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Prologue
Moonlight lay in silver bars on the carpeted floor and the rich scent of roses wafted through the bedroom's open balcony doors.
In a wondrous end to the most wonderful day of her life, Isolde had never imagined anything like Balthasar's passion. Not even in her wildest dreams. Truly a Prince in every sense of the word now he was hers and hers alone. As her bridegroom threw back the covers and sat up on the edge of the bed, she murmured sleepily, “What is it, love?”
Turning away from the night air's sudden chill against her bare skin, she reached for her share of the bedclothes and savoring the memory of his warmth against hers, she snuggled even further into the lavender-scented pillows. Hearing her new husband move around the bedroom, she had a thought. If he desired a drink or something to eat maybe she should ring for one of the servants. She was the mistress of this house after all and his care and comfort should be her first concern.
His voice was harsh in her ear. “Time to get up, Isolde. I have something to show you.”
Her eyes flew open. “A gift?”
“Not exactly. This is our wedding night and there's an ancient tradition I must fulfill.”
Were those tears on his face? Surely not. “Balthasar! What is it?” When he didn't answer, she sat up, gathering the sheet against her naked breasts. “What do you need from me?”
“Please, Isolde. Come with me and make no sound.”
Silent and trusting, she followed him down the moonlit stairway. Then he led her through a doorway she'd never seen before. At the end of a long stone passageway, he reached an iron key down from a hook on the wall and unlocked an outside door.
It opened into an exquisite rose-filled garden. A pool stood in the garden's center, overshadowed by a graceful willow tree and somewhere a nightingale sang. Above them, the pale moon swam like a silver ship through the night's dark seas and a light breeze brushed Isolde's burning face. “This is lovely,” she breathed but Balthasar shushed her.
He beckoned her forward and she felt the caress of the cool grass beneath her bare feet. When she saw the small Grecian temple at the garden's end she drew back. Something about its shape warned her to go no further and too late she recalled her mother's anguished words. ‘Don't go with him, Isolde! Make him tell you what else he is!’
The sound of the key turning in the lock grated against her heart and suddenly she wanted nothing more than to flee. Whatever awaited her in that silent building, she would be no part of it. “Please, Balthasar. Let's go back to bed.”
Her husband's voice was that of a stranger and his grip on her arm was hard as steel. “I love you, Isolde, and I would sooner....”
A silky whisper came from deep within the temple. “You'd sooner what, little brother?”
As the door slammed shut behind them, a thrumming echoed through the warm darkness and a reddish light sprang up along the walls. They stood in a vast echoing space, dominated at its far end by a glittering, elaborately carved golden altar on a raised dais.
Without warning, Balthasar pulled the horrified Isolde's arms behind her back. Then he took a cord from his pocket and bound her wrists tightly together. A lump rose in her throat, choking her, as a cloud of fire-laden smoke roiled up from behind the altar.
The voice spoke again, clearer now, its tones echoing over and over until they finally disappeared in the invisible ceiling. “What is her name?”
“Isolde, Honored One. She is a daughter of Astarte.”
“A fine provenance. You took your pleasure with her, I trust?”
“As is our custom.”
As is your custom? Yet you claim to love me? Isolde swallowed hard and finally found her voice. “Whatever sick game you have in mind, I'll have no part of it. I want to leave. Now!”
Balthasar bowed his head without speaking and only the whisper replied. “Bring her to me. If she speaks again, silence her.”
As she sagged against him in shock, Balthasar gathered Isolde in his arms and carried her to the altar. The embrace she had reveled less than an hour ago was now only a mockery and consumed by sudden hate, she reared back and spat in his face. However, when she desperately summoned them, not a single spell came. She abruptly realized she was in the presence of magic that far exceeded her own.
The voice chuckled. “Ah. She has spirit, I see. Now, show her to me.”
After placing his bride on the altar, Balthasar took his jeweled dagger and carefully slit her gossamer gold-threaded robes from throat to hem. Laying the delicate silks aside, he exposed her, almost lovingly, to whatever waited in the smoky shadows. Then he secured her ankles to the corners of the altar. Her beseeching eyes met his and they told her everything he dared not say.
“Who is he?” she breathed, “and what is he to you?”
Still he didn't speak and the warm tears falling from his face onto hers were Balthasar's only reply. When he left her, she did not know, but all at once, she was alone with whatever horror inhabited this place.
A shaft of ice thrust its way between her opened legs, penetrating her most secret parts. At the same time, a rasping tongue forced her unwilling lips apart, filling her mouth and silencing her screams. Cold claws flickered over her shivering body, lightly tracing the outline of her breasts and the soft swell of her stomach. Then they moved inexorably downward in a macabre retelling of Balthasar's gentle explorations. All the while, the thrumming continued, a merciless background chorus to match the pounding of Isolde's heart and the rush of blood in her ears.
How long she lay in the temple, she never knew. She came to in her bridal bed with Balthasar sponging the blood from her body. Bars of sunlight dappled the richly patterned carpet and outside the open balcony doors, a chorus of birds greeted the new day.
“Get away from me,” she hissed, “and don't you ever touch me again!”
His distress was obvious. “You need tending.”
“Get one of the maids, then. If she thinks you did it, so much the better, because I'm leaving you.”
“You can't.”
“What do you mean, I can't?”
“You must stay until your child is born.”
“My child?” Putting her hand on her belly, Isolde recalled a half-forgotten spell. The birds outside fell silent and the bedroom suddenly darkened and chilled.
“If I must stay, I curse you, Balthasar de Morel, and I doubly curse the child you conceived on me last night. From the moment of his birth, your son will be a blight upon this land and he will never know one second of happiness until the day he dies.”
On the other side of the galaxy, Elon's perennially drunken master had failed to come up with the rent again and they'd just been thrown out of their sleeping room. Bleary-eyed from the previous night's binge, he fumbled for Elon's arm and staggered with him toward the marketplace.
“This time, I really have to sh-sh-shell you!”
Just as they reached their destination, he loosed off a couple of massive belches and hiccuped. Blinking hard, he managed to summon enough of his wandering wits to negotiate with the slave booth's owner and shove Elon in the general direction of the stage. As the young slave set a sandaled foot on the wooden steps, the booth owner snatched away his robe. Then he pushed him out to face the crowd as naked as the day he was born. An ebony-skinned rarity such as this was always in high demand and Elon recognized several of the city's brothel keepers milling about near the stage.
Barely eighteen, he was well muscled, with a handsome face and good teeth, and as one of them commented, excellent equipment. When the buyers finally completed their examining, fingering and poking, the slave booth's owner began the proceedings.
The bidding soon grew spirited.
One by one, the buyers fell away until there remained only two.
The first was a mountainous harridan of indeterminate age. Dyed blond curls cascaded around a face holding one last remnant of beauty. All traces of softness had long since vanished from the Madam's hooded emerald eyes along with her forgotten innocence.
Chill though the woman's glance might be, the other bidder's was even worse. A heavy-set, elegant creature in his mid-thirties, just the sight of him in his lavishly embroidered amethyst caftan set chilly fingers running up and down Elon's spine. This particular brothel keeper had tried to buy him once before but his master had flatly refused to sell. He'd explained that his would-be buyer catered to a wealthy clientele with strange and exotic tastes. Then he'd told Elon exactly what that meant.
When Purple Robe topped the harridan's final bid, she turned away, muttering, “This is too rich for me.”
With a triumphant smile, he was stepping forward to claim his prize when a voice interrupted from the back of the crowd. “One hundred thousand credits!”
The man in the purple robe looked around, angry, and the crowd fell silent.
It parted to reveal a blond blue-eyed youth in simple desert garb. He glanced up at the naked Elon and flashed him a lazy smile.
Purple Robe surveyed the newcomer with open contempt. “One twenty-five!”
“One fifty!”
Even for a rarity like Elon, these figures were unheard of. His abruptly sobered master looked open-mouthed from the one bidder to the other and the crowd began to murmur and swell.
Purple Robe almost choked. “One seventy-five!”
The young man shrugged. “Two hundred!”
The brothel-keeper hesitated. After one last yearning look at Elon, he drew himself up and stalked away. The young man approached the booth and the crowd broke into spontaneous applause.
While his new owner completed the formalities, Elon quickly donned his robe. The young man beckoned, then walked away in the direction of the spaceport without looking back. As Elon obediently followed him through the crowd, he never so much as glanced at his former master.

PART ONE
Chapter 1—A Royal Wedding
At Cyrenia's spaceport on the small planet-empire, Nublis, Elon led his guest aboard his brand new starship. With his golden brown hair, electric blue eyes and amiable features, young Timothy was the image of his father at the same age. It was as if the hands of time had turned back to the day Elon first met Ephraim in the slave market. He realized with a start that had been over forty years ago.
Elon's tiny wife, Nona, met them at the entrance to the bridge. As black as her husband, she too had been a slave until the day Ephraim hired her to cook for his crew and she considered the entire Seiran Imperial family her personal property. Ephraim once told Timothy he'd deliberately thrown Elon and Nona together to get her out of his hair. Then he jokingly remarked it was no wonder her husband was as bald as an egg.
The Seiran Emperor's four sons might be grown men but to Nona they were still her precious lambs and, in her eyes, they could do no wrong. She would still chide Empress Thamar as if she was in her teens and as for the way she treated His Majesty—the less said about that the better. She opened her arms wide and gave Timothy a hug. “Let me look at you, child! You've grown like a weed but you're much too thin. I'm just going to have to feed you up and put some meat on those bones.”
As Timothy rolled his eyes, Elon smiled down at his tiny energetic spouse. “He's closer to thirty than twenty, my dear, and you may no longer treat him like a child. Timothy's our Trade Ambassador to the Interplanetary Synod Assembly now. He needs to be addressed as such, especially in front of the crew.”
Nona was unabashed. “Well, just look at him. He's as skinny as a rail and I know he hasn't been following a proper diet. Have you, Your Excellency?”
Her husband sighed. “I give up. Come on, Timothy. After you've met the officers and crew, I'll show you the rest of the ship.”
Timothy hadn't heard him because he was too busy gazing at the creature stationed by the navigation computers. It had the size and form of a small man, an iridescent coat of what looked like small blue feathers and the head of a bird. “What in the world is that?”
Elon chuckled. “An Aeolian and his name is Hoya. The Aeolians are a unique people from one of Seira's jungle islands and the finest navigators in the universe. It has something to do with their circadian rhythm. Hoya's a telepath like you and he speaks quite a few languages. You'll find he's a real character.”
As if sensing Timothy's gaze, the creature swiveled around and a pair of brilliant black eyes met his. Then he heard a voice in his head. It was light with an almost musical quality. “You must be Seira's new Trade Ambassador and I gather the captain just told you who I am. My name's Hoya and I'm pleased to meet you. Now, if you'll excuse me, Your Excellency, I have work to do.”
The creature turned back to the navigation computers and as the fascinated Timothy watched, the Aeolian's blue feathers took on a rose color, deepening to crimson. Elon started toward the console. “I'd better see what's wrong. Hoya's color changes according to his mood and red indicates a problem. This is a brand new ship and we're still working out the bugs.”
Nona sighed. “Which means they'll be tied up for hours. Come on, Timothy. I'll show you your quarters. Then you can meet me in the galley for a snack and catch me up on all the gossip.”
Over at the Nublian Imperial Palace, Seamus was irritated. This was unusual for him considering he was an Omega genius class robot, albeit he looked exactly like a three-foot leprechaun. “Adrian, will you quit fussing. You look perfectly fine.”
The Duke of Ceila tentatively put one foot in front of the other and turned to look at himself in the triple mirror again. He was still a trifle unsteady after being in a wheelchair for so long. This electronic brace affair took some getting used to and if he wasn't careful he tended to balance too far forward and fall flat on his face. At last night's wedding rehearsal, he hadn't done too badly though. Going up the altar steps, he had only tripped once and one of the pages had caught his arm.
Having once used a similar brace himself, Nublis’ Emperor Julian had given Adrian some tips. “Don't put your chin ahead of your toes. Remember where your feet are and don't move too fast. Above all, keep your chin and tail tucked in. Then you should be all right.”
It pleased the Duke no end to find he was taller than his intended bride. He easily topped his medical attendant, Jared Barlow, by a full head and as for the diminutive Seamus, all he could say was, “How's the weather up there?”
When Alyssa saw him walking for the first time, her huge gray eyes widened. “Why, Adrian, you're actually tall! Oh, my! They're not going to be able to call you little any more, are they?”
Only the Emperor Julian's brother Cassius was as tall as Adrian. The bastard Prince noted his Imperial sibling's reaction with some amusement because this was the first time the Emperor had seen the Duke on his feet for many years. “Oh, heavenly days,” Julian exclaimed, “the two of you look like a pair of bookends.”
“Hmmf!” snorted Cassius. “Little brother, you're just jealous because you're so terminally short. The gods knew what they were about when they gave you such a tiny wife because you finally got someone into the family who was shorter than you. Now, I suppose, you won't want to be seen with Adrian in public any more.”
Julian ignored his brother's gibes. “Incidentally, Adrian, how goes the battle with the Countess of Aram? Are you still under siege?”
As he read the Emperor's lips, the Duke winced, then signed to Cassius who translated. “Don't remind me. She's graduated from leaving love notes at my door to hiring a violin trio to play outside my window at night. They follow me wherever I go. Apparently, the woman's forgotten I'm deaf. The rest of the household is complaining mightily that they can't get any sleep.”
“Have you tried doubling whatever she's paying?”
Adrian signed back with a wicked grin, “Your son Cass tried to have them arrested for bad playing. The local security boys didn't agree. They told him they sounded quite nice. He ordered me not to pay them any more money on general principles.”
“Where are they now?”
“Right now, they're entertaining the temple guards in their barracks. Personally, I've become quite fond of them and I've begun to think of them as household pets.”
“That's only because you can't hear them!” snapped Alyssa. “If I have to put up with one more night of their caterwauling, I'm personally going to break their damn instruments over their heads!”
“Actually, the problem is solved,” remarked Julian. “Thanks to the tabloids, your little trio's become quite famous. An agent I know has arranged a concert tour. They're only sticking around long enough to say goodbye.”
“Thanks, Grandfather,” said Alyssa with real feeling and she kissed the eighty-five-year-old Emperor's cheek.
“Well, that much, I could do. But Adrian, I'm not sure you're taking the Countess seriously enough. The woman's unbalanced and she's been known to do some strange things. I don't trust her as far as I can throw her and I'm detailing a personal bodyguard to each of you.”
That had been yesterday.
Adrian turned around and looked over his shoulder. The back of his bottle green uniform jacket fit perfectly and his close-fitting doeskin breeches and brilliantly polished black boots were immaculate. He turned to inspect the front. The silver wings on either side of his high collar and the ruby ring on his left hand were his only adornment and there was nary a wrinkle in sight. Finally satisfied, he picked up the dress cap and tried it on for the umpteenth time.
As he adjusted and readjusted it, Timothy entered the bedroom. He instantly mindlinked with Adrian. "Oh, my. Look at you. Tall and distinguished isn't the word for it. Your Grace, you're the classiest bridegroom I've ever seen. Are you ready to go?"
“He's been ready for the past hour, at least,” scoffed Seamus, who could also read minds. “If it's possible to wear out a mirror, he will.”
Adrian smiled a mite sheepishly. "I have to get used to the new image. It feels strange not to be sitting with a set of wheels under me. I was looking up at people for so long. Now, all of a sudden, I'm on my feet and looking down at them instead."
Timothy grinned. "Well, I have to tell you something and this may come as a shock. Pathos is no longer a part of your image and you'll have to find some other stock in trade with which to wow the ladies. Maybe, now you're on your feet and taller than she is, your would-be inamorata will find some other object of affection."
"One can always hope," replied the Duke. "It's time to go, isn't it?"
The crowd rippled with applause as Adrian entered the great sanctuary with Timothy at his side and there were more than a few gasps. Carefully, he walked to the foot of the altar steps. Then he turned to greet his bride as she came up the flower-strewn aisle on her father's arm. The Prince kissed his daughter on the cheek. He stepped back and Alyssa came forward alone.
Adrian offered her his arm and side by side they gracefully ascended the steps to the altar where Nublis’ masked Archon and his scarlet-clad Major Domo awaited them. With her mane of silver-gilt hair piled on top of her head and crowned with a simple wreath of white roses, Alyssa was simply arrayed in a straight shaft of pure white Nublian silk. Her magnificent rose-pink pearls were Adrian's wedding gift. They came from his native island in Nublis’ southern seas.
* * * *
The Aeolian navigator Hoya and Elon had been delayed by a technical problem and they were late. When they hurried through the sanctuary doorway, something about a woman in the last row caught Hoya's attention. As she rose to her feet, he saw her aura was almost black and that she was pointing something at the bride.
With a shrill scream, he launched himself into the air like a small missile. When he reached the woman's upraised arm, he grabbed at it with his tiny, feathered hands and beak-like mouth and hung on for dear life.
The woman was shrieking and beating at Hoya with her other hand when Adrian caught his bride's reaction and turned around. As the guards came running, the woman's blonde wig fell off and he recognized his stalker, the lovesick Countess of Aram. Something or someone was attached to her right arm and he could see her screaming.
A weapon dropped from the Countess’ hand at the same time the guards wrestled her to the ground, crushing Hoya in the process.
Timothy and Elon reached the tiny navigator at the same time. Hoya's iridescent feathered coat had faded to a soft gray and he lay unmoving near the hysterically shrieking Countess. Timothy did a quick mind scan. “He's still alive. But we'd better get him some help or he won't be for long.”
“He saved Alyssa,” marveled Elon. “He spotted something and before I knew it, he was hanging onto that woman's arm.”
The Archon signaled the choir to stop singing and the proceedings came to a complete halt. He whispered something to his scarlet-robed assistant, who hastened down the steps and toward the back of the sanctuary. By now, the guards had the struggling Countess subdued and the Emperor Julian's brother-in-law, Jonah, was crouched over Hoya's limp form. The doctor examined him briefly and looked up at Elon. “What is he?”
“An Aeolian. One of the bird people of Seira.”
Jonah spoke rapidly into the communicator on his wrist. “We probably have his specs in the clinic's main computer. A team of medics should be here any second. Is there any significance to his plumage color?”
Elon frowned. “Hoya's normally blue but the shade changes according to his mood and physical condition. Gray's not a good sign.”
Jonah listened to his earpiece for a moment. “They're pulling up his specs now. I've never seen this species before and I have no idea how to treat him. Is he bird or mammal?”
“Mammal, I believe. We have special supplies and food on the ship for him. His people live on one of the jungle islands of Seira. They evolved differently but they're fully rational beings. Are you getting any response from that mindlink?”
Timothy shook his head.
“Is there anything we can do to help?” asked the Major Domo.
“There's a team of medics.... Ah, here they are!” exclaimed Jonah. “As soon as we've gotten the Countess and this little fellow out of here, continue with the wedding. Have Seamus tell Adrian what's going on. Timothy! Elon! You come with me! Major Domo, I'll advise you of his condition as soon as we know more.”
As the medics gently lifted Hoya onto the stretcher and began wheeling him out of the sanctuary, the Major Domo signaled to the choir to resume.
Adrian and Alyssa turned toward the altar again and the Archon began the ceremony.
Hoya stood near his parents’ house on the edge of the jungle, looking at his reflection in the fishpond. His mother joined him and their eyes met in the mirrored surface. “Hoya, are you sure you want to do this? The world out there is totally unlike ours. Their ways are not our ways, and when you're different, people can be very cruel. Every time someone new sees you, they'll ask what you are. They'll point fingers and maybe even try to touch you. And heaven forbid you should ever get hurt. Who will take care of you then? You'll be all alone in a universe of strangers not one of whom can even begin to understand you.”
“Oh, Mama! I want to see the universe, travel on the great ships and see strange worlds in other galaxies. The men from the city say I have a rare gift and they're willing to pay well for my services.”
“But you're so young and you haven't even had your first gender change yet. Out there, you'll have to go through it all alone. There'll be no one to keep you company until the strangeness has worn off. Oh, Hoya!” She gently caressed his face and began calling his name again and again.
“Hoya! Can you hear me? Hoya! Open your eyes!” It wasn't his mother's voice after all and he wasn't standing near the pond. In fact, he wasn't standing at all. He was lying on something. Where he was, he did not know and there were strange sounds and smells all around him.
Another voice spoke. “Keep calling his name. He's barely conscious but he can hear you. We have to wake him. According to the computer, he needs to eat and soon. Come on, Hoya! Open your eyes!”
Jonah eyed the small figure on the bed in total frustration. According to the computer, the Aeolian metabolism was much faster than any human's. But even though Hoya's caloric needs were infinitely higher than the average patient's there was no way to get nutrients into him except by mouth. Elon had had Hoya's special medical pack brought from the ship. Among other things, it contained several vials of a highly concentrated special nectar. According to the enclosed instructions, the nectar was specifically intended for a situation like this. But it was useless unless Jonah could get Hoya to swallow it. The only way he could accomplish that would be if he was awake, and Hoya wouldn't wake up.
As the little Aeolian opened his eyes, he could hear a strange hissing near his head. Someone was pushing into his mind and he opened the gate.
"Hoya. It's me, Timothy. Wake up."
"Timothy? Who's Timothy? Oh, I remember now. You're the Trade Ambassador. The one Elon was showing around yesterday. Hello again, Your Excellency. The last I saw you, I was a little busy. That new ship has more technical problems...."
The tone in his head was urgent. "Hoya, just be quiet and listen to me. Don't worry about the ship and its technical problems. You were hurt and you're in Nublis’ temple clinic. Right now, you need to eat. It's very important. Do you understand me?"
"What color am I?"
"What's that got to do with it? Oh, all right. You're a pale gray and it's getting lighter all the time."
"Well, then, I'd better eat, hadn't I? What have you got?"
"There's this nectar. It was in your medical pack. Here, I'll lift your head. There, can you manage now?"
Hoya tried to lift his hand to take the cup Timothy was holding. But he couldn't move it or his arm which was in some sort of splint. Jonah took the cup from Timothy. With practiced ease, the doctor put the cup to Hoya's beak-like mouth and tilted it. The liquid trickled onto Hoya's parched tongue and he accepted it gratefully. It tasted wonderful. As Jonah fed him the nectar, drop by drop, Hoya's feathers took on a faint tinge of blue. The color deepened until the gray disappeared altogether.
"What is this stuff?" asked Timothy, still speaking mind to mind.
Hoya answered in the same manner. "A special honey harvested from wild bees deep in the jungles of Aeolia. That's where I'm from. It's very strong and we only use it when someone's ill. Hey, I'm feeling better already. Why can't I move my arms? In fact, come to think of it, I can't seem to move anything. Ouch, that hurts!"
"I shouldn't wonder. When you went down, you had the Countess and three guards right on top of you. It looked for a moment as if they'd mashed you as flat as a pancake. Whatever possessed you to do such a thing?"
"I saw her aura. It was a deep, deep purple, almost black. Even when she stood up, no one else seemed to notice. She was about to do something to the bride, so I stopped her. Or at least, I tried to. The couple getting married were friends of Elon's and he's my captain. That's why I did it."
"Are you saying you attacked the Countess because of her aura? Before you even saw the gun?"
"Sure. An aura that color means great evil. I didn't know what she had in her hand but she certainly intended to hurt the bride. I just thought it was a spell or something. My only intention was to distract her and get the attention of the guards. I certainly didn't plan on getting squashed! But I'd forgotten how big and heavy you people are and I really didn't have a chance to get out of the way."
“What's he saying?” asked Jonah. After Timothy told him, the doctor observed somewhat dryly, “You got squashed all right. The computer said not to put you on our regular scanner so it took us longer than usual to set your broken bones and check your other injuries. Fortunately, your emergency medical pack included a hand-scanner and a set of monitors we were able to use. If it's all right with you, Hoya, I'd like to keep you here for a few extra days to do some studies and tests. That way, if any of your people ever come in here again, we'll know how to treat them.”
Hoya looked up at Timothy a little nervously. "What does he mean by studies and tests? I'm not sure I like the sound of that at all. And Timothy, when your ship leaves for Aretz, I don't want to be left behind. I don't know anyone here and I'll be all alone."
When Timothy translated, Jonah frowned. “Let me talk to Julian about it.” Then he turned and looked down at Hoya. “I don't think you realize what a debt the Nublian Imperial family owes you, little fellow. The lady you saved happens to be Emperor Julian's granddaughter, Princess Alyssa. She and her husband want to come and see you as soon as you feel up to it, and believe me, you'll be far from alone. You already have a list of would-be visitors a mile long which doesn't even include the press. As far as being left behind, don't worry. As soon as you're on your feet again, Julian can send you to Aretz on a private ship. He has a whole fleet of them, you know. He's my brother-in-law and he generally does what I ask him.”
“Oh,” Hoya said aloud. “I didn't know that.” The little navigator continued rather shyly, “Elon just brought me along because he thought I'd enjoy seeing a Nublian wedding. But he hadn't told me who any of the people were. I thought the bride and groom were ordinary folk.”
Jonah smiled at that. “Well, I see you can talk without an interpreter. That's good.”
“Oh, yes. I speak several languages too. Since I'm a telepath, I can communicate either way depending on who I'm talking to.”
“That's good. The lady's husband Adrian has been a deaf-mute from birth and he'll be delighted to know you're a telepath. The only problem with Adrian is he tends to talk a mile a minute and you may not be able to get a blip in edgewise.”
Timothy grinned. “That's true. Incidentally, Hoya, how old are you?”
“I'm eighteen and my parents said I was much too young to be leaving home. But I got a chance to go to navigator school in the city and it seemed like too good a deal to turn down. Elon hired me for his new ship and here I am.”
Jonah was amazed. “You have parents? The computer says Aeolians are hermaphrodites and that you reproduce on your own without a partner.”
“That's true, but we have a sex life just like everyone else. It's just that our gender changes every six months. In the female phase, we can reproduce if we want to. Aeolians are social, affectionate beings and we like living in a family structure.”
“Isn't that confusing, having your parents’ genders switching back and forth like that?”
“No. They're still the same people, regardless. It's just that sometimes my mother is my father and vice versa. Occasionally, they're the same gender. While one is my mother, I don't know which is actually my physical parent. But it really doesn't matter. I have four siblings and we all get along very well.”
“Are you all the same color?”
“We're all blue but there are many different shades. One of my parents is silvery while the other's almost purple.”
Jonah noticed Hoya's feathers growing progressively darker. “Would you like some more of that nectar? There's a little left.”
Timothy was curious. “Can I try a taste of that?” When Hoya nodded, he took a little on his finger and put it on his tongue. “Whoo! That stuff is strong. It makes me feel buzzy as if it were a drug.”
“Well, actually, it is. Those particular bees harvest their pollen from a plant with certain pharmacological properties. It's not only a drug but it's highly addictive. That's why we only use it in certain instances. It tastes good, doesn't it? We call it Nirvana.”
“Do the drug dealers know about this stuff?”
“No! No one knows about Nirvana outside Aeolia and I probably shouldn't even have told you. Its use is highly restricted and I may never take it again as long as I live. I hope not, anyway. Almost a thousand years ago, the five Plutarchs of Seira found out about Nirvana and tried to force my people to produce it commercially. Those few Aeolians the Plutarchs didn't torture or kill fled deep into the jungles and stayed there for centuries. That was when we evolved into what we are today. Only after the revolution and the accession of the Emperor Josea ... er, Ephraim, to the throne, did the Aeolian people finally emerge from the forests and begin to live the way they do now. That's why there are so few of us. It's also why my parents didn't want me to leave home. But our numbers are beginning to come back and I was curious to see the rest of the Synod.”
“Elon says the Aeolians are the best navigators in the known universe,” remarked Timothy, “that it has to do with your circadian rhythm.”
“That's true. Our internal body clock is attuned to the stars and we always know where we are. That's how I found out the new ship's guidance computers, systems and controls were off by several degrees. When you've got landmarks to go by, it doesn't matter so much. But out in deep space, even one degree can make a huge difference. You'd just walked onto the bridge when I discovered the discrepancy. I normally don't get that upset, but this was a factory defect that could have cost people their lives.”
“Are you saying we could have gotten lost between here and Aretz?”
“Relying on those systems, almost certainly. There's a specific point when you're out of contact with everyone and totally on your own. Elon calls it the Big Blank. It happened to him just once. After that, he went shopping for an Aeolian navigator. That was quite a few years ago and I'm his third or fourth one. He complains his turnover's so high because the other captains keep hiring his navigators away from him.”
“Hmm,” Timothy made a mental note to tell his father. “Jonah. How soon will Hoya been on his feet again? I'm beginning to see why Elon values him so highly and I'm not sure I want to take off for Aretz without him.”
“Or her.” Hoya's tone was mischievous. “I'm due for a gender change in about a month. It'll be my first.”
“Are you going to reproduce?” asked Jonah.
“Heavens, no. I'm not nearly old enough to do that. Besides, I don't think I'd care to unless I had a mate. Childrearing's pretty hard if you're a single parent and it's a whole lot less fun.”
“When Elon said you were a character, I can see what he meant. Incidentally, he's outside in the hall. Would you like to see him?”
“Sure. For one thing, I want to know if I still have a job. I'm not like you rich people, you know. I have to earn my own living and if I don't have this job anymore, I'll have to find another one as soon as possible.”
Timothy shook his head and looked at Jonah. He went outside and returned with Elon.
“Hi, Captain,” said Hoya. “Sorry about this. It looks like I'll be out of commission for a while.”
Elon grunted. “It would seem so. Next time you get in a fight, do me a favor and pick on someone your own size. The crew's gotten kind of fond of you and they don't want me to replace you. Does Jonah have any idea how long you're going to be in here?”
“You mean I still have a job?”
“Well, of course you do, you twit! Nona's been catching insects and she says you'd better hurry back because she has a whole potload.”
“What's he talking about?” asked Timothy. “And come to think of it, do I want to know?”
He couldn't really tell, but it looked as if Hoya was smiling.
“That's what I live on, along with fruits, grains and nuts. Nona says I'm the best thing that's happened to her kitchens since the zap ray. I can eat regular food if I have to but I prefer bugs. To me, a cockroach is a great delicacy. Especially those giant Andromedan ones. Yum!”
“Ecch!” exclaimed Timothy. “That's disgusting!”
“Well, I like fish too. And it's very good for my coat.”
“That's better.”
Elon chuckled. “Except he prefers it raw and kicking.”
“Well, I'm glad you told us something about your diet,” said Jonah. He made some notes in the small computer hung on his belt. “There's some dried stuff here that Elon had sent over with your medical pack. Are you hungry?”
“He's always hungry,” said Elon. “When he's awake, Hoya never stops eating.”
“Actually, the nectar took care of that. For the time being, anyway.”
“Well, the computer says to keep feeding you the nectar for as long as you're sick,” said Jonah. “Apparently it contains all the nutrients you need. It's so concentrated, a very small amount seems to go a long way. So there's plenty.”
Hoya sounded plaintive. “Do you have some powder there for my feathers? I like to stay clean and well groomed. Of course, preening's going to be a bit difficult if I can't use my hands.”
“Well, you can't,” said Jonah firmly. “Not with those splints on your arms. Until they come off, you'll just have to tell the attendants what to do. I can see you're going to be something of a nursing challenge. Now, is there anything else I need to know? I assume you use a bathroom like everyone else.”
“Of course. I've been housetrained since I was two. Aeolians are very fussy about things like that.”
“The attendants will be glad to know that. We had a mathematician in here from Sirius a couple of months ago who wasn't. He was a certified genius too. The attendants threatened to quit en masse if he ever came back.”
Hoya's feathers had turned bright green and he shook slightly.
“That means he's laughing,” said Elon. “If he turns red, he's upset. But if his feathers turn gold, watch out.”
“What does that mean?”
“Aeolians are very attracted to the opposite sex. At the moment, Hoya's in his male phase. When he gets, um, excited, his feathers turn gold.”
Jonah's eyebrows shot up. “Are you saying Hoya likes women?”
“Oh, yes. And you'd be surprised how many of them reciprocate. Hoya can be very charming when he wants to be. Let me give you some advice, Jonah. Whatever you do, don't let him talk you into giving him female medical attendants. If I know him, he'll try it. Just remember, he's only eighteen and this is his first time away from home. Whatever he lacks in finesse, he certainly makes for up in enthusiasm.”
Hoya sounds like a boy after my own heart, thought Timothy. I wonder how he's going to react when he first sees Alyssa. Hmm. Maybe I can get her to stroke his feathers. I still owe Adrian for that business with Giuliana, dammit!
* * * *
The beautiful Giuliana Bainbridge was a reporter who had been working undercover on the luxurious space-station resort, Nephtali. Parked over Nublis for the Emperor Julian's fiftieth anniversary jubilee, Nephtali belonged to Timothy's father and that was where they met. Timothy blackmailed Giuliana into going on a date with him by threatening to expose her.
Then Adrian mischievously interfered. Until Alyssa reined him in, the wheelchair-bound Duke definitely had a roving eye. To Timothy's extreme annoyance, it lighted on Giuliana. With his classic Grecian features, enormous dark eyes and tousle of black curls, Adrian's slight air of pathos was catnip to every female he encountered and she'd been no exception to the rule.
Timothy had been unable to get to first base with her after that. The morning after their date, Giuliana departed for Aretz without a word of farewell. After watching him mope around, his father finally took pity on Timothy. He appointed him his Trade Ambassador and ordered him to Aretz to settle things with the lady, one way or another.
There was a knock on the door and Jonah opened it to admit the Major Domo. “The banquet's finally over and people are asking how the little fellow's doing. The Archon says if he needs anything, just to let him know. The Countess has been carted off to a high-class mental facility on one of the southern islands. The guards said she kept carrying on about being attacked by a parrot and is now convinced she's going to die of some tropical bird disease.”
When he saw the Major Domo's masked face, Hoya's feathers turned gray and he shrank back in terror. "Calm down," said Timothy. "This is the Archon's Major Domo and he always looks like that. He just came to see how you're doing."
Jonah offered Hoya another sip of nectar, which he accepted gratefully. Gradually his plumage returned to its normal shade of blue and the doctor looked at the time. “I'm due to make evening rounds. I'll send an attendant in to settle Hoya down for the night and I think we'll bar all further visitors until tomorrow. Timothy, can you and Elon stay for a little while? At least till the attendant gets here.”
The Major Domo said, “I'll be going too. The Archon's waiting and I don't like to leave him alone for too long.”
Just as the Major Domo was leaving, Adrian and Alyssa came in. They were still decked out their wedding finery and Adrian was in his wheelchair. To Timothy's vast amusement, Hoya's feathers promptly took on a golden tinge and he made crooning noises in his throat.
“Why you poor little thing!” cried Alyssa when she saw the splints on the tiny navigator's arms and legs. “We heard what you did and we had to come and thank you in person. That was so brave!” Taking one of Hoya's tiny, feathered hands in both of hers, she began stroking it.
The little navigator's plumage brightened until it almost literally began to glow.
"Hoya!" said Timothy. "She's married! Her husband's right there, and may I remind you, he's one hell of a lot bigger than you are!"
Hoya sighed. "I know. But she's gorgeous, isn't she? Anyway, I can't help it. Especially when she's stroking my hand like that. Wow!"
Adrian looked at Timothy suspiciously. "What's going on, may I ask? Why did his color suddenly change like that?"
“Um,” said Timothy. “He ... His feathers change color, on and off, all the time.” He added mischievously, “You can ask him yourself because he's a telepath. His name's Hoya.”
Uh oh, thought Hoya. Timothy! That wasn't very nice of you! As the wheelchair moved closer to the bed, the little Aeolian's feathers gradually reassumed their normal shade of blue. He looked somewhat nervously up at the Duke and their minds linked.
Adrian smiled. "I owe you an enormous debt. If there's anything you ever need or want and it's within my power to provide it, it's yours."
"With the exception of the Duchess of course!" chortled Timothy.
Hoya was nothing if not polite. "Why, thank you, Your Grace. That's most kind of you. And may I offer you my congratulations on your marriage. Your bride is certainly lovely."
"Yes, she is," responded Adrian. "Was she the reason your feathers changed color?"
Hoya gulped and his plumage took on a gray tinge.
"It's all right," said Adrian kindly. "I understand. And you'll be fine just as long as you don't try to do anything about it." He signed to Alyssa, "Hoya's probably tired and he looks as if he needs his rest. I know I do."
“Oh! You're probably right.” The Duchess gave Hoya's hand a slight squeeze and let it go. Then she bent forward and gave him a light kiss on his forehead. “That's a thank you for what you did.”
Hoya's feathers tinged gold and he shivered in ecstasy. “Thank you. Your husband's a very lucky man!”
Seeing Alyssa's blush, Adrian asked, "What did you just say to her?"
When Hoya told him, the Duke reflected, "I'm luckier than you could possibly know and I meant exactly what I said. We owe you a great debt and you'll always have a friend in the House of Ceila."
Alyssa smiled at them both. “I think it's time to say good night. Here comes your attendant and he looks ready to throw us out of here. We'll come by again tomorrow. Good night, Timothy.”
“That's probably my cue to say good night too,” said Elon. “Nona's going to be wondering where I got to. Hoya, I'll see you tomorrow. For now, just get some rest and don't worry about your job.”
The attendant approached the bed with a container of powder. “You need to tell me exactly how to do this. The instructions aren't very clear.”
Timothy looked down at the little navigator. “It looks like you're in good hands so I'm going to say goodnight too. I'll come by to see you in the morning.”
As he left, Timothy heard Hoya giving a stream of instructions on exactly how to give him his powder bath. The little navigator was a character all right and he found himself looking forward to their continued association.

Chapter 2—Timothy and Giuliana
Giuliana tossed her jacket on the chair and looked through her mail. Something nudged her foot. Then a sharp claw went into her leg.
“Ouch! Josie! You stop that this instant! I'll feed you as soon as I'm done with this. Ah. Here's a letter from the guys on Nephtali.”
As she tore it open, her big black and white cat began to purr and wind himself around her ankles. He'd turned up on her front step the same night she'd arrived back from Nublis. The moment she'd seen his great golden eyes, she named him Josea after Seira's legendary Emperor.
“Oh, my. The boys have been reassigned and they've been covering the wedding and coronation on Nublis. The Emperor Julian just abdicated to become a private citizen and there was some kind of a flap at Adrian and Alyssa's wedding. Involving a ... parrot? The new Emperor is much friendlier to the press than Julian ever was. Tada, tada, tada. And Timothy...” she turned the page, “...was appointed Seira's Trade Ambassador to the Synod. Timothy? Timothy's coming here? Let's see. There was a delay on Nublis. Something to do with the parrot at the wedding. Oh, I see. It wasn't actually a parrot. It was an Aeolian. They look something like a bird but they're not. He was the navigator on Timothy's ship. Estimated date of arrival on Aretz is ... today?”
Meowing urgently, Josie clawed at her leg again and Giuliana dropped the letter. She caught him up in her arms and hugged his squirming furry body. “All right, you big fat pain in the neck. Let's see what there is in the kitchen.” Then she remembered. “Damn! I've got to cover that reception tonight and I barely have time to change!” She quickly scooped some cat food into a bowl and set it down for Josie. After checking his water dish and shedding clothes as she went she hurried into the bedroom.
Following her return from Nublis, her ex-husband had been so pleased with Giuliana's stories about the private goings-on in the two Imperial families, he boosted her pay and promoted her to chief reporter for the upcoming Interplanetary Synod Assembly session. Not only was it a plum assignment but it meant she didn't have to go back to either Nublis or Seira. Returning Timothy's magnificent black pearls and designer gown had been an expensive gesture but it had afforded Giuliana great pleasure. Then no one in the Imperial Families could call her a slut. She was certain they had, especially Julian's oldest daughter that snobby Princess Deborah.
As she returned from the shower, Giuliana saw her viewscreen's flash. The unsigned message read, ‘Did the right man come along yet?’
Timothy! she thought and remembered with a sharp pang how she'd felt in his arms that night on the river. They had been standing by the boat's railing when he put his finger under her chin and turned her face up toward his. He kissed her lightly on the lips and she'd seen the question in his eyes. Oh, why not? she'd thought. She put her arms around his neck and kissed him back. It had been a long time since she'd been in any man's embrace and she'd forgotten how good it felt. Timothy's arms tightened around her until she could feel his steady heartbeat and hear the rhythm of his breathing. Nuzzling her head against his chest, she murmured, “Mmmm. This is nice.”
He dropped a kiss on top of her head. “I'm glad to hear that because you're not so bad yourself. Are you really going to swear off sex for the rest of your life?”
Giuliana thought for a minute. “Oh, I don't know. If the right man came along, I might reconsider.”
“Has he?” Timothy's voice was light.
She looked up into his eyes. “I haven't decided yet. I have to think about it some more.”
Timothy smiled and kissed her again. “Well, whenever you decide, let me know.”
A moment later, Adrian and Alyssa had fallen overboard into the river and that had been that.
Timothy had probably had a dozen girls since then. Hadn't he?
