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Chapter 1...A Detour for Julian
In the Fifth Millennium, the silver beaches of the planet Nublis’ magnificent Northern Shore remained as inviolate as they'd been in the First.
This strand was no exception.
Prince Cassius de Raven circled for a landing and set his black and red flyer on the oceanfront mansion's emerald lawn as lightly as a feather. He hit the switches prior to opening the door and the electric motors whispered into silence.
After the hustle and bustle of the city, the surf's booming into the wild stillness was a literal balm to his soul. As he swung his lanky form down from the flyer, two small dogs jumped up and down barking a welcome and his waiting hostess offered him her cheek to kiss.
He gave her a friendly squeeze and she cocked a delicate eyebrow at him. “What, no security?”
“I'm the bastard, remember? It's my lordly brother who has to worry about things like that. Where's His Nibs this morning?”
“Aaron came in late from some inspection tour or other. He's still sleeping.”
Always beautiful, Galia Alazne Fortier was one of those fortunate women on whom pregnancy sat like a well-worn glove. Her copper hair was brightness itself, her skin pure mother-of-pearl, and her emerald eyes an ocean depth at least.
If Cassius had any doubts that his imperial brother's former mistress had found safe harbor with her fifty-year-old captain, the expression in them put it to rest. As they began walking toward the house, he looked her up and down appreciatively and kept his tone deliberately light. “Aaron's taken to his new duties, I gather, and I assume the pair of you are still lovebirds.”
“He's taken to this job like a duck to water and says he feels as if he's been doing it forever. He's a natural-born administrator but at home we're just a couple of old shoes. It's only been seven months since we moved here but it seems like forever. What about you, my dear? Any prospects in sight?”
The prince rolled his dark eyes heavenward. “The landscape's littered with willing damsels and every weekend Corey comes up with a fresh batch. I think she considers my bachelor status an affront.”
“That's only because she and Julian are so happy.”
“And doing their best to repopulate the planet single-handed. At least this one's not going to be twins. The only question is which of you is going to pop first.”
Too late, he saw Galia's wince. “I'm sorry. I didn't think. Forgive me, Galia. These days -”
“Oh, Cassius. It's all right. You've enough memories of your own without having to worry about mine.”
Pushing open the door, she motioned him into the coolness of the house. “Speaking of His Imperialness, what's he been up to lately? Up here in our Northern Shore aerie, we hear little or nothing about the doings at Court.”
“He's being his usual pleasant self, albeit a mite bored. Things have been on such an even keel lately, he's becoming concerned. You know our Julian. He never could stand prosperity for long.”
Cassius was right about one thing.
His august half-brother was bored. As short as his brother was tall and as mercurial as Cassius was calm, the energetic silver blond Emperor thrived on challenge. It had been seven months since he and his small band of defenders had retaken Nublis from the pirates who had invaded and occupied their planet so summarily. The last of the InterPlanetary Synod and Trade League military fleets had left and the spaceport, the Parliament and the Empire's green-spired capital city of Cyrenia were finally returning to their normal routines.
Julian would never have believed he'd miss his daily battle of wits with Ethan, but he did. He liked to think he and Galia were still friends but never in his wildest dreams would he have anticipated the direction her life had taken. Unexpectedly pregnant by Ethan, she'd found refuge with Aaron Fortier, his former Captain of the Imperial Guard and despite the twenty-five-year difference in their ages, the two appeared deeply in love.
Corey's latest pregnancy had also been unanticipated and the tiny Empress waxed increasingly cranky as the summer wore on. The twins were teething and much as he loved his children, Julian had lately been avoiding his wife's crowded apartments, and since Cassius was visiting Galia and Aaron on the Northern Shore, there was no one to talk to. To relieve the tedium, he decided to take a weekend trip to the Sacred Mountain and go camping with the Mountain Scouts, that indomitable group of bush pilots who policed Nublis’ rugged backcountry.
To his delight, his new flyer was even faster than the old one. After strapping himself in, he agreed with his bodyguard, Malachi, that it was an absolutely beautiful day and began his preflight checks with the tower. The moment the clearance signal chimed, he hit the booster switch. As the thrusters kicked in, the craft gave a slight shudder and he made a mental note to have Maintenance check it.
The flyer rose steeply from the roof.
When they reached the top of the climb, Julian switched off the thrusters. He went to level out and bank his craft toward the river but nothing happened. He flipped the compensation switches with no response, then the indicators all dropped to zero. Cursing, he grabbed the emergency communicator. “Imperial One to Tower.”
“Tower here, Imperial One.”
“I'm in a climb and can't level out. Have lost all power to the controls. Yoke's not responding. Manual override's not responding. Am attempting a re-land.”
Before the Tower could answer, the tiny craft stalled.
After hanging suspended for what seemed like an eternity, it began cartwheeling slowly downward in wider and wider arcs. Missing the palace roof by just a few feet, the flyer landed upside down in the great square with a thundering crash, skidding to rest against the palace's white marble steps.
Amid buckling metal and crunching glass, the craft's wounded hydraulics hissed and bled into the waiting stone and the electric motors whispered into silence.
Julian turned his head back and forth a couple of times and flexed his arms. Unsnapping his harness, he reached for the co-pilot's seat.
“Malachi. Are you okay? Say something.” He found his bodyguard's arm and was feeling for a pulse when he heard something above his head.
“Your Majesty, are you all right?”
“I think so but Malachi's not saying anything.”
“We'll have you out in a moment. Are you in any pain?”
“I seem to be okay but I can't move my legs. Something's got them pinned down and it's pitch dark in here.”
“Don't move. You're upside down and what you're hearing is the cutter. We're peeling away the wall next to your seat. Now can you see?”
Julian blinked and knuckled his eyes. “It's still dark.”
“We're going to pull away the wall now. Is your harness fastened?”
“No, but something's holding me in the seat. You need to check Malachi. I can't find a pulse.” He heard more voices and felt the craft give as someone climbed in.
A hand touched his shoulder. “Your Majesty? Hey. Bring that cutter over here. All right, we're getting the console loose. That's what's holding you in the seat. I'm putting a support board underneath you. Just let yourself fall. Hold your arms to your sides and let me put this strap.... Okay, he's secure. Let's get him out, stat.”
This is ridiculous. Why don't they just let me climb out? “What about Malachi?”
“We're getting him out. Open your eyes and tell me what you see.”
“I keep telling you, nothing. If you want me to look at something, dammit, why don't you turn on a friggin’ light?”
“It's broad daylight, Your Majesty, and I've been shining a light in your eyes for the past five minutes.”
One of the voices outside Julian's door was Corey's and the other belonged to Doctor Polycarp.
It had been three days and the man sounded frustrated. “We can't find any physical reason for it, Your Majesty. We've had two neurologists in to look at him and an eye specialist is on his way from Aretz. We haven't told him he may never walk again and don't plan to as long as he's still in the cast. It'll be coming off in three or four weeks.”
Corey blushed. “I don't know if this is an appropriate question, Doctor, but we have a very physical relationship. What about that?”
Polycarp smiled faintly. “It's a very appropriate question, Your Majesty, and your concern is understandable. There are certain things we can do but how much will depend on the extent of the paralysis.”
“At least he isn't in any pain and he's been very good about cooperating with the therapist and maintaining his upper body strength.”
“There's one way we can help with the blindness. A voice-activated computer should be here tomorrow. It features a probe that feeds images from a special camera directly into the brain. If he wants to read or write, it'll translate text into speech and vice versa. He says he's been neglecting his music and I've suggested he start working on his keyboards.”
“I'll have them sent over. Has he complained about the food?”
“As a matter of fact, he has. He was very uncomplimentary about his breakfast this morning.”
“That's a good sign. He's been so docile since the accident, he's had me worried. I'll go on in. If I know him, he's looking for me and wondering why I'm late.”
Julian already knew there was something direly wrong with his legs. When he pounded on the cast with his fist above the fracture site, it should have hurt like hell. But it didn't. From something the doctor said, he knew his feet and toes were sticking out of the cast but he couldn't move or feel them either. In fact, from his waist down, he couldn't feel a damn thing. Corey's silk dress rustled and a slight click told him she was wearing her emeralds. The chair's legs squeaked against the floor as she pulled it close to the bed.
He took in a deep breath and savored the scent of her. When he felt her breath's warmth, he wound his fingers in her hair. Pulling her face close, he put his arms around her neck and gave her a long kiss. Finally he released her and laid his head back on the pillows.
“Did you sleep?”
“After they gave me something. When I awoke, I heard birdsong and assumed it was morning.”
“Your breakfast wasn't to your liking?”
“That wasn't food. It was an impostor and a rotten one at that. Did you ask when I can get a proper meal instead of this gluey stuff? It's mushy, has absolutely no flavor and most of the time it's lukewarm. Yecch.”
Corey sighed. “It's got something to do with your digestive tract. As soon as it's working properly, you can have solids again.”
“Are you saying I'm not functioning down there?”
“According to Doctor Polycarp, you're eliminating everything just fine. Because they want to keep it that way, they've got you on this special diet. They're going to take the cast off in a couple of weeks and that's probably when they'll start giving you regular food.”
“Corey, my love, you've never lied to me, so don't start now. When they remove the casts, my legs still aren't going to work are they? There's a pretty good chance nothing else down there will either. Am I right?”
“Doctor Polycarp didn't tell you because he thought you couldn't handle it.”
“What in the hell does he think I am, terminally stupid? When they were pulling me out of the wreck, I heard one of the medics say I was paralyzed and I've had enough scans since then to make a full-length feature film. Day after day, they do something to my feet, then ask me if I can feel it. And Corey, my love, if I'm eliminating anything, it must be automatically. I haven't been handed so much as one bedpan since I've been in here.” When she didn't say anything, Julian touched her face. It was wet with tears. “Don't cry, turtledove. The worst moment of my life was when my wretched cousin Titus had me helpless on the ground and told me what he was going to do to you and the twins. Compared to that, this is nothing. Incidentally, Cassius called this morning. After his visit, Polly will be very anxious to send me home. He thinks he and his clinic are safe from practical jokes because I'm in a cast and can't see. Hah.”
Remembering Julian's last stay in the clinic, she couldn't help giggling. “What are you going to do?”
“Better you don't know.”
“By the way,” she said, “Cassius found out what caused your flyer to go out of control. It was a factory defect. Before you even took delivery, there was a whole slew of similar crashes on Aretz with that particular model. When the victims sued the manufacturer, the Aretzan courts found in their favor and ordered a recall. The manufacturer appealed to the Synod, and Chief Justice Veniston overturned the verdict. The important thing is, Malachi's death wasn't your fault.”
“That's good to know. I suppose I'd better file suit as soon as possible.”
She patted his hand. “I'm way ahead of you and Cassius says he'll do the paperwork. The story is that Justice Veniston went on an all-expense-paid safari with MagnaJet's chairman and got a huge interest-free loan from him right before he made his ruling.”
“That's why Malachi's dead and I'm lying here blind and paralyzed? We have to do something about that man and I know where I can get everything I need.”
“You have a way of getting at Veniston?”
Julian chuckled. “A personal pipeline to his former partner in crime. Now I know I have to get out of here.”
“Your room's ready and waiting, and everything's lined up and ready to go.”
“What about food? This glop they're feeding me is making me homicidal.”
“Maybe Cassius can come up with something more palatable that'll still be within the doctor's guidelines. Oh. Ooof.”
“What's the matter?”
“Nothing. Your son just kicked me and he kicks hard. Do you want to say hello? Put your hand right....”
As Julian felt the new life within Corey, he thought about the fight to come and decided the future might not be so grim after all.
A week later, the Emperor was listening to a viewscreen newscast.
“This is Vicki Monata on Nublis. This latest crash has re-ignited the controversy over the safety of the Peregrine Falconette flyer manufactured by the Aretzan conglomerate, MagnaJet. The Interplanetary Flyers’ Association has just issued a rebuttal to MagnaJet's statement that the Peregrine Falconette was never designed for the type of high-speed takeoffs for which the Emperor Julian was famous. According to a spokesman for the IFA, Julian de Raven is a skilled pilot with an impeccable safety record and this type of high-speed takeoff has been incorporated into every training program in the Synod. Like his brother Cassius, the Emperor is a military flight instructor, and he performs battle maneuvers on a regular basis with the fighter squadron he commands near Nublis’ capital city, Cyrenia.”
“Way to go,” muttered Julian. He was playing with the buttons on the probe control for his new computer and trying to focus the tiny camera at the same time. Finally, he shut it off in frustration and returned to the viewscreen direct feature.
A soft voice came from the direction of the doorway. “It takes practice and it's really hard the first few times.”
Julian turned his head. “You must be the volunteer who's going to help me master this thing.” He switched on the camera again, focusing more slowly this time. Closing his eyes, he looked at the image. “You have brown hair, a blue dress ... and dark glasses.”
“The glasses are because I'm as blind as a bat. People get unnerved when I look at them with my eyes shut. The dress is actually green but that's just a matter of color correction. Here, I'll show you.” Her hands made an adjustment. “Once you realize the camera's slower than the eye, you'll do all right, and this thing beats a guide any day of the week. You'll learn not to swing your head around too sharply. You're liable to make yourself seasick if you do. Dealing with it from a wheelchair is just a matter of angles and knowing where to shoot. But I'll warn you, the camera can be tiring. My name's Kira and I know who you are.”
As she extended her hand he took and held it for a moment. “Call me Julian.”
A couple of hours later, footsteps approached the bed. “Little brother, the Archon wants to see you and he was pretty insistent from what I hear. The Major Domo's here to take you to him.”
“All right, Cassius. Now, how are we going to do this?”
“Before we do anything, turn on your camera. The terminal's already on the gurney and here's your probe control.”
Once he was on the gurney, Julian turned his head carefully and focused. He got an image of a figure in red.
“Good morning, Major Domo. I think I'm ready to go.” He moved his head and focused again. “Oh, there you are, Cassius. Thanks for whatever you did to my breakfast. It had a better texture and was quite palatable for a change.”
“The doctor seemed impressed and he's asked me to look over the dietary department. I may get a whole new career out of this.”
Julian fiddled with the probe control. “You know, there are actually some advantages to being blind. I don't have to look at people who don't interest me and when I want to take a nap, I can do so without anyone being the wiser.”
Cassius laughed. “Trust you to find something. Now get out of here. The Archon's probably wondering where you are.”
After Julian had turned off the probe, he leaned back on the pillows and closed his eyes. The gurney started to move. They went through the door, down a busy hallway, then stopped.
“We're in the cell behind his apartment,” said the Major Domo. “I've dismissed your attendants and am about to open the panel in the back wall. I'll let you know as soon as we're inside and when to turn the camera back on.”
When he saw him, the Archon was shocked by Julian's appearance. The Emperor's silver-gilt hair had lost its brightness, his golden skin had taken on a sallow cast and his huge gray eyes were unfocused with deep shadows beneath them that looked like bruises.
The gurney finally stopped and Julian turned on the camera. He saw his host's expression and grinned. “If you think I look bad now, you should have seen me a week ago.”
The Archon was puzzled. “They told me you were blind. Yet you can see me?”
“After a fashion. This tiny camera over my ear transmits images directly to my brain via a surgically installed probe. It even includes a gadget for video reception.”
“Interesting. May I see it?”
Julian removed the camera and held it out. “Now I'll have to guess where you are. After bringing in a dozen specialists, they still can't figure out the blindness. Finally, I told them to quit poking and prodding and leave me in peace.”
The Archon took the camera to his workbench and examined it through a jeweler's loupe. He picked up a tool and made several adjustments. “Try it now.”
“What did you do?”
“Move your head and you'll see. Faster than that.”
“Hah. I can swing my head around and not get seasick. Thanks, but how did you know?”
“One of my captains was blinded in an explosion and the surgeons gave him something similar. He was instructed to move his head slowly and focus the damn thing manually. I imagine they told you the same.”
Julian nodded and Ethan continued."After I took his camera to my workshop and played with it for half a day, I discovered a neat little auto-focusing feature. Someday when you're bored and have nothing better to do, you might look up the instructions in your Help index. They're buried in some obscure submenu under a name that makes no sense to anyone except the engineer who wrote them. Rather than have my captain spend endless time deciphering them, I set something up in plain everyday language. I can give you a copy if you'd like.”
Julian thought of Kira. “I would like.”
The Archon wheeled the gurney over to his computer and attached a lead to Julian's terminal. He looked up a file and said, “Transmit.”
After a few seconds, the computer chimed and he disconnected the lead. “Now you've got everything you need. It's in your main menu under Camera, Focus, Auto.”
“You're pretty good at this.”
“When you have as much equipment as I did you'd better know something or your subordinates'll break you. I learned that from my foster father. His operation may have been smaller but his profits were better than most. He watched his costs like a hawk and kept his eye on everything. There wasn't a job on his ships he couldn't handle and, unlike the other lords, he'd frequently roll up his sleeves and work alongside his men. But enough of that. That's not why I asked you to come.”
“Why did you?”
The Archon glanced briefly at his Major Domo. “A little bird told me you're about to tangle with the Chief Justice.”
“You didn't learn that from me.”
“It wasn't hard to figure out. Major Domo, could you leave us for a while?”
“You've got fifteen minutes.”
When he was gone, the Archon took something from a cabinet. A foot high black glass ball set on a carved crystal base, colored lights darted back and forth in its center.
He guided Julian's hand to one of the carvings. “This is a copy of an ancient Medean witch ball. I made it myself.”
As Julian watched, a hologram of a very tall man appeared. His striking features were dominated by piercing black eyes, a patrician nose and a flowing mane of snow-white hair. Richly dressed in soft green velvet, he wore an ornate jeweled pendant around his neck.
“There's your Chief Justice. Augustus Veniston himself in the flesh.”
“This is a listening post?”
“Since I'm not supposed to have it, you'd best take it with you. Cover it with a blanket so the Major Domo doesn't see it. One night when Augustus and I were partying it up in his chambers, he got drunk but I didn't. After he passed out, I slipped a surgical implant into the base of his skull. Then I set up a bunch of cameras inside the trophies on the walls of his office. The surgical implant triangulates His Honor's location and transmits audio but you can only get video when he's there. If you turn this switch, you can look at the whole room and whoever's with him. I hooked the audio and camera transmissions into a special set of relays and coded them specifically to this receiver. It may not look like much but it uses red diamond crystals and is plenty powerful. The switches are here in the base and I've placed the instructions in your terminal. They're in your main directory under Eavesdrop, Justice. There's no way I could not have known about your crash. The impact must have reverberated all the way to the Northern Shore. I already knew all about MagnaJet and their troubles with the Peregrine Falconette so it wasn't hard to put two and two together. A couple of years ago, MagnaJet ran into financial problems. To cut corners, they began installing a cheaper control system they were getting on the black market through one of my colleagues. Since I'd assumed MagnaJet had stopped that particular practice after the recall flap I was unconcerned the day you flew me up to the sacred mountain. Had I had the slightest inkling I would have refused to set foot in that damn craft.”
“Are you telling me MagnaJet did this deliberately? They knew my Falconette was unsafe before they shipped it?”
“Sure. A couple of MagnaJet's engineers even went public. After one disappeared and the other was found with his throat cut their employees got the message. Your customized version was a limited edition collectible and they never did make more than a very few. The old ones were hand-built and perfectly safe. Now, they're apparently cutting corners on them too. At the price they charge, that seems unbelievable but judging by what happened to you that's exactly what they did. I once heard Augustus say there wasn't enough money in the universe to persuade him to set foot in a Peregrine Falconette, customized or not.”
As the outer door opened to admit the Major Domo, the Archon took something from his workbench. “I finished this yesterday. It's a get-well gift.”
The Major Domo shucked his robes and silken mask and looked curiously over Julian's shoulder."Would anyone care for a drink?”
“I would. How about you, Your Majesty?”
“Yes, thanks. But fruit juice is about all I can handle these days.”
Julian looked to see what the Archon had given him.
About fourteen inches high, it was a detailed scale model of Nublis’ Sacred Mountain complete with the Scouts and their horses. Focusing his camera even closer, he saw a perfect miniature of his flyer in a grassy meadow halfway up the slope.
Ethan guided his hand. “Here. Push this.”
Julian pressed the tip of the mountain's rosy peak. The model swung open in two halves to reveal an exquisite diorama of a mossy glade. Within it was a pool fashioned from a piece of diamond-clear rock crystal and a pair of snow foxes and their three tumbling kits, painstakingly carved from rare white jade.
Tears filled the Emperor's eyes."You made this for me? It must have taken months.”
“I did the preliminary sketches the day you took me there and have been working on it ever since. I'm making a companion piece depicting the mountain's crystal cave and my ghostly predecessors on their golden thrones.”
“I have something for you. As of yesterday afternoon, Your Grace, you have a fine healthy son. He has blue eyes and dark hair and the Fortiers are naming him Zachary after Galia's father. When he's three months old his parents will bring him to the sanctuary for the traditional presentation. Since you'll be presiding over the ceremony, you'll get to hold him in your arms. Aaron Fortier will love him as if he was his own son and Zachary will have every advantage you did not. I'll send you a picture as soon as I receive one.”
Ethan's eyes misted. “At a time like this, it's difficult to know what to say. until I met you I never knew the meaning of the word mercy. It was a term I'd associated only with cowards and weaklings. But you're neither. It took a rare kind of courage to stand alone at the spaceport and face me the way you did. With a hundred weapons pointed at your heart you still looked me in the eye and gave as good as you got. You taught me that mercy and strength go hand in hand. If I had to be defeated, I'm glad it was by such a one as you.”
Julian glanced down at his useless legs. “I'm not feeling merciful right now and there was a time when I'd gladly have slashed your throat. Fortunately, Cassius caught my hand.”
The Major Domo put on his mask and robes and went to answer a knock on the door."Your Majesty, that was a message from the clinic. Your wife's about to go into labor and they're prepping her for surgery.”
Seeing Julian's agonized face, something clenched at Ethan's heart. He thought of the terrible night when the twins were born and the Empress had almost lost her life. “The old ones told me Corey's going to be all right. Go to her, my friend, and welcome your son as he completes his difficult journey from the great pool of life to his new world.”
Julian sensed a roomful of people and he could hear them setting up equipment. The doctor spoke. “Your Majesty, we're about to remove the cast. The slight buzzing is the saw cutting through the material. After it's off, you'll probably feel cold because your legs have been insulated. Ah. The fractures have healed nicely and most of the muscle tone is still there. You have excellent bone density and no atrophy to speak of. Hmm. Joints are limber. Color and circulation look good. Now, let's try this. What do you feel? Anything? No? How about here?”
“I don't feel a damn thing and my legs aren't cold either.”
As Cassius watched in horror, a medical attendant stabbed a needle into the bottom of Julian's foot. “How about now?”
“How many times do I have to tell you, Doctor? Whatever the hell you're doing, I can't feel it.”
When the attendant prepared to plunge the needle in again, Cassius grabbed his arm. “That's enough. Can't you see it's bleeding, you stupid bastard? Now clean it up and put on a dressing. Then get the hell out of here and don't you ever come back. I swear, if I ever see your ugly face again, I'll rearrange it so your own mother won't recognize you. As for you, Doctor. My brother has enough scars as it is. He told you he can't feel anything and enough is enough.”
Amen to that and thanks, big brother. 
When he was satisfied everyone had left, the Emperor concentrated as hard as he could on his right leg. He carefully visualized it in his mind, starting with the foot, and with every fiber of his being, he willed it to move.
Nothing.
He tried the same thing with his left.
Again no result.
Nothing loath, he maneuvered over to the edge of the bed. Lifting his legs with his hands, he pushed them over the side. So far, so good.
He sat for a moment, visualizing first his legs, then his feet. Finally, he pushed against the mattress as hard he could. He stood up momentarily, then hit the floor with a resounding crash.
The door opened and he heard running footsteps, then more and more until the room seemed to be filled with people. A pair of strong arms lifted him back onto the bed.
“Your Majesty, what do you think you're doing?”
Cassius’ voice came from somewhere above him. “Dammit, Julian. First thing in the morning we're going to start you practicing with the wheelchair and crutches. until then, would you mind telling me what it's going to take for you to stay put?”
“Get Corey to keep me company. Otherwise, I won't.”
“All right. I'll have them get her and the baby right now.”
He heard some arguing and the word “restraints” a couple of times, then Cassius spoke again. “They're bringing her over here. In the meantime, the doctor wants to see if you did any damage.”
Hands began palpating Julian's upper torso.
“Only to my ego. And Polly, if you know what's good for you, don't even think about putting me in restraints.”
The doctor replied almost too quickly, “I shouldn't dream of it.”
“The hell you wouldn't. You've been thinking about nothing else since I came in here.”
Doctor Polycarp thought about the whoopee cushions in the boardroom and sighed. So skillfully hidden in the chair pads as to be completely invisible, they had added an entirely unexpected dimension to yesterday's monthly meeting.
The chairman of the clinic's board was Julian's redoubtable father-in-law, Lord Rollo. His lordship had no sense of humor and the resultant tongue-lashing had been pungent and memorable. The offending chairs had been removed and the remainder of the meeting had taken place standing up.
“How you managed it is a mystery but it was most definitely you.”
“Managed what? Not only can I not see but I've been stuck in this bed ... in a cast yet ... for the entire time I've been here.”
“Oh, you did it all right, but this time you had an accomplice. Now you're out of that cast, I'm not taking any chances. First thing tomorrow you're out of here.”
“I heard,” said Corey. “Father told me when he came to see the baby. Really, Julian, isn't it time you and Cassius grew up? Just look at the example you're setting for Cass and Deborah. Not to mention their little brother.”
He sat up and opened his arms. “Come here and hold me. I want to -” But when she went to embrace him he pushed her away. “Who in the hell am I fooling? You may as well take a lover, Corey, because I'm no good to you anymore. You're young and beautiful and full of life and you deserve a whole lot better than this ... this ... this ... nothing. I can't see. I can't walk. I can't do anything for myself. I can't even....”
He opened his eyes wide and stared sightlessly toward the ceiling. Finally he clenched his fists and began pounding them on the bed in frustration.
“Hush, love. You'll wake the baby. Even if you were in one piece, sweetheart, it's much too soon. As far as your being no good to me, I talked to the doctor about that weeks ago and he assured me there are things they can do to help. Your life isn't over, Julian. It's just going to be different from now on, that's all. As for my taking a lover, that's for me to decide, not you. Right now, I don't care for the idea at all.”
She pulled back the sheet and slipped in beside him. “Now turn over and give me a kiss.” When Julian didn't move, Corey realized he was asleep.
She lay awake the rest of that long night, looking out into the darkness and wondering about the future.
Three months later, Julian decided to take control of his life.
He came down the hall to his office to a scattering of applause. One of his secretaries came forward with a bouquet of flowers and he graciously accepted the offering. To the delight of the small crowd of workers, he pulled her onto his lap and gave her a hug. The guard smiled broadly and opened the door.
With a final wave at the crowd, Julian turned his wheelchair and guided it inside. It took a moment for his camera to adjust to the difference in the light.
“What are you all doing here?”
Galia spoke up. “We heard you were coming back and this is as good an excuse as any for a reunion. Cassius made a few things and we got you a gift.”
It was impossible to see his eyes behind the dark glasses but the lines around Julian's mouth and his pale complexion bore witness to his ordeal. There was a tremor in his hands and in the trim black flight uniform he appeared excessively thin. Even his silver-gilt hair had lost its brightness.
As if he guessed what Galia was thinking, the Emperor turned his head and smiled."If you think this is bad, you should have seen me before I got out of the clinic.”
“Why don't you come over here?” suggested Corey. “Then we can see if your chair's the right height.”
When he reached the desk, Julian found a package in its center. He removed the gaudy wrapping and howled with laughter. “You shouldn't have.”
His partner in crime grinned. “Giving you your own personal whoopee cushion seemed appropriate.”
Julian tested the device with his finger and the sound set him off again. “Did Lord Rollo figure out who did it?”
“Immediately, if not sooner. Ever since that meeting he waits for everyone else to sit before he does.”
“Obviously,” huffed Aaron, “neither of you has mended his wicked ways. Without my steadying influence, you two are worse than you ever were.” He came over to the wheelchair and gave his former charge a hug.
“Captain, you're a sight for sore eyes. Judging by your appearance, married life must agree with you.”
Julian pointed his camera toward the corner where Ellie sat in a leather wing chair with Jonah hovering over her. “Welcome back from Aretz. How long before the blessed event?”
Ellie smiled shyly. “The doctor says two weeks. The university's given Jonah a leave of absence but he's brought all his books and materials with him. He has to maintain his grade average, no matter what.”
“Speaking of which,” asked Jonah, “how's the progress on the silk plant project?”
“The servants did a pretty good job of keeping them alive and I'm getting closer. Corey's switched her avocation to plant genetics and she's been working with me.”
“Now that you can eat real food again,” said his wife, “let me get you a plate and something to drink. And, yes, it's true. At first, I started working on the plants to help Julian. Now I've become fascinated and I'm making it my permanent productive requirement.”
Galia picked up an object from a table near the window. “What's this?”
“Bring it over here and I'll show you. Set it on the desk and press here.”
As the two halves of the mountain opened, Julian explained, “The Archon made this for me. It's a depiction of the snow foxes on the sacred mountain. If you'll bring me that one from over there? Thank you. This is the companion piece. It's the cave in the heart of the mountain with the sacred pool and the old ones on their golden thrones.”
Galia looked closely. “Two of the thrones are empty and there's a figure almost halfway across the bridge.”
“That's interesting. When I looked at it yesterday, the figure was further back.” He looked over at Cassius and shivered. “If you look more closely, you'll see the sacred fish.”
“You're right. There they are and they're all the colors of the rainbow.”
Ellie joined him by the desk. “This is the most exquisite work I've ever seen. The Archon did this? I thought he was a chef.”
“That was the old Archon. He died.”
“I'm sorry to hear that. So that's why there's a new Major Domo. What became of the old one? I had a lot of respect for him.”
The Emperor glanced at Aaron.
The Captain's face was impassive. “He's fine. He went back out into the world and is leading a normal life.”
“We'll get to meet the new Archon tomorrow,” said Cassius. “Are the babies coming to the presentation?”
Corey sighed. “They sure are and I pray they'll be quiet during the ceremony. Deborah's teething and she's pretty fractious right now. Let's eat.”
Once they were settled with their plates, Julian remarked, “As long as we're all here together, it looks as if our little band may have a new purpose. That's if you're interested in helping me again.”
“Of course, we are,” replied Jonah and murmurs of assent rippled around the room. “What's up, Your Imperialness?”
“Chief Justice Augustus Veniston is what's up. My lawsuit and Malachi's are inching their way through the courts. But even if we get a verdict in our favor, we all know he's going to set it aside. A nifty little listening post came into my hands a few months ago and we're using it to watch everything he does. The device is contained in this witch ball. It's wired into another recorder that's monitored all the time so I can turn it on and off as I wish. Take a look.”
He pressed one of the carvings and a moving hologram appeared. “That's Augustus Veniston.” He pressed another button and the picture zoomed out. “There's his office. In addition to the cameras, Lord Ethan gave His Honor an audio implant. We always know where he is and can monitor his conversations, even when he's away from his office. Unfortunately, we no longer have a military tribunal to try him and I see no way to get him before the Archon. We'll have to bring him down ourselves under Nublis’ Rules of War.”
The intercom chimed softly.
“This is Julian.”
“Your Majesty, the Major Domo would like to speak with you. Are you taking calls?”
“Put him on.”
“Welcome back to the Complex, Your Majesty. His Grace would like you to stop for a drink. Five?”
“I have to go to the sanctuary but I'll see him after that. Tell him thank you for the second mountain piece. We're admiring it.”
“He'll be pleased to hear that. We'll see you at five?”
“Five it is.”
Julian pressed the button. “What's my schedule?”
“Two hearings tomorrow morning in Court A. The afternoon's been cleared for the presentation. The first hearing's at nine and the second at ten thirty. The documents are in your second right hand drawer.”
“Anything this afternoon?”
“A meeting in Magistrate Cato's office at three. Something to do with intercourt communications.”
“Make my excuses. Anything else?”
“The Parliament's Assistant Secretary is hosting a reception for Synod trade delegates at four with dinner to follow.”
“Make my excuses.”
“What's this brochure?”
“A safari to go after the eastern Oryx on Betelgeuse. One of those VIP things with video stars and sports celebrities. They come all the time.”
“What's an Oryx?”
“I don't know, Your Majesty, but I'll find out.”
“Please do.”
Julian studied the brochure, tapping it with his fingernail.
Corey both knew that look well. Finally she spoke."Julian, you've hardly eaten a thing. Is there something else I can get you?”
“What? Oh, no, thank you, dear. No reflection on your cooking, Cassius, but I don't eat much these days.”
“Drink this anyway and take these supplements. You need them.” Obediently, Julian washed the capsules down with the glass of juice Corey handed him.
Cassius looked at the Captain and raised an eyebrow.
“I saw that and I'm not nearly as henpecked as you think. But there are times when it's easier to go along with her than to argue.”
Corey gave him an affectionate hug and he caressed her cheek.
“It's almost time for Janus’ feeding. That baby maintains a strict schedule and if I'm five minutes late, he'll let me know about it for the rest of the day. Then I'll go up to the conservatory. Dear, that yellow plant is about to bloom.”
Julian pressed the intercom. “Her Majesty is about to leave. Please notify her escort.”
Galia gave Julian an affectionate kiss. “Aaron and I should be going too. We'll see you at dinner tonight. Corey, we'll walk with you.”
Ellie rose awkwardly to her feet. “Wait for us. I have a clinic appointment and Jonah needs to hit the books.”
When he and Julian were alone, Cassius began picking up glasses and plates and stacking them on the table near the window. Julian was still looking at the safari brochure.
The door opened and his secretary came in. “This is an Oryx, Your Majesty. Will there be anything else?”
“No. That's fine, thank you. Cassius, will you quit fussing. Food service can take care of it later.”
Cassius sat in the wing chair Ellie had just vacated. He put his feet on the matching ottoman and waited for Julian to tell him what was on his mind.
“Turn on the viewscreen and dial it to the hunting channel. I'm shutting off the camera so I can look at it on video direct. The damn thing's been giving me a headache anyway.” Julian pushed his wheelchair away from the desk and began guiding it blindly toward the windows.
The wheelchair beeped, indicating an obstacle, and Cassius moved a chair out of Julian's way. “Your camera probably needs adjusting again, As long as you're going to see the Archon, why don't you have him take a look?”
“That's the one problem with company,” groused the Emperor, “they rearrange the furniture.”
“They're so used to you wearing the camera, they forget you're blind and need everything left in place.”
“If they had to use it as much as I do they'd understand why it's a relief to take the damn thing off. Kira was right about that. It is tiring, even with the autofocus. Everyone thinks this camera's so wonderful but believe me, it's not the same as being sighted. My bedroom's the only room where I'm safe without it. Corey's apartments are a minefield. But I suppose that's inevitable with babies all over the place.”
“How are you doing in the independence department?”
“I'm pretty good. I can dress and undress and go to the bathroom by myself and I manage to get in and out of bed and the wheelchair. I've been practicing with that electronic brace affair but I still fall half the time and I'm a long way away from being able to use it in public. People are always trying to help me and I hate that.”
“What's the latest on your new flyer?” Cassius kept his tone casual.
“The modifications are finished and they're supposed to be delivering it next week. The good news is I'm allowed to fly. But only with a qualified co-pilot. And I'm not permitted to do high-speed takeoffs any more. I can drive a ground transport too but I have to have someone with me all the time.”
The Prince laughed. “You do anyway. What do you think your bodyguard is? A cheese sandwich?”
“I know but the whole thing makes me feel hemmed in.”
“Have you got the hunting channel on now? What's this all about anyway? It's to do with Augustus Veniston, isn't it?”
“Yes, I have the hunting channel on. I can't see a thing because they still haven't figured a way to have the viewscreen and camera on at the same time. If you tried to watch a regular screen with this camera you'd find out very quickly what hell is. If you'd be so kind as to guide me to the balcony. That's better. Now, where was I? Oh, yes. Augustus. The man's a trophy freak and we can use that to get at him. He's on the hunting channel constantly and I've turned the damn thing on for inspiration. We've got some pretty rare fauna here and I'm sure there's something we can use to tempt him.”
“One problem. The only trophy hunting we allow on Nublis is with a camera.”
“Our Augustus has marked criminal tendencies. How about a clandestine safari for something so rare he can only find it here? If it's a one of a kind he won't be able to resist.”
Cassius frowned. “His Honor's not stupid and he trusts us just about as far as he does the League. Which is not at all.”
