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Chapter 1—First Encounter
A storm crackled and growled just beyond Baldur's Peak, its erratic flashes illuminating the brooding sky.
Linnea lounged, half-dreaming, on a grassy hillock above her peacefully browsing herd. This near the end of the day she was looking forward to a relaxing steam bath, followed by a leisurely meal and a quiet evening by the fire with her books and music. Far outside the normal traffic lanes, her quiet mountain aerie held nothing to attract wandering tourists.
Lazily, through half-opened eyes, she watched a strange shape overhead. Too large to be a bird, it had to be a flyer, a rare sight in her part of the world. Linnea reflected that it was probably headed for the Kingdom of Phasga's ski resorts far beyond the distant Dragons’ Teeth Range and had gotten blown off course by the storm.
When the flyer abruptly disappeared on the other side of the peak, a crashing sound startled her awake. The shock of the impact reverberated across the meadow, splintering the afternoon's drowsy silence and sending her abruptly panicked herd in a dozen different directions. Startled out of their own late-afternoon doze, the three guard dogs got to their feet, barking. Without waiting for her signal, they began circling the milling goats, rounding up fleeing strays, herding separated kids back to their dams and generally restoring order.
Linnea jumped to her feet in turn. After whistling up the dogs, she took Daegal, the herd's curly-horned senior buck, by the ear and led him from the pasture and back toward the herd's sturdy stone-walled paddock. By the time she penned up the last of the goats, purple twilight was lengthening over the meadow. The coming dark would be moonless and she knew she'd better find the flyer's occupants fast—it was on nights like this the Barren wolves liked to run.
With a quick glance over her shoulder at the stone-colored clouds tumbling across the peak, Linnea headed into the hut with a sigh. Shucking her light sandals, shorts and loose silk shirt, she donned her quilted leggings and insulated top. Tucking her heavy braids into a leather cap, she laced up her felt-lined climbing boots and stamped her feet against the slate tiles. Then she took down a glow-light from the massive shelf above the drowsing ceramic stove and shook it into life.
Slinging the heavy emergency pack across her broad shoulders, she shrugged on her waterproof cloak. Then, closely followed by the three dogs, she headed out, carefully latching the ironbound door behind her. Striding across the meadow toward Baldur's Peak, she sensed rather than saw her three massive guard-hounds running beside her, faithful noses at the ready and trusting her to tell them what was needed.
It would take them at least an hour to reach the site of the crash, she reflected.
At twenty, Linnea would never be accounted a beauty. Even among the Ursi, her looks were nothing special, but the power of her healing hands was second to none and her broad countenance and golden-brown eyes held a charm and gentleness lacking in her more aggressive sisters. At six-foot-three, she was small in comparison to her magnificent four-hundred-pound mother, Aase. Her relative puniness and homely looks notwithstanding, she'd find no lack of masculine attention at the upcoming autumn gathering. That her hair was midnight black rather than the much-prized red seemed to matter not a whit to her prospective suitors. In fact, just this past spring several neighboring males had sent messages to Aase that they found her youngest daughter's freckled features and stocky frame most attractive. Mating and motherhood held little appeal for Linnea but her solitary summer in the upper pasture would soon be over and she couldn't put off the inevitable much longer
Always sure of a friendly welcome, a hearty meal and a comfortable sleeping pallet, itinerant peddlers often visited Aase's great stone keep. Listening to their colorful tales, the enthralled Linnea had often imagined Seira's far-flung lands, exotic peoples and glittering oceans. Yearning to taste the bustle and excitement of the exotic cities below her isolated mountain home, she'd picture the great interplanetary ships, dancing stars and cloudy galaxies of outer space, and something would tug at her insides. But her chances of ever leaving Aase's mountain kingdom were almost nil.
Isolated by preference, the Ursi concentrated on their legendary herds, and by tradition their only outside contact was with those who came to them. Their huge goats’ fabulous silken hair and the gourmet cheeses made from their sweet milk formed the basis of the Ursi's incredible wealth. However, Linnea's people never touched money or soiled their hands with financial transactions. Any traveling or trading was done on their behalf by trusted Seiran representatives, whom the Ursi would never demean by calling servants.
Much smaller in stature than their massive employers, the exuberant lowland men intrigued Linnea as much as they repelled her sisters. While she found their pale eyes and golden faces difficult to read, their ready wit and bold impudent ways amused her. To her regret, Seiran women avoided social contact outside their own kind. Veiled whenever they left their houses in the keep's foreign compound, they kept strictly to themselves, and they and their silent children remained a mystery.
The mountain wind's whipping howl and icy raindrops’ spatter against her face brought Linnea back to the matter at hand. Raising the glow-light high above her head, she peered into the gathering gloom. Just as she set foot on the stony upward path she heard them, and the hair lifted at the back of her neck. The normally silent barren wolves’ eerie song could mean only one thing.
They had found their prey.
* * * *
Jesse de Raven adjusted his companion's blanket then, favoring his injured leg, painfully inched back toward the fire.
Blown off-course by a freak storm and with no idea where he was, he'd had all he could do to fight the bucking winds that seemed to be doing their utmost to buffet the tiny flyer into oblivion. He'd been desperately punching the silent communicator trying to raise an answer when, literally out of nowhere, that damn mountain peak had reared in front of them like a finger pointing into the sky. By veering off at the last minute and shoving the flyer into a steep climb, he'd almost made it. “Almost” hadn't been enough. Their small craft had fallen back just short of the peak, and only its elaborate buffer systems had saved them from being smashed to pieces when they'd hit.
With its landing gear wrecked and one engine almost torn off, it was unlikely the flyer could ever be repaired enough to get off the ground even if he had the means and personnel to do so.
Jesse tended to Perry as best he could. In the dimming light, he could see the older man's gray pallor, and his shallow gasping breaths and the icy slickness of his skin spoke of internal injuries far beyond the emergency medical pack's limited capabilities. Without outside help Perry wouldn't last until morning and even with it...
Jesse tried not to think about it. Tossing another piece of wood on the fire, he reflected that the flyer's remains furnished meager shelter and little protection against the steadily growing cold. Their pitifully small supply of fuel was dwindling and he could only pray the feeble blaze would last until morning.
What was that?
Glowing eyes looked out of the surrounding shadows and he sensed something circling. Large and unfriendly, its hunger was a living, palpable entity. More eyes. Padding feet. The swish of a tail. Soft snarling.
A keening howl echoing toward the sky almost took him out of his skin. As he reached for a brand from the fire Jesse's grip tightened on his laser pistol, and he wished he'd brought a more conventional weapon. Had they been in one of Seira's tropical jungles he would have. But in the mountains of Phasga? A bear or snow leopard were the expected predators here, and no matter what size such a beast might be, the laser pistol would have been quite adequate.
Ghosting silver out of the shadows, something leapt the fire and went straight for Perry, worrying and growling at his half-conscious body as more followed. Disregarding his injured leg and screaming curses, Jesse jumped across the intervening space.
He landed hard. Wielding the burning brand like a club he smashed Perry's aggressor squarely on the nose and sent it squealing backward into its oncoming fellows. The laser pistol hissed, almost of its own volition, somersaulting a second snarling attacker in midair a fraction short of Jesse's own throat. Without stopping to look and flailing torch and pistol in all directions, he whirled and prayed the laser would recharge in time, subconsciously counting the longest five seconds of his life.
Finally, there it was. A throb of green. He fired again and heard another squeal, but still they came. Frantic now, he scrambled, reaching for a new brand from the dying embers, and belatedly noticed the pain knifing up from his outraged leg as it collapsed under him. Rolling, he banged into the body of the flyer and heard a snap as jaws closed on empty air where his face had been a scant second before. Something closed on his arm with a crunch, tightening, and the brand dropped from his nerveless fingers. Again the laser hissed. Only four charges left, and the replacement cartridges on the flyer's console might as well be a million miles away for all the good they were doing him now.
A gigantic shape roared out of the darkness, scattering the pack right and left like so much confetti. The newcomer swept the grumbling, snapping mass from Perry's body with a single blow of its massive paw. In a matter of seconds it reduced the attackers to a bloody jellied pulp. Apparently satisfied, the beast reared up on its hind legs and looked around.
Weaponless now and barely able to see through the blood streaming down his face, Jesse was backed up against the flyer. Cursing and spitting like a cat, he fought off the ravening wolves with his bare fists.
Suddenly, they were gone.
A great furred head bent over him, blotting out the stars. Immense jaws opened with a rumbling growl and a rush of surprisingly sweet-scented breath. When a massive paw touched his head and the monster's questing tongue rasped his bleeding face Jesse de Raven knew for a certainty that his last moment of life had come. Surrendering the final shred of his waning consciousness, he tumbled thankfully into the welcoming dark.
* * * *
Cursing and growling deep in his throat, Jesse fought away whatever was touching his face. What was that damn monster doing, anyway? Tasting him first? He heard a gentle voice above him. Definitely female—pure music to his ears—the accent might be unfamiliar but the language was certainly his. “Hey! Hey! Hey! Just calm down for a minute. I'm only trying to help you.”
His unseen rescuer lifted his arm and Jesse choked back a scream. “Sorry. But it's hard telling with all of this blood ... Mmm. It's probably broken. Scanner says your leg is, too. I'll just have to patch you up as best I can.” Something pushed against his chest. “Here, give me your hand. What you're feeling is a pressure bandage. Hold it there as tightly as you can. Good.”
Jesse drew in a deep shuddering breath. “What about...?”
“Your friend? I'm sorry. I'll put him in the flyer before we leave and come back and bury him tomorrow. Incidentally, your flight communicator's busted. Not that it'd do you much good up here, anyway. Something to do with the atmospherics.”
“Leave?”
His rescuer chuckled in her throat. “Well, you can hardly stay up here, can you, little man? If the beasts don't get you the cold most certainly will, and it's unlikely anyone'll be looking for you in this direction. If it'll make you feel better, I'll leave a message in the flyer. You must have been in some mother of a storm to get blown this far. You're a skier, aren't you?”
That last remark sounded to Jesse almost like an epithet. “Er, yes.” Unable to say more, he started coughing, and something cold and slick mashed against his face—a mask of some sort. Whatever it was pumping felt good.
“This'll help you breathe. Now, relax for a minute while I get you situated.”
Almost before Jesse knew what was happening, he was lifted and set down again. Something soft enfolded him, a hand slipped something else under his head and straps tightened around his arms and legs. A cold nose touched his and a warm tongue began licking his upper face. Believing the beast had returned, he cried out, thrashing violently.
Firm hands pushed him down. “Hush, now. It's only Sherpa. She's a guard-hound, and if it weren't for her and her two brothers here I wouldn't have found you. Just as soon as I've gotten your friend's body into the flyer we'll be ready to go. We'll have to hurry. I smell a storm coming and this one feels like snow.”
* * * *
Worried, Linnea eyed the clouds scudding across the moonless sky. The nights were never entirely dark at this time of year and she could make her way back across the peak blindfolded. But time was not on her side. Burdened with the inflated running sled, it would take her at least a couple of hours to reach the hut. The ride was going to be rough, especially in the dark, and judging by this youngster's looks he might not survive it.
His chances would be even less if they remained here. Still hungry, the barren wolves would be back as soon as they'd regrouped, and other predators would be roaming the night. The snow leopard hunting a meal for her half-grown cubs, yipping coyotes always ready for easy pickings and the king of them all, her neighbor, Bry.
Bry was probably watching them right now. Territorial he might be, but he had his own concerns and wouldn't bother the crash site as long as Linnea was here. At least, she hoped he wouldn't. He'd be along the moment she left, and it was a certainty that no pack of barren wolves would ever challenge him.
Wrapping the older man's savaged remains in the tattered blanket, Linnea heaved him into the flyer's cabin. With the door wedged firmly shut and the clear screens still intact, the body should be safe from scavengers.
With the exception of Bry, of course. The gigantic bear had little taste for human flesh, and curiosity would attract him to the site more than anything else. Shy like most of his kind, he led a solitary life for most of the year, preferring mountain berries and the abundant fish in the nearby lakes and streams. Well-fattened against the coming winter's sleep, he'd be heading for the more hospitable valley within the month. Then, following his autumn sojourn, he would hole up in his comfortable quarters until spring.
Gathering the contents of the emergency pack Linnea snapped the clasp shut and hitched it across her shoulders once more. She strapped the sled's harness around her chest. Raising the glow-light high above her head, she checked the crash site one last time. If their mother arrived soon enough, the snow leopard's cubs would eat well tonight and the scavengers should take care of the rest.
* * * *
During the bumpy trip across the peak, Jesse drifted in and out of consciousness, not always sure where he was. Recalling how his grandfather had been against this trip, he thought bitterly, I should have listened to him.
The old man had been complaining lately of not feeling well, and the day Jesse left for Seira he'd been even grumpier than usual. When you were ninety-three, that was to be expected, Jesse supposed. He was fond of his still-formidable grandfather, and had the trip been for anything other than Seira's prestigious Invitational Winter Cup he might have hesitated to go.
At twenty-one, Jesse was his team's best and brightest hope for the downhill racing championship, and he had been training for this event for as far back as he could remember. Since he was barely old enough to walk, in fact. Challenged by the best the InterPlanetary Synod had to offer, he would never again be as good as he was now, and, despite his grandfather's objections, he'd come to measure himself against his peers with the entire Nublian Empire's blessing.
Like his forebears, flying was in Jesse's blood. A skillful pilot, he'd earned extra pocket money during his teen years operating shuttles for Nublis's imperial fleet, and it hadn't occurred to him not to bring the sleek private craft he'd scrimped and saved to buy for so long. Used to his native planet's rugged backcountry, he hadn't expected Seira's mountains to be any different. He'd seen pictures, but he'd never imagined anything on the order of Phasga's towering ranges. Soaring into infinity, the northern kingdom's cloud-wreathed peaks had no equal when it came to sheer magnificence. Compared to his native planet's they were as an elephant might be to a mouse.
When he'd taken off with Perry from Seira's crowded spaceport that morning the sun was shining and the sky was radiant and clear in all directions. The computer chart was plain enough and they'd been dead on course according to their beacon. But once they crossed into Phasga's airspace the mountain ranges had gone on and on, each one looking exactly like the last. Then that freak storm had come up out of nowhere.
Snug in his soft blanket, Jesse was warm enough. The sleet's icy needles stung his exposed forehead as he listened to the wind's howl, and he wondered where his still-unseen rescuer was taking him.
The sled's angle suddenly changed, breaking into his half-doze. He gave a sharp exclamation and one of the dogs yipped. His right side hit something with a sharp thump, then he felt himself swinging back. Swinging? What was going on here, anyway?
Trussed like a mummy and unable to see, Jesse could only imagine where he was. Thinking himself suspended in midair over some bottomless abyss, he felt his heart go straight into his throat and stay there. With his mouth drier than a desert, he couldn't have said anything at that moment if his life depended on it; and he could only pray the lady had enough strength to haul him back. Mercifully, he faded out again.
* * * *
Had she thought of it, Linnea would have assured Jesse he was in no danger. In the trickiest part of the climb she was preoccupied with lowering each of the dogs down Baldur's sheer face after the sled reached bottom, then getting down herself. She'd originally planned to take the long way back, but the storm's first snowflakes were already swirling and melting against her face. The safer, more level path would add at least another hour to an already arduous journey and rappelling down Baldur's face took only a few minutes.
Even with the shorter route she wasn't sure her patient would last until they reached the hut. He hadn't made a sound in some time, and as she trudged along beneath the stars she felt the sands of his life running out. Whether from shock or loss of blood, his breathing had grown increasingly labored and his color didn't look good. A gory testament to the barren wolves’ savagery and razor-sharp teeth, that chest wound had gone deep. It alone could prove mortal and was far from being the young man's only injury.
“Hang on,” she muttered, almost to herself. The hut's welcome shape loomed on the other side of the meadow and she quickened her pace.

Chapter 2—Awakening
Leaving the inflatable sled outside the door, the exhausted Linnea half-carried, half-dragged the young man into the hut. By now, he was completely unconscious and looked to her to be more dead than alive.
Once she'd wrestled him onto the kitchen table, she grabbed the breathing mask from the sled, adjusted the portable tanks’ gases, then carefully re-fastened the mask over his face. After covering him with a couple of quilts she stood back for a moment and reviewed the situation. If she was going to do this at all, she'd need extra energy. But she knew full well there would no rest for her this night.
Feeling the Grim Reaper's hungry gaze over her shoulder, Linnea shivered at his icy breath, then defiantly faced him down. “No, dammit,” she muttered. “After what we just went through, I'm not about to let you have him.”
After she checked her patient's vital signs and found them surprisingly stable, Sherpa's whine caught her attention. She fed the patiently waiting dogs their evening ration and settled them near the fire, then dipped a cup of steaming vegetable broth for herself from the kettle on the stove. She anxiously scanned the row of tightly capped metal containers on the shelf next to the bathroom.
Ah, that should do it. A highly concentrated food capsule designed as an emergency ration for stranded climbers. Linnea took two, downing them with another mug of the hearty broth for good measure. Finally, after stripping off her heavy outer gear and hanging it up, she replaced the climbing boots she no longer needed with soft dry socks. A quick trip into the bathroom took care of her other needs, and she decided the inflatable sled could stay where it was until morning.
After scrubbing her hands and forearms, Linnea donned a surgical mask and gown, then assembled her soft plastic gloves, instruments and medications. As she expected, the sterilizing light proved a timesaving godsend. So did the portable body scanner with which every Ursi hut had been equipped for the past two seasons.
Once she'd angled the light over the table to her satisfaction she pulled the quilts aside. Starting with the wound in the young man's chest, she systematically used the body scanner the way she'd been taught. It was a perfect way to assess the damage done by the barren wolves.
Carefully noting the information on each succeeding screen, she sent it to her computer. Powered by the solar batteries on the hut's roof, the computer instantly matched the data to recommended treatments and medications, then printed out the results.
Her assessment completed, Linnea cleaned up the young man as best she could. Following the computer's instructions to the letter, she worked feverishly on him for the rest of the night, fending off death with every healing skill at her command, including some she hadn't even known she possessed.
By the time she was finished with all the stitching, splinting and bandaging, dawn was lightening the sky.
Small and slender though her patient might be, his sturdy musculature and fine masculine endowments weren't lost on Linnea. Not knowing what else to do, she placed him naked into her bed, warming it first with her own body. Mindful of her promise to take care of his friend, she carefully spread a waterproof pad beneath his narrow hips to protect the mattress, then diapered him with a couple of linen towels. Finally, she trussed him securely to the bed.
After doggedly swallowing two more concentrated food capsules along with some herbal stimulants to keep her awake, she washed them all down with the savory broth. Then she wearily dressed again and woke the peacefully slumbering dogs. Cleaning out, deflating and repacking the waiting sled took but a few minutes and they were on their way.
By now it was fully light. The sky above Baldur's Peak shone brilliant blue, the air was as clear and cold as crystal and occasional drifts of icy white sparkled and crunched under Linnea's feet as they crossed the meadow. There must have been quite a wind, she reflected, noting the snow was almost gone. When she reached the upward path, the wind picked up and occasional flurries began pricking against her exposed face and eyes.
Winding her scarf around her nose and mouth, Linnea shifted the backpack to a more comfortable position and took a couple of deep breaths. Then she lowered her climbing goggles and pushed on.
Once across the Peak, the going was fairly easy, and Linnea and the dogs reached the crash site in record time. As she expected, remnants from the previous night's gory encounter lay here and there around the long-dead fire. Streaks of frozen blood colored the snowdrifts piled against the flyer's carcass and, judging by the well-chewed bones, the snow leopard and her cubs had fed well. Probably the barren wolves had, too, once they'd regrouped.
Of Bry there was no sign. Not even a track.
Whistling to the dogs to stay put, Linnea loosened the straps and dropped her pack. Testing the ground with the toe of her boot, she realized instantly it would be too frozen to dig and resigned herself to gathering enough rocks to form a decent cairn. Fortunately, she wouldn't have to go far, and the sled would come in handy for hauling them back.
Once she'd collected enough rocks Linnea climbed onto the flyer's nearest strut and shoved her weight against the smashed-in door. Judging by the claw marks, something had tried to get into the cabin after she left. Fortunately, her barrier had held and the body was untouched. She managed to work the stiffened corpse out the cabin's ruined door, then laid it gently within the circle of rocks she had prepared.
After piling the remaining rocks over the body as neatly as she could, Linnea began the ancient hymn that marked the ritual ending to every Ursi funeral feast. As she sang the unknown man's spirit to its final rest, her clear soprano blended with the rising wind and swirling snow. As was their custom, the three dogs raised their noses to the sky in answer, accompanying and underscoring her graceful melody with their own ululating notes. When the song ended Linnea formally thanked each dog for its musical contribution. Pink-and-black tongues lolling from their mouths, they smiled back in perfect understanding.
Returning to the flyer's cabin she searched around, then found two bags stashed in a locker toward the back. While one was made from richly tooled crimson leather and trimmed in gold, the other was a more plebeian tan canvas. Judging by the bags and the flyer's other appointments, one of these men had to be wealthy. Linnea wondered who he might be and what she should do.
She flipped a couple of switches on the instrument panel searching for the flyer's emergency communicator or possibly a locating beacon, but got no response. Ah, this looked more promising. A pocket next to one of the seats yielded two black leather wallets with a golden seal embossed on each cover. They contained what looked like official travel papers.
Reading through the documents with a frown, Linnea dug in her pockets for writing materials, then carefully penned a note, which she affixed to the instrument panel.
After re-inflating the sled, and because she didn't know which of the men had died, she piled both sets of possessions in its center, securing them with the straps before pulling the cover tight. That done, she swallowed a couple more herbal stimulants, washed them down with a hot drink from her thermal canteen and handed out packets of dry food to the patiently waiting dogs.
By the time they reached the meadow Linnea was fighting off sleep every aching step of the way. Each foot was a lead weight and she had all she could do to keep walking. Head down and still pulling the sled, she didn't even dare look to see how much further she had to go.
Only Sherpa's yip of warning saved her from a painful collision with the hut's ironbound door. Using her last vestige of strength she managed to yank it open, then literally fell across the sill. How long she lay there she never knew. Sherpa's nose pushing against her face brought her to her senses and she struggled painfully to her knees. From the nearby paddock she could hear the goats’ grumbling and knew they must be hungry. Fortunately, she kept extra hay on hand for this very purpose, and all she had to do was push the button to release the chute.
“All right, Daegel, don't get your shorts in an uproar. I'm coming. And as soon as I've gotten some sleep I'll take you to the pasture, I promise.”
With the goats finally fed and quieted down Linnea stumbled back into the hut with the anxiously watching dogs. As if sensing her weariness they backed away from their usual bed by the fire, obviously inviting her to use it.
Her heavily bandaged patient still lay exactly as she'd left him. However, his breathing was less ragged. It seemed easier to her and the diaper and pad were wet. She renewed the intravenous fluids, cleaned him up and placed a fresh pad under him.
Thinking about the obviously expensive luggage and luxurious flyer appointments, she wondered again who he was and what she would do if he never woke again. As quickly as it entered her head, she banished the thought. But the fear lingered on, a shadow in her mind.
* * * *
His grandfather's tone was uncharacteristically shrill. “Jesse! I need you back here right now!” Running across the room toward him the old man tripped, sending a tableful of silver crashing to the parquet floor.
Wait a minute. Grandfather would never lower himself to the point of yelling, even at Jesse. If he ever had anything unpleasant to impart he delegated it to one of his many flunkies. He certainly never ran, and as for tripping over a tableful of silver ... Jesse knew of no such piece of furniture—or a parquet floor, for that matter—anywhere in the Imperial Palace. The family apartments were richly carpeted, and the public areas’ gleaming marble expanses matched the walls.
The crash that had awakened him was followed by an eloquent stream of curses in a foreign tongue. Low-pitched and melodious, the voice was definitely female and Jesse puzzled over it. Vaguely, he recalled being trussed like a mummy, swinging over an abyss, then jouncing across the rocky ground with several huge hairy dogs running beside him. Or was that a dream, too?
When he moved his head, he heard the unmistakable crackle of linen. A pillow?
The air around him was deliciously warm and smelled of woodsmoke—and something else. Some kind of spice overlaid with—what? A faint scent of lavender wafted up from the sheet tucked beneath his chin. When he flexed his leg he felt the weight of blankets pressing down. There was something covering his eyes, too. A blindfold? He tried to raise his hand to check it but couldn't move. Dammit, he was trussed to the bed. He took a deep breath, then winced at the answering pain in his chest. Ouch, that hurt.
Had he been kidnapped? A constant worry for an Imperial prince, that possibility was why he'd been required to have someone with him at all times. As close a friend to him as anyone in his position could ever be, Jesse's favorite bodyguardhad been a white-crested bachelor in his early forties with a dark-tanned face and brilliant green eyes. Replacing the father Jesse had lost to an assassin's blade at the age of two, fun-loving, irrepressible Perry Lyle had been his constant companion since his fifth birthday when he had given Jesse his first riding lesson.
Then he remembered the wolf attack and what his mysterious rescuer had said. “Your friend? I'm sorry. I'll come back and bury him tomorrow.”
Perry? Ah, no. It can't be true.
* * * *
Hearing Jesse's half-stifled sob Linnea roused from her pallet near the fire. Sherpa had just knocked over the waste bin for the second time, and the three dogs only settled down again after her threat to throw them out into the inhospitable night. The one-room stone hut was really too small for them all, but she'd been raised from childhood with Sherpa and her littermates, and she understood they were simply protesting her usurpation of their accustomed bed.
When the goats had protested at being penned up for so long, she told them sternly they'd just have to understand. With the colder days’ arrival and their regular food supply beginning its hibernation cycle, the mountain predators would be moving closer. The meadow was no longer safe without her presence, even with the dogs watching. Yielding to the goats’ unhappy grumbling on the morning of the second day, Linnea finally took them to pasture. She left Sherpa to watch the young man lying trussed to the bed, heavily bandaged and sleeping like a baby.
He was probably in need of a change again, and she grabbed a couple of fresh cloths from the drying rack. His injuries aside, he appeared to be an unusually healthy specimen with his plumbing in excellent working order. Since she supplied him well with fluids, keeping him clean and dry had become a challenge; and the pad and diaper were a necessity. He probably needed to be turned, too. She sighed and tried to remember when she'd last done that; she looked forward to when he'd awaken and take over those chores for himself.
Pulling back the covers, she noted the stubble sprouting from his slightly pointed chin. The silver-gilt nascent beard matched his short wavy hair, and she remembered seeing a razor among his things. A finely chiseled aquiline nose he had, high cheekbones and a surprisingly delicate mouth for a man. She wondered about the color of his eyes until she remembered, with a slight shock, that one was gone while the other...
Well, she'd have to see about that when she removed the bandages.
Dry for once, the young man shivered slightly as the air reached his skin. A sudden warmth flooded Linnea, and something thrilled within her groin. She flushed and quickly replaced the covers.
His head moved on the pillow. With his eyes covered, Linnea couldn't be sure he was awake, and his voice was so faint at first she thought she was imagining it.
“Where am I?”
She recognized the language: Nublian.
Until this moment, she hadn't been sure he ever would awaken, and a sense of pure relief flooded over her. Laughing and crying at the same time, she felt like kissing him but ran instead to the blue-tiled stove. She filled a silver tankard with herbal tea, stirred in a generous dollop of honey and carried it back to the bed. “My name's Linnea Aasedaater and I belong to the Ursi tribe. You're in my hut below Baldur's Peak. You crashed on its other side three days ago.” Slipping a hand under his head she touched the tankard to his lips. “Here. Try some of this. It'll help your throat.”
He took a cautious sip, then another. “Mmm. That's good. What is it?”
“Mountain herbs and a little of this and that. Drink it down. It'll do you good and there's plenty more.”
He quickly gulped the rest, then sank against the pillows with a sigh. “Who brought me here?”
“I did.”
“All by yourself?”
“Getting you and the dogs down Baldur's face was a little rough, I'll admit. But I managed.”
He shuddered at the memory. “I didn't dream it, then. Three days, you said? And you've been taking care of me?” Struggling to sit up, he yelped and fell back panting.
She fussed, untying his uninjured hand and rearranging the blankets over his bare shoulders. “You've come a long way in the last couple of days, but you're not quite ready to move around yet. As long as you're awake, what's your name?”