Giuliana herself was currently dating a major interplanetary news star and he would be picking her up in just a few minutes. He wasn't the right man but he would do. Distinguished, slightly graying at the temples and everything the feckless Timothy was not, her anchorman was a wealthy widower with grown children. He was probably planning to pop the question this very night. The poor man was so predictable she knew exactly how he'd do it. He'd take her to their favorite restaurant after the Synod reception, hand her a glass of champagne and there at the bottom of her glass would be a diamond ring.
On their third date, she'd gone to his apartment. When they'd made love, she found him uninspired, unexciting ... and safe. She stayed with him all night and in the morning he proposed to her for the first time. The trouble was whenever they were in bed Giuliana kept thinking about Timothy's blue eyes, his crinkly smile, and their midnight kiss on the river.
No, Timothy, the right man hasn't come along yet. But he's definitely not you.
She pulled a dress from the closet and looked at it for a moment. black Nublian silk, it was by Deborah. She'd bought it in an extravagant moment soon after she'd come back from Nublis. But she'd never worn it. Oh, why not?
Giuliana had just finished dressing when she heard the doorbell's chime. She touched up the shadow that was supposed to bring out the smokiness of her blue eyes, pushed an errant black curl behind her right ear and hurried to answer it.
The anchorman's mouth dropped open in obvious admiration of Deborah's artfully cut creation. Then he fished in his pocket and brought out a flat velvet box. “These are for you. They'll go perfectly with that dress.”
When Giuliana opened the box, her heart sank. Oh, no! Why these? And why now? She thrust it back into his hands. “I can't take them!” The anchorman might have thought she was being diffident but she really meant what she said. “I love pearls but unfortunately, they don't love me. There's an acid in my skin that turns them dull and eventually ruins them. I'm sorry.”
He returned the box to his pocket with a sigh. “I'll get you something else. What would you like?”
“You're enough for me. I don't need expensive gifts.”
He gave her that bronzed, dazzling, blue-eyed smile that had won him a million fans. “You're one in a thousand, Giuliana. That's why I love you so much.”
As their limousine pulled up to the white marble steps of the Synod Assembly building, she could see they were late. After he helped her out, he told the driver, “Be here around ten. I have a reservation at Pierre's for ten twenty.”
Predictable.
The moment they entered the rotunda, Giuliana saw a slender brown-haired figure standing there. Elegantly tailored as always and with that indefinable air of carelessness about him that characterizes the very rich, he was alone.
Dammit, Timothy! Get out of my life!
The anchorman was pleased. “Ah, there's Seira's new Trade Ambassador. I interviewed him earlier today. Pleasant fellow, do you know him?”
“We've met. At a reception on Nublis.”
* * * *
What a reception it had been. The culminating event of the month-long festivities in honor of the Emperor Julian's golden jubilee, every notable in the Synod had been present. As Timothy and Giuliana entered the glittering ballroom in the wake of Timothy's parents, the Palace Steward rapped on the floor with his great staff. The music ceased and the crowd hushed.
“Your Majesties! Please welcome their Imperial Majesties, the Emperor Josea and the Empress Thamar of Seira! Crown Prince Nathan and Crown Princess Ariel of Seira! The Imperial Princes of Seira, Benjamin, Joel and Timothy!” As the crowd parted and began to applaud, the orchestra struck up the Seiran national anthem.
Magnificently arrayed in his coronation regalia, the Seiran Emperor's dazzling white armor was topped with a brilliant blue cloak emblazoned with the black and gold eagles of his Imperial house. He'd worn a glittering coronet set with deep blue sapphires on his sleek black hair.
Empress Thamar's form-fitting golden dress had been completely covered with diamonds and a similar blue cloak streamed from her slender shoulders. She was radiantly beautiful and every bit as tall as her husband and each of her diadem's myriads of gems flashed and sparkled with an individual light of its own. Followed by their four handsome sons and an increasingly nervous Giuliana, the Imperial couple advanced gracefully toward their waiting hosts. When they reached the Nublian Emperor's throne, Julian and his wife Cornelia had risen to their feet. Julian offered his arm to Thamar while her husband took Cornelia's.
When she'd seen him close-up, Giuliana had been struck by the Nublian Emperor's noble bearing and handsome looks. Even at eighty-five, Julian's supple golden skin was unmarred by wrinkles and his expressive gray eyes were as clear as they'd ever been.
As dark as Julian was fair, the Seiran Emperor's hawk-like face and feline golden eyes had been a marked contrast to his Nublian counterpart's patrician features. According to Ephraim's biography, he hadn't always looked like that. After being horribly burned in a ship fire he'd been given a new face which bore no resemblance to his former features.
When he looked at her, Giuliana had the uncomfortable feeling Ephraim had seen through her as if she'd been made of glass.
As the orchestra struck up a waltz, a page unclipped Thamar's cloak from her shoulders. Julian led her to the center of the ballroom and they gracefully began circling the floor....
Timothy's voice in her head jerked Giuliana back to the present. "Did you get my message? Oh, surely he's not the right one."
When a spectacular redhead took Timothy's arm and whispered in his ear, Giuliana recognized her. A well-known triple-divorcee who'd married more money every time she went to the altar, she was presently between engagements and obviously eyeing Timothy as her next conquest. "You're a fine one to talk. That bitch is almost twice your age and she looks it."
Timothy's voice echoed in her head again. "Quit twitching your tail, kitty-cat. It doesn't become you."
By now, Giuliana was beginning to wish she had accepted the anchorman's black pearls. She grabbed a glass from a passing tray and gulped down its contents. She realized too late it was whiskey and began to choke and cough. The redhead stared rudely, then laughed and said something to Timothy.
He brushed her aside and strode across the rotunda. Grabbing Giuliana by the arm, he yanked her into an adjoining empty salon. Then he closed the door and wedged a chair under the handle. He pushed her, still wheezing, into another chair and straddled the one opposite her.
“You and I have unfinished business, love. You're not going to marry that news clown you're with and I have no intention of becoming Madam Queen's conquest number four.”
His eyes searched the room. “There's got to be a way out of here.”
The sputtering Giuliana finally recovered her breath. “Timothy, you can't do this! Not again!”
By way of an answer, he took her arm and pulled her toward the far corner where he had just spotted another door. “You wanna bet?” He opened it and looked out into a deserted passageway. “Come on Giuliana, admit it. This is the most fun you've had in ages, and I'm certainly more interesting than Mr. Spontaneity there.”
“But Timothy! Your bodyguard! Your people! They're gonna be looking for you!”
He shrugged. “My people know where I am and they're waiting for us. Once we're away, I'll send a message to your date that you got called to the bedside of a sick aunt. Then maybe he and Miss Red Curls Out of a Bottle will get together. Heaven knows, they deserve each other.”
Giuliana stamped her foot. “This is out and out kidnapping! Is it that hard for you get a date, Your Highness? And what kind of behavior is this for an ambassador anyway?”
Timothy looked at her mildly. “For your information, love, I did more work today for Seira than our former ambassador did in an entire year. But I never have been much for the social amenities and I only showed up tonight on the off chance you'd be here.”
“What's your father gonna say?”
“Why do you think he sent me to Aretz? He knew I had unfinished business with you and he told me to get it resolved. One way or another, lady, I'm going to get you out of my head.”
“You too? I've been on your mind like you've been on mine?”
“Like a musical jingle that won't go away!”
“Or a persistent itch in a place you can't scratch!”
The notice at the end of the passageway stated, ‘Emergency Exit Only. Opening this door will automatically set off an alarm.’
Timothy ignored it. Then they were outside at the top of the Assembly building's marble steps. A silvery limousine waited around the corner with its motor idling and he tugged at her hand. “Come on, Gee! Let's go!”
Just as a security guard came through the door behind them, she removed her high-heeled shoes. Then she took the hem of her long gown in one hand and raced down the steps after Timothy. “I must be out of my mind!” she panted. “Why am I doing this?”
A voice from somewhere deep inside her replied, Because you love him.
As they reached it, the limo's back door opened and a tall young black man got out. As he greeted them, his white teeth flashed in the moonlight. “You found her, I see.”
“Yeah, Malachi, but they're hot on our tails!” Timothy shoved Giuliana into the transport and followed her. Jumping in behind them, the young black man closed the door as the limousine shot away from the curb.
As it merged into the city traffic, Giuliana glanced over her shoulder. Her anchorman stood alone on the steps, looking after them. I'm sorry. It's not your fault. But you just weren't the right man."
* * * *
The limousine entered the city's harbor area and headed toward the docks. “Where are we going?” asked Giuliana.
Timothy smiled. “You'll see.”
The vehicle drew up to a huge waterfront warehouse bearing the Seiran Imperial insignia of two black and gold eagles on a field of blue. The driver pressed a button on his console and a large door slid open. They drove in and the door silently closed again. When the driver pressed a second button on his console, Giuliana gasped. Half the warehouse's wall rolled aside to reveal a magnificent yacht rocking gently at its mooring.
Beyond the yacht stretched a moonlit ocean vista.
Timothy jumped out and offered his hand. “We're going on a midnight cruise to finish what we started. Only this time, there'll be no cameras, no recorders, and no interruptions. Since everything on the yacht's automatic, my dear, we'll be entirely alone.”
Another black youth came from the direction of the yacht. “It's all yours, boss.”
“Thanks, Luke. Why don't you and Malachi go back to the ship and assure your mother I'm all right? Otherwise, she'll have security scouring the planet for me. I'll signal you when to come back.”
Luke pulled a scope from his pocket and ran it up and down Giuliana's body. “Let's have the camera.”
Outraged, she looked over at Timothy. He was standing with his arms folded and an amused smile on his face. Reaching into the top of her gown with a sigh, she pulled out the miniature camera and handed it over. “Give him the other one,” ordered Timothy.
“What do you mean?”
He unsnapped her massive gold bracelet and gave it to Luke. “You'll get your property back when you leave. Since it's obviously expensive, you'd probably prefer that I take it now rather than toss it overboard later. For your information, I knew about this the last time. But it suited my purposes not to do anything about it.”
“What's next? Rape?”
“Hardly. I already told you, love. We have unfinished business and I just wanted to make sure there'd be no more interruptions or distractions.”
“You've gone to all this trouble just to talk to me?”
Timothy signaled to Luke and Malachi, who jumped back into the transport. Then he pulled the unwilling Giuliana toward the gangway. Once on board, he pointed below and headed up to the bridge. As Giuliana watched, the gangway slid neatly back into the dock, then the warehouse wall rolled closed. The yacht moved silently away from its mooring, headed out of the harbor and toward the open sea. Once they were beyond the last of the shoreline's lights, Timothy set the craft on autopilot and came down from the bridge. “I don't know about you but I'm getting out of this monkey suit. You'll find a change of clothes in the cabin to the left of the salon.”
When Giuliana emerged in the white silk shirt, tan doeskin pants and leather sandals she found there, Timothy was waiting in the main salon. He'd changed from his formal eveningwear to a baggy white cotton shirt and pants and his tanned feet were bare. He handed her an icy glass. “That's better, isn't it?” As she nodded, he picked up his own drink. Then he went over to a comfortable looking sofa and put his feet up. “Sit.”
She took a gulp of the champagne and obeyed. Now what?
Timothy drained his glass and set it on a nearby table. “Now nothing. You can do whatever you want because I'm going to take a nap. You can read a book, walk around the deck, listen to music, run a video or watch me sleep. If you're hungry, there are plenty of snacks. Take your pick.” He turned on his side with a sigh and closed his eyes.
“You don't even want to talk?”
“Later. It's been one hell of a day and I want to get some rest. Wake me in about an hour, then we'll talk.”
“Well! I must say,” she huffed, “if that doesn't beat all! Timothy, you have more nerve....” She heard his quiet even breathing and realized she was talking to herself. Idly she wondered if the redhead and her anchorman had gotten together as Timothy had suggested. If she'd read the triple-divorcee right, the predatory bitch was consoling her erstwhile lover right now. He had those black pearls in his pocket after all and a dinner reservation at Pierre's. Not to mention that stupid diamond ring waiting in the bottom of the champagne glass.
Timothy not only wasn't the type to place a diamond ring in the bottom of a champagne glass, he didn't seem romantic at all. Even though Giuliana wasn't used to having her dates go to sleep on her, when he did it, she didn't feel offended. But if she ever tried to tell anyone about this, they'd never believe her. The hors d'oeuvres looked delicious. Suddenly famished, she grabbed a crested porcelain plate and loaded up. Taking the food and a refilled glass of champagne, she went above and settled in a comfortable lounge chair in the bow. She ate the hors d'oeuvres and drank the champagne. After that, she stayed there contentedly, listening to the wind and the waves.
How long Timothy had been looking down at her, she didn't know. With a start, she realized she had been asleep.
“You must have been tired too.” Then he sighed. “At times, I have to get away from it all and empty my mind of everything. On Seira, I have a small cabin in the western desert where I go to be alone. I spread a blanket on the ground and lie there looking up at the stars. They're like a field of flowers and they hang so low over the horizon, I feel as if I can reach out and touch them. Or even pluck one if I so desire.” He turned away and leaned his hands on the railing. “My father wants me to be a king with all that entails. He forgets that when he was my age, he wandered carefree among the stars, traveling from one system to another as his whim took him. At least he did until he got caught up by his destiny. My father's a prisoner of his own success and he can't make the slightest move without dozens of people knowing about it. My mother says I'm the most like him of all his sons. That's why there's so much conflict between us.”
“I can understand that,” reflected Giuliana. “It's like that with my father and my oldest brother. His father was the Aretzan ambassador to Nublis and my grandmother was a member of the Nublian nobility. Come to think of it, she's called Alyssa like the Princess. I find that interesting. It's not a common name, even on Nublis.”
“So you're part Nublian,” mused Timothy. “Did you know the Nublians and Seirans spring from the same root and that both Imperial families come from the same line? There's a saying that anyone with Nublian blood will always feel it calling them home and they'll never be happy as long as they're away from their native planet. Maybe, that's why you're so restless. Nublis is calling to you and you don't even realize it.”
Rising to her feet, she went to stand beside him at the railing. He put his arm around her waist and smiled down at her. “This is more like it.”
They stayed there companionably for a while, looking out at the moonlit sea. Finally she turned to him. “I can't help it, Timothy. I think I love you.”
Almost of their own volition, his arms went around her. “You just think you do?”
Giuliana began playing with one of the buttons on his shirt. “Oh, I don't know which end is up any more. You can't be the right one. It would never work.”
“How can you possibly tell till you've tried it?”
“I know what your family thinks of me,” she wailed, “especially your mother.”
Timothy looked around. “I see no one here but me. I think you're just fine.”
The wind had come up and clouds scudded across the face of the moon. He sniffed the air. “A storm's about to blow up and I'd best get up to the bridge. It's time to turn around and head in.”
Disappointment wrenched at Giuliana. He's playing with my head again. That's what he does when a person gets too close. He backs off and plays games with their emotions.
Do I? Timothy wondered. Am I the one pulling back? No, dammit! I'm not going to this time. Grabbing Giuliana, he turned her face up toward his and kissed her long and hard. To his surprise and gratification, her arms tightened around his neck and her mouth opened. Finally, he let her go and they stood clinging to one another as a sudden squall came up. Rain hissed down, soaking the deck. The yacht turned into the wind and a wave hit them squarely through the rail. Steadying Giuliana with one hand and hanging on to the rail with the other, Timothy laughed out loud.
In the shelter of his encircling arm and at one with the raging elements, Giuliana was caught up in his surging exhilaration. When the yacht dipped into a sudden trough and bucked beneath her feet, she turned her face up to the howling wind. Raindrops trickled down her nose and she savored them on her tongue. When Timothy bent his head and again fastened his mouth on hers, there was no question of his urgency. Now she knew without a doubt he was the right man.
As suddenly as it had come up, the squall disappeared. The wind died down, the waves grew smaller and the sea calmed again. Timothy's grip loosened. Staggering slightly, Giuliana grabbed the rail. “I guess we can stay out awhile longer,” he said, “but we need to go below and get out of these wet clothes. There should be a couple of robes in the cabin.”
“Which one?”
“Mine. I have plenty of towels and nice soft blankets as well.”
“And a big bed?”
“A very big bed.”
She giggled. “What are we waiting for? Let's go try it out!”
And so they did while the wheel above them turned automatically and the yacht ploughed obediently on through the remainder of the night.

Chapter 3—Nirvana
To Hoya's considerable relief, Jonah's tests and studies had proved neither painful nor invasive and they'd parted friends. Hoya became a special pet of both Imperial families during his recuperation and they were sorry to see him go. Especially Julian's teenage granddaughters who happily took turns stroking his gold-edged feathers and listening to him croon.
Thanks to the special nectar, the fractures healed incredibly fast and the ship had left for Aretz less than two weeks after Adrian and Alyssa's wedding. Timothy's older brother Nathan was the King of Seira's southern ocean kingdom, Ophir. On his return from the celebrations on Nublis Nathan and his wife Ariel had made a special point of visiting Hoya's parents to give them news of their child. The video they sent was now among her most treasured possessions.
After their arrival at Parisia, things had not gone so well. Were it not for Nona, Hoya wasn't sure she would have survived her first gender change at all. What was it Mama had said? ‘Out there, you'll have to go through it all alone. There'll be no one to keep you company until the strangeness has worn off.’
She was so right.
For the first few days, Hoya kept bursting into tears and she would sit sobbing at her console devoutly hoping no one would notice. Of course, they had and even the captain was growing impatient with her. It wouldn't have been so bad if they'd been traveling because she would have had more to do. But they were parked at Aretz's main spaceport for the foreseeable future and outside an hour or so of maintenance each day, she had no other duties.
Nona instantly assessed the situation and took the little navigator under her wing.
Except for her annoying habit of eating the evidence, Hoya was unsurpassed as a bug inspector. The employees of Nona's chain of restaurants and food malls on Aretz soon became accustomed to the sight of the little Aeolian in her shining coat of blue feathers alongside their boss on one of her lightning-fast tours.
Hoya's main problem was she had fallen hopelessly in love with Timothy. If he came anywhere near her, her feathers would tinge with gold and she would make soft sounds deep in her throat. Timothy hadn't known what to make of it. Finally, he began treating Hoya like the little sister he'd never had. Elon loaned him the chip that had come with her supplies and he studied it at length.
For some reason, the flora and fauna on Hoya's isolated tropical island had evolved differently from that of anywhere else on Seira. There were flesh eating flowers, fish that walked on land, giant frogs that flew and, of course, Hoya's people, the Aeolians.
When they were forced into the deepest recesses of the jungle by the Plutarchs’ persecution and threatened with extinction, the gentle Aeolians deliberately turned themselves into feathered hermaphrodites via surgery and selective breeding. That way, they could blend into their environment and ensure the survival of their race. For almost a thousand years, they managed to defy the Plutarchs, preserve their culture, and remain safely hidden in their jungle homes without any supplies or outside help. However, they remained in contact with the outside world. When their outdated communications equipment picked up word of his revolt against the Plutarchs, the Aeolians sent delegates to Timothy's father offering their services. While he was totally charmed by these gentle, feathered people, Ephraim found no way to use them until years later when their unique navigational skills came to his attention. Then he established a special school in his capital city of Giulliam and recruited some of the Aeolians’ young into a pilot program in his intergalactic fleet.
Elon was the first Seiran captain to use an Aeolian navigator. Now, thanks to him, they were in high demand throughout the Synod. Nona resisted the idea until she found out about the Aeolians’ insect-catching abilities. Then all had been forgiven.
Insects on starships were the plague of the universe. Resistant to every spray known to man, they had not only adapted to the spaceship environment but actually thrived on it. Then Julian's genius son-in-law, Zachary Fortier, developed the zap ray. The zap ray was great except for one thing. In order to vaporize it, the ray had to physically hit the bug.
When it came to insects, the Aeolians had supernatural hearing and vision and they couldn't get enough of them. As long as Hoya was on board, the ship was bug-free. The moment she left, they all came out of hiding again.
Dathan snaked one of the vials of nectar from Hoya's medical pack and slipped it into his pocket. His orders were to take it to a certain locker at the spaceport and open it with the key that had been provided. Then he was to take the money, leave the vial in its place and mail the key to a certain address.
Easy enough, especially for what he was being paid. That overgrown, bug-eating, bird-headed navigator would never know the difference.
It had been bad enough having a black captain but now there was this interspecies thing as well. Even the Trade Ambassador, for all his normal looks, was from a different race and he palled around with that bird-headed navigator and the black dudes as if he was one of them. Dathan yearned for the good old days when everyone knew their place and stuck with their own kind. There had been none of this mixing and matching of different species and he had certainly never had to put up with bugs at the dinner table.
As far as women were concerned, there ought to be a law. Up until a couple of weeks ago, Hoya had been chasing every girl in sight and catching a lot of them too. Then he suddenly turned female and completely changed. The way it was explained to the crew, his species went through this kind of gender swap every six months. The executive officer announced that Hoya, now she was a girl, would be spending her spare time with the captain's wife, Nona, and the female members of the crew. Besides being confusing, the whole thing was enough to turn any decent red-blooded Aretzan male's stomach.
Just as Dathan left her cabin with the stolen vial of nectar, Hoya came down the hallway. When he said, “Hello,” she gave him a slightly puzzled look because she knew he disliked her. Humming to herself, she found the book that she had come for and tucked it under her arm.
Grabbing some of her special dried mix from a bowl on the dresser, she remembered Timothy's reaction when he tried a sample, and smiled. “Hey, this is interesting! A little peppery, but good!” When she told him what the peppery taste was, he promptly turned green and bolted for the bathroom.
To her relief, she was beginning to feel better and her crying jags had become less frequent. She had finally recognized her yearning for Timothy as a hopeless fantasy and begun looking around for more attainable targets. Several members of the crew found her attractive and she'd spent more than one pleasant moonlit evening allowing some eager swain to stroke her feathers. Since she was still shy about sex, things never progressed any further than that.
* * * *
Three hours after Dathan delivered it to the spaceport locker, Felix de Morel rotated the small vial in the light. He watched the viscous amber-colored liquid coat its glistening sides and let go again. All he'd needed was one taste and he knew instantly what a treasure he had.
First, there had been that odd tale from a loose-lipped medical attendant on Nublis about some strange little birdman in the temple clinic and the nectar which brought him back from the dead. Later that same night, the attendant had been found floating in the harbor with his throat cut. Even though he'd ordered the killing, Felix initially dismissed the story as nothing more than fanciful bar talk. Until he'd seen a report on the interplanetary news about a royal wedding and a parrotlike creature which saved the bride from an assassination attempt and almost died in the process. An account about Aeolian navigators followed along with a story about one of them saving a ship from certain disaster after its automatic guidance systems failed.
At first, Felix thought the accompanying picture was some type of parrot until he looked again. Intrigued, he hooked into the SynoNet, dialed up all the information he could find about Aeolia, and there it was. The fabled nectar and a valiant people who'd risked extinction to preserve its secret. This was the legendary Nirvana for which an entire people had been prepared to die. There had been whispers about such an elixir for centuries but no one was sure it really existed. To humans, Nirvana was the most addictive substance in the known universe but it didn't seem to affect Aeolians at all. They appeared to be the only species in the entire Synod who could safely use the nectar without becoming hopelessly hooked.
Aeolia. Even the name had an exotic ring to it.
Now he, the crime-lord Raphael and purveyor extraordinaire of the illicit and forbidden not only held this rarest of all essences in the palm of his hand but he knew from whence it came. He turned the glistening vial in the light and smiled. This ultimate high for the rich and famous was going to make him yet another fortune.
Like most major drug dealers', Felix de Morel's network of spies operated in and around the major spaceports. Since they were subject to less scrutiny than the Trade League's merchant vessels and common carriers, he found the luxurious private cruisers of the Seiran and Nublian Imperial fleets especially useful. Smuggling was a major part of his business and more than a few of his people crewed public and private ships: including Elon's. On her regular beat near Nublis’ busy Cyrenia Spaceport, one of Felix's girls overheard a drunk's loud complaints about Elon's Aeolian navigator. He was holding forth to all and sundry about the interspecies and racial mixing aboard his ship. Mindful of her boss's orders, she picked up the loudmouth. During their ensuring pillow talk, she not only elicited useful information about the Aeolian but managed to recruit the man himself into Raphael's shadowy network.
If any nectar remained, reasoned Felix, it would have to be in this Hoya's medical pack. The Aeolian would undoubtedly have replenished his supplies before the ship left for Aretz.
He originally considered having-what was his name?—Dathan?—steal all the vials but instantly abandoned the idea when he realized they'd be missed right away. If only one was gone.... Then he had a thought. Making up duplicates filled with a similar dark honey shouldn't be difficult. They could then be safely substituted for the originals in all the Aeolians’ packs ensuring him a regular supply of Nirvana with no one the wiser.
He'd already hinted to the fabulously wealthy widow of an Andromedan mining magnate that he might have something special for her in the near future. When he mentioned what it might be, she offered him a sum that boggled his imagination.
He happily worked up the numbers. This one vial alone would account for at least a thousand diluted doses and there were twenty more in Hoya's pack. With thirty Aeolian navigators in the various interplanetary fleets and twenty vials per pack, that added up to six hundred thousand hits.
Now those were figures, reflected Felix, he could live with very well.
* * * *
In her cabin, Hoya counted the vials again and rechecked the count against the inventory sheet. There was definitely one missing and she knew she hadn't taken it. Once out of the clinic and on her feet again, she hadn't needed to.
This was the situation most feared by the Aeolians. Humans had no idea how dangerous Nirvana could be, or why. Those same properties which made Nirvana a lifesaving elixir for Aeolians were deadly to anyone else. The jungle flowers from which the pollen for Nirvana came were so violently toxic, their scent alone was enough to kill the strongest man. Even after the pollen was processed into honey some toxins still remained.
Nirvana was so addictive to humans, one dose was enough to hook the victim for life. A very few drops would produce the most incredible sensations of ecstasy and euphoria to a degree unmatched by any other drug. Unlike addicts to other substances, the Nirvana junkie could never build up a tolerance. A long-time user would experience the same incredible high from their last dose as their first. With no known antidote or cure, an addict's only escape was death. If a human began using Nirvana as a recreational drug, in however diluted a form, they would sicken and die within a year of their first dose. Long before the appearance of any visible symptoms of illness, the mucous membranes in a Nirvana addict's system would become so poisonous as to make sex with them fatal. Death for an addict's partner would normally ensue within twenty-four hours after contact.
Nirvana might be a drug dealer's dream but it could become society's worst nightmare.
Pack in hand, Hoya started out the door to notify the captain. She found her path blocked by the same man she'd encountered earlier. “Let me by. I have to go see the captain.”
He noted the supply pack. “I don't think so. Let's go back into your cabin, Miss Hoya. You and I are going to have a little chat.”
As she opened her mouth to scream, he clamped his hand over it. Easily lifting her small body, he carried her back inside. With his hand over her mouth, Dathan glanced around the cabin. He shoved her onto the bunk, holding her down with his elbow while he dragged a handkerchief from his pocket. After he gagged her, he looked around for something to tie her with. Hoya didn't wear clothes or any kind of ornamentation and he could see nothing suitable. Finally, he sighed and unbuckled his belt with one hand. Awkwardly, he tugged off one of the pillowcases, dropped her into it feet first and wound the belt around it several times. It would have to do until he could get back with some rope.
He tossed the struggling Hoya back on the bunk and pulled a sheet over her small form. “I'll be right back. In the meantime, don't you go anywhere or do anything I wouldn't. Because, little one, you and I have a date.”
Agonizing minutes later, he returned with a coil of rope and a small suitcase into which he had drilled a number of holes.
After whipping the sheet off the still struggling Hoya, he looked back and forth from her to the suitcase several times. Satisfied, he removed her from the pillowcase. Holding her down on the bunk with one knee, he deftly tied her hands behind her back, then wound a length of rope around her ankles and knees. He flipped her over, trussed her arms to her sides, checked the gag to make sure it was tight and placed her in the suitcase. He smiled down into her huge black eyes. “You look quite comfortable in there, little lady. If I say so myself, it's a perfect fit.”
As the suitcase lid snapped down, shutting out the light, Hoya reached out with her mind. "Timothy, if you're anywhere on the ship, come and help me! Please! I'm in my cabin and I'm being kidnapped! Timothee! Somebody! Help me!"
But Timothy was far away on the yacht with Giuliana and no one else could hear her.
Whistling between his teeth, Dathan took the rest of the vials from Hoya's pack and stowed them in his pockets. After checking the cabin for valuables and finding none, he picked up the suitcase. Then he opened the door and poked his head around it.
The passageway was deserted.
Just as he reached the dock leading to the spaceport concourse, Dathan met Elon who was returning from a meeting with the harbormaster. When he saw the captain, he hefted the suitcase and grinned. “I've got a hot date and a weekend pass. I'll see you in a couple of days, Captain.”
Faintly, Elon could hear Hoya's voice calling, over and over, "Please help me!” 
He looked around, puzzled, but could see no sign of her. He thought, I must be imagining things, then returned his crewman's salute. “Have a good time and don't be late getting back.”
Out in the concourse, Hoya's captor went to one of the public visi-phones. He punched in a number and waited. “This is an emergency. I have a package to deliver to Raphael.” He gave the number of the terminal he was using and hung up.
Within a minute, it chimed.
He picked it up. “I have the rest of the merchandise and the navigator. You will? Red transport, west entrance. I'm on my way. Wait! There'll be a price adjustment. Since this is the last delivery, you can double it, you son-of-a-bitch! Otherwise, they go in the river!”
As her captor picked up the suitcase and swung it back and forth, a wave of nausea washed over Hoya. Oh, Mama. You were right. I should never have left home. If I ever get out of this, I'm heading straight back to Aeolia and never leaving again! 
She reached into Dathan's mind and what she found there chilled her to the depths of her being. He had just sold her and the Nirvana to the most ruthless drug dealer in the entire Synod. A shadowy figure named Raphael, he was the stuff of nightmares. He would kill without a second thought and was rumored to have murdered his own mother. Even if this monster knew everything there was to know about the horrors of Nirvana addiction, he would go ahead and distribute it anyway.
When her kidnapper reached the red transport, he handed over the suitcase and the vials and received a fat envelope in exchange. Just as he turned away, a gun appeared in the open window of the transport. It spat several times and Dathan threw up his hands and fell. A black-clad figure darted out of the transport, picked up the envelope from where it lay next to the body and jumped back in.
Before the door fully closed, the transport streaked away from the curb and merged with the traffic going toward the city.
Hoya heard the locks of the suitcase unsnap and the lid lifted. She blinked several times to adjust her eyes to the light, then saw a face looking down at her. Quite the handsomest man she had ever seen, he appeared quite young. As he gave her an angelic smile, she took in his deep-blue eyes, finely chiseled features and dark wavy hair.
His lightly accented tenor voice matched his extraordinarily beautiful looks. “Ah. So you are an Aeolian! One of the Seiran navigators, I presume. I apologize for the gross maltreatment you've received and I can assure you the perpetrator has been severely punished. As soon as we've reached our destination I promise you'll be much more comfortable. I'm your host, the Count Felix de Morel, and a long-time admirer of your people and their culture.”
Charmed, I'm sure, thought Hoya, whose feathers had turned deep crimson. If you're such an admirer of mine, dammit, why don't you just let me out of here?
Reaching into the suitcase, Felix checked Hoya's gag. He turned her expertly on her side and tightened it. Then he flipped her back and snapped the lid shut again. “There's a road block ahead,” he snapped. “Have the usual bribes ready.”
You're not a nice man at all, fumed Hoya. Admirer of my people indeed! Hah!
The vehicle stopped, moved forward, then stopped again. The suitcase was picked up and set down. When the lid opened, she found herself looking up at the Count. As he lifted her from the suitcase and set her on a large soft bed, he appeared concerned. “I hope he didn't hurt you too badly. Your crimson color tells me you're very upset and I can't say I blame you. Now, let's see. Child size should do.” He loosened her bonds and snapped something around each of her ankles.
Hoya lifted her feet and looked.
“They're the smallest, lightest shackles available. The cuffs are padded to keep them from chafing.”
When he snapped a set of cuffs onto her wrists, she saw they were attached to slender chains leading to somewhere below the bed.
Finally, he loosened the gag and removed it. Hoya's mouth was dry and she worked her jaw back and forth, trying to get the soreness out of it. “Where am I?”
The Count sat on the edge of the bed. Then he put his arm under her shoulders and helped her sit up. He poured a glass of water from the carafe beside the bed and she took it gratefully. “You're on my estate just outside the city. And now it's your turn. Please tell me your name, your gender and your age.”
She ruffled her crimson feathers indignantly. “My name is Hoya. I just turned female and I'm eighteen years old. What do you think you're doing keeping me here like this? I never did anything to you. I don't even know you and I can't begin to imagine what possible interest you could have in me.”
The Count appeared unoffended. “In the first place, you're an Aeolian and I've never had a chance to study one this closely before. Secondly, you know rather more than you should about my interest in Nirvana. Thirdly, I like you. Also you may come in useful somewhere down the line as a bargaining chip. I sincerely hope so. I would rather not dispose of you if I can avoid it. You belong to an endangered species and I'm a devout believer in conservation.”
Hoya's breath caught in her throat. “You'd actually kill me?”
Felix shrugged. “It's what I normally do, once my hostage's usefulness is over.”
“You've done this sort of thing before?”
“I do it all the time. It's a necessary part of my business and in an organization like mine, order and discipline are very important. Besides that, I despise loose ends. Much as I like you, Hoya, sentiment doesn't enter into it.”
“Ooh, you're pretty cold-blooded.”
“Not really. Left to myself, I'm rather a kind person and I try to alleviate suffering wherever I can. But crime has been my family's business for generations. I inherited it from my father along with my title and estates. Things like this go with the territory.”
“Like kidnapping and murder?”
“If you want to put it that way, yes. Ah, I see the color of your feathers is settling down. You know you're quite charming looking. That iridescence is most unique and very pretty. Do you mind if I touch you?”
As he gently began stroking her face and running his long fingers down her upper arms, Hoya responded despite herself.
“You like that, I see.”
Oh, dear, thought Hoya, I really should tell him to stop, but it feels so good! The last rosy tinge had disappeared from her feathers. They resumed their normal shade of blue and the tips were showing a very slight tinge of gold.
When Felix felt something on her arm, he stopped. “What happened to you?”
“It was broken. I had some other fractures too and not so long ago.”
“Poor little Hoya. Who would do such a thing?”
“Some people fell on top of me and I got squashed. The doctor used the nectar to make me well.”
“You took that stuff straight and you're not addicted?”
“Aeolians can but humans can't. The nectar's very dangerous especially in the wrong hands.” Hoya spotted a black beetle running along the carpet by the Count's foot. Like lightning, she grabbed and put it in her mouth. “Mmm! That's good. You seem to have a plentiful supply of bugs so there'll be plenty for me to eat. Do you have any cockroaches? I like the giant ones the best.”
The Count went a little green. “I thought you lived on the nectar.”
“Only when I'm sick. The rest of the time I eat insects, raw fish, nuts, grains and fruit. I can eat regular food but I prefer bugs.”
As one of his men appeared in the bedroom's doorway, Felix looked up. “Yes? What is it?”
“The police are downstairs. They said something about a bird and they're canvassing the entire area.”
Before she could react, Felix grabbed Hoya. Then he wound the gag around her mouth and tied it firmly. “Don't touch that, and don't you so much as twitch while I'm gone. If you do, you're going right back in that suitcase. Do I make myself clear?” As the terrified Hoya nodded, the Count told his man, “Stay here and keep an eye on her. She's really too small to give you any trouble, but if she tries anything....” He looked pointedly at her and drew his forefinger across his throat.
She shrank back and turned gray. He really means it! Oh, Mama! If I get out of this, I'm coming right home!"
The time passed slowly. Mindful of what Felix had said, Hoya didn't move a muscle. The Count finally returned and took his man aside. Glancing at Hoya from time to time, he talked with him in a low voice. Oh, no! They're going to kill me after all and he's telling him what to do with the body! Timotheee! Where are you?
Felix approached the bed and removed Hoya's gag. “I had no idea you moved in such exalted circles and it seems I have myself a bargaining chip after all. Obviously, we are going to have to take very good care of you, young lady. You're much more valuable alive than dead.”
The Count's man came back with some robes over his arm and a couple of masks in his hand. Another carried in video equipment which he began to set up at the foot of the bed.
What's he talking about? she wondered.
The Count tossed her a tabloid. “Here! Hold this up so the date and front page headline are visible!” He slipped a robe over his head and put on one of the masks. Lifting her from the bed, he set her on her feet and went to stand behind her with his hands on her shoulders. “Hold it up.”
The camera zoomed in on the newspaper's front page. Then it pulled back to show Hoya and the Count's masked figure behind her. Finally, it pulled back all the way to show the man next to them. He held a vial of Nirvana in one hand and a glittering, razor-sharp knife in the other. He moved toward Hoya and placed the knife against her throat.
“That should get the message across. As soon as it's edited, shoot it out to our contacts on Seira and Nublis. Have them hand-deliver one copy to the Emperor of Seira, another to His Majesty on Nublis. Get the third to her family on Aeolia. Then we'll see what shakes out. We'll give them a ten-day deadline and shoot one of these each day. Bring up some chicken blood and body parts to make tomorrow's more interesting.”
Hoya's knees went weak and she suddenly felt faint. The Count set her back on the bed. “She looks pretty gray. Give me that nectar.” Felix took off his mask and she saw concern in his dark blue eyes. “Honey, we're not really going to hurt you. The blood and chicken guts are just for show. Now drink some of this. It'll make you feel better.”
Hoya burst into tears. “I want to go home!”
The Count sat on the bed and took the tiny navigator in his arms. Then he held her close, stroking her feathers and patting her gently on the back. Hoya's sobs gradually subsided. Her plumage lost its grayish tinge, then deepened into blue. “Sweetheart. I know all about it. Life can be very cruel, especially to a small innocent like you. Believe me, Hoya, I understand how you feel better than you know.”
He should, thought Felix, growing up the way he had. He remembered watching his father slowly cut the throat of the pet dog he'd grown up with from babyhood as though it was yesterday.
It had been his twelfth birthday. His father told him it was part of his training and he'd been required to watch every agonizing moment. If he'd so much as flinched, he would have been beaten within an inch of his life. For every tear he dared shed, another dog would have died in the same manner. “You must learn to kill the thing you love,” snarled his father, “and in the end, you kill love itself!”
As he'd grown older, the lessons had become steadily more cruel until Felix finally learned to be as stone-faced and unfeeling as his father. The business of killing was just that, a business. Ordinary affection was a luxury the de Morels could ill afford.
The Count knew he was going to have to kill Hoya eventually. He'd intended to do so from the beginning. But without his knowing exactly how, this affair had grown into something more than an ordinary kidnapping. His captive's connection to two Imperial families complicated things, but that just meant she'd live a little longer. He would just have to make her death as painless as possible.
With any luck, she'd never see it coming.
He wished he didn't like her so much. Had he known how he was going to feel about her, he would have kept her blindfolded from the start and made sure she heard no voices she could recognize. That way, she would have had a fighting chance of surviving her ordeal. But it was much too late for that. She had seen all their faces. Worse yet, she knew Felix by his real name. Maybe Hoya only had ten days more to live but he saw no reason why she should be miserable during what little time she had left. While he continued to comfort her, he made a mental note to tell the kitchen staff to trap every insect they could find and bring them to her as a daily treat, especially cockroaches.
When Timothy came whistling cheerfully up the dock on the following morning, Elon met him at the door to the main bay.
“Where in the hell have you been? We were looking everywhere for you until Luke and Malachi said you'd gone off with some girl on the yacht. We tried to raise it all night but you never answered.”
“Of course not. Under the same circumstances, neither would you.” When he saw the captain's bleak expression, Timothy instantly sobered. “What's happened?”
“Hoya's been kidnapped and all her vials of nectar are missing.”
“WHAT?”
“One of the crew was found shot to death by the concourse's west entrance last night. From what we've been able to determine, he was the original kidnapper. But no one knows who he gave her to. He was seen talking to someone in a red transport and security got the number. It was stolen and later found abandoned in the main square of the city: clean as a whistle with nary a fingerprint or clue in sight. Security says this has all the earmarks of a professional operation.”
“How did he do it? And why Hoya, of all people?”
“The why, we don't know. As to the how, her kidnapper probably had her in the suitcase he was carrying. The hell of it is, I met him leaving the ship and heard Hoya's voice in my head begging for help. But I couldn't see her anywhere and it never occurred to me she might be in the damn suitcase!” Elon loosed off a string of oaths.
Timothy clenched his fist and pounded it against the wall. “If I'd only been here. She must have been reaching out with her mind, screaming for me. Screaming for anyone. And I wasn't here. If anything happens to her, I'll never forgive myself. I should have been here! Why wasn't I here?”
Elon took him by the shoulders. “Timothy, stop this right now. It wasn't your fault. There's no way you could possibly have known. I heard her begging for help, I looked around for her and she was right there under my nose. How do you think I feel?”
Timothy pulled himself together. “I'm sorry, Elon. You're right. Recriminations and regrets aren't going to get us anywhere. The important thing is how are we going to get her back? You said the nectar's missing as well?”
