nicholas nodded. “I guess, but life itself is fraught with danger, isn’t it? I believe that if you have a worthy goal, you should stop at nothing to reach it. Goals are there for the taking, for—”


Skye flicked the viewer off, having the satisfaction of muting him in mid-sentence. She had the distinct suspicion that he considered her to be his next target ...


But, at least he was gone for the day, and it would be fairly safe for her to venture out.


Skye strolled slowly down the long majestic halls, awed by the towering archways, the black marble floors—the sheer number of the ornate doors. Never in her life would she have dreamt that she would be here, in this most supreme dwelling on the planet. It was a huge estate, being seven stories tall and having over six hundred rooms, and employing over three hundred people, seeming like a small city yet somehow having a homey feel. Nicholas had been born into all of this luxury and wealth, while her riches had been the stars in the sky above. They had been raised in the opposite ends of the spectrum—which could be wherein all of their contradictions lie. He had known many walls and she had known few. Too many walls made her nervous ... but these confines weren’t so terrible ...


As she roamed, she came upon the Hanging Gardens, one of many rooms providing the serenity of nature. The trickling waterfalls and verdant foliage made her feel right at home. She wandered there a while, reminiscing about last night ... her wondrous reunion with Nicholas, the sweet memory that wouldn’t leave her mind. She wanted to hate him still, but she had been gifted—and cursed—with an abundance of the insight of understanding.


Nicholas had needed to wear a disguise while he went off on his sordid bouts or he would cause his family shame. He was, after all, the Prince Royal of Adriel, and all eyes were always upon him. It would be a tremendous amount of pressure, a weight he had known all of his life. But why he had felt the need to visit brothels—since he could have most any woman he wanted—she really didn’t know.


And, why was he interested in her? Was it simply the satisfaction he found with her in bed? Truly, she wanted it to be more than that, but she didn’t dare to hope. He was, after all, a rogue at heart. She really couldn’t trust him.


But, what would she have done if he had told her the truth that day, when he had shed his disguise? Would she have died from her shock, or would she have accepted it? She had known from the start—in the far recesses of her mind—that he was the prince, but her rationality wouldn’t allow her to see it. What she hadn’t known then, but she knew now, was that he was testing her, searching to see who she really was. Even when she had convinced him that she was a woman digging for gold, he saw through her desperate ploy, knowing her. He knew that she wouldn’t want him for his title and wealth, a threat he must have feared about often with women.


He was, in all truth, a caring and sensitive man. He hid all that behind his quick wit and carefree manner. This side of him really was bright—a joy to know. He really was, quite honestly, exceptional.


But he had a dark side, and he was a rogue.


Skye left the gardens in an even more troubled mood than when she had entered them. She couldn’t take a breath without thinking about him, and she didn’t much like that he had overtaken her spirit, and was on his way to steal her soul ...


“Well, hello, there!” a masculine voice said from behind her.


Skye whirled. The Prince Royal Royce stood before her, his handsome visage beaming at her.


“You must be Skye,” he said warmly, taking her hand into his. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”


Skye remembered her common duty and swept down into a curtsy. “Your Royal Highness,” she greeted.


“Please,” he said while she straightened. “Call me ‘Royce’. There’s no need for formalities here. I’m like my brother—don’t need all that pomp and fanfare.”


Skye grew nervous, finding herself caught in yet another imposing royal presence. Prince Royce was blond and tall, his features similar to his brother’s, although his eyes were more the hue of green. Those eyes had a regal air and mischievous glow, and she knew instantly that he considered her to be fair game ...


She knew about Prince Royce from the transmissions, that he was a year older than her, and that he was a charmer given to flattery. Like his older brother, the women swooned wherever he appeared. Although he lived under the shadow of his dynamic brother, he was a star in his own right. His shoulder-length blond hair was tied back in a queue, accenting his majestic cheekbones, and he wore a classy dark-blue ensemble, looking as though he was out to meet someone for a rendezvous. It would be absurd to think that his someone was she ... but still—with the way he was looking at her—she had the feeling that this meeting was not by accident.


He still wouldn’t release her hand and she gave to him the slightest resistance, gracefully urging him, and he complied, releasing her.


Amiably, he asked, “So where are you heading?”


“To my rooms,” she replied and began moving for them, thinking it best to retreat to their safety.


“Your rooms!” he exclaimed. “That sounds rather dull. We’ve plenty to do around here. I’ve got nothing to do today, and I was thinking about taking in a show in the Palace Theater. Care to join me?”


Skye paled, knowing that she was about to be played by yet another formidable royal. She couldn’t even handle the one! “No, thank you, Sir,” she replied. “I’m—”


“It’s Royce,” he interrupted.


She nodded and said, “No, thank you, Royce. I’m to see Prince Nicholas when he returns.”


She made it clear to him that she wasn’t available for the taking, but he—like his brother—didn’t handle rejection well.


“Ah, Nicholas,” he said, waving the concept of him off with his hand. “He’ll be gone all day, on a dedication. I’m sure he won’t mind if I keep you entertained.”


Skye had the feeling that he would mind very much.


He pressed, “Who knows when he’ll return. He finds his entertainment in the strangest of places and sometimes doesn’t return for days ...”


She knew that he was making a hint that she should still be available, as Nicholas was still available to others. Even though this was true, she didn’t like the thought of being with another, as that would betray him and her own heart. But, she couldn’t think of a way to tactfully decline ...


He pounced on her hesitation. “Is there anything else you’d like to do? Go for a stroll? Shopping? A ride?”


She shook her head. “I will wait for Nicholas.”


Royce sighed. “Well, you can’t fault me for trying. He has all the luck. He sure knows what he’s doing, in holding on to you. So, how long will you be staying?”


He was hinting that her time with Nicholas wouldn’t be permanent. She looked up at his bright green eyes and saw his determination there—that he wasn’t about to give up on her.


“I don’t know,” she replied. “That all depends.”


He was encouraged by her doubt—of which she hadn’t intended for him to be. They had reached her door, and he took her hand and drew her palm to his lips, with a meaningful expression in his eyes.


“Are you sure you don’t want to come with me, today?” he asked quietly, his lips never leaving her hand.


Skye was saved from his advances when she saw Marion heading her way. The woman was witnessing the exchange and her surprise was clear on her lined face. Royce noticed her approaching, also. Reluctantly, he released her hand and took a step back.


“Marion!” he said warmly. “How are you?”


The woman nodded at him. “Royce ...”


Skye was about to follow Marion into the suite, but Royce stopped her with a gentle grasp of her shoulder.


“You can call on me anytime, Skye,” he said with a wink, and he turned and headed down the hall.


When she was alone with the woman in her suite, she saw the question in her expression and felt a twinge of guilt. She wondered what she had to feel guilty about and lifted her chin defiantly. “I just met him in the hall,” she murmured.


The woman nodded. “It’s none of my business, Skye, but you’ve got to watch these boys. They’re incorrigible.”


Skye exhaled in her relief, glad that the woman was on her side in these battles.


Now she had a second prince after her, while she couldn’t even survive the first.


Marion dismissed the matter and got down to business. “The queen has invited you to a picnic today,” she informed. “I will take you there.” She paused, considering her. “Your wardrobe should be arriving—today or tomorrow—but I think that you’d be best to change into your cooler yellow dress. It is an informal affair, out in the sun.”


Skye did as she was told, doffing her long-sleeved blue dress and donning the sleeveless yellow. She brushed her long red-gold hair into smooth streams, watching her large violet-blue eyes and seeing her anxiety there. A picnic with the queen ... She wished that her Nicholas would return, to give her his support.


When she couldn’t gracefully stall any longer, she followed the servant down the halls. It was a fair walk to the terrace where the monarch held her private affairs. When they strode up the tall staircase and out into the open sky, Skye heard the bright laughter of children playing and the mingling of other merry voices. Marion escorted her out onto the terrace, across the gray stone deck.


It was a large and long terrace, sporting a rectangular swimming pool filled with blue-green water, and a game area where several dark-skinned children were playing. A high stone railing encompassed the place for safety, as the danger of the sea crashed on the rocks far below. The sun was bright and warm, the white clouds few, and she felt the mood of merry-making that seemed to echo out in the balmy air.


Less than twenty people were attending this impromptu gathering, and the adults were lounging about in their long and comfortable chairs, enjoying the bounty from their plates on the tables at their sides and lazily taking in the sun. She saw Nicholas’ father, him dressed in casual white half-leggings and a sleeveless black shirt, talking with a rather portly Arab who sat next to him. Alongside him was the queen, her long golden hair sparkling in the sun, her legs tanned and slender and stretched out on her chair while she took a moment away from her duties to enjoy the day. Beside her sat an Arab woman, another famous face, who was Cronala Menes, a close personal friend of the sovereign and a masterful clothing designer in her own right. Across from them sat Alma Tantuer, the queen’s aunt and mentor, an old woman in her ninth decade but still agile in body and spirit.


The women’s attention was on the queen’s daughter, the Princess Royal Selina, who stood before them, seeming to be in a bit of a temper. She was similar in appearance to her mother—though dressed in scant red frills—but her hair was shorter, not quite to the waist and of an ivory hue, her eyes being a brilliant green. Even from her distance, Skye could see them flashing in her anger, seeming as though she was about to have a child’s temper tantrum that could embarrass the dignity of her seventeen years.


“But I want to go!” Selina shrieked, stamping her bare foot in her ire and drawing everyone’s attention.


Skye couldn’t hear what the girl’s mother said, but whatever it was, it sent her storming from the terrace. She wisely got out of her way while the girl approached.


Selina noticed her, and with an angry voice she spat, “Hello!” and she stalked on by.


“Hello?” Skye replied, but the girl was already stomping down the steps.


Marion wagged her head as she led her toward the queen. As they neared, Skye heard their conversation.


“I’m sorry,” the queen said to her Aunt Alma.


“Sorry?” her aunt asked, her voice rough. “For what?”


“Now I know what I put you through when I was her age.”


Alma smiled, wisely. “Justice comes to us all.” Then she sighed deeply and rose from her chair. “I’ll go see to her.”


“Thank you,” the relieved mother replied.


Skye winced as the queen’s dark-blue eyes turned her way. They brightened while she rose to her feet, coming to take her hand.


“Skye,” she greeted. “I’m glad that you could make it. How are you feeling?”


“Fine, thank you,” she replied, her voice small.


The woman touched her back, guiding her before Mrs. Menes.


“Cronala,” she said. “This is Skye, the girl that I was telling you about. And Skye, that’s her husband, Darius.”


Darius smiled and lifted his hand at her, and she returned the greeting.


Cronala rose to her feet and took her hand into a firm handshake. Her dark eyes weighed her, as if liking what she saw.


“So you’re the one who stole little Nick’s heart,” she teased. “That’s quite an accomplishment.”


The blush rose hotly to Skye’s high cheeks.


The queen chuckled. “Cronala, stop—you’re embarrassing her! Skye—come here. Let’s get you a plate ...”


Skye felt that all of this wasn’t quite real while the queen of the world helped her fix a plate from the long buffet table. The friendly woman urged her to take more of the smoked shrimp—the lemon fish was excellent, today. Skye moved down the hot side of the buffet, pressing the buttons on the clear lids of her selections, the lids sliding back and revealing the steaming entrées. She lifted the large spoons on the sides of the trays and took her want, saving room on her plate for the cold side of the spread. When her dish was brimming, she was guided over to the chair next to the queen where she sat to partake, setting her plate and glass on the table beside her. She nibbled on the spread, thinking about how remarkable it was that she was attending an intimate royal picnic.


Sarra suddenly cried out. “Cronala—you’re not!”


Skye was perplexed, wondering what it was that had startled the queen. Cronala had risen from her chair and had bent over to retrieve her fork that had fallen from her plate. Her stylish floral-patterned smock had given way, revealing the rounding of her waist.


“I am,” Cronala admitted, almost guiltily. “I didn’t want to say, just yet.”


“You’re pregnant again?” Sarra asked incredulously. “What’s this now—thirteen?”


Cronala nodded and returned to her chair. “I know,” she agreed. “I’m a virtual baby factory. But they’re there to have, so ... I may as well have them while I’m still young enough to chase them.”


Her husband overheard the conversation. “She doesn’t know when to quit,” he said.


Cronala didn’t try to defend herself. “So I don’t. But this is the last one.”


Sarra smiled. “You said that last time, and the time before.”


Skye smiled, also. She knew the story of the Menes family, about how Darius Menes had turned respectable after seeing how his friend, the queen’s consort, was surviving marriage—quite well, in fact. He had quit his illicit business, which was the pandering of prostitutes, and had married Cronala Ptolemy, his long time lover. Cronala had been the mortal enemy of the queen—who had been the princess royal when they first had met—when her consort was the Revolutionary Commander, ‘Raine Nicks’, and he had abducted her. Through some strange twist of fate, Cronala and Sarra had become close friends. The Arab woman, now respectable, began a family.


Skye looked at the children playing on the terrace, seven in number and between the ages of perhaps fourteen and two. She guessed that Cronala’s five eldest children had been invited to the picnic, but had become bored and were off doing something else; she saw no sign of Royce, as well. Still, while she watched the seven—and mentally added five more—she thought it mind-numbing that all of that had come from one woman.


A loud, angry shout from one of the boys caught everyone’s attention. The boy was having a disagreement with his younger brother who suddenly pounced on him, making the argument a physical brawl.


Darius, exasperated, rose from his chair. “The more the merrier,” he uttered as he went off to settle the war.


The queen’s consort went with him. The two men soon had the battle under control, the two boys seeing the ominous look in formidable green eyes.


Skye noticed that Cronala’s children were curious about her. Two girls, about the ages of five and seven, finally became brave enough and came up to her, asking if she wanted to play. The women tried to shoo them off, but she really didn’t mind. She liked the challenge of the ‘Bouncing Butterflies’ game, and she let them drag her off to the play area. She took up a mesh net, to help them gather up the elusive holograms that were a vibrant green and blue and yellow, fluttering out of the tall holographic grasses like fleeting butterflies.


A resounding splash and strangled cry made Skye turn toward the pool. Nicholas senior had taken an unexpected dive, given to him by his wife. Perhaps this was in retaliation for some prior offence, for his wife was laughing at him in vengeful jest. He thought a moment and decided to enjoy the water, clothes on and all. When one of the children distracted the queen—wanting her to retrieve a ball—she turned her back on her husband, and he was out of the pool in a flash. He tossed her onto his broad shoulder and carried her off, leaving the terrace, her shrieking merrily.


Skye smiled, amazed. The royals truly were just people—very special and happy people.


It was but her and the Menes clan left on the terrace. Now that the children had found that she was a capable playmate, they wouldn’t leave her alone. Cronala noticed this, and came up to her.


“Are my brats bothering you?” she asked apologetically.


“No,” Skye assured with a smile. “That’s all right. I’ll watch them for you.”


“Thank you,” the woman murmured and returned to her chair, grateful for some time alone with her husband.


Skye kept the children under her control, the boys with a soft smile and the girls with her gaming prowess. The toddler, Dalila, was enamored with her, laughing while she helped catch the butterflies.


Later that afternoon, Skye felt a familiar hot gaze upon her. She turned and saw Nicholas, standing off near the entrance, smiling at her. The heat began to spark in her belly in her anticipation of his presence. He turned and spoke with a tall and thin Arab, who looked to be about his age. Skye collected her wits while they strode near.


Nicholas—almost reluctantly—gave the introductions. “Akins,” he said. “This is Skye. Skye, Akins.”


The Arab took her hand into his, drawing it to his lips. His dark eyes had an impassioned look while he said, “I’m very pleased to meet you, Skye.”


She smiled at him and she caught how Nicholas scowled. With a quick poke on the Arab’s hand, he made him release her. Akins smiled at him, lifting his dark brow, as if now understanding a concept that he didn’t understand before.


Nicholas scowled again and uttered, “None of that, Akins.”


The Arab chuckled, seeming as though he wouldn’t bother taking his warning to heart.


A zhizzel ball suddenly bounced against Akins’ head. His face went blank in his surprise, and he glanced at the padded green ball that hovered nearby him, waiting to be caught. He grabbed the sphere and threw it, sending it zigzagging through the air, missing his taunting brother completely.


“Excuse me,” he said and went off to join the action. He grabbed a racket away from his nearest sibling and sent the oncoming ball sailing, this time making contact with his opponent. He raised his hands in victory of his score.


Skye felt the penetrating heat of Nicholas’ stare on her profile. He came near and whispered in her ear.


“Come.”


He grasped her hand and she followed him, across the stone deck, off the terrace, down the stairs and into the halls. She didn’t know where he was taking her but she had her suspicions, and her pulse quickened in her eagerness. His destination was her suite, and when there he guided her over to her bed and nudged her down upon it. He straddled her and drew her into a fiery, impatient kiss. He aimed to make her breathless and he did so, and as he drew away, he found that he had also done that to himself.


He loved the feel of her willingness and wanted her bare beneath him. He slid her yellow dress up and off her and then he rose and quickly discarded his own hindering clothes. The sunlight streamed harshly through the windows, revealing all of his splendor, his sparkling blue-green eyes, his rugged physique, the torment of his desire ... He appreciated the vivid sight of her as well, scrutinizing her rosy flush, his eyes taking on an intense, lusty gleam.


He straddled her again, the contact of their loins raw and natural, and his hot tongue and deliberate hands were rough on her breasts, his want of her brutal to him, so he would repay her in kind. She whimpered from the onslaught, caught in his domination, and she sensed his anger but didn’t know the cause. He spread her thighs and she cried out softly as he thrust himself within her ... and he moved unrestrained, possessing her, forcing her pleasure. She writhed in the potent moodiness, wrapping her arms and then her legs around him, aching for their zenith, but he was relentless. Suddenly, his lips took hers, his tongue fierce, him demanding that she know that she was his—sending them off in an unfathomed, savage rapture ...


They hadn’t yet caught their breath when he rolled off her, laying his arm on his brow. Her reality slowly came back to her, and she wondered what was causing his anger. His breathing came to an even depth, and he was silent a long while. When he spoke, he was guarded.


“I heard from Marion that my brother accosted you today,” he said stiffly. “Are you interested in him?”


She understood his mood now; he didn’t want to share her. She shook her head, but wasn’t about to tell him that she couldn’t be interested in another.


“He’s more your age ...” he prompted.


Strange, she felt like he was much younger. Nicholas was awaiting her response. She found a reply. “That doesn’t matter.”


He was somewhat relieved, but still uncertain. He sighed and said, “I had a talk with him, and he shouldn’t bother you again. But he is a stubborn little cuss. Tell me if he does.”


She mused about his jealousy, wondering about the warmth his emotion brought to her breast.


He dismissed the unpleasant matter, as he smiled impishly while he rose, prompting her to rise, to follow him to the bath. She did so, and when there he started the shower’s balmy streams and placed both him and her under them. He silently soaped her, running his large hands slowly across her curves, and she realized that he was preparing her for a night of ardent lovemaking.


After rinsing her off, he briefly glided a towel over her and guided her back to the bed, gently pushing her down on it. His damp hands opened her thighs and he kissed her softness, his long, contented groan telling of his satisfaction, that this was the moment he had dreamt about all day. She twisted her hands in his hair, sighing in her ecstasy, giving herself to his flame.


The sunlight faded and the shadows came, but they scarcely noticed, lost in their passion. Skye yielded to sleep only when her exhaustion overtook her, contented to—once again—be within the luxury of his arms.







Chapter 16




With the dawning of the new day Skye woke, finding herself alone in her bed. Her disappointment was mingled with her relief, for she didn’t want to become accustomed to sleeping with him, again. No matter the euphoria that she found in his embrace, she knew that her time with him must end. He was the Prince Royal of Adriel and would one day become the king of the entire world, and she was but a simple commoner. He surely must someday wed a woman of the aristocracy. There truly was no hope in crossing that vast cauldron of social standing. It was a thought that she would try to dismiss, for now ...


Her wardrobe, the gift from Her Majesty, arrived in the mid-morning. The robust servants brought crates and crates into her suite. Marion trailed them, instructing them to bring the heavy burdens into the bedchamber, and the crate containers hovered a bit, moving slowly over the floor before the men set them to rest with the help of a remote. Marion gave them her gratitude, and Skye returned their smiling glances before they left the suite.


Marion began opening the boxes and motioned for her to come near to see her new treasures. One was filled to the brim with nightwear—robes and gowns of every cloth and shade. The woman began moving them to the wardrobe in the nearby dressing room, finding their place. Skye helped her, wondering about the cost of such exquisite lingerie.


She discovered that she should have watched Marion more closely while she had helped her choose her selections, for this wardrobe was far too excessive. There were dresses of every style and for every occasion imaginable, matched with all the accessories. There were leggings and shirts also—her familiar wear—and they were all made in the finest taste. She doubted that she’d be able to try all the delicate hats and shoes. She didn’t want the queen to think that she had a greedy guest on her hands, but what troubled her more was that the sheer number of the outfits warned of a long stay.


She voiced her concerns to Marion. The woman smiled and said, “Don’t worry. Her Majesty wants to see you comfortable.”


Still, she wanted to see to the condition of her locked accounts, so that she wouldn’t have to rely upon such royal generosity.


When the garments were finally put away in their places, she followed the woman out of the suite. She paused at Nicholas’ door, wanting to speak to him about her accounts.


Marion saw her and strode back to her. “He isn’t there,” she informed. “I saw him earlier, heading to his rooms.”


Skye was confused. These were his rooms.


The woman smiled. “He’s staying in the guest area only because you’re next door. He has a royal suite.”


She wasn’t sure what to think about that ...


“Come,” Marion said. “I’ll show you.”


She followed her escort the good distance to the Royal Apartments. At one ornate door, the woman paused.


“This is it,” she said, and with a wink, she left her alone to her business.


Skye mustered up her determination to settle the matter of her helplessness and pressed the door’s bell. The chime rang inside, silent on her side, but he didn’t come to the door. She tried it again, and had the same outcome, and after the third time she decided to try the lock. It wasn’t locked. She opened the door and was assaulted with a blast of music that was formerly held back by the soundproofing. Cautiously she entered, shutting the door behind her.