He started to tell her. It was right there on the tip of his tongue, but the name just wouldn't come. “Oh, this is stupid. I'm ... I'm...” He could even see it in his mind's eye, just out of reach. Wait. Grandfather had just said it in his dream. Then he remembered.
“Are you Perry Lyle?” Her voice was very soft.
He puzzled over the suggestion, clearly turning her question over in his mind. “I don't think so. No, that doesn't sound right. Perry's ... The wolves. I tried to—”
“You're Jesse de Raven, then. I found your papers in the flyer's cabin.”
He sighed in obvious relief. “You're right. My name is Jesse de Raven.” A shadow crossed his face. “Perry?”
“I'm sorry, Jesse. May I call you that? But if it makes you feel any better, I went back and buried him the next day. At least he's safe from scavengers.”
“How could you do all that? You're just a girl. Are you all alone here?”
Linnea started to say “Only for the next few weeks” then bit back the words without quite knowing why. Seeing him pick at the bandage over his eyes she gently placed his hand under the covers. “Let's leave that alone for another couple of days.”
“But it itches.”
She'd have to tie him down before she left for the pasture in the morning. “That's a good sign. It means you're healing.”
Jesse squirmed, embarrassed. “I, er, need to....”
“Hold on for just a second. I'll find something.” Grabbing one of the nursing bottles she used for orphaned kids, Linnea twisted off the nipple and placed the container in his hand. Then she remembered the diaper. “Here, let me help you with that.”
With Jesse awake, her already complicated situation was about to become doubly so. The days were shortening and the goats needed to be out in the cold as much as possible to thicken their winter coats and increase the fabulous under-wool for which Aase's tribe was so famous. Out in the pasture for most of the day, she seldom returned to the hut before nightfall.
Jesse would require constant care, at least for the next week or so. Since she couldn't be in two places at once she'd just have to think of something. Then it came to her. If she couldn't leave Jesse alone, she'd take him with her. Despite its rough treatment, the inflatable sled was in surprisingly good shape, and compared to the trip over the peak the pasture was only a short haul away. In fact, now that she thought about it, the sunshine and fresh air might even do her patient some good, as long as she kept him snugly blanketed against the cold.
Relieved the problem was solved and noting from his even breathing that Jesse had fallen asleep again, Linnea emptied and rinsed the bottle, then put it within easy reach of his hand. After pouring a mug of tea for herself, she returned to her pallet and spent the rest of the night staring into the fire.

Chapter 3—Inevitable Conclusion
“Are you ready to go?” Linnea's voice held an unaccustomed note of impatience.
Jesse was feeling around under the bed for his second boot when she put it into his hand. “Linny, I'm never gonna learn if you keep helping me.”
“Oh, you're doing just fine. But it'll be sundown if we don't get a move on.”
It had been three weeks since Linnea brought Jesse to the hut and once he was able to hobble about they'd fallen into a regular routine. The door latch snicked and he knew she'd gone out to the goat pen. As he pulled on his boot something shoved against his leg.
“All right, Sherpa. I'm coming.”
Jesse felt his way to the table, then eased into the waiting chair. “Aha. Cup at two o'clock, napkin at nine. Hmm. Smells like eggs.”
The dog's nose pushed against his hand and she whined. “All right, you fuzzy freeloader, I'll give you a snack. Just don't go telling on me.” He caressed the top of her head. “I swear you've got more wool on you than all of those damned goats put together.”
The door opened to admit Linnea and a rush of cool air. “Aren't you done with your breakfast? Come on, Sherpa. Daegel's waiting and you and the boys have work to do.”
A chair squeaked against the tiles as she pulled it out and picked up the teapot with a sigh. Jesse heard her appreciative gulp of the hot tea, then he reached for another roll and a slab of goat cheese. By the time the dogs had the goats rounded up and headed in the right direction, they should have finished their breakfasts.
“It's chilly out there, so you'd best wear a jacket, but it bids fair to be a nice day. Did you get enough to eat?”
Jesse burped slightly and smiled in Linnea's general direction. “Yes, thanks. What kind of eggs were those? They were absolutely delicious. The mushrooms, too.”
“Oh, the eggs. When they stock this place in the spring, the men bring a barrel of preserved eggs from the valley. These are the last of them. I—er—picked the mushrooms this morning ... from the woods in back.”
That last wasn't strictly true. The mushrooms had actually been a gift. She'd found them wrapped in leaves on the stone step this morning and knew who had brought them, but she didn't feel like explaining their provenance to Jesse.
He sensed her hesitation. “You don't stay here all year?”
“No. My father and brothers will be here in a couple of weeks to help me take the herd down to the winter pasture. They're no fonder of strangers than my mother, especially skiers. But in your case they'll understand.”
“What have they got against skiers?”
“It has to do with our Ursi tradition. We've been raising our goats in these mountains for thousands of years, and even when the Plutarchs tyrannized the rest of Seira they never bothered my people. After he destroyed the Plutarchs, the Emperor Josea set up Phasga as one of Seira's four kingdoms and put his son Joel on the throne. While he's a great sorcerer like his father and no one to mess with, King Joel's a wise man with a kindly and benevolent disposition. But he's getting on in years and my mother worries about his successor.”
Jesse leaned back in his chair. I know all about it.
King Joel was married to his grandfather's niece Anya and he'd heard plenty of gossip around the Nublian Imperial Court about Phasga's quartet of playboy princes. He said nothing and waited for Linnea to continue.
“There's another tribe similar to the Ursi beyond the Dragon's Teeth Range. They're known as the Silver People. As far back as anyone can remember the Silver People's males have come to court our tribe's daughters, and our sons have gone to seek theirs. But they raise sheep instead of goats, and in the past few years they've become our biggest rivals.” She paused for another sip of tea. “My father, Thorstein, is of the Silver People. He transferred his allegiance to my mother when he came to mate with her and has as little time for them as she does.”
“Your mother's angry with the Silver People?”
Linnea chuckled. “Is she ever. To Aase, these mountains are sacred ground to be left untouched forever. The Silver People made a deal with King Joel and his sons to set up those ski resorts and they even permit strangers to build on their lands. For money, yet! When she found out, Mama just...”
It was Jesse's turn to chuckle. “Blew a gasket?”
“What's that?”
“Oh, er, it's just a term to say someone blew their cork. You know.”
“If by that you mean, did she erupt, yes, she certainly did. Aase considers the skiers intruders and the presence of outsiders in our mountains a contamination of our sacred traditions. As for their machines Mama says if the Great Spirit had intended her to fly she'd have given her wings.” At the thought of the dignified four-hundred-pound Aase aloft, Linnea couldn't help but giggle.
Jesse grew thoughtful. “I take it she won't be happy with my presence here.”
Taking his hand in hers, Linnea rose from the table. “You didn't exactly arrive voluntarily and what Mama doesn't know won't hurt her. Come on. We can worry about the dishes later.”
* * * *
A fly buzzed close to Jesse's ear and he slapped at it. Sleepy after Linnea's excellent lunch, he was stretched out on the grass, half-napping in the afternoon sun. Vaguely, he heard her whistle to the dogs and the distant baa of a goat.
He felt her flop down beside him. “Mmm. This is nice.”
“What was that all about?” His voice sounded sleepy.
“Elissa got a notion to head for Baldur's Peak, but Sherpa and the boys changed her mind. What there is of it.”
“How many goats have you got up here, anyway?”
“About fifty. Not counting the kids.”
“They all have names?”
“Of course. We name them as soon as their dam drops them and add them to the record book.”
“How many herds like this do your people have?”
Linnea thought for a minute. “Actually, mine is one of the smaller ones. I have twenty sisters and a dozen aunts in the high pastures right now. Then there's Aase's herd. But hers is much bigger than this. I've never actually counted, but when they all come together for the autumn celebration it's quite a sight. We have a contest for the weighing of the underwool; this year I think I actually have a chance.”
“What about the men? When the women are off herding during the summer, where are they?”
“Er, guarding the high pastures from predators.”
“But there's no man here. You told me so yourself.”
Linnea glanced up at the peak. “True.” Remembering the mushrooms on the step that morning she shivered.
Jesse leaned up on his elbow and reached for her. “As long as I can't see you, let me read your face. Tell me, Linny, are you as lovely as you sound?”
She took his hand and guided it to her cheek. “What do you think?”
He traced her features with his fingers, lingering around her eyes and mouth. Then he pulled her head down toward him and kissed her on the lips. “Mmm. You taste like honey. Let's try that again, but this time more slowly.”
Ignoring her body's instant and embarrassing response, Linnea pushed him away. “Ah, no, Jesse. Not here. We mustn't. Please. You don't understand.”
“But, Linny, there's no one here but us, and the dogs and goats won't tell. What's the matter, love? Am I too scarred up for you? Don't you find me pleasing?”
She melted. “Pleasing? Oh, Jesse, you're the most beautiful creature I've ever seen. Whenever I look at you I feel ... oh, I don't know. Warm. Soft. All I want to do is touch you, lie beside you and have you—” She stopped, too embarrassed to continue.
He reached up and gently pushed a finger into her mouth. “Like this?” Then he slid his hand down to her breast. “And this?” His clever fingers continued downward and her eager body responded.
An increasingly agitated Linnea kept looking over her shoulder at the peak. Finally, she scrambled to her feet. “Jesse, that's enough. We can talk about this after supper.”
“Talk? Linny, I love you—and I thought you felt the same about me. Don't you?” Damn, he thought, this isn't what I meant. She's taking it all wrong. She's more than just a—But how do I tell her? At first, I thought it was because she saved my life and took care of me. But now? Oh, this is crazy. Linny, I want to have sex with you because I love you? Oh, sure. Like she's going to believe that. “Linny, I—”
“Yes, Jesse, I want you, too. But not here. Anywhere but here.”
“You mean that later...?”
“Yes. Anything. Just not now.” Linnea's whisper had become a hiss, and she busied herself packing up the remains of their picnic. “Just stay over there. And don't ... touch ... me.”
“Linny. What is it, love? What are you so afraid of?”
“Nothing. Everything. Oh, Jesse.”
Dropping the basket, she fell to her knees in tears. Alarmed, Sherpa put her massive paws on her mistress's shoulders and started licking her.
“Oh, not you too.” She hugged the dog, abruptly lost her balance and they rolled over and over until they reached the bottom of the hillock. She lay there laughing helplessly while Sherpa continued to lick her face.
Bewildered, Jesse scrambled to his feet and felt around him with his stick. “Linny? What's happening? Are you all right? For pity's sake, say something.”
“I'm fine. In fact, I'm as fine as I'll ever be. And do you know what, dear heart? I love you more than life itself. If you'll bear your soul in patience until tonight I'll show you just exactly how much.”
* * * *
He knew from the downward shift in the air's temperature that it was nightfall and far off in the distance he heard an eagle's cry. Using his stick to check the ground ahead of him for rabbit holes or a jutting rock, Jesse let himself be guided back to the hut by the goats’ bleating, an occasional yip from one of the dogs and the soft tinkle of the bell around Daegel's neck. As usual, Linnea would have the great horned buck by the ear as she led him and the rest of the herd into their waiting paddock.
He'd learned early on from Linnea that the people of her tribe ate no meat and that they viewed their relationship with the goats as an equal partnership in which the benefits were mutual. Aside from their enormous size, the most interesting things about these particular animals were their extraordinary docility and lack of body odor.
When she'd first introduced him to Daegel and he was running his fingers over the buck's head, magnificent curled horns and silky coat, she said, “Being you can't see, it would better for you to stay behind the herd when we come in. That way there'll be no chance of your being run over.” When he realized how big Daegel actually was, Jesse was inclined to agree.
As he opened the hut's door to a rush of warm air, a savory aroma wafting from the stove made Jesse's mouth water. Had anyone told him that a vegetarian diet was something he'd actually enjoy he would have given them an argument, but Ursi food was something else.
Linnea had explained that most of their meals came from previously prepared mixes that took little or no time to prepare, but this time she had made a special stew. It had simmered on the stove all day, and the smell was almost driving him wild.
Finally, he heard her come in. She went over to the stove and lifted the lid of the pot. “Mmm. Perfect.”
He went to the bathroom and washed up while she set the table. When he returned, a filled bowl was waiting at his place. As he felt around for a spoon, his fingers encountered an unfamiliar goblet. “What's this?”
“Taste it.”
“Yum. This stuff is delicious.”
“It is, isn't it? We call it High Holiday Metheglin and only drink it on special occasions. I happened to have a bottle stashed away.”
“You mean—?”
“This is a special occasion, isn't it?”
He took another sip and felt the warmth go all the way to his toes. “It certainly is. Or I hope it will be.”
“Oh, it will.”
Jesse ate slowly, savoring every last bite. The pain in his leg hadn't been near as bad today and his strength was gradually returning. Each night Linnea used a device on him that she called an electro-therapist. Besides sending medication directly to an affected spot through the skin, it built muscle tone. All he knew was, it felt good.
He lifted the goblet. “A toast.”
“To what?”
He sighed and thought for a moment. “Absent friends.”
An image of Perry as he'd last seen him came into Jesse's mind. Too young to grieve over his father's assassination, his bodyguard's death was his first real loss. It hit him again that his lifelong friend was truly gone and he wondered how it was possible to hurt so much and still function.
Linnea could tell from the set of his mouth that something was bothering him and reached across the table. “What is it, love? Was dinner not to your liking?”
As her fingers brushed his, Jesse squeezed her hand. “Oh, no. I mean, yes. It was wonderful.” He frowned. “When are you going to take off this damn bandage? Surely my eyes must be healed by now.”
She hedged. “I just changed the dressing last night.”
“After I was asleep. What's the objection to doing it while I'm awake?”
“None. It's just that checking your eyes is a delicate procedure and much easier to dowhen you're relaxed. Besides that, I use a special instrument.”
“Speaking of instruments, you're not a doctor are you, Linny? And this place certainly isn't a clinic. So, how were you able to...?”
“Take care of you? Goats suffer all kinds of injuries and ailments and stitching wounds and setting broken bones is not all that unusual. The medical equipment's actually here for them.”
“You mean you're a veterinarian?”
“If you put it that way, I suppose I am.”
He laughed. “And all those medicines you gave me? They're for the goats, too?”
His attitude nettled Linnea. “There's not that much difference between those drugs and human ones. It's mostly a matter of weight, anyway. Your body mass is about the same as the goats’ and they're very valuable to us.”
“Oops. I didn't mean to sound ungrateful. If you'd left me up there to die no one would have blamed you. You hauled me here all by yourself and saved my life. Instead of carping, I should be grateful you had the equipment and knew what you were doing. But I still wish...”
She patted his hand. “I'll check your eyes tonight, I promise. While you're awake.” She hesitated. “There's something you need to know.”
Jesse sat rigidly silent.
“Your right eye. The wolves, they....”
He fingered the bandage and the still-tender scars on his cheek. “You mean it's gone?”
Linnea sighed. “As you so aptly pointed out, I'm no doctor. All I could do was clean out the wounds, stitch you up and hope for the best. Your left eye was injured, too, and the only hope of saving whatever remains of your sight has been to keep it medicated and covered. My main concern has been infection because barren wolves feed on carrion. Their bite is almost as poisonous as a human's.”
“A human bite's poisonous? I didn't know that.”
“In the civilized world there's no reason why you should.”
His lips curved into a smile. “How about kissing?”
Letting go his hand, she pushed back her chair. “Now, that's a whole other story. Speaking of which, I've fired up the rocks in the steam bath. All it lacks is our eager young bodies, and the last one in is a—” As he stood up, she shoved him over onto the bed and started pulling off his clothes.
“No fair,” growled Jesse. “You're still dressed, and I can't see where to begin.” He found the waistband of her shorts and gave a yank.
“Hey! That tickles. Jesse, what do you think you're doing?”
He continued his explorations. “Hmm. Very nice. No underwear, huh? Interesting. Now, this is what I call a respectable bosom. A guy could actually get lost in there. Yum.”
By now as naked as he, Linnea wriggled off the bed and tossed him a towel. “Here. The steambath's waiting.”
This otherwise-Spartan people's one concession to luxury, the Ursi steam bath had become a craze with the Interplanetary Synod's wealthy class. Even the ultraconservative Nublian Emperor was considering one for the palace swimming pool. Health benefits were his main concern but the recreational possibilities hadn't been lost on the younger family members, especially his mischievous grandson, Jesse.
In the roiling clouds of steam, Linnea was almost as blind as he and Jesse followed her giggles easily. When she finally sank panting onto the wooden bench, he pounced. After forcibly unwrapping her towel and tossing it away, he gleefully explored her physical delights while she pretended to resist.
“Jesse! Ooh, don't do—that. Umm. Er, wow. I ... had no idea ... Aargh!”
He chuckled, then returned to what he was doing. Finally, he raised his head. “Blind man's privilege, ma'am. When you can't see a person, you have to do the next best thing. And you are, ma'am. You certainly are. Hmm. What's this? Hey, quit that!”
It was her turn to chuckle. “This is a game two can play and now I've got you. When I come to think of it, tying you to that bed wasn't a bad idea but this is almost as good.”
“Where did you get the—? Mmm.”
Bound and helpless, Jesse could only groan in his throat as Linnea proceeded to demonstrate in exquisite and agonizingly slow detail exactly what was on her mind. Her performance gave the word “foreplay” an entirely new meaning and he knew he would never look at a woman in the same way again.
Much, much later they lay curled under the quilts, too exhausted to move; and Jesse ran a finger down Linnea's cheek. “I had no idea a sauna had so many intriguing possibilities. Are you absolutely sure this was your first time?”
“I have a good imagination.”
“You can say that again. Your dogs are probably shocked out of their skulls.”
She chuckled. “You're not so bad yourself, little man, and you never learned those tricks on any ski slope. Who was she?”
The prince's involvement with a winsome countess ten years his senior had raised more than a few eyebrows around the Nublian Court. The moment the story reached his grandfather's ears, the lady and her complaisant husband were banished as far away as possible. Since their new diplomatic posting had been to Phasga, the old Emperor hadn't believed for one moment that his grandson's ski trip was any coincidence; but Jesse knew that arguing with the old man about his real motives for the trip would have been a waste of time.
Perry, on the other hand, had understood perfectly.
After overhearing the countess's cynical discussion of the most intimate details of their affair with her husband, Jesse had been planning to break off the relationship anyway. He'd been anything but heartbroken over his mistress's abrupt departure, and when his grandfather booted the socially ambitious couple off the planet he'd actually done his grandson a favor.
“'Was’ is the operative word—and don't call me little. A slur like that can seriously damage the male ego, you know.”
“I suspect your ego's just fine, but you're right. It most certainly was a slur and I'm sorry.” She began caressing him and he groaned. “Lady, there's only so much I can do in one night and you've already taken all I have to give.”
Linnea swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “Oh, I don't know about that. I'll be right back.”
He heard a chink as she set something on the table beside them. “What's that?”
“Open your mouth, and you'll find out.” She pushed something between his teeth. About the size of a large strawberry and quite chewy, it tasted vaguely salty. He bit down, and juice squirted everywhere. Linnea jumped back, squealing. “Now swallow it. And don't you dare waste a drop of that juice!”
Jesse took her at her word. When he was done she hunkered back on her heels, looked down into his face and waited.
“What was that thing, anyway?” he asked, then inhaled a deep, shaky breath. “Whoa, wait a minute. What's going on here?”
She giggled. “This particular fruit grows nowhere else. I found some by the edge of the pasture this afternoon and took it as an omen. It has some scientific name, but the Ursi women call it the Lover's Friend.”
Ripples of energy surged through Jesse. “Oof. I can see why. Come here, you gorgeous creature, and I'll show you just how friendly I can be.”
Three berries later Linnea sank into the depths of the bed, exhausted. “I don't know about you, but if I don't get some sleep soon I won't even be able to crawl tomorrow. Let alone walk.”
Mumbling something, Jesse turned on his side and was instantly dead to the world.
“I love you, too,” murmured Linnea and closed her eyes.
* * * *
Sunlight flooded the room as Linnea opened her eyes in response to Sherpa's questing nose and urgent whine. She bolted upright in shock. “Merciful Mother! What time is it? Oh, my heavens! The goats!”
Beside her, Jesse lay dead to the world. She dropped a gentle kiss on the back of his head and mounded the bedclothes over his oblivious shoulders. “Well, little man, you certainly earned your day of rest. After that performance, you probably won't stir until dusk. If then.”
Yawning and stretching, she ambled over to the stove. It was barely warm, and she opened the door at its base to shovel in some fuel. The fireplace's blaze had long since died, but with the sun warming the room she didn't feel like lighting it. Tonight would be soon enough, and Jesse would be plenty warm in his nest of blankets until then. Munching a leftover roll from last night's dinner, Linnea poured a cup of milk and grabbed clean clothes from the dresser. She padded barefoot over to the dog food bin and filled the three waiting bowls.
Sherpa gave her a reproachful look from beneath the fringe shading her eyes.
“I know. I know. But the herd's just going to have to understand. I promise it won't happen again.” Not unless she wanted to kill off a happy but exhausted Jesse at an early age. Since she planned on keeping him around for a very long time, she wasn't about to let that happen.
Yellow flashed on the step as she opened the door, stopping her dead in her tracks. With a fist clenching in her stomach, she retrieved the fragrant bouquet. Gift and warning both, these rare mountain roses could only have come from the shadowed forests on the other side of Baldur's Peak, and the fresh dew on their petals told her they had been left within the hour. Shading her eyes with her hand, she peered toward the peak. She saw nothing, but, then, she didn't need to. The watcher's presence loomed over the pasture, his invisible shadow chilling her where she stood; and despite the noon sun's baking warmth Linnea shivered to the very depths of her soul.
* * * *
Swooping down like a pair of grotesque blue-and-gold dragonflies, the silent flyers’ approach startled the goats, scattering them in all directions. Without even waiting for Linnea's signal, the three hounds raced to round up the panicked herd, then turned as one to repel the intruders. All growls and bared teeth and the hackles of their black-and-white coats raised to twice their normal size, the dogs awaited Linnea's order to attack and, if necessary, lay down their lives.
She whistled at them to ease off. Hackles still raised, the canine guardians circled the agitated goats. At the same time, they kept a wary eye on their mistress as she strode across the meadow toward the strange creatures settling on the grass.
Leaving her more docile brothers to mind the herd, Sherpa broke ranks. Instead of chiding her shaggy friend, Linnea flashed her an unaccustomed smile. The giant dog's company boosted her failing courage and with Sherpa at her side she didn't feel quite so alone.
The doors of both flyers opened, each releasing a set of steps, but no one emerged.
Understandable, thought Linnea. Sherpa was easily the size of a small lion, she herself was no pigmy and the Ursi's antipathy toward strangers was well-known.
Inside one of the flyers a nervous lieutenant cocked his rifle. The major motioned to him to stand down. “The note at the crash site was very clear. This is his rescuer, not our enemy, and as far as I can tell he's an unarmed Ursi goatherd.”
The lieutenant eyed the approaching red-and-blue clad figure with trepidation. “With that monster, he doesn't need to be armed.” He whistled. “Don't tell me that thing's actually a dog.”
The major chuckled. “There are two more over there just like it. Well, I suppose I'd better go meet our host. Flank me and keep your sidearms handy but leave your other weapons here. This Ursi's probably upset at us for disturbing his goats and there's no sense in getting him more riled up than he is already. Here, hand me that translator.”
With arms folded and her broad face impassive, Linnea watched the three crimson-uniformed Nublians descend the flyer's steps. They stood before her, helmets in hand, fingering their holstered weapons and shifting from one silver magna-booted foot to the other. She was fluent in a dozen tongues, but the Nublian officer's valiant attempt to communicate in Ursi so amused her she let him flounder for a while. He'd evidently forgotten that she'd written that damned note in his language, and at this juncture she didn't feel like reminding him.
As the visitor stumbled through his greeting she wondered, Are they all this short? Compared to them, Jesse's actually quite tall. No wonder this joker thinks I'm a man.
Then she realized he'd just asked her a question. When she didn't answer, the obviously frustrated officer looked down at the instrument in his hand. He punched a couple of buttons, then repeated what he'd just said.
For a fleeting moment, Linnea was tempted to claim that Jesse hadn't survived his injuries, but the green-eyed officer looked disturbingly intelligent. He'd probably demand she produce the body; and she knew, without his saying a word, that his men would never leave without searching the hut. If it came to a fight the watcher on the peak would intervene, but that kind of slaughter was out of the question.
Seeing no help for it, she extended her hand with a gracious smile and said in perfect Nublian, “Sir, my name's Linnea and my mother is Aase, the chief of the Ursi. If you're looking for Jesse de Raven, he's asleep in my hut. Would you gentlemen care to join me for a cup of tea or some goat milk, perhaps?”
The officer's jaw dropped and the three men stood frozen, their shock obvious.
Anger flashed through Linnea. Just what do they think I am? They're behaving as if Sherpa had just opened her mouth and talked.
Disgusted, she turned on her heel and started in the direction of the hut. “Sherpa! You and the boys stay on watch until I get back. But with this many people around, nothing's going to bother the herd anyway.”
Hastening after her, the officer spoke urgently into the communicator on his wrist. “Er, ma'am?”
Linnea merely quickened her pace. When she reached the hut she flung open the door and slammed it right in the Nublian's face. As she rammed the bolt home, Jesse stirred. His voice was thick with sleep. “Linny? Is something the matter? What time is it, anyway?” He sank back into the pillows. “Merciful heavens, I'm tired.” A furious pounding on the ironbound door jolted him awake. “Who in the hell is that?”
“Oh, Jesse. They've come for you. Two flyers. Your people.” Linnea choked, unable to go on.
“My people. Are you saying they're Nublians?”
Forgetting he couldn't see her, she nodded.
He fumbled around for a robe and when she brought him his clothes he caught her arm. “Oh, Linny, my love. I'm so sorry. Please don't cry.”
A voice yelled from outside, “If you don't open this door in five minutes, we're coming in!”
Infuriated, Jesse yelled back, “This is the lady's private home, and she'll open the door when she's good and ready!” He loosed off a string of oaths that would have made a seasoned spacer blush. “In the meantime, you can cool your friggin’ jets! It took you long enough to find me, dammit, and another half-hour ain't gonna hurt!”
* * * *
Outside, the major grinned at his startled lieutenant. “That's him, all right. The lad always did have a command of language, and when it comes to blistering the wallpaper he's right up there with the old man.”
The lieutenant raised an eyebrow. “Lady? Major, are you thinking what I'm thinking?”
The older man shrugged. “Anything's possible. Ah, here comes the doc now.” He motioned to the approaching group to set down their equipment. “Our hostess is somewhat miffed, and His Highness has ordered us to wait out here. He, er, didn't sound as if he was under any duress.”
The lieutenant's snort sounded suspiciously like a laugh and it was the doctor's turn to raise an eyebrow. “How did he sound?”
“His lungs are certainly in good shape and, judging by his language, he's operating at full mental capacity.”
* * * *
Linnea put her arms around Jesse. “You said you were sorry. What did you mean?”
He stroked her cheek. “There are things about me you don't know. Sooner or later, this would have happened. What we did last night wasn't fair to you.”
She thought of the watcher on the peak. “Well, there are some things I haven't told you either, so that makes us even. As for what we did last night, if I live to be a thousand I'll treasure it for the rest of my life.” Her voice broke. “Even if I never see you again.”
He pulled her head down and kissed away her tears. “I love you, Linny. Always remember that. If I could make them leave and never come back I would. But there's no way.” His voice caught. “And I can never marry you.”
She didn't know whether to laugh or cry. “Marry? Who said anything about marriage?”
A tentative knock on the door saved him from having to answer. “Your Highness? Is everything all right in there?”
Linnea's eyes widened. “Highness? Jesse, just who in the hell are you?”
“I already told you—Jesse de Raven.” Then he raised his voice. “Everything's fine! Didn't I just tell you to cool your friggin’ jets? Sheesh!”
“But there's got to be more to it than that.”
“There is. My grandfather's the Emperor of Nublis. De Raven's our family name. My father died when I was two and I'm the heir to the throne. Now do you understand?”
As his arms went around her again, she stiffened. “What they must be thinking. Of course, you have to go. Here, let me get your stuff together.”