He stopped and thought for a minute. The nectar! What was it Hoya had said that day? He had to remember. Jonah had just fed her some of the nectar and he'd asked to taste it. He'd taken a little on his finger, put it on his tongue, and it had just about blown him out of his socks. Nirvana, she'd called it and she said it was dangerously addictive. When he asked, "Do the dealers know about this stuff?" her answer was emphatic. "No one knows about it outside Aeolia and I probably shouldn't even have told you."
Drug dealers. If Hoya's kidnapping was a professional operation and the nectar had gone missing along with her.... It had to be. Someone from the clinic must have talked and somehow the story had gotten to the ears of one of the major drug dealers. They had spies everywhere and if Hoya caught her kidnapper stealing the nectar from her pack, he must have taken her with him to shut her up.
Where was she now and was she even still alive? For all her feistiness, Hoya was so tiny and fragile, killing her would be pitifully easy. The kidnapper might even have slain her accidentally and been carrying her corpse in that suitcase. But somehow, Timothy knew Hoya was alive. At least she had been when Elon heard her voice. But she could be anywhere and she might not even be on Aretz any more. Since the kidnapper had put her into a ground transport and it was found abandoned in the city, there was an outside chance she might still be in the area.
Elon echoed his thoughts. “The police canvassed the entire area last night and never found a trace.”
Timothy snorted. “I can imagine how the search went. The police went openly door to door asking people if they'd seen Hoya. Hell, they probably asked the kidnappers themselves. In which case, they're probably still laughing. Who else knows about the nectar?”
“Why? Is it significant?”
“You bet. Hoya's nectar is a rare and powerful narcotic called Nirvana. She told me about it when she was still in the clinic. I put just a fraction of a drop on my tongue. That stuff is strong and I was buzzy for at least a week after I tried it. It's scary stuff and exactly what a major drug dealer would dream of, assuming they could get their hands on it.”
Elon was fascinated. “Go on.”
“Centuries ago, the Plutarchs tried to get the Aeolians to produce Nirvana for them commercially. When they refused, the Plutarchs began to systematically torture and kill them. The few who escaped fled into the jungles. In order to survive, they adapted themselves into what they are today.”
“It seems to me I remember something about that. Thirty years ago, the Aeolians heard about the revolution. At great risk to themselves, they sent a delegation to your father offering their services. He couldn't think of any way to use them. Because they had no safe way of getting back to their island, he sent the delegation up to one of the Trade League's big battlecruisers. They stayed there till the war was over.” Elon chuckled. “I heard about the Aeolians because of their insect-catching abilities. They became a legend throughout the fleet but nothing was ever said about any nectar.”
“According to Hoya, it's been a closely-guarded secret. So much so, most people doubted Nirvana existed at all. If it hadn't been for Hoya's intervention at Adrian's wedding, I would never have known about it.”
“Being the nectar's missing along with Hoya, I think we can safely assume this has something to do with drugs. Especially since it appears that whoever has her is a professional.”
“If the police keep blundering around the way they did last night, we won't have a snowball's chance of getting her back. But I don't think they've killed her. Hoya's a telepath and our minds are somehow linked. If she was dead, I'd know it.”
A crewman came up to Elon and saluted. “I'm sorry to bother you, sir, but a scrambled communication from Seira is coming through on the viewscreen. It's coded urgent and Eyes Only.”
That got Elon's attention. “Come on, Timothy. Let's go to my quarters. I have a hunch this has something to do with Hoya.”
Once they reached his palatial suite, Elon took a descrambler from his pocket. When he pointed it at the viewscreen, Ephraim's face appeared.
“What's up, boss?”
The Emperor frowned. “Hoya's been kidnapped and I'm about to show you a video that was delivered to me a few minutes ago. Emperor Janus on Nublis got one too. So did Hoya's parents. It's pretty self-explanatory.”
Ephraim's image was replaced by one of a man in a black mask that completely covered his face and head. A deep voice said, “Greetings, Your Majesty. I trust I find you well. My name is Raphael. Like you, I'm an interplanetary trader of sorts. We each have something the other wants. Allow me to show you mine.” The black mask faded and a close-up appeared of a tabloid newspaper. “Please note the date and headline.”
The camera pulled back and Hoya's face looked at them from the screen. Her hands held up the tabloid and Timothy could see her feathers had a grayish tinge. “Dammit, she's terrified!”
The camera pulled back again to reveal a masked figure in black robes directly behind Hoya with its hands resting on her tiny shoulders. “This is what I have to trade. Now, let me show you what I want in return.” As the figure lifted one hand and pointed, the camera zoomed in on a dramatically lit crystal vial on a pedestal. The contents glowed deep golden brown. “This is Nirvana. A rare and wonderful essence found only on the island of Aeolia in Seira's southern seas.”
The vial faded from the screen to be replaced by a close-up of Hoya's face. “Now, I have no desire whatsoever to hurt this tiny, delicate creature. She's actually quite charming and an interesting conversationalist, to say the least.”
They heard a deep chuckle. “Some of her eating habits are a little strange but that's part of her appeal, isn't it, Your Majesty?”
Sensing what was coming next, Timothy clenched his fists.
A second masked figure stood near the first. In one hand it held a vial similar to the one shown in the close-up and in the other was a knife. The blade glittered as he turned it back and forth. He moved close to Hoya and placed it against her throat. “As you can see, Your Majesty, in one of my associate's hands is a vial of Nirvana.” The voice paused for dramatic effect. “In the other is Hoya's life.”
As the camera moved into a close-up of the knife, Timothy drew in a deep breath and held it. He sensed Elon doing the same.
Hoya's image faded to be replaced by the masked face again. “There you have it, Your Majesty. You want Hoya and I want a supply of Nirvana. A simple business transaction, nothing more. Tomorrow, you'll receive another video with more specific suggestions as to how we might accomplish the exchange to everyone's satisfaction. Needless to say, any attempt to recover Hoya could hurt her badly and you don't really want to do that, do you, Your Majesty?”
The video ended and Ephraim's face reappeared. “In my opinion, they'll kill Hoya anyway and I already have an idea who Raphael is. He's a seasoned professional and the most successful drug dealer in the known universe, if not all history. Thanks to his connections, he's virtually untouchable by ordinary means. This man not only corrupts people, he's been known to buy entire governments.”
“Who is he?”
“Count Felix de Morel.”
“Oh, come on, Dad! Felix de Morel's just a kid. He's barely twenty if that. It's not possible.”
“That's what you think, but it's true. The de Morel family has a dark, blood-soaked history and Felix is the latest in a long line of interplanetary criminals. My guess is he's Raphael and, Timothy, he's extremely dangerous. Reportedly, he has witch blood and some strange powers. I want you to be ultra-careful in any dealings you have with him. Felix wouldn't think twice about putting you in Hoya's place and given half a chance, he'll do it. He wants a supply of Nirvana and will stop at nothing to get it.”
“Are you saying you're just going to let him kill Hoya?”
“He's going to kill her anyway. Giving Felix de Morel a supply of Nirvana would lead to a disaster of major proportions and I'm not going to do it. We'll string this out for as long as we can on the off chance we can find Hoya and rescue her. But I'd say her chances right now are slim to none.”
“What if it were me in that video? Would you say the same thing?”
“Yes, I would.”
“Then I'm just going to have to find her myself.”
“Somehow, I thought you'd say that. This is why I told you about Felix de Morel. He has an estate called La Chasse. It's about five miles from where you are. I suspect that's where she is. Elon, I want you and your sons to help Timothy any way you can. I'm putting my entire security force and all my resources on Aretz at your disposal. Janus has ordered Nublis's Archon Intelligence to do the same.”
“Thanks, Dad.”
“Just remember what I said. Felix de Morel is nobody's fool and he's extremely dangerous. That estate of his is well guarded and his mansion has many secret rooms. Hoya has nothing to lose. To all intents and purposes, she's dead anyway. You, my son, are another story. Elon, if the situation becomes hopeless, I'm counting on you to pull Timothy out. There's no sense in giving Felix another hostage.”
Elon saluted the screen. “I understand, boss, and we'll report back to you the minute we know anything.”
“I'm counting on it and I wish I could be there with you. I'll give your best to your mother, Timothy.” Ephraim's image disappeared and the viewscreen was blank again.
Elon clicked off the descrambler. “It seems we have our marching orders. What now?”
Timothy frowned. “I'm going to get some sleep. Now I have an idea where Hoya is, I think I know how to get to her without the Count de Morel knowing anything about it. In the meantime, why don't you touch bases with Archon Intelligence and our own security guys? We're about to throw a surprise party and Felix de Morel is going to be our guest of honor.”
The bedroom door opened and Felix came in. Hoya was at the table reading a book and he watched her for a few minutes. Then she realized he was there and looked up. He smiled and held out a covered bowl. “I brought you something from the kitchens. Knowing you, you're hungry.”
Hoya looked in the bowl. “Yum! Cockroaches! They're nice big ones too. Thanks, Felix.”
As she fished around for a likely candidate, the Count moved closer to her and began gently stroking her back. She made a soft sound in her throat, shivered slightly and ruffled her feathers. “Mmm. You know all the right spots.”
He noted with some amusement that her plumage was turning bright gold. Because of his research into the Aeolians’ history and culture, he knew exactly what that meant. Hoya wouldn't be the first of his kidnap victims to fall for him but she was certainly the most unique. He was finding he enjoyed her company. His hands moved from her back to her arms, lingered there for a while and began caressing her throat and breast.
“Do you love me?” she asked.
The Count hesitated. “As much as I've ever loved anybody.”
“I love you, Felix. That's despite the fact you're going to kill me.”
He dropped his hands to his sides and just looked at her. “What makes you think that?”
“I don't just think it. I know it. I'm a telepath and I can read your mind. You're just trying to make my last days as pleasant as possible.”
Felix's eyes widened. “And you still love me?”
Hoya put up a small hand and touched his face. “Love isn't exactly a voluntary thing, you know. It's something that either happens or it doesn't, and this isn't just physical lust. You're a very special person, Felix, and I can sense certain places within you where you've learned not to go. Who taught you so carefully to deny your loving nature? Your father?”
He looked into her brilliant, dark eyes. Depthless, they put him in mind of an underground lake he'd once seen. A black mirror that stretched seemingly forever swallowing the fitful light like a hungry ghost. “Is there anything about me you don't know?”
“Not much.”
Hoya fished another hapless cockroach from the bowl and disposed of it. “You're your father's creation and he did his level best to turn you into a monster. When he caught your mother with her lover, he made you execute her, didn't he? Her lover too.”
Felix sighed. “I shot them on my sixteenth birthday: not one of the happiest days of my life. Father was pleased though. He called me a chip off the old block and presented me with a black stallion as a reward. I was tried as a juvenile and pleaded temporary insanity. The courts gave me a couple of years’ probation. They released me into my father's custody and expunged the record when I reached eighteen.”
“Then you killed your father?”
Evidently a happier memory. “I was more careful that time. I booby-trapped the stairs one night and called to him from the hall below. He broke his neck in the fall but wasn't quite dead when I reached him. I looked straight into his eyes and finished the job. He knew exactly what I'd done and died cursing me. As I sped his soul into the pit where it belonged, I cursed him back.”
“How old where you?” Hoya's voice was gentle.
“I'd just turned nineteen. By then, I knew enough about the family businesses to take over. When a couple of my uncles had other ideas, I dispatched them to join their ancestors too. Word got around and I didn't have any more trouble.” He looked at her, puzzled. “You're such a gentle innocent, Hoya. How come this doesn't bother you?”
“You don't know much about birds, do you, Felix? If you did, you wouldn't ask that question.” She ruminated over another cockroach. “I hunt and kill living things all the time because it's my nature. The main difference is you don't eat your victims and I don't get to know mine on a first-name basis before I kill them. But you do, don't you, Felix?”
“Usually, but not always. I also do contract kills from time to time if the money's good enough. You know, Hoya, I've never met anyone quite like you. You seem able to accept me just as I am with no reservations.”
“That's the way love is. Isn't it wonderful?” She looked into the bowl but it was empty. She set it aside with a sigh. “How long have I got?”
“What do you mean? To do what?”
“All right. I'll spell it out for you. How many more days do I have to live?”
“Oh, that. We gave them ten days to come up with the ransom.”
“Oh. What makes you think they'll pay it?”
“Sentiment and their reverence for life.”
“Don't count on it. Either way, I have no more than ten days left to live, do I?”
Felix was honestly regretful. “I wish it could have been some other way. Unfortunately, Hoya, you know too much. The second I opened that suitcase and introduced myself your fate was sealed. You don't know how many times I've wished I hadn't done it. Incidentally, they're coming in soon to make another video. There's going to be some blood this time but it won't be yours. It's just going to look that way to the camera. A couple of agonized screams would help a whole lot.”
“Oh, you mean special effects?” Hoya let out a truly blood curdling screech.
Felix jumped a foot and two of his men hurried into the room. “It's all right. Hoya was just rehearsing.”
When they were alone again, she asked shyly, “Felix? Will you hold me for a while?”
“Of course.”
He beckoned to her. She climbed onto his lap. Then she moved around, made herself comfortable and rested her small head against his chest with a deep sigh. “Ah. That feels good!”
Cradling Hoya in his arms, Felix looked down into her little face. She was tiny and fragile, and so trusting. And he agreed with her, it did feel good. He suddenly realized that what he wanted more than anything else in the world was to stay with her forever, to protect her and keep her safe from harm. Then he was struck by the irony of the whole thing. It was enough to make the very gods themselves laugh. Except he felt more like crying.
Hoya stirred in his arms and quietly crooned in her throat. “Felix, it's all right. Really it is. All we have is today, you know. If we really try, maybe we can make this moment last forever.”
“Oh, Hoya. If we only could.”
She burped and he started laughing in spite of himself. “Excuse me,” she said primly. “It's the cockroaches. I did eat rather a lot of them, you know.”
He shook his head. “What am I going to do with you?”
“Try loving me. It's not as hard as you think.”
The noon rush was over and the restaurant was beginning to empty. A nearby waiter hovered, waiting for Timothy's signal to bring dessert. “Giuliana?"As she played with her wineglass, Timothy took her hand and held it.
“Yes?”
“You keep files at the newspaper on interplanetary celebrities, don't you?”
She opened her eyes wide. “Why do you want to know? As if I couldn't guess.”
“I'm just curious. Have you ever heard of a Count named Felix de Morel?”
“Him? Oh, sure. He shot his mother in cold blood when he was sixteen and got off scot-free. Around tabloid circles, he's known as The Dark Angel. He's handsome and charming as all get out but he gives me the creeps. Whenever Felix attends a social event, things quiet down the moment he walks into the room. While they say he's almost as rich as your father, the source of his money's a mystery. There are whispers but no one will say anything out loud. Why do you want to know about Felix de Morel? Surely there are pleasanter subjects to talk about.”
“I have a reason. It has to do with a transaction for my father. Can you get me a copy of his file?”
“Sure. He's not publicity shy. The Count's a well-known philanthropist with a particular interest in abused children. Animal rights and endangered species run a close second. Felix de Morel is the current darling of the media and he's always receiving some humanitarian award or other. But he still gives me the creeps.”
“You have good instincts. I wonder what Adrian would make of him. The Duke has a sharp eye. I'd be interested in seeing what he'd come up with if he ever did a caricature of him.”
“Caricature? I didn't know Adrian did caricatures. My editor might be interested. Are they any good?”
“They're wickedly funny and much better than the stuff your paper usually runs.”
“Well, the Emperor Julian and his son Cass are doing that benefit concert here next week. Everybody who's anybody will show up. The Duke and Duchess of Ceila are coming too. Some civic group is throwing a special dinner in Adrian's honor to thank him for all the work he's done for the Emperor's foundation. Felix de Morel's on the board so he'll certainly be there. Oh, speaking of which, is there any news about that little bird creature? You know, the one that disappeared. There was one brief story that it was supposedly kidnapped. Then nothing.”
You don't miss much, do you? “Oh, you mean my ship's Aeolian navigator. They're still looking for her but security doesn't say much. She saved Alyssa's life, you know, and almost lost her own in the process.”
It had been three endless days since Hoya's disappearance and two more videos. The second included some graphic torture and Hoya's agonized screams were still echoing in Timothy's head. He would have done just about anything to make them stop and Elon couldn't bear to look. Even his father was beginning to waver about paying the ransom.
When introducing the torture segment, Raphael said he was truly regretful but felt it necessary. He explained it was only because he was familiar with Ephraim's philosophy about never paying ransom and suggested that, in Hoya's case, the Emperor might be willing to make a one-time exception. He'd then gagged Hoya to muffle her screams and the camera had zoomed in to a close-up of her pleading eyes.
Ephraim told Timothy Hoya's parents had almost gone berserk when they'd seen the close-up and he was coming under increasingly heavy pressure from the Aeolians to pay the ransom. There were seven days to go and, try as he might, Timothy could make no tangible connection between the mysterious Raphael and Felix de Morel. The Count was as slippery as an eel and seemingly as clean as the proverbial whistle. He had an entire battery of legal firms to protect his image and every one of Timothy's inquiries had run into a dead end.
Because Julian's son-in-law, Zachary Fortier, had once been kidnapped, Timothy spent several hours talking with him. Zachary said they should insist on concrete assurances from Raphael that Hoya was still alive before paying any ransom. Someone had to talk to her personally and ask a question to which only she would know the answer. He also said it was imperative they insist on a simultaneous exchange. “If he wants the Nirvana that badly, you should be able to dictate some terms of your own.”
On the subject of actually paying the ransom, Zachary agreed with Ephraim. No matter what he did, her kidnappers had no intention of ever letting Hoya go.
Timothy waved away the hovering waiter and Giuliana took one last swallow of coffee. “I'll bring the file to your office and I think I smell a story. However, my paper's very, very careful when it comes to the Count de Morel. He'll sue at the drop of a hat and he has who knows how many judges in his pocket. For someone so young, he's got an awesome amount of power and he doesn't seem shy about using it. If I recall correctly, he's only about twenty-two, if he's even that old.”
“Yeah, I know. But when it comes to evil, he's older than Methuselah. Dad says he may have witch blood and he's probably right.”
“You know, Hoya, when it comes to acting, they ought to give you some kind of an award. I looked at the video later and you even had me going. Thanks to your performance, Ephraim's about to cave on paying the ransom. If I could be really sure you'd never talk, sweetheart, I'd let you go in a minute. But there's too much at stake and the decision's not entirely mine to make.”
“What do you mean?”
Felix sighed. “Like everyone else, I have people I must answer to. My life's on the line every day the same as yours. As long as I produce and can keep my enemies off-center, I'm fine. However, if I drop the ball for so much as a second, I'm dead meat. Mine's an extremely competitive business and there's always some eager space ranger looking to knock me off.”
“That's a terrible way to live.”
“I suppose so, but it's the way things are. Wherever I go, I have people watching my back and other people watching them. Someday, I'll be murdered, just as my father was and his father before him and the hand holding the knife will be the one I'll least expect. I have no friends, Hoya, not a one; but as long as I pay better than anyone else, I'm pretty safe.”
He picked up a square box and handed it to her. “The kitchen's run out of cockroaches so I had these smuggled in from Andromeda. Enjoy.”
Hoya looked inside. Then she squealed and gave Felix a hug. “They're absolutely huge! Would you like to see one?”
When she held up an enormous red cockroach with its antennae waving frantically in the air, Felix recoiled. “Yecch! As fond as I am of you, I find your choice of food absolutely revolting.”
Hoya contemplated the struggling insect. “You eat seafood, don't you?”
“Yes, but at least it's cooked.”
“The raw stuff is much, much better for you because it still has all its nutrients. If I eat too much cooked stuff, my coat goes dull. You know, Felix, you really should do something about your diet. You don't eat nearly enough fruits and vegetables and it's got to be affecting your digestion.”
As she munched on the cockroach and dug around for another one, Felix ruffled her feathers affectionately. Five more days and I'm going to miss her so much. If I thought my life was empty before now it's going to be doubly so. Dammit, I wish there was a way out of this!
The supply of Nirvana he'd gotten from Hoya was almost gone and the clients were virtually beating down his doors in their anxiety for more. A member of one of Nublis's Imperial space crews was delivering more this afternoon and the substitution program was going well. But there was no way he could keep up with the demand.
Personally, Felix despised addicts and he never touched the stuff himself. His dealers were under strict orders never to solicit business from children and more than one had suffered a terrible fate for defying his edict. For someone with as much money as he had, Felix de Morel led an extremely Spartan existence. His tastes were simple and his wants few. He avoided alcohol and had almost no personal vices. But he ruled his dark empire with an iron hand and his drug of choice was power. Because he didn't trust women, when Felix wanted sex he paid for it. He never used the same courtesan twice and they were always told they wouldn't be staying the night.
Someday, he would have to take a wife and beget an heir. But the Count was in no hurry to make a selection from the dozens of young ladies being thrust at him. More often than not, he'd bring a hired courtesan with him to social events just to keep them from bothering him.
After his father killed his dog, Felix had never had another pet. With the exception of the kitchen mousers and his great black horse, there were no domestic pets on his estate.
Until Hoya came into his life, he'd never realized how truly lonely he was. Now he felt as if he was living on a remote mountaintop, completely cut off from all the life below. No one had worried about his diet before, or if they had, they didn't dare tell him. Certainly, no one ever spoke to him as Hoya did. Only the children he met in connection with his charity work looked at him with the same clear gaze. Before Hoya, only the children who accepted him as he was without question or reservation. Everyone else had some sort of hidden agenda and it was up to Felix to figure out what it was.
As he'd long since learned, there was little difference between the denizens of the straight world and the criminal. In his opinion, if anyone was honorable, it was for lack of opportunity.
Most of the time he was right.
One of the few exceptions was Julian, the former Emperor of Nublis. But there was bound to be an exception to every rule. In fact, he considered Julian an anomaly just as he did Ephraim of Seira, otherwise known as Josea.
Ephraim's son Timothy would be at tonight's reception. There, thought Felix, was a young man who would bear watching. He'd toyed with the idea of snatching Timothy because he would far outweigh Hoya as a bargaining chip. But there was witch blood in the Seiran Imperial family and he knew enough about that subject to tread lightly around them.
Timothy's high-handed kidnapping of Giuliana Bainbridge from an earlier reception amused him. He wished he'd been there to see it because it must have livened up an otherwise dull evening. But Felix had had his hands full at that particular moment with Hoya and the Nirvana and even he hadn't figured out how to be in two places at the same time.
“There he is,” said Giuliana.
The Count de Morel was entering the ballroom with a regally beautiful blonde on his arm. As he moved through the crowd, he was eagerly greeted on all sides. Only Timothy noticed the pair of immaculately tailored individuals right behind the Count who were constantly scanning the assembly.
Felix came up to him and extended his hand. “We met at the Emperor Julian's jubilee, then again at the coronation. Congratulations on your appointment, Your Excellency. Maybe one of these days we'll do some business together.”
When Timothy introduced him to Giuliana, the Count's eyes narrowed slightly. Timothy noticed that Felix was watchful and seemed to be appraising every move he made. He tried a mind scan and found it instantly blocked. The Count looked amused but didn't say anything.
Then Timothy felt Felix throw a mind scan at him. He threw up a shield against the intrusion and the Count chuckled.
He turned to the blonde at his side and handed her a large bill. “Why don't you go powder your nose, love?” He looked meaningfully at Giuliana.
“Oh, yes,” she said hastily, “I'll go with you.”
Timothy glanced at his own security and Felix nodded. “You and I need to talk. Is there some place around here that's more private?”
When they were alone, Felix asked, “How long have you known?”
“Known what?”
The Count's voice was mocking. “Oh, come. You came here to find me and I don't think you throw mindscans at just anybody. What were you looking for, Your Excellency? Blue feathers?”
Timothy's fists clenched.
“Hmm. Do you want to help me out or not? I'm in a bind here. I want to give the merchandise back but as things stand now, I can't. At least, not without your help. If I can't give it back....” The Count drew a finger across his throat.
Timothy was so stunned he couldn't think of anything to say.
Felix looked at him impatiently. “I'm trying to negotiate something but our conversation seems a little one-sided. Are you interested in working with me or not?”
“Is this about the Nirvana?”
“Nirvana? This has nothing to do with Nirvana, whatever that is. Let's just say I want to get out from under without getting myself killed in the process. Figuratively speaking, anyway.”
“What do you mean?”
“Just what I said. You're your father's point man on Aretz. I know all about your daily communications and what he told you. He's not planning to pay and, as a matter of fact, he's right. That's not the real price anyway and never was. Show me how I can afford to return the merchandise and it's yours.” The Count stood up. “You've got five days, Your Excellency. The deadline is midnight of the day after Julian's concert. You know where to find me. Now, I'll bid you goodnight.” As he was walking out the door, he turned. “Just tell your father one thing, Timothy. Speech may be silver but silence is golden. In this particular case, a certain type of silence is not only beyond price but it could make the difference between life and death. Think on it.”
I couldn't have made it much clearer, thought Felix, as he beckoned to the waiting blonde and his security men. It just depends on how smart Timothy is. Well, the ball's in his court now. Let's see if he knows enough to play out the rest of the game. With that, he left the reception and walked out into the night.
Timothy stood looking after him. Then he noticed something below Felix's chair. Idly, he picked it up and a cold shock jolted through him.
An iridescent blue feather, the blood on it was fresh.
* * * *
As Timothy played back the recording, the security chief shook his head. “There's nothing here we can use. All you've got is one reference to blue feathers and that's it. He didn't admit to a damn thing. As for the feather under the chair, it's Hoya's all right. But you didn't see him drop it. Incidentally, the blood came from a chicken. But he's given us a message. He wants to give her back without it backfiring onto himself. The real price is her silence and we have five days to think it over. He's Raphael all right but we'll never be able to prove it.” He tapped Giuliana's file on Felix de Morel. “This shows the guy gives a ton of money to good causes and that's all. If you attack him publicly, you're going to bring the wrath of who knows how many groups down on your head. You'll have little old ladies beating you with their canes and small children accusing you of attacking the best friend they ever had. He's got all his bases covered and right now he's laughing at you. There's one thing that's interesting though. He doesn't seem to care about the Nirvana any more. That means he's got another source or he's gone sour on the stuff. He definitely said it's immaterial whether your father pays or not. Raphael just changed the terms and put us in a different ballgame.”
“I agree,” said Elon. “It's almost certain he has Hoya stashed somewhere on his estate but the damn place is a fortress. All his people are personally known to Felix and each other. Bribes aren't feasible because he has an interesting standing order. If an employee of his is offered a bribe, all they have to do is report it and he'll pay them double. Aside from that, de Morel's people are incredibly loyal and most of them worship the ground he walks on.”
“There's another problem,” remarked Timothy. “I've been trying to dreamlink with Hoya but something blocks me every time. There's a shield of some sort and every time I send a dream it bounces back without getting through. Only a witch can do that. De Morel's rumored to have witch blood.”
“He does,” said the security chief, “two generations back. Felix's grandmother was one of what, on Aretz, are called the Old Ones. She left the de Morel estate years ago. No one knows if she's living or not, least of all Felix, but he's definitely inherited her powers. They're different from yours, Timothy, and they say he prefers not to use them unless he has to. For centuries, the de Morel family has worshipped some dark, evil force which watches over them in return. Felix de Morel carries a heavy load for one so young and that's part of it.”
“The more I hear about Felix de Morel,” reflected Timothy, “the more intriguing he sounds. He seems to be caught in a net of evil not of his making, and he seems, for whatever reason, to be trying to save Hoya's life.”
“Oddly enough,” said the security chief, “your father said the same thing. But he went further than that. He called Felix de Morel a walking tragedy with no hope of redemption.”
When Felix reached home, he went down a long stone passageway just off the main hall of his mansion. Taking a key from a hook on the wall, he unlocked a nail-studded door at its end. He opened it and went out into a rose-filled walled garden.
A small elaborately decorated marble temple stood at the garden's far end.
Felix unlocked the temple's gilded door with the same key. The building's interior belied its size. Gilded twisting pillars soared into infinity and a ceiling so high as to be invisible. The white marble walls glittered and an elaborately carved golden altar dominated the shadowy silence. As Felix entered, lights sprang up along the walls and a thrumming sounded, like distant drums. When he prostrated himself before the altar, the thrumming grew louder and a great red light erupted from behind it.
A huge face appeared. It spoke in a deep voice and every word echoed over and over, dying away into the invisible ceiling. “Well, what have you brought me today, Felix de Morel? I crave news of the outside world.”
Obediently, the Count recited the events of the day ending with an account of his meeting with Timothy.
“Ah,” rumbled the voice. “Felix, you wouldn't be trying to cheat me, would you? Why can't I have the little bird woman? Does she mean so much to you that you don't want to give her up?”
“I would never cheat you, Astaroth. But I love the little bird woman. She eases my loneliness and asks so little in return.”
“Well, at least you're honest, which is more than I could ever say for your father. If I leave you the little bird woman, what will you give me in return?”
“Myself. That's all I have.”
“Hmm, a princely offer indeed. You'd spill your own blood on my altar for the sake of that strange little creature? Perhaps you're not such a monster after all. But your self-immolation isn't necessary. I'll accept a couple of goats and a dove or two in lieu of your sacrifice. If that little creature ever reproduces I want the child. In return, I'll continue to watch over your house and give you the benefit of my powers. Goodnight, Felix, I'll see you tomorrow.”
The face disappeared, the red light faded and the thrumming died away.
When all was silent again, Felix got to his feet. Then he bowed toward the altar and went outside. The demon had been surprisingly benevolent tonight. Why, he did not know. Perhaps Astaroth was beginning to mellow in his old age. He made a mental note to bring two goats and a couple of pigeons with him on the morrow.
Well, at least he could give Hoya back to her people without having to pay a terrible penalty. His offer had apparently been enough. There would be other victims. Since he had no intention of falling in love with any of them, there would be plenty more sacrifices for the demon. In return, Astaroth would continue to guard Felix's estate against all intruders, especially the dreams Timothy kept sending night after night.
After relocking the passageway door, the Count replaced the key on its hook. Then he went to the kitchen. “Do you have something for me?”
Smiling, the cook handed him a covered bowl. “Right here, sir. We've been catching them all day. She should be pleased with this batch if I say so myself. Are you going to let her come down and meet us one of these days? I'm sure she'd enjoy the company and getting out of her room.”
Felix returned her smile. “You've been talking to the guards again, haven't you, Sada? Why are you all so intrigued with my little guest anyway? You were never that interested in any of the others.”
“She's such a pretty little thing and you seem to like her, sir. We watch her on the screens all the time because she's so cute. Besides that, she keeps down the bugs.”
That she does, thought Felix as he headed up the stairs toward Hoya's room, but one way or another, she's not going to be around much longer.
As he unlocked the door, he didn't see Hoya at first. Then he spotted her on the windowsill, looking out through the bars at the moonlit sky. When he came in, she clambered back down.
“I saw Timothy tonight.” As Hoya's feathers took on an instant glow, he thought, She never does that for me.
He set the bowl on the table. “I brought you a snack. The cook said they were catching them all day.”
“You seem sad about something. What is it, Felix?”
“People affect me that way, especially when there's a crowd. I met Timothy at the reception and we talked about you. There may be a way to give you back, Hoya. But if I send you back, little one, I'm putting my life in your hands.”
“I love you, Felix. I'd sooner die than betray you.”
The Count sighed. “That's been the choice all along. It's also the dilemma I face. Because you love me, my mountaintop is no longer quite so lonely. The thought of living in a world without you is well nigh unbearable.”
He looked so desolate she put her tiny arms around him. “Come sit over here. Then you can take me in your lap while I sample these delicious bugs.”
Felix smiled in spite of himself. As Hoya had suggested, he settled himself in a wing chair in the corner of the bedroom and put his feet up. Hoya took the bowl from the table and climbed into his lap. Once she'd made herself thoroughly comfortable, she started eating. Very gently, Felix began stroking her feathers. As her plumage brightened and changed color, Hoya crooned in her throat. He put his arms around her and very lightly kissed the top of her head.
Hoya looked up at him. “I love you, Felix.” Then she leaned her head against his chest. “This feels so nice.”
After that she was silent. Felix saw the empty bowl and realized she was fast asleep. Holding her tiny, trusting body in his arms, he counted himself among the most fortunate of beings and he sat there for the rest of the night with a sense of warmth and utter contentment. Hoya had accepted him as he was without judgment or reservation and given him everything she had. Thanks to her generosity, his frozen heart had finally thawed and now he knew, despite all his father could do, the one thing he'd never managed to kill in Felix was his ability to love.

Chapter 4—A Surprise for an Emperor
Giuliana pulled Timothy through a pair of open glass doors at the rear of her grandmother's graceful villa and into the sunlit garden. “Gran! Are you here? We brought some of your favorite cakes from the bakery!”
A red brick walk stretched below the rose-fragrant stone-flagged terrace. It was lined on either side with yew trees clipped into fanciful shapes and an elaborate stone fountain splashed at its far end. Two figures were seated on an ornate iron bench near the fountain. They were deep in conversation.
When Giuliana shaded her eyes with her hand, she saw one of them was a man. Gran, you've got a gentleman caller!
It had been five years since Alyssa had been widowed and at first, she worried about her being alone. But her grandmother was doing very well and she actually seemed to thrive on solitude. Giuliana's father was her only child and seldom visited his mother but she didn't seem to mind.
Grabbing Timothy's hand, Giuliana ran down the terrace steps. “Come on! I want you to meet my favorite relative!”
“This is your grandmother Alyssa? The one who's Nublian?”
“The very same.”
“Are you sure we won't be disturbing them?”
She laughed. “At Gran's age, there's nothing to disturb.”
As she came closer, the man rose to his feet. She recognized him and her mouth dropped open. “Your Majesty? You and Gran know each other?”
Seemingly at a loss for words, Julian stood looking at Giuliana as if seeing her for the first time. Then he sank to the bench as if in shock. Her grandmother was obviously concerned. “Are you all right, dear?”
Dear? How well do they know each other anyway? Does his wife know about this?
Julian pulled himself together with an obvious effort. “Yes, thank you, Alyssa. I'm fine. I originally met these young people on Nublis and I certainly hadn't expected to see them here.” He looked sternly at them both. “Especially together.”
Timothy was unrepentant. “Your Majesty, I'm here on business for my father. I ran into Giuliana at a reception the other night and she invited me to meet some of her family.”
Alyssa brightened. “As long as you're here, Julian, don't you think it's time my granddaughter knew something of the family history?”
He frowned. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
“For pity's sake, Julian, we're in our eighties. At our age, we're hardly of interest to any scandalmonger. Marius has been dead and gone for five years and Michael is such a stick-in-the-mud he could do with some shaking up.”
“But Alyssa, I've never even told Corey. What's she going to say?”
“For one thing, she'll understand where Cass got his daughter's name. Which brings me to a question. As long as you told Cass, why didn't you tell your wife?”
Timothy looked from Julian to Alyssa and back again. Oh, my. The things we learn about people when we least expect it.
Alyssa smiled at them both. “My dear child, I'd like you to meet your grandfather. And this, my dear, is your granddaughter, Giuliana. I persuaded her parents to name her after you.”
“But she's a tabloid reporter! How can I possibly have a granddaughter who works for the press?”
Timothy abruptly turned his back. He was shaking with suppressed laughter. Giuliana bit back a smile.
“It's a perfectly honorable way to make a living!” snapped Alyssa. “I'm very proud of this child and so should you be! She has four brothers, by the way, one of whom is the spitting image of you! I think it's time they knew the real story, don't you?”
Giuliana shook her head. “I may be a reporter but this is one story I'm never going to write. Your Majesty, your secret's safe with me. And Gran, I think it's wonderful that you and my ... grandfather have stayed in touch all these years. Are you saying Daddy doesn't know?”
“When Marius and I were married I was already pregnant. We thought it wiser not to tell him. Marius was incapable of fathering a child and Julian's father and my family made a financial arrangement with him. When Michael was born, he claimed him as his own. Julian and I weren't consulted and it wasn't till years later that he got to see his son.”
“That must have been very hard on you both.” Giuliana's voice was soft.
The Emperor sighed. “It was, but it made me more understanding when the same thing happened to Cass. Alyssa was my first love and I was hers. But I was heir to the throne and she was ineligible to be my bride. We deliberately kept her pregnancy a secret until it was too late to get rid of our child because we had some wild romantic notion of running away together. Times were different then and my father Janus was extremely autocratic. As soon he found out, we were forcibly separated. Then he and Alyssa's family arranged a marriage for her.”
Alyssa took up the story. “Our lives didn't turn out so badly. I fell deeply in love with Marius after we were married and he with me. Julian eventually met Corey who's still the light of his life. After he became Emperor, he tracked me down because he wanted to see his son. By then, Michael was almost eighteen. He and Marius had an excellent relationship and we saw no reason to tell him. Julian and I are still friends and he comes to see me whenever he's on Aretz.”
“Daddy's going to throw an absolute fit when he finds out.”
“Why, dear?”
“Because he was just appointed Chairman of the Interplanetary League for Youth Morality. You know who they are, Timothy. They're trying to pass a law requiring chastity belts for all unmarried women in the Synod and they're absolutely obsessed on the subject of fornication among the young. Daddy carries on and on about it to the point of absurdity.”
Julian's eyebrows rose. “You can't be serious.”
Alyssa gave him a sweet smile. “Well, then, I think it's high time we told Michael who his father is. Don't you, dear?”
The Emperor chuckled. “If that's the sort of thing he's involved with the sooner the better. And now, young Timothy, what's going on between you and my granddaughter here?”
“I love her and I want to marry her if she'll have me.”
“That seems to be a total surprise to Giuliana,” observed Julian. “Close your mouth, dear, before you swallow a fly.”
“Oh, that's so sweet!” cried Alyssa. “But Timothy, can you support a wife? I mean, you are rather young. I certainly hope you've completed your education and have a good job, or at least some prospects. I doubt Giuliana's planning to be the main breadwinner for the rest of her life, especially if you decide to have children.”
Timothy replied with an absolutely straight face. “I work for my father in the family business, ma'am. Presently, I'm in sales.”
Julian choked and abruptly turned his back. His shoulders shook and he made a slight sputtering sound. Giuliana started coughing violently into her handkerchief. She quickly walked over the other side of the fountain and stood gazing at the view beyond the garden.
“Oh, that's so nice,” chirped Alyssa. “Your father has a business, you say? What exactly does he do?”
Timothy thought quickly. “Er ... he's in marketing and public relations.”
“Well, just so he pays you enough to live on. Life's very expensive these days, especially for a young couple starting out. Luckily, Giuliana has her profession and she can help out.”
As Timothy opened his mouth to reply, Julian turned around. “And that's just about enough out of you. Alyssa, sit down and I'll tell you who this young rapscallion really is. He's the middle son of the Emperor of Seira and their Trade Ambassador to the Synod. Like the rest of his brothers, Timothy's wealthy in his own right. He'll have no trouble supporting Giuliana. However, he might have a problem when his father finds out his intended is a tabloid reporter. Since she's also my granddaughter I can probably talk him around.”
Alyssa's blue eyes were reproachful. “Timothy, you were making fun of me.”
“Actually, ma'am, I was telling the literal truth. I do work in the family business and I am currently in sales. I just didn't give you my title and I most certainly wasn't making fun of you. Your concern for Giuliana's welfare is very commendable. She's lucky to have a grandmother who cares about her that much.”
“Well, you seem to be a very nice young man. I'm sure you and Giuliana will do well together.”
Giuliana kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks, Gran. See here, I brought a box of your favorite cakes from the bakery. Why don't we all go in and have some tea?”
Adrian and the other Alyssa were settling into their suite at the hotel. The Duke was to be the guest of honor at a gala banquet that night and he had just given his medical attendant the night off. The Duchess was unpacking in the bedroom and he was in the sitting room when he decided it was time to get dressed. He flexed his left knee which had been giving him trouble and started out of his easy chair. Pressing his hands against the arms, he pushed himself up to a standing position, took a step forward and crashed to the floor. He tried to work himself onto his knees but the brace wouldn't respond. Unable to turn over, all he could do was lie there cursing.
When Alyssa heard the crash, she rushed out of the bedroom to find her husband prone on the floor. “Sweetheart, what happened?”
With his face pressed into the carpet, Adrian couldn't tell what she was saying.
Alyssa turned him over. “Honey? Are you all right?”
Do I look all right? That miserable ... it isn't even worth the powder to blow it to hell. 
He signed to her. “The brace let go. I'll have to use the wheelchair.”
She tried to lift him, then thought better of it. “I'll go get Zachary. You stay there and I'll be right back.”
And just where in the hell am I going to go? wondered Adrian as he lay looking at the ceiling. When he saw a handsome young man above him, he started.
Slightly built with deep-blue eyes and dark wavy hair, the stranger extended his hand. “I saw you through the open door and wondered if there was a problem. Can I help?”
Adrian signed, “My wife is coming right back.”
“I'm sorry but I don't understand sign language. Are you deaf?”
As Adrian nodded, a pleasant voice entered his head. "Since I'm a telepath, we can still communicate. May I help you up, sir?"
"Just give me your hand," replied Adrian in kind. "Then, if you'll be good enough to support me, I can probably make it over to my wheelchair."