She was rather intimidated being in his private royal apartment, but she was on a mission, and if she could find the source of the music, there he would be. The song, one in the Tier Cascade genre, was an instrumental melody, a blend of harmony and rhythmic thunder that filled the entire suite. It would be of no use to call out his name, for he wouldn’t be able to hear her. She gingerly moved down the hall, beneath the drawing room’s towering archway, into the back rooms, seeing all of the splendid furnishings that were done in a masculine deep-blue and dark-green decor. The walls were a pale-white, and on one was a display case. It was long and wide, holding the awards of his accomplishments.


She moved slowly down across the trophies, amazed by their number and range, from superior athletic achievements to studious ventures, and even doctrines of stellar concepts he had thought of on his own. He displayed them not in arrogance, but in truth of what he was—an intelligent and vibrant man—and she somehow shared in his respectful pride.


Near the end of the hall a door was open, and she had a strong sense that that was where he was.


While she approached, the turbulent song quit and another began. A mellow rhapsody resonated off the walls, and she knew it to be ‘Rainstorm in the Meadow’, one of her favorites. The woodwinds and strings could transport the spirit into a misty meadow, one lush and green and flowing with the nearing of storm clouds. One could almost breathe of the dankness, and of the scent of the wildflowers caught in the rushing winds, and could almost feel the cool, gentle touch on the skin. The rains were coming, to fall and sparkle upon the long grass, and soon the thunder would unfurl from the violet and blue billows, softly at first, like a promise ...


She reached the doorway and saw Nicholas lying on his large royal bed. He rested above the sapphire-hued bedding with his hands cupped behind his nape, his legs long and stretched out in his leisure. He was dressed and ready for his day, his golden hair tied back in a queue, wearing a dark-blue and black suit of clothes—his boots on and all—like he had an upcoming appointment but was taking a moment to feed his soul. His eyes were closed while he meditated, loving and experiencing the music that surrounded him. He stirred slightly and she moved quickly into the hall, but he didn’t rise or notice her. She moved back, wondering if she should make her presence known. She felt like she was invading his privacy, but she couldn’t stop herself from doing so.


His handsome face had a look of restlessness, like he was in a windswept meadow, as well. The song was becoming more intense, the thunderheads drawing closer, sending out the flashing bolts of lightning. She had an image of when she had lain with him on the beach, when they had made love with the tempest all around them, and she closed her eyes a moment, feeling those same sensations now. Desperately, she opened her eyes to stop the ache of her desire, and then was assaulted by the sight of him. The rains had broken free and were rushing, the sodden clouds freeing their gates, and she sensed his emotion, that he too thought of the beach. She was struck with an overwhelming impulse to go to him and straddle him, and kiss him like she never had before, and let herself be drawn into his consuming magnetism ... but then she would never again be free.


Her steps were fast while she hurried from his apartment, retreating back to the safety of her rooms. Her intent had been to speak with him, to see if he could help her straighten out her accounts so that she could prepare herself to leave him, not to put her spirit in mortal danger ...


Skye spent the day exploring the vast Royal Gardens. She could think within their privacy—the seemingly endless acres of fragrant, bountiful flowers and lush and exotic trees and plants—and hide within their sunny shelter. She didn’t want to see Nicholas today—she wanted to make her heart her own again and walk down her own, invulnerable path ...


When the dusk began falling rapidly, making gnarled silhouettes of the trees, she abandoned her efforts at finding peace and headed back to her suite.


Under the dome in the reception room that was before the entrance of the guest room halls, she spotted Prince Royce off in the distance. He was lounging in an oversized chair, his long legs partially dangling over the high armrest, talking to a grizzled old fellow, idly passing the time. She knew it in her heart that it was she who he was waiting for. She quickened her steps, hurrying toward her rooms, and from the corner of her eye she saw him turn and notice her. He called out her name but she pretended not to hear. When out of his sight, she flew down the hall, making it to the refuge of her quarters.


She quickly locked the door and moved back, and it wasn’t long before the bell chimed. She held her breath, determined not to answer. He was persistent, but even he—eventually—had to surrender to her stubbornness. She sensed his curse while he stalked off. She didn’t want to offend him, and if need be, she could beg the excuse that her bell was off and she wasn’t aware of any callers. It wasn’t exactly truthful—but these princes didn’t play fair.


Although she had little appetite, she took a meal of pleasant seafood chowder from the kitchenette and sat at the table, and tried to eat. Her twisted belly wouldn’t allow any input, and she gave up and went to change for bed. She chose a soft long-sleeved pastel blue nightgown that opened in the front, held together in the middle, from the center of her breasts to the hem, with a lacy and thin magnetic mesh. She was tired from her all day walk and soon drifted off into the solace of slumber.


She woke, finding Nicholas naked and beside her in her bed. He had made his way through her locked door and was intent on having her. In the faint glow of the light that he had turned on, she could see that he was tired, his eyelids heavy, him having had a full day. Still, he wasn’t about to let another moment go by without connecting with the power of their touch. Without a word, he kissed her ... and drowsy and dreaming, she welcomed him, in an instant losing all the resolve that she had strove so hard to find.


His hungry tongue silently told her that he had missed her, had missed not having her beside him today, and hers told him the same. He drew away, and he appreciated the style of the nightgown she wore. He slipped his thumb and forefinger between the center of her breasts, applying sufficient pressure on the inlaid button to release the magnetics, and the long, lacy mesh down the center of the gown fell free. He spread the velvety cloth apart, taking a moment to savor her softness before he delved into her, ruling her breasts with his hot tongue and palms until she was breathless and wanting beneath him. She spread her thighs for him, eager for his entry, clinging to his strong back as he did so, becoming lost in his presence while he mastered her. He took her gently, lovingly, burning with a steady and tranquil mood that soon brought rapture to consume them both ...


Sated, with their limbs intertwined, he was so contented that, for a moment, he fell asleep.


She stirred beneath him and he woke, taking her into his arms, her head to his breast. He yawned from his fatigue and asked, “So how was your day?”


She shrugged. “Fine.”


“I was at the FAS Academy, seeing to my affairs,” he said. “But I’ll be here all day tomorrow. Maybe we could go on an outing?”


She nodded, hesitantly.


He stretched and then relaxed his tired bones, and drew her closer. “Why didn’t you come to me in my bed this morning?”


She tensed. He had known that she was there?


He smiled, caressing her cheek. “Your presence isn’t something that one can miss.”


He was awaiting her answer.


“I came to you to see about my accounts. I thought that maybe you would know how I could get access.”


He stiffened. “Your accounts. So you still want to leave?”


She closed her eyes tightly and said, “I think it’s for the best.”


Suddenly, he released her with one fluid motion. He rose from the bed and began dressing in his discarded clothes, wide-awake now and tight in his anger.


“Skye,” he sighed. “You are ... you just make no sense. I just don’t know what you want.” He paused, and in the dim light he searched her eyes. “Will you tell me?”


She averted her face. She really didn’t know. She only knew that the longer she stayed, the harder it would be to leave him. The prince royal would never truly be hers. “I don’t know,” she answered. “Freedom?”


He was silent a long while. Then he said, “Your accounts ... Those matters, Skye, are out of my hands.”


He muttered something beneath his breath and he turned, and left her. She stared at the closed door, wondering if she were wise or foolish in letting someone like that—no matter who he was or how he keep her—slip from her grasp.


***


Skye had a message waiting for her the next morning when she walked into the drawing room. Nicholas’ voice came from the message board near the door.


“Mornin’, sweetheart,” he greeted, as if no discord had happened between them the night before. “How’d you sleep? I have some work to do in the Science Planetarium today, and I’d sure enjoy your company. Come see me, huh? If you don’t know the way, take a tracker off the message board. I have a very big surprise for you. I’ll be waiting—look forward to you.”


He paused and then he said, “This is your not so secret admirer.”


Skye smiled, temporarily falling prey to his charms. Curious, she knew that she would have to go to him—although she also knew what they say about what curiosity did to the cat ...


Quickly she dressed in her new pink and blue dress. The top part was pink, having long and comfortable sleeves and a low-cut shirred bodice, and the bottom was a pale blue, starting beneath the breast, with a band of blue lace, and ending at the ankle. She slipped into the matching pink velvet shoes and set off to find him.


She found the planetarium in the Southern Realm with the help of a map, a small handheld tracker. She slipped the device into her hip pocket and stood before the doors, pausing in her indecision. She sensed that something monumental awaited her beyond, and she hoped that she had the courage to withstand it. She took a deep breath and opened the doors, moving into the darkened, sloping hall.


When she stood beneath the vast dome in the oval room, she was in awe of what she saw. It was as if she were under the night sky, with a million distant stars glowing above her. They glittered against the deep blackness as if they were real, sprinkled across the round horizon, their brilliance speckling the depths of the tiered dimensions to the zenith. This wasn’t Adriel’s starscape—or Urania’s, for that matter—for there were star clusters set about in the designs of distinct shapes, surely constellations yet unfamiliar to her.


“There you are!”


Nicholas stepped out of the shadows that cloaked the computer console in the center of the room. He sauntered near and she soon could make out his warm smile and playful eyes. He motioned at the celestial panorama surrounding them. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”


She nodded in complete agreement.


He placed his hand on her shoulder and guided her toward the chairs at the console. She sat in one and he took the one beside her, and his fingers worked a computer panel. A moon came into view, about halfway up the sky, bright and in a half phase. He stared at it a moment, pleased.


“This is the Renegade Star System, so I call it,” he said. “I’ve programmed it from the data I’ve collected from the light probes—I finally have all of the information needed. What you see around you is an exact computer simulation of Renegade. The science teams are looking to see if it would be suitable for future colonization. From what I’ve seen so far, it is.”


She glanced around, amazed.


“We’re on a planet that has all of the necessities to sustain life—after some minor terraforming. It has hydrogen and carbon—we could make an atmosphere. ‘Course, we have no way of knowing, just yet, if life is already there. But this is actually what we would see, if we were there. It’s about five light years away from us—it was hiding behind the Binary Three System until I chanced to find it. But, you can see how the star patterns have changed. Look over there,” he urged, pointing at a star cluster off to his right. “That’s the constellation ‘Cytus’. You know how it looks like a crescent moon in our sky? Now it’s more like a straight line. It wouldn’t be recognizable as Cytus, here.”


Skye was silent in her wonder, but he mistook her lack of response for disinterest.


“There I go,” he apologized. “I’m boring you. I told you that I’m a bit of a bore with my projects—or rather, that the prince is.”


“No,” she quickly assured him. “I’m everything but bored. I’ve just never seen anything like this.”


He smiled, reassured. “Makes you wonder, doesn’t it? I don’t know about you, but this stuff fascinates me. How vast is the sky and we are here, living out our lives stuck in a tiny, insignificant speck of the universe. There are things out there that we couldn’t even fathom, given our limited brain cells and basic forms. Many times I’ve sat here—with the simulations I’ve programmed—finding that I don’t have a clue. Those heavens sure know how to humble. Makes you try to see what’s really important ...”


He ended on a quiet note, for a moment lost in thought. She could relate, for she had gazed up at the true night sky many times while she had lain in her bed, marveling about the mystery.


“So, what do you think we should name this world?” he asked.


“Name it?”


He nodded. “We have the honors. We’re the first to chart it.”


He moved for the console. “Here—let’s give it an atmosphere.” He worked the panels. “How about a nearby stream?”


The sound of water came to their ears, rushing gently over imaginary rocks.


“Some night sounds ...”


The faint songs of frogs and other nocturnal creatures echoed in the background.


“A warm breeze ...”


Skye soon felt the soft wind touching her, brushing against her hair, her skirts ...


He was satisfied with the ambiance and he came near to her, placing his hands on her shoulders, his fingers caressing her nape. She became affected by his nearness, and the mood of her magical surroundings.


“Any ideas?” he asked huskily.


She said the first word that came into her head. “Enchanted?”


“Hmmm,” he considered. “Sounds a little girlish.”


He had an idea. “Spartan?” He reconsidered, shaking his head.


Skye had a primal thought of their Earthian origins, and a basic term came. “Terra firma,” she said. “Terra?”


“Terra,” he echoed, testing the word on his tongue. He was pleased. “Terra, it is.”


Even in the shadows, she could see his eyes taking on a new light while he appreciated her. Softly, he asked, “How does it feel to name a world?”


Skye wasn’t sure how she felt. Exalted ...


“Imagine that,” he uttered, and his lips came down to hers ...


She welcomed his ardor, wrapping her hands across his broad back, her fingers in his silken hair. The kiss ended in a fervid emotion, and a romp of lovemaking was inevitable. He led her over to the console and he sat, reaching down for the lever that locked the chair at its base, keeping it stable. He grasped her hips, lifting her upon him. There were no armrests to hinder her thighs and she straddled him easily, breathless in her anticipation. He struggled with unstrapping his leggings and she reached down to help him, gliding her hand across his bulging firmness.


She had to say it. “So this is my very big surprise?” she teased.


“No,” he uttered, with a chuckle. “This is no surprise. You just wait ...”


He freed himself from the cloth and he found her, cupping her bottom in his hands, and she fell against him limply as he drove himself within. Impatiently, he gathered her skirts and slipped his hands beneath, clutching her bareness while she moved on him, finding her rhythm and becoming wanton within it. She straightened, wanting his attention on her breast, and with his bristly chin he pushed aside her shirred bodice and his lips found a swelling peak. She arched her back to assist him, and he slid his hands up to her ribs, steadying her while he pleasured her. When overcome by his ravishment, she fell against him again, laying her head on his shoulder, moving slowly on him, calculating her motions for their intensity. He freed one hand from her dress, reaching up to capture her breast, gently twisting the raw tip between his thumb and forefinger, prompting her husky sighs. She drew back, wanting to savor the moment, the warm breeze and the dark canopy of the heavens above, remembering how she had lain in her bed at night in her innocence, gazing at the stars and wanting to know her blond-haired, blue-eyed man. He was here with her now, in substance and in spirit, and she could recall her naiveté, forgetting about his true ways and hers, and simply feel him ...


He grasped her at her waist, unable to withstand her much longer. She abandoned herself to his desire, losing herself in the stars that he had made to glow above, their incandescence jolting upon her eyelids, flooding her with his brilliance ...


Nicholas basked in his satiation, caressing her back while she regained her calm, more sure now of his intent than ever before. He had made up his mind upon awakening this morning; he may as well do it. She was so intent on leaving him, and he wanted her to stay. She wasn’t one that he could keep simply as his mistress, and she would slip from his grasp if he didn’t do what was right. He would make her his wife, and he would deal with all the petty consequences of that later. All he knew was that he didn’t want to be without this—her touch, her sensuality. He would take her hand in marriage—what the hell.


In an impulse, he had found a suitable crystal ring in the Palace Treasury. He wouldn’t tell his parents, or anyone else, about this for a while, but it would keep her with him, until they set a date. This would be their secret. He guessed that he really should have had some grand event planned for this moment, but, after all, he was the prince, and all that he had to do was bend on a knee ...


She rested all soft and contented on his shoulder, and he grasped her arms, urging her to rise. She sighed as she did so, a bit unsteady on her feet, adjusting her skirts around her. He rose and composed himself, buckling his leggings. He reached out and brushed her satiny red-gold hair off of her brow—although it was in disarray all around her, just how he liked it. He wanted to see all of her face, to see her reaction to this monumental moment. He had feared the saying of these words so much in the past, and he had best just get down to business and speak them.


He took the black ring case out from his breast pocket. He opened it, and he bent down on a knee, and he looked up at her with an earnest smile. “Skye ... Will you marry me?”


Skye’s eyes widened. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Nicholas was down before her, asking for her hand. Her shock was soon overcome by her fear—this couldn’t be real!


This was an illusion—all around her there was illusion—from the starry sky above to the simulated atmosphere. Right now she could walk out into the harsh light of day and see the real sun, the reality of her life. She was but a simple commoner and he was the prince royal—the monarchy and the subjects would never allow this! She would be humiliated ... scorned ... and Nicholas would grow to despise her. She stared at the huge sparkling ring that awaited her hand, a costly, ostentatious jewel that would be out of place on her finger. Her panic consumed her—


“No!” she gasped.


Nicholas sputtered in his surprise. The thought hadn’t even occurred to him that he could be declined. “No?” he echoed.


“No!”


He sprang up to his feet, the ring falling away, and he caught her shoulders, stopping her flight. He was genuinely confused—at a loss for words—but he clearly wanted an explanation.


She cried out, “You don’t want to marry!”


Anger was the emotion—one of many—that he centered upon. “If I didn’t want to, I wouldn’t have asked you!”


“What would your parents say?”


“What do they have to do with this?” he asked, exasperated. “I don’t need their approval for everything!”


“Their approval?”


“I mean ... Is that what you’re afraid of? But, they would approve—I am my own man!”


“I can’t marry you!”


“Skye!” he growled. “You are ... you’re the most infuriating ...”


She wrenched herself out of his grasp and fled for the door. She ran from the source of her fears, off to wherever her spirit would take her.







Chapter 17




Nicholas regained his wits, snapping out of the shock of his rejection, realizing that he had more pressing problems at hand. Skye may be an odd, infuriating woman but he wanted her, and she would surely leave him now. He sprinted from the planetarium and glanced both directions down the hall, seeing no sight of her. She was quick on her feet when she wanted to be, but his instincts were in tune. She would head back in the direction she had come, and he started off that way, catching the fragrance of her lavender-rose scent.


He had his suspicions that she would retreat to her quarters and he hurried toward there, bestowing a rash greeting on a few surprised servants that he passed along the way, his determination to stop her growing stronger with every step he took. The little vagrant wouldn’t get away with refusing him outright and then running like a sissy schoolgirl—she must pay for her crimes! When he reached the hall that led to the guest rooms, he quickened his pace even more so, and when he turned the corner, he was vindicated to catch a glimpse of her, her red-gold tresses flying out behind her as she made it into the safety of her rooms.


He stopped his sprint before the closed door, trying his entrance and finding it—of course it was—locked. He worked to catch his breath, plotting his revenge.


He rang the door only once; he knew that she wouldn’t answer. He strode with purpose to his room next door and went to the message board, and called her room to give her a very telling message.


“Skye,” he began, keeping his voice level. “I know you’re in there—I saw you. Now, you listen to me. You really know how to make a person mad—you know that? If you don’t want to marry me now, that’s fine—I take it back. I see now that you’re just a scared little girl! I thought that you were braver than that—you poor child, afraid of your own feelings! Poor, confused little girl—so scared of the big bad wolf! Most women would kill for the chance to be my princess, but you ... You’re an odd, odd woman. Well, not to worry, Skye. I’ll leave you be. I’ll see what I can do about fixing your accounts.”


Nicholas nodded to himself in his satisfaction. He stalked around the room, slamming his fist into his palm. He should just leave her be—he really should just let her go ...


He looked down on his red, abused palm and recalled what treasures it had held not even a half an hour ago. Panic gripped him and he moved back to the message board. He thought of what he could say to persuade her to stay, and he caught himself, refusing to plead in his defeat.


“Just don’t leave, Skye,” he said. “I’ll give you all the time you need. I want you to do what you want. I’ll back off.”


He hung his head. “Damn,” he uttered.


He straightened with purpose and switched off her room. He called security and he placed a covert guard on her, to inform him immediately if she should try to leave. He wasn’t going to let her slip away.


“Dammit!” he swore vehemently. Who in the hell did she think she was, anyway? He had offered her the world and she had thrown it back into his face. She had cut his ego in two at nigh every turn, and yet he still wanted her, a want that—maddeningly so—had become his need. What was he to do? Why did she still insist on leaving him? Any union between a man and a woman was fraught with danger, but what was it that made her fears so deep and consuming, to make her reject even the solid security of his name? ‘Freedom’, she had said last night. Did she truly want to be free of him?


That last thought filled Nicholas’ mien with pure dread. He decided not to dwell on it and came to a conclusion about what to do. Strangely, it was the same strategy he had had shortly after he had met her—he still hadn’t succeeded—but now he had deeper designs.


He would win her. He would bestow such affections upon her that her lofty prudence wouldn’t stand a chance. He would break the walls of her fortitude and make her surrender—he’d even use the advantages of his prestige.


The sassy vixen—she’d learn who she was dealing with, here.


***


Skye tossed and turned in her bed that night, consumed by her misgivings. Her spirit had brought her back to her rooms, for she had—as of yet—nowhere else to go. She had heard Nicholas’ words and she had taken them to heart, understanding that she was an odd woman and that she was behaving like a scared little girl. But, he didn’t understand her reasons. He obviously wasn’t thinking clearly. It was like what the queen had said—he wasn’t thinking with his head.


How could she, in all reality, become his princess? A princess was an exceptional woman, one worldly and confident, not an unsophisticated commoner such as she.


Perhaps, she had turned him off to her completely with her childishness? She didn’t truly want that, but then again, she couldn’t stay ...


The ringing at her door sent her pulse racing in her anticipation and her fear. She imagined it to be Nicholas beyond, waiting to lash into her in his vengeance. When the ringing became incessant, she concluded that she would have to face him, and she rose and slipped into her golden dressing gown, moving for the door. She took a deep breath, bracing herself for the inevitable.


Her caller wasn’t Nicholas. The palace servants had a delivery for her.


“Good morning, miss,” the bright-eyed deliveryman greeted, holding a vase brimming with dark-blue roses. “These are for you, from Prince Nicholas. He insisted that you have them this morning.”


He moved into the room, followed by five other servants who worked their weighty carts that were filled with flowers. Skye stood back, surprised while they dutifully went about finding places in the drawing room for the delicate vases, and soon the sheer number of the blooms spilled out over into the bedchamber, even the bath. She was sure that there were cuttings of every breed and color—from the full spectrum of roses to the playful gaiety of the bluebells. The servants finally emptied their carts, and one middle-aged woman came near with a simple white envelope. She gave it to her, with a smile.


“Good day, miss,” she said, and all of the attendants moved off with their accouterments, leaving her alone with her extravagant gift.