“Oh, for pity's sake, forget the friggin’ stuff! Dammit, Linny, I'm exactly the same person I was five minutes ago! The important thing is that I love you. What are we going to do about it?”
“Do? What can we do? You're going back to your regular life, and in two weeks I go down the mountain to my mother's keep...” She gulped. “Last night was just a detour.”
“Detour? Is that what you call it? Don't you understand, Linny? I love you. We can't let it end like this. Last night was only the beginning. I want you with me, sweetheart. Now and for always.”
Linnea thought of the Nublians waiting outside. “No, Jesse. It won't work. We're too different and it's time for you to go home.” Wiping the tears from her face, she gently disengaged herself from his embrace and went to open the door.
As the waiting men filed in, she looked up toward the peak. The yellow roses still lay by the step where she'd dropped them. Seeing them wilting in the sun, she picked them up, gently brushed the dirt from their bruised petals and carried them inside. Ignoring the group clustered around the bed, she took the flowers over to the sink and started filling a jug with water. Then she noticed the officer watching her.
His craggy face broke into a smile. “His Majesty's going to be very grateful, you know. You're an extraordinary woman, Linnea Aasedaater. I would like to know you better and humbly apologize for any offense I may have given you back there.”
She gave him a sideways glance as she dumped the roses into the jug. With his silver-dusted blond hair and graceful bearing, he was a fair-enough figure of a man, but not nearly as handsome as Jesse. “No apology is necessary. Rescuing stranded travelers is part of our mountain code, and it was no more than any woman of my tribe would have done.”
“Oh, you did considerably more than just rescue him. Doc says you're a gifted healer and that he couldn't have done much better himself. Have you ever considered going into medicine? As I said, His Majesty will be very grateful and any school in the Synod would be proud to have you. All you need do is say the word.”
Linnea half-smiled, then thought better of it. “I'll have to remember that.”
The officer glanced at the group around the bed. “It looks as if we're about ready to go. But it won't end here, you know. These things never do.”
She set the yellow roses on the table. “You'd best get going while it's still daylight.”
They placed Jesse on a stretcher over his stringent protests that he could walk perfectly well and he reached out blindly as they carried him out the door. Swallowing her sobs, she gave his hand a squeeze and turned away, but not quickly enough to hide her tears from the watching officer. He patted her on the shoulder and made to follow his men.
Baldur's Peak was just visible through the open doorway; and, wondering what gift she'd find on her doorstep tomorrow, Linnea followed the Nublians out to the pasture.
With one foot on the flyer's steps, the officer stopped and looked back. “The man you buried was my younger brother, Peregrine. Until you told me, I hadn't known which of them...” After a slight hesitation, he cleared his throat. “Thanks for not leaving Perry to the scavengers. If you should ever need anything, Linnea Aasedaater, my name's Cheney Lyle.”

Chapter 4-Homecoming
Between the goat bells’ incessant jingling, the hum of a hundred conversations and the barking of dozens of excited dogs, Linnea couldn't hear herself think. She could just make out Aase's elaborate white headdress bobbing back and forth on the other side of the crowded compound and what looked like Thorstein's shaggy black mane beside her.
When an elbow dug into her ribs, she looked up. Her voice took on an accusing note. “Where did you spring from? You aren't due in until tonight.”
Lazy golden eyes smiled down into hers. “I packed up early and was right behind you.”
“But ... the hut.”
“All taken care of. Your brothers owed me a favor, remember? Come on. Let's get out of this free-for-all and find something tall and cold.”
“My goats.”
“Let your nieces take care of ‘em. That's what cubs are for.”
As if on cue, a pair of small girls with red hair materialized at Linnea's side and two sets of sparkling black eyes grinned up into hers. Dressed exactly alike in richly embroidered wool tunics and breeches of festive scarlet, Maren and Runghild were her sister Ragni's youngest children. Maren held Sherpa firmly by the collar. “Please, Aunt Linny. Let us look after them for you. Look here. You can see how much Daegel likes us.” Her restless eyes searched the crowded courtyard. “Otherwise, we'll have to mind Mama's herd and that mean old Loki.”
Linnea bent and gave each a quick embrace. Reflecting that her sister's devilish ebony-colored buck was well-named, she removed a scarlet amulet from around her neck. As she solemnly presented it to her tiny niece, the little girl's eyes rounded into saucers. “There, that makes it official. Take the herd to the west side of the barn. When you've finished settling them in, we'll probably be in the kitchens. Mind them, Sherpa. They're your bosses now.”
Giggling, Maren grabbed the amiable Daegel by the ear while Runghild yanked on the gigantic guard hound's collar. Seeing the buck's reluctance, Linnea's companion proffered a carrot to Maren. “Give him this and he'll follow you anywhere.”
Sherpa glanced up at her mistress and Linnea nodded. “I'll have a treat for you and the boys later. Take care of them for me.”
As Linnea followed Bry's tall figure over to the trays of food and drink set out on a great carved table at its far end, the cool silence of the keep's inner court offered a welcome refuge from the bustle and hubbub outside. The brilliant blue tunic and leggings she'd left for him in the hut set off Bry's nut-brown skin and the mass of copper curls streaming over his shoulders, and she had to admit he was handsome in his own way.
Selecting a silver tankard he took a giant swallow and wiped his mustache with the back of his hand. “Now, that's what I call ale.”
Linnea sipped at a crystal goblet of Aase's famous black currant juice. “Maybe so, but this is more to my liking. It seems like only yesterday I was one of those cubs myself. All excited about the autumn gathering and anxiously waiting for the herds to come in.”
Bry cocked a russet eyebrow at her from his seven-foot height. “This year of all years, you're not excited?”
Linnea flushed, refusing to meet his gaze. “Well, er, things are different now.”
“How so?”
“It's just that I'm older. Over the summer, I've had time to think.”
“About what? Has something changed since last spring?”
Linnea hesitated. Bry's offerings had ceased the day after the Nublians’ visit and she wondered how much he knew.
Aase's deep voice rescued her. “So, that's where you got to. Thorstein! Come on in here. I've found the lovebirds.”
Resplendent in jewel-encrusted robes of ebony and crimson velvet and with an elaborate linen headdress topping her mass of flame-colored hair, the formidable Ursi chief easily matched Bry's considerable height. She swept Linnea into her massive arms and stepped back to appraise her. “Let me look at you, child. Hmm. You're as puny as ever. Now, go take a bath and get into something pretty while I talk to your young man. I've given you the blue room in the south tower. Go on, now.”
It seemed like only yesterday that her sister Ragni had been assigned that same room and Linnea had watched in envy as she'd circled the floor after the feast that night with her intended. Then she'd listened, uncomprehending, to the coarse jokes that had followed the happy couple up the tower's winding stair.
Now, it was her turn.
Hefting her pack, Linnea obediently headed out of the courtyard and across the keep's sparkling emerald lawns toward the elaborately porticoed main buildings. A fairly recent addition to the keep, the white-walled south tower had been the brainchild of a visiting lowland architect. Built in the style of a traditional Seiran harem and extravagantly furnished to the point of actual decadence, its luxurious appointments included a steam bath that put Aase's own to shame.
From the moment of its completion the new addition had become the most sought-after living space in the entire keep. To still the wrangling Aase designated the tower an official bridal suite and announced that she and her new mate, Thorstein, would be the first to sample its delights.
Linnea had been the result.
At the time of her romp in the south tower Aase had considered herself safely past childbearing age. The pregnancy was unexpected and not altogether welcome but Thorstein was enormously pleased. In total defiance of Ursi tradition he'd taken an active role in his only daughter's upbringing and education. Thorstein's lack of interest in any female other than Aase was also unusual. However, he appeared to satisfy her needs. To his oft-expressed regret, there were no more pregnancies after Linnea, but the two of them had remained happily monogamous ever since.
Linnea adored her huge, black-maned father, who easily topped the formidable Aase by a full head, but right now she didn't feel like talking to him. Thorstein cared for outsiders about as much as her mother did. Skiers were at the very bottom of his list and she knew he'd never understand about Jesse.
Only one person in the entire keep might relate to how she felt. Hathor Ben Levi, the Ursi's highly regarded business manager, was an urbane, mild-mannered Seiran who'd grown up in the empire's capital city of Giulliam. The forty-year-old trader was rumored to have ties to the Seiran Imperial Court and moved between the constricted world of the Ursi and the Interplanetary Synod's multitude of marketplaces with extraordinary ease.
During the latter's annual visits to the keep, he and the massive Thorstein had become the best of friends, and it was to Hathor that Thorstein went for advice on tutoring his baby daughter. In the interests of diplomacy, the wily Seiran promptly approached Aase and offered to establish a school for the Ursi cubs during the summers when their mothers were away in the high pastures. The keep's youngsters were already receiving an excellent basic education from the grandmothers who'd retired from herding, but Hathor pointed out that times were changing. A knowledge of languages and some of the ways of the outside world would benefit the Ursi, and they'd be in a better position to safeguard their own interests than, for instance, the Silver People. Hathor didn't need to remind Aase that the Silver People had really gotten skinned in their ski resort deal with Phasga's royal family, mostly because of their own ignorance, and his argument made perfect sense to the chief.
After debating the matter with the tribe's Council of Senior Mothers Aase gave Hathor her blessing and the funding for the new school, and that was how Linnea's fluency in languages had come about.
From the moment her eyes met Bry's in the outer courtyard, Linnea had known she had to get away from the keep. The question was how. Tossing her pack onto the blue room's enormous circular bed, she reflected that she needed to talk with Hathor Ben Levi as soon as possible.
When Aase told Linnea to put on something pretty, she meant it. An elaborate bridal costume of finely embroidered white wool awaited her on the silken coverlet, and she could hear a gaggle of her sisters coming up the stairs. Oh, she was for it, all right. The foaming milk bath filled with fragrant herbs, the oil massage, curling of the hair, ritual lotions, perfuming of the orifices and all the rest. Directly across the hall, her brothers would be doing the same for Bry. Unlike Linnea, he'd be reveling in all the physical attention. Visiting males always did after their annual transformation, and something told her their coming coupling would be savage indeed.
Abruptly, she pictured herself tossing Jesse a towel, and the lamplight's gleam on his golden skin where he lay naked and so achingly beautiful in the tumbled quilts. She thought of their helpless laughter and the breathless chase through clouds of sweet-scented steam that had rendered her every bit as blind as he. Remembering the gentle press of his finger parting her lips, its taste on her tongue and his mischievous smile as his other hand slid down to her breast, she wanted to cry.
Retrieving her pack from the bed, Linnea pushed her startled sisters aside and made for the stairs. With any luck Aase and Thorstein would still be greeting their guests in the inner courtyard, and she knew now what she had to do.
* * * *
The assembled company stood in shocked silence as, for once in her life, Aase could think of nothing to say. Normally the strongest of the strong, she clung to Thorstein's arm as if it were a lifeline.
Her mate suffered no such loss for words. “You're saying you actually allowed yourself...? With an outsider? And a skier yet? Where is he?”
Linnea shrank back; then her chin went up. “Where you can never reach him.”
Without looking round, she sensed Bry had come up behind her. Freshly scented from his bath, he touched her gently on the arm. Surprisingly, his tone was mild. “The skier was with her for three weeks. His people took him away fourteen days ago.”
“Why did you not tell us of this before?”
Bry shrugged. “There was nothing to tell. He made one advance to her in the pasture but she rebuffed him. His people arrived the next day.”
Linnea's breath caught in her throat. So, Bry had been watching. Far from being an expression of affection, his gifts to her had been a warning; had she not pushed Jesse away from her in the pasture that day Bry would probably have killed him.
She surged with anger at the very thought. “I'm not your possession, Bry! You used your kinship with my father to approach Aase last spring, and it was she who arranged the guarding. But no one bothered to consult me. In fact, until my arrival today I had no idea my mother had committed me to you or any visiting male.”
His grip tightened. “Indeed? But you knew I was there and you did accept my gifts.”
Thorstein's massive black brows met across his sloping forehead. “Gifts? Since when does a guardian proffer gifts? On this our daughter is within her rights. No matter how unsuitable the candidate, the first mating is her choice not his. As is the timing.”
Aase's broad face flushed scarlet. “Are you questioning my actions, Thorstein?”
Linnea looked at her father, stunned, and a murmur rose from the surrounding assembly. No consort ever criticized the Ursi chief. Not if he valued his hide.
Bry stepped forward and brought his face close to Thorstein's. The two males eyed each other for a seemingly endless moment while the air around them crackled. The silence hung breathless in the darkening courtyard and the company waited for the first blow to fall.
Bry was the first to break eye contact. Conceding to the older male, he stepped back and bowed his head. “Honored ones, is there someplace where we can talk in private?”
Decked out in the festive finery of a young mother, with green ribbons and pearls threaded through her heavy auburn braids, Aase's second-youngest daughter stood nearby with her current mate, Skule. Skule's restless blue gaze had fastened on Linnea. The expression on his pale face was far from friendly, but Ragni's black eyes sparkled with curiosity as her mother gestured for her to take over.
“The green salon is free,” Aase said, then raised her voice to be heard by the rest of the room, “Please, my friends, continue with the celebration. We'll be back with you shortly.”
As she followed her parents, Linnea spotted Hathor's sober gray figure near the edge of the crowd. Their eyes met, and the Seiran nodded an answer to her unspoken question. With a glance at her companion, Hathor turned away toward the food table.
Bry had been watching their exchange. “You're not getting away from me as easily as that,” he murmured in a voice so low only she could hear. “If that upstart lowlander knows what's good for him he'll stay the hell away from you.”
Unable to believe her ears, Linnea wrenched her arm from his grasp. “Are you threatening me?”
Seemingly unconcerned, Bry continued to scan the crowd with his golden eyes. “That lowlander's friendship with your father and their continual interference in tribal affairs have the younger males concerned. If he doesn't want his sleeping rug cast out into the snow this winter Thorstein had best watch his step. As for the Seiran...”
“My brothers would never—”
“Wouldn't they? But it's not just your brothers, Linnea. Your sisters feel the same way, and there's been murmuring among the Senior Mothers that Aase's reigned for too long. In the old days a consort would have died for speaking as Thorstein just did. Some say your mother's soft-headed where he's concerned, and they may very well be right.”
Bry's words drenched Linnea in shock. It was true that the Ursi chief served at the will of the Senior Mothers’ Council but it had never occurred to her Aase might be considered too old to govern. She pulled herself together. “May I remind you that you're a guest here? Aase's still the chief and besides being your kinsman, Thorstein is my father. You'd best watch it, Bry, lest your own sleeping rug wind up in the snow.”
Linnea had raised her voice, and Thorstein asked mildly, “What are you talking about, daughter? Bry may not appeal to you, but that's hardly grounds for his banishment from winter quarters.”
Aase's brilliant black eyes cut from the one of them to the other. “Close the door, Thorstein. There's more going on here than a simple disagreement about mating.”
Bry's face was all innocence. “There is?”
The chief was unsmiling. “A couple of my younger daughters are eyeing the Mantle—Ragni, for one. Certain visiting males have been encouraging them.”
Linnea's mouth fell open. “Ragni? But that's impossible. She's not even—”
Aase's brows arched. “In the succession? That's true. But in the event of a revolt she might well be.”
“A revolt?” Her knees suddenly weak, Linnea dropped her pack and sank into a chair. “What are you talking about, Mother? That's not possible.”
The edge in Aase's voice softened. “Ah, Linnea. Would that all my children were as loyal and naive as you. For some time now Ragni has been fomenting dissension in the Senior Mothers’ Council, and that new mate of hers, Skule, has been doing the same among your brothers. As long as good King Joel remains on Phasga's throne there's little cause for concern. Unfortunately, he's unwell and thinking of stepping down. His sons are another matter altogether. There's a wealth of gems beneath our mountains, and the Phasgan princes have been casting a covetous eye in our direction. Lately, they've been doing surveys from the air ... and they're not the only ones.”
Linnea was bewildered. “But what does any of this have to do with Ragni?”
Aase's eyes flashed, and she almost spat the words. “Skule is a Phasgan agent. He's convinced Ragni that she has all the makings of a progressive leader who will take the Ursi into a prosperous new age. Those greedy princes aren't about to stop at a few ski resorts. If we're to preserve our land and way of life it's essential that the Ursi deal from a position of strength. For that we need to forge an alliance with the Silver People and the Black Tips of the Eldrid Range. Bry's father, Magnor, is a Black Tip and his mother, Norn, is the Silver Chief. There's no question of your loyalty, Linnea. Because of your healing hands you're the most highly regarded of all the maidens. As such, you can offset Ragni's influence and bring the tribe together. That's why your mating's so important. Or it was until you spoke up about your relationship with the outsider. Now, I don't know.”
Aase looked up at Thorstein as if seeking inspiration, but her giant mate remained silent.
“I, for one, am willing to overlook Linnea's indiscretion,” remarked Bry. “The skier's back with his people and it's unlikely any more will be heard from him.”
Aase looked relieved. “Well, that should settle that, then.”
Thorstein grunted. “Not necessarily. I'm not at all certain we have heard the last of that skier, and Linnea still hasn't told us how she feels.”
Unbidden, the Nublian officer's words echoed in Linnea's mind. It won't end here, you know. These things never do.
Aase and Thorstein waited expectantly, but a gentle knock sounded on the salon door before Linnea could reply. It opened, and Skule poked in his blond head. “I apologize for interrupting, honored ones, but a couple of flyers have just landed on the front lawn. They bear an unknown insignia and appear to be some sort of delegation.”
Aase's linen headdress quivered, and she huffed her annoyance. “Send Hathor out there, then. When he's found out who they are have him report here to me. Outsiders! Hmpf!”
Could it be? Wondering if the flyers were blue and gold, Linnea felthope flare. She'd never had the chance to tell her parents who Jesse really was.
* * * *
The Nublian ambassador lowered his field glasses. A small, fussy man, the count was arrayed in his full regalia up to and including the diamond-encrusted ambassadorial chain. Lavishly embroidered panels brightened the front of his ankle-length burgundy velvet robe and a matching furred hat took care of his bald spot.
“For a backward tribe, I must say this is very impressive. As a student of architecture, what would you term that particular style?”
Major Cheney Lyle's blond eyebrows went up. “Backward, Your Excellency? I can think of several descriptions that might apply to the Ursi, but ‘backward’ is not one of them. As for their architecture—Neo-Palladian, perhaps?”
Hathor's soberly clad figure emerged from the mansion followed by two massive Ursi males, each of whom appeared to be carrying a rifle.
“Ah, that looks like a welcoming party.”
“You've met an Ursi before, haven't you, Cheney?” purred the ambassador. He chuckled. “A gigantic female goatherd, if I recall correctly.”
The major watched Hathor and his escort approach. “Without whose mountaineering and medical skills His Highness wouldn't be alive today.”
The ambassador frowned. “Ah, yes. His Highness.”
“Speaking of which,” inquired the major, “how's your lovely wife?”
The dart went home. “Er. Oh, her ladyship? She's, um, indisposed.”
My eye. “His Majesty will besorry to hear that—he was looking forward to a woman's perspective on the Ursi culture. Please be sure to convey my best wishes to your lady for a speedy recovery.”
When the ambassador purpled slightly and busied himself with the dispatch case on his lap, Cheney guessed the countess to be well over her heartbreak. There'd be no lack of willing replacements for Jesse at the notoriously lax Phasgan Court, and one of the royal cousins was probably romping in her bed right now. Had he not heard the full story from his brother, Perry, he might have felt sorry for her husband; but the count had actively encouraged his wife's pursuit of the naive young prince and the lad had fallen hard.
Well, he was older and wiser now. Already wracked with guilt over Perry's death, Jesse was facing the additional burden of his grandfather's terminal illness. With the sight in his left eye only partially restored and the prosthesis for his right a tossup, it was unlikely he'd ever ski or pilot a flyer again. Linnea had performed miracles with the limited facilities available to her, but Jesse would probably walk with a cane for the rest of his life.
This delegation was Emperor Janus's idea, and it had been on his direct orders that Cheney had pried the reluctant count away from a high-stakes card game in his comfortable quarters near the Phasgan royal palace.
“I still don't know what we're doing here,” the count grumbled.
Cheney sighed. “We're here to convey His Majesty's official thanks for the rescue of his grandson and to put out a feeler on behalf of Nublis's silk weavers. The Ursi raise the finest goat hair in the Synod, and a combination goat-hair-and-silk fabric is about to become a Synod-wide rage. The wool supply is limited and that's why our silk industry has its eye on this year's crop. Didn't you read the dispatch?”
Pushing against his seat's armrests with lavishly be-ringed hands, the count rose ponderously to his feet. His excellency's black-clad secretary cast a worried glance over his shoulder at the major, then grabbed the dispatch case and hurried after his master toward the open doorway.
Followed by the major and two of his men, the ambassador almost fell over Hathor at the bottom of the steps. The count's bushy brows shot into his hairline. “And who, may I ask, are you?”
As he neatly avoided a collision the Seiran's calm features and ice-blue eyes betrayed none of the amusement bubbling up from his chest. “Your Excellency, my name is Hathor Ben Levi and I have the honor of serving as a trade delegate to both Phasga and the Synod Assembly. Aase, the supreme chief of the Ursi, bids you welcome to her domain. Before receiving you, Her Eminence has directed me to ascertain your identities and the nature of your business with her.”
Eyeing the unfriendly pair of giants flanking Hathor, Cheney weighed his weapons’ stopping power. If Aase even consents to receive us. At the rate His Excellency's going she probably won't and I can't altogether blame her.
Touching the hovering secretary on the arm he motioned the man back. “Sir, I am Major Cheney Lyle, an aide-de-camp to His Majesty the Emperor Janus of Nublis. This gentleman is Count Baudouin de Mercer, and His Excellency is currently serving as His Majesty's Ambassador to the Royal Court of Phasga. We bear greetings from His Majesty to Her Eminence and he's asked us to convey his thanks for—”
Hathor held up his hand. “This has to do with the skier Linnea rescued, right?”
Seeing the ambassador was still speechless Cheney stepped in again. “Er, right. His Majesty is most grateful.”
“And?”
“Er, well. You're the Ursi's trade delegate?”
Obviously waiting for the major to continue the Seiran merely nodded.
The countfinally found his voice. “Well. Hmf. I must say. Is Her, er, Eminence, this Chief Aase or whatever her name is, going to receive us or not?”
Hathor glanced up at the blackening sky and the increasing misty drizzle. “If you gentlemen will please follow me, I'll ask her. In the meantime, you'd better have your crew secure those flyers with ground straps, then get under cover themselves. It's about to become windy, and our repair facilities are extremely limited.” After the major tapped his wrist communicator and issued a string of orders Hathor continued. “You won't be going anywhere in this until tomorrow morning, so I'll arrange accommodations in the foreign compound. The homecoming feast is tonight and you won't want to miss that. Major, I'll send someone to conduct your men as soon as they're done securing the flyers.”
“Foreign compound? You mean we're actually going to be segregated?” The ambassador was close to apoplexy.
Hathor suppressed a grin. “Of course. However, I can assure Your Excellency that you'll find my house quite comfortable. My wife is an excellent cook and we have a full staff of servants.”
The major started to ask about Linnea, but Hathor, as if reading his mind, almost imperceptibly shook his dark head. Sensing something amiss, Cheney closed his mouth again. “We'd best do as he says,” he told the count, “and I, for one, would prefer to sort this out in dry surroundings.”
Seeing the drizzle was about to become a downpour, the ambassador hastily agreed and the three Nublians set off across the green lawns in the wake of Hathor and his taciturn escort.
* * * *
Aase's tapping foot boded ill for the foreign delegation. “Why would the Emperor of Nublis take such an interest in a mere tourist? Did he explain that?”
Hathor bowed. “I sense there's more to it, Your Eminence. Nublis has a thriving silk industry and it's possible that they have an interest in this year's wool. The ambassador may be a fool, but the soldier's not. The fact that I'm your trade delegate seemed to interest him.”
Soldier? Linnea's head went up but she knew better than to speak.
“Hmm,” Aase's velvet-shod foot continued to tap. “Where are they now?”
“In the grand foyer, Eminence. Ragni moved everyone inside when the rain started. She and Skule are, er, entertaining them.”
The chief thought for a moment. “After you've gotten our visitors situated in the compound, bring ‘em to the feast.” Her black eyes swiveled around to her daughter. “Put the soldier next to Linnea at the second table and let her find out what these Nublians really want. As for this peacock ambassador, he can sit in the place of honor by me. He's a fool, you say? Well, then, I'll see if I can get him to prattling about the Phasgan Court and what those no-account princelings are really up to. Linnea, return to the blue room immediately. Don that bridal gown and make yourself pretty. Bry, Linnea's sister Viveca recently lost her mate, and I would take it as a kindness if you'd entertain the poor child during the feast and distract her from her troubles. Tomorrow morning we'll meet here and discuss the matter of Linnea and your future together in light of whatever we learn tonight.”
“Of course, Mama.” Not daring to look at the incensed Bry, Linnea got to her feet. She slung her pack over her shoulder and was gone without so much as a backward glance. Hathor suppressed a smile. The haughty Silver male had turned up unannounced the previous spring bearing a confidential letter to the Ursi chief from his mother. Bry's last-minute substitution for Linnea's amiable older brother Ander as the guardian of Baldur's Peak had struck the Seiran as more than a mite odd, and he had suspected Linnea wasn't happy about it. Good daughter that she was, she'd said nothing in the face of her mother's unusual decision and, by all accounts, had gone up to the high pasture cheerfully enough.
But Hathor knew Aase's youngest daughter very well. When her mother announced that Bry would be guarding Baldur's Peak Linnea's golden-brown eyes had taken on the expression of a trapped animal, and his heart had ached for her. Through his own sources the Seiran had ascertained the contents of Norn's agitated letter and could understand Aase's sudden anxiety to mate Linnea with Bry. By tradition, an Ursi maiden selected her first partner from several eligible males after studying them at her leisure; and, as Thorstein had so aptly pointed out, even if she chose unsuitably that decision was hers and hers alone to make. Politics should have no place in Linnea's mating ritual, and their intrusion into this year's autumn celebration worried him.
Obviously controlling himself with some difficulty Bry bowed to the Ursi chief and brushed his lips across her outstretched hand. Resplendent in a lavishly embroidered white wool tunic, silk tights to show off his splendid attributes and a pair of ivory suede boots with golden heels that must have taken half a year to make, he'd anticipated being the center of attention at tonight's gala. He'd likely looked forward all summer to bearing the arrogant, overeducated Linnea to the south tower's bridal suite and finally cutting her down to size. But now, after he'd so magnanimously offered to overlook his intended's indiscretion with the skier, Aase was actually foisting him off on some insignificant, previously mated daughter. With a simmering glance at Hathor, Bry stormed out of the green salon.
Carefully not looking at the openly amused Seiran, Thorstein raised an eyebrow. “It would seem our young Bry is a bit of a hothead. Maybe a session with Viveca will cool him down.”
“It's been over two years since she had her last cub,” reflected Aase, “and it's high time she quit brooding about Arvid. It's too bad he stepped over that cliff when he did. He was none too bright but he was a handsome devil and always cheerful. I'd hoped for an eventual match between him and Linnea, you know.”
“He would certainly have been better for her than this one,” rumbled Thorstein, “even if he is my cousin. That Bry's a troublemaker if I ever saw one, and if I know her that's probably why my aunt sent him here.”
Aase pursed her full lips. “You may be right. Norn has her hands full enough as it is, what with all those outsiders coming and going, and the Phasgan princes agitating for even more land and privileges than they have already. Now they want to add an annex to the flyer port to accommodate even bigger ships, and she's complaining that the skiers have begun encroaching on the high pastures. Well, she can't say I didn't warn her.”
Hathor frowned. “Speaking of which, Eminence. Another aerial survey team was spotted this afternoon just over Freya's Pass. This time the craft had red dragon markings.”
“Phasgan?”
“It would seem so.”
“This delegation's Nublian and the two Royal Families are related. Do you think there's a connection?”
The Seiran's eyes finally met Thorstein's. “I'll seat their flyer crews among the prettiest girls from my compound. Between the ale and the female distraction we should have no trouble loosening their tongues.”
Aase chuckled. “Go to it, then. And now we'd better get back to our guests.”