“It's time to break out the coronets and go trolling for tame celebrities to use as bait. We need to whip up public outrage against MagnaJet anyway and can kill two birds with one stone. I've got a sheaf of invitations to talk shows, interviews and functions all over the Synod. Between us, we could cover a lot of ground in a short time. First, we need to establish a time frame. Then we can make a list and divide it up. You're an eligible bachelor prince who causes female flutters wherever you go, I'm a romantic tragic figure and Corey's a famous imperial beauty with a legendary jewel collection. As distinguished-looking as the Captain is, all I need do is give him a title. I was about to do that anyway. With Galia, he can't miss and Ellie and Jonah are the tabloids’ favorite sweethearts. We'll be instant headlines in every tabloid in the Synod and after that we won't have to shop for the celebrities we need. They'll come courting us.”
“Are you up to this? You hate crowds and publicity more than anyone I know. At the best of times, you find people very tiring, and no more so than now.”
Julian shook his head. “I've given this a lot of thought. Alone, I couldn't begin to handle it. With the defenders’ help, I can. Once we have our celebrities in hand we have to find a trophy to use as bait. All we need do then is set our trap. His Honor's greed should do the rest. If you're interested, Archon Intelligence has uncovered something else about our distinguished Chief Justice. In addition to being a respectable married man, Augustus Veniston heads up the biggest fundamental religious group in the Synod.”
“Everyone knows that.”
“True, but how about this? Our Augustus not only plays around on the side, he has kinky tastes and a yen for a certain physical type. It happens that we have an agent who qualifies. Her name's Sarvia Ramya.”
The Prince sighed. “I remember her case. She was a teenage prostitute who'd murdered her pimp in cold blood. When she came before me, it looked like a rubber stamp. A certain inflection in her voice told me there was a more to it. She'd been in mortal fear of the man. When she claimed self-defense she was telling the literal truth. The pimp wanted her daughter but Sarvia refused to give the child up. He'd debauched her in the same way and now he was coming after her little girl.When she sought protection the law did nothing because he was the child's father.The man was a wealthy crime lord and so canny and well-guarded she couldn't get at him by ordinary means. Knowing his tastes, Sarvia set up an exotic evening of passion. Arrogant bastard that he was, he walked right into her trap. After pulling out all the stops, she drugged him in a highly imaginative way. Let's just say she didn't use a needle and he didn't ingest the stuff by mouth. After he passed out, she shot him through his right eye with an ornamental bow and arrow she just happened to have hanging on her bedroom wall. To make doubly sure, she shot him through the left eye as well. When I asked ‘why a bow and arrow?,’ she said it was to avoid waking her child. After making certain he was dead, she used her victim's communicator to contact City Security and suggested they get there before the guards in the next room decided to check on their boss. Because of the drug, the premeditation and the second shot, I had no choice but to find her guilty. I wrestled with her sentence for two days and searched every jurisdiction in the Synod for some pretext to grant her leniency and reunite her with her child, but found nothing. After a great deal of deliberation, I set aside the requested death penalty and sentenced her to life with no possibility of parole. When I handed down my verdict, Sarvia sobbed as if her heart would break and I knew I was right. Later, I shifted her into my special program. She's one of its brightest graduates.”
“I had no idea you knew her.”
“It was a bit before your time when Father was still on the throne.”
It was the Emperor's turn to sigh."I was making my living as a keyboard plunker and chasing from one concert to another across the Synod.”
“You made a very good living and you were considerably more than a mere plunker. Didn't some critic or other call you a living classic?”
“My publicist never let me forget it. The woman splashed that phrase over every billboard she could find. She persuaded me to look the part by letting my hair grow and got me to appear onstage in floppy silk shirts with big sleeves and black velvet pants. When it came to the pants, the tighter the better. I spent more time worrying about whether the damn things were going to split than I did my music. Quit laughing. It wasn't one bit funny.”
“Well, did they?”
“Did they what?”
“Did your pants ever split?”
“Not onstage but I had a couple of close calls elsewhere. One involved a tussle with someone of the female persuasion so maybe it doesn't count. Finally, I put my foot down and said ‘no more.'”
“I saw a picture of you in that getup. You looked like a dissolute poet.”
“Those were the days. Now, back to the matter at hand.”
“You really hate him, don't you?”
“Who?”
“Veniston.”
Julian took in a deep breath, then let it out again. “You don't know how much. Our ancestors dealt with this kind of scum in imaginative ways and I find some of their methods really appealing.”
The Prince raised his brows. “Just remind me to never get on the wrong side of you. Before I leave, do you need help with anything?”
“No thanks, old buddy. Do you?”

Chapter 2...Arrival on Nublis
When their starship circled for its final approach, Marcus’ Uncle Pauli snapped his computer shut. As the docking signs chimed, the lounge's hundred or so inmates gathered their belongings and everyone headed toward the silently opening doors.
While Marcus and Pauli stood blinking in the glare of Nublis’ high summer, their fellow passengers streamed ahead into the recesses of the waiting spaceport, chattering avidly among themselves, waving their luggage chips and looking curiously around. As they came closer, a flash of brilliant color at the concourse's far end materialized into a small group of richly dressed individuals.
“Hah.” said Pauli. “That must be our welcoming committee.”
All around them, the crowd was being marshaled into an orderly line. One of the tan-uniformed officials addressed Marcus in his own language. “You're about to meet the Emperor Julian. When His Majesty greets you, please state your name and place of origin and move on. If he should converse with you, answer yes or no. Once you're through the receiving line, give your baggage chip to one of my colleagues. No tips are necessary and there's no charge for the transport into the city. Enjoy your stay on Nublis.”
The official moved away and Marcus found himself looking down into a pair of unfocused gray eyes. Then he remembered his uncle saying something about the Emperor being blind. He stood tongue-tied, blushing to the roots of his sandy hair and unable to recall one word of what had just been said.
The gray eyes’ owner extended a jeweled white-gloved hand. He was shorter than Marcus and richly dressed in a scarlet silk tunic and an embroidered sleeveless surcoat trimmed with lustrous golden fur. A gleaming coronet adorned his mane of white-gold hair and the high cheekbones and golden skin were typical of his race.
But there was nothing effeminate about the Emperor's features or the set of his chin. When he spoke, it was in a pleasant unaccented tenor voice. “I am Julian. And you are?”
“Marcus Smithfield, Your, er, Majesty. I am from Old Earth ... er, Terra, in the Alpha Centauri system ... no, that's not right. You call it Aretz.”
“Welcome to Nublis, Marcus Smithfield. What do you do?”
“I am a law student assisting my uncle, Doctor Pauli Goreham, and a delegate to the constitutional convention.”
Still holding onto Marcus’ hand, the Emperor nodded. “I'm familiar with Dr. Goreham's writings. Is this your first visit?”
Acutely aware of the restiveness of those waiting behind him, Marcus devoutly wished for a crack in the floor to open up and swallow him whole.
The Emperor appeared unconcerned. “Of course it is. What are you, Marcus, all of nineteen?”
Marcus, who was just a month shy of his nineteenth birthday, nodded dumbly.
Much to his relief, the Emperor let go of his hand. “Well, we mustn't hold up the line, must we? Enjoy your stay with us.”
Feeling all eyes upon him, the young man moved through the remainder of the receiving line in a daze. Wishing he were dead or anywhere but here, he hastened toward the waiting officials.
The Nublian Emperor's face turned toward him until he was out of sight and only then did he turn to greet the waiting Pauli.
They found seats near the back of their waiting transport and watched the colorful procession of carriages and horse guards wend its way through cheering crowds and up a broad cobblestoned causeway leading to the imperial palace.
Pauli was still breathless about his encounter with the Emperor. “I had no idea His Majesty knew who I was, let alone anything about my work. He's much younger than I expected.”
As an avid fan of the tabloid press, Marcus was only too happy to enlighten his uncle."That's because you don't follow the news. The Emperor Janus was in his fifties when he was killed in a hunting accident and Julian was called away from his musical career on Aretz to assume the throne. Julian and his father had had a violent disagreement several years ago before which was why he was banished to Aretz. Something to do with his late stepmother, they say, but no one knows for sure.”
Pauli looked around nervously. “That's enough, Marcus. I've heard odd stories about Nublis and they say the very walls here have ears. We need to be careful what we say.”
His nephew reddened. “Everyone knows what a womanizer Julian was before his marriage.”
Pauli sniffed. “I won't argue with you about his reputation with the ladies. But he's very married now, and happily so from what I hear. His bride was selected for him by the Parliament and they met shortly before the wedding.”
“That's barbaric.”
“There's a whole lot about this place that's barbaric. You need to remember that Nublis’ imperial succession has lasted for three thousand years and the planet's been at peace during all that time. Besides being unmarred by war, this place has a constitutional monarchy and a remarkably stable government. Their legal system is incorruptible to the point of being legendary and that, my boy, is the reason we're here. Actually, I have far more interest in Nublis’ judicial setup than the private doings of its imperial family, and I'd especially like to know more about their chief judge. They call him the Archon and some say he's over a thousand years old. No one's ever seen his face and he never speaks. But he's real enough and his court system works very well.”
As the last of the Imperial procession reached the other end of the causeway, their transport moved forward and out into the traffic.
Seeing his uncle was well into his expounding mode, Marcus settled back to listen.
“Julian had more than a little to do with keeping the big wheels in the League and Synod from each other's throats. He's quite the diplomat, they say, and he's probably the reason why the Assembly chose Nublis as the convention site. Incidentally, did you know he was once one of my students? But it was only for one semester and I certainly didn't think he'd remember.” The professor paused for a moment to smile at his nephew. “Apparently he does and that must be why I was invited. I certainly couldn't have afforded a trip like this on my own, and when they told me an assistant was included, I immediately thought of you. Seeing as your late mother was from Nublis, I thought this would give you a chance to see her birthplace.”
Tears pricked at the back of Marcus’ eyes and he felt a sudden rush of affection for the rotund little uncle who was now his only family.
The transport finally stopped in front of their hotel and leaving Marcus to oversee the unloading of their modest luggage, Pauli bustled anxiously over to the reception desk.
In his bedroom at the Palace, Julian tugged off his gold-embroidered gloves and shrugged the heavy sable-trimmed surcoat to the floor. Tossing his coronet on the bed, he unsnapped its heavy matching belt, pulled the brilliant red tunic of native Nublian silk over his head and was just reaching for his customary tan cotton shirt and pants when he noticed it was noon.
Not having had a blessed thing to eat since the night before, he cursed the housekeeping efficiency, which had left him without so much as a cracker crumb on the nightstand. However, stomach growls or no, he wasn't going near the lavish buffet downstairs. The convention chairman and executive committee were his personal guests for the duration and he'd had enough of people for a while.
A knock on the door interrupted his musings. “Who is it?”
It opened to reveal one of the servants holding a silver tray. “Your Majesty? His Highness thought you might be hungry.”
“Tell my brother, thanks. I'm starving but I didn't feel like braving the crowd downstairs.”
The servant bobbed his sandy head. “I'd have been glad to fetch you something, Your Majesty. All you had to do was ring.”
“I'd appreciate not being disturbed for the next hour or so. After that, I'll be upstairs in the conservatory.”
When he was alone, Julian devoured the meat pie and salad on the tray. Then he worked his way over to the bed and crawled under the covers for a much-needed nap.
Over at the hotel, Marcus had asked for a wake-up call at five. Familiar with his Uncle Pauli's eating habits and having no idea whether any food would be served at that evening's reception, he called Room Service to order the cheapest snacks on the menu and after waking his uncle, he settled down to study the convention agenda. Their room's interactive viewscreen was rife with ads for every imaginable tourist attraction including some he certainly wouldn't have seen on Aretz.
After viewing the details of the sexual exotica available at the pleasure palaces for which Nublis’ capital city was famous, Marcus dialed up the prices for some of these offerings out of sheer curiosity. When he saw them, he blanched and decided he'd best remain celibate. The Room Service order finally arrived and he viewed the lavishly stocked cart in dismay.
“I didn't order this.”
The waiter was unperturbed. “This is what I was told to bring, sir.”
Marcus dug around in his pockets, but the man declined the proffered tip. Hmm, I'm liking this place better and better all the time.
Just as the door was closing, Pauli emerged from the bathroom.
He took one look at the Room Service cart. “What's the matter with you? We can't afford this.”
Marcus grinned. “We don't have to. There's no charge.”
“In that case, let's dig in.”
Pauli helped himself to a half dozen monster shrimp and a hefty slug of sparkling wine from one of several carafes.
On their way down to the lobby, Marcus and Pauli heard their fellow delegates grumble, “Everyone in this damn place has their hand out for a tip and they won't put a single thing on a tab.”
Their eyes met in consternation. As soon as they reached the main floor, the little professor hastened over to the reception desk.
He returned, bewildered. “The manager said the same thing. We've either won a contest or they've confused us with someone else.”
The bell captain approached them and bowed. “Dr. Goreham. Your limousine is waiting.”
“Huh? I sure as hell didn't order any limousine.”
“We were told to arrange it for you.”
When Pauli proffered a tip, the bell captain declined. When the limousine driver also refused his money, the professor frowned. “This is getting more curious by the minute. But, mistake or no, we may as well enjoy it for as long as it lasts.”
After climbing the great sweep of marble steps, they looked around the palace's black and white foyer in awe. When they handed their tickets to a brilliantly caparisoned footman, he glanced at their names and beckoned.
“Gentlemen, would you please follow me?”
They recrossed the huge foyer and were toiling up the red-carpeted stairs when Pauli muttered, “It was only one semester and I never even had so much as one private conversation with him. He got good grades but nothing special, so what's going on here?”
They arrived at a delicate wrought-iron balcony overlooking a night-scented garden and the servant stopped. “Please wait here.”
“Thank you for coming.”
Julian stood leaning on his crutches. At the sight of yet another red-carpeted marble staircase, Pauli groaned and the Emperor smiled.
“As you can see, I have some difficulty with stairs myself. The elevator's this way.”
Emerging onto the roof, Marcus took in the starlit sky. Cyrenia's lights spread out below them like a jeweled necklace.
“Why, this is beautiful.”
Julian ushered them to three comfortable chairs near a richly inlaid mosaic table covered with a sumptuous assortment of refreshments.
“It is, isn't it? I spend as much time up here as I can but not nearly as much as I'd like. Since we don't have much time, I'll get right to the point. Dr. Goreham, who was Marcus’ mother?”
They looked at him in amazement. “Huh?”
“Marcus’ mother was from Nublis,” said Julian patiently. “I'm curious as to her maiden name.”
Pauli sank into a chair. “Ah. Now I begin to see. Everything ... the invitation to the convention, the complementary stuff ... it's because of Marcus, right?”
“Right.”
Marcus sat bewildered but Pauli was crushed. “I should have known this had nothing to do with my work. Oh, what a fool I've been. Imagining I'd written something that made an impression.”
In the face of the little man's distress, Julian had the grace to look ashamed. “No, no, not at all. Dr. Goreham, I vividly remember your class and I've read all your writings. When Marcus’ father died last year, I considered bringing him to Nublis but changed my mind when you became his guardian. Do you really not know his mother's name?”
By this time, Marcus had had enough. “Why don't you ask me? She was my mother after all. Uncle Pauli scarcely knew her. I have her picture and everything. Mama died when I was only twelve but I certainly remember her and I loved her very much. So did my dad. He never looked at another woman after she went. All he ever wanted to do was join her.” The young man's voice choked. “Then he finally did.”
“That was thoughtless of me. I should have asked you rather than your uncle but I'm a product of our culture, I'm afraid. On Nublis we hold that elders must be deferred to and youth must step aside for them. I was addressing Dr. Goreham because he's your guardian and didn't stop to think that you're from Aretz.”
The Emperor turned his head toward Pauli again. “As you probably know, Dr. Goreham, our people often enter into relationships with other races but we seldom marry outside our own kind. Offspring of such liaisons are so rare as to be virtually non-existent.”
He turned his face back to Marcus. “As a half-Nublian, you may have property here and you certainly have rights. In the meantime, you and your uncle are to consider yourselves my personal guests. As such, you may have anything you wish at no charge for as long as you're here. Within reason, of course. Unfortunately, Marcus, that does not include the delights of the pleasure palaces. They're reserved for tourists and off-limits to any native. You're a little too young for what they have to offer anyway. However, your Uncle Pauli might enjoy a night out.”
He broke off and Marcus turned his head to see a scarlet-liveried servant behind them. The young man executed a graceful bow and said in passable Aretzan, “The Archon's arriving, Your Majesty, and the Empress is getting anxious.”
Indicating that Marcus and Pauli should remain seated, the Emperor reached for his crutches. “Thanks, Asa. If Her Majesty's in that much of a flap, I'd better get down there.” He shook their hands warmly. “Thank you for coming. Asa here will escort you and tomorrow we'll talk further.”
“Would you care for some refreshments?” asked Asa after the Emperor left. “The buffet's liable to be crowded and the good stuff goes quickly. The Archon won't be receiving for another half-hour ... that's if you want to meet him at all.”
“I believe I'll have something,” said Pauli and promptly loaded up a plate.
Marcus sat looking shell-shocked.
“Sir,” Asa said gently, “perhaps some brandy might help.” He poured a glass and put it into Marcus’ unresisting hand. “Just take a sip. That's right. With all due respect, I couldn't help overhearing some of what His Majesty said. He has a tendency to drop things on people without warning and I'm not sure he doesn't do it on purpose.”
Marcus almost choked as the brandy hit the back of his throat. Some color returned to his cheeks. “Th-that's strong stuff.”
Pauli reached for the bottle. “I believe I'll try some of that. Marcus, why don't you eat something?”
“I don't feel hungry right now and maybe we should get down to the reception. I'm curious to see the Archon. Aren't you, Uncle?”
“Well, in that case, let's go.” Mindful of Asa's remark about the buffet table, Pauli grabbed a couple of snacks for the road.
Music and a buzz of conversation filled the vast hall and the guests were circulating on the floor when they reached the ballroom. As the steward greeted them, Asa slipped away.
“Dr. Goreham, Mr. Smithfield, I am to take you to the Emperor so that he may present you to the Archon. He is addressed as Your Grace but you are not expected to kiss his ring. Just state your names and answer any questions his Major Domo may ask. Would you follow me?”
Crossing the ballroom in the steward's wake, Pauli enjoyed the flabbergasted expressions on his more successful colleague's faces.
When they reached the Emperor's throne, Julian rose to his feet with a smile. “Your Grace. May I present a distinguished legal scholar from Aretz and one of my former university teachers, Dr. Pauli Goreham? This is his assistant, Marcus Smithfield.”
Placing his hands together as if in prayer, the Archon raised them to his masked forehead. As he inclined his head, Pauli heard a whisper from behind him. “Return the bow.”
He somewhat nervously did so and the Archon signaled with his gloved fingers.
The Major Domo's tone was sharp. “Are we correct in our understanding that Marcus Smithfield has Nublian blood and that you are his guardian?”
Pauli bobbed his head. “Yes, Your Grace. That is correct.”
The Major Domo nodded. “We understand Marcus knows little of his mother's native planet or our culture. Would he be interested in learning more?”
Mindful of Julian's words, Pauli laid a warning hand on Marcus’ arm. “Oh, yes, Your Grace. We both would.”
As the Major Domo spoke again, Marcus felt invisible eyes behind the Archon's mask boring right through him."Would you also be interested in studying our legal system and its origins?”
Pauli sensed palpable waves of envy from the crowd behind them."Oh, absolutely, Your Grace. That's why we came to Nublis in the first place.” Fearful he'd said too much, he gulped and shut up.
The Archon made a reassuring gesture and beckoned to the Emperor, who leaned toward him.
Julian cocked his bright head to hear the Archon's whisper and favored them with another dazzling smile. “His Grace hopes you'll enjoy the rest of the evening. We'll be in touch.”
In response to an obvious gesture of dismissal, Pauli and Marcus stepped away from the thrones. The Archon rose ponderously to his feet and followed in procession by his Major Domo and the Imperial Family, made his stately way across the ballroom and out into the night.
A familiar voice spoke at Pauli's elbow. “Well, well, well. And just how do you rate, Dr. Goreham? That was quite a sight.”
Tall, white-haired and distinguished, the speaker wore dark scholar's robes similar to Pauli's.
The little professor greeted him with obvious pleasure. “William. I had no idea you were going to be here. Marcus, this is Dr. William Strictor and he's one of my oldest friends. ‘Restrictor,’ we used to call him in school along with some other things I won't mention.”
He and Marcus soon found themselves in the center of an animated group, all of whom seemed to want to know them better. For Pauli, who'd always felt something of an outsider among his more successful colleagues, this sudden popularity was a heady experience. His nephew grew more and more bored and was drifting away from the group when Asa reappeared.
The young servant had changed from his scarlet livery into a buff-colored suede tunic and loose-fitting cotton pants. “His Majesty's given me the night off to show you around and the steward has orders to take care of your uncle. Why don't you let him know? Then we can take off.”
When Marcus was finally able to get his uncle's attention, Pauli nodded distractedly. “Have a good time. Don't stay out too late or do anything I wouldn't.”
Mindful of the exotic delights of the pleasure palaces and what the Emperor had said earlier, Marcus just smiled. When they left, Pauli didn't even see them go.
A few hours later, Cassius and the Emperor were finishing a private dinner in Julian's quarters.
The Prince toyed with his dessert. “The Archon has a criminal session tomorrow afternoon, the usual petty thievery and disturbances of the peace. There are a couple of capital cases but they won't be ready until next month. Why don't you have the convention's executive committee pick a dozen delegates to observe the proceedings? He can hold a reception afterwards and have them ask questions and comment on what they saw.”
“Good thought. It'll be interesting to see how they react. How about a tour of the complex while you're at it?”
“It's not a bad idea but the history lesson should be edited, don't you think?”
“The Synod's problem might be drastic but I don't think our visitors are ready to hear what our forefathers really did. At least nowadays, we only cover his eyes instead of burning them out. A vow of celibacy is preferable to castration and the beheading of the old Archon by his successor is no more than a symbolic gesture.”
“He's still a branded, imprisoned slave who must obey his jailer's every command and the killing of an Archon carries no penalty because he's legally dead already.”
Julian's gray eyes saddened. “Only on Nublis is justice truly blind. Because he honestly doesn't know the difference, everyone stands equal before the Archon's court. He rules strictly on evidence and testimony, has nothing to gain or lose, and there's no way he can be bribed or intimidated. Knowing better than anyone what it is to have no rights, he protects the rights of others and never having seen his face or heard his voice, no one knows who he is. I certainly didn't. And unlike the rest of the Synod, no one on Nublis aspires to be its Chief Judge.”
Cassius sighed. “I know all that. So why are you saying this now?”
“I'm hashing over my arguments, trying to decide what to leave out and what to put in. I have to sell them on the impossibility of overhauling a system as broken as the Synod Judiciary. Its corruption is worse than Nublis’ was when our forefathers established the Archon System.”
“Now, there, I agree with you. But we both know what the next question's going to be.” Cassius’ tone grew mocking and his smile bitter. “'Tell me, Your Imperialness, when Nublis dismantled its old legal system, what did they do with their lawyers and judges?’ Silver-tongued you may be but I don't think even you can persuade them that our surplus legal talent was peacefully put out to pasture ... or that it even went quietly.”
The Emperor frowned. “Point taken. We're going to have to tread softly and take it one step at a time. In the Judiciary, there is no law. It's a poisoned well, corrupt from top to bottom and rotten to the core. Should the Assembly fail to clean it up, it's facing civil war. The League has given their Executive Committee a deadline. If they fail to meet it, the merchants intend to take matters into their own hands. Believe me, Cassius, they can do it. Some League members refuse to wait even that long. Their ships are still stopping questionable vessels right and left and their death squads are executing suspects without trial. The Synod's only response has been to talk of martial law and wouldn't the military love that?”
“When I was the Archon, I knew none of this but I had an idea. Even in my ivory tower I did hear things, you know. As for you, my friend, since it's getting late, I'd appreciate it if you'd stop beating around the bush. You don't need me to give the delegates a sanitized history and tour of the Temple, so what's up?”
“For someone at the top of his class, you can be pretty damn slow on the uptake. All right, here it is. When the Synod finally decides to dismantle its current judiciary, something will have to replace it. The Assembly's interested in our system because it works better than anything else. To put it in a nutshell, they're going to want an Archon of their own and they'll be looking to us to provide one.”
Cassius tapped slender fingers on the tablecloth and said nothing.
“Once the decision's been made, the Synod's going to want him yesterday if not sooner. A new Archon's hardly created overnight and it's a certainty there'll be no volunteers.”
“That's the reason for your overweening interest in young Marcus?”
“As a hybrid, he'd be perfect. When I first heard about him, I kept track of the boy and was debating how to get him to Nublis when Dr. Goreham became his guardian. Then it was just a matter of including them in the convention. I arranged it through a foundation which was only too happy to take my money. While I consider Dr. Goreham an excellent guardian for Marcus, without money or connections he's had no chance for a successful career. I've arranged for the foundation to commission a book comparing our legal system to Aretz's and they're persuading the university to give him an indefinite leave of absence. The professor's worried about supporting his nephew on a minuscule salary that's barely adequate for him alone. Were it not for his writings, he wouldn't even have that and giving the boy a decent start in life is an impossibility. I have no doubt he's losing sleep over it.”
“Now you've rearranged their lives in your usual inimitable fashion, Your Imperialness, what do you want from me?”
“Now, we come to the crux of the matter. If we're to be ready when the Synod decides to reform its judiciary we must start preparing now.”
“And you want me to help you?”
“Who better. You've been there. You know everything that's required. Will you do it?”
“You're asking me to steer an innocent into the hellish existence from which I just escaped? I should say no but, unfortunately, I understand where you're coming from. Yes, Julian, much as I hate to do it, I'll help you.”
“Oh, oh, oh.” groaned Pauli. “I think I'm going to die. No, I'm afraid I won't. How can a person feel this bad and still be alive?”
“I know exactly what you need. Some hair of the dog. It'll help, honestly.” Marcus searched through the bottles on the Room Service cart. “Here, have some of this.”
Pauli eyed the glass’ contents. “I can't.”
At Marcus’ urging, he took a small sip. To his surprise, it stayed down and he took another. The room stopped spinning and he began to feel a little better. “And just where did you learn about hangover cures?”
“Dad started drinking after Mama died. Many was the time I poured him into bed and got him on his feet the next morning.”
“Well, at least I got myself to bed.”
Marcus’ thin lips turned up in a mischievous grin and his hazel eyes danced. “Yeah, but whose?”
“That'll be quite enough of that. I was with some very respectable company I'll have you know. We merely took in some of the sights.”
“So did I and very pretty they were too.”
“Where did you go?”
“A street dance in the marketplace. They had food stalls, performers, you name it. Asa and I met these two girls. Mine was named Lilia. She has long red hair, giggles a lot and works in the food service at the prison. We went for a walk along the causeway and I'm going to see her tonight. Asa has a group of friends from an orphanage run by the temple. It belongs to the Archon and he takes care of people who are sick or down on their luck. He says the Imperial Family's very matter of fact and not in the least sniffy, and that everyone on Nublis has to do productive work with their hands every day including the Emperor and the Archon.”
“A splendid notion. Certainly, we could take a lesson in that on Aretz.”
“Where did you go, Uncle? You certainly came in late.”
“Well, uh, there was this place. The steward made the arrangements and it was absolutely incredible. They had women ... er, people there from all over the universe and every imaginable species. It was quite amazing, really. I've never experienced anything quite like it in my entire life.”
“And?”
“And ... ahem, nothing. What about breakfast?”
Marcus punched a viewscreen key. “I already ordered it. There's a message here from the Executive Committee. We're invited on a tour of the Temple and we're supposed to meet the group in less than an hour.”
“Oh, my. Then we'd better hurry.”
Marcus looked smugly down at his white student's robes. “Well, I'm ready. The bathroom's all yours.”
As his guests completed their breakfasts, Julian stood up. “Gentlemen and ladies, it's an honor to have you here. I trust the staff is treating you well and that our facilities are to your satisfaction.”
There was a pleased murmur and some scattered applause.
“As you know, we have a unique judicial system here on Nublis. Aside from that, our constitutional government is similar to that of Aretz and other democracies in the Synod. We're a hereditary monarchy and have enjoyed the same system of government for over three thousand years.”
More applause.
“Our government is democratic and has three branches. Administrative, which is the Emperor, is housed here in the palace. The Legislative, our Parliament, consists of two houses, one elected and one appointed. The Parliamentary buildings, incidentally, are located near the spaceport. Like politicians everywhere, the honorable members appreciate being able to get out of town quickly.” He waited for the laughter to die down. “The Judicial branch is headed by our chief judge, the Archon, and that is the one in which you're interested. His Grace has directed me to extend you every courtesy and he's invited the delegates, in groups of a dozen or so, into his and the lower courtrooms to observe our proceedings. As you may or may not know, I'm a presiding magistrate and I have a custody hearing at noon. Should you wish to attend, my steward ... he's over there in the corner....” The steward bowed. “...will assist you in arranging it. Any requests to the Archon are handled through his Major Domo.” Julian smiled. “Contrary to popular belief, we do have practicing lawyers on Nublis and several lower court judges.”
There was a murmur of surprise.
“Like myself, our legal practitioners are graduates of the great law schools on Aretz. However, I should warn you that the law is not a very profitable profession here. If the truth be known, Nublis is the best place in the universe for a lawyer only if you don't care about making any money. As to our procedures, on Nublis an attorney is not permitted to speak in the Archon's court but he or she may sit with their clients and advise them. The Major Domo functions as a prosecutor and the plaintiff and defendant must plead their own cases. The Archon can't see when he's presiding over the court, no names are used and he has no prior knowledge of the participants or the circumstances of any case before him. He can discern and analyze stress patterns in speech and the acuteness of his hearing and other senses are such that absolute silence is imposed during the proceedings. Personally, I'm careful of what I say anywhere within a half-mile radius of the Archon's residence and he's the reason why the walls of Nublis are said to have ears.”
More laughter and applause.
“Unlike your jurisdictions, Nublis has neither a jury system nor an appeals process. The death penalty and other punishments are at the discretion of the Archon. The lower courts have no power in such matters. Capital crimes, such as murder, rape, robbery, assault ... like everyone else, we have our share of those ... are tried in the Archon's court and there is no appeal from his decisions. A death sentence must be implemented personally by the Archon within twenty-four hours and it is his responsibility to determine the method of execution.”
Julian acknowledged the gasp from around the table. “If the Archon is incapacitated, the Emperor assumes the responsibility and carries out the sentence on his behalf.”
In response to a second gasp, his tone grew reassuring. “Death sentences on Nublis are rare, however, and no Emperor within living memory has ever had to carry one out.” In his mind, he could hear Cassius’ exclamation. Julian, you liar.
“We have the same presumption of innocence and an accused is afforded every opportunity to prepare their defense. The win/lose atmosphere is noticeably lacking and costs are minimal. Operational expenses are met out of a public fund and the Archon, lower court judges and legal staff all serve without direct remuneration.”
A pleasant-faced middle-aged woman raised her hand. “What about juveniles?”
“We have no separate system. The Archon imposes a sentence appropriate to them and the crime.”
“Including physical punishment or imprisonment?”
“Sometimes both. Juveniles aren't housed with the general prison population and their sentences are generally light. When a juvenile's released, the Archon's office tracks them for several years and sees to it they're given a start in life. I have a graduate of the Archon's court working for me now. According to him, just the terror of appearing before the Archon was incentive enough to keep him on the straight and narrow for the rest of his life.”
A thin man at the end of the table raised his hand."What about habeas corpus?”
“We have none but seldom hold prisoners without charge. They're given immediate access to counsel and a speedy trial.”
“What about self-incrimination?”
“Criminal defendants may decline to testify in the lower courts. Once they're before the Archon, they must trust in his instinct for the truth. After his ruling, he does a post trial analysis with the Major Domo who furnishes the information and background that were not available to him before. We've maintained a statistical record of our Archons’ decisions since the system was first implemented. According to the computer, their verdicts have been one hundred percent correct. This data is available should you care to review it.”
The middle-aged woman raised her hand again. “Just who or what is the Archon?”
“I'm not at liberty to answer that. Thank you for listening to what I have to say. Your transport's outside and you're scheduled to leave for your Temple tour in approximately twenty minutes. I'll wish you all a very good morning and trust you'll enjoy the rest of your day.”
The middle-aged woman rose to her feet. “How about a hand for His Majesty?”
As Julian was leaving, several committee members came up to shake his hand including the middle-aged woman, who was smiling broadly. “That was wonderful, Your Majesty. How can I learn more about the Archon's follow-up program?”
“Thank you, Madam Chairman. Just give your requests to my steward or the Major Domo.”
The Committee members converged on the steward who threw Julian a panicked glance. The Emperor gave him a wicked grin and a thumbs-up sign, and left.
As they were entering Julian's courtroom, the blue-armored guard drew Pauli aside. “His Majesty requests the honor of your company at lunch and extends his apologies for not contacting you sooner.”
“That's most kind of His Majesty. Please tell him we accept. The lunch I mean.”
“Very well, sir. I'll be here to escort you just as soon as the hearing's over.”
“Well, isn't this interesting? It looks like any courtroom back home.”
Pauli caught Dr. Strictor's curious look. “Er, Marcus’ mother was from Nublis and the Emperor has taken an, er, interest in him. Being's I'm his guardian, he's, er, been kind enough to include me.”
“So that's what it's about. Well, I wish I had your luck. Luncheon with the Emperor's going to be a whole lot more interesting than being run all over the building by that stone-faced soldier who'll only answer yes or no. Half the time, he won't even say that much.”
There was a rap on the floor behind them and a voice intoned, “All rise for His Honor.”
His scarlet silk robe billowing, the Emperor made his laborious way through a door at the front of the courtroom. He looked preoccupied and carried some papers under his arm. A speech-text computer occupied the desk in front of him and a hovering secretary switched it on. Almost as if he could see them, he smiled at the delegates. “Welcome to my court. You may find our procedures less formal but they're not unlike those of the rest of the Synod.” He nodded to the people at the two tables in front of him. “Let us begin.”
Still tired from the night before, Pauli nodded off to sleep as the proceedings droned on. Startled awake by an elbow digging into his side, he looked up at the blue-armored guard looming over them.
“Uncle Pauli.” hissed Marcus. “The hearing's over and everyone's gone.”
The guard's face was impassive. “If you gentlemen would please follow me.”
Julian's office was dimly lit and even more richly carpeted than the hallway.
When they entered, the Emperor was at his desk. He raised his head and smiled. “Please have a seat. If you'll excuse me, this is something I have to finish.”
He returned to his documents while Marcus and Pauli looked curiously around the comfortable book-lined room. A pool of light shone directly down onto the surface of the huge polished desk in its center and they could make out shapes of furniture in the corners and along the walls. Several archways looked as if they might lead to other rooms and at the room's far end, a pair of tall windows opened onto a sunlit balcony.
There was a knock on the door and the Emperor said, “Enter.”
Two blue-uniformed officials wheeled in a linen-draped cart, heavy with silver-covered dishes from which appetizing odors wafted into the air.
Without looking up, Julian gestured toward the windows. “Over there.”
“Will there be anything else, Your Majesty?”
“Thank you, no. We'll serve ourselves.”
Shoving his papers into a pile, the Emperor pushed himself up from the desk with his crutches. As he moved over to the windows and perused the cart's contents, a beautiful black-haired secretary entered with a tray of drinks.
“Anya, have you had lunch yet?”
She looked a little startled. “Er, no, Your Majesty.”
“Good. You and Marcus here can each fill up a plate. Then I want you to take him out into the garden while I talk to Dr. Goreham. Is that agreeable to you, Marcus?”
The young man blushed and nodded vigorously.
Julian pushed the intercom. “Hold my calls for the next hour.” Then he beckoned to Pauli."And now, Dr. Goreham, let's get down to business.”
Returning to their hotel that evening, the little professor was uncharacteristically silent.
“Uncle. Is something wrong?”
“Uh ... oh ... oh, no. It's nothing.”
“You've hardly spoken two words all afternoon and that isn't a bit like you. That secretary of the Emperor's, she's something, isn't she?”
“Oh, yes, I suppose so.”
When he saw the viewscreen flash, Marcus punched the appropriate key."Here's a message from the Foundation. Oh, and there's one from the University too.”
“Let me see those. Yup. That's exactly what the Emperor told me to expect. Well, Marcus, how would you like to stay on Nublis for a while?”
“What's a while?”
“Well, it could be for as long as a year.”
“What are you talking about, Uncle? The convention's barely going to last a month except for the committees that are supposed work on the Synod Report. A year, did you say?”