Despite his lack of height, the young man was surprisingly strong. He boosted the Duke to his feet with little difficulty and set him in the chair as lightly as a feather. Adrian smiled his thanks.
"My name is Felix de Morel," continued the young man. "I'm with the Foundation. You, sir, unless I miss my guess, are the guest of honor at tonight's banquet." He stuck out his hand. "Call me Felix."
Adrian smiled. "Pleased to meet you, Felix. If by guest of honor you mean the Duke of Ceila, I'm your man. Just call me Adrian."
He looked up and Felix turned round. An elegantly dressed blonde and a dark-haired man of about fifty stood just behind him. The woman's gray eyes were far from friendly but the man's expression was one of amiable inquiry.
"Ah, here's my wife, Alyssa. The gentleman with her is her uncle, Zachary Fortier."
Adrian signed to the scientist, “I'm not taking any more chances with that piece of junk. Just help me out of the freaking thing so I can throw it in the trash.”
At the sight of Felix, a slight shiver went down Alyssa's spine. “Brr! Is it chilly in here or is it just me?”
Felix's smile vanished instantly and his eyes grew cold. Adrian noticed. "Felix? What is it?"
The Count bowed to Alyssa. “I was passing by, Your Grace, and saw your husband on the floor. Now, if you'll excuse me, I really have to be going.” He said privately to Adrian, "It's nothing. I was glad to be of service." Then he turned on his heel and left.
“Hmm,” observed Zachary as he wheeled Adrian into the bedroom. “He's not very friendly. Who is he, anyway?”
Since he was talking to the back of Adrian's head there was no answer. As soon as the Duke was looking at him, he repeated the question.
Adrian signed, “His name is Felix de Morel and he was perfectly friendly to me. Now, help me out of this damn thing!”
As soon as he was back in his chair, the Duke picked up the offending brace and hurled it across the room. It bounced off the far wall and fell to the floor with a clatter.
Zachary retrieved it. “Now it's broken, for sure.”
“And good riddance, dammit! Why in the hell can't you design one that works?”
“I just did and I brought a prototype to show the Foundation. But I have to warn you, Adrian, it's only experimental. Do you want to take a chance on it? That's if it even fits.”
“Anything would be better than that piece of crap! It didn't even get me through the wedding.”
“All right, then,” said Zachary. “I'll be right back.”
While Adrian waited for him to return, he thought about Felix de Morel. For a moment it seemed as if Felix was reaching out to him. Then Alyssa had come in. He'd been looking at Felix and had no way of knowing what his wife had just said. Whatever it was caused him to slam the door shut right in Adrian's face.
For some reason, Felix de Morel was as isolated as he had been during those terrible years on Ceila when his cousin Philip had been his guardian. The question was why.
Felix seemed to have everything going for him, youth, looks, breeding, intelligence and charm. Hell, he even had telepathic abilities. He could walk and talk and had no obvious physical impairments, and if his immaculate tailoring and nonchalant manner were anything to go by he had plenty of money. Recalling the young man's expression just before he left, Adrian resolved to get together with young Felix de Morel, one way or another, and find out what was really bothering him.
For a split second before he closed himself off, the Duke had seen into Felix's very soul. There he'd found a degree of wretchedness almost beyond imagining. Even during the worst moments of his life, Adrian had never experienced anything like that. He wondered how anyone could suffer so much and remain sane.
His musings were interrupted by Zachary's return with the new brace. Alyssa came into the bedroom to watch the proceedings.
Unlike the straps and plastic and wires comprising his old brace, the material in the new device molded to Adrian's body like a second skin. When he turned himself over on the bed, the scientist looked pleased, then helped him sit up. “You see these electrodes? They go right against your skin like the old ones did. But I've incorporated a substance that resists the body's natural oils and perspiration because that may have been the problem. Also, I'm not sure the old electrodes were configured correctly. These are self-adjusting and retune themselves according to the changing impulses in your nervous system. As you can tell, I've lightened up the brace material and made it more flexible. There, now try it.”
When Adrian stood up, his overbalancing problem was gone. He took one tentative step, then another. Then he walked all the way across the room and back. Hey! I can probably even dance in this thing! And I bet I can chase Alyssa around the bedroom! To illustrate, he grabbed his startled wife, pulled her against him and proceeded to give her a long, deep kiss.
Zachary laughed and gave him thumbs up. “Way to go, Adrian!”
The Duke returned a meaningful look out of the tail of his eye and an urgent gesture to leave. Grabbing the Do Not Disturb sign, Zachary complied. He quietly closed the outside door and hung the sign on the handle.
* * * *
From near the stairway door, Felix watched the scientist leave Adrian's suite. As Zachary came down the hallway, he hid himself.
Like Hoya, the Duke had seen into the very depths of his soul and he hadn't recoiled. For a fleeting moment, he'd felt Adrian reaching out to him. When their minds had touched, he'd almost responded.
Then Alyssa had come in. To her he was just an outsider. She was as judgmental as the rest of her kind and he saw no reason to put up with her prejudices.
When it came to Zachary Fortier, he didn't know. The man seemed kind enough but Felix wasn't the trusting type. He decided to wait and see what manner of man Alyssa's uncle was.
The pre-dinner social hour was in full swing in the lounge adjacent to the ballroom when Adrian and Alyssa arrived. The orchestra was already tuning up and the uniformed waiters were checking the linen-draped tables one last time.
A small child on crutches stood near the entrance with his mother.
Felix was talking with him. The Count had crouched down until he was eye level with the youngster and they were deep in conversation. The mother gazed down at Felix with something like worship in her eyes and the child laughed delightedly at something he'd just said. Zachary touched Adrian's arm and pointed. “They say de Morel is always like that, especially with children. He not only gives a ton of money to children's charities but he devotes much of his personal time to them as well. Julian says he does more actual work for the Foundation than the rest of the board put together.”
“Nice guy,” signed Adrian.
“Apparently. But he's an enigma. He has no family and where he gets his money is a mystery. He's rumored to be very powerful and a lot of people are afraid of him, and he's awfully young to be in the position he's in.”
Felix looked up. When he saw Adrian, he said something to the child and squeezed his small hand. Then he straightened up and came to join them.
"I'm glad to see you on your feet. Zachary was able to fix your brace, I see."
"Well, actually not. I'm using a new model he just designed. He brought it with him to show the Board. Zachary's a mechanical genius and he's come up with numerous devices to help the disabled. His fortune was based on a sonar device for the blind his father invented for Emperor Julian."
"That's interesting. This new brace might help my little friend over there. Because of the nature of his disability, he can't be helped by surgery."
Adrian frowned. "That's my problem, too. When my back was injured, I was improperly handled and it left me with permanent damage that can't ever be repaired. My old brace kept failing at some very inopportune moments but this one seems all right. So far, anyway."
Felix suddenly asked, "May I see your hands? They're artificial, aren't they?"
Adrian smiled and held them out. "You're very observant. In fact, you're the first person who's noticed them. Do you know the Seiran Trade Ambassador, Timothy? His father has prosthetic hands too."
"I didn't know that."
“Are you two communicating telepathically?” asked Alyssa.
Adrian smiled at her and signed, “Yes, dear. We were talking about my new brace.”
The Count bowed to her. “My apologies, Your Grace. That was thoughtless of me.”
Alyssa shook her head. “Oh, don't apologize. Adrian doesn't have a translator along on this trip. The one he had was called back to Seira and he hasn't found a replacement. Maybe you can help him out. It can get difficult with people who don't know sign language and he's not fond of hauling around a speech/text computer.”
“Adrian can't speak?”
The Duke nodded. "I was born without vocal cords and can make no sounds at all. Incidentally, can you do a mindlink?"
"Yes. Is there something you wish to hear?"
"Julian and his son Cass are going to play later and I'd hate to miss it. Most of the time, I'd rather not hear. Whenever I've tried it, I've found noise very distracting. But there are a few things I enjoy. Julian's music is one of them."
“Now, what are you talking about?”
“Adrian wanted to know if I can help him listen to Julian's music. I told him, yes.”
The Count froze. Timothy had just entered the ballroom with Giuliana Bainbridge on his arm. In her journalistic capacity, Bainbridge was nosing around certain aspects of his business and her association with Timothy was making him very uneasy.
“I see the Dark Angel is here,” remarked Giuliana. “Do you see him Timothy? He's over there with Adrian and Alyssa. Alyssa doesn't seem happy to see me. I can't imagine why.”
Recalling the sensational tabloid story Giuliana had written about Nublis’ Imperial family, Timothy snorted. “As if you didn't know. She's going to be even less thrilled when she finds out you two are related.”
Felix wanted a guarantee of Hoya's silence and Timothy had been racking his brains in an effort to come with something to convince the Count. But he hadn't been able to think of a damn thing. Since their time was running out, he had decided to change the odds by throwing that little party he'd discussed with Elon. They'd laid their plans carefully and the only thing lacking now was the guest of honor.
The banquet was a huge success and when Julian and Cass played their final encore there wasn't a dry eye in the house.
The party finally broke up at almost three in the morning. Felix was bidding Adrian and Alyssa goodnight when he felt a tap on his shoulder. It was one of the waiters. “My lord. There's someone to see you downstairs. He said to tell you it has to do with a blue feather and it's urgent.”
Felix looked around for his security guards but couldn't see either one. That's odd! He checked his pocket for the weapon he always carried and was thankful he'd decided to wear his body armor, then he spoke into his wrist communicator. “Angel? This is Felix. Give me your location.”
Outside, the waiting Elon signaled to the security chief who replied, “Angel isn't here, Felix. He wasn't feeling well and I took him out to the transport. I'm on my way up.”
As Felix listened, he reacted. Something's not right. That's not one of my people. I've got to get out of here fast!
A voice spoke in Elon's earpiece. “He didn't buy it and he's looking for a way out. Incidentally, he's wearing body armor and just checked his right pocket, probably for a weapon. Okay. He's making for the stairs. He's heading up. He's on the third floor going toward the elevator. Is Timothy in place? Good. We're right on schedule.”
As Felix came out the stairway door and started down the hallway, he saw Timothy at its far end. He was beckoning to him. He opened his mouth to ask, “What do you want?” when something hit the back of his head. He dropped into a vortex and whirled around and around. Further and further he fell into a deep echoing abyss.
At first the darkness around him was red. Then it changed to a deep, velvet black and the waters closed over his head.
* * * *
Struggling back to consciousness, Felix saw a pinpoint of brilliant blue light. It shone far ahead. Then he heard a rushing sound like feathered wings. He was hurting. Merciful heavens, how he hurt. As the light brightened and the rushing sound came closer, he opened his eyes.
“Ah.” The voice was somewhere far above him. “He's finally awake. Well, it certainly took long enough. That's some potent stuff, Doc.”
A second voice answered the first. “He must have an unusually low tolerance for that particular drug. It hit him harder than normal, and he was so far under he had me worried. He may sell the stuff but he obviously doesn't use it. It's going to take a while for it to clear out of his system. You'd better keep an eye on that level. If it goes down, come get me. I'll be in my office catching some shuteye.”
“Thanks, Doc. I don't know what we'd do without you.”
A face came close to his and someone said in his ear, “Felix, wake up.”
The features swam into focus and he recognized Timothy. He blinked a few times and started to ask, “What's going on?” but couldn't speak because there was something in his mouth. When he bit down, he realized it was a gag. He attempted to remove it and found his hands firmly strapped to his sides. He couldn't move his feet either and something tightened across his chest. Damn, they got me. Where in the hell am I, and what time is it?
Timothy spoke again. “It's mid-afternoon and you're on my ship in the clinic. Are you hurting, Count? That's good! I'm going to hurt you a whole lot more, you filthy, low-down, torturing son-of-a-bitch. Then you'll know in full measure what it must have been like for Hoya.”
Felix strained in his bonds. Mid-afternoon? Oh, no! Oh, merciful heavens, no! He'll be waiting. If I don't come, he'll go looking....
Hoya was in her room waiting for Felix. When she saw the door open, he wouldn't be the one she expected. Frantically, he sent out a supplication. "Astaroth, I've been delayed. Don't be angry! Please wait! Please understand and forgive me! Please!"
Timothy picked up the message. “Astaroth? Who's Astaroth?”
Felix thrashed his head on the pillow and he struggled desperately to free himself. "You don't understand! If I don't come, he'll kill her! I'd already made a deal with him. He told me I could keep her and give him something else instead. I was going to give her back and take the chance he wouldn't find out. Timothy, you've got to let me go! Please! I'll give you anything! I'll do anything you say but you've got to let me go!"
“Who'll kill her? Felix, what are you talking about? Tell me where she is, you son of a bitch!”
"It won't do you any good! You can't get past him! If he sees you coming, he'll devour her like all the others! He'll think I double-crossed him! You don't understand!"
Faintly, Felix heard the demon answer his prayer. "Little one, I hear you. What do you mean, you've been delayed? I'm lonely for your company and I'm hungry. Why do you sound so frantic? Are you some kind of trouble? Do you need my help?"
Felix looked helplessly up at Timothy. "I daren't lie. He already senses something's wrong and if he once realizes.... Oh, God! You just don't understand!"
Then he answered Astaroth. "No, I'm all right and I don't need you. I'm just going to be late, that's all."
"All right, I'll wait," grumbled the demon, "but you'd better make it worth my while."
“Astaroth. He's a demon, isn't he? And he's the source of your power? So that's why I couldn't reach Hoya! My father told me your family has worshipped some dark evil force for centuries. He said you carry a heavy load and that's part of it.”
Felix turned his head on the pillow. It's no use, he thought hopelessly. So what if they know about Astaroth? They'll never let me go. If I don't come back, my people have their orders. I can't save her now any more than I can save myself.
Timothy's voice was soft. “Are you Astaroth's prisoner, or is he yours?” He loosened the gag.
Felix licked his dry lips. “Thanks.”
“The gag wasn't necessary but I wanted you to know how it felt. Dammit, Felix. What did you have to torture her for? I could have forgiven you almost anything but that.”
“Torture?” Felix started to laugh until he saw Timothy's thunderous expression. “I never tortured Hoya. That's the last thing in the world I'd do, especially to her.”
“But the video! I saw it!”
“You saw some special effects, a lot of chicken blood and one hell of an acting job by Hoya. Oh, lord, can she screech!” With a sigh, he reiterated, “I never tortured her. Actually, she's very comfortable. If anything, she's gaining weight from all those cockroaches I've been feeding her. Hell, I even smuggled in the giant ones from Andromeda for her. At great expense, I might add.” Then he smiled. “Hoya's downright spoiled from all the stroking and attention I've been giving her. Frankly, when she gets in front of the camera, she's a complete and utter ham. What's more, she's totally shameless. So much so, in fact, I had to tell her to tone it down when we were shooting the last video.”
“You sound as if you've become quite fond of her.”
“I have and therein lies my dilemma, don't you see? In my business, I can't afford loose ends and that's exactly what Hoya is. If I let her go, she'll destroy me, unless you can guarantee her silence. That's what I was trying to tell you the other night. If you don't let me go within twenty-four hours, or if I should happen to die, my people have standing orders. No matter what you offer or threaten them with, they will not negotiate. Even if I order them to. As long as I'm in your hands and under duress, they won't do it.”
Timothy sighed. “I have to admire you, Felix, because you're one tough cookie. What are your orders to your people?”
“As soon as they've given Hoya to the demon, my people will shut down the local operation and transfer everything to an alternate base. As for Astaroth, since I'm the last of the de Morels, he'll no longer have a home or anyone to care for him. Once he's done devouring Hoya and realizes I'm gone, he'll leave his temple to search for me. When he doesn't find me, he'll rampage across the countryside looking for revenge. And the first person he's going to come after, my friend, is you.”
Timothy looked at the time. Then he thought for a minute and replaced the gag in Felix's mouth. “I'm going to contact my father and see what he has to say. In the meantime, I don't want you talking to anyone else.”
He made a sign in the air with his hands. A shimmering rope of golden light appeared and wound itself around Felix's body several times. “That's in case you get any ideas. The more you struggle, the tighter that rope will get. Even Astaroth himself can't undo it. I'm putting a barrier around this room he won't be able to get past, nor will you be sending him any more messages. As soon as I've talked with my father, I'll get word to your people and we'll take it from there. You told me we have twenty-four hours from the time they're notified before they take any action. Am I correct?”
Felix nodded. "You're pretty tough yourself."
“Thanks. I'll take that as a compliment. As soon as I've talked with my father, I'll be back. See ya!”
Yeah, right, thought Felix. He struggled slightly and instantly felt the answering pressure of Timothy's golden rope. He tried sending a message to Astaroth. As Timothy had told him it would, his message hit the magical barrier and bounced back.
Felix hadn't told him the entire truth though and had been careful not to even think it. If Timothy ever learned what he had really told his people to do, his life wouldn't be worth two cents. His true orders to his people were to place Hoya back in the suitcase, unharmed. When the twenty-four hours were up, they were to take the suitcase to the spaceport and leave it with the information clerk with a message for Timothy. He'd told Hoya, "As long as you're alive, I'll always know there's at least one person in the universe who loves me." Even though it might cost him his life, he'd meant every word.
Felix was half-dozing when the door opened.
A tall young black man came in with a book in his hand. “Things are taking longer than expected,” he said cheerfully, “and Timothy sent me to keep you company. They'll be bringing in a viewscreen because Ephraim wants to talk to you.” He settled in a chair in the corner and began reading.
Felix knew he wouldn't be missed for several more hours. According to the clock on the wall, it was early yet and the demon shouldn't be getting too impatient. The guards would have fed Hoya by now and were probably playing checkers or cards with her. If he knew her, the little cheat was reading their minds and winning.
When Felix hadn't come home this morning, his people would have assumed, with some justification, that he'd picked up a courtesan and stayed with her in her room. It wouldn't be the first time. He wondered idly what had become of his two bodyguards. Of one thing he was certain. If Timothy's people hadn't killed them, he would, provided he lived long enough to get his hands on them. The Count de Morel didn't tolerate failure. He had an unforgiving nature and he never gave second chances. He was infuriated by the ease with which Timothy had snatched him and someone was going to pay.
When a hand shook his shoulder, he realized he must have fallen asleep. Pushing Felix's head to one side against the pillow, Timothy untied the gag and removed it. After he boosted the Count to a sitting position, he asked, “Would you like a drink of water?”
Since his mouth was parched and he could barely talk, Felix just nodded. Timothy held a glass to his lips and he drank thirstily. “Thanks, that was good.”
He saw a viewscreen against the far wall. Someone must have set it up while he was asleep. Just as he realized his clothes had been removed, Timothy took a blanket and covered him. “I have a question.”
“What do you want to know?”
“When they undressed you, I noticed all those scars on your back and legs.”
The Count raised an eyebrow. “Did you now?”
“How did you get them? They look like stripes and they seem to be in a pattern.”
Felix gave a short laugh. “My father was nothing if not artistic. I was his living canvas and it took him years to achieve the effect he wanted. For most of my childhood and into my early teens, I was a work in progress. He was careful to ensure none of the wounds got infected. It would have spoiled the symmetry.”
“That's terrible.”
“It's an old de Morel family tradition. My grandfather did the same thing to my father but on a much smaller scale. It has something to do with our pet demon. Doesn't your family have any deep dark secrets, Timothy? Yours isn't exactly normal either.”
“My Dad did turn me and my brothers into lizards once. We'd pulled a magical stunt on our mother and he was pretty mad. She's the only full mortal in the family and she isn't too fond of sorcery. She finally talked him into changing us back. Dad has some pretty awesome powers and he's no one to mess with.”
“Sort of like Astaroth?”
“Speaking of which, something puzzles me. You could have asked him for help, yet you didn't. Why not?”
“Astaroth's unpredictable. Right now, he's happy in his temple. It's pretty much all he knows. He and the de Morel family have had a pact for centuries and he'll abide by it until the last one of us is dead. The head of the de Morel family is his guardian and high priest. We tend to his needs and he tends to ours. Since he likes blood sacrifices, the de Morel family have traditionally been the underworld's executioners. Which assures a steady supply of victims. If there's a shortage, I purchase them. That's why I originally bought Hoya.”
“Then you shot the seller and took your money back. Honestly, Felix, is that any way to do business?”
“He was an amateur. Besides that, he had all the earmarks of a potential blackmailer. But the real reason I shot him was because he changed the terms in the middle of the deal. He doubled the price of the nectar when he was talking to me about Hoya. I mean, the nerve of the man! There's nothing you can do with a person like that except shoot them. Of course I took my money back. It was of no use to him and I wasn't about to leave it for some greedy spaceport official. In my shoes, you'd have done exactly the same thing.”
Timothy shook his head. “I'm trying to imagine being in your shoes, Felix. Believe me, it's not easy.”
“Well, at the moment, it's not very comfortable either.”
“Sorry about that. As soon as you and my father have talked we'll do something about it. He should be coming on any time.”
Just as he spoke, Ephraim's hawklike face appeared on the viewscreen. Felix noticed a camera just above it, pointed at him. “Count de Morel, please accept my apologies for my son's precipitous action. I never told him to kidnap you. However, we are more than a little upset over the torture of the Aeolian and I can understand his feelings.”
“Your Majesty, as I just told your son, Hoya was not actually tortured. What you saw in the video were special effects, chicken blood and some inspired acting. Actually, she's thriving. If anything, she's becoming quite spoiled.”
“She? Oh, Hoya must have had a gender change. Her parents were wondering about that. Now, how can we resolve this?”
“I want to give Hoya back and I've decided Nirvana's too dicey to mess with. I've made my profit and it's time to get out. So I couldn't care less about that aspect of it.”
“That's what I thought. Timothy tells me your people are under orders not to negotiate.”
“Correct. If you try it, Hoya will certainly die. So, probably, will I. The only way we can resolve this without bloodshed is for you to let me go now.”
“I've told Timothy to do precisely that. You'll be free within the hour. As I said, please accept my profound apologies. Now, what are your terms for Hoya's release?”
“I ask only one thing, Your Majesty. Total silence about this affair and any connection between Raphael and myself. You have to realize I'm putting myself at considerable risk by giving Hoya back. The price of her return is silence.”
“You have my word on it.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty. I'll count on that.”
“There is one more thing,” said Ephraim. “I want your solemn word you won't seek revenge on my son for kidnapping you.”
“You have it.”
“Then I think that concludes our business. Timothy's in charge of the arrangements. Now, I'll bid you a very good afternoon.”
“Likewise,” replied Felix.
The Emperor's face disappeared and the viewscreen went dark.
While Timothy was freeing Felix's hands and feet, he asked, “Is there anything in particular I can get for you?”
“I assume you have a bathroom. Some clothes would be nice and a little privacy while I get dressed. Maybe some people like showing off their scars but I don't. Oof! That feels stiff! Incidentally, I'm still hurting from whatever it was you did to me. What was that?”
Timothy looked sheepish. “Oh, yeah. It was the doctor's idea. It's called an andrynergic simulator and surgeons use it to check nerve responses. When I asked Doc how I could hurt you without doing major damage, he suggested it. Set on a certain frequency, the simulator causes severe pain. Doc says you should be over it in a couple of days.”
“I've experienced worse but it's wickedly effective. In fact, I'd like to try one on my next subject. Besides being neat and clean, it seems to cause less physical havoc to the recipient. Do you have a spare you'd be willing to sell me?”
Unbelievable! This guy's absolutely unreal!
“I heard that and no I'm not! This is just business. Tell me, does this simulator come in different sizes?”
“I have no idea. What's more I give up because you're absolutely hopeless! Now I'll leave you get dressed. Malachi will be outside the door. Just let him know when you're ready. You, my friend, have an appointment and we need to be out of here in approximately....” Timothy looked at the time, “forty-five minutes.”
“What appointment? Don't I have anything to say about this?”
“No, you don't. For once in your life, Felix de Morel, you're not calling the shots.”
“Well, excuse me, Your Excellency. For a moment, I'd actually forgotten my place.”
“That's better. I'll come back when you're dressed.”
Timothy returned with a pair of manacles and a scarf. “All right, Felix. Put your hands together behind your back.”
“Come on, Timothy! This is ridiculous!”
“Dammit! Just do it!”
Grumbling, Felix complied.
Timothy took the scarf and tied it tightly over his eyes.
“Why the blindfold and where are we going?”
By way of an answer he guided Felix out of the room and into an elevator. “The reason for the blindfold is so that, officially, you can't tell where you are. We're going to the exchange point. Contrary to your instructions, your people were extremely anxious to negotiate and they're waiting with Hoya. There's a certain little-used bridge near the city. It'll take place there.”
Timothy pushed Felix down and helped him into a transport. “So help me,” fumed the Count, “heads are going to roll over this! How dare they countermand my orders!”
There was a sudden exclamation from Felix, then he cursed under his breath.
“Don't mess with those manacles. I put a spell on ’em. My father warned me about your powers and the fact that you can open those things just by using your mind. For pity's sake, simmer down and shut up. We're almost there. As soon as we've made the exchange and Hoya's safely in my hands, I'll remove the spell. Incidentally, don't be so damn hard on your people. They honestly seem to care about you. Believe me, that kind of loyalty is beyond price.”
“Hah! That's what you think! The real reason they're doing it is because I pay better than anyone else. Plus they're afraid of what'll happen if I'm not there to take care of Astaroth. Whenever I'm away on a trip, he tends to get a mite testy. I know for a fact the miserable wimps actually draw straws to determine who's going to take him his food. Fortunately, he finds their terror absolutely hilarious.”
After they were out of the transport, he heard Timothy's voice behind him. “All right, Felix, it's time. Start walking straight forward and don't stop. Now go!”
* * * *
As Timothy watched the Count walk slowly toward the middle of the bridge, he saw a small blue figure coming toward him from her side of the river. His men's guns were trained on the Count, while those of Felix's people were pointed unwaveringly at Hoya.
As she and Felix passed one another, Hoya looked up at him in horror. “Oh, Felix! I love you and I'm so sorry.”
When Felix heard her voice, he hesitated and bent toward her, listening.
“Keep going, dammit!” muttered Timothy.
Felix straightened up and continued to walk. As he reached the other side, someone ran forward to meet him.
Timothy raced toward his end of the bridge, caught Hoya up in his arms and dashed to safety. After handing her to Elon, he motioned in the air. Something streaked across the river all the way to the other side.
Just as he was getting into the transport, Timothy heard Felix's voice in his head. "My people were going to give Hoya back to you anyway. I didn't tell you before because you were having so much fun."
“You miserable son of a bitch,” he fumed. “You were running a number on me the whole damn time!” He looked sternly down at Hoya, “If you're under the impression I'm going to import Andromedan cockroaches for you, think again. And Felix was right about one thing, you have gained weight! What's more, there's not a mark on you! He told me all about that video session. Chicken blood and special effects indeed! What have you got to say for yourself?”
Hoya gulped. “I ... er, um. Would you believe Felix forced me to do it?”
“He said you were so shameless, he actually had to tell you to tone it down. He didn't torture you at all, did he?”
“No, he didn't. He was always very kind to me.” She gave a small sob. “You didn't hurt him, did you? When I saw him like that, on the bridge.... He must be very upset with you.”
“Let's put it this way, he's not happy. And yes, as a matter of fact, I did hurt Felix: quite a bit, in fact. I wanted to get even with him for torturing you. But he's made a deal with my father. In return for your silence, he won't seek revenge on me. Do you understand?”
Her voice was very small. “Yes, Timothy, I understand. I won't say anything, ever. I'm sorry for all the trouble I've caused. Are you going to see Felix again?”
“All the time. The Count's very social. If I know him, he'll be at Julian's concert tonight behaving as if nothing ever happened. He'll undoubtedly have some absolutely spectacular babe on his arm.”
“Oh, I see.” Hoya sighed and hugged herself.
“No, I don't think you do. Felix absolutely despises people and he hates those public appearances as much as I do. The beautiful women he takes to those affairs are paid whores and he gets rid of them the moment the evening's over. You're the only person I know of who's ever touched his heart. I have a hunch he's going to miss you.”
“I'm going to miss him too. The night before last, he stayed in the wing chair in my room and I slept in his arms till morning. When I woke up he was looking down at me with the oddest expression on his face. Then he said, ‘I'd like to keep you with me always but I can't. This is goodbye, Hoya. I don't think I'll ever see you again.’ Oh, Timothy, he sounded so sad.”
He knew, dammit! For a while there, I actually had the biggest drug lord in the Synod in my hands. Even though he had nothing to bargain with, that conniving son of a bitch conned me into letting him walk away and keep my mouth shut into the bargain.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, Timothy could hear Felix de Morel laughing.
When Alyssa spotted the Count de Morel's slight figure in the opera house's marble lobby, she met him with outstretched hands and a huge smile. “Oh, Felix, it's so good to see you! Adrian was hoping you'd come. When I called this morning to invite you to dinner, your secretary said you were indisposed. I hope you're feeling better and that it wasn't serious.”
He kissed her hand. “It could have been. This afternoon, things suddenly took a turn for the better so, here I am. Thank you for the invitation, Your Grace. Dinner sounds delightful. I was going to look for you and Adrian on the off chance he might need a translator for the concert.”
“Please call me Alyssa, and here's Adrian. Hello, Timothy, Giuliana. How are you both this evening?”
As Timothy bowed to Alyssa, then kissed her hand, he glanced at Felix. "No babe tonight?"
"Nope. By the time I reached home, it was too late to order one. Are you offering me yours perchance? It's all your fault, you know."
Half-mockingly, the Count bowed to Giuliana and brushed her hand with his lips. Seeing her slight shiver, he smiled sweetly at her. “You're very attractive and Timothy's a lucky man. I understand you're a reporter. If you'd like a private interview, my secretary will be glad to arrange one. Perhaps you'd care to drive out and see my estate sometime. It has some features and antiquities that are really most unique.”
"Like your very own resident demon. Lay off, Felix. She's not coming anywhere near your place!"
"She's been nosing around my affairs. Tell her to butt out or I'll give her a tour of my estate she'll never forget! I promised not to take revenge on you. Nothing was ever said about her."
“That's most kind of you,” faltered Giuliana. “I'll call your secretary next week, my lord.”
“Please call me Felix. May I call you Giuliana? Such an unusual name. Does it have any particular significance?”
“My grandmother picked it out. It was the name of someone she admired.”
“Did she indeed? Isn't that interesting? Your grandmother is called Alyssa is she not? Another unusual name.”
Alyssa looked sharply at Giuliana. “Your grandmother and I have the same name?”
“She's from Nublis too.” Felix was starting to enjoy himself. Then he noticed Adrian watching them.
The Duke's face was thoughtful as he concentrated on reading their lips. What's going on between Timothy and Felix? They're circling each other like a pair of predators looking for a fight and Felix, for some reason, is out to make mischief. He's very upset about something. It's got to do with Timothy, and possibly Alyssa.
He heard Felix's voice in his head. "For a mere mortal, Adrian, you're very perceptive. There is something between Timothy and me and it can't be helped. But it doesn't involve you or Alyssa. Don't worry, there isn't going to be any fight. I'm just having a little fun, that's all."
"Is there anything I can do to help? Or maybe alleviate things?"
"You're one of the very few bright lights in a sea of darkness and misery. The best thing you can do is be yourself."
As Adrian prepared to answer the Count, Alyssa interrupted. “It's time to go in. Felix, come sit with us in the stage box. Daddy arranged it because he thought Adrian would enjoy being close to the performers.”
Timothy turned toward the doorway. “Now Adrian has Felix for a translator, you obviously don't need me. Gee and I will go find our seats. Give my best to Corey and the rest of the family. We'll see you backstage.”
As they seated themselves in the stage box, the orchestra was tuning up.
The houselights dimmed. Accompanied by thunderous applause, Julian and his son Cass walked onto the stage. Julian took his place behind an elaborate set of keyboards while Cass went to stand beside him. When the Prince took his antique violin out of its case and tucked it under his chin, the applause died away. Nothing was heard in the great auditorium except an occasional quiet cough and some rustling. Julian bent over the keyboards. The first notes echoed out into the darkened auditorium, and the audience hushed.
Cass’ violin began to sing. Very softly the orchestra took up the melody.
Alyssa watched Adrian. The Duke's eyes were closed and the expression on his face was complete and utter rapture. Then she realized this was the first time he'd ever heard a full orchestra.
When the piece ended he opened his eyes and Felix shut off the sound of the applause. "Thanks. I like the music but the clapping hurts."
"Do you never complain about anything?"
"When I find something to complain about, I will. Right now, I have no reason. Especially since Zachary gave me this new brace."
"Surely, you must suffer. And isn't it hard on you not to be able to get around normally, or hear or speak?"
Adrian smiled at him. "Compared to what it used to be, my suffering is minimal. As for not being able to get around normally, I manage pretty well. The fact I'm a deaf-mute seems to bother other people more than it does me. I was fortunate to have parents and friends who never made me feel handicapped. To them, I was just Adrian. It was only after my parents were killed that things changed." His face darkened at the thought of those five agonizing years with Philip.
When Felix saw some of Adrian's memories, he gasped. "I had no idea. What became of your guardian?"
"He was executed by the Archon. I was awarded Philip's estate by way of compensation and donated it to one of your charities for abused children. But what can you possibly know about such things? And tell me, why are you so unhappy?"
Felix sighed and took a deep breath. "With the kind of father I had, there was little I didn't know about abuse by the time I was twelve. He was organized, ritualistic and cold-blooded. On my sixteenth birthday, he had me kill my mother. On my nineteenth birthday, I killed him. I took over the family businesses and have been running them ever since. Until a few days ago, I didn't think I had the capacity to love. With the exception of children because they have yet to learn the devious ways of their elders. Then I found I could love and even be loved in return. It helps."
"That it does." Adrian glanced at Alyssa.
"She's with child, is she not?"
"Our son's due to make his appearance at the end of the year. By then we'll be back on my tropical island home of Ceila."
Julian and Cass reappeared onstage and once more the audience hushed. Cass played the first notes of a haunting lullaby Ephraim had given to Julian many years before. Softly, his father joined in. Cass began to improvise while Julian followed him. Julian in turn took the simple melody and embroidered it. After that, they tossed the music back and forth between them in a glittering dialogue until violin and keyboards merged into one sonorous voice.
Gradually, the keyboards grew softer. Finally they died away, leaving the violin to sing alone. As the last note hung trembling in the air, the audience held its collective breath, savoring the beauty of the moment. Then it exploded into thunderous applause.
Julian and Cass looked at each other and smiled. This performance had definitely been one of their better efforts. Even Felix was touched. Then he saw her. There was no mistaking that coat of iridescent blue feathers.
Hoya sat next to Timothy and Giuliana. Sensing Felix's gaze, she looked up.
"Oh, Hoya, you taught me how to love and I miss you so much. Now you're gone, my mountaintop is truly desolate."
"Oh, Felix, I miss you too!"
Timothy caught their exchange and looked sharply at the Count. So that's why he didn't want to kill her. He loves her. From the way it looks, she loves him too. That's why he stopped in the middle of the bridge. He must have heard her say something. He probably wanted to answer but didn't dare because she was still within the range of his men's guns. She must have been horrified to see him like that. No wonder he's upset.
Adrian followed Felix's gaze and saw Hoya. Puzzled, he looked at Felix. "Well, he's back, I see. I'd heard the little fellow disappeared. He saved Alyssa's life, you know."
"What do you mean he? Hoya's a female. Oh, I see. There must have been a gender change since then."
"Gender change? Hoya's a different sex now?"
"It swaps out every six months. Hoya's a hermaphrodite. She has all the characteristics of both sexes. Depending on which phase she's in, she'll have the complete physical appearance of that gender. Presently, she's all girl."
"When I knew Hoya, he was all boy and extremely smitten with Alyssa, I might add. The way he was behaving, he was lucky I didn't break his neck on the spot. Actually it was about the only bone he had that wasn't fractured, poor little soul. I never did tell Alyssa the significance of his feathers turning gold. When we said goodbye, she kissed him on the forehead. He got so excited I expected him to levitate right off the bed. Then he told her I was a lucky man. That devil, Timothy, was laughing himself sick. How do you know Hoya?"
"We've met here and there."
"Really? I had no idea you moved in the same circles. Since I don't believe you for one minute, what's the real story? Did you kidnap her or something?"
Adrian saw the Count's startled expression. “That's a joke, Felix."
Backstage after the concert, Felix walked over to the deserted stage. Without looking back, he knew Hoya had followed him. Timothy watched from the shadows.
The Count sat with his head in his hands. When Hoya approached, he looked up. “You're back where you belong and so am I. We're creatures from different worlds met by accident. You'll love again, Hoya. Next time, the object of your affections will be far more suitable.”
“What of you, my dear Felix? Will you ever love again or will you be alone forever on your mountaintop?”
He sighed. “I don't know. Soon I'll have to take a wife but I doubt I'll love her. It's almost a certainty she won't love me. Once she's done her duty, I'll free her to do as she pleases. Right now, I'm looking over this year's crop of candidates. There are plenty of eager mamas thrusting their daughters in my direction and I'll eventually find one to satisfy my requirements.”
Hoya spotted a large black beetle running across the wooden boards of the stage. As she grabbed it, Felix smiled. “I even miss your revolting eating habits.” Then he saw Adrian and Alyssa. “Goodbye, little one. Have a good life.”
She took his hand and pressed it against her breast. “In Aeolia, that's a kiss. Felix, no matter how many others I may love, my heart'll be yours forever. I'll always miss you.” She turned away and started walking back to the other side of the stage.
"She was the one, wasn't she?" observed Adrian.
"Yes. She was the one."
“Well, come on you two,” exclaimed Alyssa, “I'm starving! Lobster sounds good. You get to pick the one you want right out of the tank while they're still alive.”
Felix smiled at her then and thought of Hoya.


Part Two
Chapter 5—Mignon
“Felix, there's nothing I can do!”
“What do you mean, nothing? It's been six months! There must be something!”
As the Count stepped down from the examining table and looked around for his clothes, the doctor sighed. “In the wrong hands, the andrynergic simulator is a nightmare. In lay terms, your automatic pain response has gone totally out of control. Instead of getting better, your pain is becoming progressively worse. As I said, there's absolutely nothing I can do to reverse the damage to your nervous system. It's incurable and permanent. If you are to live with this and function at all, there's only one way to control it.”
“Don't tell me, Doctor, let me guess. Narcotics, and isn't it lucky I sell the stuff? Just what, precisely, do you recommend? Because I'm about to become one of my own customers.”
The doctor entered instructions into his desk computer. “Decide what level of pain you can live with and start with the milder analgesics. They'll hold it down for a while. If you choose not to deaden the pain entirely, you can get by with less. As time goes on, you'll have to move on to the stronger stuff. Since addiction is your business, you know all about that, don't you?”
“Do I detect a reprimand?”
“I shouldn't dream of it. But there is a certain irony to this and I have to wonder how you, of all people, got caught in a situation where someone could use this device on you. I assume they didn't live to tell about it.”
“As a matter of fact, they did. It's a long story and a complicated one, and I trust you'll maintain our doctor/patient confidentiality. You do understand, don't you?”
“Of course. If I don't keep my mouth shut, you'll send me to join my ancestors. Correct?”
“Wishing to stay alive is a wonderful motivator. Which is why I'm sure you'll want to do the right thing.”
“Naturally.”
The doctor began to pack up his equipment. For what he was being paid by the Count de Morel, he could afford to put up with a great deal. He was not particularly concerned about Felix's threat. There had been strange stories about the de Morel estate in the past but he'd never seen anything in his patient's manner or behavior to give them credence. The Count's involvement in the narcotics trade was not unusual for someone of his generation, wealth and position. Since the doctor himself had taken a flyer in it from time to time, he was in no position to be judgmental. He simply did not believe that anyone as young and physically pleasing as Felix de Morel could be the stone-cold killer some made him out to be. True, there had been the shooting of his mother and her lover when the Count was only sixteen but the court ruled it temporary insanity. His father's death three years later had been a tragic accident although it was true the young Count had shown little grief. But he demonstrated little emotion about anything outside the abused and disabled children he helped with his charities. About them the Count was truly passionate, as the doctor well knew.
He pressed a key and a sheet came out of the printer. “These are what you might consider starting with. Further down are some suggestions for what you might take in order to sleep at night.”
“I seldom sleep at night. That's when I get on my horse and ride like the wind across my estate. I listen to the wolves howling at the moon, watch the scudding of the clouds, and chase the stars across the sky till morning. The rest of the time, I take catnaps and that suffices.”
“Are you saying you're a night creature?”
The Count didn't answer. Something about his smile chilled the doctor to the bone and he wondered if some of the stories weren't true after all.
Mignon yawned and stretched, then looked yearningly at the pillow. Just once in her life, she'd like to linger, even oversleep. Why was it those last few minutes in the morning were always the best? She heard her father stirring downstairs. He'd be looking for his breakfast before he went out to the fields and she dared not be late.
At seventeen, Mignon had her father's black curly hair and turned-up nose. Her hazel eyes, flecked with shades of blue, green and gold, came from her mother. Her skin had a healthy country glow and her small rounded figure demonstrated the sturdiness of her forebears.