Hathor bowed deeply and held the door for her. “After you.”
* * * *
Entering the immense banqueting hall with its graceful stone arches and elaborate jewel-colored windows, Cheney Lyle looked around in awe. He'd seen more than his share of imperial palaces and government mansions but never had he beheld anything quite so magnificent as this.
A young girl in a festive green silk gown touched his arm. “Sir, if you would please follow me.”
The ambassador was led by yet another green-clad maiden to a high dais and an evident place of honor at the lavishly decorated head table. Where their security escort and the remainder of the flyers’ crews had gone the major had no idea. However, certain that his enforced separation from the ambassador and the remainder of their party was no accident, Cheney's respect for the Ursi had gone up several notches after his carefully concealed weapons and security devices mysteriously disappeared during his bath. Mysterious and isolated thoughthis tribe might be, they were far from being barbarians. Hathor's sprawling marble residence had surprised even the count, and their luxurious adjoining suites included all the comforts of home.
The count's pale eyes had warmed at the sight of the scantily clad Seiran maids assigned to wait on them. Suspecting their ministrations wouldn't stop at the bedroom door, Cheney had politely declined their services. He preferred not to have a witness reporting on whatever he might say in his sleep.
As his guide pulled out an elaborately carved chair, Cheney glanced around the polished oak table. The place to his right was empty, but the plump, red-haired Ursi lady on his left was happily sampling the contents of the golden fretwork breadbasket in front of her. Richly arrayed in purple velvet and a multitude of colored jewels, she smiled cheerfully at him and remarked with her mouth full, “You must be one of them Nublians as arrived this afternoon. Nice uniform.” She stopped chewing and fingered the braid on his crimson sleeve. “Silk, ain't it? What's yer rank?”
“Er, Major. Imperial Fleet. My name's Cheney Lyle.”
The lady extended a buttery hand. “Pleased ter meetcha, Major Lyle. I'm Aase's eldest daughter, Rika.”
“Charmed,” murmured Cheney, brushing her fingers with his lips.
“Oh, you,” she giggled. “No wonder Linnea—”
“'No wonder Linnea’ what?” snapped a voice from behind them, “Major Lyle? It's a pleasure to see you again.”
Cheney rose to his feet, then he blinked. All ebony hair, creamy skin and voluptuous curves, an ivory-clad goddess smiled down at him. Looking as far from the scruffy shepherd in the high pasture as it was possible to get, she would never in a million years ever be mistaken for a man.
Almost falling over his own feet, Cheney scrambled to pull out her chair. Seeing his confusion, Linnea had all she could do not to giggle. “Yes, Major, it's me.”
“Please, call me Cheney.”
Linnea knew her eyes mirrored the question she dared not ask, and her sister Rika returned to decimating the breadbasket with an audible snort.
“Jesse's fine, and he sends his, um, regards. In fact, that's why we're here. His Majesty has directed us to extend his thanks to you and your people.”
“That's what Hathor said. But Mama's puzzled as to why the Emperor of Nublis would take such a personal interest in a mere skier.”
“You didn't tell her?”
“No, not yet.”
Cheney glanced up at the dais where the Nublian ambassador sat in splendid isolation. The count had just drained his jewel-encrusted goblet and was holding it up for a refill.
Linnea chuckled. “That's High Holiday Metheglin, otherwise known as mead. Tonight they're serving our strongest brew, and the way he's tossing it back your ambassador will be out like a light before Mama even has a chance to make her entrance.” She tapped a silver cup in front of the major. “Here, try some.”
He took a cautious sip. “Mmm. Delicious. Compared to what I'm used to this actually seems quite mild.”
“Until you try to stand up and your knees aren't there. Here, you'd best have some bread with it unless you plan to spend the rest of the evening snoring beneath your chair.”
The major prided himself on being able to hold his liquor and had drunk many a roistering companion under the table. His emerald eyes sparkling defiance, he drained the goblet. When he set it down, a hovering green-clad serving maid instantly poured him a refill from her elaborately chased silver flagon. He eyed Linnea where she sat crumbling a piece of bread between her jeweled fingers. “Aren't you having any?”
“Thank you, no. I prefer Mama's currant cordial. That's the black stuff in the glass next to the mead.”
He tasted it. “This is straight juice.”
“I know. That's why I like it.”
There was a stir near the doorway at the back of the hall and table by table the crowd rose to its feet. Cheney glanced at his companions and followed suit. Up on the dais the ambassador was resting his head on his arms—he appeared to be sleeping.
“So much for prattle,” huffed Aase as she and Thorstein wended their way across the floor. The Ursi chief had traded her elaborate linen headgear for a richly enameled coronet and beneath it her enormous red braids had been wound into two pearl-encrusted coils, one over each ear. Her cloth-of-gold dress and matching tabard were so stiff with embroidery they could have stood up by themselves, and the whole ensemble was set off with the traditional ermine-trimmed chief's mantle. Glowing iridescent purple, the cloak's flowing velvet train stretched a full ten feet behind Aase as she proceeded up the length of the banqueting hall, a dignified, lavishly jeweled, utterly magnificent pagan goddess.
The ebony-maned Thorstein matched his gigantic mate glitter for glitter. Beneath a short, gem-encrusted scarlet tunic his multicolored silk tights left absolutely nothing to the imagination, and murmurs of female appreciation sounded through the hall as he passed.
“That's my father,” remarked Linnea. “Now you can see why Mama's never looked at any other male since the day they met.”
Cheney's jaw had fallen open and all he could say was “Incredible.”
As Aase and Thorstein reached the high dais a trumpet sounded. This was evidently the signal for the feast to begin, and dozens of green-clad servers moved rapidly throughout the vast hall. Linnea and Cheney's table filled up with steaming platters, and he looked curiously at the various dishes in front of him. “You'll have to instruct me because I have no idea what any of this is.”
“That's right. You're a meat-eater.”
Linnea took up a silver two-tined utensil and began forking tidbits onto the major's plate. Cautiously, he tried a purple cube drenched in ginger-colored liquid and found it surprisingly tasty.
“You like that, huh? It's a forest root called kestor and the sauce is a secret concoction of Mother's. This is a cheese dumpling, those are wild mushrooms in wine gravy and that dish over there is eggs. Why don't you try some of this wild herb and sorrel salad with little crisp pancakes on the side? It's one of my favorites.”
“Jesse says you're an excellent cook and that the Ursi food is wonderful. He actually gained weight on it and now I can see what he meant. You don't eat meat?”
Linnea hesitated. “On certain occasions we do.”
“But not tonight.”
“No.”
“How about fish?”
“The males sometimes eat fish. The women don't.”
“What about the goats? Don't you eat them?”
Linnea looked at him in shock. “Why, that would be like devouring a member of my own family. The goats are our honored partners. When one dies we give him or her the same funeral we do any other member of our tribe.”
“Do you not hunt, then?”
“Hunt? You mean like the snow leopard or the Barren wolves? Oh, no. Although I've heard a rumor that the outsiders want to go shooting in the Dragon's Teeth Range. They take pelts and heads to hang on their walls, and some even reconstitute their kills to make them as lifelike as possible. Then they actually place the restored corpses in their homes and admire them like statues. Can you believe it?” She shuddered. “Talk about barbaric.”
“Well, you'll be glad to know that sort of thing's been banned on Nublis for centuries. But we fish and hunt for meat.”
“Jesse told me.” Linnea's eyes grew sad. “How's he doing, really?”
“The sight in his left eye's gradually returning, and even though he's still limping he's getting around pretty well. A specialist from Aretz is supposed to come and do the prosthesis for his right eye. The problem is, the man has a two-year waiting list.” Seeing her look of surprise, the major continued “This particular surgeon won't even make an exception for royalty, treating rich and poor alike is actually a point of honor with him.”
“Aretz? I've never heard of it.”
“Aretz is an ancient planet in the Alpha Centauri system. You might know it as Terra or Old Earth.”
“Terra? Oh, sure. That's where the Interplanetary Synod Assembly is headquartered. Terra's capital city is Parisia, and it contains some of the greatest law and medical schools in the universe. I learned that in one of Hathor's classes. But what about Jesse's eye? Are you saying they can give him an artificial one that'll actually let him see?”
The major sighed. “If we can ever get the doctor there to do the surgery.”
While they'd been talking the servers were quietly removing the dishes from the tables. Suddenly, the lights flicked out and the crowd hushed.
“It's all right,” whispered Linnea. “They're about to bring dessert.”
Dessert? Even though he had very little idea what he'd just eaten, Cheney felt pleasantly stuffed and wondered where he could possibly put anything more. No wonder the Ursi were so huge. If he stuck around here for any length of time he would be, too.
* * * *
“Well,” murmured Aase as she gave the signal, “Linnea and the Nublian soldier certainly seem to be hitting it off.” A gentle snore issued from the ambassador and she frowned. “Hopefully, she's getting more information than we are.”
Thorstein chuckled. “For such a little man, he put away an incredible amount. Three goblets, no less. It's just too bad High Holiday Metheglin isn't a truth serum.”
“Well, he'll certainly have a monster of a headache tomorrow.” Aase spoke with real satisfaction. “Ah, here it comes.”
* * * *
A set of pipes trilled an eerie melody and something flared at the banqueting hall's far entrance. Cymbals’ violent clashing shattered the expectant silence and multicolored rays of light began playing back and forth across the arched ceiling. The rays widened until they formed a saucer of light that chased the darkness from every corner of the breathless hall.
As it came lower, Cheney gasped. The saucer was actually a platform and the scene it held was like nothing he'd ever seen in his life. Carved entirely from multi-hued ice, two naked life-sized figures embraced in a bucolic goat-filled pasture while a nearby fountain spurted jets of red and white wine. As the sculpture floated closer to their table he saw the fountain's rim was composed entirely of delicately fashioned pastries.
Deftly, the servers began scooping up the overflowing cornucopias of fruits and cheeses artfully scattered around the fountain and the lovers. As soon as a cornucopia arrived at their table Rika burped and dug in. With her mouth full, she waved at a nearby server. He cut a dozen pastries from the fountain's rim with a jewel-handled knife, flipping them neatly onto a golden tray he placed next to the cornucopia. Without missing a beat he filled a long-handled silver ladle first with sparkling red wine and then white, then tipped it into each of their glasses without spilling a drop.
As he moved on to the next table to repeat the process, Cheney watched in admiration. “Now, that's what I call military precision.”
“They're my brothers and uncles,” explained Linnea. “They've been doing this every year for as far back as I can remember.”
Beckoning to a serving maid Aase whispered in her ear and pointed to them. Cheney raised his eyebrows in a question and Linnea sighed. “Now, I'm going to do my duty. But don't worry. Rika will look after you until I get back.”
Although not as large as Thorstein, the male approaching their table had to be at least seven feet tall. He was clad in an ivory wool tunic lavishly embroidered with gold and jewels, long russet curls flowing over his massive shoulders. He gave a perfunctory bow in Cheney's direction, but his dark face remained unsmiling and the golden eyes that met the major's were far from friendly.
A seemingly flustered Linnea rose to her feet. “This is Bry Nornson. Like my father, Thorstein, he comes from the Silver People in the Dragon's Teeth Range. Bry, this is Major Cheney Lyle. He's with the Nublian delegation.”
Cheney pushed back his chair. Even standing, the top of his head barely reached Bry's chest, and he wished he had his sidearm. As if sensing the major's thoughts, Bry draped a proprietary arm around Linnea's shoulders.
“Another Nublian, huh? Well, we certainly have a plague of ‘em this year, don't we, love? Rika, why don't you teach this interloper how to dance?”
The servers cleared the tables, stacking them one upon another against the walls, and a small orchestra began tuning up on the dais. The ambassador had long since disappeared, and Cheney suspected he was peacefully sleeping beneath the table. Aase extended her hand to Thorstein and he gravely escorted her to the waiting dance floor. When they reached the center of the room the Ursi chief held up a shimmering white scarf. The orchestra stopped its tuning exercises and an abrupt silence fell over the crowd. As Aase dropped the scarf to the floor, the dimmed lights increased to full strength and a single violin began to sing.
Shimmering in the arched entryway like some half-forgotten legend and radiating an almost unearthly beauty, Linnea advanced slowly to meet the glittering chief and her mate. Bry stalked onto the floor from somewhere in the crowd, and the violin's tempo picked up. As the other instruments joined in, the watching crowd began to clap in time. The cadence increased, drowning out the music, and Aase and Linnea stepped back.
Alone on the floor, the two gigantic males circled each other, eye to eye and hands behind their backs. Their intricate dazzling footwork kept perfect pace with the crowd's increasingly demanding rhythm but their expressionless faces might have been carved from stone.
Thorstein suddenly broke away with a huge leap that took him halfway across the floor. He landed gracefully and the delighted assembly stamped their feet, shouting “Bry! Bry! Bry!” Thorstein's place was instantly taken by a much younger male, blond and pale-skinned, in a silver-trimmed black tunic. An eager red-haired youngster in sparkling blue followed, then another in emerald green. As the newcomers began circling Bry, the crowd's clapping died away.
“They're not serious contenders,” remarked Rika. “Everyone knows Bry's the one.”
Unbidden, a thought came into Cheney's head. He's not worthy of her. “What happens now?”
“Linnea will make her selection. After they've performed the bridal waltz the floor will be open for general dancing.”
Rika's moist brown eyes looked hopefully down into his, and Cheney got an uneasy feeling that the lady had more in mind than a quick circle around the floor.
Abruptly, the music stopped and the four males looked around. Aase had come onto the dance floor and they held a brief conference. Then, she and the four males disappeared into the crowd.
With a sunny smile at her sister, Linnea extended her hand to the major. “Thank you for taking care of him for me, Rika. Skule was just looking for you. He says you promised him a dance.”
“What about Bry?”
Linnea shrugged. “Mama's called off the contest and he's gone upstairs with Viveca.”
“Viveca? Why didn't she ask me?”
“Why don't you go find out? Good night, Rika.”
As the older woman flounced away Cheney bit his lips to keep from smiling. “What was all that about?”
“Rika already has her quota of cubs. Viveca doesn't.”
“You don't mind? Isn't Bry supposed to be your mate?”
“Not unless I choose him. So far, I haven't, and Viveca seems to like him well enough.”
“Choose him? Doesn't he have anything to say about it?”
“Bry announced his intention to enter the formal presentation last spring along with the other three you just saw. After that, the decision was mine. Isn't that how you do it in your country?”
“Not exactly. But now that I think about it your bridal custom does make a certain sense. Certainly it's more civilized than a duel to the death.”
“A duel to the—You actually fight over females?”
“Certainly. Some of them even think it's romantic.”
“Romantic? That's just about the stupidest thing I ever heard. What happens if they don't choose the winner?”
Cheney shook his head. “That's not how it works. The woman goes to the winner, as his prize.”
Linnea sank into a nearby chair. “Oh, now I've heard everything. Is that how you view females, Major?”
He smiled. “Not since I met you.”
“And Jesse? What's his attitude toward females?”
“Jesse's got a lot of learning to do in that department, but he'll have no choice about who he marries. His grandfather's dying, and within two years of Jesse's accession to the throne he must take whatever bride the Nublian Parliament selects for him.”
“So, that's what he meant. Thank you, Major.”
“He loves you, you know. He wants you with him.”
Linnea dropped her head and he saw a tear splash onto her hand. “I know, but it wouldn't work. I could see it in your faces when you came to the high pasture. We're just too different.”
“It's one of the reasons why I came.” His voice was very gentle.
Her brimming eyes met his. “But not the only one.”
“Is that what your mother wants you to find out? And why she risked offending the son of the Silver People's chief?”
“How—how did you know that?”
Dropping into the chair next to her Cheney took Linnea's hands in his. “Intelligence is my business. Aase's deeply worried about the Phasgan princes, with good reason, I might add. To fend them off she needs a strong alliance with the Silver People and the Black Tips of the Eldrid Range, but even that might not be enough. Your would-be mate's a hothead and a troublemaker as well as a fool. That can be a lethal combination, especially in a situation like this.”
Linnea glanced around the crowded hall but no one was paying any attention to them. “You said that was one of the reasons why you came. What are the others?”
“Is there some less public place where we can talk?”
Her laugh was a trifle bitter. “I don't even know where I'm going to sleep tonight. Expecting I would end the evening with Bry, Mama assigned us the bridal suite in the south tower. Viveca's occupying it instead and every alcove in the keep is filled.”
“What about Hathor's house? He seems to have plenty of room.”
“The foreign compound? Oh, I don't know. What will people say?”
When a quiet voice spoke beside them Linnea jumped a foot. “No more than they're saying already. The major's right, Linny. I do have plenty of room. You need a refuge, and my wife will be delighted to have you as her guest in the women's quarters.” Hathor saw Cheney's glance toward the dais. “His Excellency's in his own bed and I have no doubt he'll be very sick in the morning. Your men have already left and the party will be breaking up soon. Come. Let us bid Aase goodnight and be on our way.”
“But what will Mama say?”
It was the Seiran's turn to smile. “Relax, Linny. This was her idea.”
* * * *
The Nublian delegation left on the following morning for Phasga's capital, and less than a week later news came of the old Emperor's death. Now Jesse had inherited the throne, he'd become so unreachable, reflected Linnea, he might as well be dead.
With the news came a message from Aase. “Stay where you are until the males have left for their winter quarters.”
With her dark gray eyes and shining blonde hair, Hathor's gentle wife, Sarita, proved a charming and amiable hostess, and Linnea fell instantly in love with their three children. Ten-year-old Hassan was a sturdy, dark-eyed image of his father, delicate little Miriam a perfect miniature of her mother and chuckling baby Gamaliel looked like ... himself.
With soft-footed servants to tend to her every need, Linnea soon settled into the routines of Hathor's household. During the lazy autumn afternoons in the rose-fragrant courtyard she watched Sarita play with the children while she read a book or listened to music on her private player and two weeks drifted by before she saw Hathor again.
When he entered the garden Sarita instantly rose to her feet as if fearful something was amiss. Her husband reassured her with a smile. “I need to talk with Linnea.”
Linnea followed her host through the cool marble atrium to his richly appointed study. He waved her to a comfortable armchair, then sat behind his massive carved desk. “We need to discuss your future.”
“M—my future?”
“Bry and the other males were so insulted by your rejection the Senior Mothers’ Council met to discuss the problem. For an Ursi to enter into a relationship with an outsider is unprecedented, although there have been several incidents between Silvers and visiting skiers. However, in no case has a Silver ever admitted to such a thing. Unfortunately, you did—in about as public a manner as possible. Bry has accused you of humiliating him in front of the entire tribe, and he and the other three have withdrawn their offers for your hand. Your uncles and brothers have informed the Council that they will no longer guard you in the high pastures. The only dissenter was Thorstein, but his services are committed to Aase's herd. Without a guardian, you may not return to the high pastures in the spring and the younger mothers have told the Council that they don't wish you totutor their cubs. Without an official position, you can no longer make a contribution to the common good and you know the fate of those who've passed the state of usefulness.”
Linnea did, indeed. There were no old or infirm among her people because the tribe couldn't afford them. When an Ursi reached a point where he or she could no longer fully function, a great funeral feast was held for them. Then they were taken to Freya's pass and left sedated on the great stone table to await the mercy of the snow leopard or the barren wolves.
“Your father argued your case,” continued Hathor. “When your mother joined her plea to his the Council reconsidered. They've reversed the original sentence, but only on certain conditions. You may never again have contact with any member of the tribe and you're to leave Aase's Keep forever as soon as it can be arranged.”
By declaring her useless the Senior Mothers’ Council had condemned Linnea to death, and without her parents’ intervention she would have had no choice but to accept her fate. Perhaps if she'd told them who Jesse was. But she knew in her heart of hearts it wouldn't have made any difference. She'd seen her fate in Bry's eyes when they'd first met in the compound; and when she rejected him she'd known he would never forgive her. Bry's threat against Thorstein had been far from idle, and she remembered Aase's remark about Ragni eyeing the Chief's Mantle.
A sharp pang shot through Linnea at the thought that she'd never see Sherpa or the goats again. Would the dogs miss her? she wondered. Or would they transfer their allegiance to a new mistress as easily as a climber changed her socks?
She choked down a sob. Never to see Thorstein or Aase, her little nieces, gentle golden-eyed Daegel or Sherpa and her brothers? This was a sentence worse than death.
“What am I to do? How shall I live?”
“Aase saw this coming. That's why she called off the contest and arranged for me to hustle you out of there the night of the feast. But perhaps it's not as bad as you think. Look at it this way, Linny. You've been yearning to see what lies beyond these mountains and now's your chance. Your parents still love you and have no intention of casting you naked into the snow.”
She raised her tear-filled eyes to his. “What do you mean?”
“You've herded and guarded your goats faithfully for the past five years, and a portion of those earnings are yours by tribal right. Even the Mothers’ Council won't deny you that. This looks to be an extraordinarily good year; and, for whatever it's worth, your herd should win the contest for the weighing of the underwool. Soon I'll be off on my rounds throughout the Synod and Aase has asked me to take you with me. Because of your size and weight, it would be better if you traveled in the guise of a man—and you'll be able to see more that way. As to how you can earn a living, you have certain skills and would probably make a fine security guard.”
“You're offering me a job?”
“Of course. You're utterly trustworthy, and I can think of no one I'd rather have watching my back.”
Linnea looked down at her delicate caftan. Blue-and-gold brocaded silk, it had been a gift from Sarita. “But what will I wear?”
“First thing tomorrow morning my tailor will measure you for a set of uniforms. And from now until the day we leave you'll receive training in weapons and martial arts.”
Weapons and martial arts? Life as a man? On the heels of what had happened at the presentation, Linnea first felt a sense of shock, then a thrill of exhilaration. How many times, when listening to the peddlers’ tales, had she yearned for this very thing? Her aching grief over her loss of the dogs, Daegel, little Maren and Runghild, her mother, her father and everything she had ever known was suddenly tempered by her anticipation of the adventures ahead.
Her voice shook slightly. “D-do you really think I can do it?”
Hathor smiled. “If I didn't I wouldn't be making you this offer.”

Chapter 5—Travels With Hathor
“Hey, soldier. Wanna dance?”
“Me?”
The slattern blew a lock of reddish hair back from her greasy forehead. “I don't see any other soldiers in this hole, do you?”
Linnea looked around helplessly. When she'd taken Hathor up on his offer to travel with him in the guise of a man, she hadn't anticipated this. To her chagrin, the fake pencil-thin mustache and immaculately tailored gray uniform concealed her gender so well she found herself on the receiving end of constant advances from the female sex, and not just tavern prostitutes, either.
The first day after they left the Ursi Range Hathor and Linnea had attended a palace reception in Phasga's capital. Less than an hour after their arrival one of the royal princesses expressed a definite interest in knowing Linnea better and her advances eventually became embarrassing enough for Hathor to whisper in her ear, “You're wasting your time, ma'am. The captain prefers men.”
Unfortunately, that had given rise to yet another problem. Within minutes, one of the princely nephews hastened to Linnea's side bearing a drink and a warm invitation to his lakeside villa for the weekend. It had been with considerable relief that she'd watched the city's gold-and-purple minarets recede into the distance the following morning.
Their next stop had been the tiny resort planet Eos. On Eos the advances hadn't been quite so overt, but they'd still been unmistakable. Finally, Linnea had asked Hathor in frustration, “What's the matter with these people? Don't they ever think of anything else?”
He'd just laughed. “It's just the way we do things in the lowlands. The people here would consider the Ursi customs strange indeed. Mating every other year rather than at will would work a real hardship on them.”
“They must have cubs all over the place.”
“Actually, no. They have ways to avoid that.”
“They do?”
Seeing Linnea's curiosity was aroused, Hathor hastily changed the subject.
It hadn't taken her long to figure out that her mother's Seiran business manager had other interests besides the Ursi's goat-hair and cheese exports and that not all of them were legitimate. In fact, that's why they were in this smelly tavern in Nublis's capital city of Cyrenia.
It was obvious from their greetings that Hathor and this stranger were old friends. Linnea had never seen a black-skinned human before, much lessone with purple eyes, and was thoroughly intrigued. To her disappointment, after introducing the mysterious newcomer as Damien Adrick, Hathor had waved her to a separate table with the admonition “Watch my back.”
On the other side of the smoke-filled room, the two were deep in conversation. Linnea's hand tightened on the laser pistol at her belt. A couple of scruffy waterfront types were eyeing Hathor in a way she didn't like; and she saw a signal pass between them and the slut, who was still leaning over Linnea's table with her breasts falling out of her bodice. “Leave me be!” she growled.
Pushing back her chair, she strolled over to the corner booth where Hathor and the Siriun were just concluding their conversation. Damien Adrick gave her a mocking bow. “Captain Linley, something tells me we'd best get out of here while we're still healthy.”
Sensing a movement behind her Linnea drew her weapon. A knife whistled through empty air where Adrick's head had been a scant second before, and Hathor dove under the table. Before she could react, a whip appeared in Damien's hand. He used it to deadly effect, and the knife-thrower dropped to the floor with his hands over his eyes and blood streaming from between his fingers. The second assailant dropped screaming, his cheek sliced open to the bone.
The slattern fell to her knees beside the first attacker. Pulling away his hands, she gasped aloud and shrieked “Siriun devil! Eater of children! You cut out his eyes!”
Damien raised his hand again, and she shrank back. A heavy purse landed on the dirty tiles, cutting off her vituperations in midstream. “Payment for his sight! Had he asked nicely, I might even have given it to him. Since he started it, you can use the remainder to cover the damages. Give Archon Security my best regards.”
Grabbing Linnea's outstretched hand, Hathor scrambled to his feet. “We'd best get out of here while we still can. Security will be here any second, and I've no wish to spend the night in one of His Majesty's cells.”
As the Siriun coiled the whip and replaced it on his belt Linnea glanced at the tip. A tiny gold snake's head with ruby eyes, it glittered in the fitful light.
“A handy weapon, that.”
Damien shrugged. “Requiring less explanation than yours. Had you fired you'd be on trial before the Archon for sure. Didn't you learn any other way to defend yourself?”
“Well, yes. It was just that I—”
Hathor urged them through the kitchen and out the tavern's back door. “Anticipating something like this, I parked on the next block. Next time, Damien, why don't you find some less lethal place to meet? Like the lions’ cage at the zoo.”
“Or the Coronation Ball, perhaps?” The Siriun chuckled.
Hathor sniffed. “We don't move in those kinds of circles, but, knowing you, you'll be there. With an imperial princess on your arm, no doubt.”
Damien's brilliant purple eyes slid around to Linnea. “Don't count yourself out, Hathor Ben Levi. The silk producers are anxious for your wool crop and they'll do just about anything to please you. The young Emperor's recovered from his injuries, they say, and a Nublian coronation is well worth seeing. Who knows? Your captain there might even make a good match for himself.”
“It's a thought,” muttered Hathor, “but they wouldn't like the one he has in mind.” Damien had gone on ahead and only Linnea heard him.
At the hotel Damien extended his hand to help Linnea out of the vehicle. “You intrigue me, Captain. How about a nightcap, Hathor? We still have a couple of details to iron out.”
As he disappeared into the shadows Hathor grunted. “He'll take the freight elevator and probably turn up in a uniform. Why he didn't do that in the first place is beyond me. I'm getting too old for this sort of thing and so, I suspect, is he.”
Linnea made no comment, and after checking out the lobby she punched the elevator button. It was a month since their arrival in Cyrenia, almost two since the Ursi homecoming feast. What would she do if she saw Jesse, even in the distance? She was so close to him, yet so far. Maybe Hathor could get a ticket to some of the events. Giving herself a mental shake, she put the thought aside to concentrate on more immediate problems. Tonight, she reflected ruefully, her martial arts skills had been woefully lacking. Had it not been for Damien's whip the outcome in the tavern might have been very different. Following Hathor out of the elevator she said miserably, “I failed you and your friend was right. Had I fired my weapon we'd be in the Temple cells right now. Or else on the run.”
After unlocking the door Hathor stood aside to allow her to check out the suite. “If I'd hired you through the usual channels I'd be firing you right now. But I didn't and maybe it's a good thing Damien Adrick's come on the scene. He's forgotten more about the art of self-defense than I'll ever know; and, for the right fee, I can probably persuade him to teach you a thing or two. He seems to like you and you can take that as a compliment. Damien doesn't like very many people.”