Pauli looked around the room. “We won't be living here, of course.Too expensive. We're going to be in a nice little apartment overlooking the sea, with a garden in the back.”
“Uncle Pauli.”
“All right, all right. The Foundation just contacted the Emperor to get permission for us to stay on Nublis. They're commissioning me to do a book and my leave of absence is already arranged.”
“What are we going to do for money?”
“The Foundation's given me an advance and opened a bank account for me here. I didn't want to say anything until I was sure.”
“Oh, wow. Just wait until I tell Asa. Hey, this calls for a celebration.”
“You said something about seeing the girl you met last night. Lilia? Was that her name?”
“Right. We have a date at seven and are supposed to meet in the lobby. Speaking of which, do you have any money? In case I want to take her somewhere.”
Pauli fished around in his pockets. “Here. I'll have to go to the bank tomorrow because this is all I've got.” He took out the card the Emperor had given him. “All I have to do is present this.”
Marcus looked over his shoulder. “That bank's got a branch in the lobby and they're open twenty-four hours. But you don't even have to go down there. The viewscreen instructions are on the back. You dial it up like so, insert the card in this slot and hit the key. When the menu appears, you put your hand on the screen like this. It reads your palm print and you get your balance.”
Pauli tried it. “That can't possibly be right. No one pays out that kind of money for an textbook advance.” They went through the whole procedure again and the professor snorted. “This is ridiculous. I've never trusted these new-fangled machines anyway.We'd better go downstairs and let some real live person straighten it out.”
The purple-haired bank teller called up the figures on her screen. “This balance is correct, sir.The funds were transferred at 3:07 and 12 seconds this afternoon and you'll begin accumulating interest at 3:08 tomorrow. Would you care to make a withdrawal?”
After counting out the notes, she handed Pauli a brochure and a package. “Here's a list of our other services and your premium for opening a new account. Thank you for doing business with us.”
Upstairs, Marcus tore open the package."Hey, this is a cool shirt. Can I have it?”
Pauli sniffed. “It's a bit gaudy for me. You're welcome to it if you don't care about looking like a billboard for that bank.”
As Marcus pulled the shirt over his head, he remarked, “Hey, have you noticed something about the Palace and Temple complex as compared to the hotels and the rest of the town? Except for the Emperor's office, of course.”
“What's that?”
“The Palace and Temple don't seem to have any intercoms or phones. They send people around with messages.”
“Come to think of it, that's true, and the way the Temple guards were dressed is interesting. Their weapons are right out of an ancient history book and the prison looked like an antique.”
“Do you think they really use that whipping post and gallows?” wondered Marcus. “Or are they just for show? And how about that torchlight and those big carved figures in the temple? The guide said something about religion and the Archon being a sacred figure. I really liked his room and once you get used to his appearance and the mask, he doesn't seem all that bad. He was certainly patient about answering all those questions and some of them were really stupid.”
The apartment was everything Pauli had hoped for and he and Marcus happily settled down to a daily routine.
“Look, Uncle. The Emperor's coming on.”
Pauli came into the living room. “I was just seeing about lunch. Julian and his little Empress are just like a fairy tale and they're such nice people.”
Marcus agreed. “Lilia goes on and on about them. Half the women in the city have dyed their hair the color of Cornelia's and are wearing it the same way. I told Lilia not to touch hers. She looks fine the way she is.”
“It doesn't seem possible it's been this many months since the convention. Now the committee's about to wrap up its report and send it to the Synod. The wrangling on the floor was bad enough but the cat-and-dog fights in the Committee have to be seen to be believed. Right now, things are evenly split. William and I are on opposite sides. He says the Archon system is too good to be true and we don't know enough about it. He concedes there's a lot wrong with the Synod Judiciary but thinks it can be fixed. However, he agrees with me, after viewing heaven knows how many trial videos, that the Archon has an encyclopedic knowledge of the law. The language of his decisions and post trial analyses indicate he not only graduated from one of the great schools on Aretz but that was probably at the top of his class.”
“Does he think he's a Nublian, then?”
“Yes, and I tend to agree. There's also some mystery about the Emperor's half-brother, Prince Cassius, and it may or may not be related to this.”
“Prince Cassius? But he seems so nice.”
“It happened a little over ten years ago when they were still students at the University. Julian and Cassius were typical Nublians. Handsome, charming and filthy rich, they should have been easy to hate, but everyone liked them, and there are still stories around the campus about the stunts they pulled. The chairman's underwear and the cucumbers was one of theirs.”
Marcus was impressed. “Even I've heard about that one. It was awesome. But what happened to Julian's brother?”
“Cassius was called home to Nublis.They would normally both have gone but Julian stayed behind. He'd just said good-bye to his brother at the spaceport and his ship was pulling away from the dock when there was an explosion. The crew and passengers were all rescued except Julian's brother. His cabin had been directly over the blast and he was supposedly killed instantly. Apparently, it was a bomb that triggered prematurely. If it hadn't, everyone on board would have been killed. The authorities never did find out who was responsible and no one ever took the credit.”
“That's awful. No wonder they don't talk about it.”
Pauli nodded. “Julian went home for the funeral and stayed for about five years. Then, for some reason, he suddenly returned to Aretz to pursue a musical career. He only went back to Nublis to assume the throne four years later. About a year ago, Cassius suddenly reappeared. There's a rumor the Imperial Family faked his death and that he was actually in prison. Something to do with drugs. That surprised me, because he seemed to be the steady one. It was Julian who was wild and as for his reputation with women ... whoof.”
“He's certainly popular now. I don't know anyone who doesn't like him.”
Pauli grunted. “Oh, there are a few. There were plenty of Judiciary supporters at the convention and some Committee members think he's the worst thing since the Andromedan dust storms. Julian's critics call him an instigator and a troublemaker and have even accused him of trying to take over the Synod. They claim Nublis is a police state and the Emperor's a dictator. They don't care for the way Nublis’ legal system and religion are intertwined and they claim the Archon is the head of his secret police.”
Marcus pointed to the screen. “Well, there he is. You'd think he'd get sick of all these public appearances but he always looks as if he's enjoying it.”
Pauli started for the kitchen. “As soon as we're done with lunch, we have to get to that hearing about your mother's estate. With all those crowds, who knows how long it's going to take us to get to the Temple, let alone reach the courtroom.”
The Advocate met them when they arrived and as they shook hands, he said, “I'm glad you could make it. Dr. Goreham, do you have the paperwork I asked for? We need proof of Marcus’ birth and a copy of your Aretzan tax return for the guardianship portion of the hearing. Since Marcus won't reach his majority until he's twenty-five, this is quite important. Then there's the matter of his citizenship. He needs it to claim his inheritance because only a Nublian may own or purchase real property here. Fortunately, the Archon's people were able to locate proof of his mother's identity and you have his parents’ marriage certificate. Prince Cassius and the Emperor have taken a particular interest in your case, Marcus, and His Majesty wishes to meet with you after the hearing. Now we'd better get in there. The magistrate's come in and they're about to start.”
The hearing didn't take long.
After asking Marcus some questions about his mother and looking over the paperwork, the magistrate simply said, “The guardianship petition is granted. His proof of citizenship being satisfactory, Marcus Smithfield is hereby recognized as the heir to the estate described herein. The signed orders and a copy of my report to the Archon will be ready tomorrow morning. This hearing is concluded.”
The guard rapped his weapon against the floor. “All rise.”
At the door of the courtroom, the Advocate extended his hand with a smile. “Congratulations, Marcus.You're now a property owner with money in the bank and Dr. Goreham will be entitled to a stipend from the estate as your guardian.”
“What about your fee?”
“Fee? That's right, you grew up on Aretz. There are no legal fees on Nublis. Our philosophy is that people should not have to go out of pocket for what are known as the helping professions such as the law and medicine. As a civil servant, I receive a stipend and I'm not permitted to accept gratuities of any kind. In return for my services, I was sent to law school at no expense and my practice was set up for me after graduation. Since law work is not considered productive on Nublis I meet my requirement by producing wines from my small vineyard.”
A voice came from behind them. “Of some renown, I might add.”
While the Emperor was smiling, his face was drawn and his eyes were shadowed. “It's good to see you again, Master Ludlow.You did a fine job.”
“Thank you. Now I must go. A client awaits my services in one of the cells.”
As he hurried off, the Emperor turned to Marcus and Pauli."If you'll come this way? It'll be quieter in my office.”
A slender young man with dark hair and brown eyes rose to his feet as they entered.
“I believe you've already met Asa. He and I have worked together on a number of occasions and he's presently on special assignment to me from the Archon's office. Why don't we find ourselves some chairs and get comfortable?”
Julian seated himself at his massive desk. “Now your citizenship is official, Marcus, you'll need to know something about your rights and obligations. His Highness, Prince Cassius, and I have discussed your situation and we've concluded a tutor would be in order. Dr. Goreham is busy with his Committee duties and has only a limited knowledge of our history and customs. Since the convention ended, his workload has decreased. He no longer requires an assistant but needs any extra time to work on his book. Am I right, Dr. Goreham?”
“Er, yes, Your Majesty, that's true.”
“So what are we to do? His Highness and I are busy with our official obligations, and what limited time we do have must be dedicated to our respective productive requirements. Which brings us to Asa. He's closer in age to Marcus than anyone else we've considered and we thought this might be more agreeable for your nephew. Asa's unmarried and has no family, is fluent in at least twelve languages, a master of martial arts and he has a degree in pharmacology.The first two are subjects with which Marcus will need to become familiar so that he can take his proper place in our society. His productive requirement is optional and we can address that at a later date. There are two other subjects in which he will need to become proficient. One is the law and the other is our history.”
Marcus and Pauli looked at each other as Julian went on. “No one knows more about law than my brother and he's agreed to take Marcus as a student once a week. Marcus will also work with Master Ludlow and assist the lower court magistrates as needed. I'll oversee his history lessons myself. These will include field trips. Since I have to go out of the city at least once a week, we can fit them in then. Much of this will dovetail with your book, Dr. Goreham, and you're welcome to join us. Does this sound agreeable to you, Marcus?”
The young man blushed. “Yes, Your Majesty. It all sounds extremely interesting, especially studying with His Highness.” He looked shyly at Cassius who gave him a half-smile.
The Prince said nothing.
“My brother speaks fluent Aretzan and he's a hard taskmaster. He's not much given to compliments but you'll find him more than fair. He can be very interesting when he wants to be and you're liable to find out about his sense of humor when you least expect it. As his productive requirement, His Highness studied as a chef and when you're working with him you'll find yourself eating very well. The Archon's buffet for the delegates during the convention was prepared by him.”
“Oh, I remember it well,” said Pauli. “We haven't tasted anything like that since.”
“And you probably won't. Cassius’ kitchen is a marvel and his collection of condiments, wines and staples is second to none in the whole Synod. I look for new recipes and foods whenever I take a trip off-planet and the spaceport has standing orders to give him first pick of any delicacies that come in. The problem is my brother's not in the best of health. If he's ill or unavailable, I'll substitute.” The Emperor picked up a briefcase and handed it to Marcus. “This contains your schedule and preliminary reading material. Now, Marcus, why don't you go into the garden with Asa and get better acquainted? Be sure to have him show you the Archon's sacred fish.”
The Prince stood. “Julian, I have to be going. Give me a copy of the schedule and I'll go over it tomorrow.”
The Emperor held out a paper. “It's right here and I'll see you later.”
When they were alone, Julian turned to Pauli. “Since Asa will be living with you, you're going to need bigger quarters, and a private transport might be in order. You'll find him an asset because he drives well and is a pretty fair cook. I have several houses for you to look at that are well within Marcus’ price range. Is this all agreeable to you?”
Pauli was overwhelmed. “Oh, Your Majesty. You've been so kind and I can't tell you how much we appreciate it. It'll be good for Marcus to have a tutor so close to him in age, but I have a question. Does, er ... Asa like ... er, women?”
Julian shouted with laughter. “Of all the questions you could have come up with, Dr. Goreham, that one was the least expected. To be honest, I've never asked him nor do I intend to. It would be a serious act of discourtesy and I see no reason why I should. A Nublian's sexual preference is a private and personal thing and about that aspect of our lives, we are discreet to a fault. Asa's been my personal bodyguard for some time and we have nothing but the greatest respect for each other. But I know little or nothing about his personal life and unless it intrudes on his work, I see no reason to pry. Does that answer your question?”
Pauli flushed with embarrassment. “I didn't mean to give offense.”
“None taken. You tend to forget that I lived and worked on Aretz for a number of years and I know all about its social attitudes. For an Aretzan, your question was understandable, for a Nublian, it would have been unthinkable.”
“I only asked because Marcus is so young and he does have a girl friend.”
“Her name's Lilia. She has red hair, giggles a lot, and works in the prison food service.”
“Your Majesty. Is there anything you don't know?”
“Plenty. In this case, Marcus met Lilia through Asa and he told me about her. Ah, I see they're back from their tour of the garden. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm under doctor's orders to take a regular afternoon rest. Good day, gentlemen.”

Chapter 3...Murder of a Princess
Six months had passed since Julian put his social plan into action and the Nublians’ publicity blitz was beginning to annoy Augustus Veniston.
“Well, that only goes to prove that nature abhors a vacuum,” remarked the Chief Justice as he sipped on a fine Siriun brandy. “Goodbye pirates, hello Travelers.”
His companion smiled and raised his glass in a salute. “Hello Travelers indeed. I take it we have a deal, Your Honor. You give us the information on the shipments and we kick you ten percent of the take.”
“Thirty.”
“Fifteen.”
“Twenty-five”
“Twenty.”
“Done. But I want it off the top and before expenses.”
“Twenty it is,” said the Traveler, whose name was Enoch Kane.
He was a fine-looking individual in his early sixties with aquiline features, deep blue eyes and silver hair.
Augustus still found it hard to believe that anyone with that kind and gentle a face could be one of the most cold-blooded assassins in the entire Synod. But it was so.
Of course, with the Travelers, it was a religious thing. They claimed descent from an ancient murder cult on Aretz and used the same method of killing, a knotted cord around the neck. The Travelers’ murders were strictly ritual affairs and they considered their victims human sacrifices to their bloodthirsty goddess Jezra.
The Traveler cult would target a particular luxury intergalactic cruiser months in advance, then sign on as passengers or crew. Once their target was safely out in space, they would strike. A Traveler ship would be waiting nearby to strip the transport of its engines and controls. After offloading the cargo and valuables, the Travelers would leave the looted hulk to drift with its load of dead in some secondary trade lane.
With no witnesses, no one knew what the Travelers looked like or even from which planet they came. They would strike once or twice a year and evaporate into the mists again until the next time.
“Where are you going from here?” asked the Chief Justice.
“My lovely wife and I thought we might visit Nublis for a while. The planet has some beautiful islands and Cyrenia's spaceport offers all sorts of possibilities.”
“Nublis.” Augustus made the name sound like an epithet. “What I wouldn't give to blow that miserable place to smithereens.”
“Why?”
The Judge picked up a picture from his desk. Filled with the promise of a future that would remain forever untold, a pair of candid blue eyes smiled out from the jeweled frame. “My son Damon. Those Nublian bastards murdered him.”
Enoch looked suitably sympathetic. “Such a handsome lad too. For the right price, Your Honor, we might be able to do business but we'd do never anything so crude as blow the place up. We've developed a gas that will kill every living creature on the planet and leave all the structures and valuables intact.”
“I like it. How would you deliver the stuff?”
“Innocently enough and in a form they'd least expect. Through toys for their children. It doesn't take much to start the process because this gas is a breeder around water. The beauty part is, once it's done its deadly work, the stuff becomes harmless and dissipates within less than a week.”
“Can you show me an example?”
Enoch took a disc from his pocket. “Here. Take a look.”
As the video came up on the screen, it showed the luxurious main lounge of a large intergalactic passenger cruiser. While music tinkled in the background, several passengers played cards. A young mother dandled her baby on a sofa near one of the huge windows and a wine steward circulated, freshening glasses.
Suddenly, the mother held out her infant as if beseeching someone for help. As she pitched to the floor, the wine steward whirled around and fell. One by one, the remaining passengers slumped forward and lay still.
“As you can see,” remarked Enoch, “this gas is very quick and relatively painless. How fast it works depends on the age and weight of the subject. That's why the baby went first.”
“You mean the Nublian children will die first and their parents will see it?”
“If you want to put it like that, I suppose so.”
“Oh, I like it.What would an autopsy show?”
“That's also beautiful,” said the Traveler with some pride."The autopsy shows nothing. The cause of death is a complete mystery.”
“Where can I get this gas?”
Masked figures on the screen were stripping the bodies in the cruisers’ cabin.
“It's a little something we developed ourselves and we call it Lethe after the old Aretzan River of Forgetfulness. As you can plainly see, there wasn't even enough time for them to get off an emergency signal. We have a set procedure and it goes fast. When our people are done with the passengers, they'll move on to the crew. The crew pickings are usually slim but we do like to be thorough. Then they'll clean out the sleeping quarters. After the fittings, electronics and engines are stripped out, they'll tow the hulk to a little used shipping lane and cut it loose.”
The Traveler removed the disc from the machine and replaced it in his pocket.
“Now I remember,” marveled the Chief Justice. “This was the Andromedan Princess. She was found drifting a couple of weeks ago and everyone on board was dead from unknown causes. You do nice work, Enoch.”
When Cassius switched off the recorder, Julian felt sick. “Compared to these monsters, Ethan and his rabble were saints.”
“Well, the agents felt you should see it. Enoch Kane's heading for Nublis with his wife and four children next week. They're coming in on an Aretzan merchant cruiser, The Plaiedes, and have prepaid reservations on the island resort, Nephtali. They stated on the form that they plan to stay for four weeks.”
“Have you warned Aretz?”
“We've alerted the shipping line. They're watching them and we're getting everyone out of Nephtali. The replacement staff and guests will be either military or Archon agents and the resort's being compensated out of the Archon's emergency fund.”
“Hmm,” mused Julian. “We need to give Augustus a dilemma, especially now the publicity blitz is progressing so nicely. Incidentally, I never realized the Captain was such a ham.”
Cassius chuckled. “You're not so bad yourself, little brother. How you manage to be so noble and pathetic at the same time is beyond me. You reduced every one of those talk show audiences to tears and I almost choked up myself the night the Intergalactic Institute for Arts and Sciences presented you with their Humanitarian award. After your, oh, so candid acceptance speech, every woman in the place was just dying to take a crack at solving your sexual dysfunction. Honestly, Julian, for shame.”
The Emperor grinned. “You know, that old ploy still works like a charm. It certainly did on Corey and she's been desperately trying to cure me ever since. I've been enjoying her efforts so much I haven't had the heart to tell her she succeeded months ago.The first time she tried it, in fact.”
Cassius shook his head. “Well, you're safe just as long as she doesn't catch you. But heaven help you if she ever does. She'll be seriously pissed and, knowing Corey, she'll go totally ballistic. Speaking of which, is that how you got to all those ice princesses in the old days? The same ones who wouldn't give me the time of day?”
“Yup. When all else fails, try pathos. It gets ’em every time.”
“I'll try to remember that. You said something about giving Augustus a dilemma?”
“Sure did. He's a trophy hunter and we have some very rare fauna here. If the gas kills everything on Nublis, there go his trophies. Now, who can we use to insert that thought into his tiny little head?”
“How about the conservation lady? Princess Christa something or other. You know. The one who's been fussing about that Oryx safari on Betelgeuse. His Honor's on the board of directors of her wildlife organization. She believes he's her staunchest supporter and you'll never convince her otherwise.”
“Obviously, she's never seen his office walls. Doesn't that twit ever watch the hunting channel?”
“Heavens no. But even if she did, it wouldn't make any difference. Whenever he's on, His Honor invariably touts the preservation of endangered species through breeding programs.”
Julian's voice dripped sarcasm. “Yeah, right after he's shot the last surviving specimen.”
Cassius made a note in his portable computer. “All right, the conservation lady it is. Now, who do we have for a second persuader?”
“There's that martial arts star, Tristan Thorn. You remember. The one who made all those action videos and married the Synod President's daughter. He thinks the Captain's the greatest thing since wheels.”
“It didn't stop him from trying to put the make on Galia the last time he was at their house.”
“How did she handle it?”
“The way she usually does. After she kneed him in the groin, Thorn begged her not to tell the Captain. She did, of course, but he doesn't know that. Aaron noticed him limping and kept asking innocently if he felt all right.”
Julian roared with laughter. “That sounds like our Captain. All right, here it is. Aaron can fly Thorn up to the Imperial Lodge and show him some of our rarer wildlife. The warehouse has some really spectacular trophy heads from great-grandfather's day and we can use them for window dressing.Tell Aaron to make sure our boy gets plenty of pictures to share with his old hunting buddy, the Judge. If we've read him right, he'll then suggest an illicit safari. He is the one who organizes those damn things, isn't he?”
“He is. Since his film career dried up and that expensive divorce from the President's daughter, those safaris have become Thorn's only source of income. So he's going to be more than anxious to make the sale. That should be enough to persuade Augustus to call off Enoch and the Travelers. For a while anyway.”
Julian thought for a moment. “How hard would it be to slip our Tristan a poison implant and terrorize him the way we did my stepmother's steward?”
“I'd have to think about it. The Captain would do it in a heartbeat but you're in no shape for that kind of thing any more. Even with that electronic brace.”
“Don't knock it until you've tried it. Within certain limits, it lets me walk around like a normal person and with a bit of help, I even got up to the summit of the Sacred Mountain last week.”
The Prince sighed. “In case you've forgotten, I was there. Corey had plenty to say about it too.”
“She really flayed you, didn't she?”
“Not only that. Someone ratted to the Intergalactic Flying Association about your high-speed takeoff and they threatened to take both our licenses. It took some really fast talking on my part to persuade them otherwise.”
“I had to do it, Cassius. It was the only way I could get past the nightmares.”
“I saw how terrified you were, little brother. That's the only reason I went along with it.”
In appreciation for their successful assault on the Andromedan Princess, the high priests of Elim had just awarded the Kane family a large bonus and permission to roam at will for up to half a year.
“Oh, Momma, this is so beautiful. I'd love to stay here forever.”
Enoch smiled indulgently at his youngest daughter. “She has a point, Paulina. The climate is so much more pleasant than Elim's and the food's certainly better.”
Between sunlit Nublis and his gloomy home planet's brooding granite hills, bottomless lakes and never-ending damp and cold, it was no contest. Elim's only warmth was in the caves on Jezra's holy mountain. So wreathed in clouds was the Travelers’ gloomy planet, the sun barely penetrated them and, at night, its two pale moons gave little or no light.
No wonder we travel, thought Enoch. Anyone would to get away from that place.
Enoch the Traveler prided himself on being a man of culture and distinction. Early in his career, he'd selected a beautiful young wife with education potential. He'd carefully schooled her throughout the years of their marriage and she'd presented him with four children.
The youngest was the apple of his eye. At seventeen, the ebony-haired Athalia had her father's fine aquiline features, porcelain skin and penetrating blue eyes. In another year, she would make her first offering to Jezra and Enoch worried about her as he never had his wife Paulina or Athalia's three older siblings. For his youngest child's initiation, he would have to take great care in the selection of the sacrifice. Preferably it would be a very old man or woman so sick and close to death the knotted cord would be a welcome release.
He remembered his own initiation as though it had happened yesterday. His father pointed to one of the terrified merchants on the ship they'd just taken.
“Enoch. There's your first sacrifice.”
As the man gulped great sobs and pleaded almost incoherently for his life, Enoch's father tied his hands around a nearby pillar. Motioning his son forward, he gave him the knotted cord.
With trembling, sweaty hands, Enoch slipped the cord around the man's neck. He twisted as tightly as he could but it seemed to take forever before the struggles and jerking stopped.
When the body finally went limp, his father nodded his approval. “My son. Today you are a man.”
Heaving and retching, Enoch fled to the upper deck. As he leaned against a wall vomiting his guts out, he felt a comforting hand on his shoulder.
It was his father. Taking a soft cloth, he gently wiped the tears from Enoch's face.Then he put his arm around him. “It's always that way at first and you need feel no shame. The killing gets easier over time and eventually won't bother you at all.”
So it had been.
To his wife Paulina, their two sons, Alastair and Acteon and Athalia's older sister, Syrie, killing was an art. The family found plenty of paying work throughout the Synod and as long as they continued to take a couple of ships a year to satisfy Elim's high priests, they pretty much came and went as they pleased. As soon the last of their three oldest children had been safely blooded, Enoch went into business for himself and they now had a nicely growing nest egg in a Nublian bank.
He had always liked Nublis. The Empire's people had a proud manner about them and a way of looking a person in the eye that he admired. As for their indomitable Emperor, there was courage for you.
Enoch had met him once at a Synod reception. Blind and crippled though he was, there was a strength in Julian's handshake and something in his look made the Traveler shiver. That man is dangerous, he said to himself, and Augustus Veniston is afraid of him.
Well, they were on vacation now at one of the most beautiful and luxurious island resorts in the entire Synod, and for four whole weeks, all they planned to do was eat, sleep and play in the sun. This was the second honeymoon he and Paulina had been promising themselves for years and they'd certainly earned it.
But they could always mix business with pleasure. With several of the Trade League's major shipping lines headquartered in Cyrenia, the planet's busy spaceport had plenty of possibilities.
As for Augustus Veniston's desire to obliterate Nublis, thought Enoch, we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. 
He was in no hurry and the Chief Justice hadn't come up with anything specific in the way of a proposal.
On their second night at Nephtali, he noticed a solitary diner at a nearby table. In his mid to late thirties, with silver-threaded dark hair and extraordinarily handsome features, he looked familiar, but Enoch couldn't remember where he'd seen the man before.
He beckoned to the server. “Who's that?”
“That's the Emperor's half-brother, Prince Cassius de Raven. His Highness’ villa is nearby and he dines here quite often.”
Enoch had heard of Prince Cassius. Reportedly, he possessed a discerning eye and a weakness for beautiful women. One of the tabloids’ favorite targets, he was also rumored to be Julian's closest confidant and his strong right hand.
“Oh, isn't he just the most gorgeous looking thing?” breathed Paulina. “I swear Enoch, if I weren't married to you, I'd go after him myself.”
Obviously smitten with Cassius, all three of his women, Paulina, Athalia and her older sister, Syrie, were gazing at Cassius in open admiration. You might know it, thought the Traveler.
Seemingly amused by their attention, the prince caught Enoch's eye and nodded. Enoch somewhat dryly returned the salutation.
“There's dancing later,” said Athalia. “Do you think he'll come? Oh, I hope he does.”
The orchestra was just tuning up when they came into the ballroom, and the prince was at a table by the far wall. “Oh, I know who they are.” chirped Athalia who was an avid tabloid reader. “The older gentleman with silver hair is Lord Aaron Fortier and the lady in rose is his wife, Galia. Isn't she just gorgeous? Look at that red hair.”
“I wonder if it's natural,” speculated Paulina. “Do you think those jewels are real?”
Enoch looked. “Probably. But this isn't business, my dear. We're just here to enjoy ourselves.” As the orchestra started to play, he took his wife's hand. “Come on. Let's dance.”
“We're going to go look for some girls,” said Acteon, the older of Athalia's two brothers. A young man invited Syrie to dance and she eagerly followed him on to the already crowded floor. Alone at the table and not quite sure what to do with herself, Athalia took a sip from her drink. Then she sat looking down at it.
A pleasant voice cut across her thoughts. “May I have the honor?” The Prince smiled down at her with his hand extended.
Athalia blushed from head to foot. “Oh, yes, Your Highness, certainly.”
“Oh, my.” exclaimed Paulina. “Will you look at that. Our Athalia's dancing with the Prince.”
Enoch glowered. “Hmmph. She's much too young for the likes of him. I'm going to cut in.”
“You will do no such thing. It's all perfectly innocent and it'll give her something to tell her grandchildren someday.”
When the music ended, the Prince escorted Athalia back to her table. As he was pulling out her chair, Enoch and Paulina returned from the dance floor. “Won't you join us for a drink, Your Highness?” gushed Paulina, vigorously fanning herself. “This is my husband, Doctor Enoch Kane, and I see you've already met Athalia. Our other daughter Syrie is still somewhere on the floor and I have no idea where their brothers have gotten to.”
The Prince's dark eyes smiled down into hers and Paulina's insides turned to water. “Oh, I'm sure they're in good hands. Why don't you have a drink on me?”
As he beckoned to a passing waiter, the Prince glanced at the Captain and something like a signal passed between them. A young man approached Galia and asked her to dance and Aaron left the ballroom. He hastened down a nearby hallway and into one of the guestrooms.
“Are you having any luck? Cassius has the parents and younger sister distracted but we haven't got all night. Which one is this?”
The Archon's agent glanced down at the still figure on the bed. “The younger one, Alastair, and a nasty piece of work he is too. Contract killing's their business and the murders on The Andromedan Princess had to do with some religious obligation to their home planet. As to what the Kane family's doing here, they really are on vacation. The youngest girl isn't involved yet. She gets her initiation, as he calls it, sometime next year.”
“Good work. Are you going to be able to fool him when he wakes up?”
The agent threw back her blonde head and laughed. “He thinks I'm the most gorgeous creature he's ever seen. He'll be all embarrassed about passing out before we got down to business.”
“That's fine. I'm going to check on the other two.”
When Aaron finally returned, Cassius was still at Enoch's table.
The Prince caught the Captain's eye and rose to his feet. “I see my houseguests are ready to leave. Perhaps I'll see you tomorrow. Dr. Kane, ladies, may I wish you all a very good night.” After kissing her mother's hand he bowed formally to Athalia and was gone.
While they were preparing for bed, Enoch took the silver-backed hairbrush from his wife's hand. “I've seen that man before. It was a long time ago when we were still on Aretz. I was teaching a Humanities course at the University and I used to see the Imperial Princes around the campus all the time. We'd targeted that ship that blew up as it was leaving, remember? Prince Cassius was the only casualty. He and Julian had been talking at the end of the dock but I don't recall seeing him come on board. And I never laid eyes on him again until tonight.”
Paulina searched her memory. “I remember now. Actually, it would be pretty hard to forget considering Jezra was cheated out of such a rich sacrifice. All those months of preparation down the drain. I know we're on vacation, Enoch, but if that's who he is, don't you think we owe Jezra at least some of what she was promised? She's been very good to us and it seems little enough to offer in return.”
“It's a thought and I don't care for the way he was looking at Athalia. But remember, Paulina, we're on their turf. Just because we didn't see any security around the Prince doesn't mean there isn't any. We'll have to think on this one but we've got plenty of time.”
Across the hall from her parents’ room, Athalia gazed at the moon and thought of the Prince's dark eyes and his gentle smile. There was an air of mystery about him and even a certain sadness. When he moved her so effortlessly around the dance floor, she'd felt as if she was floating in a dream. Momma had been pleased but Daddy was another matter entirely. Athalia knew that look of his and it boded ill for the Prince.
“Cassius. Did you hear me?”
“Uh, what?”
Off in a world of his own, the Prince had been thinking of a pair of smoky blue eyes and a girl who actually blushed.
Aaron felt like smacking him. “Cassius. Those people are poisonous and her fond Papa would just as soon kill you as look at you. That little girl's the apple of his eye and this time you really are playing with fire. Have you heard one single word I've said?”
“Oh, leave him be,” chided Galia. “Can't you see the poor man's smitten? With all the security at Nephtali nothing's going to happen and even Papa's going to think twice before he tries anything. Actually, I think she's rather sweet and it's hardly her fault she has such a horrible family. Besides that, it all fits in with why we're here.”
Cassius threw her a grateful smile. “Thanks, love. I couldn't have put it better myself. I will admit I'm taken with her. Her beauty is quite extraordinary and it puts me in mind of a white violet out in the woods. And for once in my life, I have the field all to myself, with Julian nowhere in sight.”
Aaron groaned. “Merciful heavens, he's serious.”
“You're damn right, I am. Captain, it's been a very long time and even you have to admit that I've paid my dues more than most. Don't you presume to tell me I'm less entitled than you to whatever sweetness life has to offer. After all, look at you and Galia. Yours was hardly a conventional romance but no one pointed fingers at you. Quite apart from that, Athalia Kane's an innocent and she doesn't deserve the fate they're planning for her. The moment I laid eyes on that child, I swore I'd get her out of there and make her mine. With or without you, Captain, that's exactly what I intend to do.”
There was silence for a few moments, then Aaron cleared his throat. “I suppose I had that coming.”
His wife smiled sweetly at him. “Yes, dear, you most certainly did.”
He grunted. “Maybe so, but Julian's going to kill me if Corey doesn't do it first.”
“Julian's got nothing to say about it. I'm not in the succession and I can marry whomever I damn well please.”
“Marry? Are you out of your mind?”
By now, Cassius sounded really annoyed. “I've never been more sane in my life.”
It must run in the family, thought Galia. First Julian and Corey, now this.
“It's getting late and I need my beauty sleep. If you two want to stay up and natter at each other that's fine. I'm going to bed and I'll wish you both a good night.”
“Wait, Galia, I'll come with you. Good night, Cassius. Don't stay up too late.”
When he was alone, Cassius unlatched the glass doors and went to the other side of the villa's garden. Behind him in the shadows, stood his ever-present bodyguard. A soft wind came up, ruffling the leaves in the flower-laden trees.
Below the hill, the lights of Nephtali glittered and shimmered like a cascade of jewels in the dark.
Good night, little one, thought the Prince.With any luck, I'll see you tomorrow.
The same breeze caressed Athalia's cheek as she sat at her window and she whispered into the dark, “Good night, Cassius. until we meet again.”
Following his sudden arrival in Cyrenia twenty-four hours later, Aaron had never been so agitated.
He paced Julian's Temple office like a beast in a cage."Damn Travelers. As if we didn't have enough problems.”
The Emperor could stand it no longer. “Captain, would you please sit down. You're not only driving me nuts but you're wearing a hole in my carpet. Do you have any idea what gyrations I go through to get dressed at any time, let alone in the middle of the night? If Corey had caught me, she'd have had my head. Fortunately for both of us, she's at her father's place letting him play grandfather to the babies. Since this obviously isn't a social visit let's dispense with the damn amenities. You either tell me what the hell's going on or I'm leaving.”
Aaron's face was glum. “We've got a problem.”
“Obviously.”
“Cassius has, um....”
“Cassius has what?”
“He kidnapped Enoch Kane's youngest daughter and no one knows where he's holding her.”
Now, he had Julian's full and undivided attention. “Would you run that by me again? Slowly.”
“You heard me. He just up and took her.”
“Just where is my erring brother now? Or is that an unreasonable question?”
“It's not,” came a voice from the balcony. “I'm right here. I knew the Captain would come here so I swiped a fighter from the base and followed him. I passed him halfway and beat him to the Temple roof by only a few minutes.”
“Do you know how close you came to getting shot down?” roared Aaron. “The Tower thought you were an intruder. They were scrambling the fighters for pity's sake.”
“I know,” said Cassius wearily as he came into the room."When I gave them the right code, they turned back. Julian do you have anything to drink? I'm parched.”
“Over there. While you're at it, bring me one too. Captain?”
Cassius took a pull from his drink and dropped into the other chair. Then he stretched out his long legs and yawned. “Merciful heavens, I'm tired.”
“Cassius, you either tell me what you're up to or I'm calling the guard to stick you in one of the cells.”
“On what grounds, may I ask?”
“Kidnapping. Treason. Disturbance of the peace. Theft of a military transport. I don't know. I'll think of something.”
“Treason?”
“Well, maybe not. But so help me....”
“All right, all right. After that last conversation between Enoch and Paulina, I realized the jig was up. The Kanes were coming over to the house to grab me, then they were going to cut my throat in front of Athalia. I was supposed to be a sacrifice to their goddess Jezra or something.” He threw a disc on Julian's desk. “There's the recording if you don't believe me. The agents called me and I got busy. Two of the operatives got to Athalia and put her to sleep, then I took her and ran. It was sheer bad luck that Enoch opened his bedroom door at the wrong moment. He saw me and raised the alarm. Then Communications screwed up. When the agents couldn't find me at the house, they called Aaron. I'm sorry, Captain, but there simply wasn't time to tell you.”
“Well, where is she now?”
“At the moment, she's sleeping peacefully on the balcony. I gave her another shot just to make sure.”
The Captain loosed off a couple of oaths. “I'd better check on her. You may be a lot of things, Cassius, but a doctor you're not. I can only hope you didn't overdose her on top of everything else.”
“The Archon's agents showed me which cartridge to use and I timed it just the way they told me.”
Julian pressed the intercom. “Get me Nephtali.” When the resort answered, he snapped, “This is the Emperor. Call me back at my private number and verify, stat.”