Skye pulled the card out from the envelope. On the pretty ornate parchment were the handwritten words: ‘Dearest Skye. I’m sorry if I overstepped the boundaries, yesterday. Stop and smell the roses. You’ve nothing to fear with me. I am your devoted servant.’ He signed it, simply: ‘Nicholas’.


She stared a moment at the words, the bold strokes that had come from his hand, stunned. He had a new strategy planned—he would kill her with kindness! She took in a deep, shaky breath and was inundated by the fragrance surrounding her. The sweet perfume intoxicated her senses, overwhelming her. She caressed a silken petal of a lavender rose. She truly was in trouble, now ...


Skye spent her day hiding in her flower garden, lost in a daze. Nicholas didn’t come to her but she sensed that he wouldn’t, that he planned to battle her resistance from afar. She suffered another night restless and alone in her bed, sleeping only when exhaustion took her and awakening to yet another caller at her door. This time it was Marion, who didn’t seem so surprised by all the bouquets surrounding her.


“Queen Sarra has invited you to Royce’s birthday celebration tomorrow evening,” she informed. “She apologizes for the short notice, but she didn’t realize that you weren’t here yet when the invitations were sent out. Don’t worry about bringing a gift, for gifts are allowed only from the Royal Family—it is a media affair, for the sake of the subjects.” She paused and then said, “Nicholas has told me that he has a package for you, and it will arrive today. He asked me to tell you that he will take care of everything.” A smile came into her dark eyes. “He knows how to do that, you know. You’re a brave girl.”


With that and a wink, the woman left her alone to ponder about her fate.


The package from Nicholas arrived in the mid-afternoon. Skye’s curiosity was high, having waited most of the day for her surprise. She thanked the delivery woman and then tore into the decorative frilly bows, into the box, surprised and pleased by what was within.


She lifted out the satiny lavender gown, marveling about its sleek elegance. There were coordinating undergarments and shoes, and everything that she would need to dress for a formal affair. A large rectangular and velvety black jeweler’s case waited at the bottom of the package, and she opened it, and gasped.


Inside was a necklace with matching earrings—one set at each side—a splendid array of jewelry. The violet gems, akin to Earthian tanzanite, were the identical hue of the gown, set on fragile golden chains, a delicate meshwork made in the finest of taste. She had never worn anything like this, and anticipated the feminine feel.


A white envelope was at the very bottom and she took it out, pulling out the card. Nicholas, in his own hand, had written: ‘Skye, sweetheart. I’d like the honors of escorting you to Royce’s birthday party, as my guest. I hope you like the gown. I know that it will look beautiful on you. I’ll come for you tomorrow, at five. See you, then.’ He had signed it: ‘Yours, Nicholas’.


Skye smiled, her spirits warmed. Tomorrow, at five, she would be with him again!


***


Skye could scarcely believe that it was she who gazed back at herself, reflected in the dressing room’s full-length mirror. This woman was poised and radiant, wearing the raiment fit for a princess. Tanna—the queen’s personal handmaiden—and Marion, had dressed her, readying her for the semi-formal event. When they were finished with her at nearly ten-to-five, they stood back, satisfied with their work.


“Skye!” Marion praised. “You are a sight!”


The gown was a creation, cut from luxurious lavender satin that gleamed richly in the light. Her slender shoulders and arms were bare, the bodice starting at the swell of her breasts, having a decorative triangle that came inward to a point at the low waist, the bodice ending low on the hip. The full skirt covered her well in the back, but in the front it exposed much of her left leg, having a subtle bow on the left hip where it began gradually slanting down across her to her right ankle, flowing down in tiered folds. Inlaid lavender threads made delicate scrolls across the pretty triangle, the gown’s only embellishment aside from all the wide, pleated folds. Her matching mid-arm gloves and dainty slippers also added to the graceful effect.


The lavender gems glittered upon her, the necklace cascading inward to her cleavage, the earrings dangling playfully from her lobes—there was even a fragile strand weaved into her hair. Tanna had wound her red-gold tresses up into a glossy, tiered coiffure, leaving a few sprightly curls to fall softly about her shoulders. The maid had brushed a touch of rosy color onto her high cheeks and her full lips, but it was her eyes—with their dark fringe of lashes—that amazed her the most. The violet-blue appeared different, sparkling with the same hue as the gown, the brilliant gems adding a radiant glow.


Marion came to smile alongside her. “Nicholas will be here at any time,” she said. “One thing about that boy, he is punctual. Are you ready?”


Skye summoned up her wherewithal and nodded bravely. Marion gave her the gown’s accessories, which were a velvety wrap and clutch, and she paced nervously, waiting ...


At precisely five o’clock the ringing came at her door. The sparks flowed in her belly as Marion granted Nicholas’ entrance. He strode into the room, stopping short when seeing her.


Skye was taken aback by the power of his appreciation in his blue-green eyes. She had much to admire also, him all dressed in his finery, a deep blue satin jacket and leggings. He was richly attired in high fashion, the jacket having a straight cut from broad shoulder to shoulder, with a decorative row of buttons down the front and center that flared off on both sides at the belt to reveal his narrow hips. The cuffs of his black shirt that he wore beneath extended over the jacket cuffs, giving accent to the decorative rows of buttons, and his black, mid-calf boots. He had left his golden shoulder-length hair unbound, as it suited his mood to be at ease. Prince Nicholas wasn’t one for convention, being one of the unique individuals who set the trends.


He closed his gaping mouth and smiled. He shook his head a moment, to regain his wits. Slowly he came near and took her hand into his. “Skye,” he uttered.


With much aplomb, he bent into a gallant bow. She played along, lowering herself in a curtsy.


He straightened and offered her his arm. “Milady,” he urged.


She placed her arm on his, exhilarated as he led her off to the celebration.


Skye had missed his presence—although a hint of him surrounded her always—and she sensed that he felt the same. They were quiet while they walked along, heading to the ballroom, and soon were greeted with the sounds of the musicians setting up their equipment for the affair. He escorted her into the huge and stately room, a place she had seen on a viewer, before. To see it in person, though, was an experiencee—a viewer couldn’t quite capture all the grandeur, the immense size of it and the feel of being under the roof’s open dome.


The sun shined brightly upon the hall, streaming through the long and narrow windows that were up high on three walls, gleaming on the gray marble floor. Plush, crimson chairs and marble tables lined the four walls, aside from the towering arch that they passed under. The walls were a pale gold, sporting colorful birthday banners and lofty balloons that were somehow kept anchored from floating to the blue and cloudless sky above. A large viewer was high above the orchestra platform, slowly flashing images of Royce in his childhood, a cute parade that could make the man blush. Another archway was far off to her right, the banquet hall where the servants were busy preparing the informal buffet tables. Excitement was in the air while the musicians tried out a few sharp notes, getting in tune for the revelry to come.


Queen Sarra, who was getting ready for the reception line at the far entrance, spied Nicholas and hurried near. She was breathtaking in her sparkling and sleek amber gown and tiered golden coiffure, but there was a look of worry in her brilliant dark-blue eyes.


“Nicholas,” she said, relieved that he was here. “We can’t find Royce. Have you seen him? He won’t answer his comm. I hope he didn’t start celebrating early.”


An inspiration touched Nicholas’ handsome face. “I’ll go find him,” he promised. “Excuse me a moment, Skye.”


He went off, leaving her alone with the queen. The woman smiled, seeing her in her finery.


“Skye, you look very nice,” she praised. “Come here. I don’t know if you’ve met my daughters.”


Skye followed her over to the visitors’ entrance where the two princess royals waited. She remembered her duty and curtsied when she was before their presences. Princess Celeste seemed a bit uneasy, but Princess Selina expected her display.


“Skye,” the queen began. “This is Celeste.”


Celeste took her hand affably and said, “Pleased to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”


Skye returned her warm smile. “All good, I hope?”


“Very!” Celeste replied.


Skye knew instantly that this princess was a friendly type, mature in her twenty-three years. She was very beautiful, with her blue eyes and golden hair—being tall and slender and poised in her elegant silver gown—but her countenance portrayed that intelligence was far more important to her than vanity.


Her sister—on the other hand—seemed to think the opposite. Skye resisted the urge to wince when Selina’s intense green eyes latched onto hers.


Queen Sarra sighed and said, “And this is Selina.”


Skye recalled the girl’s temper tantrum when they were on the terrace at the royal picnic. The princess didn’t seem too far from that state right now. She was very beautiful also, with her large green eyes and ivory curls, but she knew of her beauty and enjoyed displaying it in her low-cut, scarlet gown.


Selina said, almost sulkily, “So you’re the one who finally caught my brother. I guess I can see why.”


Her mother warned, “Don’t be rude, Selina.”


Skye was saved from the imposing regal presences when a commotion sounded behind them. She breathed in her relief to see Nicholas, pushing Royce out on ahead of him. The younger prince was reluctant to join his own party, seeming to be a bit on the tipsy side.


Nicholas was the victor, driving his brother forward. “I found him in the vestry, drinking it up,” he said, as if from experience, as if he had been there once, himself. “He’s had a few.”


Their mother sighed. “Oh, Royce!”


Skye winced as the giddy prince saw her and purposefully came near. He drew her gloved hand up to his lips.


“Skye, my love,” he said with a hint of a slur. “So glad you’re here for me—my special birthday!”


He began kissing dramatically up her glove ...


With a growl, Nicholas grabbed him by the scruff and forcibly took him off, toward the front of the reception line. When out of earshot of the others, he would set him straight. “Eyes and hands off, little brother,” he warned hotly. “She’s mine. You can’t have her.”


Royce was disappointed. “Not even for a present?”


“Not even.”


When his mother and sisters came near, he gladly left him in their care. Skye caught the anger on his face while he approached her, his hands straightening his jacket at the hips, composing himself. He smiled apologetically when he saw her watchful eyes.


“The skunk is drunk already,” he said, disgusted. Suddenly, the concept didn’t seem like such a bad idea. “Let’s go get some punch.”


She liked the idea as he led her to a refreshment table, to partake of the red, tangy liquor.


They'd had a cup, quietly trying not to admire each other, before the guests began arriving at six o’clock, filing into the ballroom down the reception line where the Royal Family waited to greet them. Skye protested when she found herself within the royal duty, at the end of the line by Nicholas’ side. It wasn’t her place to be here ...


“It’s all right,” he assured. “Stay by me.”


Skye looked at the front of the line and saw the queen and her consort smiling at her. They didn’t object to her presence, instead they seemed pleased to see her here. She wondered what all this meant, in the ways of royal etiquette, but soon had more pressing problems, for she’d never be able to remember all these names ...


Nicholas introduced her simply as ‘Skye Williams’, his ‘lady friend’, but Skye saw the import of these words on many amazed faces. Apparently, he had never had another ‘lady friend’ stand by him before, for those words seemed to rival the word ‘fiancée’. She saw the surprise and the jealousy on the faces of the women nigh her own age, and tried to keep on a gracious smile, although she could sense that all of their hopes of capturing this prince had suddenly been dashed. She saw the men’s appreciation of her and caught their sly glances at Nicholas, and all the while she kept on a bright mien, although her mind was in chaos. What was she doing here? These guests—for the most part—were of the aristocracy, with their titles and esteem, and she had neither, being very common. Didn’t Nicholas realize the message he was sending out to the world?


She knew of the Royal Media around her, but they were careful not to draw attention to themselves or to disrupt the natural activity, touting their pocket-sized lens skillfully, working for the images that they would replay for the eager subjects. She had a strange foreboding, remembering how her father had always avoided cameras, and of how that was the cause of why she had looked over her shoulder in her youth, sometimes having a distinct feeling of doom. Her image wasn’t supposed to be captured by others—her father would forbid it! Why, she didn’t know, but he was no longer here to explain it to her. She felt the familiar pang of loss ...


Nicholas brought her back to awareness, grasping her shoulder. “Skye,” he said, puzzled by her emotional lapse. “This is Agnes Bisstro.”


Skye smiled at the elderly woman, coming back to reality.


The people passed like a blur before her, the guests bestowing quick greetings upon her, careful not to hold up the line behind them. Her cheeks started to ache from all of her smiling and the queue never seemed to end. Hundreds of people filed in, and after making their presence known to the Royal Family, they were free to go off to the banquet hall to partake, or onto the dance floor to enjoy the festive songs, or to indulge in whatever their hearts desired. She was glad that some chose not to formally introduce themselves, seeing the Menes clan already out on the floor, along with others who mingled with old friends. She couldn’t count their number and knew of the popularity of the royal birthdays, this one special as it marked Royce’s second decade of life.


Suddenly, she was surprised when one of the guests, a pretty blond woman, grabbed Nicholas and kissed him familiarly on his lips, trying to use her tongue. He avoided her advances instantly and grasped her arms, pushing her away. The girl wasn’t fazed by his rejection.


“Nicholas,” she said with her soft, refined voice. “I’ve missed you.”


Skye knew that voice. This was Audrey, the one whom she had heard on the message board on his estate. The raw, hurtful feelings of Nicholas’ trickery rose within her anew. This woman had claimed to be his girlfriend. He'd had her ... touched her ...


The bright blue eyes turned her way, boldly scrutinizing her. The large orbs narrowed on her, and Skye felt her own eyes doing the same. The haughty woman wore a gaudy mauve gown, a flashy shade, it being far too low-cut with her very large breasts. The way she moved indicated that she was fond of showing them.


“So, who do we have here?” Audrey asked, much too sweetly.


“Skye Williams,” Nicholas said tightly, bracing himself. “This is the Lady Audrey Anne Knore.”


Their eyes met again in mutual hostility.


Skye was relieved when a similar featured man, sure to be Audrey’s father, broke the tension, shaking Nicholas’ hand and throwing a warm glance at her.


“So good to see you again, Nicholas—pleased to meet you, Skye,” he said. “Come on, Audrey, dear—we’re holding up the line.”


Audrey complied as her father firmly pushed her onward, but not before throwing a vicious smirk at her new rival.


Skye’s intense gaze followed the horrible female, and Nicholas was quick to whisper in her ear, “Don’t let her get to you, Skye. She’s not worth it.”


Another introduction was made to her and she caught her wits and smiled. Face after face came before her and she amiably greeted them, though she could think of nothing but those confident blue eyes.


She was grateful when the last of the guests were greeted and the Royal Family dispersed, going off to their entertainment.


Nicholas sighed and confessed, “I hate that part. But we’ve the rest of the night to ourselves, now. You hungry?”


She shook her head, her belly twisted. “No, but if you are ...”


He shook his head. “Want to dance?”


As he led her out onto the floor, Skye was struck with panic. He paused at her resistance.


Timidly, she confessed, “I don’t know how to dance.”


Nicholas was surprised, but then he realized that he shouldn’t be. He was pleased that this was but another joy unbeknownst to her, that he would be her first. He gave her a reassuring smile. “There’s nothing to it. Just follow me.”


He placed one hand on the small of her back and the other behind her shoulder. He drew her close and he moved lithely to the slow beat of the sultry song, guiding her along with him. He was an excellent dancer and a teacher, showing her how to feel the heart of the music and to glide with it, to become one with him within the sensuous rhythm. She, as always, was a fast learner, and soon was no longer intimidated by her inexperience, moving freely and with grace.


“You see?” he said huskily. “You’re a natural!”


Even when a new song began, one with a faster tempo, she caught the steps quickly, easy in his arms. Her fears fled and she forgot about everything but the thrill of his presence ...


They'd had only four songs together when one brave white-haired gentleman came up, trying to cut in.


“Nicholas,” he scolded playfully. “Where have you been hiding her? May I?”


Nicholas couldn’t gracefully decline Lord Enverson—though he fiercely wanted to—and he reluctantly let her slip from his grasp ...


Skye wasn’t so confident in her moves dancing with another, but the duke didn’t seem to mind. The elderly man was pleased simply to have her in his arms.


“I’m Louis,” he said. “And you are Skye?”


She nodded absently, glancing around for Nicholas.


“That’s such a pretty name!” Louis said. “Where did you come from? I know I’ve never seen you here before. Did you—”


Skye no longer heard him. She had found Nicholas—dancing in the arms of Audrey!


Something very base and dark rose up from within her core. An ominous cloud settled over her spirit as she thought of him being with that buxomly blond—he had done it before, he could do it again. In her overpowering ire, her feminine wiles sparked. Two could play at that game, and she was always very good at games ...


She turned to give the duke her brightest smile. “I’m sorry,” she said coyly. “What were you saying? It’s so hard to hear in here!”


The duke was enchanted, seeming to have lost all words.


As the celebration intensified and the drink flowed, Skye passed from hand to hand, her laughter easy and bright, her violet eyes sparkling. No one could see the turmoil within her, aware only of her stunning beauty, her sensuous glow. Masculine eyes were drawn to her, her suitors unable to deny their attraction, their desire to be in her exciting presence. Nicholas was no exception. He paused briefly at a reception table, gulping down a few shots of punch, becoming angry ...


She had a crowd milling about her, the men impatiently waiting their turn for a dance. She acted as if she enjoyed nearly being pawed by the enamored sots, laughing at their—no doubt—stupid remarks and inane jesting and flatteries. He shouldn’t have given her such a revealing dress, but once again, Tolly Kay had said that she would like it. The gown, although fashionable, showed too much of her shapely leg and the tempting swell of her breasts that only he should be allowed to cherish. The jewels he had carefully matched for her glittered upon her, bringing out the beautiful lavender in her eyes, accenting the gloss of her red-gold hair, which—when it was up and coiled like that—made her look older, all sleek and sophisticated. Of course the men would want to have her. But, she was taken—she was his, and he’d best let them know about it!


He was on his way to accomplish this when the ever-present Audrey came to block his path. He lost his temper, tired of her brazen advances.


“I told you to leave me alone!” he snapped.


“But, Nicholas!” she protested.


He stalked on by her, but then he was in Lady Adeline’s clutches. The matronly old woman hadn’t seen him for ages, and she wouldn’t let him escape without a dance ...


Skye had to catch her breath, her plan at capturing Nicholas’ attention failing. Every time she saw him, he was immersed in another’s arms—with Audrey not far behind him. Still, she wasn’t without her own partners, a growing entourage that she was becoming desperate to escape. She only wanted to be with Nicholas, but he was playing the charming prince—further than his duty.


She spied Queen Sarra and Cronala heading into a private royal restroom and would dare to take refuge with them. She excused herself and hurried there, hearing the voices of the women around the corner from her while they freshened up their countenances. She heard the queen say Nicholas' name, and she paused without their notice, wondering if she should intrude.


Cronala said, “I wish you hadn't invited her. Did you see what she was wearing? Purple? I mean, come on! Everything out for the entire world to see ... I bet she thinks she looks good in it!”


Startled, Skye glanced down at her gown. She wore purple, and it could be considered revealing ...


“Cronala,” the queen considered. “Your claws are showing.”


“Well, that girl has no head for fashion. She clearly only has designs in becoming a princess. I don’t think Nicholas will ever be free of her. Did you see how she’s behaving tonight? It’s appalling! She has no grace, but still she has those airs. She’s certainly not princess material!”


“I know,” Sarra agreed. “But we had to invite her, due to the circumstances. I don’t know what to do about her. She certainly doesn’t know when to quit. Nicholas has better plans, and she had best not interfere.”


“That’s right,” Cronala agreed. She paused and then said, “And did you see the Lady Hampton tonight? What kind of contraption is that that she’s wearing? Honestly, I—”


Skye stumbled backward, stunned. Their cruelty knocked the breath from her, making her slam into a pedestal in the corner, the decorative statuette on it losing its securing anchors, tottering over onto the marble floor—shattering.


Panicking, she flew from the room, heading not into the ballroom but down the other hall, into the interior of the palace. When she was safe and in the quiet, she let her tears flow, vowing to leave this place—never to return.







Chapter 18




Nicholas roamed the crowded Palace Ballroom, looking for Skye. He had lost sight of her while he had danced with the old Lady Hampton, and that had been almost a quarter of an hour ago. Night was falling and the twilight glowed above, the stars beginning to shine on the deep blue. In a matter of moments, the traditional fireworks would blast from the laser platform in the center of the hall, sparkling their colors on the black in honor of the royal birthday.


Royce, although tipsy, was still in his facilities and he stumbled around, enthusiastically greeting his guests. Their father trailed him, seeing that his son didn’t embarrass himself too much in his right of revelry. Nicholas could tell that Royce was looking for someone—no doubt, Skye—inebriated enough to no longer take his warnings seriously. He discovered that they weren’t the only poor panting dogs anxious for her—the belle of the ball—for a masculine throng was becoming agitated. He could bet that she had something to do with it. He moved toward there and spotted Josh, a frequent at his ‘dive parties’—or rather, former dive parties.


“Hey, Josh!” he called, over the din. “Have you seen Skye—the girl with me in the reception line?”


Josh met him halfway and soon was close enough to talk.


“No,” he replied, his disappointment clear. “I saw her heading to the restroom a while ago, but I didn’t notice her going out, and now no one’s in there—Thomas had Leah check it out. Haven’t seen her since.” He moved closer, to say privately in his ear, “Hey, Nicholas, bring her with you to the dive next time, will you? I’d like to get a hold of that.”


Nicholas had an almost uncontrollable urge to slam Josh in his face as he thought of his Skye being subjected to that; he caught his temper. He gave his former comrade a withering glare and stalked off, on the search again, but now with a menacing dread gnawing at his insides. If she had fallen into the wrong hands ...


He commanded himself not to panic; nobody here would dare harm her. She was safe and around here, someplace ...


This wasn’t the way he wanted their night to be. She was supposed to be near him, on his arm while he showed the entire world that she was his. Instead, she had slipped away, and he couldn’t get back to her while she gave her affections to every other man. Audrey wasn’t helping matters, for he had sensed Skye’s anger. He sensed her jealousy and suspected that it was what was making her an irresistible heartbreaker—something else she was a master at. He must find her and explain to her once and for all that he had no interest in Audrey—if he could find her. She was here, somewhere ...


No matter what reassurances he gave to his head, he felt it in his craw that something was very wrong.