“Isn't he a, er, criminal?”
“Does that bother you?”
“Yes. No. I don't know.”
Hathor punched the intercom. “Send up two trays of hors d'oeuvres and a couple of bottles of champagne.” Then he looked at Linnea. “And an assortment of fruit juices.”
She headed for her bedroom. “I'm going to take a shower and change. Get this tavern stink off me.”
He chuckled. “You don't like towns as much as you thought you would, do you, Linny?”
She snorted. “City people smell worse than goats and they're not nearly as good company.”
“Hurry back!” he called. “Damien will be here in just a few minutes.”
While Hathor Ben Levi expected to visit most of the industrialized societies on his tour around the Synod Damien's home planet wouldn't be one of them. Sirius's cities’ streets were as safe at three in the morning as they were at high noon but the same could not be said of its people. Most of the planet's incomes stemmed from some form of criminal activity; and a spell of incarceration in one of the Synod's many prisons was not only a Siriun puberty rite, it was an actual badge of honor.
A lesser member of Sirius's long-suffering Imperial Family, the whip-thin, ebony-skinned Damien Adrick was actually famous. A legend in his own time and a popular folk hero to millions of tabloid readers, his more outrageous capers had been the basis for a hit video series. He was a master of disguise and no one knew where he would turn up next.
Even though he was unwelcome in every jurisdiction in the Synod, including Cyrenia, he continued to pass in and out of their spaceports with embarrassing ease. Hathor suspected that his friend's immunity from arrest and prosecution had more to do with his employment by several intelligence agencies than his skills, formidable though they were.
Associates for many years, the two had survived many a scrape together; and when a rumor reached Damien's ears of an extraordinary find of red diamonds in the Ursi's mountain range he'd begun looking for a way to cash in. Fake mineral leases had long been one of his specialties, and many a sadder-but-wiser would-be mining magnate had instead wound up looking for the Siriun's hide. To give Damien Adrick his due, he robbed only the greedy who could afford to lose. When it came to the poor and defenseless he had a tendency to be quixotic, and some of the most beautiful women in the Synod had broken their hearts over him. Hence his folk hero status.
When Hathor opened the door in answer to a soft knock he couldn't help but chuckle. Damien stood wooden-faced in the short, gold-braided royal-blue jacket of a hotel employee, and the assortment on his linen-draped cart would have done credit to the Imperial Palace chef.
The Siriun's dark face split into a dazzling grin. “A couple of the Phasgan lesser royals are here for the coronation. I stuck this on their tab.”
“You'd better. I can't afford golden caviar or Aeolian squids’ eyes.”
Linnea caught Hathor's last remark. “Squids’ eyes? Yecch. Did you bring something vegetarian for me?”
Damien bowed. “Kestor root, no less, and an egg and mushroom dish that actually looks quite good. Some Seiran gourmet group imported these goodies, and they'll be wondering what happened to them. But I'll be long gone before then.”
Hathor pointed to the jacket. “How about the owner?”
“Aside from the fact that he's tied up in the linen closet, he should be quite comfortable until morning.”
Kestor root was not exactly a common delicacy, especially on Nublis. Not for the first time, Linnea wondered how much Damien actually knew about her.
A couple of hours later, after loosening her up with an assortment of some of his more entertaining war stories, the Siriun persuaded her to sample a glass of a rare liqueur distilled from diantha blossoms. “It's not High Holiday Metheglin but I think you'll find this quite tasty.”
Linnea looked accusingly at Hathor. “What have you been telling him?”
The merchant's face remained bland. “Absolutely nothing.”
Damien placed a reassuring hand on her arm. “Relax, Captain. You're obviously no security guard, and since my old friend Ben Levi here is notoriously fussy about whom he hires it got me to wondering. A couple of months ago when he was still the Crown Prince Nublis's new Emperor went missing on a ski trip to Phasga. He came back with a story of having been rescued by a goatherd. You're much too large to be a native Seiran, and Ursi goatherds are traditionally female. Since Hathor works for the Ursi chief, Aase, it wasn't hard to put two and two together. What did your tribe do? Kick you out for diddling with an outsider?”
Linnea's flush told him all he needed to know. “Don't worry. Your secret's safe with me. It happens that I have a considerable interest in the Ursi right now and you could be of help. How about trading some information for a few lessons in survival skills?”
“What kind of information? And why should I trust you?”
“You can trust him,” put in Hathor. “Damien's a man of his word.”
“But he's a—”
“Criminal? In certain circles, I am. To others I'm a hero. It depends who you ask.”
“Hathor said you'd want a fee.”
“Did he now? The information would suffice.”
“But—”
“Captain Linley, you have my solemn word that information will never be used against your people. If anything, it might actually help them.”
“Help? What kind of help could the Ursi possibly need from you?”
“Hathor hasn't told you, has he?”
“Told me what?”
“About the red diamonds or why the Phasgans have been taking such an interest in the Ursi range.”
She looked at Hathor, bewildered, but the merchant nodded. “It's one of the reasons Aase wanted me to bring you with me. The Nublian you rescued is obviously influential, although you never did say who he was. She thought he might be of help.”
“You mean you want me to...?” Both men just looked at her. “Oh, but that's just not possible. First of all, he's never seen my face, and, secondly ... You just don't understand.”
Hathor swiveled to face Damien. “Did I hear you right? You said the Emperor of Nublis disappeared on a ski trip and was rescued by a...? Linny. Did you knowwho he was when you...?”
She shook her head. “I found out when they came to get him. By then it was too late.”
“This Nublian major, Cheney Lyle. Who is he?”
“He headed the rescue party and was a brother to the man who was killed.”
“Ah. He was also very attracted to you, Linny. Enough to want to take the skier's place, in fact.”
“But I never—”
“Of course, you didn't. You were much too busy worrying about Bry. But there's no doubt the major wanted to see you again. He told me as much.”
“You want me to look him up?”
“Not quite yet. As Damien reminded me, the Nublian silk weavers are anxious for an exclusive on this year's crop and will do just about anything to get it. Obtaining invitations to the coronation and related festivities shouldn't be hard. After that, let's just play it by ear.”
Damien stood up and stretched his thin arms. “Time for me to be going. I'll leave the cart outside the Phasgans’ door, and they can explain it to the hotel authorities.”
As Hathor told her he would, Damien turned up in the hotel lobby the next morning. In perfect lily-white makeup and sporting a luxuriant silver mustache, he was accompanied by an impressive assortment of expensive matching luggage. Posing as a renowned botanical scientist from Nublis's sister planet, Andromeda, the Siriun displayed an awesome array of credentials and carried front-row tickets and invitations to every coronation event on the planet.
* * * *
“Either these pants are shrinking or I'm gaining weight.” Linnea tugged at the waistband of her tailored gray slacks and noted that the front of the matching high-necked tunic was straining across her tightly bound breasts. The next time she saw Damien she was definitely going to take him up on his offer for some sessions in the private gym where he worked out faithfully every morning, rain or shine.
Then it hither. Ah, no, it couldn't be. But her breasts’ increased tenderness and her constant mood swings, weird food cravings and this sudden weight gain told her different.
Linnea had never had a sick day in her life and menstrual difficulties were unknown to her. Regular as clockwork since the age of eleven, her periods had lasted at most three or four days and she had never missed until last month. Now, this one was late. Caught up in the changes going on in her life, Linnea had simply assumed that her body was reacting to the differences in diet and lifestyle. Space travel often did that to a woman until her system adjusted itself, so she had paid little attention.
Expertly tailored to her exact measurements, her half-dozen uniforms fit her like the proverbial glove. The suite's cleaning booth was rife with guarantees against shrinkage or fading and she'd followed the posted instructions to the letter.
Hoping against hope the problem was shrinkage even so, she grabbed her brand-new dress uniform from the closet. She'd planned to wear it to the coronation two weeks hence and the grand banquet and ball afterwards. The silk pants were as tight as her everyday ones and she swore under her breath.
A gentle knock sounded on her door. “Lin? Are you ready? The desk just called to say the president's on his way.”
The president of the Nublian Silk Weavers Guild was no one to be kept waiting, and Linnea was expected to be on hand to take his coat and serve the drinks. With negotiations for the Ursi wool at such a delicate stage, Hathor wanted no outside ears to witness the genteel wrangling going on between them; and at this stage of the game it wouldn't do for him to appear either too eager or not quite subservient enough. The Nublians were so desperate he might be able to squeeze an extra hundred thousand credits out of them, especially given the quality of this year's wool. But the president was a touchy fellow and much given to standing on ceremony.
“I'll be there in just a minute!”
By sucking in her stomach Linnea managed to fasten the snap. Pulling down the tunic, she ran a comb through her short dark curls and positioned the brim of her cap. She flicked a handkerchief over her glittering black boots, straightened her shoulder braids and opened the door.
“There he is,” muttered Hathor when the infrared warning sounded from the elevator. Just as the doorbell chimed he disappeared into his bedroom.
Followed by an elegant young fop whom he introduced as his secretary, the tiny white-bearded president of the Silk Weavers Guild swept into the suite. Both men dropped the swirling capes that were this year's fashion craze and Linnea deftly caught them in midair. The president's was a conservative midnight blue lined in pearl gray satin, but the secretary sported a daring shade of lavender to match his natty evening wear.
When she brought the young man his drink he eyed her with an expression she'd learned to recognize only too well. If she wasn't careful his hand would be crawling up her thigh all evening, and she made a mental note to sit as far away from him as possible. Fortunately, Hathor was aware of such nuances and would take subtle steps to curb the secretary's wandering eye, if only to avoid offending his newest customer.
As Linnea offered snacks and small talk, Hathor appeared in his full regalia. A magnificent jeweled silk turban of midnight blue topped off his dazzling white desert robes. Fashioned from a grade of Phasgan underwool not generally available to the average customer, their artful drape betrayed the hand of a master designer.
“Magnificent. May I?” The president fingered the soft fabric with a reverence bordering on awe.
Hathor shrugged. “I have an extra bolt along, so please accept it with my compliments. I'll have it sent around in the morning.”
“Along with the name of your designer?” The secretary's voice was very soft, and Linnea knew he was yearning to handle more than the fabric.
“The designer's my wife, Sarita. She fashions all my robes.”
Seeing the fop's obvious disappointment Linnea stifled a giggle.
Glancing from her to the young man and back again Hathor gave an imperceptible nod. “Lin, call downstairs and make sure the limo is ready. Gentlemen, I've arranged for a traditional Seiran banquet at the embassy. One of the imperial princes has consented to perform some magic for us, and it should be a memorable evening.”
Clapping a hand over her mouth Linnea abruptly bolted for her bedroom. She barely reached the bathroom in time. Retching miserably, she raised her eyes to the mirror, then jumped when she saw Hathor behind her.
“Don't tell me. Let me guess. The skier?”
She hung her head, unable to meet his eyes.
“I've already made your excuses. I told them it was a late night on the town and some bad shellfish from a street vendor. Will you be all right until I get back? I can call Damien, if you like.”
“Yes. No. I need to think about this.”
He sighed. “We all do. Order up some hot tea and toast and we'll discuss it when I get back.”
When the door finally closed behind Hathor and his guests Linnea thought about calling Damien, then decided against it. After loosening her shirt and unsnapping the waistband of her uniform slacks, she crawled thankfully onto the bed. She was probably going to have to face this new development on her own and decided to think about it tomorrow.
* * * *
In his bedroom at the Imperial Palace that same evening, Jesse stood up tentatively. The therapist gave him an encouraging smile. “You can put as much weight on it as you like.”
“I know, but it feels odd. Maybe I should use my cane after all.”
“Not possible, Your Majesty. During the ceremony you'll have the silver hammer in one hand and the sword in the other. Your long tunic and boots will hide the brace, and I can assure you it won't let you down. Incidentally, that artificial eye looks every bit as good as the other.”
“Except I can't see out of it and the other one's still half-blind, especially in bright light. I can hardly make out the cue cards, let alone recognize anyone.”
Having heard all this before, Major Lyle sighed. Being the young emperor's bodyguard and closest confidant was not the easiest task in the world. “That's the reason for the earpiece. And don't worry so much. There'll be someone cueing you every step of the way.”
“I can't help it. What if the frequency fails and I start picking up spaceport chatter instead? Or the cues start coming over the public address system?”
“Or you could trip going up the steps to the altar, or your miter could fall off.” Cheney's voice held an edge of impatience. “For pity's sake, Jesse, we've been over all this. That's what rehearsals are for. There'll be a page stationed on every step, you'll have a backup system in your pocket and if worse comes to worst the Archon's assistant can feed you the answers. Everyone knows your condition and they'll make allowances. If you fall, someone will help you up and the guests all have instructions to introduce themselves by name.”
“You've got an answer for everything, don't you? Except the one I really want to hear.”
“I'm sorry, but Intelligence has checked every possible lead. She moved to Hathor's house after the feast but now she's not there.”
“Then where in the hell is she? The Phasgans claim there was some kind of a trial after you left and she was banished from the keep. That means she's either somewhere on Seira or off-planet. If she's off-planet, why hasn't her DNA shown up in a spaceport check? Or else she's—”
“Don't even think it!” snapped the major. “From what I saw of her, Linnea can take very good care of herself and she has friends. According to the Silk Weavers’ Guild, Hathor Ben Levi's here in the city and he's requested tickets to the coronation events. My guess is he knows where she is.”
“Then haul him in and have Intelligence sweat it out of him.”
“Oh, sure. I can just see our ambassador in Giulliam explaining that one to the Emperor of Seira. Hathor's a very popular fellow, you know. If you try something like that you'll have every industrial power in the Synod down on you like a ton of bricks.”
The richly appointed bedroom had belonged to Jesse's grandfather and, before him, to Jesse's great-grandfather, the legendary Julian. A portrait of Julian in his mid-thirties hung above the velvet-draped bed, and the major was struck anew by his uncanny resemblance to Jesse, from his wide-set gray eyes and silver-gilt hair all the way down to the famed de Raven temper. Julian's rages had been legendary, and like his great-grandson he'd had a definite tendency to kill the messenger. Jesse had also inherited Julian's extraordinary musical talent but had never taken the trouble to develop it.
That was a pity, thought Cheney. Music might have given the young man a desperately needed emotional outlet at what had to be one of the most difficult times of his life.
Embittered by Perry's death, Jesse had closed in on himself after his return, and the loss of his grandfather had only made matters worse. The sudden appearance of a beautiful mother he scarcely knew hadn't helped.
Princess Stefania's second marriage to a controversial playboy shipping magnate three years after her husband's assassination had instantly alienated her from her irascible father-in-law and the Nublian people. Neither had ever forgiven her, and it had been with a heavy heart that the former Crown Princess had abandoned her tiny son to his grandfather's care.
Unlike most imperial marriages the one between the gorgeous, raven-haired Stefania and her shining prince had been a true love-match. The two of them had expected to live happily ever after—until a knife-wielding maniac ended it all on a glowing summer afternoon in Cyrenia's great stone square, right at the foot of the Imperial Palace's glittering white marble steps.
The Synod's multitude of tabloids instantly turned the widowed Stefania into a sacred icon and dogged her every move until she could bear it no longer. Out of sheer desperation she turned to the incredibly wealthy Brinton Denley, one of the few men in the Synod who could afford to protect her against the media's intrusions. The princess's marriage to the twice-divorced Denley had come as a complete shock to the Imperial Family and the public, but Stefania hadn't seemed to care. Her husband's sudden death sixteen years later left the former Crown Princess one of the wealthiest individuals in the universe. Avidly pursued by fortune hunters from one end of the Synod to the other, she never had less than three wealthy, powerful men on her string at any given time but had publicly vowed she would never remarry.
Anxious to mend fences and establish a relationship with her only son, the princess had dutifully attended every Imperial reception and function since her return. Jesse remained adamantly chilly and showed no interest whatever in her stepdaughter, Deirdre. Which was a pity, reflected the major. The one appeared as lonely as the other, and they would have understood each other's grief.
Cheney Lyle had been one of the few members of the Nublian Imperial Court who hadn't faulted Princess Stefania for her remarriage, and he still considered her one of the finest women he'd ever met. In her way, Jesse's mother reminded him of Linnea. Taller than average, she had the same sense of self. She was well-educated, read voraciously, spoke at least six languages, was a world-class skier, skilled pilot, crack shot and renowned horsewoman.
The phone chimed and Cheney answered. “It's your mother. She'd like to see you before tonight's dinner party.”
“You know the answer to that, so why do you even bother asking? Mother should count herself lucky I allow her in the palace at all. And that's only because I let you talk me into it.”
Major Lyle nodded to the therapist, who packed up his things and slipped out of the bedroom.
“If you want me to question Hathor Ben Levi, he'll be at tomorrow's reception. According to Intelligence, he's in town for the next month. Tonight he's attending a bash at the Seiran embassy. I've got an invitation around here somewhere. Do you want me to go?”
“And leave me to tackle my mother alone? No, thanks. You did tell the steward to seat her as far away as possible?”
“At the opposite end of the table. Where your hostess would sit if you had one.”
“Just keep her and that wimpy stepdaughter of hers out of my hair. That's all I ask.”
“Yes, Your Majesty. And if you're to make it to the dinner table on time you'd best get ready.”
“I can do without the sarcasm, thank you very much. Just make sure everything matches and I'll do the rest. Oh, and while you're at it, as long as Hathor's out for the evening why don't you have someone search his suite?”
“Good thought,” agreed the major, and picked up the phone.
* * * *
The snick of the suite's outside lock woke Linnea. Stretched out on her bed and still in her clothes, she hadn't found the energy to undress, let alone order tea or toast.
She glanced at the bedside clock. It was less than two hours since Hathor and his guests had left for the embassy, and this wasn't the normal time for maid service. Damien, perhaps? But Damien wouldn't be back for a couple of days. If an unknown visitor had any business here, they would have rung the doorbell or called up from the desk. Which left—
Thankful the nausea had finally passed, Linnea swung her long legs off the bed. Remembering Hathor's admonitions she lifted her pistol from the bedside table and tiptoed across the darkened room in her stockinged feet. Leaning an ear against the door, she listened.
She picked up the sounds of movement, a sharp intake of breath and then a muffled curse. A hissing response told her there were at least two of them. A drawer opened and closed and then another. She recognized the light hum of Hathor's computer terminal, followed by another soft curse. “Level Five. We don't have the key.”
“Try a Level Four double trap. That sometimes works.”
“No go. It's locked us out.”
The language was Nublian, but why the interest in Hathor's computer? All he kept on it were some highly entertaining games and connections to friends on the SynoNet. The second system in his inside pocket contained the crucial data, the stuff he didn't want anyone to see. Linnea knew that because of her directive to destroy it should Hathor ever become incapacitated. Not knowing what else they might be after, she decided to stay put.
The footsteps came to her door.
Linnea stepped back and squeezed herself against the wall. When the door opened, she'd be behind it and have the drop on the intruders. She pressed a button on her wrist communicator and opened it to Hathor's frequency. Even if he wasn't tuned in his computer was, and it would pick up any audio from the suite.
The door opened, and two dark figures slipped into the bedroom.
Swiftly, Linnea stepped behind them. “Stand right where you are and raise your hands.”
Something hard jabbed against her spine. As the room lights came up, she cursed, and one of the three men spoke. “Over there. On your knees. Hands behind your head.”
A second voice chuckled. “What have we here? A Seiran security captain, no less. Why aren't you with your master at the embassy?”
With her head bowed, Linnea said nothing. Her three captors wore full-head black masks and she assumed they were on some clandestine errand for Nublis's famed Archon.
“Cat got your tongue, huh? No matter, because we have a little cocktail here that should take care of that. What's your name, son?”
Linnea gulped. “Linley. My papers are in my right-hand pocket.”
“You speak good Nublian, I'll say that for you. If you're with Seiran Security you know the drill, so go over to the bed like a good lad and lie down. Once you're hooked up, I'll ask you a series of questions and you'll answer. Then we'll give you a knockout shot and be on our way. What could be simpler than that?”
Knockout shot. Recalling Hathor and Damien's horror stories about Nublian Intelligence's notorious chemical interrogation techniques, Linnea thought of her unborn child. Jesse's child. There was no way in hell she was going to allow these men to pump such poisons into her system.

Chapter 6—Reunion
Hathor elbowed his way past the uniformed police guarding the lobby. The obviously harried hotel manager stood behind the desk in his nightclothes. “Sir, you can't go up there.” He pointed. “Lieutenant Toussaint, this is His Excellency, Hathor Ben Levi.”
Shrewd blue-green eyes met Hathor's. “Let's go into the manager's office. It'll be easier to talk there.”
Once in the office, the lieutenant flipped open a small leather badge case. “Terrel Toussaint, Archon Security, City Division.”
Hathor waited.
“There's been a triple homicide in your suite. As soon as my men are finished up there the hotel staff will transfer your things.”
“My security guard. Is he...?”
“Unconscious but otherwise fine. A MedEvac's on its way to take him to the Temple Clinic. Just as a precaution.”
“You said a triplehomicide? In my suite?”
“As near as we can tell they were intruders. It looks as if they got the drop on your guard and knocked him out. What happened then is anybody's guess. From the screams and growls, we're told it sounded like some wild beast, but what killed them is still a mystery. The bodies are so torn up they're unrecognizable.”
“Wild beast? What kind of wild beast?”
“No idea.Judging by the teeth and claw damage it had to have been something huge, like a lion or a bear. Right now, we're checking with the zoo to see if anything got loose. You don't want to go up there, believe me. The place is a slaughterhouse.”
Hathor switched his communicator to Damien's frequency. “If you don't mind, Lieutenant, I'd rather have my own doctor look at my guard.”
“But we need to interrogate him as soon as possible.”
Hathor pulled out the wallet he kept handy for such contingencies. “Sorry, Lieutenant. Captain Linley stays put until my own doctor gets here. I have diplomatic immunity and so does he. As a matter of courtesy you'll be given the opportunity to interrogate him as soon as he's up to it. In the meantime, kindly have him moved to my new suite.” Damien, where are you?
“Just as a matter of safety, you need to get him under a scanner,” warned the lieutenant. “In view of what's happened, there would, of course, be no charge.”
“Is the captain a suspect?”
“Possible, but not likely. However, he is a material witness.”
“Obviously, you have some kind of maniac loose in this city. Come to think of it, we'd probably be safer on our ship.”
“Er. We'd prefer that you not leave Nublis right now.”
“I have no intention of leaving. I have business here and am looking forward to attending the coronation.”
The lieutenant winced visibly. “My superior's already on his way. He was attending a private dinner party at the palace and His Majesty's most concerned. You, er, don't have any idea what could have done this, do you?”
Hathor's smile was humorless. “Believe me, if there'd been a wild animal loose in my suite I'd know it. So would the hotel's management.” His earpiece buzzed. “Ah, there's my doctor now.”
The lieutenant nodded. “The medics just arrived. I'll tell them to stay put.”
Hathor spoke softly into his communicator. “Doctor DeVilbis? We have an emergency here at the hotel. How soon can you get back to the city?” DeVilbis was code for "I can't talk right now. Someone's with me."
Damien's voice crackled in his ear. “One of my runners picked up a squawk from Archon Security and I'm on my way. Do you need a babysitter? No pun intended.”
Hathor pulled out his portable computer. He had previously turned off the audio so as not to disturb his dinner guests, and saw a message blinking on its screen. Seeing it originated from his suite, he snapped the computer closed and quickly pocketed it.
Fortunately, he'd dropped off his guests on the way back to the hotel. Archon Security was obviously trying to keep this under wraps, but the buzz from the guests in the lobby was going to make that difficult.
The office door opened and the manager poked in his head. “Your new suite's ready, Mr. Ben Levi, and you and the lieutenant might be more comfortable up there. Major Cheney Lyle called to say he's on his way. As soon as he arrives I'll send him up.”
The lieutenant frowned. “What about the press?”
“They're here, but your men are keeping them outside.”
Damien's voice spoke again in Hathor's ear. “I'll be there in about twenty minutes with my medical bag.”
Hathor stood up. “The doctor's on his way. After you, Lieutenant.”
* * * *
“Linny?”
The roaring in her ears had finally stopped. Opening her eyes, she blinked a couple of times. “Hathor. Those men. They—”
He laid a finger across her lips. “You're safe, Linny. They're gone. Don't try to talk.”
Gone? No, Hathor, they're not gone. Those three men are as dead as the barren wolves on Baldur's Peak, and so will be anyone else who dares to threaten my child. Knowing what I know now, I'd have fought Bry himself—and killed him, too, if need be.
Ursi males might only transform once a year, but the females, as guardians of all new life, could change their shape at will. Such was the gift of Ginnungagap, the founding mother of all the mountain tribes.
Eons ago, a giant spaceship had crashed on Phasga's highest peak. It had been bound for the distant Arc of the Sun and filled with colonists. Only one small girl-child survived. A great she-bear found her crying amid the wreckage and carried the child back to her cave where she suckled her along with her own cub, Fok-En-Lir. His female twin had died shortly after birth and his mother accepted this gift from the stars in place of the babe she had lost.
As the girl grew older, her foster-mother often took her to the crash site. There the child found body-coverings to keep her warm and all manner of fascinating tools and implements, along with pictured instructions as to their uses.
Eventually, the she-bear left to raise another family but the girl-child and Fok-En-Lir remained in the cave where he'd been born. Instead of seeking a mate of his own, the young bear remained with his foster sister, whom he loved as dearly as she did him.
The years passed and the girl-child matured into a young woman. One spring afternoon in her sixteenth year, as she sunned herself near the cave's mouth, a voice resonated from within the mountain. The girl had learned human speech from artifacts in the wreck, but this tone was such she couldn't tell whether the speaker was male or female. “Guri. That is now your name. It means ‘beautiful one,’ and so you are.”
“But I'm hairless. How could anyone find me beautiful? Compared to Fok-En-Lir or our mother I'm weaker than the rabbits up beyond the pass and more helpless than a fish on dry land.”
“Ah, but that's where you're wrong. I am Ginnungagap, the abyss that births all living things, and you, Guri, are my chosen daughter. Together, you and Fok-En-Lir will found a great race, and your children will rule these mountains until the end of time. Once each year in the fruitful autumn before the snows fly, Fok-En-Lir will transform into a hairless creature such as you. He will come to you and love you, then he'll leave and sleep until spring. In the spring, he'll come again to admire and play with the cubs from your union. Then he'll change back into his proper self.
“Your cubs, Guri, will be hairless like you, and only when the males are grown to full adulthood will they become like Fok-En-Lir. But your daughters will have the power to change their shapes at will. As mothers of the tribe and guardians of all new life, they may only do so, however, to protect themselves or their young. Next autumn, go to the top of the pass and there you will find a flower. Star-shaped and the color of a moonbeam, its name is lofn, which means ‘lust.’ Take the fruit from the flower's center and, after he's transformed, feed it to Fok-En-Lir.”
From the first moment they'd shared his mother's breast Guri and Fok-En-Lir had communicated mind to mind. Just before his mother went over the mountain to the crash site he'd heard the same voice, but until Guri told him he hadn't known what it meant.
As the summer moons waxed and waned Guri pondered on Ginnungagap's words, and when autumn came she climbed to the top of the pass. There she found a bush of star-shaped flowers the color of moonbeams. When she touched them, the fragile petals fell away to reveal purple, glowing fruits, each one the size of a large strawberry.
A few days later Fok-En-Lir came to Guri. He was as hairless as she and she fed him the berries, one by one. Then he took her in his arms. For five days and nights they clung together until his passion was spent, then they ate until they could hold no more.
After Fok-En-Lir left her for his winter sleep Guri fashioned a soft nest and settled down to wait. The icy winds howled and the snows drifted ever deeper, eventually blocking the cave's mouth.Safely hidden from wandering predators, Guri drowsed the months away. Just before the snow melted she gave birth to a boy and a girl, and when their father returned in the spring she displayed their children to him with pride.
Spring passed into summer and Fok-En-Lir became his true self once more. The lazy days drifted by and the cubs fattened and grew strong.
Autumn came again. One balmy afternoon, sated from a fine meal and a delightful session with Guri, Fok-En-Lir lay sleeping in the sun. When she saw a dark shape come leaping down from the pass Guri called the cubs to her and sent them into the cave. Then she woke For-En-Lir. Not knowing what to expect, the two of them went to meet the intruder.