A few moments later the Emperor's personal communicator buzzed. He reached over and transferred the call to his desk speaker."This is Julian.”
“Nephtali here, Your Majesty. What can we do for you?”
“Get me the duty officer.”
“I'm sorry but he's not available right now. He's with some of the guests. There's been a kidnapping and they've asked us to call in Island Security.”
“Give them whatever they want and get back to me, but keep everyone in place. Tell them I'll have an investigator there first thing in the morning and that no one's to leave before then.”
“Message received and understood, Your Majesty. Good night.”
“Good night,” said Julian and snapped off the speaker. He turned his head toward Aaron and focused his camera. “What about Galia and Zachary?”
“Two of the agents took them over to your yacht. As soon as they were safely on board, it headed out to sea. Enoch and his tribe have no idea where they are.”
The Emperor yawned. “Good. Do they realize they're the only real guests or that you've left the island?”
“No, on both counts.”
“Let's keep it that way. We'll give them everything on the house and my profound apologies and assurances that we'll find the daughter and return her to them. Cassius, as of now, you're officially on the run. After the mechanics have recharged your flyer, you can take the girl up to the farm. I'll send Corey's old nurse Marta along as a chaperone. Corey and I'll join you as soon as she gets back from her father's. Captain, I'll get you a pilot. You can get some sleep on the way back and be there to greet Enoch in the morning. It should take Galia and Zachary about two days to get back to the city. I'll let you know as soon as they arrive.”
Pushing his wheelchair back from the desk, Julian circled it toward the balcony. “And now I'd like to meet the cause of all this fuss. What was her name again?”
On Nephtali, the Kane family was gathered in Enoch and Paulina's private suite.
“According to the desk,” remarked Enoch, “Island Security has put out an all points bulletin on Prince Cassius. They've already searched his house and they're going to the caves first thing in the morning. A military fighter's missing from the base and they think he might have taken it. It's possible because he's an experienced pilot. Lord Aaron was very upset and he told me he would contact the Emperor immediately.”
There was a knock on the door. “Yes?”
“A message from the Emperor, sir.”
“Give it to me. Well, well, well, will you look at this? It seems the Emperor's taking this very seriously indeed and that Prince Cassius may have done this strictly on his own. Lord Aaron got Julian out of bed and, according to this message, a special investigator is already on his way. He says he'll meet with us first thing and that the hunt for the Prince is now planet-wide. Cassius has been charged with a whole variety of offenses, including kidnapping and theft.”
Paulina looked worried. “Do you think he'll hurt Athalia?”
“I doubt it. He might rape her though. He had a wild reputation when he was younger and he is the bastard son, you know.”
“I didn't know that.”
“Oh, yes. Cassius and Julian were born just a few weeks apart. After his mistress died in childbirth, the Emperor's father acknowledged Cassius and raised him with his legitimate son. But his title is strictly honorary and he has no money of his own. Julian de Raven is a family man and extremely straitlaced. Without his brother's backing, the Prince won't get very far. Cassius has a wild reputation and reportedly did time in the Archon's prison. Something to do with drugs, from what I hear. That's probably why the Imperial Family faked his death.”
“He's the black sheep, then?”
“So it would appear. If he rapes Athalia, he's going to be in real trouble.”
That caught Paulina's attention. “Why?”
Enoch smiled. “Oh, didn't you know? Rape's a capital offense here. When he's caught they'll take him before the Archon. He'll probably get the death penalty.”
“But he's a member of the Imperial Family. Isn't that going to make a difference?”
“Not here. When he's sitting in judgment, the Archon can't see a thing and he has no idea who the defendant is. He rules strictly on the evidence and doesn't find out anything else until after he's rendered his verdict.”
“Well, wouldn't the Prince have the most expensive lawyers? They could drag it out forever.”
“The rules are different on Nublis. Cassius will get exactly the same representation as anyone else and he'll have to personally plead his own case to the Archon.”
“But Enoch, even if he were to get the death penalty, surely there are appeals. They'd never execute the Emperor's brother.”
“Oh, wouldn't they just. No, my dear. There's no appeal and either the Archon or the Emperor has to personally carry out such a sentence within twenty-four hours. A year or so ago, they even executed the Emperor's stepmother. Beheaded her from what I hear.”
“Well, I like the idea of rape being a capital offense and while I hate to say it, Nublis’ legal system seems to be a whole lot fairer than the Synold Judiciary's. No wonder the Synod lawyers and judges don't like them. It's all a matter of money, isn't it.”
“Something like that and that's why our investments are here. You know, when I think about it, I like the idea of the Chief Justice destroying this place less and less.”
“In the meantime, what are we going to do?”
Enoch sighed. “There's nothing to do. According to this message, no one's to go in or out of the resort until the investigator gets here. But here's some good news, if you can call it that. The Emperor's picking up all our expenses from now on.”
Acteon grinned. “Wow. Maybe that little brat's good for something after all.”
“That's enough out of you.” snarled Enoch. “Except for my Athalia, he could have taken anything I have and I wouldn't have cared. So help me, if I find him before they do, I'll personally castrate that bastard Prince. Then I'll cut him up slowly, bit by bit, feed the pieces to the swine while he watches and believe me, he'll be begging for death long before I give it to him.”
And I thought my father-in-law was bad, mused Julian as he shut off the recording. Cassius, wherever you are at this moment, I hope you know what you're doing. This son of a bitch means every word he says and on this one, I can empathize. It's exactly how I would react if someone were to kidnap Corey or Deborah. But he's a monster, nonetheless. All unwittingly, big brother, you've created a valuable hostage. As long as his daughter's here, we're safe from Enoch's gas. Now, if we can just find out where Elim is, we can notify the Synod and the Trade League so they can go clean the place out.
“Prince Cassius. She's saying something. What shall I do?”
“It's all right, Marta. Just hold on for a minute. I'll be right there.”
After briefly checking the screen, Cassius set the fighter on autopilot. Then he unstrapped his harness and stood up. Athalia was stirring and muttering in the seat behind him.
He glanced at his wrist communicator. “She'll be good for another ten minutes and we should be at the farm by that time. Julian's already notified them and someone will be waiting when we land. If she wakes before then, just talk to her as if she was Corey. Tell her we're on our way to see her parents, that there's been some kind of accident. Can you do that?”
As the old nurse nodded, the communications screen beeped.
“I'd best get back to my seat. Hang on because things might get a bit rough. We'll be there in just a little while.”
I hope, he thought, as he flipped switches and prepared for evasive action.
The oncoming craft identified itself as a Mountain Scout patroller. No match for Cassius’ fighter, it could still be a nuisance this close to their destination.
“You might know,” he muttered, “a rural cop.”
Cassius went into the same routine he and Julian had used in their teens when they'd sneak up to the farm for parties behind the Captain's back. After a while, the Mountain Scouts had become wise to their tricks and they'd simply call the Palace. The Captain's voice would come over the intercom and he and Julian would know the jig was up. But that had been a long time ago and hopefully, this guy was new.
He was, and the fighter soon left him behind.
Cassius set the beacon for the farm and pressed a button. When he heard the answering tone, he set his coordinates and began to circle. “We'll be down in just a moment,” he told Marta. He turned on his bottom spotlight and went to visual.
As the pictures rolled across the screen, a pattern of lights appeared on the ground.
“Thank you, Julian,” he intoned.
He headed for the center of the lights, then set the craft down with a gentle bump. As they rolled to a stop, he hit several switches but left the motors running. Then he pushed the lever next to his seat.
As the door swung open, a voice outside said, “Prince Cassius?”
“That's me.”
“The relief pilot's here and he'll take off as soon as you're unloaded. What's your charge status?”
“Half. Tell him to go to Scout HQ and refuel there. The coordinates and beacon settings are on the left side of the seat. He can give the Scouts some story about being off course, then head back to the base.”
While Cassius was talking, he'd been unstrapping his harness and standing up.
“Give her here,” he told Marta. He picked Athalia up, swung her across the top of the seats and over to the door.
After dropping her into the waiting arms outside, he held out his hand. “Come on. We have to hurry. That Scout's going to be picking us up any minute.”
Once Cassius had Marta safely out of the fighter, he dropped to the ground himself.
The relief pilot promptly swung himself up and into the cabin. The door closed and the small craft rose quickly. It wheeled away across the treetops and was suddenly gone into the starlit sky.
“Let's dowse those lights,” said Cassius, “and get on up to the house.”
“A very good evening to you too, Master Cass,” came a deep voice from the darkness. “This is just like old times.”
“Well, hello, George. You got His Majesty's message, I gather.”
“Oh, yes. Master Julian says he and the Missus and the little ones are all coming up this weekend. Is that so?”
“As far as I know.”
“How is himself these days? No, that's all right. I've got the little lady right here and I'll carry her up to the house for you.”
“Thanks. His Majesty's about the same. He manages to get around quite well but there hasn't been much improvement since the last time he was here. He has his good days and his bad days, but seems pretty cheerful overall.”
“I'm sorry to hear he isn't better. We keep hoping they'll find some miracle cure or be able to do some surgery or something. That little camera he uses and that body brace are some kind of marvels though. If you didn't know better, you'd swear his legs were normal.”
“There are certain things he can't do but by and large, I have to agree with you.”
“Here we are, Master Cass. I'll give her to you and be on my way.”
When Cassius stepped over the threshold with Athalia in his arms, he realized the long night had finally ended. As the rosy sky lit up with the dawn of the new day, he could hear birdsong and the distant cry of an eagle.
“That's all right,” he said to the hovering Marta, “I'll put her in Corey's room. You can take it from there.”
After Cassius set down his burden, he found an interphone. He punched in Julian's private code and waited. “Julian here,” came the answer.
He spoke one sentence, “The fox is in his den,” and hung up.
In the darkness of his room in the Palace, the Emperor smiled. “Way to go, big brother, and a very good morning to you too.”


Chapter 4...Setting the Trap
Tristan Thorn was beside himself with enthusiasm. “A huge ram with curved golden horns and a snow white coat. A thousand kilos, at least. Yes, one of the ones that was supposed to be extinct. There's a small herd in one of the remote mountain ranges. Nublis has tried to keep it quiet because they don't want to attract trophy hunters. Oh, yes, Your Honor, it's real enough. I was up there with Lord Aaron Fortier and saw it with my own eyes. I have a map and I've marked the location. It's rugged country but we could easily do a one-day air hunt and be in and out with nobody the wiser. You should see the heads at the Imperial Lodge. It looks as if the Nublian Imperial Family banned trophy hunting for everyone but themselves and a favored few. Damn hypocrites, is right. Of course I have pictures of the ram. I managed to sneak some of the trophy heads too. The tabloids will love them. As for that batty Princess, she thinks the Emperor's so friggin’ wonderful because he gave a few hundred thousand to her precious causes. Well, this should open her eyes.”
Hmm, thought Augustus as he hung up. Now, there's one specimen I've never been able to find. He found one on Aretz once but someone else got to it before I did. Oh, hell. If I gas Nublis, there goes my trophy. I'll have to put Enoch on hold for a while. He said he'd be at Nephtali but I'd best not call him there. He's got a message service and I can contact them. Now where's that friggin’ number?
Athalia dreamed that Cassius took her in his arms and was carrying her away to where no one could find her.
“Be careful,” she cried. “Daddy will kill you. He doesn't like the way you look at me.”
Cassius’ only answer was to laugh. He was bending his head to kiss her when she saw Enoch's face behind him.
“Look out.” she screamed.
But it was too late. As the knife slashed from side to side across Cassius’ throat, he clutched at it. Then he fell forward and slumped to the ground.
Watching the Prince's lifeblood drain away, Enoch smiled and held out his reddened hands. Athalia pushed him away, pounding on his chest with her fists.
“No. No. No. I hate you. I hate you.”
“Miss Athalia. Please. You're dreaming. Cassius, come quickly. Do something.”
“Athalia?” The Prince was smiling down at her and his throat was intact.
“Oh. I thought Daddy.... You're all right. Jezra be praised. It was just a dream.”
“What did you dream?” he asked gently.
“That you carried me away. I was in a transport. There was a balcony and a man in a wheelchair. Then Daddy came after you and cut your throat.Wait a minute. Where am I? This isn't my room. Where's Momma? Where's Daddy? What is this place?”
“There's been an accident but your family's all right. They're keeping them in the clinic for a few days, just for observation.”
“Where's this?”
“A house belonging to the Emperor and this is Marta. She'll look after you until your family's released. Then you can all be together again.”
“Can I call my parents? Let them know I'm all right?”
“In a little while. In the meantime, why don't you just settle back and relax while Marta gets you some breakfast. Later, you can get up. My room's just down the hall and you can call me if you need me.”
Cassius gestured to Marta and the old nurse followed him outside.
“All she's got to wear is that nightgown. Corey's things will be too small but there might be something of Ellie's around that would fit. If all else fails, I've got a couple of spare shirts and pants she can use until we get something sent up from the city. In the meantime, she can borrow a robe from the housekeeper. Find out her sizes and have the housekeeper call Julian with a list. I daren't use the interphone myself because they'll have the lines tagged with my voiceprint by now.”
“I understand. Oh, my, isn't this exciting? She's such a pretty little thing and if anyone deserves to be happy, you do.”
“Why, thank you, Marta. That's very sweet.”
“ Corey had her hands full with the twins and the new baby. I don't know what we would have done after Julian's accident if you hadn't been there. You stayed with him through those first dreadful days and nights when he kept saying he just wanted to die. Even when he was at his very worst, you never gave up. You looked after all his needs when no one else could get near him. Then you finally got him to use the wheelchair and persuaded him to go back to work. After that, you just kept on patiently picking up that body brace over and over no matter how many times he threw it across the room, and you made him keep practicing with it. Many's the time I heard him threaten and curse you out. Then one day, he used the brace to walk across the room and back by himself and didn't fall down. And he's never looked back since.”
Cassius smiled. “It made it all worthwhile.”
Marta sniffed."Well, you had a lot more patience with him than I did. Because there were days when Julian got so ugly, I felt like hitting him myself.”
That afternoon, Paulina came into the suite via the balcony. She'd been swimming and was toweling her hair. Enoch eyed her trim curves appreciatively and was about to lock the door when Syrie rushed in.
“Momma, Papa. The manhunt for Prince Cassius is all over the news. It was definitely he who stole that fighter and it looks as if he took Athalia with him. He headed for the capital and now they can't find any trace of him. The Emperor's furious. They're talking about Prince Cassius’ womanizing, his prison record and the drugs. He's the Emperor's top adviser and it's a huge scandal.”
The room phone chimed and Paulina answered it. “It's for you, dear.”
Enoch listened for a moment and hissed, “It's the Palace.” He listened again. “Yes. Yes, I could do that. That's very.... No, of course I don't mind. What? Well, tell him that's very kind. No, they'll be fine here. Yes, I'm sure she would appreciate.... Right. We'll be there.”
“What was that?” asked Paulina.
“The Palace secretary. His Majesty has some news and wants me in his office tomorrow afternoon. He's sending one of the big imperial transports and suggested you and Syrie come along. You can do some sightseeing and shopping while I'm at the Palace. There won't be much for the boys to do so she suggested they remain here. Afterwards, we can either stay over at one of the big hotels or return here.”
“Did she say what the news was? Is Athalia all right?”
“She said it was encouraging. It sounds to me as if they're wanting to negotiate something.”
“Oh, Momma, can we go? Cyrenia's got some fabulous shops and the harbor's absolutely gorgeous.”
“Oh, Syrie, is that all you can think about? Aren't you in the least bit concerned about Athalia?”
“No, Momma. In fact I envy her. That handsome devil could steal me any time and he certainly wouldn't have to rape me. All he'd need do is ask.”
Enoch smacked Syrie so hard he knocked her clear across the room. Her head thudded against the opposite wall. She slid to the floor and lay still. As Paulina screamed and ran to her daughter, he yelled in a voice so thick as to be barely recognizable, “Shut your filthy mouth, you miserable slut! I wish he had stolen you! And what's more, he can have you because certainly everyone else has! In fact, I'd give you to him gladly because he's no better than you deserve. What, Paulina? What?”
“Just look what you've done. Everyone's sick to death of the way you coddle Athalia and if the truth be known, I agree with Syrie more than you know. Now, shut up and get the hell out of my way.”
As Paulina grabbed the intercom, Enoch sank into a chair with his head in his hands. At that moment, the two boys came in.
“What happened?” asked Acteon."Did somebody have a fight. What's the matter with Syrie? It looks like someone belted her.”
Alastair bent over his sister. He was feeling for a pulse when Syrie stirred and opened her eyes.
Acteon got a damp washcloth from the bathroom and it to her face. “Whooee! You're going to have one mother of a black eye. What did you say to make Dad so mad? As if I couldn't guess. It was about Athalia, wasn't it?”
Enoch looked up in surprise. “Am I that bad?”
“Yes, Enoch, you are,” sniffed Paulina. “Ever since Athalia was born, it was as if your other three children didn't exist. They're good children. They do everything they're told. They mind their manners and are a credit to our profession. But when it comes to Athalia, you demand nothing. You've put off her initiation at least three times. You never spared her siblings like that and you weren't even particularly choosy about their first sacrifices. Syrie had nightmares for months after hers but you didn't care. You said she'd get over it and she did. After we get Athalia back, you can quit coddling her and make her pull her own weight for a change. Have you got that?”
“Yes, dear. And Syrie, I apologize.”
As he followed the blue-armored guard through the temple's dim marble foyer with its enormous stone carvings and flickering torches, the Traveler looked avidly around.
His guide pointed to a pair of huge nail-studded doors. “Them's the Archon's quarters. No one's ever permitted in when he's in residence, save his Major Domo and the Emperor. Now, if you'll just come this way, sir. Over to the right you'll see the entrances to the Great Hall and the Sanctuary, and that one is the clinic. It's a good-sized hospital and we're quite proud of it. People come here from all over the Synod. Like most of our social programs, the clinic's funded and administered by the Archon, and the services are free to all natives. Just ahead where you see that Y are the prisons and the court complex. Over in that other direction are guest apartments, our guard barracks, a twenty-four-hour commissary and food services. One side of the Temple faces onto the sea and the whole thing's built around a square with a garden at its center. Most of the offices and apartments have private balconies overlooking the garden and some have outside doors. His Majesty's one of our magistrates and his Chambers are over there in the Court Complex.”
“I had no idea this place was so huge.”
“A lot of it's stood for a thousand years or more and they add on to it every so often.”
When they reached the Y, the guard took a right turn. Unlike the rest of the Complex, this hallway boasted a deep red carpet. Halfway down the corridor, he stopped and knocked on an ornately paneled white door, listened for a moment, then gestured to Enoch. “Please go on in. His Majesty's expecting you.”
After the corridor's brightness, the room was dimly lit and even more richly carpeted. Enoch could distinguish shapes of furniture in the corners and along the walls. Several archways looked as if they might lead to other rooms and directly across from him, two tall windows stood open, revealing a sunlit balcony.
Uncertain, he stood by the desk. “Is anyone here?”
A voice replied from the balcony, “You must be Doctor Kane. Please make yourself comfortable in one of the chairs. Someone will be right with you.”
As if on cue, the outside office door opened to admit two well-built young men in blue uniforms. They smiled pleasantly at Enoch. “If you would be so kind as to stand up, sir. Face the wall over there, and raise your hands. Now lean against it and spread your legs. Very good, sir.”
As Enoch was expertly searched and his weapons removed, he thought of the razor wire in his sleeve and a couple of other things they'd missed and smiled to himself.
One of the young men pointed to a chair in front of the desk. “Now, sir, if you'd be so kind.”
As soon as Enoch was seated, the young men proceeded to manacle his wrists and ankles to the arms and legs of the chair. One of them said quietly, “We appreciate your cooperation, sir. Your property will be returned to you when you leave.”
As they left, a light tenor voice spoke from behind him. “I trust you're not too uncomfortable but Security insisted.”
A motor hummed, and Enoch turned his head to see the Emperor maneuvering his wheelchair in from the balcony. He was clad in a plain black flight suit with the upper part of his face obscured by a pair of wraparound dark glasses.
He circled and came to rest on the opposite side of the desk. “As you've no doubt gathered, I'm Julian. You have a certain reputation and my people didn't want to take unnecessary chances.You are, after all, a follower of the goddess Jezra and you and your family make a comfortable living as professional assassins.”
Enoch bounced up and down with rage. “Is this place an insane asylum? I have no idea what you're talking about. I'm a humble man of letters and I find your conduct outrageous. I've never heard of anyone named Jezra. As for being an assassin, that's not even worthy of an answer. You will take these things off immediately and let me go. This meeting is at an end.”
Julian was unperturbed. “Why would a humble man of letters be carrying such an arsenal of weapons? What need has a simple humanities teacher for three guns, a set of poison darts and a killing star? You'll have to do better than that, Professor.”
Recognizing the inevitable, Enoch relaxed. “What do you want?”
The Emperor smiled. “That's better. Actually, I want several things, starting with the formula for the gas you used on the Andromedan Princess. The same gas, incidentally, that you and Augustus Veniston plan to use against Nublis. Then I'd like the coordinates for your home planet, Elim. Last but not least, I would appreciate your blessing on the betrothal and marriage of your daughter Athalia to my brother Cassius.”
“What about Athalia? Are you saying you have her? You actually know where she is?”
“Your daughter's safe. She's at one of my country houses with a chaperone, and as long as there's the slightest chance of your using that gas on my planet, that's precisely where she will remain. As for my brother, that's a long story.”
“Athalia's a hostage?”
“If you want to put it that way, yes.”
“What if I give you everything you ask? What then?”
“I'll have to see. So far, neither you nor any member of your family has committed any crime on my sovereign territory and, unfortunately, the information I have on your attack against the Andromedan Princess isn't admissible in any court of law. The night my brother took your daughter, you and your family were planning to kidnap him from his house and cut his throat in front of her. If I recall your conversation correctly, you didn't like the way he looked at her.”
“You had our rooms bugged?”
“Oh, better than that. My agents drugged your sons and older daughter the second night you were at Nephtali and learned everything there was to know about you. Your charming wife Paulina is currently undergoing chemical interrogation in the Temple Clinic at the hands of one of our most skilled people. Your daughter Syrie is cooling her heels in one of our VIP cells and your sons are under guard at Nephtali.”
“You knew who we were all along? You were expecting us?”
“Of course. Everyone at Nephtali is either military or special security and we've been watching you for some time. But you're not our primary target.”
“Well, Your Majesty, if I may be so bold as to ask, just who is your primary target?”
“I actually have two, Augustus Veniston, and for very personal reasons, MagnaJet's top management.”
“Considering what they did to you, I can understand that. Did you know we've met before?”
Julian smiled. “Last year, at a Synod reception. When you shook my hand you gave me an odd look.”
“But you're blind. How could you possibly know that?”
Julian said nothing and his expression behind the dark glasses was impossible to read.
“You are blind, aren't you?”
“As the proverbial bat. Why do you think my people manacled you to that chair? I'm not exactly in a position to defend myself against an attacker, you know. Especially one like you.”
“Now that I think about it, Your Majesty, I'd rather do business with you than Augustus.”
“Why?”
“He's mortally afraid of you and you're not in the least bit scared of him. Even in the shape you're in, you're stronger than he is. I think you're going to beat him at his own game and I prefer to be on the winning side.”
“You're offering me a deal?”
“If you want to put it that way, yes.”
“Hmm. I'll have to give it some thought. In the meantime, what about the other things I want?”
“There's a sample of the gas in my things at Nephtali and if you set up a star map, I can give you Elim's coordinates. Your brother's courtship of my daughter is another matter.”
“Why? Cassius has made a perfectly honorable offer of marriage. Contrary to popular belief, his title's not only valid, he's wealthy in his own right. He does not have a prison record and in our younger days, he was the steady one who'd keep me out of trouble rather than the other way around. Far from being a womanizer, my brother leads a rather monastic existence. Women throw themselves at him all the time but as far as I know, he seldom responds. It's not that Cassius doesn't like the opposite sex. He does, very much. But he's extremely choosy and his kidnapping of your daughter was totally out of character. However, when he explained it to me, the whole thing made perfect sense. So what's your objection?”
Enoch sighed. “My objection has nothing to do with his character and everything to do with the culture from which Athalia comes. In the unlikely event Prince Cassius would ever kill, it certainly wouldn't be anyone helpless or in cold blood. Assassination and the cult of Jezra are our way of life and he could never begin to relate to that. I mean, how could he?”
To Enoch's amazement, Julian threw back his head and shouted with laughter. “That's your objection? That Cassius has never killed anyone in cold blood and can't possibly know what it's like? Oh, that's rich.” He started laughing again.
“Well, I don't see what's so funny,” huffed Enoch. “This is a very serious matter.”
Julian calmed down. “What if I told you that Cassius has personally killed at least twenty people in cold blood? What would you say then?”
“I would say, Your Majesty, that you're making a joke in very bad taste.”
“Well, it happens to be true.”
“You mean, he's a murderer?”
“Hardly, and it's unlikely he'll kill anyone else.”
“You mean he was an executioner?”
“In a manner of speaking but he isn't any more.”
“He would understand then.”
“Certainly. Was that your only objection?”
“Well, Athalia hasn't had her initiation yet.”
“If Cassius has anything to say about it, which he does, she never will. Speaking of which how much does she know about your profession?”
“Not much. We don't introduce our children to it until they're ready. I've already postponed Athalia's initiation three times and my wife is getting quite upset about it. But she's different from my other children. They took it in stride and I wasn't sure she ever could. So maybe it's just as well things are turning out this way.”
This conversation is getting more bizarre by the minute, thought Julian.
“I take it we have an understanding. You'll furnish us with the formula for the gas and the coordinates for Elim, Cassius and Athalia will have your blessing and as a bonus, you're willing to help me nail Augustus and MagnaJet. What do you want in return?”
“I'm not in much of a position to bargain, am I? From now on, I'm not sure we're even going to be able to make a living.”
“If you help me with Augustus and MagnaJet, you won't have to worry about making a living. Do we have a deal?”
“Yes, Your Majesty, I believe we do.”
“It's all right, Cassius,” called Julian. “You can come in now. We've reached an agreement.”
“You mean he was out there the whole time? He heard everything we said?”
“Ask him yourself.” Julian reached for the intercom. “Would you come in and remove my guest's manacles? Thank you.”
Cassius took the other chair. “Was there something you wanted to ask me?”
“Twenty people, you said? By Elim's standards, that's not very many. I assume you did them in cold blood. Did you kill them all the same way or did your methods vary with each victim?”
“Why in the hell would you want to know that?”
“Just a matter of curiosity. In this trade, one doesn't often get a chance to talk shop with another professional, especially one from a different culture. We could compare notes on any number of things. For instance, I have to work fast and am always looking over my shoulder. You, being legitimate, would have been in a much more relaxed mode.You didn't have to hide your identity, worry about escape routes or how you were going to collect your final fee. And marketing wouldn't have been the problem for you it was for me. Assassination's not a repeat business, you know, and one has to be out there constantly looking for new customers.”
By now, Julian was totally engrossed. Focusing his camera into a close-up of Enoch's face, he rested his chin on his hands and waited for more.
Cassius choked slightly.
At that moment the door opened to admit the two young men who had searched Enoch earlier. After releasing him from the chair, they placed his assortment of weapons in front of Julian. “Will there be anything further, Your Majesty?”
“No, thank you, but stay just outside the door. Now, where were we? Oh, yes. Cassius, you were about to say something to Enoch.”
The Prince glowered at his brother. Julian, so help me, I'm going to get you for this if it's the last thing I ever do.
“I didn't really think of myself as a professional, Enoch. It was just part of my job. As for our methods, they're pretty old-fashioned. Hanging, lethal injection and the like. You are aware, are you not, that the Emperor is an executioner too? But unlike me, he's not retired.”
Enoch looked at Julian with renewed interest.
Hah. Little brother. Gotcha that time.
Julian stirred in his chair, then thought quickly. “Cassius, would you get me something to drink? There's a carafe of fruit wine on the tray over there. Would you like some, Enoch? On second thought, why don't you just bring the whole thing here? Then you can pour. Thanks.”
Enoch was undeterred. “So you're also an executioner, Your Majesty. How very interesting. Have you killed anyone recently?”
“No. And there's only been one since I acceded to the throne. He tried to kill me and I broke his neck. But that wasn't an execution. It was a fight.”
“Then it really doesn't count.”
“Oh, really? Well, it does with me. I broke a man's neck and killed him. To me, that's a very serious matter indeed. While we're on this subject, I take an extremely dim view of your activities, Professor, as well as your philosophy, and I'm warning you here and now I won't tolerate either on Nublis. We have a video of what you did on the Andromedan Princess and a recording of your conversation with Augustus on the occasion you showed it to him. You're an intelligent man so you should be able to imagine how I feel. I'll do business with you for the sake of my people, but that doesn't mean I approve of you or anything you stand for. Believe me, I don't, and what's more, I never will. As long as you've committed no crime on my sovereign territory, you're safe from me. But if you ever do, I swear by all that's holy, I'll make you rue the day you were born. The de Raven Imperial line hasn't survived for three thousand years merely by accident of birth. My illustrious forebears had more ways of killing than you can possibly imagine and I, as their heir, am familiar with every last one of them.”
While the Emperor was speaking, Enoch had ... oh, so slowly and gently ... begun snaking his hand across the desk toward the weapons that lay on it. Just as his fingers closed around one of the guns, the edge of Julian's hand came down on his wrist so fast it was nothing but a blur.
The Traveler yelped and the Emperor showed his teeth in a feral smile.
Enoch looked at indignantly at Cassius. “He broke it. He broke my wrist.”
“Hmm. Let me have a look. Yup. He broke it all right.”
“How could he tell?” squealed Enoch. “He can't see.”
Julian's voice was soft. “Maybe I got lucky. Would you care to try with the other hand and find out for sure?”
Enoch looked from one brother to the other. “No, I don't think so.”
“Very wise,” said Cassius, “because he would have broken that one too. As long as we're on the subject, outside of Athalia, you and I have nothing in common, whatsoever. To justify the killing of innocent people on the grounds of business and then talk shop about it as if you were discussing the weather is, to me, unimaginable. It's obvious there'll have to be a serious adjustment in your attitude. The way you are now, we can't afford to turn you loose. As long as we have Nephtali all set up, I think you should return there. Then you and your family can continue your vacation until we decide what to do with you.”
“Cassius has a good point,” said Julian. He pressed the intercom. “Come in, and bring a medical pack.”
“And now, Professor,” said Cassius, “if you would go over there and face the wall. Then you will please remove all your clothes and drop them on the floor.”
As Enoch complied somewhat awkwardly, the Prince continued. “Since I suspect you still have at least a couple of nasty little surprises on you, these officers are going to strip-search you. Then they'll go over your clothes. When you're dressed again, they'll treat your wrist. Are you in pain?”
As Enoch shook his head, the door opened.
One of the young men thoroughly examined Enoch from head to toe. “He's clean.”
The other picked up his clothes and ran a scope over them. He removed several items and placed them on Julian's desk. Then he pointed. “I wouldn't touch that, Your Majesty. It's spring-loaded and the needle's probably poisoned.”
“Thanks for the warning. I won't.”
“All right,” said Cassius, “you can get dressed now.”
As soon as Enoch was seated, one of the security officers snapped open a medical pack and took out a device with a screen on it. “I'm just going to get a picture of your wrist.” He grunted. “It's fractured in two places. What did you do, sir? Drop something heavy on it? That's what it looks like.”
Enoch glanced at over Julian. “In a manner of speaking.”
“This is going to hurt,” said the officer. “Do you want something?”
“No,” said Enoch, “I'll be fine.”
While the officer was setting the bones in his wrist, the Traveler blanched slightly. After it was neatly splinted and bandaged, he visibly relaxed.
“I'll just set you up in this sling. Here are some instructions and a dozen pain tablets. If your arm swells, see someone right away and have your doctor check it after three weeks. He'll take a picture and tell you when the splint can come off.”
“You can keep the tablets. I don't take painkillers or any kind of drug.”
The intercom chimed and Julian punched the speaker.
“We're all finished with the lady.”
“Fine. Bring her on over.” He turned his head toward Enoch. “Your wife's being released from the clinic. She might as well join the party, don't you think?”
“What about Syrie?”
“We'll see.”
There was a knock on the door. It opened and Paulina came in. She ran to Enoch's side. “What have they done to you? You're hurt.”
“Just my wrist. More importantly, my love, what did they do to you?”
“I'm not sure.” She wrinkled her forehead as if trying to recall something. “Syrie and I were having lunch in a very nice restaurant by the harbor. I drank a glass of wine and that's all I remember. Where's Syrie? What have you done with her?” Then she noticed Cassius. “What are you doing here and why aren't you in jail? Where's Athalia? What's going on? Your Majesty?”
Julian extended his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Madame Kane. The Prince's courtship of your daughter may have been a mite unconventional but I can assure you his intentions are perfectly honorable. Athalia's at one of my country houses with a chaperone. My wife and I will be going up there this weekend and we'll give her your best regards.”
“Unconventional!” shrieked Paulina. “That doesn't say the half of it! This man kidnapped my little girl in the middle of the night, stole a fighter, took her heaven knows where, did who knows what to her and you're actually condoning it? What kind of barbarians are you, anyway? Enoch, what's going on? What kind of lunacy is this?”
“Now, Paulina, calm down and come over here and sit. It seems, my dear, that our rooms at Nephtali were bugged and they knew all about us before we arrived, including the Andromedan Princess and our relationship with Augustus. When Prince Cassius found out what we were planning to do to him, he became understandably upset. That's why he took Athalia. I don't know where she is but the Emperor has assured me she's all right. I believe him.”
“Are you saying we're prisoners and that Athalia and the other children are hostages?”
“I suppose that's one way to put it.”
“What did they do to your wrist? Did you resist or try to escape or something?” Paulina looked accusingly at Julian.
“Not exactly. I was reaching for one of the guns on the desk and the Emperor ... broke it.”
“With what? A hammer?”
“The edge of his hand. It's fractured in two places.”
“But how could he? He's blind.”
The Emperor grinned. “As the proverbial bat but I have my ways.”
“All right,” said Paulina somewhat suspiciously. “Now, what's all this business about Athalia?”
“It seems, my dear, that we're about to acquire a new son-in-law.”
“But Enoch, he's a bastard! The black sheep of the family! A convicted felon! A drug addict! A kidnapper and probably a rapist! Besides that, his title's no good and he hasn't got any money!”
Julian chortled. “Cassius. It would seem your future mother-in-law has you dead to rights.”
The Prince smiled and said nothing.
“Well, it's not quite as bad as all that. It seems the tabloids have exaggerated just a bit. Prince Cassius is actually quite a respectable fellow. His title's valid and he has money. He doesn't have a prison record and he's not the black sheep of the family after all. Far from it, in fact. And I'm sure there's some perfectly valid explanation for the rest of his history. Isn't there, Your Majesty?”
“Oh, yes,” replied Julian airily. “I'll tell you about it sometime.”
“Well, Prince Cassius,” said Paulina sharply, “what does Athalia have to say about all this?”
Cassius looked slightly startled. “You mean about marrying me? Actually, I have no idea. So far, I haven't had a chance to ask her.”
“Athalia,” said Marta, “some boxes just arrived for you from the city. Now you'll have proper clothes to wear and you can get out of those shirts and pants. Oh, and I just got a message from the Prince. He'll be here in time for dinner and he said for you to wear something pretty.”
Athalia caressed the doeskin shirt's soft fabric and hugged it around herself. Like a talisman it seemed to carry some essence of its owner and she could almost feel his presence when she wore it. Imagining herself in Cassius’ strong arms and his hungry mouth fastened on hers, a delicious shiver rippled all over her body.
Marta's voice broke into her thoughts. “Come help me with these boxes. Let's get them upstairs, then we can start going through them.”
A short time later, Athalia surveyed the pile of clothing on the bed. “These dresses are absolutely beautiful. I wonder who picked them out.”
“The Prince, I suspect. He has excellent taste.” Marta held up a deceptively simple creation in dark blue velvet. “How about this one for tonight? It matches your eyes. And what's this? Oh, my. It looks as if the Emperor's loaned you something out of the Imperial jewels. These are certainly some very nice pearls and sapphires. Oh, and here are the shoes. Are they the right size?”
Athalia heard something outside. A small flyer was landing on the lawn. Black and red, it had a coat of arms painted on its side. The door opened and a familiar tan-clad figure swung down to the ground.
“Oh, it's the Prince!” she cried. “He's early.”