His apprehension grew while he searched for her, discovering that a full half-hour had past and there still was no sign of her. Suddenly, he had a hunch that she may have gone to her rooms. She, like he, could sometimes be more of a solitary sort. Perhaps the press of the crowd had become too much for her. Or, was she ill?


He hurried for her quarters, his anxiety high. Her door was unlocked and he entered the dark room, and he turned on the light, striding for her bed. What he saw there made him flinch in his surprise.


The gown she had worn tonight was there, spread out neatly on the bedding, along with all of the accessories, the delicate undergarments, the velvety wrap and shoes. He caught the statement they conveyed, the message she had left for him. He took the gown’s lavender softness in hand, his very worst fear confirmed.


“Awh, no,” he groaned.


She had left him.


“Why?” he uttered.


What had happened? Everything had been fine between them when they had danced, before the social necessities had taken her away. Had she found another she wanted in all of those many hopeful beaus? He quickly shot that fear down, since she wasn’t as flighty as that ... was she? She had abandoned the gown here in anger, as if he had done something to cause it, while all that he had done was to try to get back to her, but the subjects were demanding his attention—and so was that pest, Audrey.


Audrey. Had she said something to her?


The ire he had for her momentarily cut through his panic. He’d deal with her, later. Right now, he must find Skye. She couldn’t have gone far ...


He snatched his personal comm out from his hip pocket and called up security. Earlier, he had given the guard that he had placed on her the night off, believing that she wouldn’t try to run and that she would be with him. Now, he ordered that the guards watch every exit and gate, and search the palace grounds for her—as a possible missing person—but to do it covertly so as not to disrupt the party. They must locate her ...


He sprinted to the nearest elevator, impatiently awaiting its descent down the seven floors to the main floor. He hurried to the outdoors, scarcely aware of the fireworks that were popping out in the sky high above. He called out her name into the darkness, a futile attempt for he knew that she wouldn’t come to him, anyway. Still he called, his gaze roving the shadows until he accepted that it was hopeless for him to search. Security would catch her, and he would find who was responsible for this.


He set his steps back to the ballroom, to unleash his vengeance on Audrey.


There was no sign of her, either. He spied his mother amidst a group of ladies who were enjoying the fireworks, and he headed there, to her comfort.


She saw his face and guided him over to a quieter area where they could talk. “What’s wrong?” she asked, worried.


“Skye left me. I don’t know why—she just up and left.”


“How do you know that? What happened?”


“She left the dress that she was wearing tonight out on her bed. She was upset about something—I bet Audrey said something.”


His mother thought a moment, her brilliant blue eyes darkening.


“Oh, no,” she murmured. “That could be ...”


“What?” he urged anxiously.


“Well, Cronala and I were in the restroom earlier and we were talking about some of the guests—you know how she is about fashion. We were talking about Audrey, about how she was following you around like a lost puppy, and that I had to invite her, so as not to slight her father. Someone broke a decoration—like she had stumbled into it—and we thought that it was a drunk too embarrassed to come forward, and had a servant take care of it. But, if it was Skye, and she thought that we were talking about her ... We said some unflattering things about Audrey. Oh, dear ...”


“Mother!”


“But we weren’t talking about her!” she said in her defense. “I like Skye. We’d best find her.”


“I’ve alerted the guards,” he said stiffly, miffed that his own mother had done the damage.


“Can’t say a word,” she murmured, to herself. Then she nodded at him. “We’ll find her.”


The celebration was winding down and many of the guests were taking their leave, but still there was no word about Skye. He waited for his comm to buzz, to hear that a guard had found her, but the call didn’t come. He left the thinning ballroom, having another plan of attack, but one his parents might not approve of ...


He called up Nowel, a senior executive in the Capitol Department, waking him in his bed. He told him that it was crucial that he meet with him now. The man was reluctant to leave his sheets at this hour, but he respected who was making the request.


When Nowel promptly appeared at his office in the Capitol Department, a complex of buildings nearby the palace, Nicholas apologized to the disheveled, bleary-eyed man, and then got down to business.


“Nowel, I need a favor,” he said. “I need you to free up an account for me.”


“An account?” the man asked suspiciously, suddenly fearing for his continued employment—and his freedom.


“Hey, Nowel, this is me yer talking to!” he assured. “We’ll keep this our secret.”


Nowel sighed, for the contents of this office were highly classified with personal information and must remain strictly confidential. But, he had done this before for the prince, when he had wanted the specifics of a rival FAS cadet who turned out to be a shady character, and that had passed without incident. He sighed again as Nicholas gave him the details of the account he wanted access to. The account was locked under the murder investigation of the girl’s father, but the seniority of his department could free it. He sat down at his computer and did as he was told. In a matter of moments, he had his entry.


Nicholas was pleased. “Make it so she can access it from anywhere. And I need a track on it, and when she tries to use it, an immediate call.”


Nowel nodded. Nicholas smiled, smugly. If she were to make it out there into the world, she would have to try her accounts. He would know instantly where she was and he’d nab her from there.


Nowel browsed her information. “Who is this Skye Williams?” he asked. “A noble heiress? Never heard of her.”


Nicholas turned his attention to the viewer screen. He gawked at the information there, stunned. There were far too many digits for her simple account.


“There must be some mistake, here,” he uttered.


Nowel shook his head. “Not if it’s Skye Williams you want.”


Nicholas thought of the irony of it all. She, in her own right, could have anything material that she desired—for all of her days. “I need more info on her. Take it from her birth.”


The man worked the panel, intrigued himself. He was curious with what he found. “There’s no record of her until she came onto this account, when she was six.”


“Try ‘Skye Hamilton’.”


He tried. “There’s no record for a Skye Hamilton.”


Nicholas frowned. She had no record of her birth? “Try ‘Tavis Hamilton’.”


The man complied. “There is a record of him. He became a citizen of Adriel back in Twenty-Two-Fifty-Five, coming from Earth. He married Aria Lovas, who was also from Earth. She was on the account also, until she died. The account was closed then. It was only active for six years.”


“And that’s when Tavis Williams opened his accounts?” he surmised.


Nowel nodded. “He transferred his funds under his new name. There’s something strange about it, though. Just recently he had changed his name back to Hamilton, shortly before his death. That’s why the investigators froze his accounts—his alias confused it—and because of the value, and that Skye was just a co-owner but now she will be the sole owner. And another strange thing about it is that—for all of his wealth—Hamilton never made a withdrawal until recently, when he bought an estate in Seascape.”


Nicholas quickly processed this new information. Her father had tried to keep her true identity secret from birth. Why? He also had incredible wealth but he chose to roam the countryside, living like a peasant with his daughter. Clearly, he had been running from someone, not even accessing his account for fear he would be detected. The investigators hadn’t yet found his killer. Could Skye be in danger from all of this? The sheer size of her accounts ...


Nowel was worried, again. “I need to remind you, Nicholas, that this information isn’t available to the subjects.”


Nicholas clapped his hand on the man’s shoulder. “You’re safe with me, Nowel. Thanks for the trust.”


He headed back to the palace, even more disturbed than before. The guests who weren’t staying the night had left—the songs ended, the halls quiet. He still hadn’t received the call from security. He doubted that she was hiding somewhere in the palace; she would have had time enough to run before he knew enough to alert security. It was a fact that he must accept.


She had slipped away.


In a few hours she would be famous, her lovely face gracing viewers all across Urania when the royal birthday clips were shown. The subjects would be eager to know who this mystery woman was, the one beside him in the royal reception line. But, she was supposed to be by his side to combat their assault of questions, not running off to God knows where. He couldn’t tell the world that his new ladylove had abandoned him.


But, he could put out an alert that she was missing and that the palace feared for her safety. He did fear for her safety, with her father’s killer on the loose.


He headed for his parents’ room, to run his plan by them. He couldn’t just sit and wait until she accessed her accounts, or until she was recognized. He must find her now. He had to hold her, to know that she was safe.


He sent out a plea to her from his core, begging for her to return. He hoped that he could reach her—prayed that she would know it in her soul to come home.


***


The faint glow of dawn lit the sky, the blue tint making the path clearer to Skye with every step she took. She had walked all night, putting as much distance between her and Queen’s Palace as possible. She was on her way to a sports shop, to get all that she would need for her survival. She would survive ...


She refused to feel, concentrating only on her determination to live another moment, and then the next. Every pang she had she pushed back into her throat, resolving not to spill another tear. Back in the palace, she had made it to her quarters, her rage fueling her haste while she stripped from her loathsome gown and its frills, down to her bare skin, tearing the fragile chain of gems from her hair and flinging it across the room. She flew to her wardrobe, locating her leggings and the practical shirt, and the suitable boots, and she hurried into them. She tossed a few changes of clothes into a travel bag, taking only the necessities, and grabbed a warm coat and cap. Quickly she pinned up her hair before the mirror and thrust on the soft black cap, watching the hatred in her violet-blue eyes. Then she was ready for her flight.


She had paused at the door, seeing the gown she had discarded on the floor. She took a moment to spread it out on the bed. Nicholas, being an intelligent—if emotionally stupid—man, might get the hint. She took off her earrings and necklace and put them into her bag. She would bring them with her, but only because she’d exchange them for her needs, since she couldn’t use her locked accounts. Everything else the royals had given her, she would leave behind.


She took the nearest exit, and when out in the dark she saw the fireworks exploding above, the lasers spelling out ‘Happy 20th Birthday Royce!’. She pitied the man, him having lived twenty years as a royal, an illusive and wicked condition that he—like his depraved brother—couldn’t escape. But, she could ...


She had easily slipped out the open security gate where a few other guests were leaving, the guards not checking the identities of those exiting the palace. She weaved her way through the parked autos, and when a safe distance away, she ran into the darkness lit only by the faint light of the moon, leaving the road and cutting across the glades. She ran until she could run no more, and then found a steady pace, to keep her strength. It was, after all, a long walk to Seascape City.


She had reached the outskirts of the city not quite an hour ago. For the most part, the streets were deserted, the day not yet begun. She found a public comm and went into there, to locate the nearest sports shop where she would get her camping gear. Thankfully, it wasn’t a long walk to the shop, and she was just about there ...


She would return to her wilds. There was nothing for her here.


Skye was the only one waiting when the merchant, a sleepy, elderly man, opened for business. She was quick but careful to find what she needed—the bed, the cookware, and a computer tablet—being an expert on keeping things light for her travels. On the way to the counter, she spied a Fireside guitar; she thought of her father and their songs. She took it in hand, bringing it with her.


There was a viewer behind the counter, playing a news segment from the royal celebration last night. She gasped, seeing her face there. Her own image was smiling, greeting the guests, by Nicholas’ side. A reporter was saying that she was being classified as a missing person—and that there was a reward out for any information leading to her safe return!


The merchant turned to watch the viewer, and she panicked and hurried up to the counter to capture his attention. He turned to her, distracted while she laid her items out for purchase.


He began tallying the price and she pulled her earrings out from her bag, keeping the necklace hidden. “Can I trade these for this?” she asked pleasantly, successfully hiding her nervousness.


His gray eyes widened on the lavender gems. “Why, yes!” he said, calculating that it was more than a fair exchange. Then his gaze weighed her, curious.


She explained, “I’m new around here. My account isn’t active, yet.”


“Where are you from?” he asked.


“Myrrh,” she replied. “Grew up there. If you could, I also need a visitor’s pass for the transports.”


He was happy to comply, accepting her half-truths, taking a thin card out from a drawer and giving it to her. She slid her new purchases into her new backpack, and readied herself to be on her way. She glanced at the viewer, seeing Nicholas and her still there. She concluded that she had nothing to fear, for she wouldn’t be recognized in these clothes—with the way she looked now—anyway. She thanked the merchant and headed out the door.


She walked down the lane that was now heavy with traffic, onward to the nearest transport hub to find the trolley heading for Beacon Hill. When on the speedy train, the city flowing by her window in a blur, she caught a few curious glances from the passengers, and she turned her eyes away and ignored them. Her emotions threatened to come; she pushed them back. She let out a sigh of relief when she exited the transport at her stop, and after it sped off, she stood a moment in the quiet, fearing that she hadn’t the strength left in her for the long trek ahead. She sighed and put one foot in front of the other, moving up the trail, the path worn by many prior campers, up the gradually rising slope into the rugged terrain.


The higher she climbed and the more tired she became, the more determined she was to reach the top. There was a spot there where she had stayed with her father, and she was on a mission to reach it this day. It was late afternoon when she moved off the beaten path, into the thicket to reach the pristine plateau. At last, she reached her destination ...


She was safe! The serene wilderness stretched out, surrounding her. Nearby, a gentle waterfall splashed tranquilly into a pool, one that became a pure stream that flowed down to a river on gradual, falling tiers. Below her was a deep valley that held Seascape City, tiny in the distance, the gleaming white buildings giving way to the blue cove of the Aurora Sea. The view was spectacular—from a bird’s eye—a place high above the worldly woes. Here she could find peace.


She reveled in a moment of triumph and then began setting up camp, gathering the wood she needed for the fire and sparking the flames with her laser knife, and laying her bed alongside it. She wasn’t that hungry and would deal with that aspect of survival tomorrow. The sun would set, soon. It had been too many hours since she had slept—and she had danced, and had walked all night and day.


She crawled on top of her bed, to rest a moment ...


Skye came back to awareness with a jolt. Nicholas was calling her, in his panic ...


She was lost in the darkness, seeing only the cold and penetrating black, and was startled to realize that night had come and she had fallen asleep. She fell back, focusing on the stars shining above her until her heart returned to a steady beat.


Nicholas. All of the emotions she had contained since she had left him suddenly overpowered her, the tears streaming from her eyes. Her numbness had worn off and her agony raged, sending her out of her control. She sprang up from her bed, pacing erratically, stopping to focus on the lights of Seascape City that flickered in the shroud of mist far down below. He was down there somewhere within those lights, but she’d never have him, again.


The royals had placed a missing person alert on her, perhaps fearing that she’d expose to all of Urania their true natures. They had betrayed her—humiliated her—and right now Nicholas was in Audrey’s arms ...


No, she wasn’t ‘princess material’, like Cronala had said. But that was one fact, at least, that she could be proud of.


Skye’s fury came out of her in a primal scream. She shrieked out her pain, again and again, her cries echoing out over the city, for no one to hear.


***


Nicholas stared up into the darkness, brooding. The quiet gloom of his room suited his mood, his mind being a tangled web of misery. Four days had past since Skye had left him, and now it was another night that he was spending alone in his bed.


She hadn’t returned to him, but he refused to accept it as fact that she wouldn’t. She may be intent on staying away, but it was only a matter of time before she was recognized, or before she tried to access her accounts. She hadn’t yet, but she would—she had tried to get at her funds in Dakota, and she would try again—and he must resolve himself to be patient. But, patience wasn’t a virtue common to him.


She had hid herself very well, this time. There were frenzied reports of sightings of her coming in from all over Adriel, but so far, the investigators hadn’t found a true lead. The reporters certainly wanted to know more about her, and his parents had pity on him, dealing with the relentless barrage of questions while he retreated to his rooms—to think, to try to find any clue that would lead him to her whereabouts. He raked his mind, but found he hadn't a clue.


His family commiserated with him, coming in turns to check on him. They were all concerned about him and about Skye—Royce, for his own personal reasons. His brother had survived the party—albeit with a hangover that made him wish that he were dead—and, instead of browbeating him for his infatuation with Skye, he chose to make him an ally in their worry. His mother and father had kind words and hopeful encouragement for him, as did his sweet sister, Celeste. Even the brattiest of the bratty, his little sister, Selina, had come to see him.


“Don’t worry, Nicholas,” she said softly, laying a hand on his shoulder. “Skye will turn up.”


She had tried to cheer him, but for Selina to be nice to him, he knew that he was in dire straits.


The irony wasn’t lost upon him, about the sad shape that he was in. All of his life he'd had anything that he desired—with a snap of his fingers, the females they would come, and he’d do with them as he pleased. And now the one woman he truly wanted, he couldn’t have. She must not feel the same way about him as he did about her, or she would be here with him, now. She always had wanted to leave him, and this he had blamed on her strange and unreasonable fears. But, maybe there was more to it. Who knew what that woman was thinking!


Howbeit, he simply refused to let her leave him like this. She owed him—at least—the chance for him to explain. It all was a complete misunderstanding.


He had gone to her rooms searching for any clues and found that she had left everything behind, but for the clothes she wore. She had taken the jewels he had given her with her, aside from the hairpiece that he had found on the floor next to the wall, no doubt thrown in her rage. At least she had wanted that memento of him, but she didn’t want all of him—or his royal name.


“Why?” he groaned. What made her so different? He knew that she was raised like a gypsy and that she had most likely returned to that way of life; it had been four days and she hadn’t tried her accounts. Still, she would be in need of some provisions, and she’d go into a populous where someone would see her and send in a call. He wanted to go out there and search for her himself, but his parents had warned him that it would be foolish—all of the subjects were watching for her. He must be patient. The wilderness was too vast of an area—she could be anywhere—but he secretly vowed that, if she weren’t found soon, he would go out and scour every inch of it to find her.


He refused to think about the possibility that she couldn’t return to him, that something had happened to her. He felt it in his heart that she lived. He swore, at times, that he could feel her anger.


Nicholas noticed that the sun was rising, brightly invading his gloom. He felt the familiar pangs as he remembered the sunrises he'd had with her. He was brought back into his exquisite memories of her, of how they had walked the beach, making love in the sand. He had enjoyed every moment with her—even when she drove him mad—for he loved talking with her ... her intelligence, her natural wit. True, she was strange and very unique—he remembered thinking that she had practically been raised by wolves, about how odd it was that she had no need for money, that she’d rather be out in the wilds enjoying treacherous terrains, places like Beacon Hill—


He bolted upward in sudden inspiration.


“Beacon Hill!”


She had said—while they were sipping their margaritas—that she and her father had stayed there once. Wouldn’t it be logical that it would be a place where she’d want to return?


Nicholas sprang off his bed, his adrenaline surging within him. He set about gathering the supplies he would need for his trek. Beacon Hill covered a vast expanse of many miles, but if she were there, he would find her.


Alive with hope once more, he headed off to his ship.







Chapter 19




The breeze flowed warmly, rolling gently through the soft brush, raising the scents of the wildflowers that spotted the landscape with color, the blues mingling against the cloudless, pastel sky. The bright sun glowed high above in this late afternoon, trying to dry the soaking rains that had fallen last night. The blinding flashes glittered off the waterfall while Skye bent, filling her canteen to quench her thirst. She had a few swallows of the cool soothing water, taking in the pureness of nature.


This was her fifth day here. The hours had meshed into days, the sunrises eventually giving way to the sunsets, the nights long in her misery. This was where she belonged, away from confining emotions and walls ... but it didn’t seem the same. Her father was no longer here to guide her, although at times she was sure that she sensed his comforting spirit near her. But, the fact of the matter was that now she walked alone. There was no one to share her thoughts with, to lighten the burden of her soul. Even so, she vowed that her tears were over, that she wouldn’t wallow in the despair of her betrayal. It simply wasn’t worth it.


She said it aloud again, as she had these past days: “They don’t want me, they don’t get to have me.”


Still, at night, sometimes her tears would flow ...


Nicholas. It seemed eons ago when she had first resolved that she wouldn’t let her love for him destroy her, and she had that same determination now. She had watched him on her computer tablet as the news replayed the royal birthday again and again, seeing his smiling blue-green eyes, his wonderful demeanor. He wasn’t available to answer the reporters’ questions about her disappearance, leaving his parents to that chore, not wanting to bother with the unpleasantness. He, no doubt, found amusement in the arms of Audrey—or perhaps even another woman. She had turned off the viewer, denying her self-abuse, and decided that the only thing her tablet was good for was the program of a mirror. Even that was no good to her, for she didn’t like to look, seeing the undeniable sadness in her violet-blue eyes.


She decided to simply become one with the wilds, leaving behind the world and its trappings ...


Although Nicholas was in her every thought, one day he would surely fade and she would be her own again ... if she could just refuse to feel him and could find a way to close off her heart from her intellect. Love was a base emotion, a frivolous notion that made a woman a fool. She didn’t want to be a fool, and truly didn’t need anyone for her survival. So, what good was it, to have her emotions so twisted by a man that it gave her nothing but pain?


Someday, she would find a way to unravel her psyche, but she hadn’t succeeded, yet. In fact, not at all ...


It seemed that his very presence lived within her, for she felt him always—surrounding her, captivating her. As of now she experienced a surge, sensing that he was near to her—even that his eyes were upon her. She shook her head to send her imagination away, fearing a perpetual punishment from the Lord above, and headed back to her camp.


Skye couldn’t know that her instincts were in tune. Very intense blue-green eyes were watching her ...


Nicholas had found her, with relative ease. He had taken his ship on a slow hover over Beacon Hill, starting at the most logical point nearest the city, the most accessible area for those traveling on foot. Although he was miles above, his ship, being modified with its FAS capabilities, had an advanced geo tracker that scanned the wide region in sections. It searched for the thermal fluxuations that would be a Human form, filtering out all of the static except for the fluxes. He had zoomed in for a better look when he found them, his hopes dashed when seeing a stray hiker, here and there. But, after three full sweeps, his good luck that he'd thought he'd lost had returned, for there she was atop a plateau, dawdling by a stream.


The relief he felt was matched by his euphoria, and he had landed his ship in the nearest clearing. He took up his backpack and used a mapper—a device from the geo tracker that pinpointed her coordinates—to hunt her, making his way through the rugged terrain. When he reached the plateau and he saw her by a waterfall, taking a drink from her canteen, he wanted to run to her but he held back, deciding not to let his presence be known, just yet.


Hiding behind the tall thicket, he watched her while she savored the gentle waterfall’s mist. He thoroughly enjoyed his voyeurism, for she was half-naked, wearing only a simple pale-blue shirt that scarcely reached to her thighs, the cuffs drawn back to the elbow, her long legs tanned and slender and her feet bare. Her red-gold tresses flowed around her, across her full soft breasts and down to her shapely hips, a splendid array that shimmered like a flickering fire in the sun. Her face was as lovely as ever, having the healthy glow, her high cheeks a dark rose, her full lips pouting and her violet-blue eyes sparkling.