Great curly horns glittered on either side of the visitor's sleek head, and his silken ebony coat shone in the afternoon sun. As they approached him, Fok-En-Lir and Guri were struck by the wisdom and beauty of his great golden eyes.
“You have nothing to fear from me,” he said. “I am Aud, the king of the mountain goats. The snow leopard and the barren wolves have been preying on our young and I've come to propose a partnership. In return for your guarding us against our enemies we will give you our sweet milk and the hair from our coats.”
Fok-En-Lir considered the king's proposition. “My family is growing and this would solve a problem for both our peoples. We'll feed your milk to our children and weave them blankets and clothing from your hair. In return, we'll protect you from your enemies, who are also ours.”
Guri nodded her agreement, and in partnership with the goats Fok-En-Lir's children grew and prospered. As their numbers increased they became known as the Ursi or Bear People. Eventually spreading out across the mountain ranges, they split into three separate tribes: the Ursi, the Silver People, and the Black Tips. With the help of the tools and knowledge from the wrecked spaceship, the Bear People built stone huts in the high pastures and magnificent stone keeps in the valleys.
When they went to live in the Dragons’ Teeth, the Silver People entered into a partnership with the mountain sheep, and the Black Tips did the same with the wild cattle roaming the lower valleys of the Eldrid Range. Centuries passed, and the three tribes began trading with the men of Seira's lowland plains. There had been nothing to attract the lowlanders to the Bear People's lands, and the Ursi were left to rule their mountains in peace just as Ginnungagap had promised.
But that had all been thousands of years ago, reflected Linnea, and now the unthinkable had happened. This time, she'd killed in defense of herself and her young, but that had not been true of the night she'd saved Jesse from the barren wolves. He was not her kind, and according to Ginnungagap's law she should have left him to his natural fate. But he'd fought so valiantly to save his friend and himself she had been unable to turn away.
Against her better judgment, she'd dropped her heavy pack and after telling the dogs to stay put had murmured the incantation. Disposing of the barren wolves had taken but a few seconds, and less than ten minutes later she'd been tending to Jesse in her true form. Had he been a child of Seira's sorcerer-kings she could have explained. Descendants of the witchfolk who ruled Seira before the Plutarchs came, they were magical creatures themselves and would have understood. But a Nublian? Never.
Linnea realized suddenly that she had made the decision she'd been wrestling with since arriving on Nublis. From now on, she and Jesse would have to take different paths, and even though she loved him more than life itself she could only do so from afar. “I'm sorry, Mama,” she murmured, “but you'll have to solve your problem some other way.”
* * * *
The lieutenant punched his communicator's recording button. “What did he just say?”
Hathor shook his head. “It didn't make any sense. He's still out of it. As soon as he's coherent I'll let you know.”
At that moment, two blue-uniformed medics from Nublis's famed Temple Clinic entered the suite. Snapping open his emergency pack one of them fished out a portable scanner and began attaching wires to Linnea's head. Hathor laid a restraining hand on his arm.
“I'd just as soon you didn't. My doctor's on his way.”
“But...” The medic looked up at the lieutenant.
“Do as he says.”
Clearly angered, the medic disconnected the leads and snapped his emergency pack closed. “This man requires medical attention and we can't be responsible—”
“That'll do!” barked the lieutenant, then turned to Hathor. “Do you need the loan of any equipment?”
The medic looked at him in disbelief. He opened his mouth, then closed it again.
Hathor smiled. “That would be most kind.”
The suite's outside door opened to admit Damien, resplendent in his white makeup and silver mustache. He was accompanied by a slender young woman who was as dark as he was fair. “Doctor DeVilbis at last!” exclaimed Hathor.
Damien waved a negligent hand. “This is Doctor Tabora. She has a Five clearance.”
Her Five clearance told Hathor that Doctor Tabora was a member of Damien's shadowy network and could be counted on to keep her mouth shut. As they entered the bedroom, the doctor's huge black eyes met his. “Would you take these gentlemen to the other room? The air in here is a trifle close.”
I won't argue with you about that, thought Hathor, leading the way.
“Leave the pack!” the lieutenant ordered the medics. “I'll see that it gets returned to the clinic.”
It took Damien all of five seconds to locate the concealed listening device and stick it into the suite's cleaning booth along with Linnea's blood-soaked uniform. As he flicked the switch and listened cheerfully to the pop as the tiny transmitter disintegrated, a console operator on the other side of town shrieked in pain and clapped a hand to his bleeding ear.
In the meantime, Tabora had loosened Linnea's shirt. When he returned from his errand, her eyes met Damien's across the bed. He glanced toward the still-open door as Hathor returned. “My guess is there's no concussion. This was a pure and simple faint.”
“You're right about that. But why...?”
“Tell you later. Have you got room for another inmate in that chop shop of yours?”
“It's an OB clinic,” she hissed, “and you know perfectly well I'm a—”
“That's why I brought you. Unless I miss my guess this lady's gonna be in need of your services.”
“You mean she's...?”
Damien raised his voice slightly. “His name is Captain Linley and he's Hathor's bodyguard. If you feel he needs a more thorough examination, by all means let's take him there.”
Doctor Tabora passed the scanner over Linnea's body. “None of this blood's her—er—his, but he looks as if he's taken a bath in a butcher shop.”
As the doctor examined her patient's mouth, Hathor peered over her shoulder. “He was either the intended victim or an innocent bystander. Either way, it looks to me as if the killers got what they intended to dish out.” Tabora pointed. “Look at her teeth.”
As comprehension dawned, a chill came over the Seiran. “I was afraid of that.”
In the suite's outer room, a message came over the lieutenant's communicator. “Are you absolutely sure?” he demanded.
“Certain. Cheney Lyle himself authorized the operation. Which means it came from the top.”
“But what could they possibly—?” Abruptly, the lieutenant remembered where he was. “Debrief me later. Someone knows more than they're telling and they're about to spirit our only witness out of here.”
“The major should be there any minute. Until then, you're to let it be.”
“But the site—”
“Is already being cleaned up. They were killed in a flyer wreck.”
“Flyer wreck?”
“The guard was cold-cocked in an aborted burglary attempt and the perpetrator escaped. That's official. Understood?”
Much to Lieutenant Toussaint's relief, Cheney Lyle's trim figure at that moment appeared in the doorway. The major was obviously simmering with anger, which was understandable considering he'd just lost three of his best operatives. Cheney's green eyes surveyed the room before lighting on Toussaint. “Let's get these men back on duty. What's going on in there?”
“A couple of private doctors are examining the victim.”
The major controlled himself with difficulty. “But the victims are ... Oh, I see. Is he able to talk yet?”
“Not so far. The medics weren't permitted to examine him. I had them leave the emergency pack.”
“Ah!” The major favored Terry with a thin smile. Had he known what Damien had just done with the agency's expensive transmitter he might not have been quite so sanguine.
In the bedroom, Doctor Tabora remarked “Overall, she seems pretty healthy. What species is she, anyway?”
“Ursi,” replied Hathor. “I'll give you the particulars when we get to the clinic.”
* * * *
Jesse's private elevator hummed to a stop and Princess Stefania hesitated. Screwing up her courage, she crossed the Palace's black-and-white marble foyer and planted herself firmly in the middle of the doorway. The door hissed open.
“Jesse, we have to talk.”
The Emperor raised his head and she could have almost sworn he could see her, but his wide-set gray eyes were unfocused and totally lacking in expression. “This is not a good time. I have people waiting.”
By now, however, Stefania was in full throttle. “No, you don't. I told your secretary you were indisposed and she's rescheduled all your appointments.”
Jessie was so livid the major had trouble concealing his smile. “You did what?”
With her luxuriant black hair pulled back into a braid hanging below her slim waist, the princess looked like a girl of twenty. Her snugly fitted riding pants left little to the imagination and her golden skin literally glowed beneath her open-necked silk shirt. “You're free for the rest of the day and there are some things we need to clear up.”
“I can't imagine what we could possibly have to say to one another. You made your choice when I was five. As far as I'm concerned, you can live with it.”
Stefania's dark eyes brightened with tears. “It wasn't a matter of choice. Your grandfather—”
“Leave Grandfather out of this! He's not here to defend himself and I see no reason to listen to your lies!”
Cheney felt it was time to intervene. “Er, ma'am. Perhaps you and His Majesty should continue this in some less public place.”
Stefania caught his anxiety. “Can we at least get out of the reception area?”
Jesse sighed. “You may as well join me for breakfast, then.” He grudgingly led the way to the dining room, and Cheney pushed open the door.
He looks so like his father. Why can't we just be friends? Stefania lamented. “Thank you for the invitation. At least it's a start.”
Spotting an approaching reporter from a publication she particularly disliked she whisked into the dining room and slammed the door in the man's face. At the laden sideboard she picked up a gold-crested plate. “How about some eggs? And these mushrooms look good.”
“No, thanks. The major knows what I like.”
“I do?”
“Just coffee and toast, Cheney. I don't have much appetite this morning.”
Stefania loaded up a plate. “Well, I certainly do. I just came back from a brisk ride around the grounds, and the leaves are exceptionally lovely this year.”
The major pulled out a chair for her and she nodded her thanks. “I think I'll join you. And you're absolutely right, Princess, these mushrooms look delicious. Jesse, are you sure you won't change your mind?”
“I already told you. Just coffee and toast. Is something wrong with your hearing?”
Stefania arched a delicate black eyebrow. “Is he often like this?”
“I heard that and the answer's no! Dammit, Cheney! You know I take it black!”
“Since when?”
“Since now! I don't recall asking for preserves!”
“You didn't ask for anything, Your Imperialness! And now, if you'll excuse me, I have work to do!” Pushing back his chair, the major slammed out of the dining room.
The Emperor flushed. “Cheney! Come back! I'm sorry!”
“It's no use. He's gone. Well, Jesse, for better or worse it's just you and me. Now, why don't you let me get you a proper breakfast?”
“Mother, what do you really want from me?”
“You're my son, and no matter what your grandfather said I didn't leave you voluntarily. He gave me an ultimatum. I could stay on his terms or leave and never come back.”
“Assuming I believe you, what were his terms?”
She sighed. “Your grandfather expected me to live like a nun and worship at your father's shrine for the rest of my days. But Justin wasn't like that, and it's the last thing he would have wanted. Oh, Jesse, if you'd only known him.” Her voice caught. “Your father was so vital and alive. He laughed all the time, and when he died it was as if the heart of this place went with him. I was still young—not much older than you, in fact—and three years of heavy mourning was all I could take. Had it been up to the press and the Nublian people I would have been buried with him, and after a while I might just as well have been. Your grandfather never got over losing Justin; and, to hear him tell it, you'd have thought he'd been the only child. Your grandmother could do nothing with him. He had three daughters and plenty of other grandchildren, but they might as well have not existed.”
“I know. I used to hear my aunts complaining. After Grandmother died he became grouchy all the time. He didn't like my friends, he said I was gone too much and he couldn't stand my taste in music. That's why I—”
“Why you what?”
“He drove me into that woman's arms. She didn't criticize and she actually made me feel like a man. At least, she did until...”
“I know. I heard.”
“Afterwards, I felt so stupid. She said her poodle had more talent as a lover than I did, and then she laughed. Everyone at Court knew but me. Until I came in unexpectedly and they were talking in the other room...”
Seeing his pain, Stefania's heart clenched. “What did you do?”
“I left and they never even knew I was there. By that time Grandfather had heard about our affair and banished them to Seira. The only person I ever told was Perry Lyle, and right after that he...”
She knew better than to commiserate. “And now you're trying to find this girl?”
“How do you know that?”
“Isn't that what the fuss was about last night?”
“Someone was killed. No one really knows what happened, except three agents are dead. The Seiran has claimed diplomatic immunity and spirited away the only witness. After all that I stilldon't know where she is or if she's even all right.”
“You really do care about her.”
“You don't know how much. She's the only person besides Perry who ever really understood me, and it was as if ... Oh, you're gonna think this is dumb.”
“Not necessarily.”
“It was as if she and I shared one soul. I know it sounds stupid but that's what it felt like.”
“It doesn't sound stupid at all. In fact, that's how it was for your father and me. I haven't been a whole person since the day I lost him.”
“Then how could you possibly do what you did? How could you marry that man?”
“Brinton Denley knew I didn't love him. He offered me a refuge and I was grateful. Brin was a kind man and we had some happy times together. His first two wives were glamorous socialites who were far more interested in his wealth than in building any kind of a life with him. He wanted a mother for his daughter. Deirdre was the very center of his existence, and without her father she's a lost soul. The poor girl isn't much older than you are and has no idea why you're rejecting her. Whatever you may think of me, Deirdre had nothing to do with it. We're the only family she has and she's so terribly alone.”
“Yeah, right. You, she, and all that lovely money. Don't worry, Mother. In a few years, Deirdre will have swains coming at her from all directions. The entire universe will want to be her friend.”
“But that's just the point, don't you see? You of all people should understand.”
A thought of Linnea stabbed through Jesse. “I suppose. All right, Mother, you win. What do you want me to do?”
“First of all, I want you to eat a decent breakfast. Cheney says you haven't been taking in enough to keep a bird alive. While you're doing that I'll send Deirdre down to join you. But I'll warn you she's very shy. Even at the best of times she doesn't talk much.”
“Well, as long as you've so cavalierly rearranged my entire day, what then?”
“I have some business to attend to. Oddly enough, it involves the very country where you had your accident. A cache of red diamonds has been discovered in the heart of the Ursi Range and I've been invited to join a mining consortium.”
“What's so special about red diamonds?”
“These crystals are something else entirely, but they're called red diamonds for want of a better term. An ordinary white diamond is soft in comparison, and a red diamond will cut it like butter. Because they refract and concentrate light in a totally unique way, red diamonds have become an essential component in intergalactic communications, and when it comes to technology and weaponry their applications appear to be endless.
“Unlike ordinary gemstones, red diamonds come out of the ground already polished, and in all shapes, configurations and sizes. Which is just as well, because they're impossible to cut by ordinary means. The only current source is a mine on one of Andromeda's asteroids, and it's just about played out. According to aerial surveys, the Ursi mother lode is virtually limitless, and the vein just goes on and on. The Phasgans are very excited but lack the financial resources for a proper recovery operation.”
“What about the Ursi? Isn't that their land?”
“Theoretically. They'll have to be relocated, of course, but the compensation should more than make up for that.”
“Relocated? Mother, the Ursi have been there for thousands of years.”
“They can just as easily raise their goats someplace else. The Silver People adjusted. So will they.”
“It's not that simple. The Ursi regard their mountains as sacred, and from what Linnea told me the Silver People haven't adjusted all that well. There's conflict between them and the Ursi over this very thing.”
“Linnea? That's a pretty name.”
Jesse ignored Stefania's attempt to change the subject. “Money doesn't mean a damn thing to the Ursi, any more than it does to her. They care nothing for life outside their mountains.”
Stefania laughed softly. “You'd be amazed how quickly that can change. From whatI hear, they banished your Linnea fast enough.”
He rolled the name around on his tongue. “My Linnea. Yes, Mother, that's exactly what she is. And I have to find her.”
“Oh, Jesse, hasn't it ever occurred to you she might not wantto be found?”
“Well, whether she does or not I need to know she's all right.”
The door opened. “Ah, here's the major,” Stefania said. “I'll send Deirdre down to join you and then I'll be gone to my meeting. We should be done by noon, and after that maybe the major will have some ideas.”
* * * *
Deirdre gazed out the bedroom window, but her blue eyes saw nothing of the garden below. Homesick for their rambling estate in far-off Betelgeuse's fabled lake country, she considered the city of Cyrenia with its green-and-gold spires dull, dull, dull. As for the people, even the garden boy at home had more spark—and he was no dynamo.
Deirdre cared for Emperor Jesse as little as he did her. Blind in one eye, barely able to see out of the other and heartsick over some goat-girl, he did little more than moon about the place. He'd hardly said two words to her since she and her stepmother had arrived. Not that she cared.
Major Cheney Lyle, on the other hand, was a whole different story. Talk about drop-dead gorgeous. At the thought of the hard, muscular body under the major's trim crimson uniform, Deirdre hugged herself. She imagined Cheney's strong arms around her, those intense emerald eyes boring down into hers and shivered all over.
A touch on her shoulder made her jump.
“Sorry, dear. I didn't mean to startle you. Jesse's invited you to breakfast with him downstairs.”
“Invited? He doesn't even know I'm alive. What did you do this time? Make threats and twist his arm?”
“Well, it's about time you two got to know each other. Besides me, he's your only family.”
“Family?”
“Well, maybe only by marriage, but he's still family.”
Deirdre choked off a sob. “Yours, maybe. Mine's buried back on Betelgeuse.”
Stefania pushed back a wisp of blonde hair that was falling into her stepdaughter's eyes. “Come on, sweetheart. Let's wash your face and make you pretty.”
“Whatever for? Jesse can't see me.”
“Maybe not. But the major can.”
Deirdre flew to the mirror. “This color's hopeless. Oh, no.”
“What's the matter?”
“A zit. Right there. A monster zit on my chin. I can't go down there like this.”
Stefania examined the offending blemish. “That's what makeup's for, dear. There, you see? It's all gone. And that skirt and blouse look just fine. In fact, they match your eyes.”
“This stupid outfit makes me look like a baby. Can't I borrow your black silk? You know. The slinky one that came yesterday.”
“Absolutely not. First of all, it's much too old for you. Secondly, it's an evening gown. Maison Alexandre designed that dress especially for me, and for your information I'm wearing it to the coronation ball.”
“How about your sapphire earrings, then? At least they'll go with this dumb blue.”
Stefania knew when she was licked. “Oh, all right.”
“And a spritz of that Kazar perfume?”
“Don't push it.”
Deirdre settled for the earrings.
* * * *
The Phasgan princes were already waiting when Stefania arrived at the Seiran embassy. The oldest of the four, Joshua, greeted her at the boardroom door. Tall and slender with his mother Anya's dark auburn hair and sparkling green eyes, he raised her hand to his lips, then solicitously escorted her to a seat at the head of the table.
Recalling the princes’ harsh criticism of her marriage to Brinton Denley, Stefania smiled and said nothing. A silver-embossed leather folder lay on the table in front of her along, flanked by a crystal goblet, a bottle of her favorite mineral water and a plate of delicate cookies. She took a chocolate-covered wafer, crumbled it between her fingers and waited.
Joshua cleared his throat. “Now we're all here, let me be the first to welcome you, Cousin Stefania. It's a real pleasure to have you back; and, I must say, you're looking absolutely wonderful.”
A murmur of agreement rippled around the table, but the princess's dark eyes remained cold. She flipped open the folder. Gilt-edged ivory vellum and glossy holograms glistened up at her opposite a miniature flat-screened computer. “This must have cost a pretty penny. How accurate are these projections?”
The youngest prince, Eli, smiled. With his wavy brown hair and amiable blue eyes he looked exactly like his father Joel at the same age. “That's my department, Cousin Stefania. I'm proud to say that they're right on the nose.”
“Including relocation costs and the lawsuit?”
“What lawsuit?”
“The Ursi aren't about to go quietly, you know. There'll certainly be one.”
Joshua snorted. “Oh, I doubt that. The Ursi are nothing but a bunch of barbaric, smelly, ignorant goatherds. They don't even know the legal system exists, let alone how to get through it. Good grief, they actually feed their old people to the wolves sooner than take care of them. And, outside a few rifles, they don't possess any weaponry. It's just a matter of going in with troops and a fleet of personnel carriers at the right time and transporting them out. Weather permitting, we can have the entire range cleared in less than a month. It'll be cost-effective, too. Especially if we base the Ursi's compensation on net profits rather than awarding them the whole lump sum up front.”
The princess raised an eyebrow. “Let me see if I'm hearing you right. You're actually planning to charge the Ursi back for our mining expenses? Then you're going to compensate them out of what remains on a delayed pay-as-you-go basis?”
“Right. That way, our cash-on-hand will keep right on earning interest, and if we should happen to take a loss the Ursi get nothing. Neat, isn't it? We did the same thing with the Silver People. But in that case we charged our leasehold improvements back against the rent. It upped the profits no end and those idiots never knew the difference. This is a win-win proposition, cousin. With the red diamond market already a given we can guarantee a minimum eight hundred percent return on investment by Year Two. After that, the sky's the limit. There's absolutely no way you can lose.”
“With projections like that, how can I resist?” Eli gave Stefania a sharp look, but her face was all innocence. She picked up the folder. “Let me run this past my advisors. I'll be back to you around the middle of next week.”
As the door closed behind the princess Joshua gave his grinning brothers a thumbs-up. “Just as I told you, it's in the bag. And you know what? I think our lovely cousin actually likes me.”

Chapter 7—Left-handed Marriage
Linnea's eyes were desperate. “I must see him.”
She and Damien were sharing breakfast at the private clinic. Doctor Tabora had just left, and even in the loose cotton robe Linnea was wearing he could clearly see her weight gain. It was dramatic, to say the least.
“Honey, Nublian Intelligence is looking for you with a fine-tooth comb, and you've already had one close call. Isn't that enough?”
“Hathor says you're a master of disguise. Can't you come up with something? Please?”
“Assuming I do, what makes you think you can get anywhere near Jesse? His security's been beefed up to the point that the visiting relatives are complaining. Even his mother has trouble getting in to see him, from what I hear.”
“You can arrange it. I know you can.”
“Have you been watching those damn videos again? That pretty-boy actor doesn't even look like me. Believe me, if I'd done half the stuff those stories claim I'd die happy.”
She just looked at him.
“Dammit, will you quit with the tears?”
Her silence continued and several minutes passed.
“Oh, all right. I'll see what I can do. But I'm not making any promises, mind you.”
Linnea flung her arms around his neck. “Oh, Damien! You're a real pussycat.”
“Now cut that out! I have a reputation to maintain and this kind of thing doesn't help. You'll have to wear something else, anyway, because there's no way your uniforms are gonna fit. Doc says you're starting to eat her out of house and home.”
Linnea selected an apple from the fruit bowl. “She's given me something to stop the throwing up, and now I can eat the way I'm supposed to. Did she tell you I'm carrying twins?”
Damien chuckled. “Doc has stern views about physician/patient confidentiality. She hasn't told me a damn thing.”
“I thought she worked for you.”
“She does. But Doc has a mind of her own and gives me a piece of it any time she feels like it. The fact that she's my older sister may have something to do with that.”
“Doctor Tabora's your sister? But I thought...”
“She was my girl? No, Linny. I keep my ladies and my business as far apart as possible. It's safer that way.”
Having demolished the apple, Linnea searched through the tray for another snack. “I wonder when lunch is. I'm really hungry.”
Damien blinked, because the meal she'd just put away would have done credit to a champion weightlifter. “Would you like me to get you something from the kitchen?”
“Hmm. Maybe they have some more of that cheesecake. It was really good.”
“Good grief. You've already had two slices and scarfed up half my breakfast on top of that.”
“I'm eating for three, now. If I were home I'd actually be considered puny.”
“If you're puny, what does make me?”
“A toothpick. No Ursi woman worth her salt would even look at you.”
“That includes you, I suppose.”
“I happen to have odd tastes and like lowland men. Even if they are a bit small.” She grinned at him.
Damien couldn't help chuckling. “Did you talk that way to Jesse?”
“Yes and no. When he objected to my calling him little I told him he wasn't where it counted. Since he was a bit tired at the time I fed him a few lofn berries and they perked him right up. That's why Ursi women call lofn the Lover's Friend.”
“Lofn? What's that?”
Linnea explained and Damien was instantly intrigued. “Other than the obvious, does this berry have any side effects?”
“Not that I know of. Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Do you have any idea what lofn juice would be worth on the open market?”
“I can't imagine who'd want to buy it.”
“Good grief, Linny, there are men who'd pay anything to get their hands on something like that. These lofn berries only grow in the Ursi's upper pastures?”
“Well, there are a few in the Dragon's Teeth and Eldrid Ranges, but nothing like the Ursi's.”
“Hasn't it ever occurred to anyone to cultivate these things?”
“Why? We already have as much as we need.”
“The Ursi could process and sell the lofn juice and make a fortune.”
“Why would they want to do that? They already have plenty of money.”
“I'm just not getting through to you, am I? Isn't there anything you've ever wanted so badly you'd do just about anything to get it?”
“Sure. I want to be with Jesse. At first I thought it wouldn't work but now I do. What does that have to do with money?”
“What if it took money? How would you feel then?”
“Oh, I see. Money's a means to an end and you can trade it for something you want.”
“Now you're getting it.”
“Outside of Jesse and my babies there really isn't anything I want.”
“Who do you think is paying for your stay in this clinic?”
“You mean it takes money for me to be here?”
“Of course. A place like this isn't cheap to run, and Doctor Tabora has expenses.”
A thoroughly agitated Linnea started gathering her things. “Where are my clothes? Oh, dear. Without my uniforms, what am I going to wear? What am I going to do? I don't have any money.” She burst into tears.
As Hathor entered he caught her last remark. “What's going on? Damien?”
“I was explaining money to Linnea until she went off half-cocked.”
“But I don't have any. What's going to become of me? What's going to happen to my babies?”
Hathor put an arm around her and led her to a chair. “Hush, now. You and the babies—What babies?”
The waterworks started all over again. “I'm gonna have twins!”
Hathor glared at Damien, who instantly started scanning the ceiling. “Where did you get the idea you needed money? Ah, I see. Good Doctor Adrick was instructing you in his Theory of Basic Economics.”
Linnea sniffled and wiped her nose on the sleeve of her robe. “I didn't know he was a doctor.”
“I'm not. That was just Hathor's little joke.”
“Oh. Are you two making fun of me?”
Hathor pushed Linnea into her chair. “Take my word for it, money's not a problem. Don't you remember what I told you before we left? You have plenty, Linnea, and more than enough for anything you need.”
“Even to stay here?”
“Of course. But quite apart from that, Bigmouth there owes me a few favors. And, among other things, he seems to have overlooked telling you he owns this place.”
Her shoulders slumped in relief. “Thanks, Hathor. Damien, that wasn't very nice.”
“I never said I was nice. Dammit, Hathor, I was just getting ready to work a deal with her on the lofn berries.”
“Lofn berries? What are you talking about?”
“You've been living with the Ursi all this time and you don't know about lofnberries? Otherwise known as the Lover's Friend. Linnea, explain.”
“Well, I really don't know why I should. Oh, all right.” She recounted that aspect of the Fok-En-Lir legend, leaving out the parts about shapechanging.
Hathor's pale eyes widened. “You mean this plant actually exists?”
Damien nodded. “If the Phasgan princes start tearing the place up it won't for long.”
“Assuming they mine in the conventional way. If they do that the whole thing's moot because the Ursi won't exist anymore, either.”
“Hathor, what are you saying? Does my mother know?”
“That was precisely why she wanted to make an alliance with the Silver People and the Black Tips. Mating you to Bry was part of her plan.”
“And I went and ruined it all. Hathor, why didn't she tell me? If she'd just explained I'd have done whatever she wanted.”
“Maybe you still can.”
“How? Oh, you mean Jesse. That's right. Those princes are his cousins.”
“The Emperor of Seira's his great-uncle by marriage and can put a stop to the whole thing if he's of a mind to. Timothy and the late Emperor Janus were close friends and he has a certain fondness for young Jesse.”
Linnea grew thoughtful. “Emperor Timothy's a sorcerer, isn't he?”
“A very powerful one What are you getting at?”
“Until I traveled here I never understood certain things about the Ursi. Their refusal to ever leave the mountains or welcome outsiders or why they keep foreigners segregated. My mother has every reason to be upset. The ranges are sacred and my people can't survive anywhere else.”
Hathor sighed. “When Doctor Tabora looked in your mouth that night, she found shreds of raw flesh between your teeth. Yet there wasn't a mark on you. Linny, answer me truthfully. Did you kill those men?”
Damien's jaw dropped. “Hathor, that's crazy.”
Linnea looked at them, wide-eyed. “What do you want me to say?”
“You'd activated your communicator. I have a full audio record, screams and all.”
“I had no choice.”
“Those chemicals wouldn't have hurt you.”
“They would have damaged my baby.”
Hathor nodded and sighed. “And on that subject, Ginnungagap's law is very clear.”