She raced down the stairs. Cassius opened his arms to her and she went right into them. He picked her up and swung her around a couple of times just for the sheer joy of it. When he set her down again, she wound her arms around his neck. Nuzzling his chest, she savored the same spicy scent that was in his shirt. “Oh, you smell so good. I could just stay here in your arms forever.”
He dropped a light kiss on top of her head. “I came back early because I missed you. Would you like to ride up to the lake? We just have time before dinner.”
Athalia was distressed. “I don't ride. I never learned.”
“Oh, that's no problem. I'll take you on my horse. Would you like that?” He called to Marta where she stood in the doorway, “We're going to the stables and then up to the lake. We'll be back in time for dinner.”
When they reached the stables, a fascinated, Athalia watched Cassius saddle up his big black mare. “Don't you have grooms to do that?”
“Kari and I are old, old friends and we go back a long way, don't we, sweetheart? She'd take it amiss if I didn't saddle her myself.” Cassius grabbed something from his pocket and held out his hand.
The mare's soft lips picked up the sugar and she crunched it between her teeth with obvious enjoyment. Butting her head against him, she swished her tail and stamped her foot.
Cassius laughed. “Kari says she's ready to go. Here, I'll lift you up. Just swing your leg over, wind your fingers into her mane and hang on. She won't mind.”
He vaulted into the saddle. Reaching around Athalia, he took the reins and tightened his thighs against the horse's sides. “Come on, Kari. Let's go up to the lake. You can nibble on sweet grasses all afternoon while I show Athalia the scenery.”
Athalia leaned back against Cassius as the mare walked up the trail."This is such a lovely place. I've never been on a horse before but I think I'd like to ride if it's like this.”
“Well then, so you shall, and I'm sure Kari would be delighted to let you practice on her. Wouldn't you, love?”
As if she understood, the mare flicked her ears and whinnied softly.
“Kari's over twenty and she was born on this place. I raised her from a foal and she was always my favorite horse. When I went to the University on Aretz, I took her with me. Then I had to go away for a long time. I missed her terribly and they say she pined for me. After I got back, I wasn't sure she'd still know me but she did. She didn't want to let me out of her sight that first day and I wound up spending the whole night with her in her stall.”
He was silent after that for a long time.
Finally Athalia spoke. “That's why you're sad, isn't it? It has to do with the time you were away. Something terrible happened to you, didn't it? It's as if your life was cut in half and you're trying to get it back.”
Cassius said nothing and his arms tightened around her, then he nudged the mare into a canter. “Come on, Kari. We're almost there.”
As they came around a bend in the path, suddenly, there it was. The vast sheet of water was bordered by enormous pine trees with a mountain brooding over it at the far end.
Athalia gasped.
“Everyone reacts like that the first time. I've been coming up here all my life and it affects me the same way.”
After Cassius dismounted and helped Athalia down, he removed Kari's bridle and tied it to the saddle. Then he loosened the cinch and patted her shining rump. “Stay here and enjoy yourself. We'll be back soon.”
The mare turned her head as if she understood. Then she bent her glossy neck and started nibbling at the tender grasses on the water's edge.
Taking Athalia by the hand Cassius led her up the shoreline to a small bay with a boathouse and a dock at one end. He went into the boathouse and grabbed a couple of cushions and a blanket. “Come on. We're going to do some bird-watching.” He stood listening for a moment, then beckoned. “This way.” At the top of a small incline, he spread out the blanket and set the cushions on it. “Take a look,” he said softly, and dropped down beside Athalia.
Peering over the edge, she saw a small, crescent-shaped bay. She thought at first that she was looking at a field of flowers. Then she saw the field was a living carpet made up of hundreds and hundreds of tiny birds in all the colors of the rainbow.
“What are they doing?” she whispered.
“Feeding. There's a particular bug that breeds in the shallows at this time of year. It hatches, lives for a few hours, mates, lays its eggs and dies. The eggs stay in the mud, hatch at the same time next year and the whole thing happens again. These birds come to gorge themselves on the bugs, then return to their deep forests at the foot of the mountain. They're known as the Children of the Rainbow and this is the only time anyone ever sees them.”
As they returned from the stable, hand in hand, Marta was waiting by the door. “I was beginning to worry because it was getting so late. Dinner's ready. I told the housekeeper to set it up in the dining room. You just have time to change.”
Cassius called over his shoulder as he made for the stairs, “I suppose we'd better. Did the things arrive, Athalia?”
“Oh, yes. They're absolutely beautiful.”
“Fine, I'll see you in about twenty minutes.”
Cassius was actually down in fifteen and making himself a drink at the small bar next to the fireplace when Athalia appeared on the stairs. As he went to meet her, he thought, A white violet out in the woods. 
The pearls and sapphires encircling her throat had been a gift from Cassius’ father to his mother, Marjolaine Fortier. When she died, her brother Aaron set them aside and he'd given them to her son on his twentieth birthday.
Cassius decided then and there they were to be for his bride and he'd kept them hidden away until today. Even Julian had never seen them.
Athalia blushed and he took her hand. “Do you like them?”
“The pearls? Oh, yes. Were they from you?”
“They belonged to my mother. I think she would have liked you to have them.”
Cassius seemed distracted during dinner and ate almost nothing. Out of nowhere, he said, “I saw your parents today.”
“You did? How are they? Can I call them later?”
“Yes. In fact, I want you to. They're back at Nephtali with your brothers and your sister.”
“Then, why am I here?”
“That's a good question and I'm debating how best to answer it. You're here, Athalia, because I love you. It's as simple as that. But your family has no love for me and your father really was going to cut my throat. You dreamed about it because you heard him and your mother talking.” He looked at her searchingly. “How much do you really know about your family's business?”
She refused to meet his gaze. “Enough. My brothers told me about it. My family makes its living by killing people for money. Sooner or later, I'm going to have to do so too. My people are known as the Travelers. We're from the planet Elim and our victims are sacrifices to our goddess Jezra.”
“How do you feel about killing people?”
“I'd rather not and my father knows it. I've persuaded him to put off my initiation three times but my mother and my sister are getting angry. Next time, it won't be postponed. My oldest brother Acteon feels the same way I do.”
“Would it bother you if I were to tell you that I've killed over twenty people in cold blood?”
“It has to do with the time you were away, doesn't it?”
He played with his wineglass. “Yes, it does.”
“It depends on why you killed them. Did you want to?”
“I had no choice. Now I don't have to, I'll never kill again.”
“Then it doesn't bother me. Now, I have a question for you. What happens when you tire of me? I don't want to go back to my parents and I have no place else to go.”
“When I what? Don't you understand, you silly goose? I want to marry you, I want to have children with you, I want to live with you until I die.”
“But I'm only seventeen and you're -”
“Old enough to know my own mind. Will you marry me?”
“You mean forever and ever? Oh, Daddy's not going to like this one bit. All right, all right. Of course, I'll marry you.”
When Julian finally told her, Corey couldn't believe her ears. “You have the nerve to sit there and tell me Cassius had actually forgotten to propose? After informing Athalia's parents they're going to be his in-laws, he had the gall to admit he didn't even know how she felt? Oh, now I've heard everything. I swear, all I have to do is go away for one weekend and this entire place falls apart.”
“Well, first of all, I'm not exactly sitting. If you'll notice, my love, I'm lying down and things were happening rather fast.”
That set her off again. “Speaking of lying down, you have some explaining to do. I went to the clinic just before I left for some tests. They called a little while ago and guess what? I'm pregnant again. I don't suppose you have any idea how that happened, do you? Apparently, there's something you forgot to tell me. Sexual dysfunction indeed. I'll dysfunction you.”
Oh, dear, thought Julian, she's gone ballistic all right, but it sure was fun while it lasted. 
The intercom chimed and he reached over to answer it. It wasn't in its accustomed place and he cursed as he felt around. “Corey? Have you moved the intercom?”
“Oh, sorry. I didn't think. It's right over here.”
“Don't move things around in here because I have absolutely no way of finding them if you do. You can do whatever you want everywhere else, but my bedroom's sacred. Understand?”
“I already said I'm sorry. What is it?”
“That was the clinic. They want me to come in this afternoon. Something to do with the headaches and the probe. Some boy wonder specialist is here from Aretz and they want him to take a look.”
“Oh, Julian, that doesn't sound good.”
“I've known about it for some time but I didn't want to tell you.” He took her hands in his. “Corey, my love, they may have to remove the probe altogether. That's why I've been using the camera less and less. I've been trying to get used to doing without it because I'm probably going to have to.”
She went into shock. “They can't fix it?”
“They already tried three times. They thought if they shifted the probe to another spot it would help and it did for a while. But the doctor told me last time that he'd have to take it out if it happened again.”
By now, she was really distraught. “They can't put in another one?”
“No.”
“Does Cassius know?”
He kissed her. “No one does except you and I aim to keep it that way. All right?”
“When will you know for sure?”
“Just as soon as they check it. They've got me scheduled for three this afternoon, and they're going to keep me overnight. Now, my love, I have to get up because I have things to clear off my desk. There's a land hearing this morning and I have appointments from then until two thirty. Are you going to come and keep me out of mischief? I already ordered a big bed and a lock on the door.”
“Oh, Julian,” Corey wailed and flung herself into his arms.
As Julian stroked her hair, he thought about the coming darkness. Then he let her go and reached for the camera. Wondering if it would be for the last time, he fiddled with the control, turned it on and adjusted it. Finally he pressed a button next to the bed.
“Sweetheart, I have to get up. I'll be by later for breakfast with you and the babies. Hand me my crutches and give me a kiss. Then dry your eyes and get your chin up. Go on now. I'll see you in a little while.”
“Julian, I'm glad you could make it. Is the camera working all right or do you need it adjusted again?”
When the Emperor didn't answer, the Archon looked at him more closely. “You don't even have it turned on. Is something the matter?”
“Just keep talking. I'll find my way to you.”
The Major Domo put a hand on his arm to guide him but the Emperor brushed it away. “I've been here enough times I should know the place blindfolded by now. There, you see. I made it to the table without tripping over anything and here's the chair. What's for lunch, Archon? I'm starved.”
“It's the probe, isn't it? They may have to take it out and you're preparing, just in case.”
“That and the headaches. They've been getting worse and worse. Sometimes they're so bad I feel like banging my head against a wall just to make them stop.”
“What do you want from me besides sympathy?”
“A couple of things. I need to enhance my other senses and you might have an idea for some device to help me find my way around.”
“You mean, like a sensor? Or sonar? Probably. Let me give it some thought. As for enhancing your other senses....” The Archon looked at the Major Domo who shook his head. “You want the drugs? The same ones the Major Domo uses on me?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sure? There's a terrible price that goes with them. Assuming I'd even consent to give them to you, who's going to administer them and monitor the levels?”
“Corey'll do it. All the Major Domo has to do is show her how.”
“But you'll become addicted, and you'd best forget about having any more children as long as you're taking them.”
“Let me worry about the addiction. As for having any more children, Corey's pregnant again. Since it wasn't intentional, she's quite upset. After this one, she says our family's complete. Since I'm not about to argue, that's not a problem.”
The Archon threw up his hands. “What about side effects? And the seizures?”
“Archon, I'm nothing but side effects now. Half my body doesn't even work, and where there's no feeling there can be no pain. With the proper medication, seizures are no longer a consideration. I happen to know that for a fact.”
“You've really thought this out, haven't you?”
“Thoroughly. Are you going to help me or not?”
The Archon looked at his Major Domo, who nodded. “I'll help you and I'll start work on a sonar device this afternoon. As for the drugs, you'll have to get together with the Major Domo here. When will you know for sure?”
Julian's tone was flat. “Today, at three.”
“Just send a message and he'll be there. Now you can tell me something. What's your progress with Augustus and MagnaJet?”
The Emperor smiled. “As I predicted, the court on Aretz ruled in our favor. They awarded each of us seventy million actual damages and two hundred and fifty million punitive. The court's also ordered an immediate recall of all Peregrine Falconette transports made during the past four years. MagnaJet's appealed and it's on the Chief Justice's desk.”
“Since you know where that's going, what are you going to do about Augustus and MagnaJet?”
“I have that well in hand, thanks to you.”
The Major Domo frowned. “Would you mind telling me what you two have been up to? You've obviously been doing more than discuss the weather.”
“I have no idea what you mean, Major Domo. Do you, Archon?”
“Of course not. I'm never out of your sight and let's face it, Julian doesn't get around very well, does he?”
“Right. And you don't ever get up to mischief when you're in the clinic, do you, Your Majesty? I happened to be at that infamous board meeting and I know who your partner in crime was. It's easy to see where the Captain got most of his gray hairs. How is he, by the way?”
“About to become a father, and you never saw anything like it. He's driving Galia crazy. He's bought out every infant supply store in the area and when she finally goes into labor, it's going to be even worse than last time. He was so pitiful then the doctor threatened to sedate him. This time, he probably will. Zachary's thriving, incidentally, and I brought you some more pictures.”
Julian reached in his pocket and put an envelope on the table. Then he switched on the camera and turned his head toward the clock on the wall. “Another hour. As soon as we're done with lunch, I'm going to see the fish. Then I'll go meet Corey at the clinic and ... I don't know if I can go through with it. Maybe I should just cancel and go home. They could be wrong. The camera might be out of adjustment again or else I need a new one.”
“Julian, that camera's brand new. I've fine-tuned it a half dozen times but I'll gladly look at it again. I'll check the control too while I'm at it. Give them here.”
After Julian handed them over, the Archon took the devices to his workbench, examined them closely, then returned them. “They're working perfectly and you'd best keep that appointment. You never know, with the probe out they can do a scan of your head and who knows what they might find? It's even possible that audio implant of yours has something to do with it. Why don't you ask the doctor? Has he ever checked it?”
“I think so ... but come to think about it, I'm not sure. I've had the thing in my head for so long, I've never paid it any attention. Corey and Jonah aren't having any trouble.”
“Corey and Jonah didn't fall several thousand feet and land upside down on the square. My guess is something's blocking your nerve impulses to your eyes and your legs. Last time you stopped the tests and settled for the probe and the camera. Now you don't have that choice. Make those damn doctors hunt and don't let'em give up until they find it. You've got everything to gain and absolutely nothing to lose.”
“When you put it like that -”
“And this time,” interjected the Major Domo, “I suggest you behave yourself. You need the doctors on your side and you don't want them trying to rush you out of there. If you're extremely docile, smile slightly as if you know something they don't, then do absolutely nothing, you'll drive them nuts anyway.”
“I like it,” said Julian. “Thanks.”
The Major Domo glanced at the envelope and nodded his permission, and as he watched the Archon savor the images of his son, the Emperor smiled.
Julian hated the Aretzan specialist on sight. You supercilious little prick. You had it all handed to you by a rich, indulgent daddy but what do you know really? Have you ever been where I am? Sweating bullets, terrified and totally at the mercy of your immature over-educated judgment?
Well, well, thought the doctor, so this is the famous Emperor Julian, the darling of the tabloids and the Synod's flavor of the month. Well, he's just another patient to me albeit better paying than most. Or doesn't he know that his lady wife sprang for my fare, expenses and fees? Ah, what have we here? One of those damnable probes and a camera yet. So that's why he refused further tests. And what's this? An audio implant? What kind of people are these Nublians anyway? He certainly doesn't like me. I'll give him credit for that. And he's a challenge, that's for sure. He's in good shape for a paraplegic. Let's be honest, he's in good shape, period. That feisty little wife of his is watching me like a hawk. She's pretty too and much younger than he is. Nice hospital. Good facilities. All the equipment I could ask for. All right, Your Imperialness, let's see what's messing up your head.
 “Julian? I'm Doctor Mancotti. Can you hear me?”
“I hear you.”
“You can't move because your hands are in restraints and your head's immobilized in a special cradle. But don't panic. It's only for your protection. Do you understand me?”
“Yes.”
“You're going to be hearing some whirring sounds, then you'll feel some mild sensations on the left side of your head somewhat like a jolt of electricity. There shouldn't be any pain. If there's pain, tell me immediately. You're going to be awake throughout and I'll be asking you questions. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Doctor.” Julian's voice was deceptively meek.
“All right, then. I'm starting now. First I'm taking out the probe. Can you feel that?”
“Yes.”
“Now I'm inserting a temporary probe to check your cortex. Tell me what colors you see.”
“Blue, yellow, red, green, gray, blue, yellow, red.”
“Very good. Now tell me what numbers you see.”
“Seven, nine, four, six, seven, three.”
“Excellent. Now what do you see?”
“Aaargh! Merciful heaven, that hurts! I can't see anything.”
“All right. I've moved it. Is that better?”
“I still can't see but at least it doesn't hurt.”
His head and neck already stiff from the immobility, Julian heard some murmurs. He tried flexing his hands but couldn't move them because of the restraints.
The doctor's voice was close to his ear. It seemed kinder somehow. “We've removed the probe because it's not working any more but there are some other things we can try. There appears to be pressure on the nerve bundles controlling your ocular system. Once we relieve it, your eyes should be all right, but it's going to take a few days. Are you with me so far?”
Now he really was blind and could only hope the doctor was telling the truth. “Yes.”
“We're going to stop now and let you rest. I'm releasing your head from the cradle and taking your hands out of the restraints. Are you in any pain?”
Julian wrinkled his forehead and blinked a few times. “No.”
“They're coming to take you back to your room.”
“What about the bed and the lock?”
“What? Oh.” He heard more murmurs, then the doctor spoke again. “The bed's waiting, there's a lock on the door and your wife is there. Is that what you wanted to know?”
His mouth was dry, his head hurt and his neck felt stiff. “Yes. Thank you.”
The gurney began to move. It stopped and he heard Corey's voice. “Julian. Can you hear me?”
“Yes, dear, I hear you just fine.”
“You're in your room. Now they're going to transfer you to the bed. It's big, just as you requested, and there really is a lock on the door. Can you see anything?”
“No, I can't. Corey, do something for me right now. Send a message to the Archon that they took out the probe. He'll understand.”
“All right, Julian. There's an intercom right here.”
“The Archon doesn't use an intercom. You'll have to send a messenger.”
“Oh. All right. I'm going to the desk. I'll be right back.”
As he heard her footsteps leaving, the intercom next to the bed chimed.
Julian fumbled around until he located it. “Yes?”
“Julian, is that you? This is Cassius. Someone told me you were in the clinic. What's up?”
He kept his tone casual. “They're just checking the probe because of the headaches. Nothing major. I'll be out in a few days. Well, old buddy, did you finally propose?”
“Yes, I did. I took her up to the lake on Kari. We went bird-watching.”
“With cushions and a blanket, no doubt. Did you get lucky? Were the birds feeding?”
He could almost see Cassius’ smile. “It depends on what you mean by lucky. Yes, the birds were feeding.”
Julian had a sudden flash of himself and Galia up at the lake watching those same birds. She'd rolled over toward him and he'd seen the rich curve of her breast inside her half-open shirt. He reached out and cupped his hand around her warm....
“Julian?” It was Corey. “Who are you talking to?”
He held out the intercom. “Cassius, why don't you say hello?”
Half-listening to Corey's end of the conversation, Julian drifted back to the lake with Galia on that drowsy, sun-drenched afternoon. Then he realized Corey was speaking to him.
“Cassius wants to talk to you.”
Regretfully, he let Galia slip into the mists of memory.
“Yes, Cassius, what's up? They took it out. No, I saw no point in telling you. Why? You had other things on your mind. Of course I'll be all right. No, you stay there with your intended. Corey's here. Right. I'm behaving very well and smiling a lot. It's driving them crazy. Did Athalia say yes? Well, I'll be damned. Yes, we'll probably wind up sticking him in the tank. Either way, make sure we get that sample and formula, will you? No, don't give the formula to the Synod or the League whatever you do. We can just make up a batch and give them that. We'll tell them we got it from him and don't know it. The stuff's a nightmare and the fewer people who have it, the better. I'll be gone for tests most of the day. There's a schedule around here somewhere. No, I can't tell you. Why not? Because I can't find the damn thing and even if I could, I can't read it to you, you twit. Corey?” He held up the intercom. “He wants to know the test schedule. You tell him.”
Then he heard a familiar voice. “Julian? What are you doing here?”
“Captain? Nice to see you, in a manner of speaking.”
“I was checking Galia into Maternity and they told you were here. Is there a problem?”
“Well, yes. The probe went bad and they took it out this afternoon. Now I really am as blind as a bat. Some kid specialist from Aretz says he can fix my eyes.”
Another voice spoke. “Julian, this is Doctor Mancotti and I'm not as much of a kid as you think. I came to tell you that, from all indications, I can fix your eyes and possibly your legs too.”
Oops, thought Julian.
“Well, Doctor. If you can do that, I take back everything I said, plus everything I've been thinking.”
“Fair enough. Let's shake on it.”
“Of course, if you can't, that's a whole other story. Then you can just take your place with the rest of the quacks.”
The doctor chuckled. “I've heard about you and the fact that this place tends to get lively when you're around. Well, I'll leave you with your lady wife and I'll see you tomorrow. Good night.”
“Captain? Are you still there?”
“Yes, Julian, but I'm going to have to go pretty soon. Galia's pains have started and I need to be there. Corey's right here. I'll see you later.”
“Everyone's gone,” she said. “I'm just locking the door and then I'll join you.”
He heard a rustle of clothing. The bedclothes were pulled aside and her body was next to his. As he maneuvered his legs around and turned over to face her, she punched him in the chest.
“What's that for?”
“You still have some explaining to do about this sexual dysfunction and how I got pregnant.”
He chuckled. “Let me show you how well your cure worked. That dysfunction is gone as if it never occurred and I owe it all to your patient and loving ministrations. Of course, I could have a relapse anytime and need your help all over again.”
She giggled. “Oh, Julian, you silver-tongued devil. That tickles. Isn't this where we left off this morning? You know, for someone who's supposed to be half-paralyzed and blind to boot, you certainly are.... Oooh.”
“Speaking of which,” he said. “Did you cover the security camera and turn off those damn implants?”
“Oh. No. I forgot.”
“Well, do it. When you're done, I'll be right here waiting for you.”
Corey listened carefully as the doctor explained it again. “Since it's impossible to trace the impulses with a scanner or conventional equipment, I developed this. It gives me a picture of the entire system, and I can zoom in as far as I like. This device views the body's various nervous systems as though they were electronic circuitry. It can trace the paths, one by one, to see if there are any breaks and exactly where they are. I've been doing a lot of experimental work at the university on the regeneration of dead and damaged nerves, with interesting results. While I prefer pure research and don't generally do consultations, I made an exception in your husband's case, partly because you were so persistent, and you're also paying me very well. However, that isn't the main reason. It was only after I found out who you wanted me to treat that I agreed to come. I owe the Emperor an enormous debt because my brother was seriously injured in a Peregrine Falconette crash. Thanks to your husband's private foundation, he not only survived, he's able to walk again and didn't go broke from the medical bills. Finding out where the help came from wasn't easy because His Majesty's very secretive and I finally tracked down the source through my contacts in the medical community.”
“Well, I certainly didn't know about that,” said Corey, “but it's typical of the way Julian works. Doctor, now you've seen him, perhaps you can understand why I don't want my husband to know about our arrangement.”
“Oh, yes. To be blunt, Your Majesty, Julian's a proud, stiff-necked, contentious, independent son of a bitch. He'd sooner die than admit he needs help and the loss of control must be driving him insane. That's what makes him such a bad patient and a real joy to work with.”
“You're not angry at the terrible things he says?”
“He's entitled. He's fighting back every way he knows and that's why he's going to get better. I would almost bet that even before your husband came in here, he'd arranged some way to compensate for the loss of that camera.”
“Oh, he did. Julian has someone working on a sonar device and is planning to use certain stimulants to enhance his senses.”
“If you're saying what I think, you're talking about a class of drugs that's extremely dangerous and for the most part illegal. They're also highly addictive.”
She sighed. “I know. Julian explained it all when he asked me to help him.”
“What did you say?”
“I told him I would. If Julian still can't see when he leaves the clinic, that's what he intends to do, with or without my help.”
“I suppose he has his source all lined up as well as the information and equipment he needs?”
“Oh, yes. He did all that before he checked in here. As soon as you removed the probe, he sent a message to his source. Everything'll be ready and waiting when he's released.”
The doctor thought for a moment. “You know, Your Majesty, the more I learn about your husband, the better I like him. I used to think he was just a spoiled playboy and a professional celebrity. But he's a whole lot more than that.”
“Well, he certainly doesn't like you.”
“I got that impression when I was finishing his tests. Your husband told me in graphic detail what he'd do if he ever got me on the business end of those needles. Fortunately, he was in restraints because otherwise he might have done it. Is he always this cantankerous?”
“Sometimes he's worse. Just ask the people here. They shudder every time he's admitted. If you think he's atrocious just be thankful his brother isn't around. He's very protective of Julian and if he'd been here yesterday you probably would have found yourself on the business end of those needles.”
“Why do they put up with him, then?”
“They love him. You should have seen them when they brought him in after the crash. The time before that, when he got shot and the doctors weren't sure he was going to make it, even the off-duty staff came in. They volunteered to give blood, work overtime, do anything that would help. The attendants in the halls were crying openly and a couple of the doctors were too. As for putting up with him, they actually fight for the privilege of looking after him.”
It was the doctor's turn to smile. “Hmm. You're saying he may be a real son of a bitch, but he's their son of a bitch and nobody had better mess with him.”
“Something like that.”
“Well, I'll have to admit some of those tests were painful and perhaps I wasn't as patient with him as I should have been.”
“If that's the case, Doctor, then you should really be thankful Prince Cassius wasn't around.”
“Why's that?” asked a voice from the doorway.
“Cassius, where'd you spring from? Come meet Doctor Mancotti. He's the specialist I was telling you about.”
The doctor stood up and extended his hand. Cassius shook it. Then he took the chair next to Corey's.
“Why are you lucky I wasn't around? You've been sticking needles in my little brother again, haven't you? And for what? As far as I'm concerned, you can take your damn tests -”
Corey got up from her chair and screamed, “Cassius! Shut up! I'm the one who asked Doctor Mancotti to come here! He thinks he has a way to help Julian and I plan to let him try!”
“Why don't you yell a little louder, Corey? I don't think they quite heard you on the Northern Shore.”
Breathing hard, she sat down again. Then she said somewhat tearfully, “I'm sorry, Doctor, but I just get so aggravated sometimes. Cassius, you should apologize too.”
“Julian's fortunate to have so many champions,” said the doctor, “and no apologies are necessary. Yes, I did poke a few holes in him yesterday and I found out exactly what I needed to know. Since there appears to be more than one block, I'll have to do several procedures. To go after all of them at one time would be too hard on him because he has to be awake throughout. I've scheduled the first surgery for tomorrow morning.”
Cassius’ voice was incredulous. “Are you saying you can cure his blindness? That he'll be able to see again?”
“Oh, better than that. He'll probably be able to walk too. Something got scrambled in his brain when he crashed. In one instance, the proper signals aren't being sent to his ocular nerve, in the other they aren't being transmitted to his legs. There's no organic reason for either the blindness or the paralysis and when his doctors told him it was all in his head, they were technically right. As soon as I saw his work-ups, I knew it wasn't psychosomatic. So I went looking for something else. As to why I'm here, Her Majesty came across a paper I'd written and got in touch with me.”
“My brother-in-law Jonah is a medical student and a great admirer of yours, Doctor,” said Corey. “When he brought the article to my attention, I asked you to come.”
Cassius looked mischievous. “If you'd refused, she'd have kidnapped you.”
“You're joking. Aren't you?”
“Just ask her.”
Corey was biting her lip.
“Is that true, Your Majesty?”
“Well, yes. I admit it. I did set something up in case you said no.”
“Good Lord, you're serious.”
“When it comes to Julian, of course. But I don't see why we're even having this discussion. When you agreed to come, I canceled the arrangement and paid everybody off.”
Cassius grinned. “Told ya. And you thought I was protective? Doctor, you don't even know the half of it.”
The doctor stood up. “It's time to go see my patient and tell him about the test results and the surgery. Since you're here, Your Majesty, may I ask who's with him right now?”
“An old friend of the family. His wife's in the maternity ward and he's such a basket case, the doctor threatened to sedate him. I got him to sit with Julian so that I could come and talk to you.”
Corey looked around the Emperor's room. “Where's the Captain?”
Julian chuckled. “Someone came from Maternity and got him. Galia had a baby girl and he just flew out of here. Good thing too. He was so pitiful, I wasn't sure how much more I could take. Who else is here?”
“The doctor's here.”
“Ah, the torturer. What new torments do you have scheduled for today? I thought I was supposed to get a day off between sessions and you weren't going to bother me again until tomorrow.”
There was a gentleness in the doctor's voice that hadn't been there before. “No more tests. I've found out everything I needed to know.”
Julian stomach contracted. Oh, no. It's hopeless. There's nothing anyone can do and I'm going to be stuck like this for the rest of my life. 
He swallowed hard. “If I may be so bold as to ask, Doctor, what did you find out?”
“It's as I suspected. To put it in lay terms, something got scrambled in your head and the right signals aren't getting from your brain to your eyes and legs.”
“And?” Julian tried to keep the tremor out of his voice.
“I think I can fix it. There's nothing wrong with either your eyes or your legs and once I've found the blockages and relieved them, you should be fine. Your first surgery's scheduled for tomorrow morning. There'll be several after that because there's more than one blockage.”
“Julian, are you all right? Doctor, I think he fainted.”
“No, I didn't. I just feel a little weak, that's all. There's someone else here. Who is it? Cassius, tell me that's not you.”
“Oh, yes, it's me.”
“What did you do with your intended? I thought I told you to stay there and cement the relationship.”
“As long as Papa and Momma are safely back at Nephtali, I brought her with me to meet the family. She's over at the Palace with Marta and our relationship's just fine, thank you. Fortunately, she likes cats because Mingus’ progeny are all over the place. She doesn't mind my watching six viewscreens at one time, either.”
The Emperor sniffed, “If she's willing to put up with your weird habits, you'll probably be all right.”
“Julian?”
“Yes, Doctor.”
“Tell me if you see anything. Anything at all.”
“Well, yes and no.”
“What do you mean, yes and no?”
“I can't actually see anything, but it's not pitch dark any more. It's sort of gray.”
“That's what I'd hoped you'd see.”
“You mean that's it?”
“For now. I told you I was going to have to do several procedures. This was only the first. I'm going to have them take you back to your room now. We'll pick this up again tomorrow.”
“Doctor?”
“Yes, Julian.”
“Until this is over, will you keep everyone away from me?”
“What do you mean by everyone?”
“Just that. I don't want to see anyone and I don't want anyone to see me. Not my wife. Not my brother. No one. Let it be just between you and me until it's over.”
“I'll have to think of something to tell them.”
“Just tell them what I said. Please.”
“All right.” Doctor Mancotti beckoned to an attendant. “Get Prince Cassius.”
After he told him what Julian had just said, the Prince nodded. “If the surgery had failed, he'd be fine. Right now, he's like a prisoner for life who's just been told his sentence might be commuted. It's the hope that breaks you, not the despair.”
“You sound as if you've been there.”
“I have, and my brother's absolutely right. He needs to be alone. His defenses are down and a whole tidal wave of emotion is about to let go. Once the surgeries are over and he's had a chance to gather his strength, he'll be able to face people again. I'll notify his bodyguards and explain to the family.”
Several weeks later, Julian opened the door to his room and stepped out into the hallway. He adjusted his dark glasses, but outside his ever-present bodyguard saw no one around.
“What time is it?”
“Three in the morning, Your Majesty. That's why it's so quiet.”
“As far as I'm concerned, the quieter the better. Let's go to my office. There are some things I want to check on.”
When he reached his desk, the Emperor picked up the intercom and punched in a code. “Cassius. Get your lazy ass over here. We need to talk.”
“Good grief, Julian. It's three in the morning. Where in the hell is ‘here'?”
“My office. Are you alone?”
“Except for a couple of cats. All right, I'll come. Just give me a few minutes ... and order some coffee.”
While he waited, the Emperor removed his dark glasses and looked through a stack of paperwork on the desk. Satisfied that nothing required his urgent attention, he stood up and stretched. He walked across the room to the tall windows and stepped out onto the balcony.
The door opened to admit Cassius, and behind him a commissary worker with a loaded tray.
“Just set it on the desk. Cassius, why don't you join me out here?”
“What's so urgent it couldn't wait for a civilized hour? Aren't you supposed to be in the clinic?”
“The final surgery was yesterday afternoon. Officially, I'm still a patient.”
“The doctor said it would take at least another month and he didn't sound at all encouraging.”
“That's what I asked him to say. Actually, the surgery was one hundred percent successful.”
“It worked? You can see and walk again?”
“I walked over here from the clinic. You're looking remarkably well, even if you have gained a little weight.”
Cassius stood speechless. Then he put his arms around the Emperor and hugged him. “Welcome back, little brother. Why didn't you tell me?”
Julian sighed and turned away. He leaned his hands on the railing and looked out into the garden. “As soon as the doctor finished the first surgery, I knew I had to be alone. When I opened my eyes and still couldn't see ... I don't know what I'd expected but I felt as if -”
“As if a door had opened, given you a glimpse of sunlight, then slammed shut again leaving you in the dark. If you'd never seen that tiny glimmer of light, you'd have been all right. But it broke you, didn't it? You fell apart and that's why you needed to be alone.”
“I couldn't have gone through with it otherwise. The doctor was brutally honest. He said it was an experimental untried procedure and there were no guarantees. And it hurt. Merciful heavens, how it hurt. One night, the pain was so bad they called him in. He sat with me until morning. To distract me, he started talking. For hours and hours, he talked about anything and everything even after his throat was hoarse. Finally, I must have fallen asleep.”
“Why didn't they give you something?”
Julian winced at the memory. “They couldn't. Deadening the nerves would have delayed the next surgery and messed up the whole schedule.”
“How many operations did you have?”
“I lost count. After the first one, I told the doctor to keep my eyes bandaged until he was done.”
“And?”
“He kept telling me I'd be able to see but I wouldn't believe him. Until yesterday afternoon.”
“You could have called me. I'd have come and stayed with you.”
“I know but then you would have had to give some excuse to Corey. When I thought about it, it was just too damn complicated. It was simpler this way.”
“That's why you hauled me out of bed at three in the morning?”
“No. I have a gut feeling I shouldn't go public with this for a while. But you needed to know and I'll tell Corey when we're alone.”
“You want people to think you're still blind and unable to walk?”
“For now.”
“Doesn't your bodyguard realize?”
“I wore my dark glasses. He guided me over here and thinks I'm still using the brace.”
“What does the doctor say about all this?”
“He's agreed to keep the results secret. I gave him a research grant and a hefty bonus and he's heading back to Aretz on the next ship. He has my permission to write a paper on my case as long as he keeps my name out of it.”
“So, what do you want me to do?”
“Walk me back to my room and let the bodyguard think you're helping me get into bed. I'll tell you the rest later.”
Marcus was watching the viewscreen. “Asa, you should see this news report? The anchor's saying Julian's surgery didn't work and they're sending him home. There he is in his wheelchair just coming out of the clinic. Will you look at that. Someone's got a microphone in his face and it looks like he's trying to push it away. The guy's persisting and he can't get away from him. Cassius just grabbed the mike. Now he's knocked the reporter down. Holy shit. He just took away another reporter's camera and threw it on the ground. Here come some guards. Now they're all around Julian and I can't see him any more. That tabloid article was telling the truth then. Poor Julian. All those weeks of tests and surgery for nothing and now he doesn't even have that camera thing any more. I just wish there was something we could do.”
Asa came into the living room. “Well, that's the last of the dishes. Julian's pretty tough, you know, and there are other things they can do. Cassius told me he has someone developing some sort of sonar device and that he'd prepared himself to be disappointed. He knew the surgery was experimental and they were going to take the probe out anyway.”
The front door opened. Pauli came in and set his briefcase on the table.
“What's this about Julian and experimental surgery? The last I heard, it was all going very well.”
“Cassius is coming over later,” said Marcus. “I haven't finished that last assignment and you know how he is. I've just got time, so I'll see you guys later. With this business with Julian, maybe I'll get lucky and he'll be late for once.”
Pauli snorted. “Cassius? The day he's late, time'll stop. You'd best go finish it, Marcus. And Asa? There's some stuff in the transport we need to bring in. Then I'll call the Palace to see if Cassius is still coming.”
There was a soft knock on Julian's bedroom door.
“Who is it?”
“It's me.”
“Come in and lock the door.”
Corey was peering into the darkened room when Julian switched on the light. As she watched in disbelief, he walked across the room and took her in his arms. She looked up into his face and her eyes met his. “What is this. You can walk? You can see? Oh, you've got a lot of explaining to do. Do you have any idea what it's been like? How worried everyone's been? Where's that lying doctor? That weasel! I've got a few things to say to him too.”