Her special charge was their two goats. Hand-raised by Mignon since they were tiny kids, they followed her everywhere she went. One was white and the other jet black. The white one was Snow, the black Kayla. Kayla had dropped her kid just a week ago. Snow still had a couple of weeks to go. Kayla's kid was black like her dam and Mignon had fashioned her a red collar with a bell on it. Yesterday, she'd shampooed their coats and brushed them until they shone like the finest satin.
Today, the Count's steward was coming to assess the crops, look over the livestock and inspect the houses to ensure they were being properly maintained. All over the village, the women had been scrubbing and polishing for a week while their men fussed over the cows and sheep to make sure they would look their best. The tenants had running water and the latest in modern conveniences and were permitted to decorate their homes as they pleased.
It had been a year since Mignon's mother had died from a lingering illness that seemed to eat away at her until there was little left but skin and bone. As was his custom, the Count sent his own doctor to treat her but it had been of no avail. When her mother finally died, the Count's steward had come with his master's condolences and a purse filled with coins to pay for the burial. Mignon's father said little on the way home from the funeral and she had known better than to say anything to him. She had held back her tears until she was alone in her bed, then wept silently into her pillow. Whether her father ever wept, she didn't know. If he did, he never spoke of it.
He was already in the kitchen and she filled the coffeepot and turned it on. As she busied herself at the stove, he said, “Daughter, it's a year since your mother's death and I'm about to take a new wife. She's a widow from the city with two grown sons neither of whom lives with her. She grew up on this estate and moved away when she married. Her name's Ruth. She's arriving tomorrow and the wedding will be this weekend.”
Mignon noticed the coffee was ready. Without a word, she poured a cup and placed it in front of her father, then she filled a plate and gave it to him. He looked up at her and smiled. “You've been a good daughter and no father could have asked for more. I've secured a situation for you up at the mansion helping in the kitchen. The steward will provide for your needs and see to your education as well. You'll be going there right after the wedding.”
“What about Snow and Kayla? Who'll care for them? Snow's due to have her baby in two weeks. She'll need me.”
I'll miss them so much.
“Ruth will care for Snow and Kayla and I'm sure she'll be good to them. She's a kind woman. She's bringing a new dress for you from the city. For the wedding.”
When her father had left and the breakfast dishes were done, Mignon decided to go up into the hills overlooking the small village where she lived. The Count's steward wasn't due to come until the afternoon and all was in readiness for his inspection. After penning up the goats in their small paddock, she grabbed her jacket off the hook and ran through the garden in back of the house. She climbed over the fence and headed up the hill. Part of the Count's hunting preserve, the tenants’ children were not supposed to go anywhere within it.
Mignon had been climbing the hill ever since she could walk and had never seen anyone there. On its other side, a hidden glade with a clear spring and a deep pool had become her secret place. There she would sit for hours on a fallen log looking at her reflection in the water and dreaming about the great world outside. The birds and animals weren't afraid of her. She'd filch bread and nuts for them from the kitchen when her father wasn't looking and they'd come eat out of her hand.
On this particular day, she saw a doe and her fawn by the pool. As she approached, the doe raised her head and flicked her huge ears. When she saw the intruder was only Mignon, she lowered it again and went back to drinking. Mignon sat on the log and took some sugar from her pocket. As the fawn looked over its dappled shoulder, she held out her hand. The fawn started toward her.
A man's voice spoke from behind her and the doe and her fawn bounded away. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”
Scrambling to her feet, Mignon turned to face the speaker. He was quite young and dressed in the same rough homespun as she. Except he wore boots. As usual, her feet were bare. “I could ask you the same question because you're not supposed to be here either. Are you new? I've certainly never seen you before.” She noticed his gun. “Oh! If the game wardens catch you with that, they'll hang you for sure. Don't you know what this place is? It's the Count's private preserve. You'd better get out of here before someone comes.”
He looked around. “I don't see any game wardens and you're the only other person here. I'll make you a deal. If you don't tell on me, I won't tell on you.”
“All right. It's a deal. But you'd still better get out of here and go back to wherever you're staying. The Count's steward and his men are going to be all over the place soon. This is the day they assess the crops and inspect everything. Speaking of which, I'd better get home myself. If you want, you can come with me. I'll show you the back way out of the garden. Then you can slip out without being seen and be safely on your way.”
He smiled. “That's very kind of you. Do you live at the bottom of this hill, then?”
“Yes, I do. At least until this coming weekend.”
“Why, are you going somewhere?”
“My father's getting remarried and he's found me a situation.”
She looked up at the position of the sun in the sky. “Come on. We'd better go.”
She's pretty, thought the young man as he followed Mignon down the hill. It's too bad she's leaving because I don't even know her name.
As soon as she'd climbed over the fence, Mignon ran to the paddock and released the goats. They butted their heads against her until she reached in her pocket and gave them each a treat. Kayla's tiny kid trotted behind them until Kayla stopped for a moment. With its tail wagging, the kid promptly began to nurse. Mignon smiled at the young man. “I hand-raised them both. The white one's Snow and the black one's Kayla. I haven't named the kid yet. They're very tame.”
He frowned. “I thought there were no pets on this estate. Doesn't the Count forbid it?”
“What he doesn't know won't hurt him. They'll be back in the paddock by the time the steward comes and I never call them by name when he's here.”
“I see.”
“If you have time, there's still some coffee,” offered Mignon, “and a couple of homemade rolls from breakfast. There's a bit of goat cheese too. We make our own.”
“That sounds good. Are you sure you don't mind?”
“Oh, it's a treat to have company. We're kind of isolated in this part of the village and I don't see people very often.”
He smiled at that, “I would have thought you'd have plenty of swains. You don't?”
“Not a one. I find the young men around here quite boring. They only have one thing on their minds and the only difference between any of them is the speed with which they get around to it. Why does it always have to be that way? Why can't a man and a woman just be friends?”
The young man had been admiring the curve of Mignon's breasts beneath the open neck of her shirt and he started guiltily. “Oh, er, you're absolutely right. That's the way it should be. They should definitely be friends.”
Something pushed against the back of his leg. “Oh, that's Kayla! She wants you to scratch her head. Kayla, stop bothering him this instant!”
The young man took a couple of carrots from his pocket and offered them to the black goat. She took one and began to nibble on it. Snow, not wishing to be left out, butted at Kayla and pushed her away. He gave her the other.
“Oh, my,” exclaimed Mignon. “You've just made a couple of friends for life. Well, come on in the house and you can have that coffee I promised you. First, I'd better put the goats back in the paddock. Just in case the steward's early.”
The young man looked regretful. “In that case, I'd better skip the coffee. I'd best be on my way.” He waved at her and was gone as suddenly as he had appeared.
Mignon stood looking after him. She opened her mouth to call out, “What's your name?” then thought better of it.
With a sigh, she turned away and went into the house.
Much as she didn't want to, Mignon had to agree with her father. Ruth was kind. A matronly woman in her late forties, her soft brown hair was just beginning to be touched with gray. Her figure had thickened from age and childbearing but she was far from fat. While her features were quite homely, she had beautiful skin and a soft musical voice. Her intelligent blue eyes were her best feature. She took to Kayla and Snow right away and they to her and Mignon knew they would be in good hands.
On the evening of her arrival, after Mignon's father had left for his usual drink at the village tavern, Ruth said to Mignon, “Why don't we go sit on the porch? Then you can tell me about yourself. It wasn't my idea for you to go. Your father is a man of few words and when he makes a decision he sticks to it. He wants you have an education but he can ill afford the fees. That's why he's sending you up to the mansion. He says it's what your mother would have wanted.”
Mignon seated herself in the porch swing. “He must talk a lot more to you than he does to me because I've never heard him say that much in my whole life. Thank you for the dress, by the way. It's beautiful.”
“It's Nublian silk. For all it's less expensive than the regular kind, that's some fine fabric. I earned my living as a dressmaker and I know yard goods. I asked your father about your coloring and he gave me your size. They say this particular silk will last forever because it's not dyed. It's the first time I've seen that particular honey color so it must be new. It does look good on you, dear, and I'm glad you like it.”
“You earned your living? Where was your husband?”
“He died when I was still quite young. He got into a bar fight and wound up on the business end of somebody else's knife. I was left with two little boys and not two cents to rub together. Fortunately, I was a good seamstress and if I say so myself, I have a flair for design. I put together a wedding gown for the daughter of a neighbor. It caught some photographer's eye and from then on I had plenty of paying work. When you come home on your days off, I'll be glad to make some things for you.”
“Your sons are grown now, my father said. They're out on their own?”
“And doing very well. My older boy, Garth, is a medical attendant at the university hospital in the city. He's hoping to be a doctor some day. My younger one, Raymond, is apprenticed to a pharmacist. He has a couple of years to go, then he can take the exams. Neither is married but Garth has a steady sweetheart. Raymond's only a couple of years older than you, Mignon. He'd probably enjoy meeting you.”
“And I him. He's bound to be an improvement over the dorks around here. Ruth, may I ask you a question?”
“Sure. What do you want to know?”
“How long have you and my father known each other?”
“Most of our lives. He and I grew up together and for a while we were sweethearts. After I met a fast-talking salesman from the city and ran off with him, your father married your mother. When your mother was sick, your father used to come see me. After she died, one thing sort of led to another.”
“He said you grew up on the estate.”
“My mother was the housekeeper up at the mansion and that's where we lived. The old Count was a cold, cruel man and I stayed out of his way as much as possible. He had just married the Countess when I left. The one who got killed later by their son. Even then, I felt sorry for the poor lady. The old Count's mother got so upset with him she up and left one day and went to live in the mountains.”
“The old Count is gone now and they say the present one isn't like him at all. Except the tenants never see him.”
“If you want to see him, dear, all you have to do is pick up the latest tabloid. He's always at some charity ball or other, hobnobbing with royalty and the like. Like when they had that musician—Julian?—yes, that's the one. It was a big concert at the opera house. He was there.”
“Julian?” Mignon was interested. “Mama had some of his recordings. She loved his music and she'd play it over and over. He and his son did that beautiful lullaby. Father had them play it at Mama's funeral because it had been her favorite.”
“I know. He told me.”
“The Count didn't come but he sent a beautiful wreath.”
“You father says the old Count didn't care about the tenants one bit. The present one is totally different, except he has one thing in common with his father.”
“What's that?”
“He doesn't want strangers on the estate. The presence of any stranger is to be reported to the mansion immediately.”
Mignon thought about the young man she'd met and hoped no one would ever find out. If she'd said anything about the stranger, she'd have been in trouble because she wasn't supposed to be in the Count's hunting preserve in the first place.
Well, in another couple of days, she'd be in her new home at the mansion. This would all be behind her and it wouldn't matter that she hadn't reported it.
“Well. Come in. Come in. We haven't got all day. Your name is Marguerite?”
“Yes, sir, but they always call me Mignon.” She gave a nervous gulp. Then she picked up her bag and followed the steward through the back door into the kitchen. There seemed to be an awful lot of people here just to take care of one person. So far, she'd seen the steward, a couple of gardeners raking the gravel in front of the house and two maids giggling outside the back door. The steward had come out and frowned at them and they'd fled, looking for all the world like a couple of scared chickens. “Er, how many people work here?”
“There's a household staff of eight. The Count can keep some mighty odd hours and someone has to be on duty to serve him, day or night. Then there are the guards and his personal security men. The kitchen feeds them too.”
“Guards? What does the Count need guards for?”
“It has to do with his businesses. Quite often, people are sent here for the Count to keep in custody. It's a service he performs for his clients. You won't have anything to do with them. That's the guards’ job and they're generally only here for a few days. If you see ever them bring in someone like that, stay out of the way and don't ask questions.”
“They're prisoners? Does the Count work for the government or something?”
“In a manner of speaking. However, it's nothing you need worry your head about. Your job is to wait on the master and any regular guests he might have. Although nowadays, we see precious few of those.”
As the steward led the way into a large, sunny kitchen, Mignon carefully stepped over a huge orange cat sprawled in the middle of the floor. The cook came to meet them with her hands outstretched. “You must be my new helper. Oh, there's so much to do. The master just got back from the city and he's got a couple of guests with him. What's your name, dear?”
“Marguerite. They call me Mignon.”
“Welcome aboard, Mignon. Why don't you put your bag down over there? That's right, behind the door. I'll show you where your room is later. Now, put on this apron, wash your hands, and start cutting up those vegetables. The Count just gave me the menu for tonight's dinner and we don't have much time. I've got a nice rack of lamb ready to go in the oven and I've got to start working on the dessert. How are you at making pastry?”
“Oh, er, I make a pretty good pie shell.” Mignon felt slightly overwhelmed.
“Good. We'll need at least three. You can start on them as soon as you're done with the vegetables. Oh, and my name is Sada. The steward's name is John. He's my husband. Between you and me, his bark is worse than his bite. Isn't that right, dear?”
“If it were up to you, Sada,” observed the steward mildly, “there'd be no discipline among the staff at all. As households go, Mignon, you'll find this is a pretty friendly place to work. Unlike his late father, the Count's relatively easy to please. If you should meet him around the house, don't speak to him unless he speaks to you first. Then just answer yes or no. Whatever you do, don't call him ‘my lord’ because he doesn't like it. ‘Sir’ will do.”
Dinner was finally over and the Count and his guests had gone into the library. The steward was serving them drinks.
Mignon helped the two maids clear the table and get things ready for the following morning's breakfast. “Well, that went all right,” said Sada after she returned to the kitchen to take the dishes from the dumbwaiter and stack them in the machine. “The guards and two of the security men will be down for their supper soon. Then we'll hear the latest gossip about what's going on upstairs. They brought someone in late last night and put him in the red bedroom. That's where the Count keeps what he calls his VIP guests. John is right, Mignon. Don't ever ask questions because the less you know the better. And don't ever go into the red bedroom. The only exception was a little bird woman who was here about six months ago. The Count seemed very fond of her and she became a real pet to all of us. She disappeared one day as suddenly as she'd come. One of the guards told me the Count sent her back to her people. Normally, he never does that.”
When Mignon was done stacking the dishes, the cook brought her a plate of food. “I saved you some of the most tender parts of the meat. That's the advantage of working below stairs. We get first pick of everything. Lately, the Count hasn't had much of an appetite. He's been sending back almost everything uneaten. John thinks he may be coming down with something because his doctor's been here twice in the past month.”
* * * *
In the library, the Count helped himself to a glass of mineral water from the tray. Then he went over to the mantle and leaned against it. Each of his guests was seated in a comfortable wing chair with his feet up and a snifter of aged brandy in his hand. One was the veteran chief of intelligence for the planet of Seira, the other the head of Nublis’ security on Aretz.
“You have quite a place here, Felix,” remarked the Nublian. “I've seen secret weapons installations that were a whole lot easier to get in and out of than this.”
The Count smiled.
The Seiran commented, “This is your headquarters for your whole operation, is it not?”
“Operations, plural. Actually, no, it isn't. I have a couple of other bases and can transfer everything instantly should I ever need to. I don't believe in sticking all my eggs in one basket. You gentlemen already know that so what is this about?”
“By all accounts, Felix, when it comes to certain types of transactions, you're the best,” said the Nublian. “We'd like to put you on retainer to work for us. Would you be interested?”
“Thank you for the compliment, I think. Whether I'd be interested or not would depend on the size of the retainer and the exact nature of the work.”
“As you know, there's a different element moving into the drug trade,” said the Seiran. “They're specifically targeting the young. They've synthesized the active ingredients in Nirvana and the stuff is really deadly.”
“I know. I tested it in my labs. The bunch you're talking about are renegades from all over the Synod. They live on their ships and have no fixed base of operations. Their fleet hijacked a couple of my cruisers last month and killed the crews. The cruisers can be replaced. My men can't.”
“Maybe we're talking to you at a good point in time,” observed the Nublian. “Your need for revenge would coincide with our desire to hire you.”
“That could be. As I said, it would depend on the amount of the retainer and the nature of the work. Right now, I have one of the renegade captains upstairs. He came in last night and I'm interrogating him in the morning. You gentlemen are welcome to sit in if you like.”
The Nublian was astounded. “How did you get your hands on one of their captains? We've been hunting them for months and haven't been able to grab so much as a deckhand.”
“One of my ladies got him into a situation where she could render him helpless. He's into that sort of thing and she was definitely his type. His men still don't know where he is or who's got him. I did my homework. That's what it takes.”
“And a network of spies second to none.” The Seiran sounded envious.
“Thank you. I'm nothing if not an overachiever. Except when it comes to Aeolian navigators. There, I must admit, I stumbled badly.”
“Hoya's just had another gender change,” remarked the Seiran. “He's all boy again. According to Timothy, he's been cutting quite a swath through the local female population. His enthusiasm for the opposite sex is unbounded, and for some reason, the ladies seem to think he's absolutely adorable. I can't quite see it. He eats cockroaches for pity's sake!”
The Count laughed. “That sounds like Hoya, all right.” He carefully set his glass on the tray. “We can discuss this further in the morning, and now, if you gentlemen will excuse me, I'll wish you both a very good night.”
By the time Felix reached his bedroom door, he was in a state of virtual collapse. As he stumbled over to the bed and fell face down, one of his security men picked up the intercom. “Get the doctor up here quickly.”
He got Felix's feet up on the bed, took his shoes off, and loosened his collar. As he turned him over, the Count stirred and opened his eyes. “What was it? Another bad reaction?” Then he winced. “Aargh! Besides making me sick, that damn stuff isn't helping at all. That's why I can't even stay on it long enough to become an addict. Talk about the cure being worse than the disease. What a mess!”
“The doctor's on his way up,” said the security man.
“I don't know what good that quack's going to do except patch me up enough to get through the interrogation in the morning. Tell him he'd better have something else in his bag of tricks besides the stuff he's been pumping into me so far. I'm rapidly running out of patience because the only beneficiary from all this I can see is his bank account.” He started to cough. “Damn, is there no end to this shit?”
The security man offered Felix the oxygen mask but he waved it away. “They're bringing up some coffee from the kitchen. I thought it might help.”
There was a knock on the door. The security man opened it and Mignon came in with a tray. “Set it down over there,” he said briefly, then returned to the bed.
Mignon set down the tray, glanced curiously at the Count and hurried out. The steward was right. He was sick. Well, the doctor was on his way up and maybe he could do something to help.
Then Mignon remembered something. Until her mother's illness, she'd had great faith in the medical profession until she'd realized the doctor really had no idea how to help her mother. He just kept on trying one treatment after another in the hopes something would work. He'd apparently felt a compulsion to do something if only to demonstrate he wasn't totally worthless. She was glad she and her father hadn't been the ones paying. Then they really would have been upset.
Toward the end, the Count sent a couple of medical attendants to the house to help Mignon and she overheard them talking. As she listened, she realized they were discussing the doctor. “That poor woman. As if she wasn't sick enough, she's had to endure all those months of Dr. Trivia's pointless treatments. You'd think people would have learned their lesson by now but they never do. The only thing that thrives around him is his bank account. Believe me, if you aren't sick when Doc walks in the door, he'll make damn sure you are by the time he leaves.”
Mignon would like to have talked to somebody about that doctor after her mother's death. Not wishing to be perceived as an ingrate by the Count, she'd kept her mouth shut. Now the Count himself was ill and he had the same doctor who'd treated her mother. She resolved to talk with Ruth about it on her next day off. Ruth's son was a medical attendant and he might know something about this particular doctor. She hoped so. By all accounts, the Count was a very nice person and he certainly deserved better than this.
As the gates to the Count's estate swung to behind them on the following morning, the Nublian security chief turned to the Seiran. “That was quite an experience.”
“Yeah. I have to admit I've never seen anything quite like it. Our host should be giving seminars on interrogation equipment and techniques. If he doesn't have it, it plain doesn't exist.”
“Well, he certainly pumped the subject dry. I have a suspicion there was some telepathic abilities operating there as well.”
“There were. I know that for a fact because the Count sometimes functions as a translator for the deaf. When the Duke of Ceila was here awhile back, Felix accompanied him to quite a few functions like Julian and Cass’ concert. Speaking of which, do you have any idea what the Count's plans were for the subject after he was done?”
“No, and I'm not sure I want to. There's a quality about Felix that's more than a little ... how can I put it? Unusual? In fact, his whole estate has a certain eerie quality. Last evening, I could have sworn I heard wolves howling outside my window and there was something abroad in the night that wasn't mortal.”
“You too? Being from Seira, I'm not unused to magic, but this was something else again. All I know is, once I was in my room last night, nothing could have induced me to set foot outside my door till this morning. That house is definitely haunted and the spirits roaming those halls are anything but friendly.”
“Well, I'm glad he's on our side now. If we're to stop this epidemic, we need all the help we can get. If you'd told me a year ago we'd be enlisting the likes of Felix de Morel as an ally, I'd have said you were out of your mind.”
“I know. When Ephraim decided to let de Morel go after we had him in our hands and he'd actually admitted he was Raphael, I about went berserk. Just keeping him out of circulation would have been worth the price of one navigator. Especially since he was about to give the Aeolian back anyway.”
“From beginning to end, there was something strange about that whole affair. But no one will say a word. Officially, we know nothing whatsoever about it. It was as if it never happened.”
“Except that, thanks to the Count, we have a bunch of Nirvana addicts whom we're having to maintain in a special facility, and now we're having to deal with this nightmare derivative. There isn't any punishment I can think of that would be bad enough for Felix de Morel. In my book, he's going to have to go a long, long way to even begin to make amends for what he did. Although he knew full well what Nirvana was, he went ahead and distributed it anyway. When he was permitted to walk away scot-free, I just about lost it right then and there.”
“Yeah.” The Nublian's tone was sardonic. “And less than a month later, he was presented with the highest humanitarian achievement award the Synod has to offer. When I heard that....” He shook his head and sighed. “Then, as if that wasn't enough, they proceeded to name him Man of the Year.”
“We have the tabloid press to thank for that one. They're the ones who've built de Morel up into some sort of icon. Most of the stories about him are regurgitated press releases from Felix's spin doctors. His authorized biography was an immediate best-seller and now there's talk of a full-length feature film.”
“Where are the muckrakers when we really need them?” The Nublian sounded bitter. “You don't need to say a word because I already know the answer. They're all on Felix's payroll.”
Both men started to laugh, then thought better of it because it wasn't funny at all.
“Timothy?” Giuliana absently scratched Josie's head after the cat plumped himself down between them. “Have you seen Felix lately?”
He raised himself up on his elbow. “Why do you ask?”
“There's a lot of talk around the office that he's sick, supposedly with some fatal, wasting disease. I wondered if you knew anything about it. Neil wants me to find out and do a story on it. You know, a ‘Felix de Morel's Last Sad Days’ kind of thing.”
“In answer to your question, I saw Felix at a big charity luncheon just the other day. Come to think of it, he did look a mite peaked. But I want you to listen to me, young lady, and listen carefully. If you know what's good for you, don't go nosing around in Felix de Morel's private affairs. I don't care if Neil's offered you the sun, the moon and the stars all wrapped up in one shiny package, you tell your ex to take this particular assignment and.... Believe me, Gee, you don't want any part of it!”
Josie flopped over onto his back. Giuliana kneaded his stomach while he waved all four paws in the air and purred like a small engine. “If I didn't know better, I would say you were actually afraid of Felix. As far as I'm concerned, he's an ordinary man like everyone else. Isn't he?”
“No, he isn't. Gee, I'm telling you! Whatever you do, stay the hell away from Felix de Morel! If the truth be known I am afraid of him. There are certain things about the Count you don't know and I do.”
“Such as?”
“I can't tell you. Let's just say it's an intelligence matter, that it's highly classified, and leave it at that.”
“Well, maybe Hoya will tell me. Especially if I tickle him in the right places.”
“That's it!” yelled Timothy. He jumped out of bed and started looking around for his clothes. “Giuliana, I'm telling you for the last time! You stay the hell away from Felix de Morel and leave Hoya out of it! So help me, if you drag him into this, we're through! What's more, I'll never speak to you again as long as I live! Now, where's that bloody shoe? I'm outta here!”
Giuliana's mouth dropped open. She'd never seen Timothy so angry. In fact, she'd never seen him angry, period. She swallowed hard. “Timothy, I'm sorry. I had no idea you felt that way. My relationship with you is a whole lot more important than any damn story. Of course I'll tell Neil to shove it if that's what you really want. Please don't go.”
Timothy already had his hand on the doorknob. Then he turned and frowned at her. “I hope you mean that for both our sakes. Now, I've got to go. In case you'd forgotten, the big Trade League luncheon is today and I'm the keynote speaker. I'll call you later this afternoon. Will you be at the office?”
She looked so beautiful with the sheet barely covering her breasts and her dark hair falling over her naked shoulders, Timothy's heart caught in his throat. Don't do it, Giuliana, he thought as he remembered what Felix had said on the night of Julian's concert.
"She's been nosing around my affairs. Tell her to lay off, Timothy, or I'll give her a tour of my estate she'll never forget. I promised not to take revenge on you. Nothing was ever said about her."
“Yes, I'll be at the office,” she said, “and I'll be waiting for your call.”
Mignon and Sada sat outside the back door, shelling peas. “Such a pretty day,” remarked Sada. “John says the two guests had a meeting with the Count this morning and left. The guest in the red room's gone too. The Count's going to a Trade League luncheon and he may or may not be home for dinner. He told John to leave him a salad and some slices of cold lamb in the big refrigerator. That way, if he decides to come home, he can serve himself. So, after we're done with these, Mignon, you can have the rest of the day off. You did a good job last night and you've certainly earned it.”
“Thank you, Sada. I think I'll run home and see my family if that's all right.”
“The egg man's due to come by around noon. I'll arrange for you to go with him and you can have your father bring you back. Just be in before dark, all right?”
“I will.”
No one from the village or the household staff was allowed outside on foot after dark. Mignon had lived on the estate for her entire life and obeyed the rule without question. When darkness fell, everyone would be inside with doors barred and windows shuttered. There were creatures abroad in the night on the Count's estate which were not mortal and some were dangerous.
Only the Count himself went outside after sunset. Sometimes, he'd walk for hours alone in the moonlight. Other times, he'd saddle his great black horse and gallop across the fields and up into the hills. The night beings never bothered him because he was one of them.
True to her word, Sada arranged for the egg man to take Mignon to the village. Although she'd left only yesterday, she felt as if she had been gone for months. Ruth welcomed her with open arms. Mignon had treats in her pocket for the goats and together they went to the small paddock.
“I swear that kid's grown since yesterday.”
“She probably has. That's what young things do, you know. They can double in size almost overnight.”
Later, when they were at the kitchen table, drinking coffee and having some of Ruth's homemade cake, Mignon said, “Can I ask you something?”
“Certainly. Ask me anything you like.”
“It's about the Count. He's sick and I think he needs a different doctor. Right now, he has the same one who treated my mother. I don't think he's doing him any good.”
Mignon told Ruth what she had overheard the two attendants say before her mother died. “I was wondering if you could ask Garth what he knows about this doctor and if there's a different one he'd recommend.”
Ruth looked thoughtful. “Medical attendants know a lot more than they're given credit for. I've heard Garth say some of the doctors he's seen shouldn't be treating a dog or a cat, let alone people. How sick is the Count? Do you know?”
“Sada says he hasn't been eating and John and the security men look worried. Last night, he went up to his room and collapsed. They called the doctor and he came right away. John took the Count's breakfast up to his room this morning and he hardly touched a thing. John says that's not like him and he's very concerned.”
“Mmm. I think I'll call Garth right now. It's his day off and he should be at home. What's the doctor's name?”
Ruth came back frowning. “Garth knew exactly which doctor I was talking about. He says the medical attendants call him Dr. Trivia, and he's worse than no doctor at all. He was caught peddling drugs a couple of years ago. Even though the case was dismissed, the university hospital let him go. That's when he must have latched on to the Count. Garth says his license should have been suspended. But the authorities seldom do anything even when it's as blatant as this.”
“What can we do? I can't just sit there without saying something. Even if I do, I don't think anyone will listen.”
“You're probably right. If the doctor were to find out, you could be in real trouble. Let me think on it, Mignon. I have some connections and I'll see what I can do. Are you allowed to take calls at the mansion?”
“Ask for Sada and tell her you have a message for me. She'll come get me.”
Later that evening, after Mignon left with her father to go back to the mansion, Ruth went up to her room. When she told Mignon she was the housekeeper's daughter she hadn't given her the whole truth. Her name wasn't Ruth and she was much older than she appeared.
According to Mignon, Felix was deathly sick and not getting any better. The time had come to meet her grandson face to face and see what manner of man he really was. First, she needed to change her appearance.
When her husband returned, Ruth told him she'd received an urgent message from the city and would be gone for a few days. She arranged for a neighbor to provide him with his meals and promised she'd be back as soon as possible. When he was safely asleep, she went into the other room and opened the chest she'd brought with her from the city. She took out an elaborate silk dress with a matching cloak, carefully unfolded them and spread them on the bed. The velvet cloak matched the dark red silk of the dress and was lined in pale rose. They were over twenty years old and she had never thought to wear them again. She dug further in the chest and brought out a jewel box which she placed next to the dress.
Opening it, she lifted out a ruby-studded necklace, turning it this way and that in the lamplight.
After stripping off her clothes, she laid them carefully away. Then, naked in the moonlight, she became the beautiful blonde Countess who had seduced Mignon's father into taking her into the city all those years ago.
On her return to the mansion, Mignon realized she was thirsty. She remembered there was a melon and decided to get herself a slice. As she entered the kitchen, she saw she wasn't alone. A young man was getting something out of the refrigerator.
Politely, Mignon cleared her throat. Startled, the young man jumped and almost dropped the plate he was holding. As he turned to face her, Mignon recognized the stranger on the hill. “What are you doing here?”
Off guard, the young man thought quickly. “I work for the Count in one of his offices in the city. There was something he needed me to do. I'm Timothy.”
“Oh, that's all right then. I just came to get a piece of melon. Do you mind if I join you? My name's Marguerite but they call me Mignon for short. I work here in the kitchen. The Count's been gone today so I had the afternoon and evening off.”
The young man set his plate on the table and looked around for some cutlery. “So, apparently, did everyone else. Later on, if you like, we can go upstairs to the library and watch something on the viewscreen.”
Mignon felt a little nervous. “Are you sure we won't get into trouble?”
The young man smiled. “I won't tell if you don't, but I think it'll be all right. The Count told me to make myself at home.”
As Mignon ate her slice of melon, she noticed the young man was barely picking at his food. “Aren't you hungry? Would you prefer something else?”
“Oh, the food's fine. It's just I had a big lunch and I ate kind of late.”
“Would you like some coffee? I was about to make some and there are a couple of pieces of pie.”
“No, thank you. But I'll take some mineral water if you have it.”
“I'll skip the coffee too, and I probably would do just as well not to have the pie. I could stand to lose a little weight.”
The young man looked at her admiringly. “You look fine to me. I don't like women who are all skin and bone even if that is fashionable nowadays.”
“I'm a bit more than just skin and bone. The women in my family tend to be overweight so I have to watch it.”
As the young man stood, Mignon saw him wince. “Are you all right?”
When he started to answer, his knees bent and he crumpled to the floor.
She ran out into the hall. “Help! Somebody! The young man in the kitchen! There's something wrong!”
There was a security man on the other side of the door. As he bent over the young man and checked his pulse, Mignon got a towel, dampened it and wiped his face. The security man said something into a device on his wrist and two guards came in. “Let's get him upstairs. The doctor said this might happen and he left something just in case. Thank you, young lady, I'm glad you were here. Otherwise, he might have lain here for a while. I should have stayed with him but he prefers to be alone and he assured me he'd be all right.”
“The doctor? You knew he was sick? Oh, how could I have been so stupid?”
“What do you mean?”
“His name isn't Timothy, is it? And he doesn't just work here?”
“Is that what he told you? Of all the names in the world, why would he pick that one? As you seem to have guessed, Mignon, he's the Count. He should know better than to pull a stunt like that on a nice young lady like you. Shame on him! Timothy, indeed!”
Just as the guards were carrying Felix upstairs, the doorbell chimed. Since no one else seemed to be around, Mignon went to answer it.
A tall blonde lady of about thirty stood on the stone step. She was richly dressed and carried a fur coat over her arm. A luxurious transport was parked in the driveway behind her. “This is the de Morel house, is it not? Is the Count at home?”
“Er, yes, no.” Mignon hesitated, not sure what to do.
The steward came up behind her. “I'll take care of this. You go on up to bed.”
As Mignon went upstairs, she looked over her shoulder. The steward was ushering the lady into the foyer and one of the guards was carrying her suitcase. Well, whoever she was, she'd find out in the morning. She suddenly realized she was very tired, and as the steward had directed her, she obediently went to bed.
When Mignon came into the kitchen on the following morning, Sada was fixing a breakfast tray: one of the fancy ones with legs on it. She'd placed a red rose on the napkin beside a covered plate. “Good timing. I want you to take this up to the guest in the yellow suite. She's the lady you saw come in last night. She's an aunt of the Count's.”
“Sure, I'll be glad to.”
When she knocked on the door of the suite, a musical voice asked, “Who is it?”
Mignon pushed down the latch of the door with her elbow. “It's your breakfast, ma'am.”
“Come on in.”
The lady was sitting up with her blonde hair streaming over her shoulders and a book in her hand. She smiled and patted the bed. “Set it here. A red rose, how nice. This is one of the few places where there's no winter and the roses bloom all year. Tell me, little one, is there still a unicorn in the glade on the hill?”
“Er, I don't know, ma'am.”
“There used to be, years ago when I was young. His coat was pure white and his horn was gold. I used to visit him every day. I'd make daisy chains and hang them round his neck. His breath smelled like violets and when he'd take sugar from my hand, his muzzle was softer than velvet.”
“He sounds beautiful, ma'am. But no, I've never seen him.”
“Ah, well. It was all a very long time ago.”
As the lady poured some coffee and took a sip, Mignon asked, “Is there anything else I can get you, ma'am?”
“No, I don't think so. I'll call you when I'm ready to get dressed. Tell me, is my nephew up yet?”
“He was taken ill just before you arrived, ma'am. He might not be getting up today.”
“In that case, I'll have to go see him. What's your name, dear?”
“Marguerite. Everyone calls me Mignon.”
“Then, so shall I. My name is Isolde. I am the Countess of Bellefleure and I come from the planet Astarte, in the Orion system.”
That's a witch planet, thought Mignon.
When she reached the kitchen, John was leaving with a breakfast tray. “It's for the Count. They said he's awake and feeling better. How's the Countess?”
“She was awake and she seemed pleased with her breakfast. She said something about a unicorn. Do you know anything about that?”
John's face saddened, “There used to be one up on the hill until the old Count hunted it down with his pack of demon hounds. Either it fled or he killed it. No one's ever known which. They say he did it to get even with his mother for leaving but that was before my time. I'd best take this upstairs before things get cold.”
“Those lazy maids aren't up yet,” grumbled Sada. “That's why we're having to carry trays this morning. Normally, that's their job.” She set a plate and cup on the table. “Here, Mignon. You may as well eat while you can. The men will be down soon for their breakfasts and we'll be plenty busy after that.”
“When the lady looked at me this morning, I felt as if I'd seen her somewhere before. Her eyes looked familiar.”
“John says that she's the Count's great aunt. She was younger than his grandmother; very much younger, I'd say. From what John says she can't be much more than thirty. I'll make the maids do the dishes in your stead. That'll serve them right for oversleeping.”
Upstairs, the lady set aside her tray and got out of bed. It was time, she decided, to go see her grandson and find out what manner of man he'd become. As she touched a key on the intercom, the steward looked at a screen on the kitchen wall. “Mignon, it's for you. The Countess is ready to get up.”
While she waited, the Countess went over to the bank of windows on the other side of the room, drew aside the curtain and looked out. Directly beneath her stretched a walled garden filled with roses. An ornately decorated marble building stood at its far end. In the tree next to her window, a blackbird sang his liquid praises to the new day. Listening, she thought about the unicorn on the hill and the last time she'd seen him. She had been standing with her arms around his satiny neck and her face buried in his mane when she heard a footstep behind her. Startled, the unicorn had thrown up his head.
The intruder was her son and he held his new bride by the hand. “So this is where you come day after day. And what have we here? A unicorn, no less. Until this moment, I had no idea such a creature existed outside the fevered imagination of a poet, let alone on my estate!” He turned to his trembling bride. “Look upon it well because it's the only one you'll ever see. As for you, Mother, you know full well this is my hunting preserve. All within it are my lawful prey and I'll have some sport with this creature before the day is out. Then I'll see how well he can run.” He smacked the unicorn on its snowy flank. “Hola! Get out of here! There's no room here for the likes of you!”
“But he's so beautiful!” protested the bride as the unicorn fled from the glade. “How can you hunt anything so gentle, let alone kill him?”
“Are you presuming to argue with me? I am the master here, not you! How dare you open your mouth without being spoken to? We're barely married two days and already I see discipline problems. You have your purpose, madam, and that is to give me an heir. Outside that, you'll keep silent unless I give you permission to speak, and you will stay out of my way until and unless I summon you!”
The lady looked at her son in horror. While it was true that she'd never liked him, she'd never realized before he was such a monster.
He left then, dragging his poor little bride behind him.
When she failed to appear for dinner, the lady asked her son where his wife was. “I've confined her until she learns the proper way to behave.”
After the Count had gone to his study, the lady took a plate of food and stole upstairs to the bride's room. When she opened the door, she couldn't see her. Then she heard a small moan from the direction of the bed. She pulled back the sheet and gasped.
The Count's poor little bride lay naked with her hands and feet bound together and a scarf tied tightly across her mouth.
Quickly, the lady freed her from her bonds. That was when she saw the vivid red stripes on the bride's back and legs where she'd been whipped. In a fury, the lady stormed downstairs. Flinging open the door to her son's study, she confronted him. “Was her wedding night not enough for you, you monstrous, misbegotten spawn of....” Words failed her and she choked on her outraged tears.
Her son said nothing. His handsome face cold with anger, he grabbed her arm and dragged her screaming and struggling every step of the way, through the passageway door and the garden, and into the small temple that stood at its end. Once inside, the Count threw his mother to the floor. Then he cried out in a loud voice, “Astaroth, here's this evening's sacrifice!”
As the red light erupted from behind the altar, the echoing voice asked, “What is this? Woman, you're no ordinary mortal and I don't eat my own kind! Begone from here, both of you. In the future, Count de Morel, either bring me something acceptable or I'll start roaming the halls of your mansion and find my own food!” The light disappeared and the temple fell silent again.
That same night, the lady fled on foot to the village. There she found Mignon's father and used all her wiles to persuade him to take her into the city. Fearing her son would come after her, she begged him to say she had gone to the mountains.
He'd done as she'd asked.
Eventually, she married a tradesman in the city and gave birth to two sons. The rest of what she told Mignon was the truth. Her husband was killed in a bar fight and she'd earned her living with her needle ever since, all the while living in mortal fear that her son would come after her. After her son's death, she hadn't dared approach Felix directly. When Mignon's mother died, she once again used her magic arts to lure Mignon's father to her bed. He was the only contact from her old life she trusted not to betray her. Lonely for his dead wife, it wasn't difficult to persuade him to marry her. Thus was she able to return to the estate.
Felix looked at the food on the tray in front of him. Finally, he picked up a fork and took a small bite. Then he laid it down with a sigh. “Come on, Felix,” said his security man, “you can do better than that. Have some coffee, at least. And you need to take these pills. They're food supplements.”
“Did the doctor prescribe them?”
“No. The steward did. He says you need them and I agree.”
“Well, in that case....” Felix picked up the cup of coffee. “There, are you satisfied? What happened last night anyway? One moment, I'm talking to a pretty girl in the kitchen, the next thing I know I'm waking up here. What happened to her, by the way?”
“You passed out on the kitchen floor and she flew out, yelling for help. She had no idea who you were. Why did you tell her your name was Timothy?”
“Er, well...” Felix was embarrassed. “We originally met on the estate and she thought I was a trespasser. She was afraid I'd get into trouble for being in the hunting preserve and showed me a way out through her garden. When we met in the kitchen, I didn't want to scare her. She wouldn't have been nearly so friendly if she'd known.”
“That's true. But she knows now and she seemed a mite upset.”
“Why did you tell her?”
“I didn't have to because she'd already guessed. How long did you think it was going to take before she caught on? And why, in Heaven's name, did you tell her you were called Timothy? Of all the names in the world, I'd have thought that'd be the last one you'd pick. Speaking of which, your office called and said one of the tabloids is nosing around again. This time, they're speculating you have a fatal illness.”
“At the rate things are going, they may well be right. Who was it? Timothy's girlfriend again? I may have to do something about her yet.”
“All you have to do is say the word and we'll pick her up. You owe Timothy anyway. Big time.”
“I don't want to do anything until I'm certain she's the culprit. If I find out she is.... I gave him fair warning.”
“Oh, and you have a visitor. She arrived late last night. Just after we took you upstairs, in fact. A nice looking blonde of about thirty named Isolde. She claims she's your grandmother's younger sister. John put her in the yellow suite. Oh, don't worry. We scanned her and her luggage before we let her in.”
Felix frowned. “That's odd. Isolde was my grandmother's name and she was a blonde. But she was a lot more than thirty when she left. Today, she'd be at least sixty, if not more.”