Damien sank into a chair with a groan. “Oh, this is entirely too deep for me.”
“How do you know about Ginnungagap?” Linnea demanded.
“I didn't always work for Aase. Having grown up among sorcerers at Seira's Imperial Court, I've always been fascinated by ancient legends. Before I'd ever heard of Phasga I read about Fok-En-Lir and the founding of the three tribes and decided the Ursi way of life would be as close to perfection as I was ever likely to come.”
“Does Aase know this?”
“Why do you think she hired me? Your mother once said I'm the only outsider she'd ever met who actually understands the Ursi. When Aase chose to call me her friend I considered it the greatest honor of my life.”
“Excuse me,” interrupted Damien, “but who are this Fok-En-Lir and Ginnangagap? And just what do they have to do with those killings?”
When Hathor finished telling him Damien took Linnea's hands in his. “On Sirius, we have our own brand of magic, and I understand this better than you know. Unfortunately, so does that young lieutenant, Terry Toussaint. He encountered the supernatural a few years ago with tragic results. His superiors may try to shut down the investigation but I know Terry. Nublis's Archon Intelligence agents are a close-knit group and, regardless of orders, Lieutenant Toussaint and his colleagues won't stop until they've ferreted out the truth.”
She gulped. “Will they come looking for revenge?”
“For three of their own? You bet. By now, they know the address we gave them was a fake and that Captain Linley doesn't exist. But Hathor's diplomatic immunity is real. The Agency can try to have him declared persona non grata and kicked off the planet, but the Emperor's unlikely to do that because of the Silk Weavers. So, where Hathor's concerned they're pretty well screwed.”
“What about you and Doctor Tabora?”
“Darlin', they have absolutely no idea who we are. I was in whiteface, remember, and there's no record of any Doctor Tabora. Doc's last name is something else entirely.”
“But she is a physician?”
“Absolutely. This is her maternity clinic, and you couldn't be in better hands.”
“I see.”
“Well, now that's all settled, we'd better start working on a disguise for you.”
“You mean you're still going to help me?”
“Young love tugs at my heartstrings, darlin', and I always was a sucker for a pretty face.”
Linnea giggled.
“Besides being a total charlatan this soot-faced creature is a silver-tongued lying devil and a heartless seducer of innocent maidens,” Hathor commented. “Before you get carried away by his wicked charms altogether, there's still the little matter of those red diamond mineral leases—and let's not forget the Damien Adrick Lofn Juice Factory.”
“Dammit, Hathor. I was just getting around to that. But first things first. The coronation's tomorrow, and that doesn't leave us much time to tailor this child a new identity. If I'm to bring the lovebirds together I have to figure a way of getting her through all that extra security.”
The merchant raised an eyebrow. “A difficult task, I'll admit, but not necessarily impossible. Now I must leave you. The Emperor's mother just had a closed session with the four Phasgan princes. She looked highly displeased when she left and my source has suddenly gotten very jumpy. He's going to require some serious hand-holding, which means I'll be gone for the rest of the day. Linny, do whatever Damien tells you. I'll catch you both at the coronation.”
* * * *
From his seat at the high table the newly-crowned Emperor could barely distinguish the crowd below the dais. Smells of food wafted past his nose amid a clatter of dishes and silverware, and the body heat generated by five thousand guests at close quarters had all but overcome the antiquated air-conditioning system. The hum of myriad conversations gave him the feeling of being inside an immense hive, and to his limited vision the assembly resembled a swarm of buzzing, angry bees.
“Your Majesty?”
An urgency in the young page's voice caught Jesse's attention. He knew most of the staff, but this boy was a stranger. With security this tight a mouse should be having trouble getting through the system, but Jesse was well aware of the palace staff's cavalier attitude toward the rules. Whenever they needed temporary help the servants traditionally hired their own relatives, tailoring their credentials to suit the ever-watchful computers. All through his teens Jesse had picked up paid flying jobs in similar fashion with the full connivance of the Imperial flyer mechanics, who'd known very well he was underage.
Therefore, major or no major, he wasn't about to fault the staff for slipping some deserving son or nephew a chance to earn some extra pocket money and rub shoulders with the rich and famous.
“What is it?”
The page's voice trembled. “This message is for your ears, sir, and yours alone.”
Jesse cocked his head. “Whisper it to me, then.”
A moment later he put a trembling hand to his forehead, and the ever-watchful major was instantly at his side. “I'm not feeling very well. The heat...”
“I had the small salon opened just in case. Would you like me to call the doctor?”
“I just need to lie down for a few minutes.”
“You're sure?”
“I'm sure.”
Jesse knew all about the small salon behind the dais. Constructed in his great-grandfather Julian's day, its amenities included a comfortable couch, piped-in music and a lavishly appointed marble bathroom. A notorious womanizer in his youth, Julian would frequently disappear there with some obliging lady during boring Imperial functions.
However, his successor had been unbelievably straitlaced. When Janus caught a very-married Parliamentary leader on the couch with a lady who was not his wife he had ordered the salon permanently locked. Much of the spice disappeared from official banquets and, until tonight, Jesse had forgotten the room's existence.
After settling him under a blanket and turning down the light, the major placed a small device in the Emperor's hand. “Call me when you're feeling better.”
“Thanks,” murmured Jesse and closed his eyes. The salon was blessedly cool and silent after the hubbub outside, and he had been feeling—
“Jesse?”
Surely, he must be dreaming. “Linny?”
She sank down beside him in a rustle of silk. “It's me.”
“But—?”
“Never mind how. We don't have much time and we need to make the most of it.”
Then they were in each other's arms. Hands and mouths everywhere, they urgently re-explored each other's much-missed and oft-imagined physical territory.
“At least Cheney got most of your clothes off. You want me to help you with the rest?”
“What have you done to your hair?”
“Careful. This stuff tears easily and I don't want to go out there—Jesse!”
“Well, you said time's a-wasting. Mmm. You taste even better than I remembered.”
“Ouch! What's this thing?”
Jesse swore under his breath. “Don't touch that control, whatever you do. Where did you come from, anyway? I've been scouring the Synod from one end to the other. What were you doing? Hiding from me?”
She sighed. “It's a long story. But I'm here now.”
“Yes, indeed. Hey, what's this? Tears? Sweetheart, it's all right. Now we're together again I'm not about to let you go.”
“But aren't you supposed to be taking a bride?”
“Not for two years. In the meantime, shut up.”
* * * *
Cheney was heading toward the salon when a scarlet-liveried page intercepted him. “Sir? The duty officer wants you. Something about a breach in one of the security computers.”
The major cursed softly. “I'm on my way.”
Watching the crimson uniform disappear into the crowd the boy pressed a button on his wrist communicator. An answering beep told him Damien had received the message and that his relief was on the way. He'd managed to dodge whatever cameras he could see but knew there were others. One of them had undoubtedly picked him up by now, and since the computer would be unable to match him to the staff list the questions wouldn't be long in coming. Damien had estimated how long he would last and, as usual, was right on the money. The palace steward had just given him a couple of sharp looks and it was high time he was gone.
* * * *
When Linnea rose from the couch Jesse caught her hand. “What are you doing?”
“Getting dressed. It's time for me to go.”
“How did you get in here, anyway?”
“Through a secret passage. Judging by its condition this is a very popular place.”
Jesse chuckled. “So much for Grandfather's lock.” He heard another swirl of silk. “You're not getting away from me that easily. Where's that damn control?”
“Major Lyle's been called away and he won't be back for at least twenty minutes.”
“It figures. But at least tell me where can I reach you.”
He tugged off his heavy gold signet ring. “Here. Take this as a pledge. I want you at my side, Linnea Aasedaater, and I'll do whatever it takes to accomplish that.”
“But what about your bride?”
“What about her? It'll be at least two years before I have to marry. When I finally do she'll love me as little as I will her. You're my true wife, Linny. The wife of my heart.”
“Do you really mean that?”
“Of course, I do.”
“Well, there's something you need to know. After I tell you, you might change your mind.”
“There's nothing you can say to me that would change my mind.”
“I'm—um—pregnant.”
He was silent for a moment, absorbing what she had just said.
“Er. I'm er—we're—er—going to have twins.”
“Twins. Are you sure? How far along are you?”
“How far do you think? You were there.”
“Oh, right. I've got to think about this.”
“You see? As soon I told you, you changed your mind.”
“No, I didn't. It's just that you're going to need ... Linny, this changes everything.”
“I've got to get out of here. Here's your stupid control.”
“You aren't leaving until you tell me how I can reach you. Linny!”
He heard another swirl of silk and was alone.
* * * *
When Linnea rejoined him at their table in the back of the banqueting hall Damien grinned. Wearing the guise of an ancient priest from Nublis's backcountry, he had trouble keeping his drooping mustache out of the soup and his homespun gray cassock's harsh wool was making him itch all over.
“Judging by the glow you did more than just talk.”
A floppy velvet beret covered Linnea's hair and her black silk scholar's robes effectively concealed her condition. “Thank you, Damien. It was wonderful.”
“Reverend,” he hissed. “You're supposed to call me ‘reverend.’ Ah, there goes the major. Hmm. He doesn't look a bit pleased.”
“Do you think he suspects?”
“Nah. He's just paranoid. It's an occupational hazard for spooks.”
“Spooks?”
“Spies, secret agents, intelligence professionals.”
Cheney's words at the Ursi feast flashed through Linnea's mind. Intelligence is my business.
“I've been scouring the Synod for you,” Jesse had said.
Since Archon Intelligence worked for the Emperor it was obvious what the masked intruders had really been looking for. They had died for nothing.
Knowing what she knew now Linnea would have gladly told them who she was, but by threatening her needlessly the agents had actually brought their deaths on themselves. Faced with the same situation she would do it again, but she would never be able to explain that to Jesse, any more than she could tell him that it was she who had rescued him from the barren wolves.
Jesse was as surely the mate for her as Aase was Thorstein's and she'd never love anyone else as she did him. The problem was what to do about it. The news of her pregnancy had obviously shocked him; she twisted the ring he'd just given her. He had called it a pledge and hadn't asked for it back. “Wife of my heart,” he'd said.
“Oh, Jesse,” she breathed, “if that were only true.”
* * * *
The following morning Cheney flung back the heavy velvet curtains, flooding the bedroom with sunshine. “Well, you're certainly in a good mood this morning.”
Having just polished off a hearty breakfast, the Emperor was listening to congratulatory mail over his text/speech computer. “Why not? That damn coronation is finally behind me and I got through the whole thing without falling on my face.”
“And?”
“And what?”
“I know you and there has to be more to it. Incidentally, where's your signet ring?”
“Oh, er, I must have dropped it.”
“Where? You had it when you went into the small salon but came back without it. I've already had the salon and the banquet hall searched—and the secret passage.”
“Secret passage?”
“Don't you play the innocent with me! Linnea was there, wasn't she? What did you do? Give her your signet ring? Hathor must have set up the whole thing, because no one ever heard of that bloody page. The friggin’ brat distracted me with a fake message and now I'm the laughingstock of Archon Communications. Oh, heads are going to roll over this one, starting with your damn steward. Don't any of you realize that page could just as easily have been an assassin?”
Chastened, Jesse bit his lip. “I'll admit it. Linny was there and I did give her my signet ring. She's pregnant. With twins.”
“Did she tell you that before or after you laid her?”
“Er, after.”
“Do you think they're yours?”
“What kind of a question is that? Of course, they are.”
“Well, in that case we'd better dust off the Official Mistress Act. Did you discuss it with her at all?”
“The Official Mistress Act? What's that?”
The major sighed. “Do you know where to reach her?”
“Er, no.”
“It's obvious what your brain is wired to because you certainly weren't using your head. Actually, I have a pretty good idea where Linnea is, and it's my guess she was Hathor's bodyguard, the mysterious Captain Linley. He went missing after the hotel killings and will probably never be found.”
“Linny's hair is short now,” Jesse mused, “and from your description the size would have been about right. Dammit, Cheney! You actually had her in your hands.”
“So did you, Jesse, and I don't recall your using that control I gave you.”
“Well, I was distracted at the time.”
“I'll bet.”
“Now, tell me about this Official Mistress Act and how it would apply to Linny and me.”
“It all started with your great-grandfather Julian. When he was about your age he fell in love with a young girl named Alyssa. She came from a respectable family but was ineligible to marry into the succession.”
“Don't remind me. That damnable Marriage Law is burned into my brain.” His voice took on a sarcastic, sing-song twang. “The Emperor must wed and beget an heir within two years of his accession to the throne. In order to keep the line pure the bride will be a suitable young virgin designated by the Parliament and she must be a member of the Imperial Clan.”
Cheney looked properly sympathetic. “As I said, when he was only nineteen Julian fell in love with a girl named Alyssa. One thing led to another and she became pregnant.”
“So?”
“He was her shining prince and she was his fairy princess. They were just kids and Julian was pretty naive. They deliberately waited until it was too late to do anything about the pregnancy, then he dropped the news on his father. Unfortunately, Julian was the Emperor's only legitimate son. Poor little Alyssa was instantly packed off to the country. A husband was found for her; and, after a great deal of money changed hands, he agreed to claim the child as his. Julian was devastated over the loss of his mistress and his son and swore that such a thing would never happen to him again. When he succeeded to the throne fifteen years later his first act was to push the Official Mistress legislation through Parliament.”
“Well, what is it?” Jesse demanded impatiently.
“The Official Mistress Act is based on an ancient custom in a small country on Aretz known as the marriage of the left hand. A ceremony is performed which confers certain inalienable rights on a royal mistress, including recognition of the legitimacy of her children and the title of princess. The children are eligible to marry into the imperial succession.”
“I see. Tell me, Cheney, is my mother up yet?”
“Why?”
Jesse chuckled. “It's high time she found out she's about to get a left-hand daughter-in-law and become a grandmother. Don't you agree?”
The major shuddered. “Better you than me. And you, my young friend, are going to be the one to tell her.”


Chapter 8—Marriage Postponed
After nibbling on a piece of fruit and dry toast, Stefania poured herself a second cup of black coffee.
Dierdre knew her stepmother envied her own hearty breakfast. How she could pack away that much food and still so remain slender was evidently a mystery to the diet-conscious princess, and she wasn't about to enlighten her. Reaching for a piece of toast, she proceeded to slather it with butter and marmalade. Then she took a slurp of her hot chocolate, licked the traces of whipped cream from the edge of the cup, and gleefully watched her stepmother wince.
“Well, I suppose he's not so bad,” she admitted grudgingly.
Actually, she had begun to like Jesse, although she'd never admit such a thing to Stefania. It was the handsome blond major, however, who occupied most of her waking thoughts.
She knew he'd never been married and that the most serious he'd ever gotten about the opposite sex was a series of short-lived physical flirtations with married ladies around the Imperial Court. That much she'd gotten from Jesse. All she needed to do was touch herself, imagine Cheney Lyle's strong capable hands in place of hers and she was gone. Just the thought of him was enough to make her groan, being near him had become her obsession and every time she saw his eyes stray in the direction of another woman she wanted to kill the wench on the spot.
Deirdre was no virgin and had her stepmother known what she'd really been doing with the gardener's boy on Betelgeuse she'd have locked her up and thrown away the key. However, the gardener's boy had hardly been her first. Deirdre's delicate school-girl features and candid, dark-fringed blue eyes belied the simmering passions that had so relentlessly driven her since the age of—Well, ever since she'd been old enough to notice men. She'd learned about sexual blackmail early on, right after her first lover had initiated her into one of life's sweetest mysteries. Her father's chief bodyguard and a married man with a family, he'd come to bitterly regret his stolen afternoons in the hayloft with Brinton Denley's nubile daughter.
By the time Deirdre was done with him there was little about the art of physical seduction she didn't know but, until now, shehad always been the one to choose her targets. With a cold-blooded deliberation that would have done credit to the most experienced whore, Deirdre stalked men like the hapless prey they were, reveling in her power to make them jerk to her tune like puppets on a string. She was a good learner, especially when it came to love's darker aspects. Oh, yes, indeed.
The shy, bespectacled computer whiz who'd come to upgrade the mansion's security systems shortly before her father's death had written her a handy little panic-button program in the course of their three-week affair. If her stepmother were to enter the room while she was engrossed in one of the SynoNet's more intriguing offerings Deirdre could bring it up at the flip of a key. Some inane game about bears and a forest maiden with no sense of direction and even less sense, the young scholar's gift had come in useful many a time. Whenever Deirdre resorted to it, she remembered his fumbling ways with affection and a slight pang of regret.
During her dark journeys into the ether it had amused Deirdre to discover, quite by accident, that her father also had his hidden side. He'd been not unlike her, and knowing full well who he was she'd titillated the unwitting Brinton Denley for months. Mothlike, he'd been powerless to resist the flame of her whispered promises, and all those nights he told Stefania he was working her father's unquenched passion for his unknown cybermistress had trembled through Deirdre's speakers.
Unbeknownst to his wife, Brinton Denley had been the SynoNet's leading pornographer, but until he took Deirdre through his secret online library she hadn't even imagined such practices existed. Let alone that so there was so much money to be made from them.
And the images he'd sent her!
Deirdre had eagerly anticipated her father's horror when she finally got around to revealing who she really was. Unfortunately, his suffering on that score was doomed to forever remain a hopeless, unrealized fantasy. He escaped her by dying too soon, oblivious to the end of the true nature of his treasured little girl.
Had she known of his condition—Deirdre abandoned that thought as quickly as it entered her mind. It was too late now; and, as Brin himself had so often reminded her, regret was an emotion to be despised. Forcing Brinton Denley from her mind, she dreamed instead of what she was going to do to the major.
The enigmatic Cheney Lyle was something else again. For the first time in her checkered career Deirdre had encountered a man she couldn't manipulate, and she wanted him so badly she could taste it. Princess Stefania might consider herself a sophisticate, but compared to her stepdaughter she was a total innocent. Deirdre despised few people as she did her stepmother and chafed under her gentle guardianship. Anxious as any shackled prisoner marking the record of his confinement on his cell wall, she counted the endless days until her majority at thirty.
Until then, with lowered eyes and a voice softer than a dove's she would tell Stefania whatever the stupid woman wanted to hear. Just as she was doing now.
“I have some news that might cause you to rethink your opinion of your stepbrother,” remarked Stefania. “Frankly, I'm disappointed in him.”
“Oh?” Wondering what the Emperor had done to cause such an about-face, Deirdre slowly raised her eyes to meet her stepmother's. “But you were getting along so well.”
“I don't quite know how to say this—” The princess flushed and bit her lip.
This had to be really juicy. Since Jesse's infraction was probably of a sexual nature Deirdre's opinion of the Emperor went up several notches. “What is it, Stepmama? You can tell me.”
“Your stepbrother's not as innocent as he appears, and the morals around this Court are considerably more lax than I'd expected. I'm not sure this is the right place for you after all.”
Deirdre chuckled to herself. Wanna bet? Widening her enormous eyes, she schooled her face into its most innocent expression. “Why, Stefania, whatever do you mean?”
“It's all very unfortunate. Especially now that he's about to make the whole thing official.”
Screaming silently, Deirdre had all she could do not to take the princess by her delicate throat. What? What?
“It's this goat girl. The one who rescued him. It seems—”
Biting her lips to keep from smiling, Deirdre gazed innocently back. I just knew it. Jesse boffed the silly cow and now she's pregnant.
“Are you saying they're in love? Oh, Momma, how romantic.”
Yeah, right. Would you please just cut to the chase?
“She's here and there's to be some sort of wedding ceremony.”
“He's going to marry her?”
“No, not exactly.”
“Why not? They're both single, aren't they?”
“The Emperor must take whatever bride Parliament picks out for him. This girl doesn't qualify.”
“But that's barbaric. Is that what happened to you?”
Stefania shook her head slowly, remembering. “Justin and I were more fortunate than that. We'd known each other since we were children, and I qualified.” Her face darkened. “The Parliamentary drawing was fixed, but there were certain things—Oh, it's just too embarrassing to talk about.”
“What things? I'm a big girl and I learned about sex quite a while ago.”
Stefania looked at Deirdre as if seeing her for the first time. “Yes, I suppose you did. But at least you won't have to lose your virginity in front of an audience.”
“Huh?”
“A Nublian Imperial marriage is a highly regulated matter fraught with all kinds of weird traditions. When Justin and I became betrothed, my future mother-in-law explained it all. So, I was at least somewhat prepared. If she hadn't warned me I might never have forgiven him.”
“Warned you? About what?”
“After the wedding banquet I was taken to a room in the Archon's Temple I'd never seen before. There, I was met by a group of hooded men in white robes. After undressing me in total silence, they placed me naked and shivering in the center of a huge velvet-draped bed. When I was ready, the door opened. Justin stood there in the center of his honor guard, wrapped in a huge crimson cloak. After the guards left, one of the hooded men pushed the cloak off his shoulders. Underneath it, Justin was as naked as I. I was barely eighteen and had never seen a man's—er—I'd never seen a naked man, period. When our eyes met, I could see he'd been drugged.”
Covering her mouth to hide her smile, Deirdre tried to look suitably shocked.
The princess flushed, her eyes sparkling with tears. “He didn't even kiss or greet me. After he climbed on the bed, it ... went on for the rest of that night and well into the following day. Except for brief rest periods when the watchers would inject him with something and he slept, Justin continue to—um—service me. When he slept, they'd test me. Finally, one of the watchers said ‘She's positive.’ and ordered him to stop. Justin instantly moved away, then he fell to the floor senseless.”
“But how could he keep on—?”
“That's why he was drugged, dear. They kept on drugging him until he was done.”
“Wouldn't it have been easier just to inseminate you?”
“How could you know about such things?”
“Oh, for pity's sake. I've been around Dad's breeding operation since I learned to walk and I've known the score since I was ten.”
“From whom?”
That one caught Deirdre flat-footed. “Oh ... here and there. I used to eavesdrop on Daddy and the stable manager. You know.”
“Not really, dear. That side of it never particularly interested me.”
Frigid. Daddy always said you were colder than the snows of Phasga and he only married you because of who you were. Once he'd added you to his collection—oh, why did he have to die?
“Well, as long as we're on the subject. Tell me more about this goat-girl and my stepbrother's so-called wedding.”
* * * *
No matter which way Linnea turned she couldn't escape the mirror's message. Compared to the tiny women around the Imperial Court, she was a monster. She pictured Jesse's shock and disbelief when he saw her massive form waddling up the sanctuary aisle and could already imagine the courtiers’ titters. “I can't,” she whispered. “I just can't.”
Tabora's dark fingers gleamed against the wedding gown's ivory folds, and their eyes met in the mirror. “He loves you, Linny. He really does.”
“Oh.”
“What is it?” Tabora asked anxiously.
“One of the babies. He just kicked me. I've got to sit down.”
“Here.” Tabora reached into her medical bag. Snapping a capsule apart she waved it under Linnea's nose. “Hathor will be here any minute, and in a couple of hours it'll all be over. All you have to do is hang on until then.”
While the doctor had seen more than her share of exotic species at her exclusive maternity clinic, Linnea was unlike anything she had ever encountered before. The more she studied her extraordinary patient, the better she understood the Seiran's enormous affection for the Ursi. According to Hathor, these gentle giants still lived as they always had, in a private world of their own. After knowing Linnea, she had to agree with him that was the way they should remain. Civilized, untouched and inviolate.
Had Linnea been other than what she was Tabora would have worried. But for an Ursi this weight gain was normal. Unlike human females, Ursi mothers consciously controlled the onset of birth, and in times of undue stress or hardship were actually capable of reabsorbing the fetus altogether.
Jesse had deeded this quiet country estate where they were preparing for the ceremony to Linnea four months earlier. Located just outside Cyrenia's city limits, the ancient mansion and its spacious walled grounds were far enough from the courtiers’ prying eyes and spiteful tongues to furnish Linnea a sanctuary where she felt relatively safe. She had moved there from Tabora's clinic at the Emperor's behest, and it was only for the sake of their unborn children that she was willing to expose herself to the Imperial Court and its buzzing, gossiping denizens today.
Linnea was so close to delivery Tabora had left the clinic to be with her. Knowing the ordeal that lay ahead, the doctor ached for her. Linnea's recent encounter with Jesse's mother had been bad enough. and as for that insolent smirking stepdaughter of hers, Tabora had had all she could do not to slap that one's face.
Through their SynoNet sources, she and Damien knew all about little Miss Deirdre's nightly forays into the ether and where her father had really made his fortune. The pornography had only been half of it. Beneath his cloak of respectability Brinton Denley had been a purveyor and pimp extraordinaire and had made his real money catering to the darkest tastes of the mega-rich. Brinton once bragged that he could fill any request no matter how exotic, far-fetched or criminal, and after seeing the man in action Tabora and her brother had believed it.
What his daughter would be like when she came into her fortune the doctor could only imagine. Delicate as a flower, the girl reminded Tabora of a poisonous blossom from deep in the jungles of the Seiran island Aeolia. One whiff of its scent was enough to kill the strongest man, and the essence distilled from its honey was the most addictive illicit substance in the known universe.
For such an intelligent woman, Stefania appeared to be extraordinarily blind when it came to her stepdaughter. Butshe hadn't been very perceptive about Linnea, either. She and Deirdre hadn't even bothered to hide their shock at Linnea's appearance, and their recent visit to the estate had been an unqualified disaster.
Nobody's fool, Linnea had treated her visitors exactly as she had the major during their first encounter on Phasga. Her contempt for Deirdre was absolute, and she watched impassively as Stefania struggled to make small talk in Ursi via her mechanical translator. Only when they were leaving did she coolly inform her guests that she not only spoke fluent Nublian but had understood every one of their spiteful asides to each other.
Tabora had never been prouder of Linnea than she was at that moment, until she caught the flash in Deirdre's eyes. For a split second murder looked out of those enormous blue orbs, and it vanished as quickly as it appeared. The girl's glare chilled the doctor to the core, and she wondered how anyone that delicate-looking could be so evil. One thing Tabora had known for certain—Linnea had made herself an implacable enemy.
Like her formidable brother Damien, there was more to the doctor than met the eye. In common with him and all Siriuns Tabora possessed a supernatural companion who had been watching over her from birth. Visible only to her charge, the tiny red dog was one of the chief servants to the Siriuns’ Serpent God. The spirit dogs’ most important task was to escort the souls of the dead to their final judgment in the Court of the Kings. From there they would conduct them either to the fragrant music-filled garden in the heart of the Serpent's Inner Temple or the desolate borders of that fiery outer kingdom whose name was enough to make any Siriun shudder.
Gehenna!
Named Dali-Manana, Tabora's spirit guide stood just a few inches high. With a magnificent collar of jewels around her neck, the tiny dog's eyes glowed like molten gold and her silky coat gleamed as crimson as the setting sun. She possessed great powers, not the least of which was her ability to read minds and the future.
Since she spoke from mind to mind she needed no voice, and Dali-Manana knew whereof she spoke. "That one's old in sin and the suffering of others is meat and drink to her," she had commented. “The mother means the bear-woman no harm but the stepdaughter's something else. A creature of pure evil, she casts a shadow when there is no sun and her chosen path leads straight to death. But whether it will be hers or another's I cannot see."
"She's well-named, then," replied Tabora. “The name ‘Deirdre’ means ‘sorrowful, and from what you say, she'll bring plenty to those around her.’”
“As her father did before her. Titillated by the forbidden, Brinton Denley's spirit danced in places where no mortal should ever go. Flirting with powers he couldn't begin to understand he unwittingly opened the gate between the two worlds and let the dark ones enter his soul. Even though the man was sterile, his wife conceived, and his phantom partners’ black wings shaded Deirdre Denley's cradle. Looking up, the newborn babe recognized her own kind. But instead of being afraid she laughed and held out her arms to them.”
"What of the stepmother?"
“What, indeed? Beauty, charm and evil often go hand-in-hand, and her husband and his child were handsome specimens of their kind. Princess Stefania is not a spiritual type and imagination has never been her strong suit. She sees no more than she wants to see, and as far as she's concerned they were a perfect family.”
“How can she be so blind?”
"Stefania's blind enough to overlook Linnea's real beauty, and if she lives a million years she'll never understand why her son loves his bear-woman so much. Hoping Jesse's affection for Linnea will die the moment he sees her she's made arrangements for immediate surgery to restore his vision. Even as we speak she's reviewing the most exquisite candidates she can find for his marriage bed. Mark my words, Tabora. By the time his mother's done with him the two of them will be separated."