Julian laughed and hugged her to him.
“It's not a bit funny. If you can see and walk, what was all that business at the temple this morning? Cassius was in on it, wasn't he? Oh, just wait until I get my hands on him. Do you know, he actually had me in tears? When you came out of the elevator in your wheelchair with your dark glasses on, I cried some more. Even the babies were crying, and Marta, and that nice little Athalia. Oooh. You make me so mad.”
As she started pounding her fists on his chest, the Emperor took her hands and held them. “What are you trying to do, love? Put me back in the clinic? If you'll calm down, I'll explain. Come sit on my lap in the big chair. Then I'll tell you all about it and we can get reacquainted. All right?”
She dropped her head and sighed.
“I'll take that as a yes.”
When the intercom chimed, he took one of her hands and held it. “This is Julian. Captain, is that you?”
With a glance at Corey, he picked up the phone. “All right, go ahead. He escaped? I assume you have some idea where he is. It's unlikely he would have left the island. Where would he go if he did? He's on his way here? I'll send her up to the farm then. No, Asa will take her. Why? Because I need Cassius here with me. Corey's here. You're right, it's too risky. I'll send her, Janus and Deborah in the big transport. Baby Cassius and Marta can go with Asa and Athalia in the small one. Yes, I'll tell the tower we need a fighter escort. No, I'm staying right here. I'm calling Cassius right now. Yes, I'll get a Temple detail on it. Thanks. I'll see you then.”
His face grim, Julian hung up. “Corey. You must do exactly as I say with no questions. Get Marta and the babies and go straight to the transports on the roof. Athalia will join you. I'll be there in a few minutes but I have to make some calls first. Now, hurry. And Corey, do one thing for me. Tell absolutely no one I can see or walk. You understand?”
She nodded and he gave her a quick kiss. As she left the room, she heard him talking.
“Cassius? This is Julian? Enoch's escaped and he's got some of the gas with him. He's on his way to the city. Get over here, stat.”
There was a beep from the intercom and he spoke into it, “Get me the Tower.”
“This is Nublis Tower.”
“This is Julian. My code is eight five ought three. I need a fighter escort for two imperial transports which will be reaching the river in approximately twelve minutes. As of now, the spaceport is on full alert. Advise of any craft from southern quadrant.”
“This is Nublis Tower. The fighters are on their way to the rendezvous. We're on full alert. All quadrants are clear.”
“This is eight five ought three. Acknowledged.”
He hung up, punched another button, then yelled, “This is the Emperor, you idiot! That's better. Now let me talk to the duty officer. Lieutenant? Get the Lady Athalia from the east wing and bring her and a pilot up to the roof immediately. Then get a Temple detail over here on the double. As of now, you and they are on full alert. Got that.”
He hung up again and just as he was punching in another code, heard a knock on the door. “Cassius. Come on in.”
The intercom chimed and he picked it up. “Julian here.”
“This is Nublis Tower. Unidentified craft, southern quadrant. Beacon set for palace. ETA twenty minutes. Please advise.”
“This is Julian. Allow craft to proceed.”
The Emperor picked up his dark glasses from the table and put them on. He opened a desk drawer, took out a gun and slid it into his pocket.
“Come on, Cassius. Let's go set up the welcoming party.”
Seeing Cyrenia's green and gold spires came into view, Enoch reduced his speed. Using the map as a guide, he began looking for the black granite mass of the Temple. Ah, there it was.
Opposite the Temple, he saw his destination, the white marble roof of the Imperial Palace.
With his fighter's guns cocked and aimed, the Traveler circled the Palace. The Imperial standard fluttering from the tall flagpole was only flown when the Emperor was in residence. Right next to a rounded glass structure which he assumed was the Emperor's famous conservatory, were four landing sites. Three were empty but he recognized the large black and red transport parked in the fourth.
The tabloid next to him was folded out to a story of one day in the life of the Imperial Family. Along with the usual pictures of the Emperor, Empress, Royal Children and their pets, the two-page spread featured a helpful diagram of the Palace's floor plan and a schedule of the family's daily activities. The reporter had made much of Julian's fierce independence and his insistence that he take care of himself without help. According to the schedule, he'd just completed his daily therapy session and would probably be alone.
And vulnerable, thought Enoch.
The ache in his wrist was a constant reminder that he had a score of his own to settle with the Emperor in addition to Athalia's kidnapping.
When he'd entered mainland airspace, he'd followed the beacon's instructions to the letter. After looking up the codes, he identified himself as being from one of the bases in the south and stated he had orders to proceed to the Palace.
The Tower had acknowledged, then given him a clearance signal.
Typical Nublian sloppiness. On Elim, they'd have blown him out of the sky by now.
He landed the fighter next to the large transport and looked around.
So far, so good.
With the agility and grace of someone much younger, he swung himself down from the craft and landed on his feet as silent as a cat. Weapon at the ready, he darted into the silent conservatory. As he had expected, it was empty.
He crept down the stairs leading to the palace's upper floor. According to the diagram, the Emperor's room should be right here. And it was.
He knocked on the door and waited.
When he heard Julian say, “Who is it?” he slipped inside.
As he switched on the light, Enoch saw his quarry in a wheelchair by the window.
Julian blindly turned his head. “Who is it?”
Without answering, Enoch crossed the room. Standing behind the wheelchair, he placed the gun against the back of Julian's head and cocked it.
The Emperor raised his hands in the air. “Who are you? What do you want?”
“Oh, you'll know soon enough.”
“Enoch? You're supposed to be at Nephtali. We had a deal, remember?”
“I just canceled it. I'm taking Athalia back and you're going to be my ticket out of here.”
“What about your family?”
“What about them. Athalia's all I care about. Now, where is she?”
This man's insane.
“At one of my country houses with a chaperone.”
Enoch whipped the gun butt against the back of his head and Julian gasped.
“Let that be a lesson not to lie. I saw her on the viewscreen yesterday right here at the Palace.”
Without any warning, Enoch lifted the wheelchair and tipped it. As Julian fell forward to the floor, he shoved the chair away.
It spun across the room and came to rest against the bed.
“You're going to get on the intercom and I'll tell you what to say. I have a little incentive for you in case you've a yen for martyrdom. In my hand here, I have a canister containing that wonderful gas, Lethe. I also have two gas masks, one for me and the other for you. The Empress’ balcony connects to yours. If you don't cooperate, I'm going to place this canister on the windowsill on her side of the balcony. Then I'll point it into the room where your children are and open it up. Are you going to cooperate or not?”
“I'll cooperate. Just give me the intercom.”
Carefully setting the gun and canister on the table, Enoch picked up the intercom and one of the gas masks. Then he turned toward Julian.
Only he wasn't there.
As he was picked up and whirled around, Enoch heard a rushing sound. He crashed to the floor and lay facedown with the Emperor's knee in the center of his back.
“But you're helpless. You're crippled and blind.”
“Correction. I warned you, Professor, if you ever committed a crime on my sovereign territory, I'd make you rue the day you were born. You've got exactly thirty seconds to give me one good reason why I shouldn't snap your neck. I'm listening.”
“You won't do it. You're not a true killer. You're too chickenshit. You'll call your guards, abide by the law and turn me over for trial. As for your brother. Phaugh! He's nothing but a pussywimp and a lightweight like you and all your kind. He's not worthy of my Athalia. I'm the only man for her and I'm all she'll ever need. She's mine, I tell you. She's always been mine.”
The Emperor's voice was soft but his eyes were savage. “Sorry, Enoch. You're wrong.”
Cassius raced in from the balcony. “Julian! No! Stop!”
Just as he reached him, the Emperor smiled. Then he snapped the Traveler's neck.
Cassius felt for a pulse. “You killed him.”
“That was the general idea. Before you do anything else, brother dear, you'd best get that canister of gas over to the lab and have them compare it with the first sample he gave us. I'll bet you anything you want to name they're not the same. Those masks'll come in handy too.”
Julian rose to his feet and staggered slightly. “I feel dizzy. All of a sudden, I can't see. Dammit. He must have hit me harder than I thought.”
Cassius caught him as he fell and half-carried him to the bed. He found the intercom and pressed it. “Get in here and bring an emergency pack with you.”
The Prince watched anxiously as the medic finished his examination.
“He's got a concussion for sure. Since his surgery's not healed, this could have done some damage. We'd better get him over to the Temple and hope that specialist hasn't left yet.”
Cassius picked up the intercom again. “Get me the clinic. Is Doctor Mancotti still there? He's already left for the spaceport? How long ago? What ship?”
He punched in another code. “Nublis Tower? This is Prince Cassius. Code seven five four two. We have an emergency. Has the Aretzan Star left yet? How long ago? Then they're probably still in orbit. Tell'em to stay there. Send up a shuttle for Doctor Mancotti, and get him to the Temple, stat. He's a passenger. M-A-N-C-O-T-T-I. You got that? You can reach me at the clinic.”
He glanced down at Enoch's corpse. “You scum. You miserable ... you're lucky my little brother got to you before I did. If it had been up to me, you'd have died much slower, hurt a whole lot more and been begging for release long before I gave it to you.”
“Julian? Can you hear me? This is Doctor Mancotti.”
“The torturer? You can't be. You're all done. You've gone back to Aretz. According to our deal, I wasn't ever going to see your ugly face again.”
“I did leave for Aretz and they brought me back. Now, what's this about a fight? I thought my instructions to you were clear.”
“Well, you didn't say anything about not fighting.”
“True, and next time I'll be sure to include it. Julian, I'm going to have to do the tests again.”
“The ones that hurt? With the needles? Where's Cassius?”
“I'm right here and I'm not going to interfere.”
“Cassius, that's bullshit. It's the only reason I wanted you here. What good are you otherwise?”
“You want me to leave?”
“As long you're here, you may as well stay. All right, Doctor. Where were we?”
“You know the routine. Now hold your breath. Don't move. Don't even blink. All right. I'm in. Tell me what you see.”
When the doctor was done, he beckoned Cassius into the hallway. “Would you mind telling me what happened? He's got a pretty good concussion there. He didn't get it from backing into a door or even a regular fight for that matter.”
“Someone clubbed him when he wasn't looking.”
“Ah. What became of the assailant?”
“Julian broke his neck. But enough about that. Can you fix it?”
“Julian broke his.... Oh, that figures. I can fix it but he's going to have a rough couple of days. After what you just told me, I'm using the restraints for sure. Tell me, Prince Cassius, did this have anything to do with his desire for secrecy?”
“Everything and it's not over by any manner of means.”

Chapter 5...Baiting the Trap
“Well, sir. How much is this one-day air hunt going to cost me?”
When Tristan Thorn told him how much the safari would cost, Augustus whistled. “Even for a Gregorian Ram, that's pretty steep. For that kind of money I want more than just a one-day air hunt. Tell me, does Nublis have any other rare fauna? Maybe we can get some other people involved and lay off the expenses that way. Wait a minute. I've got an idea.”
He riffled through the papers on his desk until he found a handwritten letter on heavy cream stock with a gilded crest at the top.
“Yes, I thought so. Here's an invitation from the Princess Ligia Christofida. You know, the conservation bitch. It's a fundraising weekend at one of the resorts on Eos. Something about preserving rare species on little known planets. Nublis is on the list. Yeah, I think I'll go ... and see if I can get some sweet young thing to join me. Then we can while away the hours between seminars or even during for that matter.”
“Well, I would say we've got a good crowd coming, Princess, and the Emperor Julian has consented to do a remote interview about the rare fauna on his planet. It's too bad his condition doesn't permit him to come, but that good-looking half-brother of his is going to be there. You know, the one all the fuss was about with that girl he was supposed to have kidnapped. Turned out she ran away with him and they're going to be married.”
The Princess took off her sunglasses and smiled at her secretary. “I wasn't going to have another thing to do with Julian after that story about the trophy heads at the Imperial Lodge. Until it turned out the heads actually belonged to his great grandfather and trophy hunting's been banned on Nublis for over a century. They say His Majesty sued the tabloid and got a bundle. I don't know if he did or not but he made a substantial donation to our fund right after that. I had dinner with him and his charming wife at the Palace last month and had the funniest feeling he was watching me the whole time.”
“I know exactly what you mean, Princess. He has that effect on me too. Isn't it amazing how he manages to get around? He's got some sort of sonar device on his wheelchair and a little computer to scan documents and turn text into speech. I swear he knows more about what's going on around him than most people who can see.”
The Princess nodded. “Now, we've got to get through the rest of this mail. How many responses do we have so far?”
Her secretary dug through the pile. “Oh look, there's one here from Augustus Veniston and he's enclosed a voucher. Ah, his reservation is for two and he wants a suite. Let me look at the chart. All right, we've got two left. He won't want that one. It's way too high up and it's got no view. Why don't we give him this one by the pool? It's right next to Prince Cassius’ and it'll put His Honor right in the middle of all of the action.”
“What's this? Can you believe it? That video star ... you know, the one who was married to the Synod President's daughter ... has sent me another safari brochure. How I got on his mailing list, I can't imagine. I wrote a letter to the hunting channel protesting that show of his last year. You know, the one where they went after those eagles.”
The Princess tore the brochure across in disgust, tossed it toward the shredder ... and missed.
Julian maneuvered his wheelchair to the door. “Come on in, Captain. There's something I want to show you.”
As the Captain followed, he wheeled himself smoothly into the darkened bedroom. Then, to Aaron's utter amazement, he walked over to the window, opened it and stepped outside.
“Julian,” thundered the Captain. “You've got some explaining to do. Just how long has this charade been going on? And why in heaven's name would you not tell me. of all people?”
The Emperor returned to the room. “We have a traitor in our ranks. Until I'm sure who it is, the fewer who know, the better. It's amazing how much people will reveal about themselves in the process of patronizing someone who's blind or disabled. Actually, I've been able to see and walk since the day before Enoch escaped. After he rapped me on the head, it messed up my sight for a while. Cassius got Mancotti back and he saved it.”
“Who really killed Enoch?”
“I did. He was vermin and needed to be exterminated.”
“His wife and children would seem to agree with you. He was brutal to them and as for his relationship with poor little Athalia -”
“That's why I killed him. If I hadn't, Cassius certainly would have. But he'd have had nightmares about it for the rest of his life. I, on the other hand, have never lost so much as one wink of sleep over it.”
“There's so much of your mother in you, Julian, and Cassius is so like his.”
“That's probably why Mama liked him a whole lot better than she did me. To her, I must have been a constant reminder of her wedding night and he wasn't. I never really understood until I was much, much older, and by then it was too late. Of course, he was Father's favorite too. Compared to Cassius, I was just an also ran.”
“Cassius made up for that, didn't he?”
“So did you, Captain. When I lost both of you at once, it was.... Father always acted as if he'd lost the wrong son. If it hadn't have been for Galia.... Then I lost her too. Until Corey came into my life, I didn't think I could ever love again.”
“Speaking of Corey, does she know about this?”
“Save for you, she and Cassius are the only ones I've told.”
“Hmm. And how long do you intend to keep this up?”
“For as long as it takes. It does have its amusing side, you know.”
“For someone who enjoys cat-and-mouse games as much as you, I imagine it does. So who's the traitor and how did you find out?”
“Someone told Augustus about our listening post. It had to be one of the defenders because outside Archon Intelligence we were the only ones who knew. I've planted a couple of things. If they get to the Chief Justice, I'll know who our traitor is.”
“Then you do have a suspicion.”
“Definitely.”
“Do you suspect my wife?”
“No. And don't ask me any more questions because that's all I'm going to tell you.”
Athalia remarked, “I don't know how you can do that. You've got all six viewscreens on, you're looking at a book and playing with that cat all at the same time.”
Cassius grinned half-apologetically. “Does it annoy you?”
“Not really. It's just that I sometimes wonder where your mind really is.”
“On you, my love, always on you. But what you're saying is true and I've always been that way. It's as if my mind runs on several different tracks at once but I always know what's going on with each one. Even when I was a kid, I was usually reading at least three books at once. It used to drive Julian nuts. He'd call it my grasshopper mode and he was always accusing me of not paying attention when he was talking. He'd say something weird to catch me out but never succeeded. Now, he's the complete opposite. When he's reading or concentrating he's totally unaware of anything going on around him. You could set off a bomb and he wouldn't notice.”
“I know,” said Athalia gravely. “Corey complains about it all the time. She says she'll be talking away and will suddenly realize he hasn't heard a single word. The other day, she stopped describing what the doctor had just said about Deborah and launched into a complete fairy tale about her supposed lover. Julian kept right on saying ‘Yes, dear. No, dear,’ until she got mad and threw something at him.”
“Knowing her, it was probably the cat.”
That distressed Athalia. “The way she picks on him it's as if she forgets he's blind and in a wheelchair. You'd think she'd have more consideration and make allowances.”
“Julian would never forgive her if she did. Or me, for that matter. It's too bad you didn't know him before. Except if you had and he wasn't married to Corey yet he'd have been giving me strong competition for your attentions.”
Her eyes widened. “Julian? A woman-chaser? But he's such a faithful husband. Why, he worships the very ground Corey walks on.”
“Woman-chaser is putting it mildly. Old, young, fat, thin, rich, poor, they all adored him. Sexy devil that he was, he took full advantage. He seldom had less than three mistresses at the same time and when it came to my girlfriends ... hah. One look at Julian and they'd be gone. When he finally got married and hung up his shield at least half the women in the Synod must have gone into mourning.”
“I've never even seen his eyes,” mused Athalia. “What color are they?”
“Silver gray and they used to be his most expressive feature. I could always tell what Julian was thinking just by looking at his eyes. Wait, I've got a picture somewhere. There. That's how he used to look.”
“I see what you mean. He was a handsome devil, wasn't he? But how can he stand it? Being the way he is now, I mean.”
“You have to know Julian. Tell him something's impossible and he'll set out to prove you wrong or die trying. The night they took the casts off his legs, he tried to stand up and instantly went crashing to the floor. He'd have kept right on, I swear, until he hurt himself. Just to get him to stay put we had to move Corey and the new baby into his room. She's the only person who can order him around and live to tell about it.”
“You mean, you can't?”
“I wouldn't even try.”
“Well, I don't think Julian likes me. He certainly doesn't approve of me.”
“What makes you think that?”
“Something he said the other day. Julian doesn't think I'm good enough for you. And Cassius, he's absolutely right.”
Sobbing, Athalia got up from her chair and ran blindly toward the door.
Cassius went after her. He picked her up and took her over to the couch. Then he set her down and took her in his arms.
“You and I are going to get something straight once and for all. It doesn't matter what Julian or anyone else thinks. All that counts is what I say.”
Lifting her chin, he forced her streaming eyes to meet his. “I'm going to marry you and Julian has nothing to say about it.”
“But you're his brother. As a member of the Imperial Family you can only marry a native Nublian from within the Emperor's clan.”
“Not in my case. Did nobody ever explain to you that I'm illegitimate? No, I suppose not. My mother wasn't married to Julian's father. She died when I was born and the Empress had Julian a few weeks later. That's why Julian's the Emperor and I'm not even in the succession. Does it bother you that I'm a bastard, albeit a royal one? I can tell you right now the idea's upsetting your mother no end.”
Athalia was obviously distressed. “In our culture, being born out of wedlock's a terrible disgrace. The word bastard's never supposed to be mentioned in polite company.”
“How do you feel about it?”
“I have to admit it's a bit of a shock. But when I think about it, I don't see why it should matter. What does concern me is that Julian doesn't think I'm good enough for you and he's right. I'm not fit to marry anyone and too ashamed to tell you why. Julian guessed. I don't know how but he did.”
She began to cry again and Cassius soothed her.
Julian, I don't know what you said but so help me, whatever it was, I'm going to make you sorry.
 “Is this to do with your father?”
Athalia looked down at the tears splashing onto her hands and nodded.
Cassius hugged her again. “Sweetheart, I know all about your father. I was there when he told Julian. Right before he died.”
“How can that be? You said Daddy died alone in a transport crash.”
“I only said that to spare you. Julian killed him. If he hadn't, I would have.”
“How could he? He's in a wheelchair and can't see.”
“Do you remember when your father broke his wrist?”
“He tripped and fell.”
“No, he didn't. Your father had his hand where it didn't belong and Julian broke it. He was a martial arts expert before his accident and even now there's nothing wrong with his upper torso. He may be blind but his other senses are extremely acute. Your father underestimated him. When he attacked him, Julian got the advantage and broke his neck.”
Athalia looked straight at Cassius. “Where were you when this was going on?”
He met her gaze steadily. “I was outside on the balcony, where Julian had told me to wait. When I heard what your father said, I came running. It all happened so quickly. Before I could get there, he was dead.”
“Are you saying this was because of me?” Athalia looked really upset.
“What your father did is a capital crime on Nublis and he was lucky Julian killed him so quickly. Had he been tried and condemned, the Archon would have given him an extremely slow and unpleasant death. Honey, your father didn't just violate your body. He brutalized your soul. He kept saying you were a piece of meat and that was all you were good for. Didn't he?”
Athalia began to cry again. “You know about this and you still want to marry me?”
“Why wouldn't I? Enoch's the offender, not you. Besides, I have a few skeletons in my own closet. I'm in no position to be sitting in judgment on anyone else.”
“But what about Julian?”
“You let me deal with Julian. Once I have, he not only won't be making any more remarks but he'll welcome you into the family with open arms.”
Or I'll know the reason why.
“Athalia, it's going to take a long, long time for those wounds to heal. But love is the best medicine in the universe and it is I who will be your physician. From now on, you must relax, put yourself in my hands and learn to trust me. Can you do that?”
She drew in a breath, then let it out again as a deep sigh. “Yes. I think so. I'll certainly try.”
“That's all I ask. I'm going to leave you for a while but I'll be back in time to take you out for dinner. Go wash your face and put on something pretty. You're my princess and tonight I plan to show you off to the world.”
The Prince almost ran over Corey in the hall outside Julian's room.
“Cassius. What is it?”
“Is he there?”
“Yes, but I don't think he -”
Wrenching open the bedroom door, Cassius stormed inside and slammed it in Corey's face.
Julian dropped the paper he'd been studying. “What in the hell...?”
“That's what I'd like to know. Little brother! Your Imperial Friggin’ Majesty! Where in the hell do you get off mucking into my affairs? Oh, you've got some explaining to do. Do you want to do it before or after I flatten you? So help me, I'm about to.”
As Julian assumed a fighting stance and he and Cassius began circling each other, there was a pounding on the door. “This is the guard. We're coming in.”
The door flew open and several weapons clicked.
Knowing they were pointed straight at his head, Cassius raised his hands and stood very still.
“Well, Cassius,” snapped Julian. “Do I have them haul you off to a cell in chains or are we going to talk like civilized people? And while I'm on the subject, don't you ever, ever slam a door in my wife's face again.”
“I forgot. You've got that damn implant in your head. They heard everything.”
“Right. But if you promise to behave, I'll tell ’em to leave. Then I'll shut it off.”
The Emperor gestured to the guards to lower their weapons. “Well?”
“I don't have much choice, do I?”
One of the guards spoke. “Your Majesty? Are you sure that's wise?”
“Of course, I'm sure. Cassius, help me to my chair and give me my glasses. Not only can I not see a thing but I'm about to fall on my ass. Thank you for your concern. I'll call you if I need you.”
As the guards turned to leave, Julian swayed a little.
Cassius caught his arm. “Are you all right?”
Julian grabbed a control from his pocket and pushed one of the buttons.
“Of course I am, you nit. Do you think they bought it?”
“The guards? Probably, but that was a close call. How much longer can you keep this up before somebody catches on? But back to where I was. You've got some explaining to do.”
“So I gather, but I'd just as soon know the particulars before you start pounding on me. What am I supposed to have done?”
“It's what you said to Athalia the other day.”
“Ah, I should have guessed. All right, why don't you sit? Then I'll pour us both a drink and we can talk about it.”
There was a knock on the door. “It's Corey. Are you all right?”
“I'm fine. Why don't you come on in? Cassius has something he wants to say to you. Don't you, big brother?”
“Corey, I apologize. I won't do it again.”
“Oh, that's all right. I've done much worse to you and now I'll leave you to sort out your differences. Just remember the old saying, ‘Little birds in their nests agree.’ Julian, I'll expect you for supper with the babies at six. And Cassius? If I don't see you later, have a good evening.” Then she was gone.
Cassius blinked. “Is she always like that?”
Julian laughed. “This is one of her better days. Usually, she starts in at the crack of dawn and she at least waited until now to give me my marching orders. I think this pregnancy is having a mellowing effect.”
He grew serious. “Since this isn't at all like you, would you mind telling me what's got you in such an uproar?”
Cassius let out a sharp breath. “It's that business with Enoch. Athalia's so wounded anyway and she got upset over something you said to her the other day. She says you guessed about her and Enoch and that you're right to disapprove of her.”
“Hmm. Did she tell you what I'm supposed to have said?”
“Just that you made some remark.”
“Ah. Now, I can do one of two things either of which will get me into even deeper trouble than I am already. One, I can defend myself and attempt to justify whatever I'm supposed to have said. Or two, I can deny it and infer your intended is a liar. Or I can try a third option, which is to have Corey talk to Athalia and try to ferret out what's going on in her head. I haven't the slightest idea what she's talking about and until I do I'm not touching this with a ten-foot pole.”
“I'll respect that. But I have a question and I want an honest answer. How do you feel about my marrying Athalia?”
“Honestly? I hate it. Her family and cultural background make me shudder and that's quite apart from the business with Enoch.”
Cassius started to speak but Julian held up his hand.
“Let me finish. Athalia's so beautiful I'd have really given you a run for your money in the old days. But Corey has me on such a short leash I daren't give her or any other woman so much as a passing thought. Since you're illegitimate and not bound by the law, you can marry whoever you damn well please. If you truly love Athalia, we have to accept her into the family like it or not. If I made any remark that upset your intended, please convey my humble apologies to her. But in the future, Athalia has to understand something. She must learn to speak up and give as good as she gets. You can never again allow yourself to get caught in a three-way squeeze like the one that just happened. If you ever do such a thing again, I won't hesitate for one second to stick you in a cell until the cows come home. I went through quite enough with my stepmother's manipulations and I won't tolerate it. In the meantime, I'll have Corey invite Athalia to lunch and some serious girl talk. Galia can go over the wedding plans with her mother and you can start thinking what you want for a gift. While you're welcome to stay in the east wing for as long as you like, if you prefer a place of your own, I'll understand. Now, does that cover it? Or was there something else you wanted to get off your chest?”
“No, little brother. You've pretty well covered it.”
Julian threw a mock punch at him. “Then get out of here. Corey and the babies are waiting. If I'm late, she'll cut me off in every sense of the word.”
“Pauli?”
It was Doctor Strictor. Pauli could see, even with the poor reception, that his old friend was very agitated.
“What is it William?”
“There's something strange going on. People are disappearing.”
“What do you mean, people are disappearing?”
“People who've gone to Nublis from here are disappearing.”
“What sort of people, William?”
“Lawyers, mostly. Because I'm known to have some connection with Nublis, I keep getting inquiries from their families and there are more and more all the time. Can you check discreetly and see if anyone knows anything? When I ask through official channels I keep getting told they've returned home. If they did, none of them ever got here.”
“I'll talk to Marcus and his teacher and see if they've heard anything, but as far as disappearing is concerned, I'm still very much here and so's Marcus.”
“How's the Emperor by the way? Has there been any improvement in his condition?”
“He had to go back for more surgery. He's still in the wheelchair and they're having to guide him around. You'd think at some point that they'd call a halt to all this poking and prodding. They're doing little more than torturing him to no purpose. It's barbaric, it really is.”
“You know Marcus, it's very odd,” said Pauli a short time later. “There's an enormous law firm that was formed in the city shortly after the pirate invasion. They have thousands of employees besides all the lawyers and they built a tremendous steel and glass office building over by the river to take care of the overflow from the Temple. But every time I have to go to the Temple Complex for something, it seems quieter. There are fewer and fewer people in the halls and a lot of the desks are empty. I went to the law firm's building the other day and the same thing's happening there. They've got more and more offices vacant. If I ask where the lawyers went, I always get the same answer, ‘He went home.’ But according to Dr. Strictor, they never arrived. William's right. They are disappearing and it's a bit scary. When I mentioned it to Cassius the other day, he gave me a funny look. Then he said I shouldn't worry about it.”
“You mean, he told you it was none of your business?”
Pauli frowned. “In a polite way I suppose he did.”
“Even so, I still like Nublis’ setup better. At least here, an ordinary person has a chance of being heard. Whereas on Aretz....”
Marcus’ tone grew bitter. “First they took Dad's captain's papers. Then, because he didn't have any money, he couldn't get a hearing. He went to one lawyer after another and none of them would help him. Finally, the time when he could appeal ran out. Right after that, he met the manager of the shipping line in the street and the man actually jeered at him. Dad was very smart and knew accounting so he was able to find jobs here and there. When Mama died, he just gave up and began drinking. We lost our house and kept on the move from one apartment to another, sometimes fleeing in the middle of the night when we couldn't come up with the rent. Then, one day, Dad started vomiting blood. By the time I was able to persuade anyone to come, he'd hemorrhaged to death on the kitchen floor. Uncle Pauli, if there was any way I could get even with the Judiciary and all those lawyers, I would.”
“I know,” said Pauli sadly. “It's a wicked system if you don't have money.”
As the Captain reached over and lowered the volume on the machine, Cassius sat thinking over what they'd just heard.
“I hope Marcus means what he says. If he does, we won't need the tank. Of course, it's always there if we can't get him to cooperate. Julian thinks we can modify the ritual and make it more humane without losing its meaning. After all, the blinding's been strictly symbolic for a long time as has the beheading of the old Archon by the new. Personally, I see no reason for the branding and Julian agrees. Since there's no old Archon to replace his death's not an issue here. Which leaves us with the nature of the relationship between the Archon and the Major Domo. To maintain the mystery, the Archon's appearance should remain as it is. In the courtroom, his eyes should still be covered and he should continue to communicate through the Major Domo. And Captain, much as I hate to say it, I believe the drugs are still necessary. However, since their effect appears to be cumulative over a period of time, it may be possible to gradually decrease the dosages and maybe eliminate them altogether. Even when I didn't receive the drugs for several weeks in a row, my hearing and other senses remained extremely acute. Finally after about eight years, my hearing became so sensitive I could hear just about anything being said in either the Temple Complex or the square.”
“I suspected as much,” said the Captain.
Cassius smiled at him. “Since I didn't care to live with a neural block for ninety percent of my life I wasn't about to tell you. And as long as we're on the subject, the ear plugs you used are just as effective and a whole lot less traumatic to the recipient.”
They turned back to the screen and the Captain increased the volume again. Pauli had changed the subject and Marcus had evidently calmed down.
“Cassius doesn't seem all that upset about Julian. Not like he was right after the crash. Now it's almost as if he doesn't care, and that's not like him. Especially when he and Julian have always been so close.”
Pauli frowned. “Well, could it have to do with his girlfriend? That Athalia? She's a little bit odd.”
“Cassius is crazy about Athalia just like Julian is about Corey. I don't think she's the reason.”
“Well, could Julian himself have something to do with it do you think?”
“I don't know. The last time we all got together in his office, he seemed kind of withdrawn. If I didn't know better, I could have sworn he was watching us. Especially you, Marcus. And it's uncanny how he always seems to know stuff without being told. A glass started to tip on his desk and he caught it. If he couldn't see how did he know?”
“That could have been a lucky coincidence. He might have been reaching for it when it happened.”
Pauli shook his head. “It wasn't his glass. Someone else had just set it there.”
By now the Emperor had joined the listeners.
Cassius frowned. “You know, Julian, that was pretty careless. The boy's uncle has sharp eyes and he doesn't miss much.”
“Marcus doesn't either,” mused the Emperor, “and now he's asking questions about the disappearances too.”
Later that day, Julian came cheerfully into the Archon's quarters. “The last of the imported lawyers and judges are gone and your calendar's starting to fill up. On the way over, I picked up a stack of pleadings and preliminary indictments. You're going to be catching up the backlog for at least a month before things settle down again.”
The Archon glanced up from his book. “If it's not an impertinent question, what did become of all that imported riffraff?”
“They were purged.”
“How? What did you do with them?”
“Let's just say they disappeared and the less said about it the better.”
“That must have been what my dream was about then. The old ones said the pestilence was gone and Nublis is pristine again.”
“Now there's only one left. But he's the biggest of the lot.”
“You mean Augustus?”
“Of course. I finally have him in range and within my sights. He'll be coming here soon. He thinks he's the hunter but he's not. He's the quarry.”
“Why would he be foolish enough to come here?”
Julian wheeled his chair over to the window and stayed there with his back to the Archon. “We have something he wants so badly he can taste it. This is the only way he can get it and his lust is about to prove fatal.”
“In other words, you're going to trap him the way you did me.”
Julian turned his chair around. “With a difference. You were worth salvaging. Since this is an official purge under Nublis’ Rules of War, the Chief Justice will be brought before me instead of you. I'll review the evidence and either sentence him or let him go.”
“Is this what happened to the others?”
“Yes, and thankfully it's almost over.”
“Did you let any of them go?” Ethan kept his tone deliberately casual.
“A few.”
“What did you do with the rest?”
When Julian said nothing, Ethan looked at him sharply. “How long have you been able to see?”
The Emperor took off his dark glasses and stood up. “As long as you guessed, you might as well know the rest.”
He walked over to the Archon's work bench and looked over his shoulder. “What are you making?”
Ethan gave a short laugh. “So the surgery worked after all. Well, I suspected as much. Knowing your devious mind, I'm not nearly as surprised as I should be, and I assume you had your own reasons for keeping it a secret. As to what I'm making, it's a gift for my son Zachary. This is a miniature representation of the Alpha Centauri system and its planets, and a companion piece to the one I just finished. Which is Nublis and Mare Serenissima.”
The Archon pressed a switch and Julian watched in fascination as the planets in Aretz's system orbited around their pulsating sun.
“Actually, I'm glad you can see this, because I'd like to use a couple of your recordings as the accompanying music.”
“Which ones?”
“The Music of the Spheres, Opuses One and Two.”
“Of course you may. I'm honored you'd want to.”
“Have you written anything lately?”
“Corey badgered me to get back to my music after the accident and I'm just finishing up the series of pieces I started then. Then she contacted my old agent on Aretz. He wants me to do concerts but I said no. A video and commercial recording are as far as I'll go these days and he had to push really hard for the video. I'll split the proceeds between my Foundation and Doctor Mancotti's nerve research.”
“If it's like your others, the new album will go platinum in the first week and stay at the top of the charts for months.”
“That's what my agent says. If I ever quit the Emperor business he claims he can make me rich on concerts alone.”
The Archon laughed. “It's nice to know you have something to fall back on in the unlikely event your people decide to chase you off the planet.”
Julian grew serious. “Incidentally, your sonar device is now a commercial product and the royalties are beginning to roll in. What do you want to do with them?”
The Archon frowned. “Set up a trust fund for Zachary's education. Since Galia and the Captain aren't rich, he could probably use it.”
“Well, one mystery is solved at least,” interrupted the Major Domo.
“And what's that?”
“Why you never showed the slightest interest in the drugs after you got out of the clinic. While I was glad of it, I did wonder.”
“Oh, I'd fully intended to use them. As things turned out, I didn't need to. Doctor Mancotti became intrigued after he found out what I was going to do and he's trying them on certain paraplegics in lieu of surgery. I've been funding his research and he's getting interesting results.”
Eos’ small spaceport was crowded with celebrities, reporters and video stars, and here and there some genuine royalty. Most of the docks were filled and late arrivals were having to come in from orbit.
After Cassius shuttled down and greased a palm or two, the Eos Tower told Asa they had an empty dock after all. He brought the large imperial craft in with just a whisper from the big motors, parked it smoothly and opened the doors.
As Marcus and Pauli made a beeline for the exit, Asa sat for a few minutes updating his log and post flight report. He gave Eos Tower his identification numbers, passenger manifest and official notification. After the harbormaster came aboard to collect his fee, he was free to go.
Then he noticed Athalia was still in her seat. She seemed frightened and Cassius was nowhere in sight.
“Lady Athalia? After the attendants get the bags off, I have to secure the ship and lock it down. When I've done that, why don't you come with me? Don't worry, we'll find Prince Cassius. He's out there somewhere in the concourse. In the meantime, we'll look for someone holding up a sign that says ‘Nublis'. All right?”
As Athalia gave him her hand a jolt went through Asa. He'd never seen eyes as blue as hers and he suddenly envied Cassius with every fiber of his being.
Athalia gave no indication she'd noticed anything but Asa knew she had.