She turned and headed for her camp. She was in her natural environment, moving on her bare feet with the grace and poise of a cat. She was completely at ease out in the wilds, but this same woman could wear a fashionable gown and charm the wits out of anyone in a stately ballroom. Mesmerized, he took in her beauty, understanding why he was so smitten.


With one hand she drew her heavy tresses behind her while she bent, and took up a fishing line. She sauntered off toward a deeper part of the stream, in search of a meal. He stealthily moved through the thicket, finding a clearer view ...


She cast out her line and half sat on a smooth boulder, having the patience to wait for her unsuspecting prey. She hadn’t too long to wait as her line soon bowed, taut with the struggle of the fish at the other end. She skillfully reeled in her catch—an excellent specimen of a trout—but before she was the victor, the fish broke free. She scrambled after her slippery prize, out into the water, splashing frantically after its tail. Her foe had a most fierce spirit but she won the battle, capturing it by its scales and flinging it up onto the bank where it flopped in its defeat.


Nicholas nearly laughed aloud at the display but he caught himself, stifling his amusement. She took her winnings in hand, pleased with its size, keeping its struggles under her control while she moved back to her camp to prepare her tasty treat.


He held his breath as she came near, for he was very close to her camp. Her soaked shirt clung to her curves, her full breasts round and clear beneath the pale blue, the pointed tips straining, setting his pulse on a quicker beat. She didn’t detect him while she went about her day, cleaning the fish and then preparing her cookware, popping up the round side of the flat pan and snapping it into place for her use, doing the same to her bowl and cup. She placed more wood on the fire and set it ablaze, going about cooking her meal. His eyes were intent on her breasts, his hands craving their feel, but he sternly told himself that he must be patient, that he couldn’t just rush out and ravish her; he must set things straight with her before he attempted his seduction. Plus, he sensed that he was on the verge of a significant discovery, as if he would gain some insight into her complicated mien ...


She sat in her folding chair next to the fire and began to eat, enjoying her fish and a pasty red berry and leafy green concoction she had previously made, being well versed in her knowledge of nature’s bounty. He had learned his survival skills years ago in his training to be a FAS pilot, but she had lived them since childhood, and this was as natural of a meal to her as a full banquet was to him. She wasn’t like most women who needed all of the amenities to be contented. It intrigued him how she could be one with the wilds, untamed like a lioness—yet always tamed by his hand.


When she was satisfied with her meal, she rose and tidied up her camp, rinsing her dishes off in the stream and then collapsing them. She returned to check her clothes that she had previously washed, that were hanging up on a tree limb. Seeing of their dryness, she took them down and folded them, putting them away in a travel bag, all but for a large crimson towel. She brought this and a grainy sponge with her while she moved off for the waterfall, and his breath came faster in his anticipation as he realized that she was about to bathe. He moved lithely and carefully, to find the best view.


She raised her shirt, pulling it over her head and off her arms, revealing her bare magnificence. She tossed the shirt out onto the bank and took the sponge off her towel, and moved into the cool water, cautiously at first and then taking the plunge with a gasp. She came up for air, drenched, her wet hair plastered to her firm breasts and waist—a seductive nymph rising from the pool. She glided over to the waterfall and used the falling streams to cleanse her, spreading her heavy hair out for the crystal minerals, turning her face up into the rushing waves.


His desire for her came to the point of an ache as she slowly ran the sponge upon her, down her arms and then across her breasts, the sheen of her skin like a blinding light. He had to turn his eyes away while she washed other areas, or he would lose his control and go to her and take her in the shimmering water, and again know her sensuality, the passion of her touch. He must wait ... he must keep his patience ...


Nicholas sighed in his relief when he heard the splashes while she stepped out from the pond, and thought that it was safe to look; it wasn’t. She stood there toweling herself off, her uncommon curves slanting with her movements, her full breasts rising and falling temptingly before him. He must have made a sound, for she glanced in his direction, startled. He held his breath as she debated about what she had heard, and then she shrugged it off, thinking perhaps that he was a bird within the bush. She wrapped the towel around her, and she moved for her camp. He followed quietly, back to his covert position.


She dressed in a pair of black leggings and a warm long-sleeved shirt, for the shadows were coming and soon would bring the dark of night. He hoped that he could relax seeing her so clothed, but his longing for her didn’t lessen, her nearness keeping him on a steady burn. She placed a few more logs onto the fire, setting it ablaze again, and sat down in her chair to brush out her hair, untangling the soft tresses. He should go to her now and show to her that she had been found, and that there was no escape from him. He’d pretend that he had just arrived, and he’d give her a severe tongue-lashing for scaring him half to death. But, while he stood there, he realized that he must be careful in how he handled this. He must convince her that she wanted to be with him or she could slip away again—and this time hide in some cavern where he would never find her.


As he debated about what to say, the shadows grew long and the clouds were coming in, promising of rain. Still, he weighed his dilemma and discovered that—in all actuality—he was nervous. It wasn’t an emotion familiar to him in his dealings with women, but, then again, she wasn’t just a woman. She was his woman. She just didn’t know it, yet.


He was about to step out and make his physique known when she rose from the chair and went over to her belongings. She picked up a square backpack and opened it. Inside there was a Fireside guitar, and she brought it with her, back to her chair. She pulled the slender neck of the compact guitar up and out from its place behind its body, and the six strings lengthened, coming out from the inlaid bridge, stretching into place and electronically tuning to a perfect pitch. Now ready for her use, she sat and strummed off a few chords, having a steady and practiced hand, and she turned on the acoustic mode, wanting a mellower tone than the electronics. Her red-gold brows were drawn slightly in a frown while she absently plucked at the strings, and he wondered what sorrow plagued her; he hoped that it was he. He settled back, deciding to postpone his appearance, eager to hear her talent ...


Skye strummed her guitar, lost in her thoughts. The feel of the instrument comforted her, reminding her of those long ago moments she had shared with her papa. She knew that she must leave this place and move on soon—to see what was over the next hill—but by doing that, she truly would leave Nicholas behind. She wasn’t ready to do that, just yet. She must somehow clear her mind of him before she left the nearness of the palace, or his memory would follow her everywhere.


Today her imagination of his presence had been so strong to her that she could almost feel his touch. She had nearly been overtaken by her desire to have his hands upon her. She must forget about him and be on her sojourn, and go wherever the wind would take her ... although she knew that such adventures wouldn’t fill the eternal emptiness within her heart. Still, her father’s spirit would always be with her wherever she went, to guide her.


She remembered a song that her father had written for her mother, and found that it fit her troubled mood. She slowly worked the frets, sending out the clear, poignant melody, and softly began to sing the verse:


 


“Remember the sunrise


Though you’ve been taken


And ride the stars above


Remember the sunset


Though I can’t touch you


And give to you my love


Remember the moonlight


When I would hold you


And we’d roam the endless sands


Remember the star shine


When I would know you—


Remember the feel of my hand


 


Who really knows where the spirit goes


When the walk has reached the end


I can’t find you—I’m always behind you—


Your song is in the wind


 


Remember the summer


The heat of the brightness


And all the world was new


Remember the winter


The cold of the darkness


Our hope that helped us through


Remember the laughter


The warmth of our haven


While our children would play


Remember the sorrow


—Our dreams of tomorrow—


All were taken that day


 


Who really knows where the spirit goes


When the walk has reached the end


I can’t find you—I’m always behind you—”


 


Skye’s voice broke and her tears flowed, in an emotion she didn’t even know was there. She tossed the guitar aside and took her face into her palms, surrendering to her misery.


“Nicholas!” she choked.


A violent pop in the fire brought her head up and she saw the light of the flames. A form was there on the other side ... a black boot ... a long, manly leg ... Her gaze shot up to the face, and seeing him through the flickering haze, she thought that she was having an odd sort of dream. Nicholas stood there, his handsome face somber, his blue-green eyes shadowed but sparkling, as if with tears.


Nicholas!


Her first instinct was to run and she acted on it. She sprang up from her chair, toppling it over, and she fled blindly through the darkness, desperate to escape.


“Skye!” he called hoarsely. “Stop! Stop running!”


He was in hot pursuit, and when he caught her, he took her into a gentle roll down onto the ground. He ended up atop her on the grassy bank by the pond, and she cried out, struggling against him. He took her cheeks into his hands, keeping her in a firm hold. She went limp, wide-eyed as she stared up at his unmasked devotion.


“Skye, stop it,” he pleaded softly. “Stop running from me.”


His lips slowly came down to hers and he kissed her, scattering any resistance that was left within her. His hungry tongue devoured her, forcing her to respond to his demands, and she wrapped her arms across his strong back, giving to him her equal abandon. She had resolved that she would never know this again—this perfect tempest—but she didn’t care how he had found her, or why. Her numb senses sprang to life, overpowering her with his masculinity, his warm spirit that was truly here above her. Their heartfelt absence sharpened the longing, their substances chastising them for their denial, and he drew away, tortured.


“Skye,” he groaned huskily.


In a burst of frustration, he undid her leggings and pulled them down off her, down passed her toes, and he did the same to his own, shedding his boots and kicking them aside. He came down to her again and yanked up her shirt, baring her breasts, and then raised his shirt, desperate to have her softness against him. He wasted no time in unleashing his repressed desire and he found her, impelling himself within. His breath caught and she whimpered softly at the impact, and he moved, forcefully, releasing the heat of her passion with every steady thrust. His breast caressed hers, sending the flames into her loins, and she rolled her head haltingly back and forth across the cradle of his arms ... clawing at his soft shirt and tangling her hands in his silken hair. Her long days of unwillingly fantasizing about this heightened her want, and she needed him now, no longer able to deny her body or her spirit the magic ... He was in the same fate, maddened by his vulnerability to her, her uncanny power over him. His control gone, their union struck in a violent and brutal ecstasy, waves upon waves of their consoling oneness ...


They were left in a tumult in the aftermath, working to catch their breath. After a long moment he found his calm, and he bent his lips to her cheek, caressing her other cheek with his thumb.


Skye let out a long sigh, the plague of her desire healed. Thoughts of his betrayal began invading her contentment. Her reality came back to her, and she pushed weakly against his shoulders.


“Skye,” he scolded quietly. “Do you honestly believe that I would want another?”


She didn’t know what to believe. Her head swam in her confusion, her euphoria—and her hurt.


The rain began falling, sending the large cold drops down, warning of the drenching torrents to come. He rose quickly and grasped her arm and pulled her up to him, keeping a firm grip on her as he headed for her camp. He released her and gathered up her bed, and laid it out on the ground.


Reaching in for the control panel at the bed’s head, he activated the energy shield on a tint mode, and a dark dome appeared above it; the shield would keep out the rain and ensure their privacy. He motioned for her to enter its protection and she obeyed. He followed, his large frame filling the small space, the bed being made for one, leaving him no choice but to take her into his arms, a concept he took to gladly.


He shifted onto his side, supporting himself on his elbow with his cheek on his hand, and he reached for the control panel with his other hand and flicked on a light. A soft glow emanated from the four walls, at the base of the rectangle, illuminating his face.


He stared down on her intently, allowing his emotions to be clear to her in his blue-green eyes ... his ardor, for what had just happened between them ... anger, for what she had done to him ... hurt, for her lack of trust in him ... admiration, for something only he knew why ... smugness, for he had captured her again ... curiosity, for he couldn’t quite figure her out ... desire, for he wanted her again ... disapproval, for all the hell she had put him through ... His eyes stayed on that emotion, for he clearly wanted her to know about his disapproval ...


She glanced away, and when she looked again, he still was staring. She shrank a bit from the regal admonishment, finding no words to say in her defense.


Finally, he spoke. “Dammit, woman,” he said flatly. “What were you thinking?”


Skye swallowed and located her voice. “How did you find me?”


“I’ll always find you, no matter where you’d run,” he said simply.


She thought about how very strongly she had felt his presence earlier, when she had bathed. “Were you ... here today?” she managed to ask.


“For a while,” he replied. He let her wonder a moment, and then he said, “You’ve a lovely voice, a good hand—you’ve got the talent. That was a very ... sad song. Did you write it?”


She shook her head, her cheeks hot. “My papa did, for my mama.”


“You must miss them very much.”


She nodded. But, in all truth, she had been missing him.


Quietly he asked, “Why did you run from me?”


She sighed, deciding to tell him about his mother’s hurtful words. “Your mother ... doesn’t approve of me.”


“So that was you who overheard my mother and Cronala gossiping.”


She was surprised. “How do you know about that?”


“My mother told me about it. Skye, they were talking about Audrey. My mother would never say an unkind word about you—neither would Cronala. They like you. Audrey, on the other hand ...”


Skye’s eyes widened while she took in this news. This put a whole new light on the situation ...


He sighed. “You must have thought that we royals are nothing but a bunch of ogres.”


She had thought that ...


“Well, we’re not. The entire family is very worried about you. All of Adriel is on watch for you. Disappearing like that ... Just up and running off like that ... You could have come to me and told me.”


Skye refused to feel guilty. She was angry, instead. “You were too busy with Audrey.”


Exasperated, he leaned over her, his hot gaze on hers. “Dammit, Skye! When will you get it through that stubborn head of yours? I have no interest in Audrey! Yes, I had her once—a long time ago—and I tell you, that was a mistake! She’s a whinny little brat! She could never compare to you! You’re ... I want ...”


Nicholas had a million more thoughts that he wanted to tell her, but he couldn’t find the words. He bent to kiss her, resolving to show her, instead.


Skye welcomed his kiss, knowing in her heart that he spoke the truth. She knew the press of his desire against her thigh and she spread her legs for him, and he was eager to comply. He moved atop her, filling her with his passion ... and he took her gently, savoring their reunion. In her quiet elation, her spirit opened to him once more, giving to him her will. She had no choice. She was his.


The rain rushed fluently against the dome, giving their warm haven a cozy feel, adding softness to their downy bed. His masterful lips moved from hers down to her breasts, him taking pleasure in the stimulation he made for her, how she gratified languorously in his slightest touch. He stayed within her, motionless at times, drawing from her her want of him ... bringing them to paradise.


After they rested a moment, he drew back the heavy covers, and they settled in between the sheets. She lay on his breast and he gently stroked her brow, making her know—for the moment, at least—the sweetness of peace.


***


Skye opened her eyes and saw the clear blue sky above. She was disoriented until she realized that she had fallen asleep. She turned and saw Nicholas stirring a pot on the fire, and breathed in relief that last night wasn’t just a dream. She actually felt rested. Last night was the first in a long while that she had truly slept, being safe in the comfort of his arms.


He saw that she was awake and gave her a bright smile. “Rise and shine, sleepy head! It’s a brand new day.”


He hummed a comical tune while he went about his cooking, in a very cheery mood. She smiled warmly and threw back the covers, rising from the bed. She surmised that he had been up a while, for the leggings that they had discarded last night were hanging up on a tree limb to dry. He wore a dark-blue pair that he had, no doubt, taken from his backpack that was nearby hers. She moved to hers and took out a dry blue pair, and hurried into them, feeling his eyes upon her, her shirt not quite covering her lower region. He chuckled at her ridiculous modesty, and she ignored him and found her brush, working the soft tangles from her hair.


The smell of fish frying enticed her nose and she moved to the fire, curious as to what he was creating, there. She saw that he knew how to utilize nature’s gifts, fixing a sizzling pan of fillets with an accompanying side of steamed fruit, along with a pot of herbs that he had boiled into a deep, brown brew.


He poured the brew into a cup and refilled his own. He offered her the cup, saying, “Try this. It’s similar to coffee, but with more of a bitter taste. I have to have my coffee,” he added, with a wink.


She took it and had a sip of the strong but pleasant drink. He filled two plates with their breakfast and gave her one. He offered her her chair and she sat, and he took his place near to her, sitting cross-legged by the fire.


She found that he was an excellent cook, having flavored the meat with a leafy herb of the wilds. Curious, she asked, “How did you know about stagnalie corolla?”


He swallowed his bite and smiled. “You taste it, huh? You’re not the only one who knows how to live out here,” he informed. “Survival courses are a requirement in FAS training. I’ve eaten things that I doubt you’d want to.”


She considered his inborn prowess and said, “I could bet that you passed with flying colors.”


He nodded. “That, I did.” He took another bite of the fish, enjoying the taste. “Umhmm. It’s been a long while since I’ve had fresh trout, caught by myself from a stream. It sure is nice, out here. I think I’ll stay.”


She laughed and glanced down at him, believing that he was jesting. “You’ll stay?”


He nodded, and he was serious. “It’s much more pleasant out here than out there, isn’t it? Here you’ve only to worry about finding your next meal, and there ... well, you have to worry about being someone’s next meal. The paparazzi nigh try to eat me alive every time I leave the safety zone of the palace. And they’d do the same to you.”


She set down her fork, suddenly nervous. “But, you’re the prince royal. You can’t just stay here.”


He waved off his title with his hand. “So what? They don’t really need me. If you want to be out here, roaming the countryside, so do I. You seem to want to run off every time I turn around. If you’re here, what’s for me there?”


“But you have your duties. And the FAS ...”


“In all truth, it’s more of a hobby. I can do as I please.”


Skye fell silent, knowing that he couldn’t truly leave his regal responsibilities behind. She thought that he was trying to make her a victim of reverse psychology, but still, she couldn’t quite tell. He seemed sincere ...


The remainder of the meal passed quietly, she having much to think about. The wilds no longer were the same, if she were to explore them all alone. The hills were barren without him ...


He rose when their plates were empty, taking hers and setting them aside. He grasped her hand and urged her up, to follow him. He led her to the waterfall’s bank, and with a fluent motion he pulled his shirt off, revealing his tanned, magnificent breast.


“See?” he asked softly. “I can do this. No prying eyes ...”


He came near her and took her from her shirt, lifting it up and off her. Wide-eyed, she stared up at his hot blue-green eyes.


“The day is warm,” he whispered. “The sun shining ... What more do we need?”


Skye needed nothing else, and she joined his mood while they shed their clothes and headed off to the waterfall’s adventure. She gave herself to the balmy day and to him, her laughter coming easy and light, caught up in his playful warmth, the freeness of his heart unencumbered by his name. His splashes at her soon became a serious romp in passion, as he took her beside the waterfall’s spraying mist, flooding her with his blinding brightness ...


It was as it was at the cabin on Myrrh, only now they knew who they truly were—and the consequences of it. The morning became the afternoon, but neither cared of the passage of time, lost in their perfect utopia. They cared about nothing but their nearness, exploring each other’s spirit and their natural forms, as true as the ageless beauty that surrounded them. They rested on the grassy bank, contented ... until his need for indulgence arose once more, sweeping her off into the high blue sky above ...


It was only after the sun had finished its descent and a chill dampened the air that reality invaded their thoughts. He sparked the fire, and they dressed, to ward off the cold of the habitual mountain rains. He paced a moment and moved over to the cliff, taking in the view of Seascape City, a hint of the palace far off down the cove.


She went to him and he smiled softly, and drew her close, her slender back against his breast. They gazed out on the miles of flickering lights, sparkling in the haze.


He let out a long sigh. “I meant what I said, Skye—there’s no need to run,” he said quietly. “I’ll be with you wherever you go.”


Skye swallowed hard in her emotion. “Your place is down there. You’ve no escape from that. My place ...”


He held her even tighter. “Is with me, as my princess. But, do you think you can handle all of that down there, Skye? Do you want to?”


Suddenly, darkness came over the valley, the blackness of the night lit only by the faint light of the stars above. Every light in Seascape was extinguished—in an ominous portent.


Startled, Nicholas dropped his hands from her, taking a step back. “What the hell?” he uttered. “That’s not good.”


Skye was as bewildered as he ...


The lights came on again, giving Nicholas his relief. “Must have been a satellite malfunction,” he said, calmer now. “It’s very rare, but it can hap—”


Again the lights went out, in a complete and utter blackout.







Chapter 20




A state of emergency gripped Queen’s Palace when Nicholas and Skye arrived, making their way through the chaos. Nicholas—after having tried to contact the palace with his comm and finding that the communication satellites were also down—had quickly gathered their belongings. He had taken bewildered Skye into his tow, finding his way to his ship, and made a hasty flight over the dark city to the royal estate that was lit forebodingly with only a few essential floodlights. He couldn’t dock his ship in the palace bay, being forced to maneuver a vertical landing on the southern lawns, amidst other ships and autos of the servants and guests who were caught out in the lockdown.


The voltaic shields protected the vast royal estate, the Royal Guard allowing no access in but through the narrow foot gate where others awaited the strict security checks. The crimson and gold uniforms of the guardsmen flashed in the roving lights while they went about securing the perimeter. When spotting the prince royal and his miraculously found ladylove, two guards urgently ushered them over to the invisible barrier, dropping the shield to allow their entrance into safety.


Nicholas took a guard aside. “What’s going on?” he asked anxiously. “Where’s the auxiliary power?”


The seasoned guard tried not to show his incredible nervousness. “We’ve only Sentry Five auxiliary, Your Royal Highness! We’re under attack!”


“Attack?” he questioned. “By whom?”


“We’re waiting word from Her Majesty,” he replied. “We think it’s the Trobins!”


“Damn!” he muttered, taking Skye’s trembling hand and moving off into the dimly lit palace interior.


Nicholas weaved their way through the underground halls, heading to the highly fortified bunker, the safe haven for the Royal Family if such an attack occurred. Never before in his life had he experienced a true run, but he was well trained in several of the military’s staged drills. When they reached the imposing tomb, he placed his thumb in the security panel, and the heavy and thick doors slid apart. Who waited beyond was not his family, but two well-armed Palace Guards.


He learned that this bunker was a decoy and that the guards were there to take him to the real royal stronghold, the military having trusted only his mother and father with the true location. They eyed a bemused Skye doubtfully, wary of any unexpected guest.


“She’s with me,” Nicholas commanded, leaving them no choice but to escort them both through the maze of passageways, onward to the covert command control.