He looked at the tray again and threw the fork on the plate. “Take this away! I can't eat it. It makes me sick to even look at it! I....”
As Felix slumped down unconscious, there was a knock on the bedroom door. It opened and the Countess came in. She took one look and came over to the bed. The bodyguard removed Felix's breakfast tray and placed it on a nearby table. “Ma'am. As you can see....”
“Shut up. Get those pillows out from under him and help me lay him flat.”
Felix moaned. Then he opened his eyes and saw the Countess smiling down at him. “You're....”
“That's right, Felix. I'm your grandmother, Isolde. I've come back, and from the way things look around here not a moment too soon.”
“But you're so young. And you're beautiful. You look exactly like the painting downstairs. You're even wearing the same dress and necklace.”
“It's the dress and necklace I was wearing when I fled from your father over twenty years ago. If I'd stayed, he would have killed me. When your father found I was gone, he destroyed the unicorn. After that, he hunted me for years but I managed to stay hidden from him. Much as I wanted to, there was nothing I could do to help your mother ... or you.” She motioned to the bodyguard. “Undress him. I want to look him over and find out what's wrong.”
Over Felix's protests, the bodyguard slipped off his shirt and pants. When Isolde saw the striped pattern of scars on the Count's back and legs, she gasped. “He was a monster and I should have killed him myself when I had the chance. Oh, Felix, I'm so sorry!”
When Felix felt Isolde invade his mind, he attempted to block her. She brushed his shield aside. “I mean you no harm. Now, let me see your memories. All of them from your childhood to the present.”
Isolde began passing her hands back and forth above Felix's body. The bodyguard could feel something building in the air of the room. Scenes began to appear above the bed. Beginning with the night of Felix's birth, one horror followed upon another. Eventually, the spectacle became so vile, even the bodyguard, hardened as he was, could no longer bring himself to look. “I can see why you killed him!” he murmured, almost to himself. “Now I understand why, night after night, you flee across the fields on your great black horse, your pack of demon hounds coursing beside you, hunting whatever gets in your way.”
When she came to the memories of Hoya, the Countess grew interested. “Ah, maybe there's some hope for you after all. Despite all he could do, that depraved monster failed to kill the last faint spark of your humanity and this strange little creature accomplished what no one else could. By teaching you about unconditional love, she defeated your father and put his wretched spirit to rest for all time. When you freed Hoya, you also freed yourself.”
Then she saw what Timothy had done to Felix in revenge for the supposed torture of the little Aeolian. “What is this? Who is this man? Does he still live?”
“Yes, he still lives. In return for a pledge of silence, I promised his father I wouldn't take revenge on him. He's the son of the Emperor of Seira and his name's Timothy.”
“I'm bound by no such promise. Where will I find him?”
“He has great powers and you won't be able to bring him here by ordinary means.”
“Tell me how I can persuade him.”
“There's a young woman. Her name is Giuliana Bainbridge. For her sake, he would come.”
The Countess looked inquiringly at the bodyguard. He nodded. “She's a tabloid reporter. She's been overly curious about Felix's affairs and we have her under twenty-four-hour surveillance. All he has to do is give the word.”
“Do it!” said Felix sharply, then began coughing.
“Here, let's get him up on these pillows!” ordered the Countess. She offered Felix some water. Gradually, his coughing subsided.
The bodyguard picked up the intercom. “She'll be here within the hour.”
“Blindfold her,” ordered Felix, “and make sure she hears no voices or sounds she can recognize. Then put her to sleep for a while in the red bedroom. After she wakes, make sure that all who come in contact with her are masked and using voice changers. I plan to give her back to him alive and in one piece.”
The bodyguard picked up the intercom and spoke into it again. “It's done.”
The business luncheon had just concluded. The Seiran Trade Ambassador was making his farewells when he felt a tug at his arm. He turned and saw a young boy of about ten or eleven holding a package. “Excuse me, sir, but is your name Timothy?”
“Yes. What can I do for you?”
The child thrust the package into his hands. “I was told to give this to you. It's a video and you're supposed to look at it immediately.” Then he fled into the crowd below the podium.
Taking a scanner from his pocket, Timothy's bodyguard ran it over the package. “It's clean and just what the kid told you it was: a video. Come on, boss, we'd better find a viewscreen and see what this is about.”
As the image came up, Timothy got a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. A pair of hands appeared holding the front page of a tabloid up to the camera. The camera zoomed in to show the headline and the date. As it pulled back to show Giuliana's terrified face, a deep voice said, “Here we go again. Your Excellency, if you have a sense of deja vu right now, I can hardly blame you. Allow me to assure you that the lady's not been harmed in any way. She's seen no one's face and has no idea where she is. As long as you do what we want, her chances of getting out of this alive are excellent. Since the lady is of little consequence to us, whether she lives or dies is strictly up to you.”
“What do you want, dammit?”
“Now, as to what we want. All we require is some of your time. A friend of yours is very sick and we think you can help him. There's a certain bridge near the city that you used once before. Please go there immediately. Wait on the left side of the river alone. Someone will come for you. As soon as our meeting's concluded, you and she will be free to go unharmed. If you don't go to the bridge and/or the authorities become involved....”
The camera pulled back to show a masked figure behind Giuliana holding her arms. It pulled back again to show a second masked figure holding a knife whose blade glittered as he turned it back and forth in the light. When he crossed the room to put the knife against Giuliana's throat, Timothy could clearly hear her gasp of terror.
“You have till two o'clock to make up your mind. We'll be waiting.”
The screen went dark.
"I promised your father I wouldn't take revenge on you," the Count had once told Timothy. "Nothing was ever said about her.” A sick friend? If that's Felix, who's this, and what does it have to do with me?
“Surely you're not going!” exclaimed the bodyguard. “It's a trap, Timothy! I can't let you do it.”
Timothy made a motion with his hands and a rope of light appeared. As it wound itself around the bodyguard, he smiled. “Try and stop me. This'll dissipate in about two hours and then you can call in all the authorities you like.” He took the video from the machine and put it in his pocket. “But of course, you won't have anything to show them, will you? See ya!”
There was a man by the bridge when Timothy arrived. As he took something from his pocket, another man got behind the wheel of Timothy's transport and drove it away. “Don't tell me. Let me guess.” Timothy put his hands behind his back. A pair of manacles was snapped onto his wrists and a scarf bound tightly across his eyes. “You don't really need to do this,” he remarked as his head was pushed down and he was shoved into a transport. “I already know where we're going. Felix is getting even, isn't he? I suppose he put a spell on these damn things.” He tested the cuffs. “Yup, he did. You know, if he had just asked nicely, I'd have come.”
“Somehow, I doubt that,” replied his captor. “First, there's no love lost between you. Secondly, your security people would never have allowed it.”
Timothy sighed. “You have a point there. After he saw the video, my bodyguard did try to stop me. I immobilized him and brought the video away with me.”
“Very wise. Felix isn't too fond of your girlfriend and he was none too thrilled about being kidnapped. Maybe he couldn't take it out on you but his bodyguards paid dearly.”
“You mean, they won't screw up like that again?”
“Hardly. Dead people generally don't.”
“Are you telling me Felix KILLED them?”
“Up close and personally. Felix doesn't listen to excuses and to say that he was upset is putting it mildly. If the Count hadn't given your father his word not to take revenge on you, you'd have been strewn all over the landscape too. Since I was responsible for countermanding his orders and negotiating the exchange, I almost didn't survive either. Fortunately for me, Felix suddenly saw the humor in the situation. He lowered his gun at the last second and fired it into the ground next to my foot. I didn't stop shaking for a week.”
“Ooof. I had no idea he was that vicious.”
“He's not really. It's just when he gets upset, he tends to act on it.”
“Then within the month, the Count de Morel was graciously accepting the highest humanitarian award the Synod has to offer,” marveled Timothy, “and the press was naming him their Man of the Year.”
His captor chuckled. “Felix still thinks it's absolutely hilarious. He says his descriptions of the parties he went to and the people he met kept the demon happy for weeks.”
“Are you trying to tell me Astaroth is a celebrity buff and that he buys into that whole social scene?”
“Sure. That's the only reason why Felix does it. Left to himself, the Count wouldn't give those people the time of day. But it's what the demon wants, and what the demon wants the demon gets. There's only been one exception I know of and that's the little bird woman. Felix really stuck his neck out on that one when he refused to give her to him. How he got away with it, I'll never know. The way he tells it, the demon took two goats and a couple of doves instead. Personally I think there's more to it. On the other hand, he'd feed your girlfriend to Astaroth in a heartbeat. He would have too if you hadn't come.”
The transport stopped and Timothy heard voices. Then it started up again. “We just went through the first checkpoint. The main gate's next, then we'll be at the house. Felix wants to know if you'd like some lunch when you arrive.”
“WHAT? I'm being kidnapped and he's asking about LUNCH?”
“I'll tell him you said ‘no thanks'. We'll be there in a few minutes.”
Hearing wheels on the gravel, the Countess went to the window. “They're here.” She watched his men help Timothy out of the transport. “I must say, dear, your organization is extremely efficient.”
Felix had his eyes closed. “Considering what I pay them, they'd better be. Ouch! The painkiller's worn off. Every time I move, it hurts.”
Mignon was in the hall when they came in with Timothy. When she saw he was blindfolded and that his hands were behind his back, she thought, Oh dear, that makes two of them today. Then she pressed herself flat against the wall. The girl had been struggling when they brought her in. It had been clear to Mignon that she was terrified out of her wits, but this man seemed very calm. After they took the second prisoner upstairs, she saw one of the men knock on the Count's door. Then they all went inside.
Inside the bedroom, the Countess came to greet them. “You can uncover his eyes and take those things off his hands. Your Excellency, I'm Isolde, the Countess of Bellefleure, and I believe you already know Felix. Why don't you have a seat by the bed? Then we can talk.”
Timothy was shocked by Felix's appearance. He'd lost a lot of weight and his closed eyes appeared sunken. There were deep shadows under them and his normally pale coloring looked yellowish. “What happened to you?”
Felix opened his eyes and looked up peevishly. “You did, you and your bloody andrynergic simulator. Get over it in a couple of days, my ass! They've been feeding me narcotics for the past six months to control the pain. As it turns out, I'm allergic to every last one. They make me so sick I can't even get addicted to my own drugs. Now, for no reason at all, I keep passing out at the drop of a hat.”
“Felix, I'm so sorry. I had no idea.”
Felix, who had closed his eyes again, just snorted. Timothy looked at him helplessly. What do I do now?
“What indeed?” said the Countess. “Here Timothy, why don't you take this chair? We have to talk.”
“About what? I'm not a doctor and I don't know how to help him. Is this why you brought me here?”
“You have to think of something because yours and the young lady's lives depend on it. You did this and you have to undo it. Now, come on. Think. You have certain powers. This is the time to use them.”
Timothy looked at his hands. Then he flexed them. As he did a mindlink with Felix, who for once didn't resist him, he stood over the bed and began to pass his hands slowly over the Count's body. A spell came to him, from where he didn't know. “Take that sheet off him. Felix, I want you to lie completely still.”
As he looked at the Count's body, it became transparent and he could actually see the nerve impulses running through it. One by one, he began tracing them back to the parts of the brain by which they were being triggered. “Ah, there it is. Now I see what's going on. It looks as if you have a switch in your brain that's permanently tripped. That's what's causing the trouble.” When Felix started to say something, he snapped, “Shut up and lie still. If you know what's good for you, you won't interrupt me again.”
Painstakingly, Timothy began tracing the impulse path again until he found the part of Felix's brain that was the source of the problem. The simulator had evidently tricked the brain into believing there was constant trauma to the body and it kept triggering the nervous system's pain synapses, over and over, in response to the false message. Carefully, Timothy reversed the simulator's message. He didn't want to overdo it and kill the pain response altogether. Ah! That should do it.
He traced the impulse path again and saw the offending synapses were now quiet. “Do you have a needle?” he asked suddenly.
The Countess searched the medical supplies next to the bed and handed him one. Timothy took the needle and, without any warning, he stuck it into the bottom of Felix's foot. “Ouch! What did you do that for?”
“Shut up!” Noting the brain response, Timothy handed the needle back to the Countess. Once again, he passed his hands over Felix's supine body. Satisfied, he pulled the sheet back over him. “You're cured. Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to take Giuliana and be on my way. This time, I could do without the manacles and the blindfold. I think we're even, don't you agree?”
As Felix nodded, the Countess observed, “Young man, you have some awesome powers. But then, your grandmother was a Medean witch, was she not? And I've heard about your father.”
Timothy looked at her for a moment, “And you, ma'am, unless I miss my guess, are Felix's grandmother. You also have certain powers but they're different from mine. Where are you from?”
“I come from Astarte in the Orion system. How did you know?”
“Like recognizes like. And now, may I have Giuliana back, please?”
Felix spoke. “She's already in the city. The moment you reached the bridge, I gave the order to release her. Right now, she's sleeping it off in her own bed with her big black-and-white cat beside her. But please, Timothy, do me a favor. Tell her to butt out of my affairs!” He moved his arms. “Hey, that doesn't hurt! I think you did cure me. Incidentally, Isolde, are you really my grandmother? If you are, will you stay with me for a while?”
She smiled, “Yes, Felix, I really am your grandmother and I'll stay for a few days. After that, I have another life to which I must return. Even so, I'll always be nearby. When you see me again, I'll be in a different guise but you'll still recognize me.”
The Count gestured to the bodyguard. “Take him back to the city. This time, you can dispense with the manacles and the blindfold. He's not going to say anything. He knows full well, if he does, his girlfriend's dead meat. Don't you, Timothy?”
Timothy shook his head. “What's the matter with you, Felix? Are you that afraid of being mistaken for a decent human being? Since I wasn't going to say anything anyway a simple thank you would have sufficed. Sheesh!” He threw something on the bed. “Incidentally, Raphael, here's your bloody video! And now, will you please let me out of here? My bodyguards have undoubtedly thrown a cat-fit by now, notified my father, and instituted a planet-wide search!”
“Your transport's here, Timothy. It occurred to me if things went well, you might prefer to drive yourself back to the city. Would you like some refreshment before you go?”
“NO! And I'm getting the hell out of here, RIGHT NOW!”
Felix grinned. “And a very good afternoon to you too, Your Excellency. Please give my best to Hoya.”
After Timothy followed Felix's bodyguard out into the hallway, he slammed the bedroom door so hard the wall shook. Hmm, thought Mignon, as she peeped around a pillar in the foyer. That's the same man they brought in a little while ago. Only now, he's walking out of here under his own steam, and is he ever mad!
As Timothy came down the mansion steps, he met a doctor coming up them with a medical pack in his hand. When he started to say something, the bodyguard interrupted, “Your transport's this way, Your Excellency. I'm sure you're anxious to be on your way.” Then he called over his shoulder, “Good afternoon, Doctor! Just go on in. They're waiting for you upstairs!”
Timothy looked back a little puzzled as the doctor disappeared into the house. The bodyguard smiled faintly. “It's some final business the Count wants to take care of. He's not happy with the medical care he's been receiving and he's decided to find a different practitioner.”
“He's going to fire him?”
“In a manner of speaking. Let's say the good doctor's next appointment will probably be his last. His license is about to be revoked permanently.”
“You're right. It's high time I went back to the city. Giuliana's waiting and she'll be worried about me.”
“Just follow that other transport. They'll clear you through the main gate and the outside checkpoint. Goodbye, Your Excellency, and thank you. I really appreciate what you did for Felix even if it wasn't exactly voluntary on your part. If you ever need a friend, you've got one in him.”
“I'll bear that in mind. Tell him I look forward to seeing him at the InterPlanetary Children's Fund Gala, that's if he's planning to come.”
“Oh, he'll be there. He has to because he's sponsoring the damn thing. They're bringing that space-station resort, Nephtali, and there'll be celebrities coming in from all points of the universe. It's going to be the biggest fund-raiser the Fund's ever had.”
“Don't remind me. Even my parents are coming and I'm about to have the dubious pleasure of my father's company in the office for a full week. Well, enough of this chitchat. The other transport's leaving and I'd better go.”
Nice fellow, thought the bodyguard as he watched Timothy wheel out of the driveway and take off in hot pursuit of the other vehicle. Maybe he and Felix will wind up as friends yet. Then again, maybe not.
* * * *
When they reached the second set of gates, Felix's security man pulled over. In response to an invisible command, the iron traceries slid smoothly aside and he waved Timothy on through.
Still livid and not looking where he was going, Timothy zipped on to the highway and barely missed a lumbering delivery truck. Swerving at the last minute, his careening transport performed a perfect figure eight across four lanes. Fortunately for Timothy, they were empty of oncoming traffic and he shuddered to a full halt on the opposite shoulder facing in the wrong direction. The delivery truck hadn't stopped and was nothing more than a decreasing speck in the distance. Timothy sensed rather than saw the security man's amusement. When he saw him coming, he waved him away. “You can tell your master I'm fine,” he growled. “Give me a minute to catch my breath and I'm out of here.”
Hearing the crunch of the other man's retreat toward the still open gates, he rested his aching forehead against the cool leather of the steering wheel. Felix's guards had returned his wrist communicator at the bottom of the mansion's steps and he belatedly noticed the orange flash of its emergency signal. Which meant his own bodyguard had gotten loose from his bonds and raised the alarm, which was unlikely, or the ever-watchful Ephraim had overridden his rope spell. If it were the latter, his father would probably make good his threat to jerk Timothy home and send him to rule Phasga's northern fastnesses. As long as Giuliana was safe, he no longer cared.
When Felix said, "The moment you reached the bridge, I gave the order to release her," Timothy didn't doubt him, and he'd felt an almost irrational sense of relief. Felix might be a lot of things but a liar he was not. If he said he'd given that order, he had.
Then it hit him. Felix had ordered Gee's release as soon as Timothy reached the bridge. Whether he cured him or not would have made no difference. His coming had been enough. Ephraim had called Felix a walking tragedy with no hope of redemption, and something about the Count when he lay there helpless and suffering had touched Timothy's heart.
"You caused this," the Countess said and it was true.
What made him so morally superior he could look down on the likes of Felix de Morel? How could he condemn the Count for kidnapping and torture when he was guilty of the same thing? By all accounts, Felix had been in increasing agony for almost six months, yet he'd never uttered a word of complaint or lifted a finger against Timothy. According to the guard, it was his grandmother who finally acted. In that sense, he'd kept his word.
Honor was not a word Timothy would ever have associated with the Count de Morel. In this case, it was the only one that fit and he was beginning to see why Adrian cared so much for him. Even so, Gee's terrified eyes looking out from that screen would stay with him for a long time and Timothy was not the forgiving type. When he realized how close he'd come to losing the only person he'd ever truly loved, he broke into a cold sweat all over again.
Now he knew he couldn't live another day without her. Felix had said she was asleep in her own bed with her big black-and-white cat beside her and that was where he needed to be. Ignoring his communicator's emergency signal, he started up the transport. After carefully looking both ways, he eased it back on to the highway leading toward the city and Giuliana.
Ruth looked up from her weeding as Felix approached the garden gate. He was leading his great black horse. She rose to her feet and brushed her hands off against her pants. “Can I help you, sir?”
As the Count started to say, “I was looking for Mignon,” he broke off and stared at her, open-mouthed.
“I told you I'd be nearby. When you saw me again, I'd be in a different guise but you'd still recognize me.”
“Surely you're not....”
“Mignon's mother? Heavens no! Her mother died over a year ago and I'm her stepmother Ruth. This is the other life I told you about.”
Felix gave an obvious sigh of relief.
“You're kind of sweet on her, aren't you? She likes you too but she's a bit overwhelmed by the fact that you turned out to be the Count. Mignon's very young, you know, and she doesn't have a whole lot of experience with men. You can't treat her like one of your courtesans. The tenants won't like it and neither will I. Your father had no compunction against messing with the tenants’ womenfolk but you're different. Right now, you have an excellent relationship with your people and you want to keep it that way.”
“Is this a reproof?”
“Not really. I'm just asking you to be careful with a young girl's heart. Where women are concerned, you're a predator. A courtesan understands because it's her business. Mignon won't.”
“I see. What you're really telling me is Mignon, like the rest of the women in this village, is off limits.”
“Perhaps and perhaps not. But you're the Count and she's the daughter of one of your tenants. I can tell you one thing right now. Her father won't like it. He doesn't approve of the aristocracy and the common folk mixing it up. He believes everyone has their place in society and should stick to it. If he knew you had the slightest interest in Mignon, he'd have her out of the mansion and off the estate so fast it'd make your head spin.”
Felix blinked. “He'd even do that if I wanted to marry her?”
“Sure. Is that what's on your mind?”
“No. It was a hypothetical question.”
“Why don't you come in? I've got fresh milk and homemade poppyseed cake. You still look as if you could use some feeding up.”
“Once upon a time, Mignon made me an offer like that. I didn't take her up on it and I've been kicking myself ever since. Yes, Ruth, I'd like some of your cake and a glass of milk. Is it all right if I tether my horse here by the gate?”
Ruth patted the stallion's gleaming neck. “What's his name?”
“Lucifer. I named him after a dark angel. That's what they call me behind my back, you know, the Dark Angel. Whenever I walk into any room, it grows quiet as if the people are made uneasy by my presence. As for the women....” Felix sighed. “Let's put it this way. I prefer paid courtesans for good reason. Mignon didn't react that way and that's why I like her. She just accepted me as another person.”
“The way Hoya did.” Ruth led the way into the house. “Poor Felix. You've paid a heavy price for being who and what you are. Where the women are concerned, I know exactly what you're talking about. If baby chicks see one of their own with blood on its head they'll peck it to death. That's why farmers use a red light where they keep them. It hides the blood and that way the wounded ones survive. Most society women remind me of those baby chicks. The only way you can deal with them safely is to either never let them see you bleed or keep a red light on all the time.”
Felix took the chair she indicated. “You're the first person I've met who understands.”
Ruth set a glass in front of him and filled it with milk. Then she cut two slices from a golden seed-flecked cake and joined him at the table. “You're drawn to Mignon because you feel safe with her. You loved Hoya for the same reason. It's called trust and heaven knows there's been little enough of that in your life. Mignon and her father trust each other absolutely. My sons trust each other and me. That's the way it should be and it's what families are for. You were raised by a monster who did his level best to mold you into his own sick image. He left enough of his residue on you to mark you for the rest of your life. Only a true innocent like Hoya or Mignon can see past it to the person underneath. In fact, come to think of it, I don't think they see it at all.”
“Nor did Adrian,” murmured Felix.
“Who's Adrian?”
“Adrian's been a deaf-mute since birth and he's in a wheelchair. According to Adrian, the first thing most people notice about him is his wheelchair. Once they get past that, they find he's a deaf-mute and really freak out. Adrian's one of the funniest, kindest people I've ever known and those who can't get past his disabilities miss out on a lot. I wish he was coming to the gala, but his wife's expecting and their child is due very soon.”
“Adrian's married?” Ruth's surprise was obvious.
“Oh, yes. His wife is the Emperor Julian's granddaughter and one of the most gorgeous babes of all time. Besides running the business end of Julian's foundation for the disabled, Adrian's a superb portrait painter and he does wicked caricatures of the people who freak out when they see him. On the SynoNet, he's a real celebrity. Incidentally, he's my friend. He saw into my soul once and didn't recoil.”
“Even with his disabilities, how could someone like Adrian understand you, Felix? What does he know about horror?”
“Plenty.” He told her Adrian's story.
At a loss for words, Ruth looked at him in total disbelief. Finally, she spoke. “There's a couple I should have liked to give to Astaroth. Their miserable son too.”
“Yeah. I have a special project that's something on that order. It's a very, very private charity called the Children's Safety Fund. If you knew who some of the donors were you'd be very surprised. The fund pays a handsome bounty for child molesters and abusers who, for one reason or another, have been improperly turned loose by the courts. When they're given to Astaroth, society gets a double benefit. The streets get cleaned up and Astaroth himself is satisfied for another week.”
Ruth shook her head. “You're quite something. You'll go to the ends of the universe to protect the most helpless creatures in our society. Yet, in almost the same breath, you'll destroy another human being without a second thought.”
Felix shrugged and reached for another slice of cake. “This is delicious. Has anybody ever told you you're a very talented lady? You're also the perfect grandmother and I'm going to have to find a reason to come see you on a regular basis. Since you're a seamstress, I could put you in charge of uniforms for my household staff.”
“Your staff doesn't wear uniforms.”
“They do now. After that, I can put you in charge of redecorating the mansion. It could certainly use it.”
Ruth felt a sudden rush of affection for her grandson. “You know, dear, you're not as alone in the world as you think. My sons Garth and Raymond are your uncles. They're a little younger than you and I've been thinking of having them come for a visit.”
Felix's expression grew instantly guarded. “I had some other uncles. They were my mother's brothers and had ideas of taking over when my father died.”
“Since you speak of them in the past tense, I can guess what happened. My sons aren't like that. They have lives of their own and they're not interested in yours, believe me.”
“We'll see.”
As Felix pushed back his chair and prepared to go, Mignon walked in the door. When she saw Felix, she said, “Oh, I wondered whose horse that was outside. Do you two know each other?”
“We do now and it's a good thing Ruth's married or she'd be competition for you, Mignon. Now, I've got to be going. Thanks for the cake and the milk, Ruth, and I'll get back to you about those uniforms. Mignon, I'll see you up at the house.”
Mignon watched Felix through the window as he mounted his horse and went cantering up the road. “What was he doing here?”
“Actually, he came looking for you. Then we got talking about this and that and the other thing. The Count's a charming young man. Handsome too. Just be careful around him. He has the same thing on his mind other men do. The only difference is he's a little smoother. You're a pretty girl and he's attracted to you. But he's a user of women and you could wind up the poorer for it.”
Mignon sighed. “I know. There'd be no future for me with the likes of Felix which is a pity because I'm attracted to him too. It's like night and day between the way he looked a month ago and now. Maybe it's because he got a different doctor. It's odd how the old one disappeared. One minute he was here, then ... poof! ...he was gone. He came the same day that other man was here. The other man was a prisoner and I saw them take him upstairs and into the Count's room. When he came out again, he wasn't blindfolded any more and his hands were free. He seemed really mad and he slammed the bedroom door so hard, the wall shook. Then he got into a transport by himself and drove away. They'd brought in a girl earlier. The man was calm but she was struggling like crazy. I still don't know what happened to her and I'm not sure I want to.”
“You're better off not asking. That's part of what the Count does and the less we know about it, the healthier it is for us. How do you like it at the mansion?”
“Oh, I like it. Below stairs, we're like a family with Sada and John as the parents. Since the Count's been feeling better, there's been plenty of company. John says the house is more cheerful than it's been for a long time. The Count is throwing a huge garden party next month for his Children's Fund Gala and we're looking forward to all the royalty, celebrities and media stars.”
“I know. The whole village is going to be working up there that day and this estate is going to have more strangers on it than have ever been seen here before.”
“The Count's bringing in people from his other bases to help with security. All the royal families are coming. They say even the legendary Emperor of Seira will be there.”
Timothy's father is coming here? Ruth's stomach clenched. While she kept her face expressionless as she reached for the milk, her hands betrayed her. The icy glass slipped from her trembling fingers and shattered on the stone floor.
“Ruth? What's wrong?”
Grabbing a towel from beside the sink, she managed a smile and began mopping up the mess. “There's nothing wrong, Mignon. Nothing at all.”

Chapter 6—A Change of Heart?
Julian and Corey had come to Ceila to be with Alyssa when her baby was born. They had wanted their granddaughter to remain in the capital and have her baby in the temple clinic but Alyssa wouldn't hear of it. “Adrian's son needs to be born among his people and that's where I belong.”
Punctuality was obviously not the new heir's strong suit. The little fellow had been due a week ago but seemed to be taking his time about deciding when to make his first bow. So here they all were, waiting.
Corey had always loved Ceila, but when Philip and Abigail became Adrian's guardians, she and Julian felt less than welcome there. They ceased their annual visits and this was the first time they'd been back since Adrian's accident. Adrian had just finished restoring the Ducal Palace to its former pristine splendor and his former guardians’ screeching birds and pastoral forest decor were a thing of the past.
Alyssa fell in love with the ancient house as soon as she laid eyes on it. She happily ran up and down the stairs, exploring the place from top to bottom until Adrian begged her to stop. He said it exhausted him just to watch her, but that hadn't been strictly true. He actually got enormous pleasure out of watching his tall, energetic wife tear around the place like a small child exploring a new playroom. But he was concerned she'd overdo it because she was very pregnant.
When the Duke expressed his concern to the local midwife, she just laughed. “Alyssa's a strong, healthy girl who's used to plenty of exercise and it'll give her an easier delivery. Which'll be just as well, my dear, because he's a big baby.”
* * * *
As the Emperor and his wife sat alone on the beach after dinner, the evening shades were beginning to fall. All that could be heard was the soft sound of the waves caressing the shore and the palm trees rustling in the gentle ocean breeze.
“I had a letter from Beryl today,” remarked Corey, referring to their youngest daughter. “Timothy and that Count—what's his name, de Morel?—are apparently at it again. According to Beryl, they're always feuding about something. This time, de Morel did something to Timothy. He won't say what. When he tried to shake hands with him at some reception or other, Timothy turned his back and stalked off. Last time, it was the other way around and de Morel would hardly speak to Timothy. The tabloids are speculating endlessly. Their latest guess is they're feuding over the same woman.”
“Oh, you mean Felix. He's normally so laid back, I can't imagine him feuding with anyone. Let alone an amiable character like Timothy and certainly not over a woman. Besides, Timothy's still going with Giuliana and Felix can't stand her.”
“Speaking of your other granddaughter, Julian, from the son you somehow never got around to telling me about ... are those two ever going to get married and settle down? Right now, they don't even have a proper home. He's still living on Elon's ship and she has that tacky little apartment near the Synod Assembly buildings. Which is, let's face it, not in a very good part of town.”
“Don't remind me. We have a perfectly good guest house with an entire staff of servants that does nothing but eat us out of house and home. When I offered it to her, she turned me down flat. She says she prefers her independence. I thought Deborah was strong-headed but she's nothing compared to Giuliana. As for Timothy, getting him to the altar is going to be a trick and a half. He's exactly like Ephraim at the same age.”
“Oh, dear, I remember it well. As I recall, we had to practically drag Ephraim in front of the Archon with a gun to his head to get him to marry Thamar. And getting him together with her after the wedding.... Oh, I'll never forget that wedding reception as long as I live. Ephraim was so furious, he was going to dump Thamar right after the wedding. He wasn't going to have a thing to do with her and he even made her sign that awful prenuptial agreement never to come near him again. Then he suddenly started kissing her during the banquet and he wouldn't stop. We found out the next morning that Beryl had been slipping an aphrodisiac into Ephraim's drinks all night. To this day, we've never had the nerve to tell him!”
Julian started to laugh. “So that's what happened. Well, it's a damn good thing you didn't tell him. Knowing Ephraim, he would probably have gotten even by turning us all into toads or something. Oh, my, I didn't know Beryl had it in her.”
“His doctors swore us all to secrecy which is why I didn't even tell you. Beryl explained it was some herbal concoction she'd come across in her plant studies and she thought it might help. She had no idea what an aphrodisiac was till we explained. Then the poor little thing got all embarrassed. The rest of us were laughing so hard, we almost fell off our chairs.”
“Does Thamar know?”
“I think the doctor told her in case she might need to do it again. He said it was pretty good stuff and that he's tried it on some of his other patients. With excellent results.”
She eyed Julian playfully and he gave her a suspicious look. “I don't like what I'm thinking.”
Corey giggled. “Oh, don't worry! If anything, your problem's always been the other way.”
“Like now!” he growled and made a lunge for her. “Come over here. This lounge chair's big enough for both of us and I'm always willing to try something new.”
By now, the beach had become entirely enveloped in darkness. For the next half-hour or so, there was no sound to be heard except the waves lapping on the shore, the wind rustling in the palm trees, and an occasional delighted giggle from Corey.
The chief of the renegade fleet frowned at the informant. “You're absolutely sure it was de Morel who took Lawrence?”
“Yeah. I got it out of the prostitute who set him up. She was one of Felix's girls and he'd put a bounty on Lawrence's head. My sister's her neighbor. Sis noticed she'd come into a bunch of money, became suspicious and told me.”
“Well, that would explain why they've got such good information on our movements,” mused the renegade. “De Morel's gone and hooked up with Seiran and Nublian intelligence-for a fat fee, of course! Now he's giving us a lot of trouble. In retrospect, we should never have messed with his cruisers. The Nublians and Seirans don't bother me but de Morel's something else. He's meaner than a snake and he never forgets an injury.”
The informant stirred nervously.
The renegade noticed with some amusement. “I worked for him once, you know. For all he's so nice looking and mild-mannered, Felix de Morel is one scary little dude. More than once, I've seen him blow a man away just for looking at him cross-eyed. There are plenty of stories about what goes on at that big estate of his after dark, and can he make people disappear! Time after time, I've seen them bring prisoners into that big mansion, then they'd just vanish, never to be seen again. What Felix does with the bodies is a complete mystery. With that many corpses, you'd think there'd be at least a few graves. But there's nothing! There's no crematorium either.”
The informant gulped. “Are you saying that's what happened to Lawrence?”
“That would be my guess. Incidentally, Felix doesn't take kindly to the killing of his people. When you offed one of his girls, you got his full and undivided attention. By now, he's pumped your sister dry and I suspect he's hot on your trail. You can stay here and work in the fleet if you wish. I can always use another hand. But if I were you, I wouldn't go home on a bet.”
When the informant had gone, the renegade chief crossed to the other side of the cabin and went to stand near the huge window. On either side, he could see the rest of the fleet. The ships were motionless and standing out in deep space, while beyond them stretched an endless vista of ... nothing. The fleet was hidden in what the merchant captains of the Synod fleet called the Big Blank: a wasteland with no landmarks or signals of any kind.
Like his colleagues, the renegade chief had been using an Aeolian navigator for a long time. His own had been kidnapped off a Nublian battlecruiser they'd trapped and subdued months before. With the exception of its navigator, the battlecruiser's male crew had been given the usual choices. Without exception, they chose death.
The navigator stood quietly, his feathers turning crimson while, one by one, his comrades were executed before his eyes.
Then the captain turned to him. “You! What's your name?”
The Aeolian looked calmly back. “My name is Kola.”
“Welcome aboard, Kola. You're my new navigator. I'll show you to your post.”
“Why can't I die with my comrades?”
“You have value and they didn't. I'll have them bring your supply pack to your quarters. Now, follow me.”
* * * *
Kola was quietly working at his console when the captain reached the bridge and his feathers showed dark blue. To the captain's relief, the Aeolian appeared resigned to his fate. It was now over a month since his capture and they'd reached an accommodation of sorts. According to the disk in his supply pack, Kola was due for a gender change very soon and the captain was looking forward to observing it.
Almost absentmindedly, the little navigator munched on the dried mix in the bowl beside him as he checked and rechecked the ship's coordinates with those of the rest of the fleet. He had set up a mental link with Rama, an Aeolian in a neighboring ship, and they were talking.
"The chief just had an informant here from Aretz,” said Kola. “The drug lord, Count Felix de Morel, has joined forces with Nublian and Seiran intelligence. I know of him and he's supposedly a telepath like us. Which means we can signal him if he ever gets close enough. It was de Morel who grabbed your Captain Lawrence."
Rama chuckled. "Good riddance. Wasn't de Morel the one distributing Nirvana? He was swiping it out of our packs and replacing it with regular honey, wasn't he?"
"Yeah. But then he stopped. No one really knows why except the Nirvana was under lock and key by then and had become harder to steal. There was some story about the Count and Hoya but no one's saying anything."
"I know Hoya,” reflected Rama. “He's one of my cousins. He was detailed to the Seiran Imperial fleet on Elon's new ship. He got into a fracas at a royal wedding and ended up with a bunch of broken bones. It was in all the tabloids."
"Elon was my first captain," said Kola, "until the Nublians lured me away with a bigger offer. More fool me. How many of us do these assholes have anyway?"
"At last count, twenty. The renegades aren't sure about our telepathic capabilities and there are no mindreaders on this crew."
"I've scanned them here with the same result. What of the others?"
"Same deal. If there are any other telepaths in the fleet, they aren't talking. I'll pass the information on and link with you again tomorrow. The captains are holding a war council on your ship tomorrow afternoon. There's some big gala a couple of weeks from now on Aretz and they're planning something. Over and out."
"Likewise," replied Kola. He saw his chief watching him. The Aeolian scanned his mind but found nothing amiss. After that, he quietly went on working.
Timothy arrived at Giuliana's that evening with a bunch of flowers and a bottle of sparkling wine. Josie met him at the door, purring and winding himself around and around his ankles. Then he poked a claw into Timothy's calf. Timothy cursed and kicked out at the cat which prudently backed off. It instantly came back as if apologizing and rubbed its head against his leg. “If you try that on my father,” Timothy scolded the unrepentant feline, “he'll turn you into something very unpleasant. I'm warning you!” Hearing a sound from the tiny kitchen, he called out, “Gee! Did you feed Josie? He just clawed me again. So help me, if he keeps it up, I'm going to turn that furball of yours into a pair of mittens!”
Unconcerned, Josie started to wash his face with his paw.
Giuliana was at the stove, stirring something. Timothy set down the flowers and wine and kissed her on the cheek. “That smells good! How come you're so domestic all of a sudden? I thought we were going out.”
She put her arms around his neck and looked up into his face. “I thought it might be nice to eat in for a change because it occurred to me you don't even know whether I can cook.”
He started to kiss her but she pushed him away. “Timothy! We need to talk!”
He rolled his eyes. “Who was it this time, your father or Julian?”
“Actually, it was Julian. He called a little while ago from Ceila. Alyssa finally had the baby and they're coming to the gala after all. Julian says he's going to make this concert the final stop on his and Cass’ farewell tour. And no he didn't say one word about us or a wedding date. Incidentally, Daddy's given up on us. Whenever I go home, he just mutters and goes into another room.”
“I suppose he's blaming me. Gee, when are you going to quit being so gun-shy about getting married? Why can't you get it through your head that I'm not Neil and you had nothing whatsoever to do with your baby's death? It's not going to happen again because I won't let it.”
Instead of answering, she turned back to the stove and began furiously stirring the pot's contents. “You can't prevent it! No one can! When those men took me, just like that, I realized how powerless we are. I know it was Felix! I can feel it in my bones! You even tried to warn me and I didn't listen! When they stood me in front of that camera and put that knife....” She shuddered violently and broke down in tears.
Timothy reached over and turned off the stove. Putting an arm around her shoulders, he led her to the couch. “You listen to me. It really didn't have anything to do with you at all. They did it to get at me. After the kidnappers got what they wanted, they released you unharmed. Please, Gee, whatever you do, don't ever mention Felix's name in connection with such a thing. You have no idea who it was and he takes a dim view of accusations like that.”
“But it was right after that you deliberately insulted him in public. You were definitely mad at him about something!”
“Don't remind me. When he heard about it, Dad tore strips off me. Felix has entered into an agreement with Seira and Nublis to give special training to their intelligence forces and now he's one of the good guys. Rumor has it he's getting out of the drug trade altogether. That's off the record, by the way.”
“Neil said something like that the other day. According to him, there's about to be an all-out war by the Synod against the drug dealers. The established drug lords are getting out of it for now. They'll lay low till it's over, then they're going to waltz back in and pick up the pieces. Apparently, they're even willing to work with the Synod against some renegade gang distributing a new substance.”
“Your boss is well-informed. Is he planning to print any of this?”
“He says not. Stories about celebrities’ sex lives, two-headed babies and moon monsters are safer and he has no desire to be caught in the crossfire. Incidentally, he's assigned me to cover the Dark Angel's garden party. Felix is giving a press luncheon the day before and he went out of his way to issue me a personal invitation. I asked if you could come with me and he said yes.” She started up. “Dinner! It must be burned to a crisp!”
Timothy pulled her back down. “I turned it off. Why don't you go fix your face, sweetheart? I'll take you to Luigi's for some real home cooking and tomorrow you can try again.” He reached in his pocket and brought out a small velvet-covered box. “This is for you to make things official. If you don't like it, I'll get you something else.”
Giuliana opened the box to find a delicate ring woven from miniature strands of platinum and gold. It was crowned with a cluster of multi-colored gems set in the shape of a flower. “This is exquisite! Wherever did you find it?”
He looked slightly embarrassed. “Well ... I designed it myself. I've been carrying it around for weeks waiting for the right moment. Here try it on.”
When she slipped on the ring, it fit perfectly. Turning the ring this way and that, she watched the gems’ glitter in the lamplight and Timothy cleared his throat. “Now our engagement's official, it's time to set the date. As long as our families are going to be here for the Count's gala, this would be an excellent time to tie the knot. The president of the Synod has agreed to perform the ceremony and Nona and Elon are giving us the use of their main restaurant for the reception. Nona says she'll take care of the catering. You don't have to do a thing except show up and say, ‘I do.'”
She hesitated. “I've got nothing to wear.”
“No problem. I'll go shopping with you tomorrow. Remember?”