He'd schooled himself to avoid women or any thoughts about them. Now it was as if a blindfold had been ripped away and his senses had become aware of all they had missed.
Damn. Why now? And why me?
As if it were yesterday, he remembered the day he'd told Julian his history. It had been shortly after he'd come to work for him and the two them had been up at the farm for the weekend.
The Emperor had given the servants the night off and Asa had prepared dinner.
“Well, this is very nice, isn't it?” Julian said appreciatively. He was stretched out in a comfortable lounge chair on the verandah, watching the last rays of the setting sun. “That was an excellent dinner, Asa. Where did you learn to cook like that?”
Asa drained the wine remaining in his glass and twirled it around in his fingers for a few moments before replying. Finally he took a deep breath. “In prison. Like Jonah, I'm a graduate of the Archon's court. But my crime was a whole lot more serious than his.”
Julian's voice was mild. “What did you do if you don't mind my asking?”
“Oh, I don't mind. I killed my father in cold blood while he was sleeping. With a hunting rifle.”
“The Archon didn't condemn you to death?”
“Obviously not.”
“There's got to be more to it than that.”
“Oh, there is. The Archon found me guilty of premeditated murder with special circumstances. Then he gave me a life sentence with no possibility of parole. After five years in prison he transferred me into one of his programs. Being one of his special agents is part of my sentence.”
Asa's handsome face grew somber. “My father was a famous and beloved actor with a huge following all over the Synod. He was handsome and charming and, to anyone who didn't know him, very likable. But he was one of those people born with something missing. He certainly knew the difference between right and wrong but seemed to enjoy evil for its own sake. My mother committed suicide when I was ten and I was thirteen when he made my sister pregnant. He stopped me from calling a doctor the night she tried to abort herself and she bled to death. After they came and took her away, he got drunk and told me I was expected to take her place. Then he proceeded to show me exactly what he meant.”
Overcome by the memory, he stopped for a few moments. Julian reached over and patted his arm.
Asa collected himself and went on with his story. “I waited until my father was safely asleep. When I was sure, I got up from his bed, stole over to the gun cabinet and unlocked the door. I reached in and took out his favorite hunting rifle. Very carefully, I loaded it. Then I tiptoed back to the bed. After I cocked it, I shot the son of a bitch point-blank through the temple. Then I turned the bastard over and shot him through the heart just to make sure. Because of who my father was, I was charged with first-degree murder. Despite my tender age, the prosecutor went for the death penalty. He claimed I did it because I was wild and wanted my father's money. Even my own advocate didn't think the killing was justified. In the end, no one believed my story except the Archon.”
Julian sighed. “I remember now. Cassius was very troubled by your case. He searched every jurisdiction in the Synod for a legal precedent he could use to set you free. That was why it took him so long to come back with a verdict. The conclusions in his post trial analysis gave rise to new legislation called Asa's Law. It's ironic, isn't it? Under the new law, he could have freed you on the grounds of justifiable homicide. Under the old one, he had no choice but to convict you and sentence you to life. When it came to your sentence, it was the same thing. He stayed up all night writing and rewriting your Immediate Recommendation. He kept you separated from the general prison population until you were eighteen. Then he found a way to get you out. When he did his post trial analysis and found out who you actually were, he said he wasn't surprised.”
As the Emperor continued, Asa looked at him with a puzzled expression.
“My brother and I knew a lot of people in the theater world and we heard enough about him to come to loathe your father and his productions. When we were law students on Aretz, our university awarded your father an honorary degree. Social climber and snob that he was he wanted to meet us because we were royalty. He arranged for us to be invited to the President's reception in his honor. Big mistake.”
Asa grinned. “Go on.”
“Cassius slipped an exotic drug into one of your father's drinks and got him to make a public fool of himself. It was all over the tabloids for weeks. Your father sued the university for millions and lost. Then the school canceled his honorary doctorate. Everyone knew we'd done it even if the authorities couldn't prove it. When it was all over, the Emperor Janus gave the university a hefty endowment in return for their dropping the investigation.”
“So that's what it was about,” mused Asa. “I was quite young when it happened but I remember something about the university and a lawsuit. Fortunately for us, my father had to go away on location right after that for a film. I don't know what he would have done otherwise. Our mother was drinking heavily and my sister and I were pretty much on our own. He was supposed to be this wonderful family man and was always being held up as a moral example for the young. The Synod's religious leaders and right-wing politicians just loved him. They wanted to run him for office but Nublis wasn't a member of the Synod then, so they couldn't. It upset him no end that he was such a big celebrity throughout the rest of the Synod but couldn't get himself invited to the Imperial Palace, no matter what.”
Julian chuckled. “That was because of us. Our father knew how we felt and he said it wasn't worth the risk. Especially after we wired the passageway to the wine cellar with electric fencing. The steward was carrying a couple of bottles of Father's favorite vintage when he brushed against the wall. He got a shock, dropped the bottles and hit the other wall. The wine went flying and he bounced back and forth like that for who knows how long, yelling at the top of his lungs. When we sneaked later down to remove the evidence, the Captain was waiting. And now you've gotten that off your chest, how about some dessert?”
Asa smiled to himself at the memory, then belatedly saw Cassius’ tall figure coming through the crowd.
Athalia's face lit up and the Prince smiled at them both. “I see the bags are off. Are you two ready to go? Here, Asa, I'll help you lock down the ship. I've rented a private transport. Do you want to drive, or shall I?”
As they finished securing the ship, Cassius shot Asa an appraising look. The young agent was handsome and well-built, albeit an innocent, and after long experience with Julian, he knew the signs.
Since he wasn't about to take any chances around Athalia he made a mental note to arrange a private room and an attractive female companion for the duration of Asa's stay on Eos.
Interesting, thought Cassius as he and Athalia approached their suite and he recognized their next door neighbor.
With his flowing white mane secured into a ponytail, Chief Justice Augustus Veniston was sprawled on a lounge chair by the pool. His white silk shorts showed off his trim tanned body and left nothing to the imagination.
He was deeply engrossed with the buxom young girl next to him. As Cassius and Athalia passed, His Honor leaned over to whisper something in his companion's ear and she giggled.
Augustus noticed Cassius and the beautiful young woman with him.
If I'm not mistaken, that's the Emperor's brother. Which means the girl must be Enoch's daughter, Athalia. And there's no chaperone. Well, well. How very interesting. 
His black eyes met Cassius’ and hatred crackled between the two men like a lightning bolt.
Damon. I'll get those murdering bastards yet.
As his lush companion watched him through slitted eyes, His Honor had no way of knowing Sarvia Ramya was a convicted murderess, a skilled prostitute ... and one of the Nublian Archon's very best operatives.
Stabbed by memory, Cassius frowned, then pulled himself together.
“Come on in, Athalia. It's a nice big suite. Pick the bedroom you want and I'll take the other. We each have our own bath too, I notice.”
As we damn well should for what this is costing Julian.
By now, Asa should be on his way to his private room. The lovely young courtesan Cassius had hired should be waiting to bump into him in the hallway. The Prince had promised her a handsome bonus if she could keep the young man occupied for the entire weekend. If she played her part right, she should provide plenty of distraction and take care of Asa's newly awakened libido at the same time.
Hours later, Cassius’ anguished voice woke Athalia from a sound sleep. “No. Julian. Please don't. I'm right here. I'm not dead. Aaah.”
She ran to his door, hesitated for a moment, then pushed it open. His voice was so full of pain it hurt her just to listen and he was moving his head from side to side on the pillows.
“Julian, I couldn't tell you. All I could do was stand and watch and every tear you shed was matched by one of mine. Oh, God. Why me? Why me?”
Athalia bent over him. “Cassius. Please wake up. It's just a dream.”
When he opened his eyes and looked up at her, she saw they were filled with tears. “Honey, what is it? What's wrong?”
“Athalia? I ... I ... I must have been dreaming. Did I wake you?”
“You were crying out to Julian that you weren't really dead. You sounded as if you were in terrible pain.”
Seeing Cassius’ shudder,Athalia pulled away the sheet. Then she climbed into bed beside him and took him in her arms. “Oh, my love, whatever it is, it's over. I'm here now and you're not alone. Just hold onto me. It was only a dream.”
Cassius clung to her like a child to its mother and she felt his body relax. His breathing evened out and soon he was asleep again.
What is it? Why won't he tell me? Was he in prison somewhere? Why did Julian think he was dead? He told me he went away for a long time but whenever I ask him, he won't answer.
As she watched the sky lighten outside the window, Cassius stirred and came awake. “I wasn't dreaming. You're really here. I want you, Athalia, but you really should go back to your room.”
She stroked his naked back with her fingertips. “I'm not going anywhere. This is where I want to be.”
Cassius groaned. Unable to help himself, he began kissing her and Athalia responded, encouraging him every way she could. It didn't take much and after a while it was no longer clear to her which of them was which.
How long they remained like that, she had no idea, but the aching void inside her was finally gone and she felt fulfilled and complete.
Cassius relaxed. His breathing slowed and deepened and she asked gently, “Sweetheart? Are you asleep?”
About an hour later came a knock on the bedroom door.
“Sir? You asked for a wakeup call and breakfast at eight. I'm setting it up out here. Are you awake?”
Without opening his eyes, Cassius called back, “Yes, thanks. Leave your name on the table and I'll put your tip on the viewscreen.”
“Thank you, sir. If you need anything else, just call me. Have a good day.”
Untangling her long legs from his, Athalia sat up and began searching for her nightgown. “It's around here somewhere.”
Cassius grinned and tossed her his robe. He got up, stretched luxuriously and headed for the bathroom. She watched him with appreciation.
“Did anyone ever tell you what nice buns you have?”
“Not lately. How about coming in the shower with me? We'll be doing our bit for the conservation effort by saving water and isn't that what this weekend's supposed to be all about?”
Ignoring the robe, she giggled and followed him into the huge stall.
He stood for a moment studying the controls. “This is one of these total climate things with music and the whole nine yards. Now, what do we want? There's Tropical Paradise, Winter Fling and ... Passionate Spritzer? What in the world is a Passionate Spritzer?”
“I think you're supposed to do this before the other,” she said solemnly. “It's supposed to put you in the mood and we're in the wrong order here. This is afterward and we're already done with all that.”
She caught him eyeing her naked form and, blushing from head to foot, reached for a towel. He took it away from her."It's a bit late for that, don't you think? And for your information, ma'am, this is still during.”
He turned a couple of dials and grabbed for her. Jets of warm scented water started hitting her from every direction and she jumped away and squealed.
Much later, when they were calmed down and eating breakfast, he remarked, “I promised your mother faithfully I wouldn't lay a hand on you before the wedding.”
“Well, technically, you didn't. Not your hand anyway. Nothing was ever said about me laying a hand on you and you did tell me to go back to my own bed. Can I keep this robe by the way? I really like it.”
He sighed. “Are you going to be one of those wives who takes all my stuff? First the shirts, then the robe and who knows what after that. Keep it up, Athalia, and I'll be going around as naked as the day I was born.”
“That's fine with me.” She leaned forward suddenly and looked at his chest. “What's that? It's not a tattoo, is it? Why, it's a brand.”
The smile left Cassius’ face as if wiped away. When he spoke, he almost bit off the words. “Time to get dressed.”
Her eyes widened. “Did I say something wrong?”
He shook his head.
“Why won't you tell me?”
“I can't.”
“But -”
“Athalia, the subject's closed. I'm scheduled to introduce Julian's interview and the Nublis video and I have yet to go over my speech. You've got exactly ten minutes to get dressed. If you're not ready, I'll leave without you.”
The room phone chimed and he picked it up. “This is Cassius. I'll see you in the lobby in twenty minutes. Asa? His bed wasn't slept in? No, I haven't seen him since we arrived. Oh, I'm sure he's all right. He is off duty, after all, and he probably went off on his own to see the sights.”
To Athalia's relief, he smiled at her. “That was Pauli. He'll take care of you while I'm on the dais.”
Princess Ligia met them in the lobby and pointedly ignored Athalia.
“Cassius. You certainly are a sight for sore eyes. In fact, you're the best looking man here. Now come and tell me all the latest doings at Julian's court.”
As she bore him off to the head table, Cassius looked over his shoulder at Athalia with a half-apologetic smile.
“Come on Athalia,” said Pauli. “I promised I'd look after you. Now, let's see. What number is our table? There are the big viewscreens and Julian should be on any minute now.”
Their assigned table was close enough to the front that Athalia could see Cassius clearly. He was seated between two glamorous women of uncertain age one of whom was the Princess. Both had mink-blonde hair and a certain sleek look smacking of major money and artful cosmetic surgery. Athalia noticed the Princess holding Cassius’ hand in hers as she whispered in his ear in a proprietary way. He lifted her other hand to his lips, kissed it, then laughed at something she said.
Pauli murmured in her ear, “That's the Princess Ligia Christofida and the lady on his other side is her sister Adonia de Severin. Their father was a billionaire mining magnate. Between the two of them, they've had about twelve husbands. Her Highness is about to dump Number Six and would dearly love to make Cassius Number Seven. Unfortunately for her, she doesn't remember that she dumped him for a fling with Julian when they were all at the university.”
Athalia remembered what Cassius had said to her about his old girlfriends. So this had been one of them, huh? Princess Ligia might have forgotten but she doubted the same could be said of the Prince.
Momentarily, Cassius’ eyes met hers and he winked.
The Princess saw it and looked at Athalia closely as if assessing her.
In the meantime, Cassius had turned to her sister Adonia and was giving her his full and undivided attention.
The toastmaster rapped on his glass with a knife. “Ladies and gentlemen. I would like to introduce our next speaker, Prince Cassius de Raven of Nublis.”
As Cassius stood up, Athalia realized how physically attractive he was. Julian, according to the picture he'd shown her, had been handsomer yet.
While Cassius was speaking, images appeared on the two huge viewscreens above the dais. First came a magnificent aerial shot of Nublis’ capital city Cyrenia and its spaceport, then the planet's mountain ranges, lakes and incredible ocean islands.
Finally he said, “Now, I give you His Imperial Majesty, Julian of Nublis.”
The delegates rose to their feet applauding.
The landscapes faded into a close-up of Julian's face with his trademark dark glasses. The camera slowly pulled back to show the Emperor in his wheelchair with the Nublian Imperial flag behind him.
As the delegates continued to applaud, the Emperor held up his hand for silence.
In his room, where he was still in bed, Augustus Veniston looked up at his hated antagonist. “As soon as I have my trophies, Your Crippled Majesty, you blind fool, you and your people are history. Extinct. Dead. Gone. But before that, Your Loftiness, you're going to help me with my collection. You're about to tell me what to hunt and where. You and your precious living museum. You'll be giving me the inventory and the road map. After that, Your Majesty ... it's adieu, adios, sayonara and good-bye Nublis.”
His luscious companion stirred next to him and he reached up and undid the ribbons holding her wrists to the bedposts. Then he buried his face between her ample breasts.
Game by game, she'd kept up with him tirelessly all night long, matching every variation of his with one of her own. This one, he decided, was well worth keeping and he might even give her a bonus.
She ran her tongue suggestively over her lips.
“Sarvia,” he said, “I'm well pleased with you. Now, tell me. Have you ever been on a safari?”
On far off Aretz on that same day, MagnaJet's chairman, Onslow Pickworth, stood at his huge office window and looked at the cityscape below. He held a brochure and was considering the enclosure that came with it.
So Augustus wanted to go on another safari, did he? And he was expecting MagnaJet to foot the bill. Again. Well, he supposed they'd have to. Stiff as it was, the price came nowhere near the Nublians’ damage award, let alone the cost of the Falconette recall. He'd just have to call the excursion an official seminar, take the company brass and use it as a tax write-off.
While Augustus himself had suggested the safari, Onslow suspected that this particular idea had come from His Honor's new girlfriend, Sarvia Ramya. He'd been seated next to her at dinner a few days before and found she was a whole lot smarter than she looked.
Of all things, they'd discussed the bond market. Sarvia's customers gave her many valuable tips, she said, and she'd been investing her earnings carefully. By the time she was twenty-five, she planned to be financially independent and was already well on her way to her goal.
If Augustus ever tired of this one, Onslow would dearly love to give her a try. But knew better than to mow that particular lawn while it still belonged to the Chief Justice. Especially given the present situation.
He looked at the list of trophies and the various animals pictured. That family of white foxes would look really cute stuffed and mounted on the table next to the wall. Then there were those adorable golden flying squirrels.
Having always had a preference for small cuddly animals, Onslow Pickworth marked down the foxes as his first choice, the squirrels as his second.

Chapter 6...The Trap is Sprung
A couple of weeks later, Julian decided to catch up on his reading.
To that end, he told Corey and the staff to leave him alone for the next three hours. He settled in the easy chair by the bedroom window with his feet up and a stack of papers by his side. Out of habit, he set his text-to-speech computer and dark glasses on the nearby table. They'd come in handy if someone came in unexpectedly.
He heard a timid knock on the door and frowned at the interruption.
“Who is it?”
“Athalia. May I come in? It's ... important.”
Setting aside the document he'd been studying, Julian cursed under his breath. Then he put on his dark glasses and transferred to his wheelchair.
“All right, Athalia. If it's that important, come on in.”
Ever since she and Cassius had returned from Eos, he'd noticed a change in Athalia. His brother was still his usual quiet self but she'd become much more outgoing and self-confident. Obviously, she had something on her mind but Julian wasn't sure he wanted to deal with it.
She closed the door and looked at him uncertainly.
Julian sighed. “You've never been here before, have you? Come over here. I won't bite you.”
He glanced at the place on the floor where her father had died, then turned his head in her direction. “In case you're wondering, my sonar tells me exactly where you are. Just take any chair and tell me what's on your mind.”
“It's about Cassius.”
“I'd already surmised that. Go on.”
“You probably know we shared a suite on Eos. But it was all very proper. There were two separate bedrooms and each had its own bath.”
“I'm listening.”
“On the first night, I heard Cassius talking in his sleep. Actually, he was doing more than that. He was crying out and sounded as if he was in terrible pain. I got up and went to his room because I was afraid he was sick ... or something.”
“What was he saying?”
“It was something like, ‘Julian, I'm not dead. Please Julian, don't.’ Then he said ‘Julian, I couldn't tell you. I could only watch, and every tear you shed was matched by one of mine. Oh, God. Why me? Why me?’ Then I woke him. He opened his eyes and when he looked up at me, they were filled with tears.”
By now she had Julian's interest. “What did you do then?”
“I ... I ... got into his bed and comforted him. I held him in my arms until he went to sleep, then in the morning, we ... well ... you know.”
She felt herself blushing furiously from head to foot.
Well, Cassius, it's about time.
“And after that,” she continued, “he went back to sleep.”
Julian bit back a smile. “Men usually do. But that isn't what you really wanted to talk to me about, is it?”
“No. It's obvious something really terrible has happened to Cassius. Something that cut his life right in half. It's haunting him and he has those same dreams night after night. But every time I ask, he just clams up. It's the same with that mark on his chest. When I remarked that it's a brand of a hammer and a sword, your Imperial Seal, and asked him about it he became almost angry with me.”
She started to cry. “I love him so much and it's driving us apart. I want to help him but he won't let me. It's drowning both of us.”
Oh, Cassius, I wanted so badly to set you free. But you've brought your prison right with you and you're still as much in chains as you ever were. Is this the price you must pay for cheating the river? No. I won't have it. There's got to be a way.
Athalia was obviously waiting for him to break the silence.
Julian tried to think of something but no words would come.
Finally she spoke. “You know, don't you?”
He rested his chin on his hand and wondered how much he could safely tell her. Then he reached for the control in his pocket and pressed one of its buttons.
“Be patient, Athalia. Cassius can't say anything because he's sworn to silence and I'm debating how best to answer you without breaking my own consecrated vows. All right. Here it is. We have a cruel tradition that goes back a thousand years. Thirteen years ago, Cassius was chosen to be its sacrifice. Until I was crowned Emperor, I had thought him dead. Ten years before, he was forced to preside at his own funeral and he watched me break down while I was giving his eulogy. That's what his dream's about. Cassius was branded with the Imperial Seal because he was a slave and he remained a helpless prisoner for eleven years. During all that time, only three people were ever permitted to see his face or hear his voice. His jailer, my father and after my father, me. When the time came to choose a new sacrifice, Cassius was, by law, supposed to die. Instead I found a way to free him ... or so I thought. I never anticipated he'd bring his prison with him but it seems he has. I don't know how to free him, Athalia. Believe me, I wish I did. Maybe you can.”
She gave a sigh of relief. “Thank you for telling me. Now I understand so many things. Like me, Cassius was deeply wounded yet powerless to do anything about his situation. He deserved his horrible fate as little as I and when I said something had cut his life in half, I was wiser than I knew. He once told me, ‘Love is the greatest medicine in the universe and I will be your physician.’ Well, the same applies to him. There's an old saying among my people, ‘No joy is greater than the one that is shared, and no sorrow more vast than the one borne alone.’ Now I know what's hurting him I can heal him just as he's healing me.”
Julian took a deep breath. “Athalia, I was prepared to offer you one million credits and a luxurious home anywhere in the Synod in return for your agreement to leave Nublis and never see my brother again. Now I've changed my mind. If you'll agree to marry my brother and never leave his side, I'll settle one million credits on you on your wedding day and build you a home anywhere you wish.”
“You don't need to pay me to marry him, Julian.”
“Take it anyway. You'll never hear the end of it from your mother if you don't.”
The High Priest of Jezra sat on a high-backed chair.
The seat was not designed to be comfortable. Comfortable people made mistakes and as deities went, Jezra was not all that forgiving.
“Then, it is done?”
Noah, the High Priest's assistant, stood in the center of the room.
This was his third assistant in as many months. Hopefully, this one would survive longer.
“The Chief Justice has the gas. We delivered it as soon as we received payment.”
“Good. Augustus Veniston is rapidly becoming one of our best customers. It would not do to disappoint him.”
“No, I suppose not. The updated list of successful assassinations should be ready by this afternoon. Is there anything else you require?”
The High Priest was about to speak when the intercom beeped. “What is it?”
“We're getting reports from all over the city. There have been a number of sudden inexplicable deaths.”
The high priest was on his feet. “What?”
“The market district was the first to report. Since then, it's happened in three different sectors including the temple. At first we thought there was a Lethe spill, but it couldn't be. Not in so many areas.”
“I want a citywide alert and a general warning.” barked the priest. “Everyone with access to a breathing filter is to put it on immediately. Seal all public buildings.”
As he spoke, the High Priest moved toward the weapons locker where his own mask rested.
His assistant beat him to it by seconds.
“Give me that.”
Noah pulled the mask over his head and stepped away.
The high priest growled a warning and dove forward.
The assistant dodged and his leader fell. He started up and suddenly clutched his throat. In his last seconds of life, he launched himself up and ripped the mask from his assistant's face.
Noah struggled for control even after the High Priest stopped breathing.
In death, the High Priest was able to hold on long enough to claim his last victim and the two slumped together on the office floor.
The voice over the intercom was increasingly panicked. “It's not just in the capitol, Your Holiness. Jericho and Babylon report similar disturbances. The authorities await your command. Your Holiness? YOUR HOLINESS.”
The voice faded as its owner succumbed.
He was not alone.
All over Elim, the people fell.
By the time it was done, there wasn't a man, woman or child or any warm-blooded creature left alive on the planet. The goddess had received her final sacrifice and was no doubt well pleased.
Julian turned on the scrambler and adjusted the picture. “Were the coordinates correct or did he substitute something there too?”
“The coordinates were correct and the gas was every bit as effective as you claimed. When our mercenaries went in, it was ghastly. Every living thing had been wiped out and they must have died instantly. The planet's a treasure trove from centuries of plundered ships. Cataloguing the stuff is going to take months and then the problem will be what to do with it. Lawyers are descending like flies and claims are being filed from all over.”
“I believe it.The Judiciary's going to have to sort this out and we know what that means.”
“Unfortunately, yes.”
“Julian?” The President's tone was hesitant.
“Yes?”
“I've been asked to approach you about something. It's a bit delicate.”
“Oh?”
“As you probably know, the Assembly President is retiring. The Executive Committee will choose his replacement from among the smaller members. The movers and shakers were impressed by your handling of the invasion and the fact that you managed to get rid of the pirates with a minimum of bloodshed and no property damage whatsoever.”
“I couldn't have done it without your help. It was only after we took control that the Synod felt safe enough to come in and mop up.”
“As I said. You're very astute and I watched the way you sold everyone on the idea that it was in their own best interests to help you. For such a small power, you carry a lot of weight and no one's quite sure how you do it.”
“Is that a compliment?”
“Let's just put it this way. For someone who can't see or get around without a wheelchair, you're one sneaky little bastard.”
“You're confusing me with my brother. What do you want to ask me about?”
“I was speaking figuratively.”
“Were you, indeed?”
“As I said, the Assembly traditionally selects its Presidents from the smaller members. Since your name keeps coming up, the Nominating Committee asked me to feel you out. Eos is becoming pushy, Andromeda's doing some heavy lobbying, and the whole thing's developed into a wrangle.”
“Eos would be an excellent choice if the Assembly's only concerns were prostitution and smuggling. As for Andromeda, the less said about those miserable sons of bitches, the better.”
“Now I remember. The Andromedans tried to blackball Nublis’ membership didn't they?”
“On the grounds we're a police state and a tax haven for criminals and purveyors of porn. It's no coincidence that the Chief Justice comes from Andromeda. I was having trouble enough getting the resolution through my own Parliament. They didn't help any.”
“How do you feel about it?” The President looked anxious.
“It depends on what's involved. I already have plenty to do, and getting around's not exactly a picnic.”
“When I pointed that out, the Committee said to tell you the position is largely ceremonial. The day-to-day work is carried out by the Vice-President and General Secretary. Neither's planning to retire any time soon and they're comfortable with the idea.”
“I'll have to give it some thought. I need to discuss it with my wife and I'm facing another round of surgeries. Much will depend on that.”
“I'm sorry. I didn't know.”
“Oh, don't be. In less than a month, there's a good chance I'll be able to see and get around like everyone else.”
“That is good news.”
“Please keep it under your hat. If the tabloids get so much as a whiff my life won't be worth living.”
“What shall I tell the Executive Committee?”
“Give them a qualified yes. And thanks for the news about Elim. Nublis was definitely on their target list.”
“You're entirely welcome. Let me know about the surgery and give my best to your lovely wife.”
Well, well, well. Thanks, Clint. You were right on schedule. Sneaky? Old buddy, you don't even know the half of it. 
Nobody could have been more surprised than Paulina when one of the guards on Nephtali told her to pack a bag and go out to a waiting transport. When they were airborne, the attendant told her they were headed for the Northern Shore and a weekend with Lord Aaron Fortier and his wife.
“Come on in, Paulina. Julian was just asking if you'd arrived. Don't worry about your bags. Someone'll bring them up later.”
Paulina followed her hostess across a stone-flagged terrace and into the sprawling red-brick house. Two small dogs came racing across the parquet floor. They barked frantically and jumped up and down while Galia attempted to shush them.
“Oh, dear. You'll have to get used to my rather disorganized household, unruly pets and even unrulier children.”
Right on cue came a wail from upstairs. “Suki. Would you see what Zachary's problem is? I'll be there in a minute. Paulina, if you'd like to freshen up, it's in here.”
Galia pointed to a pair of double doors opening to the gleam of sunlight and a swimming pool's brilliant blue. “When you're done, go on out to the patio and make yourself comfortable.”
Paulina took a chair by the pool and a quiet manservant materialized seemingly out of nowhere. As he left with her drink order, Galia's quick footsteps approached from the house.
“That's better. Did Manuel take care of you? We had a crisis in the nursery but they seem to have settled down. Hopefully, we can talk in peace. Aaron had to go up to the hills so it's going to be just us girls for dinner. He'll be back tonight.”
Manuel returned with a tray and two glasses. Galia handed one to her guest and took the other.
“You don't have the slightest idea why you're here, do you?”
“Countess -”
“Call me Galia. We're country folks and don't stand on ceremony here.”
“Ever since your husband came to tell us abut Enoch's death, my children and I have been at Nephtali with no word from anyone. Can you tell me what's going on?”
“That's why you're here. Julian has made his decision, but in view of what happened to Enoch he felt you'd be more comfortable talking to me. I'll be happy to answer your questions and we can go from there.”
“What did happen to Enoch? He saw something on the viewscreen that day and went berserk. He hit me and I came to on the floor. They told me he killed one of the guards when he escaped. I hope His Majesty realizes the children and I had nothing to do with that. It was my understanding that he and Enoch had made a deal and we were all on amicable terms.”
“The Emperor does realize that. The only reason you've been left at Nephtali for so long is because he's had a lot on his mind. He was recovering from surgery on the day Enoch attacked him and your husband made the mistake of underestimating his ability to defend himself.”
“He killed Enoch in self-defense?”
Galia nodded.
“He was blind and in a wheelchair. How could he?”
“Julian's a martial arts expert and his skills are deadly. He's made a point of maintaining his skills and upper body strength. Enoch should have known better after Julian broke his wrist.”
“I notice you're not offering me your condolences.”
“Should I? It's my understanding he brutalized you and your older children. As for what he did to Athalia ... I would think he'd be no loss.”
“In one sense, that's true. But we were married for many years and he was the father of my children. It was as if he was two different people. He could be sweet and kind then without any warning become a monster. I never realized what was going on between him and Athalia until she was kidnapped. That was when he told me. Galia, I swear to you, if I'd known I'd have killed him myself. Athalia even tried to tell me and, may Jezra forgive me, I didn't believe her.”
“You're here in part because of Athalia. She's asked to see you and will be arriving shortly. Julian wants their wedding to take place as soon as possible and Aaron is Cassius’ maternal uncle. Since that makes me his aunt by marriage, Julian felt I was the logical choice to work with you on the arrangements. It's to be a state wedding and he's making a financial settlement on Athalia. He'll be notifying you soon about your living arrangements and your children's education.”
“His Majesty's very generous.”
“That's the way Julian is as long as you cooperate. But he doesn't like to be told no.”
“I understand.”
“There's one other thing. The Emperor's touchy about Cassius. He takes a dim view of any remarks about his brother's birth and I advise you to be very careful of what you say.”
Galia looked up as Manual came over to her chair. He whispered something in her ear. “Really? It looks as if we're going to have one more for dinner. Athalia just arrived and Cassius is with her.”
“Momma.” Athalia ran out to the patio. She put her arms around Paulina and kissed her. Galia gave Cassius a hug before bringing him over to Paulina's chair.
Wow, she thought as the Prince raised her hand to his lips. He's even better looking than I remember.
 “It's good to see you again, Your Highness, and Athalia seems happy. Are you taking good care of her?”
“Oh, yes,” said Athalia, “he certainly is.” And she blushed.
Early the following morning, Paulina heard something outside her window. She leaned over the balcony and saw her future son-in-law getting out of the pool.
Cassius climbed to the top board and dived in a graceful arc, entering the water with barely a splash. Athalia watched from a lounge chair with one of the small dogs in her lap while the other guarded a towel at the pool's edge.
Cassius looked up. “Good morning. Why don't you join us?”
Paulina put on her suit and after grabbing a towel from the bathroom ran downstairs. When she reached the pool, she made a shallow dive from the edge and gasped as the cold water came up and hit her.
“I should have warned you about that,” said Cassius. “It comes from the mountains and Aaron doesn't believe in heating it. Athalia, are you coming in?”
As Athalia turned sideways to pick up a towel, Paulina saw the unmistakable curve of her daughter's belly. She frowned and Cassius caught her expression.
He looked from her to Athalia and raised an eyebrow.
Paulina opened her mouth as if to say something, remembered Galia's warning and closed it again.
“Very wise,” said Cassius. “It happened on Eos. That's why we moved up the wedding date.”
Paulina got a sudden flash of Enoch's face and shuddered.
“Cassius didn't mean for this to happen, Momma. I went after him not the other way around. What's more, I'd do it again.”
“Well, it's a good thing the high priests aren't here to see it. You know what they'd do.”
“We're not on Elim, Momma. Here, they have an entirely different attitude. They say the first baby can come any time. After that, it takes nine months.”
“Just so it isn't born out of wedlock. I don't want a b....”
Cassius finished for her. “You don't want a bastard for a grandchild? Or is it that you don't want a bastard in the family, period?”
Galia heard the exchange as she was coming through the patio doors.
The ensuing silence was so thick it could have been cut with a knife.
“Good morning all. Cassius, you said something about making breakfast and I'm holding you to it. Athalia, you need to get upstairs and into something dry. In the meantime, Paulina and I are going to have a little talk.”
When they were alone, Galia motioned to a chair and tossed her guest a towel.
“Did I not warn you about that?”
“Er ... well, yes. You did.”
“Let's hope Cassius doesn't tell Julian. If he does Julian will become upset. When Julian's upset ... you really don't want to know.”
“You mean, he might do something to me?”
“Certainly. You have a tendency to forget where you are and why Cassius took Athalia in the first place. But Julian would prefer that you and your older children come to an understanding with him. Especially now.”
“What do you mean?”
“Elim no longer exists.”
“What are you saying? Who did this?”
“The Trade League. First, they used the gas. After the gas dissipated, their mercenaries landed on Elim. Nothing was left alive.”
“You knew this when I arrived? And you ... you....”
“No, I didn't. Julian called a few minutes ago. He asked me to tell you because he didn't want you learning about it from the Interplanetary News.”
“What about my children?”
“Aaron left for Nephtali a short time ago. The guards have orders to keep your children away from the viewscreens until he gets there.”
“And Athalia?”
Galia took the older woman's hands in hers. “Let Cassius take care of Athalia. Paulina, you've just had a terrible shock. You'll probably want to go up to your room and lie down.”
Paulina was shaking visibly and Galia put an arm around her. “Come on, I'll go with you.”
Once she had her settled, Galia went down to the kitchen.
Cassius grinned. “It'll be ready in just a minute. What became of Paulina?”
“She decided to go lie down. I need to tell you something before Athalia comes back.”
“I'm all ears.”
When Galia told him, Cassius shook his head. “I knew but it's still a shock. Explaining it to Athalia is not going to be the easiest thing I've ever done.”
“Explain what?” Athalia stood in the doorway.
Cassius reached for her hand. “Galia? Can you finish in here? Everything's ready and it just needs to be kept warm. Come with me into the garden, Athalia. I have something to tell you.”
Just as Marcus was raising his hand to knock on Cassius’ door, the door opened.
“Oops. I'm sorry, young fellow, I almost ran over you.”
The speaker, a pleasant ruddy-faced man in his late forties or early fifties, turned back towards the room.
“Cassius, your pupil is here. I have a couple of things Julian asked me to attend to and I'll be back later. Go on in. He's expecting you.”
“Do I know you? It seems to me we've met before. You seem familiar somehow.”
“Not unless you've been living on the Northern Shore. My name is Aaron Fortier.”
Marcus shook the proffered hand. “My name is Marcus Smithfield. I'm from Aretz.”
With a smile, Aaron nodded to their host and left.
The Prince was seated at the breakfast table by a window overlooking the Palace garden. He rose and extended his hand.
When he saw him in full sunlight, Marcus realized Cassius wasn't as young as he'd thought. His tutor's black hair was lightly dusted with gray and there were deep lines in his face. Especially around his eyes.
“Come on in, Marcus. Can I offer you some breakfast?”
“Er, no, thank you. I already ate at the house. I'll take some coffee though.”
“Help yourself.”
Cassius picked up a multiple-pill dispenser from the table and shook a couple of tablets into his hand. “You can pour some for me. The pot's rather heavy and my hands aren't as steady as they used to be.”
He pressed a button on the intercom next to him. “You can clear the table now. Bring some fresh coffee at the same time. Thank you.”
As the servant left with the breakfast things, Asa came strolling through the open doorway. “Hello, Marcus. I see you got here all right.”
Nodding to Cassius, he poured himself a cup of coffee and settled himself in an easy chair in the corner.
Cassius listened for a moment. “Julian's on his way. Once he's here, we can begin.”
Marcus looked from the one to the other.
Uncle Pauli was right. There is more going on here than meets the eye.
“While we're waiting, would you get those two computers from the bookshelf? Once they're up, you can show me where you were at with your uncle. If there's a lot of material, we can put it up on the view screens over there.”
Julian's voice came from the doorway. “As I live and breathe. Cassius, you old son of a bitch, how are you?”
When he saw his expression, Marcus remembered what Pauli had once said.
“Julian's like the great cats on Aretz. While he looks and acts tame you should always be very careful. Because he's anything but.”
Oof. You're right, Uncle Pauli, I don't know these people at all.
Asa guided Julian to a chair.