When the doors opened, a quick scan of Nicholas’ eyes saw a score of elite armed guards that stood stoically about, and that his family was all there; he exhaled in his relief. His mother and father stood by the computer console that was before a large viewer on the wall, his brother beside his father. His two sisters sat on the lounge in the corner, Celeste comforting a tearful Selina.


His mother noticed him first and her worried face lit up as she rushed to him, and he took her into a crushing hug.


“Nicholas—you’re safe!” she murmured, relieved that all of her children were with her. She gave her attention to Skye, drawing her into a loving embrace. “Skye—I’m so glad he found you! You had us worried sick!”


Skye didn’t know how to reply, being met with such motherly concern. The Royal Family gathered around Nicholas and her, enthusiastic in their reunion, for the moment able to take solace in the fact that everyone was safe.


Nicholas met his mother’s regal dark-blue eyes. “What’s happening?” he asked.


“The Trobins,” she replied distraughtly. “They’re demanding our surrender. We’re awaiting word from Te Sa Narr, herself. She’s evil!”


Nicholas met his father’s wise and brilliant green eyes. “Surrender?” he uttered, in disbelief.


His father raised a golden brow, bespeaking his refusal of defeat, and moved toward the console, motioning for him to follow. Nicholas placed his hand on Skye’s back and guided her along with him, over to the viewer. The large and long screen glowed blue, in a stand by mode, waiting a connection to an imputing communication channel.


The senior Nicholas quietly said, “The Trobins were able to take over the SPSS.”


The junior Nicholas was surprised. “All of the satellites?” he asked.


“Yes. As of now, only the palace has auxiliary power. We’re at Sentry Five.”


Nicholas felt a chill of doom pass through him. Sentry Five was the highest ranking of alert—it meant that they were in a full-scale war! Adriel’s power supply was very well protected, but the Trobins had disabled the entire SPSS, the Solar Power Satellite System, leaving the world completely without power aside from the palace’s superior accessory grid. The four satellites, high above in Adriel’s orbit and positioned at the poles and equator, gathered the sun’s radiation, collecting and converting the raw matter into useable energy. They beamed the current of codes down to small dish receivers that were present outside on every home, every building, anywhere there was a need for physical power. Formidable robotics shielded the satellites from outside forces, but the Trobins had somehow penetrated them. And, they had also disabled the storage cells, electro-generators that were also present with every receiver, in the rare case the constant feed from the SPSS was disrupted by a vicious storm or solar flare. When the lights went out in Seascape, the generators automatically compensated, but that system was overpowered, as well.


“How?” he asked. “How did they do it?”


“Some kind of sporing, elemental IR virus they infiltrated into the electromagnetism,” he replied, with his usual calm. “We’ve never seen it before—our engineers are working on it. The Trobins were able to bypass the shields without the robotics' detection. The FAS patrolling the satellites were ambushed, destroyed by stealth Trobin fighters.”


The severity of the situation struck him. “The FAS? Destroyed?”


His father would hold nothing back, telling him how it was. “We’ve lost twelve. The Trobin forces have managed to capture the entire fleet, in the mountain ports and on the Silhouette Base. It’s clear that they’ve been planning this for quite some time. But we’ll find a way ...”


They all turned as Royal Officers, a group five strong, came out from the adjoining room, the command central, along with three of his mother’s top advisors. Nicholas recognized their leader and knew him to be the Commander General Sir William F. Sparr, a man that one wanted to see in a situation like this but hoped to never have to see. He was the supreme commander of the military force, his crimson and white uniform bedecked with many emblems of his valiant accomplishments. The man was nearly as tall as his father—although balding and with a black goatee—and his striking blue eyes and stately frame projected an air of authority.


The queen, who was consoling her daughters, spied the commander and approached. “Any luck?” she asked anxiously.


“We’ve a strategy, Your Majesty,” he replied confidently. “But we need your final word.”


The technician who was monitoring the viewer called out. “Your Majesty, Queen Te Sa Narr is on screen!”


Queen Sarra caught and maintained her composure before she moved gracefully to the viewer, to be seen by her illicit foe. Over the miles, their hostile eyes met, each weighing the other opponent, Sarra knowing the import of the coldness in the pink, hollow eyes. This creature had absolutely no mercy within her.


Sarra put her conviction into her gaze, ready to take on the aggressor. “Queen Te Sa Narr,” she said sweetly. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”


The Trobin leader lifted her head arrogantly, giving attention to her lofty tiara of sparkling scarlet gems. Her robe was of the same hue, stating the eminence that wrapped her thin frame. “No pleasure, you,” she said in a cool, soprano-pitched voice. “You surrender, me. No help, you. We take USFC. We take Myrrh. You, no power, no FAS ... We capture Adriel.”


Sarra hid her surprise. The Trobins had captured the USFC Headquarters—the United Star Flight Control of the tri-planets of Urania—and planet Myrrh. This was a formidable foe ...


The enemy sovereign spoke. “We want not shed blood. Say your subservients to be peace.”


Sarra smiled, derisively. “You understand Humans as well as you’ve bothered to learn our language. Why do you want Adriel? What do you—being such an insipid breed—have to gain?”


Te Sa Narr caught her insult and waved it off. “Our language, superior. Humans, we like—many pleasure. You fight—we take. So little!” She giggled, as if being amused by a simple toy. “Pleasure.” She became serious once more. “Our captured you came take off Strou. Me choose whole Adriel, now. Merciful, we,” she added, as if to reassure.


“Merciful!” Sarra scoffed. “Like your death collars are merciful?”


Te Sa Narr shrugged. “When no behave.”


“We won’t surrender, Sa Narr,” Sarra promised. “You’ve much to learn about Humans.”


The Trobin queen sighed, exaggeratedly. “Thought, we. No choices, you. See ...”


Another feed came into the viewer, a large square in a corner that had an actual time image of Seascape City’s Infinity Monument. The towering pillar was lit by the glow of two Trobin starships that flooded it in their light, to show that its own light—the proud, blue beacon that always shone—was no more. Everyone in the bunker knew what was about to happen and they braced themselves, holding a collective breath ...


A laser wave like fire shot out from a Trobin ship and the majestic monument exploded across the sky and dropped, in a slow, heart-wrenching fall, bringing gasps of outrage from all.


Sarra kept her calm, but the sadistic Trobin wasn’t fooled by her lack of response. “Like the pleasing symbol, you,” she said. “Sad ... but listen, now. You, symbol can be. Gone, palace can be. Surrender—say your subservients to be peace. No damage pleasing forms.”


Sarra glared, defiantly.


Te Sa Narr smiled, coldly. “Moment, I give. Locate words on subservients to be peace.”


The viewer flashed to a blue screen, in stand by mode again. Queen Sarra’s slender shoulders slumped before she moved, meeting her consort halfway and taking refuge in his arms. He held her head in his large hands and whispered in her ear, clearly giving her his warfare expertise.


Skye’s heart thumped wildly in her fear and her disbelief that this was truly happening. She knew of the Trobins’ brutality first hand, able again to feel the cold metallic collar encircling her neck—and a twinge of the excruciating pain. Stra Akka had wanted to rape her, and now all of the Trobin forces would invade the planet, and be rampant to do what they will ...


Nicholas took her into a firm hold, pressing her breast against his. “They won’t get us, Skye,” he promised hoarsely. “I’ll see to it—keep you safe. We’ll get them. Stay here.”


On a mission, he left her with his nearly hysterical sisters, going off into the adjoining room to join the military leaders who worked on a plan of defense.


Nicholas understood the dire position his planet was in, but what he didn’t understand was how the Trobins had penetrated their strict defenses with such ease. His father had long ago advanced the security systems, his devious, criminal mind correcting the vulnerabilities he had used in his abduction of the then princess royal, upgrading the safeguards to protect those who had become his own. The most adept engineers also deployed the most advanced Human technology, and yet in but a moment, the Trobins could take all. Howbeit, although the creatures were superior in schematics, even he knew that they lacked in any divine wisdom.


The Commander General remained level headed while he spoke to the queen and her consort—and his retinue who circled around the console—about his plan of attack. Nicholas learned that two days ago the girls that the Trobins had made sexual slaves of on their planet had been freed. The FAS commandos had disabled the shields in Te Sa Narr’s headquarters and had quietly rescued the prisoners, stunning any Trobins who interfered, until all three hundred and eleven were accounted for. These victims were being treated and detained in the Palace Infirmary, unbeknownst to the subjects, as of yet, so as not to cause a fervor.


The Queen’s Advisors had anticipated that this could provoke an attack from the Trobins. They believed that they were prepared, delaying the act of banning them from Adriel’s airspace in the hope that they would come and be destroyed by the FAS. This would send the final message to their queen, a carnal yet ultimately cerebral creature, who would retreat on the availability of Humans.


Or, so they had thought. They had just discovered that the cunning Trobins had a secret stealth technology superior to theirs, as they were able to destroy the FAS fighters with their ‘invisible’ ships and take control of the FAS bases and the satellites.


Nicholas gathered that Adriel’s Royal Forces had been at Sentry Two since he had made the call to the palace about the slave trade, after his rescue of Skye. They had intensified their efforts to locate the weaknesses of these creatures that were now a threat because of the vicinity of the wormhole. Stra Akka had alerted the Kalcoons that their illicit trade had been exposed, so the FAS commandos could no longer entrap them on Kan and had to resort to investigating from the inside of Te Sa Narr’s palace. They had learned that the Trobins were a purely hierarchical breed, whose queen had the sole power over the colony. If she were to be destroyed, her followers would be lost and defenseless, for a time, until they positioned a new queen for their command.


They were a strange race. Howbeit, they had a firm knowledge of the intricacies of technology, enough so to make them a serious threat. The science engineers had dissected the qualities of their shields, finding a counteracting matrix to disable them, enabling the commandos to rescue the slaves. It was a concept that they must put to use now.


From Te Sa Narr’s conversation with Queen Sarra, they had pinpointed her coordinates. She was just within Adriel’s orbit, in her royal spacecraft, surrounded by four imposing guard ships. The four guards embedded her craft in an energy shield, but if this shield could be deactivated—as the commandos had done on Strou—she could be made defenseless and destroyed, and her ‘drones’ would fold.


The Commander General was convinced of this while he pointed out the enemy queen’s location on the viewer screen. Getting at the queen was the hard part.


“We will deploy the remaining FAS stationed at the palace underground and at the individual royal escape bays,” he said, “all but for one bay that the entire Royal Family will use if invasion becomes imminent. This is a perilous situation. We have the palace weaponry to hold them for a time, but if the Trobins are not obstructed, it will be much more difficult to resist them with our civilians’ spotty M-5 firepower versus their military. We must stop them before they can reach a stronghold. The only way to do this is to destroy their queen. Our engineers are composing the matrix spheres in the science lab, for the FAS ships. The spheres must be jettisoned into her guard ships’ surrounding shields, to nullify them. Then we can use our weaponry.”


Nicholas studied the stratagem on the viewer, realizing that the general—in his desperation—would be sending most of his fellow FAS fighters out on a suicide run. The general needed seventeen of the twenty fighters to distract the four Trobin guard ships that secured the queen in a rectangle of protection, while the other three jettisoned the matrix spheres and destroyed the queen’s ship. The Trobins would easily detect most of the seventeen fighters and would annihilate them.


As he stood there, he was struck with another idea, with the ease of how all of this could be done ... but only he could do it—and it would not be allowed. It was possible ... he could do it ... He had a better way.


He knew what he had to do. He left the circle without anyone noticing, and in the adjoining room he saw his Skye, pacing between his two equally agitated sisters. Her lovely face lit up as he approached, and she came to him, and he took her into his arms ...


Skye relaxed in the comfort of his embrace. She was surprised when he suddenly kissed her, unleashing his passion for her even before all of the guards and his sisters ... but she was drawn into his warmth, uncaring that they weren’t alone, basking in his care, his protection. She was dizzy when he drew away, and he steadied her, keeping her close a moment before he let her go.


She glanced at his sisters and discovered that Nicholas and she had provided them with a much-needed moment of levity. A hint of amusement twinkled in their eyes.


Celeste quipped, “Smitten, Nicholas?”


“Very!” he admitted. “And, for always.”


Skye blushed, for a moment burying her face in her palms. When she turned to him, he was gone.


Believing that he had gone back to the command central, she moved back to the two princess royals, to wait for him again. All their nerves were frazzled, and they talked, babbling about nothing to keep up their morale, avoiding the true horrors at hand. Skye spoke about her life out in the wilds, Celeste and she distracting Selina, who—as it turned out to be—was a very emotional girl. The minutes crawled by while they waited, each that passed becoming more and more unbearable to endure. After what seemed to be a lifetime, it came to be that Skye could no longer handle the cold pit of dread in her belly, and she had to seek Nicholas out.


She excused herself and bravely went off to the command control. The guards at the door took pity on her and permitted her access. When inside the room, her gaze roved the nigh score of people, finding no Nicholas. She searched again, with the same results.


Queen Sarra noticed her, and Skye went to her. “I’m looking for Nicholas,” she said, apologetically for her intrusion.


Sarra was confused. “He isn’t with you?”


Skye shook her head. The queen ushered her over to the senior Nicholas and shakily said, “Raine—Nicholas is missing!”


His green eyes widened while he took in this news, knowing his son. “Ah, no. He didn’t!”


The cold pit of dread in Skye’s belly burst into a caldron of fear. Something was very wrong ...


Nicholas hovered in Adriel’s atmosphere in his starship, readying his helm. His weaponry was equipped with a matrix sphere, him having commandeered an engineer by his royal command. His ship was more of a FAS starship in its operation but civilian in appearance, him having modified it long ago. The engineer had been frantic when he had left him, insisting that he didn’t know if it would work; still, that was the same guarantee that he could give to all of the FAS pilots. Nicholas felt that he had better odds of surviving than they would. He would deploy the same strategy he had used in the FAS training exercise, when he had destroyed the robotic buoy.


Not that this was quite the same. He was up against a very alive and hostile foe. What he must do is rush the four guard ships’ space without their detection, jettison the matrix sphere to drop their collective shield, and at the same instant, drop the weaponry onto the queen’s ship, in her moment of exposure. Without his shields, his ship would appear as a small, nonthreatening asteroid that their shields would automatically destroy upon contact. He plotted his trajectory to take his ship over the top of the battleships, and he might actually be able to avoid being drawn into the wake of the expanding, massive explosion that would follow his attack. He did want to live another day, especially now that his Skye was with him ...


He cleared the atmosphere and slowly made his way toward the coordinates of the armada. He stopped, staying just out of their range. He would have only one shot at this ... Steadying his nerves, he took in a deep breath, channeling his id, and then he let providence take him. He exhaled, dropped his protective shield, and sent his ship on the bolting rush ...


Skye’s heart drummed precariously, bringing her close to a faint. She had gathered—from the royals’ anxious conversation—that Nicholas was out there somewhere in his ship, planning to take on the enemy all on his own. The foolish and stupid and reckless man thought that he alone could be victorious over the Trobins, this clever and powerful foe.


The large viewer flicked on, showing Queen Te Sa Narr’s smug and evil face. “Moment over, you,” she said. “No words I hear for subservients. Say surrender—”


Suddenly, the viewer flashed to blue. Everyone was surprised, not expecting such an abrupt end to the enemy’s threats. The queen didn’t come on screen again, and in the following chaos—the advisors and military personnel checking and rechecking their consoles—the proverbial dark cloud of war seemed to lift from the room. Reports were coming in from the FAS starships that had recently been deployed for the attack.


“They’re retreating, Your Majesty!” a technician cried. “The Trobins—they are retreating!”


“Te Sa Narr’s ship is gone—exploded!” another cried. “Prince Nicholas—he did it—he reports that he got her!”


Skye sank to the floor in the uproar that followed, sitting amidst the ecstatic hoots and chants of victory. Her relief washed through her in glorious waves, but still her fears wouldn’t be gone until she saw his face again. She rose and paced unsteadily through all of the joviality—howbeit a cautious triumph, for the military watched their monitors still wary of a Trobin attack—and then she finally saw Nicholas, coming through the doorway.


He gave her an impish smile that was only for her. She let out a glad cry and rushed to him, fully appreciating the majesty of his embrace.


***


The defeat of the Trobins cast revelry into Queen’s Palace well into the morning hours. Sir William Sparr’s gamble had paid off, him betting that the destruction of the Trobin queen would make her subjects defenseless and lost. Lost, they were, fleeing back to their planet, abandoning the USFC Headquarters and the FAS ports, and their hold on Myrrh. Human guard ships were rushing to the wormhole to see to it that all of the Trobin ships passed through to the other side. The guards would remain there long after the relations with the creatures were formally terminated. The Trobins were a breed far too brutal for the like of Humans, and their conniving brains had best stay on their side of the portal.


The creatures were consumed by their failure—one especially, who was a prisoner in the palace hold. Stra Akka, when learning of his queen’s demise, took his own life with a poisonous capsule that he had successfully hidden inside the collar of his blue robe, ending the ominous presence of the Trobins on Adriel.


There was a sobering note in all the triumph, though, as twelve noble FAS pilots had lost their lives. But, they had given their ultimate sacrifice willingly, for the love of their planet. More surely would have died if not for one man, their fellow comrade who had solely accomplished the feat of victory.


Nicholas ... Skye hadn’t a moment alone with him since his return, for she had to share him with all of the palace hero-worshipers—and then all of Urania. Near sunrise, after the engineers had restored the SPSS and the power was flowing once more, the civilian reporters were allowed into the palace, inundating the royals with their questions.


From behind the curved railing of the barricade, the reporters learned about the attempted hostile takeover by the Trobins. They were informed about the abductions of the people, and the reason for the power outage, and about the destruction of the Infinity Monument, the rubble already being cleared away for the reconstruction. Prince Nicholas, in his sleek ship, had destroyed the Trobin queen, defeating them. The reporters saw him as a hero, but they always saw him as such and didn’t seem to grasp the concept of the peril their world had been in. Skye was surprised when their attention turned on her, the ‘mystery woman’ said to have captured the unattainable Prince Nicholas’ heart. They saw her as an adventuress who had intrigued all of Urania with her flighty disappearance.


“Skye Williams—that is your name, correct?” a male reporter asked.


She nodded. “The last time I checked, yes.”


“The last time you checked?”


She nodded with a smile.


“Where did you go, when you were missing?” another asked.


“I just lost myself for a while,” she replied.


“Are you some sort of sorceress?”


“No, I’m just me.”


“Who are you?” yet another asked.


She shrugged. “I’m Skye.”


“Why are you wearing those clothes?”


She glanced down at her simple shirt and leggings. “They fit.”


“How old are you?”


“Eighteen.”


“We can’t find any information on ‘Skye Williams’. Why is that?”


“I don’t know.”


“Where are you from?”


“I’m from Adriel.”


“Where on Adriel?”


“The mountains.”


“You’re from the mountains? What mountains?”


“You know. Those hills that are above the valleys ...”


Skye was in a state of delirium, her emotions having been on a fierce roller coaster ride for days, her lack of sleep making her giddy. She thought that the media’s questions were ridiculous, after what had just happened on their planet, and she threw a glance at Nicholas, apologizing for stealing his spotlight. He stood relaxed by her side, sincerely amused by her responses to this feeding frenzy, eagerly awaiting the next question—and her answer.


“Is that where you disappeared to—the mountains?”


“Kind of.”


“What made you leave Prince Royce’s birthday celebration?”


“I just needed some air.”


“But, you were gone for days.”


“I needed a lot of air.”


“Did Prince Nicholas ask you to come back—begging your pardon, Your Royal Highness.”


She gave Nicholas a soft smile. “He’s very persuasive.”


“How did you meet the prince?”


Skye felt the heat rising to her cheeks. She remembered the Kalcoonian brothel and the passion of their illustrious introduction. She glanced at Nicholas and saw him stifle a chuckle, and found no help there.


She thought a moment and said, “It was a chance meeting. I was in a bit of a circumstance, and you know the noble prince—he has many faces, but he’s always eager to oblige a damsel in distress, no matter what the cost.”


Grudgingly, he whispered, “Touché.”


“You were a damsel in distress?”


“I was one of those held captive by the Trobins.”


This unpleasant concept passed right on by, over their heads, for now ...


“Was it love at first sight?”


“He did sweep me off my feet.”


“Do you plan to marry?”


Nicholas was awaiting her answer, also.


“We’ve spoken of it.”


They pounced on this.


“Have you set a date?”


“How many heirs do you plan?”


“Who will design your gown?”


“What’s your blood type?”


Skye held up her hand until the crowd fell silent. “Marriage isn’t something that I take lightly. It isn’t something to rush in to.”


“You’re not rushing? Aren’t you eager to become a princess?”


“I’ve never really thought about it.”


Nicholas shook his head, impressed. He should have known that she could handle her own, faced with the media, being as evasive to them as she always had been to him. The seasoned pros at uncovering scandals were becoming a bit flustered—something he always enjoyed doing to them—for the more they probed, the more concise her answers became. They had expected an airbrain—given all her uncommon beauty—but what they found was a very intelligent opponent. She would keep them guessing for as long as she chose, and have them eating from her hand. Still, he supposed that they couldn’t be any worse than bears.


He let the interrogation go on a while, but when it became inane with their serious questions about the frivolities of her wardrobe, he held up his hand. He was tired—she was tired—and all he wanted to do was to get her into his bed.


“Enough for now, my friends,” he said. “We’ve had quite a night.”


“But, Your Royal Highness, we just have to know—”


He ignored their persistence, ushering her off the platform and into the palace halls.


Skye let out a short laugh. “They’re very thorough, aren’t they?”


“Very!” he replied. “But you handled yourself well.”


“But they hardly asked about what you did!” she protested. “You just saved the entire Urania Solar System and all they wanted to know about were my dress sashes!”


He sighed. “All in a day’s work.”


He was bringing her to his quarters when he was met with a group of FAS administrators who needed his attention. He scowled, but he took to his duty. He bent to whisper in her ear. “Meet me in my rooms—you know where they are. My bed is waiting. I’ll be there, soon.”