He repeated what he'd said to her on their first date. “This is the part where the terribly rich not very bright hero takes the beautiful poverty-stricken heroine to an exclusive dress shop. She puts on a fashion show. Devastated by her gorgeousness, he proceeds to buy out the entire place. After he's loaded her up with goodies, they ride off into the sunset. In the meantime, let's have one of those steamy, graphic sex scenes that come in between.” He grabbed her with a growl and threw her back against the couch.
“Timothy! What are you doing?”
“Unbuttoning your shirt to search for hidden cameras. You are a reporter, after all, and you could have one stashed anywhere. Since I don't have a scope on me, I'm going to have to do it the old fashioned way. Quit struggling, ma'am, because this is official business! Now relax and let me get on with it. That's an order.”
She giggled. “You're absolutely hopeless.”
“That's right,” agreed Timothy, continuing to remove her clothes. “And I'll tell you what. If you're really, really cooperative, I'll let you search me next!”
Not being a stupid cat, Josie could see he wasn't going to get fed any time soon. Since his favorite spot on the couch wasn't going to be available for a while, he proceeded to make himself comfortable in the middle of the bed. With any luck at all, he'd have it to himself for the rest of the night.

Chapter 7—A Little Brotherly Advice
The Count frowned at the screen in front of him. “If you're going to include special agents in your crews, make them female. Whenever they take a ship, the renegades execute the men but not the women or the Aeolians. They put the women to work in their galleys, drug factories and brothels and use the Aeolians as navigators. They don't know the Aeolians can still talk to each other from ship to ship as long as they're within a certain range, or that they can communicate with the other prisoners.”
“Do they have no telepaths of their own?”
“Thanks to the coordinates from their late unlamented Captain Lawrence, I've established a dreamlink with his navigator, Rama. The Aeolians have been scanning the renegade crews and found no telepaths among them. The flagship's navigator, Kola, just went through a gender change and their chief's quite taken with her. He treats her like a mascot and takes her everywhere with him. Including their war councils.”
“Hmm,” remarked the Seiran. “Thanks to you and the Aeolians, we've not only infiltrated the renegades’ fleet, but this female, Kola, is actually a listening post. She even sits in on their planning sessions. Don't they realize she's a telepath?”
“They're under the impression Aeolians can only communicate when they're in the same room. That's why they've been careful to keep them on separate ships.”
“Where did they get that idea?” asked the Nublian.
Felix was all innocence. “Someone put it on the main computer and it's on the disks in the Aeolians’ supply packs.”
The Nublian looked sharply at the Count. “Our main computer's impenetrable. There's no way that could have happened.”
Felix smiled and examined his fingernails. “If you want me to correct the weaknesses in your system, it'll cost you. I've been in your mainframe for months now without anyone being the wiser.”
“Prove it.”
The Count pulled a small device from his pocket and pointed it at the viewscreen. A message appeared. "This is Major. Password please." He tapped a couple of keys and a series of asterisks appeared. They were replaced by a logo: "First Level Authorization." He tapped another key and the logo faded into a menu.
As the Nublian watched in horrified disbelief, Felix repeated the procedure. He did so again and again up to the twentieth and highest level of authorization. Finally, he clicked the device off and replaced it in his pocket. “Satisfied? Or would you care for another demonstration?”
The Seiran chuckled. “So that's why you've been so hard to catch. With that kind of access, you always knew when we were coming. May I see that?”
“Sure.” Felix slid the device across the table.
When the Seiran pressed a key, nothing happened. “Why won't it work?”
“It's based on a physiological recognition system keyed to my personal biofeedback. It won't work with anyone else's. One of my lab boys came up with it. Nifty, isn't it? If you want some, they're for sale. For a price, of course.”
The agency chiefs exchanged glances. “I'll have to talk to Ephraim and I suspect my colleague here will want to touch bases with Janus. My guess is you're hired and we'll have to meet your price. Whatever that is.”
Felix was openly amused. “If I'd known playing it straight was so profitable, I'd have changed my ways a whole lot sooner. And now, gentleman, I have another meeting. As always, it's been a pleasure.”
As the door closed behind him, the Nublian growled, “That insolent pup! I've got uniforms that are older than he is! Who the hell does he think he is anyway?”
“Oh, he knows very well. He's also well aware that he's got us by the short hairs and I'll give you a word of advice, my friend. Don't underestimate Felix. For all he's so young, he's as poisonous as they come and he'll kill you as soon as look at you. I'll lay you money he's left a bug in here and is listening to every word.”
“How could he? I was watching him like a hawk!”
“Are you sure you weren't watching the viewscreen at least part of the time? I certainly was.”
The Seiran took out a small box. When he pressed a button, a red light glowed and the box emitted a sharp beep. As he passed the device over his colleague's ornate uniform, the light pulsated and the beep changed to a steady tone. “He must have stuck it on you when he was shaking hands and I really have to hand it to him. That boy has a sense of humor.”
“Why?”
The Seiran chuckled. “Well, look where he put it. It's right there on your fly.”
Felix nodded to Timothy as the latter entered the ballroom. Then he turned to the young girl beside him. “Would you care to dance?” As he took her in his arms, the girl gazed up at the Count in apparent adoration. She moistened her lips, then pressed herself against him ever so slightly. Ye gods, why do I let myself in for this sort of thing? Five minutes of conversation and she starts repeating herself. This one gives the word ‘shallow’ a whole new meaning.
He could see her Mama on a gilded chair near the wall. She was evidently congratulating herself and watching the other Mamas fume because he hadn't chosen one of theirs. Good grief! They're eyeing me like a pork chop. There's got to be a better way to find a wife!
He expertly twirled his partner, then dipped her and kissed her hand. After leading her back to her mother, he selected another hopeful who was a virtual clone of the first. As Timothy and Giuliana danced past him, Felix heard him in his mind. "What, no babe tonight? Are you actually bride shopping, Felix? Now, that particular one's had surgery for crossed eyes, plus she's wearing falsies. If you want to know what she's going to look like at forty, take a gander at her mother. Whooee!"
The Count glanced at Giuliana and replied in kind. "I can see why you went elsewhere. Has she got any sisters?"
"Just four great strapping brothers! And this one's mine!"
"Judging from her glow, I would say so. Did you come straight from her bed?"
Giuliana eyed Timothy with suspicion. “You and Felix are at it again, aren't you? Judging by your expressions, the remarks are at the usual gutter level.”
He grinned. “I cannot tell a lie. I was giving him my opinion of his dancing partner. The poor soul's bride shopping. Can't you tell?”
“Poor soul, nothing. I'm sorry for any unfortunate who marries him. My, there's quite a bunch of hopefuls, isn't there?”
“Don't remind me. Give me a working girl any time. He did ask if you had any sisters, incidentally.”
“If I had one, I wouldn't want Felix to come courting her. Would you?”
“Since I don't have any sisters, that's moot. It's the Nublian Imperial family that's got all those young, unmarried Princesses. But something tells me Felix wouldn't be a welcome addition to their ranks.”
“Just look at them! They're doing everything but grovel at his feet and their mothers are even worse!”
“All they can see is that ancient title and Felix's money. Regardless of your opinion of him, Gee, the Count de Morel is an extremely handsome individual. When he wants to be, he can be very charming. If anything, his tragic history makes him even more attractive to those young girls. They probably keep a picture of him under their pillows and dream about him all night. But I only know of one female he's ever really loved.”
“Well, did she love him? How come the tabloids missed it?”
“Oh, she loved him very much. They went their separate ways by mutual agreement, and I, for one, am glad the tabloids missed it. It was rather sweet and very, very private. That's the way it should remain.”
“You're not going to tell me her name?” Giuliana was disappointed.
“No, I'm not and there's no point in your speculating. So don't ask me again.”
Felix had just shed his latest dancing partner and they watched him scan the ballroom for other possibilities. Apparently dissatisfied, he got a glass of mineral water from the bar and wandered out to one of the balconies. Giuliana excused herself and Timothy followed him. “You really miss her, don't you? She just had her second gender change and she says she misses you too.”
“Yeah, I do. But she's back where she belongs and so, I suppose, am I. If I've learned one thing from tonight's disaster, I'm not taking a wife from this crop of bubbleheads. There's a girl on my estate worth a dozen of ’em. She's the daughter of one of my tenant farmers.”
“How does she feel about you?”
“Oh, she likes me well enough but that's not the problem. It's her father. He doesn't approve of the aristocracy and the common folk mixing.”
“Well, that's refreshing. Are you thinking of marrying her?”
“I don't know. She's only seventeen and a total innocent. When she didn't know who I was she was very friendly. After she found out I was ‘the Count’ she became quite distant and very correct.”
“I think you should go after her. She can only be an improvement over the offerings in there. And Felix, you know perfectly well how to court a woman and make her love you, especially if she already likes you.”
The Count drained his glass and set it down. “You know, Timothy, I think you're right. I'm getting out of here while I still have a shred of sanity left. Thanks for the advice and give my best to....” He broke off abruptly as Giuliana came out to the balcony.
“I will, and Felix? Good luck.”
“What was all that about?” asked Giuliana when they were alone.
“Oh, I was giving him a little brotherly advice.”
“What did you say?”
Timothy smiled at her. “Marry a working girl.”
When Felix reached home, it was after midnight. Once his bodyguards had bidden him goodnight and gone up to bed, he realized, between the security meeting and the debutante ball, he'd forgotten all about dinner.With any luck, there'd be someone on duty in the kitchen and he wouldn't have to bother John or Sada. If not, he could probably find something in one of the refrigerators or meal units. The kitchen had been one of Felix's few refuges when he'd been growing up and he was very much at home there. To keep body and soul together during some of his father's worst rampages, he'd even learned to cook a few simple dishes.
Because the Count had not been expected for dinner, there was no one on duty in the huge kitchen. After checking the meal units and finding them empty, he opened the main refrigerator and surveyed its contents. “Rabbit food. Rabbit food. Cheese. Eggs. No meat.” He took out a bowl of eggs, a dozen mushrooms, a wedge of cheese, a stick of butter and a loaf of bread. Then he started a pot of coffee.
Upstairs, Mignon was unable to sleep. After tossing and turning for several hours, she decided a glass of warm milk might help. She put on her robe and slippers and stole downstairs through the silent mansion. To her surprise, the kitchen lights were on and she heard someone moving around. Opening the door, she started to say, “I just came down for a glass of mi....” when she saw who was at the stove. “Oh, er, my lord, sir. Oh, dear. You shouldn't be doing that. You should have called someone. Oh, my.”
Felix glanced over his shoulder. “Hello, Mignon. I can't leave this right now. It's a cheese omelet and just about ready to come out of the pan. As long as I'm cooking, would you care to join me? Be a good girl and butter that toast, will you?”
Whatever he was cooking smelled good and Mignon suddenly felt hungry. “Why, yes, thank you. That would be very nice. Shall I make some more toast?”
He deftly slid the sizzling omelet onto a plate and pushed it toward Mignon. “Take this while it's hot. I'll make another.”
As the Count started cracking more eggs into a bowl, she asked, “Where did you learn to do that?”
“The kitchen used to be my second home when I was growing up. I used to hide here from my father and the cook never ratted on me. She taught me to make a few dishes.”
“Well, this is absolutely delicious. I can never get mine this tender.”
“Thank you. It's good to know there's one thing about me you approve of. Coffee?”
“I don't disapprove of you, sir. It's just that you're....”
“I know.” Felix filled another plate and set it on the table. “I'm the Count and you're the daughter of one of my tenants. Believe me, I already heard all about it from your stepmother, and got thoroughly put in my place, I might add. That's why I didn't want to tell you who I was.” He found a mug and filled it with coffee. “What do you want to drink?”
Mignon started up from her chair. “Oh, er, milk. But I can get it myself.”
“That's all right.” Felix took a glass from the cupboard and filled it for her. Then he pulled up his chair and started wolfing down his food.
Mignon watched him. “You must have been really hungry. There are a couple of pieces of pie in the other refrigerator. While I'm up, I'll freshen your coffee.”
He held up his cup. “Did you make the pie or did Sada?”
“I did. There were some extra peaches and I used them up.”
Felix thought about the assortment of featherbrains he'd danced with earlier in the evening. It was a safe bet none of them could so much as boil water. They probably didn't even know where the kitchen was, let alone what to do when they got there.
When they were done, Mignon washed the dishes, pan and utensils. Felix dried and replaced them in the cupboard. “That way,” she said, “no one will be wondering. Thank you, sir, that was really....”
He finished for her, “A pleasure? Yes, it was. Mignon, now we've broken bread together, would you please stop calling me ‘sir’ every time you turn around. My name's Felix.”
She reached across him for a towel and he caught her clean, fresh scent. It was a mixture of soap, fresh mown grass and sunshine and he had all he could do not to take her in his arms. But he refrained. In her own way, Mignon was as small and delicate as Hoya and he'd have to treat her every bit as gently as he had the tiny Aeolian. "You know perfectly well how to court a woman and make her love you." Timothy had told him. At the time he'd wondered how Timothy had known that, until he remembered Hoya. Obviously he would have to offer Mignon something besides cockroaches but there were definite similarities.
When she reached across him again, Felix turned her toward him. Putting a finger under her chin, he lifted her face toward his and kissed her lightly on the lips. Startled, she opened her eyes wide. “Oh!” Then she blushed.
It was hard to let go of her but he did. “I couldn't resist. Now go back to bed before I surrender to the rest of my impulses. Good night, Mignon, and thank you for your company.”
She raised up on her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “And thank you for the omelet. Good night, Felix.”
As the door closed behind her, he noticed the orange cat watching him. “As for you, so long as you mind your own business and stick to catching mice, you'll be all right. But so help me, if you breathe one word to anyone about this, I'll feed you to Astaroth.”
Unconcerned, the cat bared its white fangs and delicate pink mouth in an enormous yawn. Then it stalked over to its favorite spot by the stove and sprawled out.
“Oh, I see. We were disturbing you.”
As if it understood, the cat's great yellow eyes met his for a moment. It licked its paw, dropped its head again, and went to sleep.
Felix turned off the light and went out to the silent foyer. For the first time since Hoya had returned to her people, he felt a sense of peace. As he started up the stairs, he thought there might be some hope for him after all.

Chapter 8—A Matter of Relativity
Ruth's sons were sharing a meal in the university hospital cafeteria. They'd been working the graveyard shift for the past month, Garth in the VIP pavilion and Raymond in the pharmacy. At twenty-one, Garth was the older of the two with large pleasant features, light-brown hair and his mother's intelligent blue eyes. Seventeen-year-old Raymond, on the other hand, was as dark and intense as his late father had been. Garth eyed a pickle on his brother's plate. “Do you want that?”
“Go ahead. I hate pickles. Ma's at it again. Now it's our new stepsister and I can already guess. She's got a personality like a mouse, is overweight and has bad skin. What do you wanna bet?”
“Knowing Ma, you're probably right. Well, you'll find out this weekend. Why haven't you told her about Sara?”
“If I do, you know what'll happen. First, she'll want to inspect her. Then, if she approves of her, she'll start planning the wedding.”
“What's not to approve? She's rich, she's going to pharmacy school and she's crazy about you.”
“She's also black and I don't know how Ma's going to take that. Sara's family disapproves because they're against mixed relationships, period. But at this point, we aren't even sure we want to get married. We're both pretty young and we still have to finish school. Look at you and Linn. You've been living together for three years now and you're still not hitched. Speaking of which, how did you ever get that past Ma?”
“She doesn't like Linn and Linn's not too fond of her. Ma keeps hoping I'll find someone else, and as long as I keep them apart, everything's fine. That's why Linn's not coming this weekend. She's going to see her folks instead.”
“Well, aside from Ma's matchmaking, I'm kind of looking forward it,” mused Raymond. “The de Morel estate is supposed to be fabulous, but their security's so tight it's hard to get in there. Sara's a real history buff so I'm taking my camera. She wants me to take pictures of the village. The mansion too if I get a chance. Being the muckety-mucks they are, her family's got an invite to the Count's garden party and she can hardly wait.”
“Linn's curious about the place too. I told her I'd try to wangle a visit through Ma.”
“Well, maybe if we both sweet talk her at once. Did she tell you the Count's hired her to redecorate the mansion?”
“No. But I knew she was doing his staff uniforms. He's pretty young, isn't he?”
“The Count? He's only a year older than you. Ma says he inherited when he was only nineteen and has been running the de Morel enterprises by himself ever since.”
'Hmm. Besides being snot-lickin’ rich, he must be pretty smart.”
“If Ma's matchmaking is a pain to us, can you imagine what he has to put up with? He must have every mother in the Synod chasing him. So far, he's done a pretty good job of staying single.”
Garth snorted. “He's a real Goody Two-Shoes, duller than dishwater, stuffier than hell and a total nerd. They're always giving him some award or other and it's unlikely he'd give the likes of us the time of day.”
“That suits me.” Raymond looked at the time. “I suppose we'd better get back on duty. I'll meet you by the west door at seven.”
When Garth got back to his nursing station, he found the chief of staff waiting. Unable to recall any infraction that would justify such a visit, he settled for a nervous smile. “Hello, Doctor. What can I do for you?”
The chief's tone was friendly. “I just got a call from an old medical school chum. He's on Nublis and wants a favor. When he described the case, I thought of you. How would you like some private duty during the gala? It's high pay and could be interesting.”
“Please go on.”
“One of the Nublian Imperials is a deaf-mute paraplegic. He's bringing his personal attendant but wants to give the guy some time off. The assignment will be days only because the regular lives in. The patient's married with a new baby but they have a nurse for the kid. Would you be interested?”
“Certainly, and thanks for the opportunity, Doctor. Obviously, I'd better brush up on my signing.”
“The patient's an excellent lip reader and he has a telepathic translator. I've changed the schedule to give you tomorrow night off so you can readjust your sleep patterns over the weekend. Come by my office before you leave because I should have all the information by then. Oh, and you'll be working on Nephtali, that Seiran space station.”
Out at the de Morel estate that weekend, Garth grabbed a couple of eggs from under a reluctant hen. “This is quite a place, Ma. I had no idea it was so huge. This is more like a private kingdom than somebody's home. I was expecting a mansion surrounded by a park and maybe a few houses around the edge. How big is it anyway?”
Ruth held out the basket. “I'm not sure. La Chasse has hills, a forest, farms, lakes and goodness knows what else. It's one of the largest private landholdings on Aretz. The de Morels have been here for over a thousand years and have never sold so much as a square inch in all that time.”
“The taxes on this place must be murder,” remarked Raymond, “even for someone as rich as the Count.”
“Oh, Felix manages. His mother came from a wealthy family. Despite the fact that he killed her, her money went to Felix after he was ruled innocent by reason of temporary insanity. Even before his father died, he had money and property of his own. He owns the land under the Synod Assembly buildings and a fair amount of other city property besides. He has business managers of course, but he looks over their shoulders constantly. Nothing goes on in his empire that he doesn't know about.” She looked up. “Ah, here comes Mignon. I asked her father to pick her up on his way home and it looks like he remembered for once.”
As Mignon clambered down from her father's truck, Raymond looked. Then looked again. His new stepsister was anything but a mousy fat girl with bad skin. Besides being rounded in all the right places, Mignon's complexion glowed with health. Her hazel eyes sparkled with intelligence, dark curls cascaded over her small shoulders and she was actually pretty.
Hello, Mignon! I definitely want to get to know you better.
Beside him, Garth was thinking exactly the same thing.
Amused by her sons’ reactions, Ruth wondered which would attract her stepdaughter's interest. They were handsome young men and far more attainable than Felix would ever be.
At the top of the hill, the form of a horseman stood silhouetted against the evening sky. Garth was curious. “Who's that?”
Ruth waved. “The Count. He always rides up there at this time of the day.”
Felix was watching the activity below. Curious to see his two uncles and take their measure, he still had no particular wish to meet them. After acknowledging Ruth's wave, he started walking his horse down the other side of the hill. When he reached the bottom, he looked back, then leaned forward and tightened his thighs. The big stallion took off across the fields for home.

Chapter 9—Fortunes of War
With the renegade fleet on the move, Rama found it increasingly difficult to stay in communication with Kola. Finally, he suggested Felix dreamlink directly with the flagship's Aeolian instead.
Around noon the following day, Kola was quietly working at her console when her captain came up behind her.
He directed a human navigator to relieve her. “I need to talk with you.”
Quickly Kola scanned his mind. As she followed the captain toward his cabin, she reached out desperately to Rama but his ship was too far. So she notified one of the flagship's female prisoners instead. If Rama failed to answer, the prisoner was her next contact. Kola established a mindlink and told her to listen well.
* * * *
In the flagship's drug factory, a young Nublian lieutenant looked briefly up at her supervisor. She was shackled to the workbench like her mates and she returned to measuring the synthetic Nirvana doses into their waiting capsules. It was an exacting task. Each had to be checked for strength and purity and she was much too closely watched to perform any sabotage.
Then the dreaded message came. Yes, Kola, she breathed, I'll listen well and pass this on to Rama. And someday, I promise, you'll be avenged.
Knuckling his eyes, Felix stretched. Would this interminable meeting never be over? “Yeah, we have their next target. But we've lost Kola. When she was caught she mindlinked with one of the female prisoners. The prisoner's a Nublian fleet lieutenant and she's given Rama a full report. The renegade chief failed to realize how fragile Aeolians are and Kola didn't survive the first round of torture. They tried to revive her by feeding her the nectar but it wasn't really Nirvana. Her supply pack contained plain honey.”
“Well, Felix,” observed the Seiran intelligence officer, “in this case, your theft did some good. The torturers could have kept Kola alive indefinitely by using the nectar. I thought we'd recalled all those packs but hers must have gotten by us. What's their next target?”
“Originally, they were planning to strike the Nublian Imperial fleet. Janus scotched that by leasing those big battlecruisers from the Trade League. Now they've switched their sights to Nephtali while it's in transit between Seira and Aretz. They're laying for it somewhere in the Big Blank.”
“The Synod's given me a couple of their big ships,” said the Seiran. “They have excellent cloaking devices. The renegades won't be able to detect them. I'll transfer Ephraim and his family to a Synod battlecruiser until Nephtali's safely in orbit over Aretz. To make doubly sure, I'll put a few surprises on board the station itself.”
The Nublian Colonel leaned across the table. “Our fleet is no longer a target?”
“Not necessarily. Because we lost our listening post along with Kola, they could change their minds and we'd never know it. The lieutenant's in the drug factory and she doesn't hear much. Now I'm making contact with a girl in the flagship's brothel in the hopes she'll have more luck. So far, Rama seems to be in the clear. He's due for a gender change in another month and that's when Aeolians seem to be at their most vulnerable. By then, hopefully, this'll all be over.”
The renegade chief watched on the screen as the huge space-station resort, Nephtali, hove majestically into view. It would be making its final skip to the Alpha Centauri system and Aretz's orbit within the hour. How the Seirans managed to transfer such a monster between systems without conventional hyperdrive had long been a mystery; one he was looking forward to solving. “Now, that,” he breathed, “is a base worth having. We can take those Seiran battlecruisers easy. They're only medium class with light armor.” He gestured to his communications officer to signal the rest of the fleet.
Uh oh, thought Rama, here we go.
He linked with the flagship's Nublian lieutenant and heard her answer. "Godspeed," she said. "If we survive, I look forward to meeting you."
Rama flashed his message to a compatriot in the next ship. He passed it on in turn. Each Aeolian notified the prisoners on his or her ship to stand by. Finally, the last linked with a Seiran battlecruiser's telepath. The Seiran navigator turned to his captain. “We just made contact. They're waiting for the coordinates.”
“Go ahead,” said the captain, “and let's hope this works.”
When Ephraim refused to remain with his family on the battlecruiser, none of the Seiran commanders had the temerity to argue his decision. Seeing his former Emperor in the doorway, Nephtali's captain instantly vacated his chair.
“As you were, Commander. I'm merely an observer.”
Sure, thought the captain. His attention officially on the screens, he watched Ephraim out of the corner of his eye. When he gestured, his exec took the hint. Accepting the proffered jacket and helmet with a murmur of thanks, the former Emperor slid into his chair.
The seemingly interminable minutes ticked by.
“What was that?”
The communications officer turned his head. “Blip from the flagship, sir. Can't quite make it out.” He frowned at the telepath next to him. “Anything?”
“Relay from Rama. The flagship prisoners are....”
* * * *
Rama glanced over his shoulder. His captain and communications officer were watching one of the screens and paying no attention to him. As soon as the Seiran coordinates came in, he quietly punched them into his computer. The computer fed the figures to the weapons and steering systems. The ships with human navigators were the only ones not to receive the altered coordinates. It was up to those prisoners on board to do whatever they could to sabotage or disable their weaponry during the upcoming engagement.
* * * *
The lieutenant and her compatriot in the flagship's brothel looked at their respective clocks and began counting down the moments until the attack. She had fashioned a key to her chains and tested it on a previous shift. Since all the shackles were linked, that key would unlock the entire set and free all the prisoners at her table. The only thing she had to do then was disarm the guard.
Like all Nublian fleet officers, the lieutenant was a skilled martial artist. The guard was not. In his opinion, women were good for one thing only. Careless around the female prisoners, he made no secret of his contempt for them. Once the guard was dealt with, the lieutenant would take out the unarmed factory supervisor. After that, she would free the prisoners at the other tables.
If her opposite number in the brothel was on schedule, she had just snapped her current client's neck and taken his communicator and weapons. Right now, she should be in the brothel's companionway cutting the unsuspecting guard's throat. Visiting each cabin in turn, she would kill the clients and free her fellow prisoners. Then she would arm them and secure the brothel complex. By that time, the lieutenant should be in control of the drug factory and in possession of a communicator of her own.
She counted down the seconds. Fourteen, thirteen.... When the wall clock's digits showed zero, she knocked over the tray in front of her, sweeping the capsules to the floor. The guard started unshouldering his weapon. Dropping her shackles with a clatter, she spun around, kicking upward and out. Catching the point of his chin with her toe, she watched his head snap back and smiled.
She grabbed his laser pistol as he went down. Across the room, the supervisor was blocked by at least three tables. Before he realized what was going on, the lieutenant had the pistol cocked and aimed at his head. Slowly, he raised his hands, all the while eyeing a nearby communicator. “Don't even think it.”
The lieutenant gestured to one of her fellows, a Cariath squadron leader from Seira. “Check the guard, take his keys and free everyone else. There are weapons in the office. Distribute them stat.”
The Cariath pilot's look of surprise became a grin. “You've got it.” After checking the guard's limp body, she marched up to the trembling supervisor and snapped his neck with her bare hands. Almost before the corpse hit the floor, she had the keys from his belt and tossed them to the other prisoners. Handing out weapons, she remarked, “I never liked the way that misbegotten son of a camel flea looked at me. He never could keep his hands to himself.”
All the women had at one time or another endured their unlamented supervisor's fumbling sexual advances and an appreciative laugh echoed around the room.
The lieutenant set her laser pistol to a pinpoint beam. “Speaking of hands....” As soon as the weapons and communicators were distributed, she opened the door. Spotting a guard with his back turned, she signaled to her waiting squad, then stole down the passageway.
Her knife slashed across his throat. Gasping and gurgling, he went down.
With her small force behind her and hoping Rama's instructions were correct, the lieutenant proceeded to the rendezvous. They were right on schedule. If all had gone as planned, she and her compatriots from the brothel should be in control of the bridge within a matter of minutes. Damn, thought the lieutenant, what's keeping her? Gesturing to her troops to remain where they were, she stole to the end of the corridor. She eased around its corner. The bridge was directly ahead and she saw no signs of an alarm. Cautiously, she thumbed her communicator. “Favor to Jonquil, come in.”
Finally! “Jonquil here. Unexpected threesome.”
“Shit. Can you handle it?”
“I don't know. But we'll be too late. You'll have to take the bridge by yourself.”
“Good luck.” Favor never received a response. She eased back to her waiting squad and mouthed, “We're on our own.”
The Cariath pilot took a quick head count. “How many?”
“Six crew. Two guards.”
“Fighters?”
The lieutenant shook her head. “Twenty to eight. Good odds.”
When the pilot hefted her weapon, there were answering clicks along the corridor.
The lieutenant thumbed her communicator again. “Favor to Jonquil. Give status.”
“Threesome over.”
Good, she's mopping up. “ETA?”
“Five.”
“That's too damn long. Go to Plan B.”
* * * *
With her foot on the second corpse's neck, Jonquil yanked her knife loose, barely dodging an ensuing gush of blood. Wiping her blade on his shirt, she tossed his communicator across the cabin. “Frequency Seven. Thirty seconds max. You're Iris.”
Her half dressed cohort caught the communicator in mid air. “How many left?”
Jonquil was checking the remaining clothing for weapons. Four so far and they had yet to use a gun, but thanks to this unexpected glitch, they were way, way behind schedule. Neither man had gotten out a warning, but it had been damn close. “Two. Any other threesomes you know of?”
After tucking her client's tunic into the oversized pants, Iris snugged his belt around her slim waist. She pulled on the smaller of the dead men's boots and jammed a laser pistol into its waiting holster. “None. The others should be going on duty and the next shift hasn't gotten off yet.”
Jonquil dropped the extra communicator in her pocket and swept up the remaining weapons. “Jonquil to Favor. Acknowledge.”
“Favor here.”
“Three down, two to go. ETA three.”
“Too long. We're going in.”
The lieutenant punched the bridge door's control button, then dodged to one side. Her troops flattened themselves against the wall behind her. Praying her password was current she waited for the response. “ID.”
She slapped the supervisor's severed hand on the screen. Hopefully, the damn thing didn't read body temperatures.
“Seventeen thousand four H. Moulton, C. Z.”
Seeing the door slide open, she breathed again. Before the bridge crew could react, they were through. A guard's gun came up and the Cariath pilot's knife flashed. A second gun clattered to the floor. With the lieutenant's weapon hard against his temple, the captain slowly raised his hands.
“As a duly authorized representative of the InterPlanetary Synod Fleet, I'm placing you under arrest. Order your men to lay down their arms.”
Another Nublian shoved the communications officer out of his chair. Grabbing his headset, she hunted up her fleet's emergency band. With the Seirans monitoring all frequencies, there was no further need for secrecy. “Flagship here. We have the bridge and are in control.”
The door slid open to admit a triumphant Jonquil and her troops. Caught off guard, the lieutenant failed to see the captain drop his hands. Too late, she saw him hit a button next to his chair.
* * * *
A blip on the screen caught Ephraim's attention. “What in the hell?”
“Bring that up,” ordered the commander.
“The channel's open,” said the communications officer.
He hit a switch and the speakers crackled to life. Then he picked up the cameras on the flagship's bridge and zeroed in on the one over the captain's chair. The lieutenant's voice rose to a near shriek. “What did you just do?”
The renegade captain laughed. “You may as well drop your weapons, sweetie. We've got an anti-matter bomb aboard. I've locked us on to the target and I just set this baby to self-destruct.”
In frozen horror, the Seirans watched the flagship pick up speed. Circling the fleet, the renegade headed straight for Nephtali's main shuttle bay. By now, the cloaked Synod cruisers should have picked up the intruder and they'd be moving to intercept. “Shields up,” ordered Nephtali's commander.
Knowing no shield made would stop an anti-matter bomb, Ephraim hit his own communicator button. “Synod One, this is the Emperor Josea.” He thought about the thousand souls aboard the giant cruiser. Valiant fighters all, many were personal friends.
“Synod One here. We heard.”
“You know what to do.”
“Aye, Your Majesty.”
Knowing the man's only son was an officer aboard Synod One, Ephraim couldn't look at the space station's commander.
The lieutenant's voice crackled over the speakers. “Give me the override code, you son of a bitch.”
The captain's face was defiant. “It's a SynTac, you bitch, and I've locked us in. Once the process is started, there's no way to stop it.”
“Is that true?” asked Ephraim.
Unable to speak, Nephtali's commander bowed his head.
The Synod ship's bulk moved between the space station and the oncoming ship. “Nets out. Magnetize.”
Once the Synod cruiser embraced the flagship, it would jump to some place far, far from here. A one way jump with no return passengers and an explosion no one would ever see or hear.
The lieutenant's hand came up and the renegade slumped forward. Another trooper yanked his body from the seat and took his place. “Here, let me have a try.” With calm deliberation, she began tracing circuits.
Renegades and allies alike were hypnotized by the flashing numerals as the ship's speakers counted down.
“No time.”
“Manual cutoff?”
“I already checked. The friggin’ thing's shielded with andamantine cable. Nothin'll cut that.”
“Shit!”
Delicate as butterfly wings, the Synod cruiser's nets swung toward the flagship, filling its screens. The second trooper's eyes widened. “What are they doing?”
The lieutenant's shoulders had slumped and her voice was harsh with tears. “A retrieval.”
Just before the ships connected, they watched the two women clasp hands.
Rama's voice echoed from the speakers. “Godspeed, Lieutenant. I'm sorry I never got the chance....”
Bereft of leadership and with their weaponry and guidance systems gone awry, the rest of the renegade fleet appeared paralyzed. When a second Synod monster loomed between them and the space station, the ether came alive. Nephtali's commander ordered the waiting Allied troops to move out. Then he left the bridge without another word.
Watching their sister ship wink off the screens, Julian could think of nothing to say. The Imperial Families and the space station were safe, but at what cost?
Finally, the Synod commander spoke. “They will pay.”
The Nublian Emperor sighed. “I'm sure they will. But how much is too much?”

Chapter 10—Blood on the Moon
Following his guide out of Nephtali's main shuttle bay, Garth looked around in amazement. The Grand Foyer's lavishly terraced garden soared upward into seeming infinity. It boasted stone walkways, flowering trees, a multitude of arbors and glades and a burbling trout-filled stream meandered around its perimeter. Jeweled butterflies danced everywhere like moving flowers and the continual twitter of multi-colored songbirds filled the fragrant, humid air. Festooned with exotic hanging plants of all descriptions, cantilevered terraces floated in the air on every side of the complex like magical fairy arches.
The guide smiled at Garth's open astonishment. “Emperor Julian's son-in-law Zachary Fortier and His Majesty the Emperor of Seira are the co-owners, you know. Emperor Julian designed these gardens. His Majesty's a professional horticulturist and he's imported plants from all over the Synod. Some are so rare, botanical scientists come to Nephtali to study them. We have quite a variety of fauna too: rabbits, frogs, toads, insects, birds and non-venomous snakes.”
Garth followed her across a rustic bridge to an island in the middle of a small lake. From the island's center, a column of water shot hundreds of feet into the air. As they drew closer, he saw the geyser was actually a multi-faceted crystal pillar. Glittering sheets of water cascaded down its glass-enclosed sides.
“Julian didn't want the elevator tower to detract from the landscaping. Zachary calls it his masterpiece and the Synod Assembly's Central Arts Council must agree. They awarded him their Grand Prize.” Part of the crystal pillar slid back to reveal a carpeted foyer and his guide took a key from her pocket. “This is one of the private elevators. Your employer and his family have an entire terrace to themselves. It's one of the VIP luxury suites. The only one with more amenities is the Imperial Penthouse.”
Almost before he realized it, the elevator doors slid open again to reveal another garden, albeit a smaller version than the one below. Garth picked up his bag and stepped outside. A waiting humanoid robot, dressed in green, extended his hand. “My name's Seamus. I'm the Duke's telepathic translator. You must be the new attendant. Your room's this way. His Grace doesn't stand on ceremony and prefers his attendants call him Adrian. Right now he's in the therapy room. I'll take you to meet him as soon as you've freshened up. If you don't speak Nublian that's no problem. Adrian signs very well and understands at least a dozen languages.”
Garth smiled. “That's a relief. I speak very little Nublian and no Seiran at all. But I know signing of course. Incidentally, this place is absolutely amazing. I've seen pictures of Nephtali but they don't begin to do justice to the real thing.”
Seamus grinned. “This is the culmination of a longtime dream of Emperor Josea's. He wanted a place where he and his family could relax without the rigmarole of state visits and all the rest. When His Majesty was young, he lived on his ship and moved freely from one system to another as the whim took him. Nephtali allows him some of that former freedom.”
As they reached Garth's door, a stunningly beautiful woman with a mane of silver-blonde hair hastened toward them. “There you are. Tell Adrian, baby Matthew and I have gone on ahead. We'll be with Thamar in her apartments. Oh, you must be the new attendant. I'm Adrian's wife Alyssa. I'll see you both at lunch.” She swept off, leaving Garth to stare after her, open-mouthed.
The tiny robot chuckled. “Alyssa's always like that. The first time she laid eyes on Adrian was at a party right here on Nephtali. She literally grabbed him out from under the noses of all the other women there. I'm not sure to this day that he really knows what hit him. For him, it was love at first sight. Apparently, it was for her too. She's one of Emperor Julian's granddaughters. They say he dotes on her.”
“Wow!” breathed Garth when he saw his room. It was enormous and seemed to be all pillars, clouds and filmy draperies. The bathroom boasted a huge shower stall with various climate-control options. The only problem he could see was that his girlfriend wasn't there to share it with him.
When he'd picked up the medical records, the chief of staff told him that Adrian's present attendant, Jared Barlow, had been accepted into the university's medical school. In about three months, there'd be an opening for his position and the doctor hinted strongly that Garth should apply for it.
Well, first things first, he thought, as he put on a clean uniform. He pinned his badges in place and ran a comb through his light-brown hair. I haven't met the guy and he might not even like me. For that matter, I might not like him. Besides that, what would I do about Linn? 
He opened the door as Seamus was raising his hand to knock. The little humanoid took in Garth's uniform and badges. “Very impressive. You have some advanced credentials, I see, and you certainly did come highly recommended. Let's go find Adrian so Jared can be on his way. He's taking time off to look for a place to live and get acquainted with the city.”
“Maybe I can help out there,” offered Garth. “My brother's studying pharmacology at the university hospital and he'll be glad to show him around. I can give him a call if you like. My mother's married to one of the tenant farmers on the de Morel estate. If I know her, she'll instantly take Jared under her wing.”
Seamus brightened. “That's interesting about your mother. The Count de Morel acted as Adrian's translator the last time he visited Aretz and they're great friends. We're scheduled to have dinner with Felix tomorrow night before going on to Julian's farewell concert. Jared'll be on duty but you're welcome to come. And I'm sure he'll take you up on your offer to get him together with your brother.”
“Thanks for the invitation and I believe I will. I've never actually met the Count but I've visited La Chasse several times. It's quite a place.”
“So I hear,” said Seamus. “I'm looking forward to the big garden party next week.”
The chief of the crime cartel frowned at Felix. A Seiran in his mid-fifties, he had known the Count for most of his life and his broad face was puzzled. “Tell me I didn't hear you right. We agreed to help the Synod get rid of those renegade upstarts but nothing was said about quitting permanently. Your family and mine go back a long way and I don't see why you should want to end what's been a very profitable association.”
“Same here,” said his colleague from Eos. “My understanding was we'd lay low till the renegades and their fake Nirvana were out of the picture. Then we'd be back in business again. Felix, what's the matter with you?”
One by one, the men seated around the table chimed in but the Count shook his head. “Gentlemen, I want out. My territories, businesses, factories and bases are for sale at what I consider a very reasonable price. You can divide them up as you see fit. The only businesses I plan to hang on to are the legitimate ones, with one exception. I think you know which without my having to tell you.”
The Seiran gave a short bark of laughter. “Yeah. Disposals!”
Felix nodded. “It goes without saying that my silence about the rest is guaranteed.”
The Seiran shook his head. “What did they do, Felix? Make you an offer you couldn't refuse? I've been in this game for a long, long time and I'll give you a word of advice. All those intelligence boys want from you are your criminal mind and connections. If for some reason, you fail to cooperate or they no longer have a use for you, they'll hang you out to dry. Those birds are totally without honor or scruples. In the end, you'll find them far worse to deal with than any of us.”
A murmur of agreement rippled around the table. Then the man from Eos spoke. “I'll tell you what, Felix. Why don't you take a leave of absence from your businesses and let us manage them for you for about six months? Then if you want to get back into the game, you can. Otherwise, you can sell them to us.”
The Count's eyes flashed blue fire. “Nice try, Ferdie. You'd really like that, wouldn't you? I can just imagine what I'd find six months from now. If you want to knock off my empire for free, why don't you just say so? Then I'll give you my answer. Like this.” A laser pistol appeared in his hand as if by magic. He pointed it at his startled colleague's head and slowly eased back the trigger.
“All right,” snapped the Seiran, “you've made your point! Ferdie, I'd apologize, if I were you, before he blows you away the way he did Renaldo. On this one, I have to agree with Felix. Your suggestion was insulting and way, way out of line.”
Sweat poured down Ferdie's corpulent face. “Felix, for pity's sake! I apologize!”
The Count smiled faintly and lowered the gun. He abruptly raised it again and fired off a blast so close to his target's ear, the ray practically creased it. A smoking hole appeared in the wall behind Ferdie's head. “If you ever try that again, the next one'll be between the running lights. And now, gentlemen, if you really want to do business, I have some numbers for you.”