“Now to business. But first I'll have some coffee and a pastry. Thanks. Marcus, it's time you learned the history of the Archon System, how it came about and who the Archon is. Then I'm going to make you a proposition. I hope for both our sakes that you accept it.”
“And if I don't?” Marcus tried to keep his voice steady.
“Oh, you will. One way or another.”
Marcus rose to his feet."I'd like to go home now. That's if you don't mind, Your Majesty.”
“I do mind, and you're not going anywhere.”
When Marcus moved toward the door, Asa took him by the arms.
He pushed him down and held him in the chair.
The door opened and Aaron Fortier came in. As he joined them at the table, he smiled at Marcus.
“I see we're all here. Well, Julian, I can see from his face that you've managed to scare the living daylights out of him in your usual inimitable fashion. That's a little counter-productive, don't you think?”
Cassius sighed. “I have to agree with Aaron. Incidentally, Captain Fortier was the old Archon's Major Domo.”
Marcus drew in a sharp breath. “If he was the Major Domo you must have been the Archon. Am I right?”
“As a matter of fact, you are.”
“You weren't in prison at all.”
“Not in the conventional sense,” said Julian.
“That's correct. At the time I was designated, I presided over my own funeral. Marcus, we're not going to hurt you. All we're going to do is to keep you here for a while and make sure you stay quiet. Your Uncle Pauli just left Aretz in response to an urgent message from Dr. Strictor. When he called and asked for you, we assured him we'd take good care of you. Believe me, we'll do exactly that.”
Marcus gulped.
Cassius looked up at Asa. “You can let go of him now.”
Julian rested his chin on his hands. “Why did you tell him?”
“A long time ago you told me that you wanted an Archon for the Synod and asked for my help. You said the Synod was going to come to the same conclusion about their Judiciary that Nublis did and you were right. The Assembly's in the process of asking its membership to ratify the constitutional amendment that will phase out the old Judiciary over a period of five years and replace it with an Archon System similar to Nublis'. Half the members have voted so far and the tide's running against the Judiciary. You said the Synod is going to come to Nublis for their Archon and we'd better have one ready. You were right again. While I'm willing to train and prepare the new Archon for you, I'll do it my way or not at all. That's why I told him. Marcus, this is your opportunity to get even with the Judiciary and a system that destroyed your family and killed your father as surely as if they'd stuck a knife in him. Would you really like to do that?”
“I'll do whatever it takes.”
“It will involve an immense sacrifice on your part and I won't mince words. Being an Archon is a difficult and painful way to live. I'm the same age as Julian but I look and feel twenty years older. When you become an Archon, you legally die. So does your Major Domo.Your Major Domo will have total control over you. You'll have nothing to say about anything including your own body. You'll be given certain drugs to enhance your hearing and other senses and eventually you'll become an addict. You'll be permitted no contact with the outside world. No living creature outside the President of the Synod Assembly, your keeper and those condemned to die will ever see your face or hear your voice. Because you no longer legally exist, you'll have no personal rights whatsoever. Would you voluntarily make this terrible sacrifice to even the score?”
“Two years ago, I frantically tried to get help for my father while he bled to death at my feet. I watched my mother die because he couldn't afford medication for both of us. The law that was supposed to protect him was perverted by the Judiciary into a weapon that destroyed him and our family. All Dad ever sought was simple justice. It didn't exist because of that perverted legal system. I've seen this evil come to Nublis and replace a humane, decent judiciary that worked for everyone, rich or poor. Before the invasion, the streets of this city were safe day and night. Afterward, they weren't. I've heard Asa's story and Jonah's. Here, they lead productive decent lives. Under the Judiciary, Asa would be human garbage and Jonah would probably be dead. Uncle Pauli has one of the finest legal minds in the Synod but he's been denied the opportunity to get ahead on his merits. In that kind of setup, merit doesn't count. I've studied law and seen the difference between what's taught in the classroom and how it's practiced in the so-called real world. There's nothing more poisonous to society than a corrupt judge. Nublis has found a way to keep its chief judge incorruptible and this may be the only way. If that's what it takes, I'm willing.”
“It seems we have our Synod Archon,” said the Captain. “And you, Asa? Are you willing to function as Marcus’ Major Domo?”
“That's up to the Emperor. I'm on special assignment to His Majesty and have nothing to say about it.”
“What if I gave you the choice and commuted your sentence tomorrow?”
“I'd consent to be Marcus’ Major Domo.”
Julian reached for his crutches and levered himself up. “And now, my friends, I'm off to have lunch with Corey and the children. If you need to reach me for anything, I'll be working on my plants. Then I'll be with the Archon. Cassius, will you walk me out?”
Aaron watched the brothers go through the open glass doors and down into the garden. He turned to Marcus and put a friendly arm around his shoulder. As they watched, Cassius said something to Julian and the Emperor threw back his head and laughed.
“You'll get used to Julian. He's still not quite recovered from his surgery and he's about as irritable today as I've ever seen him. I wouldn't presume to apologize for His Majesty but you need to understand him. He's touchy about certain things and he's not used to anyone saying no. Cassius is a whole different story. Since it's him you'll be dealing with, let him worry about Julian. Since you have a property on the Northern Shore, it would be appropriate for the three of you to come for a visit before you finish your training. The air will do Cassius good and I know you and Asa will enjoy the place.”
Athalia thought she had never seen anything quite so beautiful as the Temple's Great Sanctuary. After the Archon took her left wrist and bound it to Cassius’ right with the golden cord, her bridegroom enfolded her in his arms and kissed her. When he turned her to face the people, the chorus burst into song and her heart felt so full she was afraid it would burst.
As they carefully descended the steps, the Emperor and Empress came to greet them. Julian took Athalia's free hand and Corey took Cassius.’
Lord Aaron Fortier approached Paulina and offered her his arm while his wife Galia did the same with Athalia's oldest brother. Jonah escorted her sister Syrie and his wife Ellie followed with her younger brother Alastair.
The chorus sang the great exultation and the Imperial Family proceeded slowly out of the Sanctuary and into the Great Hall.
Once there, the Archon bowed first to Julian and Corey, then to the bridal couple. He extended his hand and one by one they kissed his ring.
“His Grace needs to rest,” said the Major Domo. “We'll see you later at the banquet.”
“Come,” said Corey as the Archon left. “We need to form a receiving line and greet our guests. Athalia, you stand next to Julian. Cassius, I'll stand by you. Paulina, you'll be on Julian's other side. Aaron, you and Galia are right next her. Now Jonah and Ellie. Then Athalia's oldest brother. Syrie, you stand next to your younger brother. There.”
She signaled to a waiting official who motioned people forward.
As the first guests approached, Julian whispered in Athalia's ear, “In another life, Corey was probably a sheepdog.”
Startled, she giggled and he said softly, “That's better. Let me give you a tip. Extend just your fingertips. The second someone greets you, look toward the next in line. That way, they'll keep moving. If you once let them get hold of your hand and squeeze, it'll be sore for weeks. Watch Corey and see how she does it.”
Out of the corner of his mouth, Cassius hissed, “Stop whispering in her ear like that.”
Corey frowned at them both. “Sssh.”
Hundreds of people filed past and the gold and gem-encrusted Imperial wedding gown began to weigh heavy on Athalia's shoulders. Grateful she could wear a light diadem instead of a heavy crown like Corey's, she now understood why the Emperor and Empress avoided their full regalia whenever possible.
Julian wore a simple coronet rather than his traditional jeweled miter. Not as tall as Cassius, he was as handsome as his brother. For once, he was without his dark glasses and she could see what Cassius meant about his eyes. They were as gray as a storm cloud and despite their lack of focus, very expressive.
“That's the last one.” said Cassius, “and they have all the pictures they want. We'll get a break when they sever the cord and it can't be too soon for me. What did you say to Athalia to make her giggle like that?”
The Emperor grinned. “You're starting to give the word jealous a whole new meaning. It was perfectly innocent and I had Corey's stern eye on me the whole time. She doesn't trust me any more than you do. Why, I can't imagine.”
Now, how could he know that? wondered Athalia. She was watching him. But he couldn't see her. Could he?
After the banquet was over, two pages came with jeweled scissors and cut the cord holding Athalia's wrist to Cassius'.
The moment they were free, he extended his hand. “Come.”
Just as he led her to the center of the ballroom, an official approached Julian and whispered in his ear. The Emperor pointed and the same official came toward Cassius and Athalia.
He bowed. “I apologize for interrupting, Your Highness, but the Emperor wishes to speak with you urgently.”
As Cassius led Athalia off the floor and handed her over to Corey, Lord Aaron Fortier and Jonah hurried toward Julian. It looked as if they were preparing to leave.
“What's going on?”
Cassius gave her a quick kiss. “I'm sorry but I have to go. I'll explain when I get back. Corey take care of her.” Then he followed the others out.
Other men were leaving too and Corey looked as puzzled as Athalia felt.
Ellie joined them. “Did Jonah say anything?”
“He said the hunt's started and the quarry's in sight.”
“They're going hunting?” Corey put her hand on her swollen abdomen and sighed. “My back's aching and I need to sit down. Did he say anything else?”
“Just that.”
One of the officials said something to the orchestra leader. The music stopped and he took the microphone. “The Emperor asks me to convey his apologies but he and Prince Cassius must leave. As of now, Nublis is on full alert and all military personnel are to report in immediately. Please return to your homes as quickly as possible.”
One by one, the remaining wedding guests came over to Corey. After wishing her goodnight, they streamed out of the ballroom and down the steps to their waiting transports.
“Oh, dear,” said the Empress. “I think it's time I got over to the clinic. Ellie, dear, give me a hand.”
Galia found an intercom. “Get me the clinic. Now. The Empress is going into labor. Send medics and a stretcher to the Palace ballroom immediately.”
She looked around. The orchestra was packing up its instruments while the pages and staff straightened up the tables and chairs.
Athalia and her family clustered in one corner.
“There's a stretcher coming for the Empress. Ellie's going with her. It looks as if the baby's coming a little ahead of schedule. You're in the east wing aren't you? Why don't you go there and I'll let security know where you are. Athalia, sweetheart, let's get you out of that dress and into something more comfortable.”
She beckoned to a passing official."This gentlemen will take you to your quarters. Athalia? Come with me.”
As soon as Athalia had changed, Galia led the way to the elevator and punched the button for the roof. When the door opened, she and Athalia ran to the landing sites.
Julian stood talking to Cassius and they were both in full battlegear. He was about to climb into his five-seater when Galia tapped him on the shoulder. He looked around, startled, then grinned. “You caught me. Ladies, I'd like to stay and chat with you but I've got to go snag myself a Chief Justice.”
The Emperor swung himself easily up into his craft and closed the door. A moment later, his small flyer rose in a sharp climb. It wheeled toward the river and disappeared over the horizon.
On his way to his fighter, Cassius stopped to grab Athalia. “I'm sorry, love, but they're waiting.”
He too swung himself up into his craft. It rose into the air and streaked over the horizon in pursuit of Julian.
“Imperial One, this is Imperial Two. Do you read?”
“Imperial Two, this is Imperial One, I read you loud and clear. Rendezvous is ought twenty-two-hundred hours.”
“Message received and understood. See you at the rendezvous. Over and out.”
A heavily-armed starship arrived in Nublis’ orbit and parked itself just above the planet's northern quadrant. On board, Augustus nudged his sleeping companion.
“We're here and they just activated the cloaking device. Now no one can detect us.”
Sarvia fiddled with one of the buttons on her shirt activating the tiny beacon. As its signals began streaming toward the waiting Tower, she smiled lazily up at the Chief Justice.
“You know, that's one thing I've never done. I've never killed anything before and I'm certainly looking forward to it.”
“This is going to be one memorable day for you, then. Sarvia, honey, once we've got our trophies, we're going to kill the whole damn planet. In fact, I'll even let you pull the lever. I had something going with Enoch Kane but he liked the Nublians too much. Since I didn't trust him, I cut out the middleman and made my deal directly with Elim. We've got a couple of tank loads of that gas, Lethe. Once we're ready to leave, all we need do is make a couple of passes, hit the lever and let her loose.”
Have you got that? thought Sarvia, hoping against hope her audio implant was working.
The beacon on her shirt would override any cloaking device but she wasn't so sure about the implant. She'd have to try again as soon as they were aboard the shuttle.
“Oooh. You're not a man for half measures, are you, Judge? Killing a whole planet sounds like a real kick.”

Chapter 7...The Wages of Sin
“Imperial One, this is Nublis Tower. Do you read?”
“Loud and clear.”
“The sunbird is in its nest. Do you copy?”
“We copy. We're going to silence now. Over and out.”
Julian clicked off the switch.
Two squadrons of imperial fighters streaked up from their base near the capital. Tracking the tiny beacon's signal they headed up into orbit. Once they had the intruder triangulated they cloaked themselves. Then they went into hover mode and settled down to wait.
Julian and Cassius finished camouflaging their craft and went to their waiting horses. After they mounted and were leading their small force toward the summit, Julian said, “Sorry about your wedding night. Maybe it's just as well you jumped the gun after all. By the way, what did you do to Asa? He's not been the same since Eos.”
When Cassius told him about the courtesan, the Emperor roared with laughter.
“That wasn't all. When Asa staggered to the dock he was so exhausted I volunteered to pilot in his place. I took him in back, pulled out one of the bunks and told him to get some rest. He didn't stir until we docked in Cyrenia. The courtesan told me he went the entire weekend without a wink of sleep.”
“She earned her bonus?”
“She certainly did. Asa was such an energetic little stud, he actually made her feel tired. Luckily, he began winding down on the second night. If he hadn't, I probably would have had to carry him back to the transport.”
“How's he been since?”
“A bit sheepish, and every so often, he gets a goofy beatific smile on his face.”
“Remind you of the old days?”
“Yeah, it does. The drugs took care of those urges when I was locked up. The Captain and I never talked about it but it was tough on him. Especially after Galia came into the picture.”
“Is Asa going to be all right?”
“He and I had a long talk. He'll be fine.”
There was a buzz from Julian's communicator."That was the Tower. Sarvia's implant's overriding the cloaking device and they can hear everything. It's worse than we thought.The ship's armed with two tanks of the gas and they're planning to annihilate the whole planet after they're done. Augustus is about to board the first shuttle.”
“Are the Captain and Jonah in place?”
“They should have ’em in custody in about two hours.”
Cassius kicked his horse's sides. “We'd best move it then. MagnaJet won't be far behind.”
The shuttle landed in a grassy meadow just above the foothills, and Tristan Thorn and his two helpers wheeled several air bikes into the cabin area.
Augustus looked them over. “Sarvia? Have you ridden one of these?”
“When I was growing up, my brothers had them. I'll take that one. I like the color.”
“How about shooting? Have you done any of that?”
“Some. One of my clients taught me but I've never killed anything.”
The Chief Justice picked up his rifle and attached it to a sling. Then he pointed to a smaller gun. “Give her that. She can kill something today.”
He pushed a button on the cabin wall.
A door slid open and Tristan jumped to the ground.
The judge wheeled the bike across the cabin, handed it out, then helped Sarvia with hers. After he'd slung his rifle across his back, he scrambled out the door and gave her a hand.
The sky was just beginning to lighten with the approaching dawn, and far above them, they could hear the cry of an eagle.
“I have a question.”
“What's that, honeypot?”
“You're going to shoot this ram, right? Isn't it kind of large? How are you going to get it down to the shuttle?”
“We take the shuttle to the ram. It's too bad we can't shoot it from the air but there's a rule in the Trophy Association that you have to shoot the game from the ground with a traditional percussion weapon. Once the ram is down, we come back to get the shuttle. It hovers while we lower a ladder and a sling. Our host goes down the ladder and attaches the sling. Then the whole works is winched on board.”
“Oh. I have another question.”
“Fire away.”
“Don't they have cops or something? What do you do if one of them comes along?”
The judge turned to Tristan. “Show her.”
The martial artist unslung something from his shoulder. It looked like a rocket on a folding stand. He set it on the ground, pointed it upward and pressed a button. The rocket streaked into the sky with a ‘whoosh.’
“On Nublis, the rural police are called Mountain Scouts. This'll take care of ’em. It's a portable heat-seeking missile. We've got plenty more in the shuttle.”
Hearing no answer, Tristan looked up to see silent horsemen all around them. Every face was masked and every gun was trained on the Chief Justice. Who they were and where they'd come from, he had no idea. In a sudden panic, he dropped the missile stand and started running.
Just as he reached the shuttle, he stopped.
Sarvia stood in the doorway with a laser rifle aimed straight at his heart.
He hesitated and as she made ready to fire, raised his hands.
“Down on your face. Be very quiet. Lie still and cross your hands behind your back. If you so much as twitch, I'll drill you in the back of the skull and save them the trouble of a trial. You too, Your Honor. You have an appointment on the Sacred Mountain, and His Majesty doesn't like to be kept waiting.”
One of the horsemen spoke. “You'd best do as she says.” He dismounted and taking some rope from his pocket, tied Augustus’ hands behind his back.Then he fastened another rope around his neck.
“You can get up now.”
Sarvia had similarly secured Tristan Thorn. As he got to his feet, he noticed his two helpers and the pilot. Tightly bound and gagged, they lay just inside the shuttle door.
As Thorn flexed his muscles and tested the cord, Sarvia jerked on the rope around his neck. “Don't even think it.”
She put something over his eyes, pulled it tight and shoved him forward. “You're at the shuttle door. Now climb in. You too, Your Honor. Up you go.”
The martial artist was guided to a seat and pushed into it. He felt the seat's straps being fastened.
Sarvia's voice called out, “Thank you, gentlemen. I'll see you at the rendezvous.”
As the motors started, the craft shook slightly and he heard her on the radio.
There was a movement like a shove. That had to be the booster. When he heard the thrusters, he knew they'd left the ground and were climbing.
In any of his productions, Tristan would have been free by now and in control of the craft. But this wasn't breakaway rope and he'd never learned to fly. There were no stand-ins for the rough stuff and no one to yell “Cut!” at the end of the scene.
He felt a slight bump and heard Sarvia again. “We're here, gentlemen. Now I must leave you. Ta-ta, Your Honor. It's been a real treat. Enjoy the rest of your life. Whatever's left of it.”
Tristan heard the door open. Someone climbed in and a male voice said in lightly accented Aretzan, “We'll have you out of there in just a minute.”
The straps of his seat harness were loosened and a hand took his arm and pulled him to his feet. He was pushed forward and shoved to the floor. A rope was wound around his elbows, knees and ankles and a wadded cloth was pushed into his mouth and tightly fastened.
“We'll be back for you later. In the meantime, Your Honor, you have an appointment at the summit.”
“I never heard of such a thing. Unhand me this instant. Do you know who I am?”
“We know who you are.”
“Let me go before I report you.”
“Report us to whom?”
“Uh, uh, I don't know. The Trade League. The Judiciary. Someone.”
“You mean the law?”
“Yes, the law. This is kidnapping. It's an outrage. You can't do this.”
“We are the law and you're under arrest for trophy hunting in a designated wildlife preserve. There's someone waiting to meet you and your managers. He crashed in a Peregrine Falconette and his passenger was killed. The transport you sold him had a control system you knew was unsafe. He's unhappy about it. Now's your chance to explain.”
“The Falconette's in a different division. I don't have anything to do with that aspect of it at all.”
“Oh, really? That's not what we heard.”
“Wait a minute. Who's that? Why, that's our host. How come he's tied up like that? And where are Sarvia and Judge Veniston? Oh, Sarvia, there you are. I'm so glad you're all right. Kindly explain to these people who I am. Why are you smiling like that? This is outrageous. What's the matter with you?”
The Chairman's voice was suddenly choked off.
“That's better. And they say women talk too much. I'm glad you reminded me about our video star, Chairman Pickworth, because he's about to play the role of his life. All right, Mr. Thorn, now's your chance to show us your skills.”
The ropes around Tristan's knees and ankles were loosened and he was yanked to his feet. After his mouth and eyes were uncovered, he stood blinking for a moment.
Onslow Pickworth struggled furiously in the grasp of two of the masked horsemen, one of whom had a hand over his mouth.
“We're going to cut you loose now and we'll see how good you really are. In your videos, you fought twenty men at once. Let's see how you do against one.”
Sarvia beckoned to a slender young man and pushed Tristan out the shuttle's door. “If you beat him, you're home free. If you can't, we'll take you to the summit and see how you fare.”
Tristan's hands started weaving and he began circling in the approved fashion. But his opponent was never where he expected him to be.
There was a sudden flurry of kicks and he was lying on the ground with his opponent's knee in his back and his hand under his chin. With one twist, his neck would be broken.
“I see. It's up to the summit then. Get on this horse and don't try anything. They'll be waiting at the top.”
The Chief Justice's blindfold had been removed. His hands were still tied behind his back and he had trouble keeping his feet on the path's slippery shale.
Finally they rounded a bend and were at the summit.
Below them, the mountain ranges’ towering sides were clothed in soft green and their silvery tops wreathed in wisps of cloud. Off in the far distance, he could make out the sparkle of the sea. The air was thin but not uncomfortably so, and the spot where he stood was flat with a diameter of at least fifty feet.
The masked figure jerked the rope around his neck. “On your knees. Now.”
Augustus heard the soft hum of a wheelchair motor. He'd seen those dark glasses and slender black clad-figure many times on talk shows and in tabloid stories, but the two had never met.
“How did you get here? How could you?”
“I have my ways. Perhaps I flew here on an eagle's back or maybe the wind brought me. I am the Emperor after all and on Nublis anything is possible. I've been stalking you for a long time, Your Honor.”
“That's impossible. Are you saying this whole thing's a setup?”
“Oh, yes, and a very elaborate one too. Getting you to come to us was no simple task but I had help from an old friend of yours, Lord Ethan. Remember him? He has no love for you. Not any more.”
“Ethan? But he's dead. Isn't he?”
“No, he's very much alive. In fact, he gave us that listening post.”
“The one I -”
“Found and destroyed? No matter because we soon set up another one. Your friends on Elim are gone, by the way, and by now, my fighters have disabled your starship. They know all about the gas, incidentally. As long as you're still on the surface, you don't want those tanks letting go do you?”
“What do you want from me?”
“Justice. Simple, blind justice.”
“I'll give you any verdict you want.”
“That's the problem, don't you see? You're not blind. You're not impartial. You're not just. You're offering me the verdict I want because I've found your price. The price is your life and you'll do anything to save it. Well, Your Honor, it's just not good enough.”
“What can I give you? For pity's sake, tell me what you want.”
“I want my bodyguard back from the dead. I want my eyes and my legs. I want all the pain not to have happened. I want all the other victims made whole. Can the law do that, Your Honor?”
“No one can.”
“Then I want compensation. I want all the crash victims and their families compensated. I want the Peregrine Falconette recalled and MagnaJet punished. Can the law do that, Your Honor?”
“Yes.”
“Why hasn't it?”
“Well ... but....”
“I'm waiting for an answer, Your Honor.”
Still on his knees, Augustus began to babble. “As soon I get back, I'll give you a favorable verdict. I'll uphold the damages and the recall. I'll make sure the courts put it right for you and your bodyguard's family. Isn't that what you want?”
“No.”
“What do you mean, no?”
“You still don't get it, do you? Yet I just told you. I want simple, blind justice. No more, no less.”
“I don't understand.”
“That's the pity of it.You really don't.You're the corrupt product of a corrupt system.You call yourself Justice but you're Justice's enemy. You've spent a lifetime thinking of crooked ways to get money for yourself without earning it. You're an unproductive parasite. You've built nothing. You contribute nothing.You love no one. No one loves you.You're an empty shell.You're one of the living dead.”
Augustus began to weep. “Your Majesty, have mercy. Spare me and I'm yours. I'll do anything you say.”
“Why should I?”
“Because you're merciful. You believe in the sanctity of life.”
“You want me to give you another chance?”
“Yes, yes. Please. I'll do anything.”
“All right. I'll give you another chance. Which is one hell of a lot more than you were going to give me or my planet.”
A pair of masked horseman appeared beside the wheelchair. One held two cloth bags and the other two metal flasks. After handing them to the Emperor and raising Augustus to his feet, they freed his hands and took the rope from around his neck.
Julian held up the bags and the flasks. “These are for you. Each bag contains a supply of food and each flask is filled with water. One bag and one flask contain a deadly poison. The other two are wholesome and pure. My men are going to take you to the mouth of that cave. After you enter it, you'll see two passageways. One leads into the heart of the mountain, the other to the outside. Every hundred feet or so, you'll see another pair of passageways and be faced with the same dilemma. Avoid the poison and pick the right passages and you'll go free. Otherwise you'll remain in the heart of the mountain forever.”
“You told me I'd have a choice.”
“You do. You can go to that edge and step off or you can try to find your way through the mountain.”
Augustus lunged for the Emperor. “Wasn't killing my son enough, you murdering bastard?”
Julian caught his hands."My patience with you is at an end.Take him to the cave. Give him the food and water and force him in. Good luck, Your Honor, and bon appetit.”
He motioned to someone behind him. “Bring him here.”
Cassius bent over Pauli and removed his gag. Then he lifted him to his feet and untied his hands.
“Come with me. Julian's waiting.”
“Ah, my esteemed professor. Please sit over there. Cassius, get him some water because his mouth is probably dry. I know mine would be after all that time.”
The indignant Pauli rubbed his wrists and flexed his hands. “What in the hell is this in aid of?”
“Good question. I was rather hoping you'd tell me.”
“Are you going to give me the same choice you did the Chief Justice? That's utterly barbaric. Poisoning people and sticking them in a living tomb.”
“Is that what I just did? I offered His Honor a choice and he took it. He's got a sporting chance, you know.”
“That's not true. If the poison doesn't get him, the dead-ends will.”
“No, they won't.”
“Why not?”
“Every passageway leads to the outside and there's nothing wrong with the food or the water. His Honor won't get out of the mountain because he's the kind of person he is. By the second fork, he won't take the risk. He'll slide to the floor and starve to death because he's afraid of the food and the water. I never laid a hand on any of them, you know. They did it to themselves.”
“Who did it? What are you talking about?”
“The imported lawyers, judges and other riffraff the pirates left behind. Incidentally, some made it to freedom. Those are the ones worth salvaging and the rest were no loss. This is what our forefathers did a thousand years ago and the situation is specifically covered under Nublis’ Rules of War. But that isn't why you're here.”
“Why am I here?”
“You betrayed me. It was you who told the Chief Justice about the listening post, wasn't it?”
Pauli's mouth fell open. “I've never spoken to the Chief Justice in my life.”
“Then who did you tell?”
“Dr. Strictor overheard me talking with Marcus and put two and two together.”
“Why should I believe you?”
“It's the truth.”
“You need to convince me. So far, you haven't.”
Cassius held up his hand. “They're coming with Tristan Thorn and MagnaJet's right behind them.”
“All right. Dr. Goreham, if you'll agree to be quiet, I won't have Cassius tie you up again. Do I have your word?”
Pauli swallowed hard. “Yes, Your Majesty. You have my word.”
“Keep the MagnaJet people here,” said the leader of the horsemen.
He beckoned to Tristan Thorn. “You. Come with me.”
As Tristan reached the summit, a slim figure in full battle gear waited.
“Your Majesty? You're supposed to be in a wheelchair.”
“And you're supposed to be a martial arts champion. Let's see how good you really are. Why don't you take me? Or do you only pick on women these days?”
They started circling each other.
Just as Tristan raised his hands, Julian's foot caught his chin and flipped him back. The next thing he knew, he was on the ground with his arm twisted up behind him and Julian's hand around his throat.
While Tristan was panting, Julian wasn't even breathing hard.
“That's the best you can do?”
“I'm not as young as I used to be.”
“Oh? I think we're about the same age.”
“The air's thinner up here.”
“Why, so it is. Would you rather be where it's less thin? I can arrange a quick trip down if you like. Very quick.”
Julian twisted his victim's arm a little more.
“Ow. That hurts.”
“That's for invading my planet.”
He twisted it again.
“Aargh. What are you trying to do, break it?”
There was a light in Julian's eyes. “That's for planning to kill my animals.”
He twisted Tristan's arm a third time and heard a snap. “That's for planning to murder my people.”
Thorn's body went limp and Julian flipped him over. He felt for a pulse. “Hell and damn, I think the cockroach is actually dead. Cassius, come here and tell me what you think.”
Cassius kneeled and checked the still form. “He's dead, all right, and he certainly didn't die from a broken arm.”
“It was probably fright. Well, there's no sense in having him clutter up the place. Here, help me carry him to the edge, then get Dr. Goreham out here. I want to talk with him some more.”
“Julian, I believe he's telling the truth. I think you should let him go.”
The Emperor's nostrils flared. “I'm still not convinced. What's more, I'm just getting warmed up. Get him out here, now.”
“Only if you let me be his advocate.”
“Why, Cassius? What's he to you? He betrayed us, dammit. Are you against me too?”
Pauli had come up behind them. “While I didn't betray you knowingly, I have no wish to cause dissension between you and Cassius. My indiscretion could have had dire consequences. If you order me to step over that edge, I will.”
“No, Dr. Goreham. That's not necessary. Cassius has a good ear for the truth. If he believes you, that's good enough for me.”
“By the way, Your Majesty, you're looking very fit. I'd been wondering if your surgery wasn't more successful than you let on. I'm glad to see I was right.”
Julian's lips twitched in a totally unsuccessful attempt to keep from smiling.
“Thank you, Dr. Goreham. Now, if you don't mind, Cassius and I have a piece of carrion to dispose of. While we're doing that, would you notify the horsemen I'm ready for MagnaJet?”
Julian was back in his wheelchair and wearing his dark glasses when Onslow was shoved to his knees in front of him. Several horsemen stood behind him holding the arms of his terrified managers.
“Good afternoon, Chairman Pickworth. I'm so glad you could make it. Lovely day, isn't it? I'd like you to meet a friend of mine.”
The Emperor caressed a miniature white fox. “These were your first choice, were they not? You were going to kill the whole family and have them stuffed and mounted for your office. Am I correct?”
The tiny fox yawned. Then it rolled over so Julian could scratch its stomach.
“Appealing little fellow, isn't he? He's got one nasty little quality you don't know about. Here, give me your hand.”
He brought it close to the animal's tiny face. The fox reared up, snarling. Then it sank its needlelike teeth into Onslow's thumb.
Yelping, the Chairman pulled back his hand and looked at the welling drops of blood.
“Oh, my. He doesn't like you much, does he? Well, I shouldn't wonder, considering what you were planning to do to him and his family. Oh, and that nasty little quality I was talking about? This little guy's bite is poisonous. Sort of like the Aretzan cobra, and there isn't any antidote. Sorry about that.”
Julian turned his head blindly. “Is anyone else dying to meet my little friend? No? Well, then, we shall have to see what else we have by way of entertainment. Do I have any takers for a ride in a Peregrine Falconette? Mine's been repaired and we salvaged the original control system. It's parked over there. Oh, that's right, Mr. Chairman. You told my people it's manufactured by a different division. Well, whose is it? Bring him here then. What's your name?”
The young manager gulped."M-Michael S-Smith. S-sir.”
“Mr. Smith, it's time that you and your colleagues met my bodyguard, Malachi. Are you qualified to fly? Excellent. Then you shall be the pilot. Now pick your four passengers. Remember, you people claimed the Falconette was perfectly safe. You shouldn't be afraid to take it up. You do have a choice though. You can either climb in or my horsemen will herd you to that edge and throw you over. You have a slight chance in the Falconette. None if you go off the edge. You'd rather go over the edge? Be my guests.”
Julian beckoned to Cassius and handed him the fox.
Cassius stroked its head and the fox made a sound almost like a purr.
“How many are left? The sonar on my chair is good but it's not that good.”
“Three,” said Cassius.
“With the Chairman, that makes four. I'd hate to have hauled the Falconette all the way up here for nothing, so let's send ’em up for a ride. According to his biography, the Chairman has a pilot's license so he can fly it. Mr. Chairman, you've got nothing to lose because you're dying anyway. I have this neat little device which will start it for you. That way, all you have to do is sit and think how far it is to the ground. Remember, you've all sworn under oath that this transport is safe and there's no need for a recall. Now's your chance to prove it.”
Julian removed his dark glasses. “Get them in there. Remember, gentlemen, as long as you're airborne, you'll be all right. It's not the fall that kills you but the sudden stop. If you don't crash, you're home free.”
After the doors had been closed on the Falconette's screaming, struggling passengers, Julian began working the remote control.
Its switches were a duplicate of those on the Falconette's console. He started the electric motors and ran through some preflight checks. Then he turned on the thrusters and hit the booster switch.
The Falconette rose into a steep climb.
“Nice takeoff.”
Julian hit another switch.
Inside the flyer, all the gauges registered zero at once. The Chairman grabbed the yoke but it didn't respond.
“We've got a power failure,” he said and looked at the blood welling from the tooth marks on his thumb.
Behind him, one of the managers started to pray.
The Falconette kept climbing, then it stalled.
After hanging for what seemed like an eternity, the flyer began cartwheeling downward in wider and wider arcs. Past the summit it went ... and down and down and down.
Julian glanced at a component in his hand.
“Actually, that Falconette was perfectly safe. Or it would have been if someone hadn't taken out this part after they flew it up here, because it didn't have the original control system at all.”
As he threw it as far as he could, he heard a couple of violent epithets from Cassius. “Since when does this damn fox have a poisonous bite? If it does, you and I should have died at least a hundred times. Here. You take the little son of a bitch. Ouch.”
After pulling off his mask, Aaron wiped the sweat from his face. “You have someone guarding the exit, don't you? Just in case you were wrong about Augustus and he makes it through the mountain?”
Julian took the squirming fox from his brother. “Of course, I do. What do you think I am? Terminally stupid? Ouch. Quit that. I'm not the Chairman. We just saved your life, you little wretch.”
When Jonah started laughing, he huffed, “Just for that, you ungrateful so-and-so, you get to haul the wheelchair back down.”
Athalia watched the flyers return.
One by one, they began settling on the Temple roof. First Julian, then Cassius and finally Aaron and Jonah.
Pauli peered around the side of the door of the Captain's transport and Jonah helped him down.
As she watched the Emperor swing himself down from his craft, Athalia kept a straight face. “That mountain air works wonders doesn't it, Your Majesty? Your recovery is nothing short of miraculous.”
He favored her with a sheepish grin. “I suppose I deserved that. It feels good not to be pretending any more.”
Aaron looked around. “Where are Galia and Ellie?”
“They're at the clinic. Julian, you have a new daughter. Galia was about to tell you but you never gave her a chance.”
Athalia had to shout the last few words because the Emperor was already clattering down the stairs.
Cassius took his bride in his arms. “We need to finish that wedding dance.”
“That was before. This is after.”
“No, my love, this is still during.” Then he kissed her for a very long time.

Epilogue
The InterPlanetary Synod Assembly met in solemn session to ratify a Constitutional Amendment. The Assembly's new President called the meeting to order and the official Parliamentarian stood near him on the dais.
“In response to the vote of all our member governments and their peoples in favor of this amendment, we meet today to ratify an amendment to reorganize our Judiciary and legal system. The reorganization has already begun and is progressing well.
“An ancient poet on Aretz once said, ‘First, kill all the lawyers.’
“That sentiment has been expressed again and again through the ages. It's a cry from the heart about a legal system that has moved further and further away from ordinary people's needs and more and more toward its own until the only thing it serves is itself. A thousand years ago, my forefathers reached the point we are at today. Our Judiciary was broken and our planet was dissolving into chaos. Our people were taking the law into their own hands. Faced with civil war, the Emperor and Parliament amended our Constitution and reorganized its Judiciary into the Archon system we have today.
“A little over five years ago, Nublis was privileged to host the legal conference that gave birth to this amendment. We were further honored by your request to furnish you with an Archon and to assist this Assembly in organizing the new system. During that conference, I was asked ‘Who or what is the Archon?’ I could not answer then, but now, I'll tell you. The Archon is the spirit and letter of the law. His sole purpose is blind justice and all who stand before him are equal in his sight. Now I present to you your new Chief Justice along with his Major Domo. With the exception of the President of this body, his Major Domo is the only living person who may hear the Archon's voice or see his face.”
Julian took the Archon's gloved hand. “Gentlemen and ladies of the Synod. This is your Chief Justice.”
Marcus looked at his still grieving Uncle Pauli. Then he bowed to his Major Domo and his friends and mentors the Emperor Julian and his brother Cassius.
Finally, he raised his gloved hands in an attitude of prayer.
Touching them to his veiled forehead, the new Archon acknowledged the acclamation of the peoples of the InterPlanetary Synod he was henceforward pledged to serve.
The End
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