Skye did as she was told, and when in his rooms she stripped from her shirt and leggings, and took a moment for a soothing shower before she crawled naked between the sheets of the vast royal bed. She waited for him, thinking warmly about the past events, and she must have dozed off, for the next that she knew, his hand was touching her cheek.


He smiled down on her, in his anticipation. He took off his vest and put his M-5 away in a bureau that was actually a small arsenal nearby the bed.


“I am done for the day,” he said, emphasizing every word in his relief.


She was very glad to hear that, watching intently while he stripped down to his bare, magnificent physique. The mid-afternoon sun streamed in the skylights, bringing a further glow to his blond locks and blue-green eyes. She thrust back the bedding to welcome him and he moved atop her, dramatically collapsing on her. She clutched him tightly—then pounded him vexatiously on his back, for all the grief he had caused her.


“You could have been killed!” she scolded, with a pout.


“But I wasn’t,” he replied. “I’m still around, to fight another day.”


His firm lips moved across her cheek to her full lips, drawing her into a long and ardent kiss. He hadn’t much energy left within him but his spirit had the will, and he savored her, maddening her with pleasure, him glad to be alive and knowing what he lived for. The pride she had for his valor brought a devotion to her touch, for this truly was a man of honor and he was giving his love to her. Her breath caught in her moment of discovery, as he drove himself within, that she must learn how to surrender, knowing that—from this point forward—her life would never be her own, again.







Chapter 21




Fame was a unique responsibility that Skye had never dreamt she would ever have to know. Not only was her life not her own anymore, she knew that her world would never be the same. After she woke, having slept clear through to the sunrise, and being exhilarated by Nicholas’ playful lovemaking, she went to her quarters to change for the day. She discovered that her comm that she had left behind on the bureau was vibrating nearly out of control. She checked the messages from the reporters and her new admirers, and found them to be of a number she couldn’t fathom. She changed quickly into a soft, long-sleeved white dress, pleased to find her wardrobe just how she had left it, and went back to Nicholas’ rooms with her comm, to see what suggestions he had.


He was finishing dressing, looking very debonair all in black, him having a busy day ahead with his duties at the FAS base on the moon Silhouette. He gave her a warm smile while she approached, and when he saw the perplexed look on her face as she held out her overworked comm, he laughed.


“Get used to it, Skye,” he said. “You’re a hit!”


He took the comm from her and became serious as he flicked it off and gave it back to her. “I’ll have security change the number before I leave,” he said. “You’ll still have the direct line to me, as I will to you, but they’ll screen all of your other calls—there are some loonies out there. The new calls won’t reach you unless it’s a number you want. Any numbers you want?”


She shook her head, not knowing any other numbers.


“I know you’re new at this, girl, but there’s really nothing to it,” he assured. “Just remember that the media is to deal with you on your terms.”


She nodded, and he donned his black vest and came to lay his large hands on her slender shoulders, looking into her eyes with a wistful expression. “I wish I didn’t have to go today,” he said quietly. “But they need my appearance on the base. I know what I’d rather be doing ...”


He bent to kiss her, long and thoroughly, leaving her weak and wanting within his arms.


“Hold that thought until I return,” he said huskily, reluctantly releasing her. “I might be back late. Keep your comm on you, in case I have to call.”


He moved for the door and paused. “Make yourself comfortable here,” he invited quietly. “My rooms are yours.” Then he added, “Bring some of your things over. Have a good day, sweetheart.”


“You, too,” she breathed, suddenly feeling shy.


He left her alone with her many considerations.


Skye slowly paced the plush blue carpets of his quarters, in a very thoughtful mood. He wanted her to stay with him ... he wanted to marry her—did he still want to marry her? He must, since he had gone to great lengths to find her on Beacon Hill, and then let it be known to Urania about them. If he were willing, what was it truly that was holding her back?


The more that she was with him, the more the rogue in him seemed to fade into the background, being replaced by the true and noble prince—the persona that the world saw, the persona that she had thought was an illusion. But, what truly was the illusion, now that she knew that he was a good man, the man of her dreams ...?


Skye could find no answers, for the more she tried, the more confused she became. She let out a strangled cry and went off to her quarters to get a few unassuming belongings to bring back to his rooms, to show him that she wasn’t moving in—but she wasn’t leaving, either.


She searched through her personal things, wondering what meaning her hairbrush would convey to him, when a call came in on her comm. She hurried to answer it, thinking that it was Nicholas. It was the Palace Security, telling her that her new number was secure and that she shouldn’t have any more problems with unsolicited calls. She thanked the woman and went back to her mission at hand.


She passed the day in her quarters, struggling with her contradictions until she finally gave up and retreated to laze on her bed, hoping to find some insight. She found herself in a very pleasant daydream, being Nicholas’ wife, never to be without his presence again ...


When her comm buzzed, she sprang up, hoping that it was Nicholas. This time it was a persistent and savvy caller who had already found access to the new number. Disappointed, she was about to disconnect the incoming text when the word ‘murderer’ caught her eye. She took notice of the message, backtracking to the beginning:


 


‘Skye Williams:


I have proof that will identify the murderer of your father, Tavis Hamilton. The man confessed it to me in bed one night. I am in fear for my life. He must not know that I am contacting you. I will tell you, and only you, his identity. The authorities would not believe it coming from me, the truth about this prominent man, but they would believe you. Meet me at the Fountain Square in Seascape City, at the west side of the fountain, at 6:00 today. You must be alone and incognito so as not to draw attention. Hold a red rose and I will hold one, as well. I will find you. Again, my identity must not be known. It is imperative that you come alone or you will never know the identity of his killer. Please help me. Please send a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ response immediately.’


 


Skye’s hands began to shake as she replayed the message again. This woman knew who had killed her father, and she was in fear for her life if she were to come forward to the authorities. She would only speak to her ...


She quickly assessed the situation. This call could be a lure; for all she knew it was from a man. It could be from a deranged lunatic just trying to get her alone ... except for the fact that her father’s death wasn’t widely publicized and her surname ‘Williams’ didn’t match ‘Hamilton’. No, the caller really knew the truth about her father’s killer, whether being a witness—or the one who had killed him.


She searched her instincts, finding them vague and clouded in all of the emotion that this call had provoked. Again she felt the pangs of loss—and her anger that someone had so senselessly ripped her papa from her life. The authorities were no closer in finding his elusive killer than they were from the start of their investigation—she hadn’t heard one further word about it. If there was a chance that she could identify him ... if this was on the level ...


Skye came to one conclusion—she just had to know! But, she must handle this by herself. If she alerted the Royal Guard and the woman found out, she would never trust her to speak to her again. If she waited for Nicholas, he would surely take command and wouldn’t let her go, and the witness could slip away. She must go alone.


She would bring a weapon with her. She certainly knew how to use one and she would use it, if the woman wasn’t who she claimed to be and became a threat. And, if it were her father’s killer, she would stun him and bring the monster to justice. The Fountain Square was a very public place, a market hub, and she wouldn’t really be alone. She could take care of herself ...


When her comm buzzed again, the message being the same, she took in a deep breath and pressed the ‘yes’ response.


She quickly rolled her long red-gold hair into a coil for her nape and secured it there, all the while watching her determined violet-blue eyes reflected in her mirror. She would wear dark sunshades to conceal their now well-known glow, and wear a floppy decorative hat to hide her coloring. After doing this, she grabbed a matching long and thin pale-gold coat, for it was cool today, an added convenience for her disguise. She dropped her comm into her coat pocket, and had just passed through her doorway when Marion approached, sporting a wide smile.


“There you are!” the woman greeted. “The talk of Urania! Finally, I have the chance to come and see you. What a fury these past couple of days have been! So, how do you like your new-found celebrity?”


Skye tried to hide her nervousness, feeling the press of time. “I’m sorry, Marion, but I’m kind of in a hurry. There’s something I must take care of. We’ll talk later, all right?”


“Sure!” Marion replied, although she was surprised.


Skye had one thought in mind and that was her hope of making it to the Fountain Square in time. She made her way to Nicholas’ rooms, to his small arsenal that was nearby his bed. She opened the bureau doors and considered the two rows of diverse weaponry and power supplies, and borrowed a suitable M-5, making sure that it was equipped with full power. Satisfied, she placed it in her coat pocket. She then went off to find a red rose, and took one from a vase in a deserted hall, and hid the bloom in her other pocket. Now having all of her accoutrements, she went to the royal auto bay to request a ride into Seascape, under the guise of a frivolous shopping spree.


Skye arrived at the Fountain Square with nearly fifteen minutes to spare. Her anxiety began to rise within her as she left the driver behind, declining his assistance. She entered a boutique, and then left it, slipping out a side door. She moved into the chaos of the walkways, the outdoor maze that lined the shops of this market square. She made her way through the throng of shoppers, her guise working since no one paid her any heed.


She reached the west side of the fountain, a resting place for the weary, finding that the crowd had thinned. Twenty or so people were scattered about, enjoying the artistry of the multi-colored plumbs of water that shot high up into the air, the many streams set in a soothing, rhythmic motion. She sat on the stone edge that lined the huge waterworks, her eyes searching for a red rose, and finding none. She pulled her rose out from her pocket and pretended to idly appreciate its splendor, all the while keeping her hand in her other pocket, ready on the M-5.


The faces changed while the shoppers moved to and fro, and she discreetly assessed every one, appearing calm but nervously awaiting the mysterious witness. She had expected a prompt appearance from her—or him—but time passed on, with excruciating slowness. She began to wonder if she was in the right place, although she knew that she was. She weighed the possibility that someone was just toying with her, that this was all a hoax. Or, perhaps the witness had lost her nerve? She rose to pace, then sat again, then rose to pace, keeping the red bloom out in clear view.


When more than an hour had past, she gave up, deciding that she had been had. She headed back toward her driver at the boutique, relieved and yet disappointed that the witness hadn’t been real. Still, she kept her hand on the M-5 ...


Suddenly, a hard object was on her lower back. She gasped, in a stark wave of fear.


“Don’t scream!” a deep voice warned. “Don’t be afraid—I am your witness. Sorry, but I have a gun on you. We must talk. I will tell you everything you need to know. Take your hand out of your pocket—without the gun!”


Her heart drumming wildly, Skye obeyed. There wouldn’t be time to use her gun on him before he used his—and his could be set to kill!


“Now move, slow and easy.”


Skye moved, the brutal thoughts fleeting through her head. The witness was a man—but he wasn’t a witness, at all! She realized that he was leading her away from the crowd to an enclosed parking bay, to an auto. She must act—give no heed to the gun on her back—


Before a scream could pass through her tight throat, a quick and airy injection shot into her back. She began falling, knowing a sudden familiar darkness.


***


Nicholas stole a moment away from the FAS clan—who were dealing with the fallout from the Trobin attack—to call his Skye. He wanted to hear her sweet voice and tell her that he’d be with her as soon as he possibly could. He rang her comm, but she didn’t answer. He tried again, but still no answer. He passed off a quick, irrational fear that something was wrong; she was simply away from her comm. He contacted Palace Security to have them track her down.


“I’m sorry, Your Royal Highness,” the female security officer said. “She isn’t here. She took an escort to go shopping in Seascape City.”


“Shopping?” he uttered. That didn’t sound like a pastime Skye would choose. She didn’t even know yet that her accounts were active ... did she? “When did she leave?”


“The driver reports the dispatch at five-thirty-two. He doesn’t report that they’ve returned.”


Nicholas checked his watch; it was seven-nineteen. He listened to his instincts, a feeling that nagged him, one that was becoming more insistent. “Find the location of her comm,” he commanded.


The officer complied. A moment later she replied with, “It’s located nearby Seascape City.”


“Nearby?” he asked. “Not in?”


“Correct,” she said. “It’s been stationary for nine minutes.” She paused and then asked, “Is something wrong?”


“I don’t know,” he replied. “But send a few Royal Guards to her location. It’s better to be safe than sorry. And I want immediate word when she’s found.”


“Yes, Sir.”


Nicholas flicked off his comm and strode over to his coat nearby the entrance, and shrugged himself into it. “Sorry, guys,” he said. “Something’s come up. I’ll catch up with you later.”


He left them, laughing off their good-natured yet truly envious ribbing about the beauty who had him up, and went to his ship, leaving the lunar base on the shortest flight path to the palace ...


While on his way to his rooms, he happened upon Marion who was heading in the other direction. “Hey, Marion!” he called, and she smiled as she approached him. “Did Skye say anything to you about going shopping?”


“No,” she replied. “But she did leave in quite a hurry. She said she had something to take care of. Why?”


A call rang in on his comm and he quickly answered. It was the Royal Guard. They had finally located her comm, but not Skye. Her comm had been found off in a gully on the side of a rural road, on the outskirts of Seascape.


Nicholas’ panic instantly consumed him. “Find her!” he snapped.


“What’s wrong?” Marion asked, suddenly concerned.


He called up security. “I need a report on the log of Skye’s comm,” he demanded. “I need to hear every call that came in to her today. Send them through to me.”


It was the last call she'd had that they ran by him first. It was a message from a devious data wizard who knew how to decode the palace’s security system. He read the text in disbelief, knowing that this had been a lure.


“She didn’t!” he uttered. “She’s smarter than that.”


“What?” Marion asked anxiously.


Nicholas knew that Skye was intelligent, but these were all the right words to entice a grieving daughter. He instructed security to do a trace on the call, and headed for his rooms to gather his weapons, with Marion trailing behind him. He would find her, himself. Skye was naive to the ways of the world—despite all of her savvy smarts—and she could have fallen right into the hands of who could very well be her father’s killer. Whoever had killed the man was still on the loose, and there had always been too many unsettling questions surrounding his murder. What if Skye were marked for death, the way Tavis Hamilton had been ...


He refused to give in to the fears that threatened to consume him; he needed his level head if he were to find her. He threw open wide his bureau doors and right away he saw that an M-5 was missing. He knew that she had taken it, and he recalled their bout with the game ‘Blades’. He remembered her skill, and suspected that she believed that she knew how to use one—as, he realized now, she always had. But, this wasn’t a game, and who knew what she was up against.


Swiftly he searched his arsenal, taking his best weaponry and putting it into his vest—the power supplies, the FAS alarm bypass, the laser knives and scaling ropes—everything that he would need for a possible hostage situation. If Skye’s abductor had wanted her dead, she would by lying on the side of the road with her comm. He knew of other reasons why a man would keep her alive ...


Again, he used his will to ward off his panic. He called security. “What’s taking so long?” he barked.


“I’m sorry, Sir!” the woman replied, exasperated. “We’ve traced the call but it’s from a public booth in Seascape, a token booth. We have an image of the man who made the call, but he concealed his identity very well and didn’t give us much to go on. We’re doing an LS—the layer stripping scan—on his eyes, right now.”


“Send the image here,” he commanded.


The picture that came onto his comm was of a man with a tall and lanky build. He wore a long dark coat and gloves, and a low-brimmed hat—and very deep black sunshades. It could take hours to decipher what was beneath, if it was even possible, and he needed the man’s identity known to him now. If he only had a name ...


He raked his mind, delving through every conversation he'd had with Skye about her father, searching for any clue he might have missed. The man had cried out before he had died, the word ‘gunner’. He had always thought that this was odd. Skye had also said the same word, when she was in the throes of her coma, after Stra Akka’s collar. He had assumed that she was reliving her father’s death, but ...


“Is ‘gunner’ a name?” he asked the woman.


“One moment, please ... There are no listings under ‘gunner’, but there is one with an ‘a’ instead of ‘e’, a ‘Gunnar.’ A Gunnar Skogs.”


He had a swift surge of hope, whether it was justified, or not. “Give me his residence.”


The woman complied while he hurried for his auto. It was a long shot, but he had to do something until the Royal Guard had the means to find her. His Skye was in danger ...


He sprang into his auto, leaving a flabbergasted Marion behind.


***


Skye came to awareness, her head swimming with an old familiar ache. She knew it was the lingering effects of a drug, one injected into her ...


“Are you awake now, my sweet?”


Her eyes flew open at the sound of a man’s unfamiliar voice. With a flinch she discovered that she was on a bed, with her wrist handcuffed to a bedpost. She cried out and struggled in her surprise and panic, but dropped back when seeing the man who was dressed all in black, looming ominously above and beside her. He stared down on her with a strange, indiscernible smile.


“You sure are a hard one to track down,” he scolded, his voice deep and smooth. “And you turn up in Queen’s Palace—of all places—but with Prince Nicholas? You are doing wrong, Aria. You are in love with me!”


Skye gaped at him in her shock. The man was striking in appearance. He was tall and lean with broad shoulders, having shoulder-length black hair and a goatee that were touched with white. His fresh graying and the subtle lines on his face gave evidence that he was well into his fourth decade, and he could be called handsome for his age if not for his blue eyes that had a distant, vacant look. They stayed on hers, sending a chill through her, for she was looking into the soul of one deranged. This was the man who had killed her father!


“Aria,” he said softly, his eyes misting while he slowly reached for her cheek.


Aria was her mother’s name—he thought that she was she! “I’m not Aria!” she choked, recoiling from his touch.


She realized that this was the wrong fact to point out. He snatched his hand away from her, his face twisting in his anger.


“I know you’re not Aria!” he snapped. “You’re their brat! You’re Tavis’ child—and you should have never been born.”


Skye shook, vulnerable with her chained wrist. She fought off her hysteria, knowing that she must keep her wits if she were to survive ...


Her gaze fleeted about, searching for a means of escape. This was a very affluent dwelling, its architecture exclusive to the rich. The bedchamber was huge, so much so that it was an ostentatious show. The ceiling was high and vaulted, inlaid with glittering scrolls of gold, and the white walls also had this pattern, lined with rows of expensive artwork. The gilded bureaus and plush tapestry carpets also gave evidence of one who arrogantly enjoyed displaying his wealth. Off to her left, a wide staircase dropped down into a foyer where there was an archway that would certainly lead to an exit. Off to her right, the wall was a long window, the wide doors in the center open, a deck beyond. She saw a hint of a railing and knew that there was no escape there, for the sounds of the sea were faint and broken while the waves crashed on the rocks far below.


She must free herself from this cuff. Then, make it to the archway ...


Her abductor’s harsh laugh brought her full attention back to him.


“You’ll never escape me again, girl,” he said, as a promise.


“Who are you?” she asked, her voice breaking.


Clearly amused, he laughed again. “You know who I am, don’t you? Your father must have told you about me. Gunnar? Gunnar Skogs?”


From the dark recesses of her memory, she recalled her comatose haze, and that her father’s spirit had told her: ‘Gunnar will come for you, but he will not succeed.'


She gasped, understanding that her divine meeting with her father had truly been real.


Gunnar eyed her calculatingly, a curious look coming into his dull blue eyes. “I know you didn’t suspect me. I knew that the day after they found him, when they didn’t try to apprehend me. I wonder how much you know, though—what that liar told you. I’ll set you straight, so that you know the truth about your beloved father ...”


He began to pace, slowly, with his hands cupped behind the small of his back, his head bowed as if he struggled with a torment that had haunted him for ages. “She was mine, you know,” he finally said, quietly. “Aria was mine, back on Earth. Twenty long years ago ... actually, over seventy, with my suspended sleep on the flight. I followed Aria and Tavis on the next transport. She left me. We were to be wed, but she ran off with Hamilton. She betrayed me—they betrayed me ...”


He fought with his emotion and then found his composure, wanting to tell her his tale. “Aria was so young and beautiful ... We were schoolmates together. The Lovas family was descendent of the Norwegian aristocracy. They were very wealthy, as was mine, but her parents had died when she was sixteen and her care was entrusted to her Aunt Halle. Halle always liked me and said that we could marry, after Aria finished college. We had it all planned out ... but then I made the mistake of introducing her to Tavis. I should have known, with how he looked at her. I had befriended Tavis through our interest in artistic investments. I saw his easy ways and Scottish good looks, but I never imagined that he’d be a threat.”


He fought with his emotion, again.


“I found out too late that he had filled her head with dreams about a distant world, a paradise where they could be together. She told me that she was in love with him ... They slipped away, the day before our wedding—they made me a fool! I couldn’t let her do that ... I had to follow ...”


He overcame his pain.


“By the time I arrived here, they had already wed. I checked every transport record and looked for any purchase they could have made to bring up their names in my computer search, to track them. But they just flat out disappeared after they became citizens. It was seven long years later when I heard the news about her accident, about her trying to save her brat from drowning ...”


He somberly met her eyes.


“All that time they were living in the Colossal Mountains, in a handmade shack, thinking that they were happy there, living off the land. I paid Tavis a visit. I would’ve had my revenge right then, but he saw me coming and he grabbed you and drove off before I could get a clear shot. He disappeared again, but I religiously checked my computer, waiting ... It took me years, but I made it into his personal records—there isn’t a code yet that I can’t crack! He had changed your names to ‘Williams’. All he had to do was make the tiniest purchase, and I could find him. But you both vanished into thin air. Where did you go? How did you survive?”


Skye had a knot in her throat and couldn’t respond.


He waved it off with his hand. “Ah, it doesn’t matter, anyway. All that matters is that I did find him and he got what he deserved. When he used his real name and bought that estate, he was baiting me ... He planned to kill me—he said that he wanted to talk, but I knew better than that! And when you came up the walkway, he had to come out of his house. I thank you for that, since you ended our standoff.” He laughed, harshly. “So it was, that my old nemesis met his end!”


He became curious again. “But, where did you go? I heard you screaming and searched the lane in my auto, but I had to get out of there fast when that neighbor came out. What happened to you? Even the authorities were looking for you. And then, you turn up in Queen’s Palace—you’re famous! How did you manage that?”


She couldn’t speak.


“What matters is that you’re here now. Patience—it really does pay off. Finally ...”


He took a moment for profound thought. “This planet has been good to me, all things considered. I have my whores—it’s a good life. But, Aria ...”


Suddenly, a wave of fury came over him. “Do you see now?” he barked. “Do you understand what a traitor your father was? He stole her from me! She wouldn’t have died ... she wouldn’t be gone ...”