* * * *
As Felix entered the restaurant that evening, he reflected that it hadn't been such a bad day. His colleagues had been surprisingly agreeable on the buyout and he'd run into Mignon on the stairs when he returned home. She'd agreed to meet him in the kitchen when he returned from the concert. This time he wasn't going to let her get away so easily.
The normally supercilious maitre d’ began bowing and scraping as soon as he saw the Count. Then he led him to the private room in the back that was only available to the most important of his customers. “Your party is here already, my lord. I took the liberty of serving hors d'oeuvres and drinks.”
Felix handed him a folded bill. “Fine. Since we're on a deadline, you can start serving as soon as they're seated. I assume everything arrived, including the wine. And Michel, while you're at it, bring me a mineral water.”
From her corner where she stood conversing with Corey, Giuliana watched the Dark Angel enter the room. As always, things got quiet for a moment and the temperature lowered by a couple of degrees. As Felix moved from one group to the another, the buzz of conversation started up again.
When he reached Adrian, the Duke smiled. As he always did, Felix felt that smile warm his soul. "Welcome, my friend. You don't know how good it is to see you again. I hear you're a father now. Congratulations."
"And you, Felix? Is there anyone in your life?"
"Yes, Adrian, there may be. I'm meeting her after the concert."
The Duke grinned. "Way to go. Do you see the young man standing next to Seamus? He's my new attendant and his mother lives on your estate. Her name's Ruth."
Wow! thought Garth, everyone who's anyone in the whole Synod must be here from the Emperor of Seira on down. Uh oh. Why's the Count looking at me like that? What did Adrian just say to him? Oh, no, he's coming this way.
Felix looked at him narrowly. “So you're Ruth's son. Which one are you, anyway, the younger or the older? And how did you wind up working for Adrian?”
Garth flared with anger. It's really none of your damn business and what's your interest in Ruth anyway? Are you chasing that pretty little Mignon or something? It's lucky for you I already have a girl or I might be chasing her myself. He said through gritted teeth, “The university hospital has assigned me to spell Adrian's regular attendant for the next two weeks. And for your information, I'm the older of Ruth's sons.”
The Count relaxed slightly. “I see. Well, enjoy the rest of the evening.”
Abruptly, Garth found himself looking at his back. “Er, thank you. I'm sure I will.”
Timothy had been observing their exchange. “What was all that about, may I ask? That new attendant of Adrian's seems like a very amiable harmless young man. What could you possibly have against him?”
“Why don't you mind your own business?” snapped Felix.
Watching the sparks fly, Ephraim thought, There's more here than meets the eye. That Garth's got witch blood, I just know it. Something's up between those two. Felix knows what it is but Garth doesn't. Hmm. Timothy, you and I are going to have to talk in the very near future because there's something between you and Felix you haven't told me about.
Thamar fingered the magnificent strand of black pearls Ephraim had just given her and wondered what was causing him to frown. Giuliana was wearing a triple strand almost as fine as hers and she reflected that Timothy must have gotten them from Adrian as well.
After they took their seats, Felix looked around at the assembled company. “I want to thank you all for coming and I trust you'll enjoy your stay. Now, I'd like to propose a toast to Adrian and Alyssa and their new son Matthew. Congratulations.”
Garth found himself looking into Felix's mind. How, he didn't know. Just as he caught an image of Mignon, a wall came up and slammed into him like a physical blow. Then he saw the Count looking at him. “If you value your life,” hissed Felix, “don't you ever scan me like that again? Understand?”
Garth was bewildered. “Scan? I don't know what you're talking about! And why are you threatening me? I've never done anything to you.”
He really doesn't understand, thought Felix, and he doesn't know I've been probing him all night. I need to talk to Ruth. This boy has powers even if he doesn't know what to do with them.
Ruth was seated at the kitchen table when the Count arrived home. “Felix, we need to talk.”
“I agree but you aren't who I was expecting. Where is she and why are you here?”
“I sent her to bed. I'm here because there are disturbing signs and portents that bode ill for you. The demon's restless in his temple and tonight I saw blood on the moon.”
“I know. He already told me. Astaroth's time here is almost done and he's ready to seek a new home. Then he said something about a unicorn.”
“Did he now? That's interesting. Perhaps your father didn't succeed in killing it after all. Felix, I'm worried about you. I feel a storm building and it's about to break over your head. As long as we're on the subject, what's between you and Mignon?”
“I need to take a wife and get myself an heir. Besides that, I'm tired of being alone. I've looked in all the conventional places and found no one I can stand to be with for more than five minutes. I don't condone the way my father treated my mother but after seeing this latest assortment of airheads, I can understand his frustration. Mignon's worth a dozen of those brainless debutantes. She grew up on the estate and certain things don't have to be explained to her.”
“You're thinking of marrying her?” Ruth was surprised.
“Yes. Until I saw you there instead of Mignon, I didn't realize how much I care for her. She affects me the same way Hoya did. Grandmother, if there's any good in me at all, she'll find it.”
“When you take a bride, you know what Astaroth will expect. Surely, you won't want to subject Mignon to that. Astaroth's the reason the de Morel marriages are cursed and why the reigning Count de Morel has always hated his heir. I was a de Morel bride myself, remember? No, Felix, you'd be infinitely better off wedding one of those airheads you despise and sacrificing her instead. Then at least you won't care. There's no way Astaroth will ever permit you to cheat him out of what he considers his due. Because he likes you, he might allow you to keep Mignon all to yourself. But only as your mistress, never as your wife.”
Felix closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. Then he opened them again. “There's no sense in my continuing this conversation. Thank you, dear Grandmother, for bringing me to my senses and reminding me about the reality of my situation. I was with ordinary people tonight who love each other and have normal families. For one brief moment, I was dreaming I could be like them.”
Ruth started to say something but he shook his head. “Don't try to go home tonight. My hounds and I will be hunting till dawn and it won't be safe out there for such as you. And Ruth, if you ever happen across the unicorn again, do me a favor and tell him to stay the hell out of my way!”
“Did Felix not come home last night?” asked John as Mignon and Sada set out the breakfast dishes. “I just took up his morning coffee and his bed hasn't been slept in.”
At that moment, one of the Count's bodyguards came looking for his breakfast. When he heard John, he shook his head.
“The Count came home, all right. I was with him and we said goodnight at the bottom of the stairs. He headed for the kitchen and I went to bed.”
Mignon frowned. “Ruth was here last night. She said she wanted to talk to him and sent me upstairs.” Hearing a sound on the driveway outside the window, she went to look. “It's Felix's horse! But where's Felix? I don't see him.”
Obviously exhausted, the black stallion stood there with his head down, sides heaving and flecks of foam spattering his mouth. As the men ran outside, the bodyguard noticed the saddle was wet. He touched it and his hand came away red.
He sniffed it. “This is blood and it's fresh! Sada, call the stable and get someone up here to take care of this horse! John, sound the alarm and get a couple of flyers up stat. We'd better get a party together and start searching. Felix is out there somewhere and he's hurt. If he's bleeding this much, we'd better find him fast.”
Oh, no, thought Mignon. Oh please! Not Felix! Why did I let Ruth send me up to bed? I should have stayed, no matter what. If I'd been here, he wouldn't have gone out. It's all my fault! Aloud she said, “Perhaps we should call Ruth. She might know something.”
“Good idea,” agreed Sada. “As soon as John's off the phone, I'll do that. In the meantime, start making a lot of coffee. We're going to need it.”
* * * *
When the Count's bodyguard told John he'd gone up to bed, he lied. Since he'd been the one responsible for putting it there, he knew very well why there was blood on Lucifer's saddle. Did Felix seriously believe his colleagues were going to let him quit that easily, or that they'd pay him for an empire they could get for nothing simply by killing him? They'd guaranteed his silence all right, a permanent golden one for which they were willing to pay very well. With any luck, the Count should have bled to death by the time the searchers found him. He'd been almost to that point already after he'd blown him out of the saddle. Unfortunately, before he could finish him with a shot to the head Felix rolled over and started shooting back.
His would-be assassin ducked behind a nearby boulder and his next shot missed entirely, creasing the big stallion's flank and spooking him into flight across the fields.Swearing under his breath, the bodyguard reluctantly gave up. With any luck, he'd be back in the mansion before the alarm was raised. He just made it in time.
* * * *
Pleasant-faced with soft brown hair and intelligent blue eyes, a woman stood in the kitchen doorway. Sada looked up. “Ruth, I was about to call you. Something's happened to Felix and they're organizing a search party.”
The woman looked straight at the bodyguard. “Just ask him. He knows where Felix is because he shot him.”
John pressed a red button on the wall and the kitchen filled with armed guards. The bodyguard stepped back. “That's ridiculous! This woman is crazy! She doesn't know what she's talking about.”
When he recalled the spot where he'd left the Count to die, Ruth nodded. “He just told me where Felix is.” She proceeded to describe the location exactly as he'd pictured it. As the man's mouth dropped open, two guards relieved him of his weapons and cuffed his hands behind his back.
John beckoned. “I know right where that is. Come on, we'd better go get him on the double! In the meantime, take that scumbag up to the red room! After we've gotten back with Felix, I know exactly what to do with him!”
Ruth hurried after him. “I'm coming with you. And John, you'd better bring a backboard as well as a stretcher. He may have broken something when he fell. Mignon, stay here! Sada, call the doctor and tell him to bring a portable scanner. After you've done that, go get Felix's room ready.”
She saw Mignon's stricken face. “Honey, he's still alive. But while Felix is still breathing, we have to get to him just as soon as we can. Trust me. I know.”
When Julian set down the phone, Corey saw his expression. “Julian? What is it? Has something happened to one of the children?”
“That was the Foundation's executive secretary. Felix has had a serious accident and they want me to host the garden party in his stead. I told him I would.”
Relieved it wasn't one of her children or grandchildren, Corey was still shocked. “Oh, Julian, no. Where is he?”
“At his estate. Apparently, he was thrown from his horse sometime last night and hit a stone wall. He wasn't found till this morning. The doctors aren't sure yet how bad it really is.”
“Well, obviously, they should bring him in to the university hospital. You've always said they're the best.”
“I know, but Felix insists on staying where he is. An ambulance with a bunch of equipment and a doctor has gone out to the estate. Fortunately, it's not all that far from the city. If necessary, he can be airlifted to the hospital in a matter of minutes.”
Corey picked up the phone. “I'd better call Alyssa right away because Adrian will want to know about this. He and Felix are good friends even though they're such complete opposites.”
“Well, if that doesn't beat all!” Giuliana leaned over and prodded the sleeping body next to her. “Timothy! Wake up! Neil just called. Today's press luncheon's been canceled because Felix has had an accident.”
Timothy rolled over and blinked up at her, “What happened?”
“The official version is the Count was thrown from his horse late last night. Neil said there's a rumor floating around that he was actually shot in the back, and that's the real reason he wasn't brought in to the hospital. He wants me to use my connections to find out if it's true.”
“You know better than to poke around in Felix's private affairs. What did you tell Neil?”
“For your information, I told Neil I wouldn't do it. After I told him to take his damn assignment and shove it, he fired me! As of now, I'm unemployed. I hope you're happy!” She burst into tears.
As Timothy reached over to take her in his arms, Josie squawked at being disturbed. Timothy promptly picked him up and threw him to the floor. “As for you, you little parasite, if you weren't already unemployed, I'd fire you too!”
Hoya! he thought. As soon as she finds out, she's going to want to see him. Now, how are we going to work that one? He grabbed the phone and punched in the number of the ship. “This is Timothy. Get Elon for me. Elon? There's been an accident and you need to tell Hoya before she picks it up from a viewscreen report. Yeah, it's Felix. Giuliana's boss just called her. The official version is he was thrown from his horse. Unofficially, he may have been shot. You know she'll want to see him. Get her a ticket to that damn garden party and we'll arrange something then. No, he's not in the hospital. He's still out at the estate. All right. I'll call you later.”
Giuliana was stunned. “Hoya? It's Hoya Felix loves? But how can that be? They don't even know each other. Do they?” She thought for a moment. “The time Hoya disappeared, no one would ever talk about it. And Felix.... That must have been.... Oh, Timothy! Tell me it isn't true!”
“The price for Hoya's safe return was our pledge of silence. I kidnapped Felix in retaliation for Hoya's abduction and we negotiated an exchange. As part of the deal, Dad exacted a promise from him that he wouldn't take revenge on me after we let him go. It was a good thing he did because Felix was absolutely livid. Your kidnapping was his way of evening the score, but not entirely. There was something else he needed from me. Once he had it, he let you go. I don't think he ever intended to harm you, Gee. But he wanted to scare the living daylights out of you so you'd quit poking around in his private affairs.”
“Well, he certainly accomplished that. Incidentally, Timothy, what did Felix want from you that was so urgent? Was it illegal or something?”
“The deal was I go out to his estate and do something for him. I have certain powers and in that instance, I was the only person who could help him.”
“You mean it had to do with Felix's being sick? Timothy, are you saying you cured him?”
“Yes. But as long as you were working for Neil, I couldn't exactly tell you, could I?”
“No wonder you flipped out when I mentioned involving Hoya. I'm sorry, Timothy. I had no idea.”
“Well, after next week, it's all going to be over because you'll be my blushing bride. I suppose we're going to have to take that flea-ridden animal with us when we move.”
“Josie is not flea-ridden! I'll have you know he's exceptionally well groomed and extremely clean! Of course he's coming with us. He's family!” Her face grew sad.
“I know. I miss your grandmother too. She was a truly beautiful lady and she loved you very much. Wherever she is, I know she's happy we're going to be living in her house.”
“Daddy's going to be happy too because at long last you and I will no longer be the skeletons in the family closet. The only thing different, as far as I'm concerned, will be that it'll be official. But it seems to mean a lot to him.”
“Oh, hell! I just had a thought!”
“What's the matter?”
“Well, Gee, since you're not a tabloid reporter any more, I no longer have a reason to frisk you for hidden cameras. I'm going to have find some other excuse for removing your clothes.”
She giggled. “As if you ever needed one.”
Timothy promptly pounced on her and she squealed. “Oooh! Stop that!”
“Well, as long as we don't have to go that damn luncheon,” he growled, “let's do this instead.”
Seeing his spot on the bed was no longer available, Josie stretched and flexed his claws. He found his favorite cushion on the couch, curled up on it and went to sleep.
Felix lay propped on pillows in a special orthopedic bed that had been brought out from the hospital. His pale forehead was beaded with sweat and he was obviously in severe pain. “Well, Doctor! What's the verdict? You've got the bullets out, you've put me through that damn scanner three times and you're still hemming and hawing. What is it you don't want to tell me? As if I couldn't guess.”
The doctor glanced nervously at the gun near Felix's hand. “Oh, come on, Doctor, I'm not going to shoot you for telling me the truth. Let's face it, if I hadn't had this gun earlier, we wouldn't be having this conversation.”
“Are you sure there's nothing we can give you? Surely there must something you're not allergic to.”
“I went through all that with your predecessor. He tried everything including some stuff that isn't even legal. Nothing worked and most of it made me sicker than the proverbial dog. The only thing that came close was that biofeedback device over there. Even that didn't help much. But you're dodging the question, Doctor. What's the verdict?”
“All right. I'll be blunt. One of the bullets lodged in your spine and it's still there. That's why you can't move your legs or even feel them.”
Felix swallowed hard, blinked a couple of times, and took some deep breaths. “You're saying my legs are paralyzed and I probably won't ever walk again. Correct?”
“That's about the size of it.”
“What about the bullet? Can't you get it out?”
“Taking it out would be infinitely more dangerous than leaving it alone. Since the damage is already done, the bullet itself isn't going to do anything except sit there. But will you explain something to me, Felix? Why, in Heaven's name, weren't you wearing your body armor?”
“I was! The shooter must have known it because he used special armor-piercing bullets. Since they're banned on every planet in the Synod, he could only have gotten them from one source.” Felix practically spat the word. “Eos! I should have killed that friggin’ Ferdie when I had the chance. There's a saying, no good deed goes unpunished. Mine certainly didn't and I'll know better next time, dammit!”
“Well, that explains one thing.”
“What?”
“Why the one in your upper back didn't keep going and hit your heart. Your body armor must have slowed it down.”
There was a knock on the door. Felix's fingers closed around the gun and the doctor put a finger to his lips. “The official version is you were thrown by your horse while jumping a stone wall. You hit it and broke your back. Okay?”
Felix nodded.
The doctor opened the door and spoke to whoever was outside. “The lady here says her name is Isolde, Countess of Bellefleure. Do you want to see her?”
“Sure. She's my aunt. Show her in. After that, would you leave us alone for a little while?”
“I'll give you fifteen minutes but no more. You've been through a lot today and you need your rest.”
“Yeah, right. As if I'm able to do anything else.”
As the door closed behind the doctor, Isolde came over to the bed. She took Felix's hands in hers and scanned him from head to toe. His eyes met hers with an unspoken question but she shook her head. “I wish I had the power to ease your pain but only a Medean witch can do that. Timothy's grandmother was a Medean, come to think of it, and he could probably help you. Do you want me to bring him here?”
“No. I don't think Timothy would stand for it twice. Besides that, his father and brothers are in town and I'd be tangling with the whole damn tribe. Timothy and I are, at best, friendly acquaintances. With the exception of his father, I've never met anyone else in his family. The Medean witches have to take the pain into themselves, you know. That's an awful lot to ask of a virtual stranger. As soon as the wounds heal, the pain will ease up anyway. I'm just going to have to stand it for a couple of weeks, that's all.”
“What about the little Aeolian? Timothy's fond of her. Maybe I can get her to plead your case.”
“I already said no, and please do me a favor and leave Hoya out of this. Right now, I'm more interested in discussing the luncheon and the garden party.”
“The luncheon's been canceled. Since it was too late to do anything about the garden party, the Emperor Julian has agreed to host it in your stead. Incidentally, I have a list of people who've asked if they can come visit you tomorrow. Some are pretty insistent. Why don't you look it over and tell me which ones you want to see? Oh, and your office has called several times. What do you want me to tell them?”
“Bring the phone over here. I want to talk to the office myself. As far as the list is concerned, most of these people are not my friends. They just want to see me out of idle curiosity. Also, there's a little matter of security. My colleagues aren't about to give up that easily. They're going to try again. Tomorrow could be the perfect opportunity.”
“All right. For starters, we'll cross off the name of anyone you don't know personally, including the press. That takes care of about two-thirds. Here, you look over the rest and tell me who else you want to eliminate.”
“Good word. I definitely have some eliminating to do. What's become of the shooter, by the way?”
“John took care of him. After your security people squeezed him dry, he gave the man to Astaroth. He said the screams were pretty blood-curdling.”
“Well, I'll have to say this for our pet demon. He doesn't like people who mess with me. But for some reason, when I shot back at that son-of-a-bitchin’ bastard, I missed. I usually don't. My only excuse is I had a bullet in my right shoulder and had to shoot with my left hand. Incidentally, tell John thanks.”
“I already did. And Felix, don't sell yourself short. The man was a pro and you at least stopped him from shooting you in the head. For a moment there, right after we found you, I thought you were actually going to shoot John. He had one hell of a time getting that gun away from you. Don't you remember?”
“Vaguely. By that time I was only half-conscious and couldn't see very well. I thought the jerk had come back to finish me off and wasn't about to let him do it without a fight. When John took my gun, I thought I'd had it.”
While the Count was talking, he perused the visitor list. A name caught his eye. “Him I want to see! He's got one hell of a nerve putting out a contract on me then daring to show his face on my property. Better yet, get John and have him set up a viewscreen call. I have a few things to say to that double-crossing son of a bitch!” He started to cough.
At that moment, the door opened and the doctor came in. “Countess, your time's up. Felix, you've been talking too much and you need your rest. I'm telling you right now, if you don't settle down, I'm going to take my chances and give you something for the pain anyway. Allergies or no allergies.” When the doctor saw the phone, he really erupted. “What, may I ask, do you think you're going to do with that?”
Felix's hand came up with the gun in it. “I have some business to attend to and if you know what's good for you, you won't interfere. Isolde, get John in here now!”
The doctor instantly raised his hands and backed away from the bed, “All right, you win. Now, please, Felix, put down that gun!”
“Of course, Doctor, anything you say. Isolde?”
The Countess flew out of the room, slamming the door behind her. With one eye on the doctor, Felix picked up the phone and punched in a number. “Get me my office.” He listened for a moment, then began reeling off an entire catalog of instructions. “Have you got all that? Good. Now read back what I just said. Uh huh. Right.”
The door opened and the steward came in. “The Countess said something about a viewscreen call.”
“Yeah! To my son-of-a-bitchin’ opposite number from Seira. He's supposed to be at the Royal Garden Hotel in the city. Tell him to use a scrambler. Once he's on, I want everyone out of here. This conversation is strictly private!”
As the Count began coughing again, the doctor gave him some water and offered the oxygen mask. Felix sipped at the water but waved the mask away. When the image of the drug lord from Seira came up on the viewscreen, the steward handed Felix a small device. “Here's the descrambler. The camera's on.” He motioned to the doctor and the Countess and they left, closing the door behind them.
“Felix, my boy, you look terrible. What happened?”
“As if you don't know, you miserable bastard. I took three bullets in the back, you son of a bitch! Before he died, the shooter swore they were a gift from you!”
“I don't care what the shooter said, it's not true! Why should I want to off you, Felix? We had a deal! I was taking over the drugs, Sirius was gonna have the girls, Eos wanted the smuggling and Aretz had agreed on the rest. We had no reason to put out a contract on you.”
Felix looked at the voice-stress analyzer in his hand. According to the device, the Seiran was telling the truth. Was he that good an actor? While Felix didn't know, he doubted it. The Seiran had been his long-time mentor and he'd never double-crossed him before. Could someone else be trying to start a war between Felix and the other lords? Allied Intelligence perhaps? They had everything to gain from such a war and nothing to lose. What was it the Seiran had said about them?
"They're totally without honor or scruples. In the end, you'll find them far, far worse to deal with than any of us."
“Felix? Are you still there? Say something?”
“I'm thinking. When do you want to come?”
“Tomorrow. Since my wife has always wanted to see your place, I scalped some tickets to your party. As soon as I heard about your accident, I asked to see you, strictly as a courtesy and for no other reason. Son, listen to me. If I'd put out that contract, you'd be dead!”
“Somehow, I believe you. Give your name at the gate and they'll bring you up. Until tomorrow, then.”
“Until tomorrow.” The Seiran's image faded from the screen.
After Felix turned off the descrambler, he reached for the intercom.
Down in the kitchen, John looked at the screen on the wall. “He's done. Let's get up there.”
When the three of them entered, Felix was frowning. “John, bring me the recording of the bodyguard's confession. Isolde, let me see that list again.” He ran his finger down the page and stopped by one of the names. Then he picked up a pen and circled it."Aha! Now we're getting warmer. My friend from Seira may have been right after all. John, after this gentleman shows up, put a camera on him and anyone with whom he comes in contact. He's asked to see me and so he shall, but not necessarily in the social context. Do you follow what I'm saying?”
The steward nodded.
Isolde was suspicious. “Felix? What are you up to?”
The Count smiled benignly. “I'm chasing a murderer and stopping a war before it starts.”

Chapter 11—Retribution
The monogrammed iron gates stood open to admit a seemingly endless line of vehicles. When Timothy drew up to the gatehouse and presented their tickets, Giuliana observed, “I can't get over the sheer size of it. I thought your parents’ estate was big but it's nothing compared to this.”
The guard stamped the tickets and handed them back. “The Count's expecting you, Your Excellency. Just give these to one of the servants and he'll escort you.” He saluted and went toward the transport behind them.
They got in line and began inching up the beautifully landscaped driveway. “That's right, Gee. You haven't been here before, have you?”
Giuliana glanced at the bodyguard's reflection in the rearview mirror. “Never. Yesterday was going to be the first time, but then it was canceled.”
Timothy looked at the procession behind and in front of them. “Well, at least our folks aren't going to have to put up with this. They decided to take one of the Imperial shuttles and they're probably here by now.”
“Why didn't we do that?”
“This way, we can leave whenever we want. Otherwise, we'd have to wait for everyone else. Your grandfather Julian is hosting this particular bash which means he can't go home until the last dog is hung. If he didn't come in his own private transport, everyone else will be stuck here with him.”
As they came over a hill, the Count's great stone mansion came into view.
Giuliana gasped.
Timothy smiled. “I know. Referring to this place as a house is a bit of an understatement. Actually, that's Felix's private joke on anyone who's never been out here before.”
“I can see why he needs a whole flock of servants. How many rooms does it have anyway?”
Timothy laughed. “Felix says he has no idea. He just lives in one wing and keeps the rest closed off, and he swears up and down there are parts of it he's never even seen.”
A couple of enormous tents had been set up on the mansion's front lawn to accommodate what promised to be a vast crowd. After Timothy handed their transport over to a waiting valet, he and Giuliana strolled over to join the festivities. “Oh, there are Julian and Corey,” she exclaimed. “We'd better go pay our respects.” Timothy grabbed a couple of glasses of champagne from a passing tray and handed her one.
As Giuliana greeted Julian and Ephraim, the Countess looked nervously from the Seiran Emperor to his son. Catching her eye, Ephraim gave her a half smile and a brief nod. Then he turned back to his conversation. Recognizing the beautiful blonde, Timothy bowed and kissed her hand. “Nice to see you again, Countess. How's Felix doing?”
Noting Ephraim's apparent lack of interest, Isolde gave a sigh of relief and pulled herself together. Evidently, Timothy hadn't told him. “He'd like to see you. Why don't you make your excuses to your lady and follow me? Your escort can come too.”
Timothy noticed Adrian standing close to them and threw a mind probe at him. "Adrian, it's Timothy! I'm over here."
Adrian smiled and started toward him.
"No, stay where you are. Tell Giuliana I've gone to see Felix and I'll be back soon."
The Duke frowned. "Give him my best. If I can be of any help, all he has to do is ask."
"I'll do that." Then he turned to follow the Countess, who was already walking toward the south wing of the mansion.
Entering the bedroom, Timothy was shocked by Felix's appearance. His eyes dull and sunken, the Count's complexion looked gray. Propped on pillows in a special bed within a huge circular steel frame, intravenous lines ran into both his arms and a heavy bandage covered his right shoulder. “I know. This is not one of my better days. Why don't you pull up a chair, make yourself comfortable and tell me how it's going out there?” He coughed.
As he painfully reached for a glass of water, Timothy got it for him. He noticed the gun by Felix's hand. “It's true, then. Someone did shoot you. Do you know who it was?”
“My people already caught him. Right now, I'm trying to figure out who really hired him. The hit was supposed to start a war between my colleagues in the drug trade. Since it didn't work, whoever it was will probably try again. Hence the gun.”
“How bad is it?”
“About as bad as it gets. There's a bullet lodged in my spine and the doctor says I'll never walk again. That's why I'm in this contraption.”
“Oh, Felix, no! There's got to be something they can do. You need to be in the university hospital. They've got the best orthopedic center in the Synod.”
“There's one small problem with that. That bullet didn't come from any fall and the hospital's required to report gunshot wounds. There's only one surgeon who's skilled enough to get the damn thing out. Unfortunately, he's as straight arrow as they come.”
“Well, can't you...?”
“No, no more kidnapping. I'm through with all that. In fact, I'd already told my colleagues I was quitting before I was shot. At first, I thought that was the reason. Now I'm not so sure.”
“You're going straight? What brought this on?”
“Hanging around people like you. Living a so-called normal life had actually begun to look attractive to me. The income from my legitimate enterprises is more than adequate for my needs and I'd grown tired of looking over my shoulder all the time. Ironic, isn't it?”
“Poetic justice, more like,” said a voice from the doorway. Timothy looked over his shoulder to see a gray-haired man in a Nublian military uniform.
“Come on in, Colonel. Timothy, this is Nublis's chief of security on Aretz. We worked together during the recent war against the renegades. As you can probably tell, I'm not his favorite person.”
“You've got that right but I came to pay my respects anyway. You were an enormous help against the renegades. I doubt we could have done it without you.”
Felix's eyes narrowed slightly and Timothy watched his fingers close around the gun. Out of the tail of his eye, he saw several men slip into the room and take up positions just outside the Nublian's line of sight. What's going on?
“Timothy. Would you go please go find the Countess? Tell her I need her.”
“Why don't you call her yourself?”
“Timothy, please!”
Oh, dumb me. He wants to be alone with him. “Sure, Felix. I'll be back in a little while.”
As Timothy left, the Nublian raised his eyebrows. Then he took the chair Timothy had just vacated."What's on your mind?”
“Oh, I think you already know. Why'd you do it?”
“What in the hell are you talking about?”
“The mistake you made was underestimating the quality of my relationship with the Seiran drug lord. He and my family go back a long way and he's been like a second father to me. It's he who rules the cartel now, not I, and he'd already given me permission to quit. When he did, he warned me against you and your colleagues. He said you were without scruples or honor and that I would find you ten times worse to deal with than the cartel. As he went out of his way to remind me yesterday, if he'd put out on a contract on me, I'd be dead. His people don't screw up. Your boy did.”
“Oh, no. There's no way you're going to pin this on me! I had nothing to do with what happened. Your horse threw you and you broke your back. How could anyone arrange that?”
“Nice try, Colonel. After I talked with my Seiran mentor yesterday, I did a little checking and a couple of interesting things came to light. What is it they say about a murder investigation? Look for motive, means and opportunity.”
The Count took a sip of water. “Your motive was simple and tragically understandable. Your only son became hooked on Nirvana six or seven months ago and he's dying in a treatment center on Nublis. It gets worse. After your son had begun taking Nirvana, his wife had sexual relations with him. The contact poisoned her and she died within twenty-four hours leaving your two grandchildren orphaned. I was receiving the Synod's humanitarian award and being named Man of the Year, and that was when you decided to make me pay. It wasn't hard to suborn my bodyguard because he'd originally been one of your own people. A close friend of your son's, he too had witnessed the ravages of Nirvana. You knew full well if I ever caught him, it wouldn't take me long to discover the truth. You'd seen my interrogation techniques yourself, so you got sneaky. Through an intermediary you persuaded my bodyguard he'd been hired by one of my colleagues in the drug trade. That's who he honestly thought he was working for. Knowing my people would seek vengeance you expected this to start a war. Since each of the lords was innocent, you reasoned they would blame each other. I'll have to give you this, Colonel. You damn near succeeded. Like the cartel, you have access to those armor-piercing bullets. After your intermediary provided them to my bodyguard, you settled down to wait for the right opportunity. It wasn't long in coming. It was you who persuaded your counterparts on Seira and Aretz to make me an offer I couldn't refuse. Thanks to my over-inflated ego, I walked right into your trap. Well, Colonel, how am I doing so far?”
As the Nublian started out of his chair, a pair of strong hands came from behind him. They slammed him back into it and held him there.
“Now, Colonel, you've walked into mine. For whatever it's worth, even though you didn't succeed in killing me, you've made me pay. One of the bullets hit my spine and is lodged there. They can't get it out and the doctor has informed me I'll never walk again. Besides that, I have zero tolerance for any narcotic. There's nothing they can give me for the pain, which, I can tell you, is considerable. Since this is a direct result of my flirtation with Nirvana, I suppose I could be said to deserve it.”
“That you do! But you're not suffering nearly enough! Do you have any idea how many innocent lives you've destroyed? My son may have been at fault for taking the damn stuff but my daughter-in-law and grandchildren had nothing to do with it. Now she's dead and they're orphans, and for what? You didn't even need the money, you bastard! If I could have found a way to hook you on your own drugs, believe me, I would have! But you have no personal vices. You don't drink, you don't smoke, you don't chase women and you don't do dope. The widows and orphans you help with your friggin’ charities think you hung the sun, the moon and the stars. Try as I might, I couldn't get one damn thing I could use to discredit you!”
Felix sighed. “For whatever it's worth, I bitterly regret my flirtation with Nirvana. If I could undo it, I would. I had no idea at the time of its terrible side effects. As soon as I realized what it really was, I got out. Every penny I made has gone into funding treatment and research for Nirvana's victims. But it's not going to bring back your son and daughter-in-law. Nothing can do that.”
“Is that true? Did you really try to make reparations for distributing the Nirvana?”
“Yes, I did. And I went further than that. When the artificial stuff came along, it was I who persuaded the other lords not to touch it. Some of our employees saw things differently and they formed a cartel of their own. That's why we helped you get rid of them.”
“What are you going to do now? Kill me?”
“I don't see what that would accomplish. You're the only family your grandchildren have left and I can't see robbing them of that too. No, Colonel, there's been enough killing and the whole sad story should end right here. That's why I'm going to let you walk. Then I'm going to make whatever I can out of the rest of my life.”
As Timothy and the Countess listened through the half-opened door, Isolde put her finger to her lips.
“You're showing me mercy? You? The most vicious, stone-cold killer in the entire Synod? Why?”
Felix looked at the gun in his hand, then set it down. “Let's say even I have a heart and that, once upon a time, someone managed to touch it. Even on my lonely mountaintop, I've found I'm not totally devoid of human feelings. Now, this interview is at an end. My men will escort you to the gate, Colonel, and see you on your way. Good day.”
“You see,” whispered the Countess, “he's not nearly the monster you thought he was.” Her eyes welled up with tears. “Is there anything you can do? He's suffering so much and there are things you don't know. Please, Timothy.”
“Let me talk with my father and Julian. Nublis did this to Felix and Nublis should make it right. For once in his life, the Count was playing it straight and this is what he got in thanks. He could have killed Hoya and he chose not to, now he's showing mercy to the man who had him shot. Yes, Countess, I'll do what I can to help your grandson and I'll be back.”
As the Colonel left the bedroom and headed for the stairs, he saw Timothy. “You heard it all, didn't you? Well, are you going to report it?”
“Report what? I'm here visiting a sick friend who was thrown by his horse. Why don't I walk you out, Colonel? I can understand how anxious you are to get back to your grandchildren. There's a rumor you're planning to retire soon. Is that true?”
The Countess watched them walk down the stairs together and out into the sunshine. Then she went to Felix.
Alone, he was staring toward the window deep in thought. When he heard her, he turned his head and smiled. “Well, Grandmother. The way things are going, pretty soon it's going to be just you and me. I've ended my association with the cartel and now it looks as if the intelligence forces have bailed as well. Most of my men are packing up and leaving. My so-called friends only stayed because of my money and power. Once those are gone, so will they be. Even you have another life. Thanks to my father, I can't even have a dog to keep me company and you've already told me how hopeless it is with Mignon.”
“Oh, Felix, is that all you can see? Do you think the only reason people stay is because they're afraid of you? Didn't Hoya teach you anything? You can't buy love. The only way you can get it is as a gift. When it comes to loving, the more you give, the more you have. Stop denying your mortal half. Now's your opportunity to send the demon on his way once and for all.” Realizing she'd said too much, Isolde clapped her hand over her mouth.
Felix looked at her, stunned. “What do you mean, my mortal half? Grandmother, what are you saying? How can I send the demon on his way? Surely I don't have the power to do that.”
A voice came from behind the Countess. “Yes, Felix, you do.” Ephraim and all four of his sons had come in. Behind them in the doorway were the Emperor Julian and his uncles Garth and Raymond.
Ephraim spoke again. “Felix, you are Astaroth just as every Count de Morel has been before you. While your mortal half walks abroad in the world, his demon twin resides in the temple. The first Count struck a deal with the first Astaroth. In return for untold riches and power, he agreed to give his wife to the demon for his bride. When the Count's heir was born, his demon twin took up residence in the temple. The first Astaroth was free to return to the depths from which he had come and so it has been with the de Morels ever since. Let me perform a simple test. Julian has a stone with healing properties. One of its properties is to drive out demons. Julian?”
The Nublian Emperor took a huge midnight-blue sapphire from his pocket. When he placed it in Felix's hand, the Count gave an unearthly scream and shrank away.
Julian instantly removed the stone. “Only a demon would react that way.”
The Countess moved to comfort the distraught Felix. “Aren't you going to help him?”
“This is the only way I can.”
When Ephraim beckoned Garth and Raymond forward, Felix saw they were carrying a stretcher. “Wait!” As Ephraim began passing his hands over Felix's body, a stream of golden light came from his fingers. A dark haze began to rise from the Count, gradually replacing the golden light. It suddenly vanished. Ephraim dropped his hands and staggered back. “You can put him on the stretcher now-his pain is ... gone-I've taken it into ... myself. Just let me rest for a minute, I'll be all right.”
Garth and Raymond gently placed Felix on the stretcher. They placed a pillow under his head, covered him with a blanket and fastened the straps. “Where are you taking me?”
“Home,” said Ephraim and winced. He motioned to the others. “Let's go.”
As they carried him down the stairs, the Count saw the outside door was locked and barred. A row of guards stood in front of it and the rest of his men lined the passageway along with the steward John, his wife Sada, and Mignon. As his stretcher passed, his men saluted, one by one, and John said softly, “Godspeed, Felix. Come safely back to us.”
When they reached the garden door, Julian took down the key and unlocked it. Then he preceded them into the temple. Ephraim pointed to the altar. “Place him on it. Then we must leave him alone.”
When her sons carefully lifted Felix and carried him up the steps of the waiting dais, the Countess burst into tears. “No, you can't do this. Please.”
Julian put his arm around her shoulders and led her sobbing from the temple. “Ephraim's right,” he said gently. “It's the only way.”
Ephraim was the last to leave. “Astaroth, he's in your hands now. Treat him well.” He followed the others out and closed the door.
* * * *
Alone in the temple, Felix heard the familiar thrumming as the lights came up along the walls. A cloud of dark red billowed from behind the altar on which he lay. Above him loomed the demon's face.
“What do you ask of me, little one?”
“You failed me. I was supposed to be under your protection and you failed me utterly. Astaroth, you broke your promise and you have to let me go.”
“What will you do without me? I'm all you have. Without me, you're a nothing.”
“Not true. Those who brought me here are what I have. With them beside me, there's nothing I can't do. It's you who are nothing, Astaroth. You've warmed yourself at my fire for quite long enough and it's time for you to go back where you belong.”
“Well, you certainly took your time reaching that conclusion and I'm not about to stay where I'm not wanted. For your information, you little upstart, there are plenty of other people willing to deal with me. A thousand years is quite long enough to be stuck in one place and a certain party on Andromeda is offering much better accommodations than this. So, if it's all the same to you, I'll be taking my leave and good riddance to you!”
“Ingrate! Don't slam the door on your way out!” With a violent clap of thunder, the demon was gone. The lights and thrumming died away and the temple grew dark and still.
When they heard the thunder, Ephraim unlocked the door and they hastened inside.
Felix lay motionless with his eyes closed. As Garth felt for a pulse, Julian looked at him anxiously."Is he...?”
Garth shook his head. “He seems to be asleep.”
Ephraim beckoned to Julian. “Put the stone in his hand.” Julian started to protest but Ephraim insisted, “Do it now!”
Reluctantly, Julian took one of Felix's hands, uncurled his fingers and placed the sapphire in his palm. Felix stirred, then he opened his eyes. Lifting his hand, he marveled at the midnight blue gem. “The demon's gone, isn't he?”
Ephraim's eyes met Isolde's with a question. The Countess gave a long sigh. “Yes, he is. Now you can come down off your mountaintop and take your proper place in the world.”

Epilogue
Mignon ran through the garden in back of her father's house. She climbed over the fence and headed up the hill to the hidden glade on its other side. When she reached it, a doe and her fawn stood by the pool. The doe raised her head and flicked her huge ears. Seeing the intruder was only Mignon, she lowered it again and went back to drinking.
Mignon sat on the fallen log and took sugar from her pocket. The fawn looked over its dappled shoulder and started toward her. Just as it bent its tiny head to take the sugar, a footfall sounded behind them. Startled, the doe and her fawn bounded away.
Mignon rose to confront the intruder. He was a white so pure, he glistened in the afternoon sun. His mane and tail rippled in the light like spun silk and the golden brilliance of his horn and hooves almost hurt her eyes. For a moment, they stood perfectly still looking at each other. Hardly daring to breathe, Mignon extended her hand. He came slowly toward her and allowed her to caress his gleaming neck. When he turned his head and snorted, his breath was like violets.
“Oh, you've come back! This is your place. You're the reason why it's always summer here and the roses never cease to bloom.” She offered him the sugar and his lips brushed velvet against her skin. Then he moved to the pool and stood looking at his reflection. Mignon plucked daisies from around her feet. She wove them into a chain, hung it around his neck and embraced him. “You have nothing to fear any more. The demon's gone and his hounds with him. No one will ever come hunting you again.”
How long Mignon stayed with the unicorn, she never knew. Finally, she looked up at the sky and saw it streaked with red."I have to go. Thank you for coming back. After my son is born, I'll bring him to see you.” The unicorn watched her until she disappeared over the crest of the hill. Then he turned back to the pool and began to drink.
When Mignon reached the garden, she saw Felix. “Have you been waiting long?”
“All my life, sweetheart, all my life.”
Mignon ruffled her husband's dark hair. After bending to give him a kiss, she took the handles of his wheelchair and turned it toward the front gate. “Come on, love. It's time we went home.”
As they left, Felix looked back. At the top of the hill the unicorn stood silhouetted against the evening sky and when he saw it there, the Count de Morel smiled.
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