His blue eyes became distant again. “You are so beautiful, Aria, my sweet. You look just like you did before you ... But, your hair never had the red in it before. That’s Tavis’ doings—you’re his brat. Be Aria for me, will you?”


A scream caught silently in her throat as, from a side table, he picked up a dagger. He considered the long sharp blade, taunting her with his calculated perusal.


“But you know, Aria,” he said softly. “You must pay for all that you have done to me. That wasn’t very nice of you, running off with Hamilton. Perhaps I will forgive you, or perhaps not. Do your best to show me your love ...”


Skye froze, terrified as he placed the cold blade on her breast. He began cutting into her dress ...


Nicholas worked the lock at the entrance of Gunnar Skogs’ residence, having no clue as to what awaited him within. Although no one appeared to be here and there was a slim chance, he’d investigate this estate in this affluent rural neighborhood on the coast. The FAS alarm bypass, a military device entrusted to a few and not for his personal use, would deactivate the lock without setting off an alarm. The device strategically tapped into the security panel’s magnetic pulse, erasing the code and setting a new one, and it freed the lock as it deployed the new code. The doors opened soundlessly, and he slipped inside.


His heart skipped a beat when he heard a woman’s muffled scream. He drew his M-5 and sprinted toward there, up a high flight of stairs into a large bedchamber. He came upon the horrifying sight of Skye, her chained to a bed with a man cutting the clothes from her ...


He sprang backward. He couldn’t use his weapon, with the deadly blade so near her ...


Skye shrieked out Nicholas’ name in a plea for help, a belief that somehow he could save her. She shrank away from the blade but couldn’t struggle ... The madman yanked away the shreds of her dress, assaulting her with the chill of her nakedness. He set aside the knife, his face a lusty leer while he came down to kiss her ...


Suddenly, a powerful force struck Gunnar. He cried out in his surprise as he was made to fly off her, landing on the floor in the clutches of a furious man.


Nicholas!


Caught off guard by such an attack, Gunnar knew the stark embodiment of fear. His assailant—who was none other than the prince royal—wanted to kill him with his bare hands! He felt the pain in his cheekbone from the blow and he tried to escape. The prince let him make it up to his feet, but then another blow struck him. He spied the fallen knife on the floor and reached for the handle, grabbed it, and stumbled through the open doorway onto the deck.


He backed away with the knife out before him. The prince stood akimbo, his mocking leer taunting him while he awaited his next move. He sprang at him, brandishing his weapon, and his opponent retreated, moving further down the deck. He leapt at him, again and again, working to corner him against the railing. When he had him cornered, the fearless prince simply laughed at him. In a flash of fury, Gunnar charged at him, aiming to stick the knife in his breast ...


Nicholas, as the knife came at him, slammed his fist sidelong onto his attacker’s fist and dropped down into a crouch. The knife went sailing away, the man plowed into him, and he grasped him at his calves and lifted, sending him up and over the railing ...


Gunnar’s resounding scream abruptly stopped. Nicholas rose and looked over the edge, realizing now how far it was to the ground.


The man was crumpled and still, dead on the rocks far below. His black garb was in eerie contrast against a glossy wave that washed over him, the sea reflecting the red-gold hues of the setting sun.


Nicholas heard Skye’s cries and rushed to her, deactivating the handcuff and taking her into his arms. He smoothed her hair and shushed her while she clung to him, and he sent up a prayer of thanks to the Heavens, like he had never thanked Him before.







Chapter 22




The Colossal Mountains had a fitting name, their majesty stretching for miles upon miles in a splendorous array of pristine peaks. Skye felt as though she saw them for the first time, being that she had been a child of six when she had been here last. It was a serene place, with pure flowing streams and lofty pines, the sky gray and casting a cool gentle mist across the greenery, meshing into the crystal clear river that rushed on before her. These waters had taken the lives of her mother and brother that long ago day, changing her life for forever and setting her on an uncommon path.


Nicholas’ hand came gently onto her shoulder and she turned to meet his concerned blue-green eyes. “Are you all right?” he asked softly.


Skye nodded, bravely. Two days had past since Gunnar Skogs had taken her captive and had lost his life. Had it not been for Nicholas—and some help from above—she would have died, as well. The authorities had laid the case of Tavis Hamilton’s death to rest, having his shrewd killer. Gunnar Skogs was a twisted man, driven by his hatred and vengeance, and his love for a woman he could never have. Her mother’s heart belonged with her father, and it was a destined betrayal that Gunnar could never accept. It was quite sad, really ...


Nicholas motioned toward the cabin behind them. “They’re finished with the grave,” he said somberly.


She turned and he placed his arm across her back as they walked to the graves that lie at the far side of the cabin. While she approached the dilapidated, time-ravaged log structure, she could hear the bright and happy laughter in the echoing of her memory, and could almost feel the sunshine touching her, warm in the broken fragments of her childhood recollections. But, the reality was that this was all gone to her now, being a place of the past.


They reached the graves, two freshly clipped having been overgrown by brush with the years, and one freshly dug, the new marble headstone listing the beloved names of Tavis, Aria, and Jencin Hamilton.


Her father, mother and brother lie in the ground before her. Nicholas had told the authorities to preserve her father’s body until their investigation was done, having had a feeling—when he had taken care of the arrangements for her that day on his ship—that she might one day regret not properly laying him to rest. She was thankful for his insight, for her father’s body did belong here, next to his wife and son. They all were gone now ... but their spirits lived on.


Her papa had wanted her to live free without fear, to give her a normal life with a husband and babies, and he had died for his wish. If she hadn’t gone to his estate that day, perhaps he would still be alive ... or perhaps not. She believed that one’s death was planned at one’s birth, and only the Maker knew the duration of a life—and the reasons for the existence.


“My papa came to me when I was in the coma,” she said to Nicholas, who stood thoughtfully by her side. “He said, ‘Gunnar will come for you. He will not succeed.’ I couldn’t have known that. I didn’t even know that Gunnar existed—except for sometimes I found myself looking over my shoulder. Papa didn’t want to worry me, that there was someone from his past after him. He protected me, even beyond death.”


“I believe it,” Nicholas said quietly. “I wouldn’t have known where to find you, had you not said Gunnar’s name in your coma. But, maybe it isn’t so hard to believe. We do live on.”


As if hearing a summons, a misty gust of wind came up, rushing over the graves. She sensed her family’s spirits—showing her that they lived in the afterlife—filling her with a moment of peace.


Nicholas felt it also, and lifted a golden brow at her. He left a moment and returned from his auto with the pale-blue roses they had brought to lay on their graves. He gave the blooms to her and she bent at each mound, carefully giving her respect. When her arms were empty, she rose and stared unseeingly down, brushing the tears from her cheeks.


“Good-bye Papa ... Mama ... Jencin ...” she whispered. “See you later.”


Nicholas wiped a tear from his own eye while he led her toward his auto. The crew who handled the burial was preparing to leave, and he waved to them his thanks. He helped Skye into her seat and walked around to get into his own, heading off to their next task at hand, the straightening of her accounts.


“Skye, we don’t have to do the bank today,” he said, understanding her mood.


“No,” she replied, recovering from her emotion. “I’m all right. I want to. I want to see what he put in the safe box. My accounts should be open to me by now, right? They’re done with their investigation of his death.”


Nicholas sighed. He didn’t want to tell her, but he did want to be honest with her, for all of the trouble his lies had caused him in the past. “Uh ... your accounts have been open to you since the night you left Royce’s party.”


Skye was confused. “But, how can that be? And how do you know? Unless ... unless you had something to do with it.”


“I had them free them for you,” he said, and mentally braced himself.


“But you said that those matters were out of your hands.” Skye felt her ire rising. “So you could have done that at any time?”


“Well, Skye, I really didn’t want you to get away. I didn’t know that you really didn’t need them. But, geeeze, girl, you have more money than God has halos! Sorry ...”


Skye was miffed, but also had an odd sense of euphoria. “So you wanted me to be helpless and at your whims. That wasn’t very nice.”


“Well, now look. Since that’s how Gunnar found your father, by tracing him through his purchases, had you used yours, he might have found you sooner. I could have saved your life by not helping you back then ... hmmm?”


Although this was true, Skye let out a disgusted sound. She had already forgiven him, but he didn’t need to know that, just yet ...


When they arrived at the bank in Dakota, she gave him a soft smile, rewarding him for his honesty, at least. He exhaled in his relief, glad to be forgiven. He ushered her through the bank’s doorway, to the counter where the dark-haired woman sat. The surprised woman remembered her, and her reaction was very different this time, seeing the prince.


“Oh, Your Royal Highness! Miss Williams! What can I do for you?”


“I’m here for my safe box,” Skye replied.


“Certainly!”


Skye placed her thumb in the slot, having no problem this time accessing her accounts. The woman left a moment into a back room, returning with a rectangular black box. Skye pressed her thumb on the lock and the box opened.


She had always expected something monumental to be in this container, hoping that it was a good kind of Pandora’s box that had the answers for all of her life’s mysteries. Inside were two golden rings—her mother and father’s wedding bands—a little stuffed bear named ‘Andy’—what had been Jencin’s favorite toy—and two computer cards. The cards may answer all the mysteries, but the keepsakes themselves were monumental, things she would always cherish.


On the way back to the palace, she watched the cards on the viewer in the auto’s dash. The first card had a detailed report on her parents’ finances, her mother having been wealthy and a descendent of the Norwegian aristocracy, and her father rich in his own right, being very creative and a wizard in lucrative artistic endeavors and investments. They both abandoned their prestigious lives on Earth and brought their wealth with them to Adriel, but they chose to live like paupers—whether forced to by Gunnar, or not—knowing that the secret to true happiness wasn’t of the material sense. And now all that affluence fell to her, but the concept was lost upon her, for she knew the secret, as well.


Nicholas kept one eye on the helm and the other on the viewer. “Like I said—more money than halos. Did you know about that?”


She nodded. “I always suspected, but maybe not quite that much, though.”


“Imagine that,” he uttered.


The second card instantly brought a tear to her eye, for it was a movie of her family taken shortly before her mother and brother’s deaths. At last she could see their faces and didn’t have to rely on her faded memory. Her mama was beautiful, having long golden hair and blue eyes, and a vibrancy in her smile. Jencin was very cute, a toddler with curly red locks, bouncing around as one who clearly enjoyed mischief. She herself was loveable, looking like a ragamuffin in her dirty blue shirt and leggings. Her papa was robust and happy, rollicking after them, everyone being silly in their play.


Nicholas laughed, amused. “You were a cute little spitfire,” he teased. “A tomboy if I ever saw one. And look at you now,” he praised, and rolled his tongue in an appreciative growl.


He saw her face and became serious. “You look like her. She was very beautiful. Kind of hard to watch?”


She shook her head but said, “Yes—no. It’s all just memories ...”


Nicholas nodded and reached over to take her hand, giving her a gentle squeeze.


Later that night, when they were naked in his bed, he was contented just to hold her and let her adjust to the events of the day. He drifted off into sleep but she was thoughtful, her mind drifting from the present to the past, finding something else that her father had told her while she was comatose.


He had said that the blond-haired, blue-eyed man would always be with her. She would never be alone.


Who was she, to deny her own destiny?


***


Skye woke the next morning feeling as though a great weight had been lifted from her. She had laid her father to rest—she had put her past to rest—and she was the benefactor of all the peace that closure brings. The day was new and the future bright. She didn’t want to miss a moment, and would make the most of every one.


Nicholas had risen early and had left her a message on the foyer’s board. “Mornin’, spitfire!” he greeted. “I have a few errands to run—have something planned. It’s a surpriiiiissse ... See you soon.”


He paused and then he said, “You know who I am by now, I hope.”


Skye smiled, eager for her surprise. She went to her rooms, and bathed and donned a coral-pink dress. She had her breakfast, idly passing the time. It was shortly before noon when Marion came to her door, holding an envelope and sporting a wide, toothy grin.


“Nicholas wanted me to give you this,” she said, handing her the envelope and leaving without another word, mysterious in her departure.


Intrigued, Skye pulled out the card. On the white parchment were the handwritten words, penned by Nicholas:


‘Sweet Skye,


You’re off on a hunt, whether you like it, or not. I request the honor of your presence at a picnic, but you have to find me, first. Go to the main floor of the Northern Realm, to the furthest exit toward the sea, and there will be a card with further instructions. Curious?’


Skye was curious, and she took the elevator down, hurrying to the exit. There, on a bench that lined a row of tall ornate windows, she spied the card. On the outside were the words: ‘Found it!’ And, on the inside, was: ‘Good job, girl! Now, go out the doors and turn to your left. Go to the grove and onto the path. There you will find a blue box.’


She went through the doorway and down the steps, heading for the distant grove of trees. She made her way across the plush green lawns, to the entrance of the path, a walkway that had been chiseled through the dense growth. There she saw a small and pretty blue box, and she took it in hand, untying the elaborate bow.


She was surprised to find a dainty sapphire and crystal broach inside, and another note:


‘This was my Grandmother Anna’s—now it’s yours to keep. Keep walking, and you’ll find what you seek.’


Skye had no clue as to what he was planning, and she slipped the broach into her hip pocket and kept walking, finding another blue package at the base of a towering pine. This box was a bit bigger, and inside was a mist of a garment, a white and lacy negligee so transparent that it brought heat to her cheeks. This note said:


‘I have to see you in this—sheer bliss! There’s more ... for sure ...’


She brought this package with her, moving off down the path. The next box waiting for her had a delicate and elegant golden chain inside, and another note:


‘This is my mother’s—she’s loaned it to you. Onward, to the something blue.’


Skye caught on, then. Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue ...


The elation that struck her took her breath away. She recovered quickly and ran the rest of the way, the gentle slope ending in a long and wide tufted beach, the shimmering Aurora Sea stretching out endlessly.


She stopped when seeing Nicholas, not wanting to appear too eager. He stood a ways off at the surf, his back toward her, his shoulder-length blond hair shining and free, his blue leggings drawn up to his knees, his calves and feet bare while he enjoyed the sea. She approached him and he sensed her presence and turned, giving to her the impish smile in his blue-green eyes.


“I see you’ve found my trail,” he said. “And look—it led to me.”


He took the packages from her arms and moved to a white blanket that was spread safely away from the waves. On the spread were a brown woven picnic basket and a travel bag, and he placed the packages down beside them, straightening to eye her, calculatedly.


“Take off your shoes,” he urged. “The water’s warm ...”


Skye slipped off her shoes, anticipating what was to come. She loved the feel of the sand between her toes as he took her hand and led her into the surf, the balmy foam rolling gently in upon her ankles. He came up behind her and folded his arms across the swell of her breasts, turning her around to face the land.


After a moment of savoring her presence, he said, “This is one of my properties, bequeathed to me on my birth. It’s fifty acres—give or take an inch, or two. I didn’t really see a use for it before, but now I can see a house, up over there ...“


He pointed up to the gentle rise of the hill, and returned his arm to her breast. “It’s a simple house made of logs, or whatever you’d like, overlooking the sea. Every morning we could go out on the terrace and greet the day, and every night we could watch the sunset. Can you see it, too?”


Skye nodded, breathlessly.


“It’s a beautiful place. We could build a cabin ourselves, if we want to. It’s very near the palace, but protected and secluded. Laughter and warmth ... maybe the pitter-patter of little feet—eventually,” he was quick to add. “Does that sound good to you?”


She nodded again.


“Now, Skye,” he said, seriously. “You should know by now that I can’t be with another woman. My body ... won’t let me, and I don’t want to. I only want to be with you.”


She took in his confession with her elation, laying her fears to rest.


He began moving, pushing her on before him toward the beach with his body until she laughed at his silliness and freed herself from his hold. He caught her hand and kept her still while he reached into his hip pocket. He pulled out a pair of earrings—surprising her—for they were the earrings she had bartered at the sport shop.


“Now, these,” he said, scolding her. “No one else can wear.”


“How did you find these?” she asked.


“I noticed that you still had the necklace I gave you, but not the earrings. I searched every sport shop in Seascape and found that the investigators had them, with the help of the merchant where you bartered them for your camping gear, and that they were searching for your DNA on the visitors’ passes to see in which direction you went. But, I found you, first.”


He held a violet-blue gem up against her cheek, studying the shade of her eyes. “I worked hard to match them. I have a good eye, if I say so myself. These earrings go with this ...”


He reached into his other pocket and pulled out a black jeweler’s case. He opened it to reveal a splendid ring, the violet-blue gem set against a circle of shimmering crystals.


“Skye, you have no more excuses. You have the old, new, borrowed and blue. You have a man standing before you who will love you forever.”


He bent down on a knee and took a hard swallow. “Skye Aria Williams Hamilton,” he said, anxiously. “Now will you marry me?”


Skye let him stew a moment, watching the expressions of hope move cautiously around on his handsome face. When a look of panic came into his eyes, she had mercy.


“Yes,” she said softly.


“Yes?” he echoed, as if he feared that he had heard wrong.


“Yes!” she cried, freeing her happiness. “Of course I’ll marry you!”


He sprang up to his feet and quickly placed the ring on her finger. She marveled of its perfect fit and how natural it felt on her hand before she was caught up in a twirl, him unable to contain his emotion while he lifted his wife-to-be up into the air, taking her on a spin.


He set her down and he kissed her, drawing her into his passion. She clung to him as he spread his fire within her ...


He drew away and grasped her dress at the hips, drawing it up and off her and tossing it away onto the sand. He took a moment to admire her beauty, her bare and delectable breasts, her slim waist, the soft contours of her hips and shapely thighs, his hot gaze moving all the way down to her toes. He returned to her face, brushing a tress of her hair away from her cheek—the red-gold billowing softly in the breeze—wanting to see her eyes, the violet-blue portals into her beautiful soul. The unfathomable lights smiled at him, wanting him, loving him ... He doffed his shirt and then his leggings, and he kissed her, taking her down with him to the sand ...


Nicholas understood now a monogamous passion, like the kind his father had for his mother. It was a joining of the spirits, an exhilarating and emotionally dangerous journey where nothing or no one else could compare. The pain was worth the pleasure, and he had no choice anyway, being so deeply intertwined. No more masks ... no more disguises ... He hadn’t been searching—or had he? But he had found it, the joy of his life.


He drew away, cherishing her contented sigh, and he whispered hoarsely in her ear. “I love you, Skye.”


She trembled from her emotion and whispered, “I love you, Nicholas.”


Their confessions drove them to new heights and sent them rollicking, rolling across the sand until Skye was the victor above him. She took a moment to savor her surroundings, the warm sun in the blue sky above her, the tranquil and endless sea, the land where her family would one day be raised, and the air that smelled of a hint of approaching storm clouds. His large hands came up to caress her breasts, his fingertips gently and deliberately twisting on the hard peaks, bringing out her wantonness until she rolled off him onto her back, urging him to her. He enjoyed her lustiness and wanted to make the moment last, and he took her slender hips into his hands, hoisting her thighs up over his shoulders, and he kissed her softness, flooding her with his fire, the waves and waves of torrid ecstasy.


As he came down to take her, overcome by his need of her, and he thrust himself within her, Skye wondered if all of this could truly be real before she became lost again, swept off into paradise.


***


The Royal Gardens’ flowers were in splendid form this day, the predominately blue and white and peach blooms open to the warm brilliance of the midday sun. Before the rose-filled gazebo, the guests waited in their white petal-adorned chairs, restless in their anticipation of the nuptials. The bride and groom had insisted on a secret, intimate outdoor ceremony with only the immediate family and friends. They would give the subjects the royal wedding the world expected, with all the pomp and fanfare, in a month, after they returned from their honeymoon on Beacon Hill—of all places. The wedding announcement, given yesterday, would also give the young and pining subjects’ hearts—male and female—the time to adjust to the fact that the two most fantasy-inspiring people on the planet were no longer available to their reality. It was fitting that they should be wed to each other ...


Skye heard the musicians change their tune to the slow and simple melody for her entrance, knowing that her walk was about to begin. She had no trepidation, only a clear insight into her path. She took her soon-to-be father-in-law’s strong arm, him standing in proxy for her father, and began her journey down the petal-splashed aisle ...


Nicholas’ blue-green eyes glowed in his admiration for her, him incredibly handsome in his sky-blue formal suit. Her long and flowing bridal gown was the same hue as his, the color signifying purity from ancient times. She wore a wreath of tiny lavender flowers on her brow, her red-gold hair left unbound, cascading freely down to her waist, and she carried a bouquet of lavender roses. The audience rose while she moved ...


The Menes family sported wide and jovial smiles. Celeste and Selina awaited her at the altar as her bridesmaids. Royce was beside his brother as his best man, ready to do the honor with the rings, the younger prince having grudgingly accepted their inevitable union, deciding that he wasn’t done with carousing the females of the world yet, anyway. When she reached the altar, the senior Nicholas gave her away, and she gave her bouquet to a smiling Celeste. Nicholas gently grasped her hand, filling her with his presence, and they turned to the serene face of the white-robed preacher, to receive the blessings of God.


They spoke their vows of their eternal love, bringing a muffled sob of poignancy from Queen Sarra who sat behind and beside them, next to her husband who consoled her with a pat on her hands. Royce did his duty in producing the rings—albeit, with a jesting show of disapproval, inciting the laughter of the crowd—and Nicholas easily slipped her band onto her finger, and she just as easily slipped his band onto his. And then the preacher said the words that would join them together for forever:


“You are now husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.”


Skye smiled up into Nicholas’ impish blue-green eyes.


“For sure,” he uttered empathically.


As he took her into a wholehearted, impassioned kiss, amidst all the applause and cheers, Skye was exalted to realize that—at last—she had found her home.







APPENDIX




I hope that you enjoyed The Princess of the Wild, Volume Two of The Royals of Adriel series. There’s more ...



Visit me at my website:


www.loreleiorion.com


See my other books on Amazon:


Lorelei Orion's author page


If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review at Amazon. Even if it's only a line or two, it would be a huge help.


THE PRINCESS OF THE WILD




Thank you,


Lorelei Orion
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