Now, Linnea turned away from the mirror in tears. “I can't go through with this.”
“Yes, you can! You must, if only for the sake of your children.”
“But look at me! The yardage for this wedding dress must have taken one entire year's silk crop. Admit it, I'm ridiculous. When Jessie sees me approaching his throne—I'm not just from the mountains, Tabora. I am one!”
“Sweetheart, of course, you're huge. You're pregnant with twins and due to deliver any time. You don't look in the least ridiculous, any more than your mother Aase does. Compared to you these people are ants with brains and personalities to match.”
“But they're beautiful, like jewels. While I'm just a—a—blob!”
Mentally, Tabora cursed Stefania. That had been one of her malicious asides to Deirdre. Since Jesse's successful eye surgery three weeks ago Linnea had been finding one excuse after another avoid to meeting him face-to-face. She talked with him every day on his private interphone, sometimes for hours, but canceled every appointment and always at the last minute. Even so, there was little she and Jesse didn't discuss with one another, and a few days ago the Emperor had told Linnea about the exquisite princess who'd just entered his life.
The daughter of a prominent Nublian politician, Berenice de Carine had been personally handpicked by Stefania. Her skin was pale as a moonbeam, and a riot of copper curls fell artlessly over Berri's delicate shoulders. Her enormous sea-green eyes had proved the undoing of many a hopeful courtier, and she fell madly in love with Jesse the first time she ever saw him. When the Emperor danced with her at a recent ball Berri had smiled shyly up at him and scarcely said a word.
* * * *
Finally, Jesse broke the ice. “Why are you trembling? Surely it's not that cold in here.”
Berenice de Carine practically tripped over her own tongue, and her reply was so soft he could barely hear her. Seeing his puzzled expression, she repeated it. “I'm not cold, Your Majesty. Just nervous.”
“Of me?” Jesse almost laughed out loud.
“Yes, of you. This is my first ball and everyone's looking.”
“Of course, they are. You're the prettiest girl on this floor. But, please, don't call me ‘Your Majesty.’ You make me feel like my grandfather.”
“What shall I call you, then?”
“Jesse will do. In return, I shall call you Berenice.”
“Please don't.”
He looked down at her, puzzled.
“It's Berri, not Berenice. Didn't your mother tell you?”
“My mother didn't tell me anything. Was she supposed to?”
“Yes. No. I don't know.”
“You mean she set this up?”
“Oh, my. I wasn't supposed to—”
“Don't cry. I promise I won't rat on you. I'm feeling a bit tired, so why don't we sit the rest of this one out?”
* * * *
Jesse repeatedly assured Linnea that he didn't find Berri de Carine the least bit attractive but she knew better. If he cared for the girl so little why did he keep seeing her?
“It's my mother,” he insisted. “She keeps fussing about my designated bride, how charming Berri is and how well she understands about us.”
Linnea hadn't grown up in a house full of jealous sisters for nothing. I'll just bet. He's going to marry her, and there's nothing I can do about it.
She was thinking about Berenice de Carine as she looked hopelessly in the unforgiving mirror. The girl would be at today's ceremony, and Jesse would finally see them side-by-side. Clutching at her abdomen, Linnea sank to the floor in a pool of ivory satin. “I can't go through with it. Tell Jesse I've gone into labor.”
Well, thought Tabora, as she punched in the Emperor's private number. She's finally found the perfect excuse. Even Jesse's not going to be able to argue about this one.
* * * *
Stefania was just arranging the last ribbon in Deirdre's blonde curls when someone knocked on the bedroom door. It opened, and one of the maids poked in her head.
“Your Highness? His Majesty wants to see you right away. He's downstairs, in the solarium.”
“What's he doing in the solarium? The ceremony's due to start in a half-hour and he should be halfway to the Temple. Now they'll never get him robed in time.”
“I wouldn't know anything about that, ma'am. All His Majesty said was that I should come get you.”
“Oh, all right. Deirdre? Stay here while I find out what this is about.”
When she reached the solarium with its twittering bird-filled aviary and wealth of flowers, Stefania stopped in the doorway. “You're not even dressed!”
The Emperor turned to Cheney. “Call the Temple and tell them the ceremony's off. After that, please leave us alone. I'll call you as soon as I'm done.”
Her son's expression shocked Stefania. “Jesse, what is it?”
By way of an answer, he pointed to a nearby chair. “Sit down, Mother.”
Stefania sat. Jesse was normally so quiet and courteous; she'd never seen him like this. “The ceremony's canceled? Why? Has something happened?”
“You could say that. Doctor Tabora called a half-hour ago to say Linny's gone into labor. I'll be leaving shortly to be with her.”
“That's wonderful. Let me get my things and I'll go with you.”
His voice cracked through the air like a whip. “No, you won't! When I get back from Linnea's I expect you and your oversexed slut stepdaughter to be packed and gone from this house!”
“Oversexed what? Jesse! What in the hell's gotten into you?”
“When she called me, Doctor Tabora told me all about your visit to Linny, and a couple of other things as well. Now I understand why you were so hot for my eye surgery. Not to mention your overweening interest in the Ursi's red diamonds and all that business with Berri de Carine. As for that hot little—”
“Deirdre? What does any of this have to do with her?”
“You really don't know?”
“Know what?” Stefania was honestly bewildered.
“About her and Cheney.”
“Cheney? Cheney Lyle?” The princess's voice had risen a full octave.
“Deirdre went to the major's quarters last night and climbed in his bed while he was asleep. He awoke this morning to find her lying beside him stark naked and with a big smile on her face. At least, that's the way the major tells it. Your stepdaughter says different. She claims he's been pursuing her for weeks and that it was Cheney who seduced her.”
“You believe him?”
“Why not? From what I hear, your precious Deirdre's no innocent, and I know Cheney one hell of a lot better than I do her. But that's not my concern right now. Linny's in labor and I need to be there. When I get back, I expect to find you both gone.” Jesse pressed a button on the intercom next to him. “Cheney, get in here.”
If her son had punched her in the stomach he couldn't have shocked Stefania more. “You can't do this. I won't let you.”
“The guards will come for you in two hours, and my flagship's waiting at the spaceport with orders to take you anywhere you wish. If I were you, madam, I'd go pack.”
The solarium door opened, and for the first time that morning Jesse smiled. “Come on in, Major. It's time to go.”

Chapter 9—Interlude
"Well, it seems the lovebirds got together after all," remarked Dali-Manana as Tabora finished cleaning up. "I didn't know he had it in him. After you told him what they said, he actually sent his mother and that demon stepdaughter of hers packing. I say good for him. I do love happy endings, don't you?"
Tabora frowned. "That was good advice, Dali-Manana, but I'm not sure this is the end. Those witches aren't about to give up that easily. Especially the mother. Jesse may think he's rid of them, but the princess is a whole lot more stubborn than he is. Devious, too. Oh, she'll find a way to come back here, mark my words."
"Ah," said Dali-Manana, "but at least it's clear he really does love her."
“Yes, indeed. Maybe there'll be a happy ending after all.”
"Don't count on it. What lies ahead is dark and twisted, and it'll be many a year before they emerge into the light."
“Linny? Look who's here.”
When she heard Tabora's voice, a half-dozing Linnea shifted the baby on her left arm to a more comfortable position. He squeaked a mild protest, then found her nipple and happily resumed nursing. Her eyes flew open. “Jesse!”
“Since you wouldn't come to me, I came to you. May I stay?” Handing the sheaf of roses he held to the major, the emperor grabbed a nearby chair and swung it next to the bed. “I've pictured your face a million times, my love, but now that I can see you ... Oh, Linny, you're ten times more beautiful than I could ever have imagined. I'm no poet, but for you I might make an exception. Let me see. ‘Across the snowy pillow, your hair's an ebony cloud...’ What rhymes with cloud?”
Linnea giggled. “Well-endowed? I certainly am that, or hadn't you noticed?”
“Of course, I noticed. Way back when we took our first steam bath together, in fact. But I happen to like my women well-upholstered. Despite what you may think, wife of my heart, I do have other senses, you know.”
Cheney Lyle's eyes met Tabora's and he cleared his throat. “Um, do you have someplace to put these?”
The doctor glanced at the roses in his hand. “Oh, er, yes, of course. Just down the hall.” She tapped Jesse on the shoulder. “As soon as you've washed your hands I'll put you in a gown. Then you can hold your babies.” His obvious alarm amused her. “Oh, don't worry. Babies are tougher than you think and they're pretty hard to break. See there, your daughter's done eating. She's probably ready for a nap and it's high time the two of you got acquainted.”
“But I've never ... Oh, I don't know about this.”
Cheney laughed. “How hard can it be? Women do it all the time.”
“As if you know anything about it. Or do you count fatherhood among your many skills?”
“Now, there you have me. So far, that's one experience I've managed to forego. If you'll excuse me, Your Majesty and Madame, I have a bouquet to attend to.”
“Oh, yeah, sure. Run out on me when I need you the most. But you're not going to get out of it that easily. Doctor, when the major gets back put him in a gown, too. Then he can hold the other one.”
Linnea chuckled. “You can give them both burping lessons while you're at it. Then, of course, there's the changing.”
Jesse shook his head. “There I draw the line. An emperor does not change diapers. However...” He gave the major a speculative look.
Cheney shook his head. “That's it. I'm out of here.”
When they were alone Jesse gave Linnea a long look. “How could they not love you?”
“Who?”
“My mother and Deirdre.”
She bit her lip. “Your mother doesn't approve of me.”
“She's not a factor anymore. I've banished her from Nublis, and that slut, Deirdre, with her.”
“Oh, Jesse, was that wise? She is your mother, after all; and despite her faults she loves you.”
“Does she? No, Linny, all the family I need is here.”
She looked down at the babies nestled in her arms. Their son sucked vigorously on his minute fist and their daughter slept contented as a sated kitten. “He has your eyes,” she murmured. “What shall we name him?”
“Justin, after my father,” he said without hesitation.
“Justin.” She rolled it around on her tongue. “I like that.”
“And our daughter?”
“Guri, after the mother of my tribe. It means ‘beautiful.'”
“Guri. Justin and Guri de Raven. I like that. To make it all legal, why don't I have the Archon perform the joining ceremony here? Then you'll be my princess in fact as well as in my heart.”
“You mean I don't have to go through that—”
“No, love, you don't. You and the babies can stay here in your enchanted kingdom. I'll come to you and you'll never have to go to court again.” Tears sparkled in her eyes. One spilled over and he kissed it away. “You're my refuge, Linny. The one place I feel safe is with you. Those other people mean nothing to me. If I could leave the throne and all its trappings behind and go back to your mountain pasture I would shuck it in a heartbeat.” His face darkened. “The problem is, I have to marry and soon. My councilors are pressuring me to produce an heir. You do understand, don't you? I've agreed to the betrothal on condition the wedding be delayed until the last legal date, which is eighteen months from now.”
“I understand, my love. I always did. She's very pretty, isn't she, Berri de Carine?”
“I suppose so, if you like the type.”
“Does she know about me?”
“Of course. I told you, Linny, you're the wife of my heart and you always will be. I see no reason to keep that a secret. Especially now.”
“This doesn't bother her?”
“It's always been this way. My great-great-grandmother even adopted her husband's bastard son when his mother died. Her son was born a few weeks later and she raised the two of them together. They were like twins and loved each other dearly until the day they died. Berri will accept you and our children in the same way.”
Linnea vividly recalled Stefania and Deirdre's visit. “Are you sure?”
“We've already discussed it. She's a kind, sweet person. I'll bring her to see you and you'll find out for yourself.”
“You have some strange customs, Jesse. But if she really doesn't mind...”
“Do you?”
“Oh, Jesse! Of course, I mind! I love you so much I want you all to myself and don't want to share you with anybody. But I understand. My mother had a similar situation with her first mate. They loved each other dearly but all that issued from their union were males. Because the law required she produce daughters she was forced to set him aside. When he left to live in the Eldrid Range it broke both their hearts. She told me she never loved any other mate until she met my father twenty years later.”
“You miss your parents, don't you?”
“Yes, but there's nothing to be done. Hathor brings me news from time to time and he'll tell them about the babies. Maybe someday...”
“In the meantime, my love, we have each other. Uh-oh, there's Cheney frowning in the doorway. I know. I know. Linny, I'll be back as soon as I can. In the meantime, Doctor, take good care of her and my babies.”
* * * *
The twins were a week old when Jesse said, “Berri wants to meet you.”
Linnea wasn't sure she'd heard him right. “You said I didn't have to—”
“I know what I said, but this isn't the Court.”
“She only wants ammunition so she can make remarks.”
“Berri's not like that.”
Linnea's tone was bitter. “They're all like that.”
“Berri didn't grow up at Court. She's from the country and swears she's never happier than when she's working in her garden.”
“For someone you claim not to spend any time with you seem to know an awful lot about this girl.”
“You're jealous.” He couldn't help grinning.
“No, I'm not. It's just that...” Shifting in her chair, Linnea reached over to swing the twins’ lace-curtained cradle.
“Dearest wife, there'll never be room in my heart for anyone but you.”
“But you have to marry her!”
Jesse's face darkened. “Don't remind me. That's the price I pay for being the emperor and it never friggin’ ends. Don't you understand, Linny? If I didn't have you I'd be insane right now.”
“Are you saying I'm your refuge?”
“You and the babies. This house is my safe harbor and the only place on this whole friggin’ planet where I can honestly relax and be myself.”
“Safe harbor. Hmm. I like that. Is the Archon really coming here for the joining ceremony?”
“Yes, he is, and his Majordomo with him. You can wear whatever you like and Betha and Pell will stand up for you.”
Linnea looked up and saw the maidservant in the doorway. In her early forties, Betha wasn't too bright, but she was a good soul and devoted to the twins. Her husband, Pell, was a blond-bearded giant whose ways were even gentler than his wife's. Between them, they took care of the house and garden, ran errands for Linnea whenever she needed something from the city and apparently viewed her and the twins as the family they'd never had.
“What is it, Betha?”
“Major Lyle, ma'am. He said something about a meeting and that His Majesty's expected back at the palace.”
Linnea sighed. “All right, Jesse. Bring Berri tomorrow and we'll all have tea. She does know I speak Nublian, doesn't she?”
“Of course. I keep telling you, Linny. She's a kind sweet person. Not a bit like—”
“We'll see. Betha, tell Cheney to quit sending messages through you and come up here himself. This ain't the palace and you have enough to do as it is.”
Jesse bit back a grin as he stood to leave. If she had her way, Linnea would probably have Cheney diapering the twins as well. In her present mood she wouldn't be above telling him to do just that.
By late afternoon the following day Linnea was in a tizzy. The parquet floors in the foyer and library shone like glass. Fresh-cut flowers in crystal vases adorned every available surface. The twins were sumptuously swathed in identical dresses with bonnets to match—Justin in blue, Guri in salmon-pink—and she and Betha had been baking, fussing and preparing most of the previous night.
An hour before her company was due to arrive Linnea took a leisurely bath and arrayed herself in her best caftan. Ruby-colored silk shot through with spun gold thread, it had been a gift from Hathor's wife Sarita. With it, she decided to wear the antique ruby necklace and earrings Jesse had given her in celebration of the twins’ birth.
Then it occurred to her that Berri might be wearing something simple, like a plain cotton dress that would make her look blowsy and ostentatious. Dammit, she thought, then began rummaging through her spacious closet for something else.
Hearing her, Betha appeared in the bedroom doorway. “Is something wrong, ma'am?”
“I can't wear this! It's way, way too dressy.”
“Ma'am, you look lovely and that color goes so well with your hair.”
“But she—”
“Ma'am, I wouldn't worry about what the princess thinks. His Majesty says he likes you just the way you are. That's what counts.”
Linnea was near tears. “You don't understand!”
Betha put her hands on her ample hips. “Ma'am, when His Majesty says you're his true wife, I believe him, and I've heard that the princess is good and kind.” Then she went to the window. “Oh, they're here. Just remember, ma'am, this is your house and the twins are his and your children.” Hearing voices in the downstairs hall, she quickly left the room.
Linnea stared into the mirror. But I'm so big. How can he prefer me to her?
The moment she laid eyes on Jesse's betrothed Linnea's worst fears were affirmed. Tiny and beautifully proportioned, this exquisite creature was everything she was not. Perfect hair, perfect skin and, when she smiled, a set of perfect teeth.
Then she realized the girl was every bit as nervous as she was. Berri's outstretched hand was visibly shaking and her green eyes held the brilliance of unshed tears. Without giving the princess the chance to utter a word, Linnea rounded on Jesse. “What have you been saying to this poor child? Just look at her! She's scared to death.”
As Berri's mouth dropped open in obvious shock Jesse rolled his eyes heavenward. Then he heaved an exaggerated sigh. “Outside the fact that you're the center of my life, I haven't been ‘saying’ anything.”
Linnea snorted. “A likely story. I think you told her how I saved your life, what a marvelous mountaineer, cook, mother and housekeeper I am and that she would absolutely love me.”
“Well, I-er-may have said...”
Out of the corner of her eye Linnea saw Berri's lips twitch. “Yeah, I thought so! Come on upstairs, my dear. We'll talk girl talk while you get acquainted with the twins. No, Jesse, this is strictly a hen party. If you're looking for something to do you can set the table while Betha makes tea—and use the best china. Then you can help her carry the trays. Betha, please call us when it's ready.”
Jesse drew himself up in mock offense. “You do realize who I am, don't you?”
Linnea sniffed. “Of course, but it's still your turn to set the table. Come on, Berri. The twins should be waking from their nap.”
When she saw Guri, Berri's eyes opened wide. “Oh, she's lovely. Look at those red curls.”
Linnea lifted her yawning daughter from the lace-draped cradle and handed her to the princess. “I didn't think she'd keep that bonnet on for long.” Watching Berri's expert handling of her child, she asked, “Do you have much experience with babies?”
“My brother has three, but they're toddlers now. Since moving to Cyrenia I don't get to see them nearly as much as I'd like.”
They looked at each other in awkward silence. A squall from the cradle broke the tension, and Linnea picked up her protesting son. “Oh, Justin! Did you think I'd forgotten you?”
Berri fussed with Guri's dress. “That was Jesse's father's name.”
“I know.”
“Have you ever met his mother?” Her voice was carefully neutral.
“Yes.”
“Mmm. Did you know she introduced me to Jesse?”
“I figured as much. Jesse already explained the Marriage Law and I've known about this situation from the very beginning.”
“You accept it?”
“My people don't marry as yours do. It's not a problem.”
“Jesse told me your customs were different.” The moment stretched just to the edge of comfort. “This is very difficult, isn't it?”
Linnea looked at the cooing baby in Berri's arms. “There's no reason why we shouldn't be friends. We already have one thing in common, after all.”
“What's that?”
“We're in love with the same man.”
Berri frowned. “H—how did you guess?”
Linnea smiled gently. “I didn't grow up with twenty sisters for nothing. Does Jesse know?”
“I-I haven't said anything. M-men aren't very perceptive about such things. Besides, all he ever talks about is you.”
“Considering you're his future bride that's not very diplomatic of him.”
“What's not diplomatic?” Jesse stood in the doorway.
“None of your business!” snapped Linnea. “This is a private conversation between Berri and me. Is tea ready?”
“What is this? A conspiracy?”
When Berri giggled and tickled her chin, an answering gurgle came from the apparently delighted Guri. “Of course,” she said. “When you bring the women in your life together that's the risk you take.”
Jesse unsuccessfully tried to hide his relief. “Tea is ready and Betha says to get down there before everything gets cold.”

Chapter 10—Safe Harbor
True to his word, Jesse delayed his marriage for as long as possible; and, much to the dismay of the courtiers, his intended bride and his official mistress became fast friends. When the emperor publicly referred to Linnea as his “mountain rose” during a crowded diplomatic reception he sent a deliberate message to the Nublian Imperial Court's gossiping malicious denizens that it was more than their lives or property were worth to snigger or make an untoward remark about her size.
After Berri taught Linnea the art of makeup and how to accentuate her somnolent beauty she no longer feared going out in public, and soon became a familiar sight around the palace and the city. Like many heavy women, she possessed delicate ankles and finely sculptured feet, which she set off with jeweled sandals in every color of the rainbow. Below the blue-black hair that fell in luxuriant waves over her shoulders, her gorgeous silk and brocade caftans’ artfully cut necklines and her ever-growing collection of ornate necklaces and earrings set off her milky skin. Since she no longer did manual work, her lavishly be-ringed hands were as white and fine as the rest of her, and she carefully painted her almond-shaped nails to match her costume of the day.
Looking in the mirror these days, she thought happily, I do look like a princess. An exotic one from a far-off land and I'm living in a fairy tale.
Inevitably, however, the dreaded day came.
Early that morning Linnea and Jesse rose and breakfasted as usual. They chatted about mundane things, played with the babies and carefully said nothing about what was uppermost in both their minds. After he left Linnea tried to tell herself it was just another day; but, try as she might, she couldn't stifle her tears or erase the mental picture of a radiant Berri in her bridal gown. As she sat weeping into her coffee she vaguely heard the doorbell, Betha's excited greetings, then a rumbling voice in the hall. Since everyone who was anyone was supposed to be at the wedding she couldn't imagine who her visitor might be.
Finally, curiosity overcame her tears. After wiping her eyes, she dabbed cold water on her face, then blotted it dry. With a final sniffle, and hoping against hope her nose didn't look too red, she determinedly gathered herself together and went downstairs.
“Hathor! Why aren't you at the wedding?”
The merchant smiled. “I'd rather be here.” He looked around in undisguised admiration. “This is a beautiful house.”
She gave him a tremulous smile. “It is, isn't it? Jesse calls this place his safe harbor.” Her tears welled up again and she fumbled for a handkerchief. Hathor appeared not to notice.
“This seemed as good a day as any to bring you something.” He held out a covered basket. “Aase loved the holos of the babies, so much she sent you these in return.” Setting the basket down he lifted off the cover.
“What...? Oh, Hathor!” Sinking to her knees, Linnea lifted one of the squirming bundles from its comfortable nest. As she held the little creature up to her face, a miniature black-and-pink tongue began slurping her nose.
“The female's from Sherpa's latest litter and the male's out of Aase's dog, Berta. Your mother said she'd leave the naming to you.”
“Oh, however did she guess? I-I...”
“Before you start with the waterworks again there are a couple more presents outside.” Hathor sighed. “I've carried some cargoes in my time but none quite as demanding as this. Aase said your children needed to know something about your side of the family.”
“Oh, no, let me guess.” Suddenly excited, her sorrow forgotten, Linnea flung open the front door. Pell stood in the driveway with a pair of glistening black goats. As they strained away from him in different directions he had all he could do to hang on to their crimson leashes.
Hathor snorted. “They've been eating everything in sight, including a couple of my best robes. The doe's pregnant, by the way. One of Aase's—her name's Flicka. The buck is Jarl. He's from Ragni's herd.”
Linnea abruptly remembered her manners. “Betha! Put on some fresh coffee and see what we have to eat. You will stay awhile, won't you?”
Then, as Pell led the goats toward the stables behind the house, she noticed the merchant's frown. “Aase! Is she...?”
“Aase's fine, and so's your father. Your sister Viveca just had a son by Bry, Skule and Ragni have another daughter and the herds left for the upper pastures a couple of weeks ago.”
“And...?”
His eyes were totally innocent. “What do you mean?”
“Hathor, Aase wouldn't send you all this way just to bring me a couple of pups and a pair of goats. Why are you really here?” Picking up the basket, she led the way into a sunny sitting room. “Can you spend the night?”
“I was hoping you'd ask. Yes, I'm here for another reason and you and I have some serious talking to do.”
“It's about the red diamonds, isn't it?”
Hathor related to her about the day the Phasgans’ official emissary arrived at the keep. At the man's urgent request, he sent a cub to fetch Aase from the high pastures and one of the grandmothers to take care of her herd until the chief could return to it.
* * * *
As Hathor finished translating the Phasgan princes’ compensation proposal, the emissary took one look at the Ursi chief's empurpled face and began edging toward the door.
“For this I came down from the high pastures?” she stormed. “You're lucky Thorstein isn't here or you wouldn't be leaving this place alive.” Then she told the Phasgan in graphic and explicit terms exactly what the four princes could do with their proposal. Since she was speaking in Ursi, Hathor was forced to translate and had all he could do to keep a straight face. Even couched in diplomatic language Aase's point came across loud and clear and her accompanying gestures left nothing to the imagination.
The emissary gulped. “I take it you wish to negotiate some of the terms?”
Hathor shook his head. “You don't get it, do you? Her Eminence has said no, period. There is nothing to negotiate.”
“But I can't—”
“You're on Ursi territory and no longer welcome. My advice to you, sir, is to leave while you still can.”
“Are you threatening me?”
“Not exactly. This is just one of those times when discretion would be the better part of valor, if you get my meaning.”
“Yes, I do,” the puffed-up bureaucrat sniffed. “But I can assure you that it won't end here.”
Aase took a menacingstep toward the Phasgan, who deflated immediately and fled with a shrill squeal.
* * * *
“Now, that I should like to have seen,” said Linnea. Still laughing, she wiped her eyes.
Hathor shook his head. “With this kind of money involved, the Phasgan was right. We can delay it through the courts but they'll win eventually.”
“And then what?”
“I don't know, Linny. I honestly don't know. The Andromedan mine has finally played out and this is the only deposit of red diamonds in the Synod.”
“Can't they be synthesized?”
“You don't even want to know what that would cost. There's no way the Ursi can withstand the economic pressures and all we can do now is negotiate the best terms we can.”
* * * *
While she had gathered from a couple of Jesse's remarks that there was something different about the Imperial wedding night ritual, Linnea was unprepared for the call she received from Berri the following morning. The new Empress was crying so hard she could barely speak.
“You must come,” she pleaded in a voice barely above a whisper. “You're the only person who could understand.”
“What about Jesse?”
“They won't let me see him. They say the emperor is always sick after ... Because of the drugs.”
“What drugs? Berri, what's happened?” While she tried to decipher her friend's almost-incoherent babble, Linnea hastily gathered her things. “Betha! I have to go to the palace right away. Have Pell bring the transport around and watch the twins ’til I get back.”
Then she bade the departing Hathor a hasty goodbye.
The palace steward bowed respectfully as Linnea entered the palace's black-and-white foyer. He indicated the waiting elevator. “The Empress is expecting you, ma'am. Please come this way.”
“What about His Majesty?” she demanded as they walked toward the private elevator. “The empress said he's sick.”
“He's recovering, ma'am, but isn't well enough to receive visitors yet. The doctor says he should be up and about in a couple of days.”
“I saw him yesterday morning. He was fine then.”
“Yes, ma'am.” The steward's tone was diplomatically noncommittal as he ignored her implied request for information. When the elevator came to a stop and the doors hissed open, he merely pointed, then bowed. “There's Her Majesty's suite.”
The scarlet-armored guard outside the empress's chamber bowed in turn, then rapped on the ornately paneled door. When it opened, he stepped aside. “Please, go on in.”
“Oh, Linny!” Berri burst into a storm of tears the moment she entered the room..
Linnea nodded to the hovering maidservant. “Please bring us some tea.”
As the woman closed the suite's outer door behind her, Linnea put an arm around the sobbing empress's shoulders, then urged her gently toward the rumpled velvet-draped bed. “Let's get you settled. Then you can tell me all about it.”
Listening to Berri's account of her wedding night, Linnea thought back to her own first encounter with Jesse. But there was no love, playfulness or affection here. What Berri described was a pure and simple rape, the bringing of the bull to a cow who had no idea what was about to happen to her. “They drugged him,” Berri said. “His eyes were red in the candlelight like a demon's and his...!” She shuddered. “He wasn't himself. I had never seen a naked man before, let alone...”
“They actually watched?” Linnea was incredulous.
“Every moment of our ... coupling, from its beginning to its end. I don't know who they were. Doctors, I think. They wore hoods so I couldn't see their faces and those who spoke were men. One said they were the Guardians, that they'll come again when my child is born.”
“No one warned you?”
“Stefania said something once but I had no idea it would be anything like this. If she had been here maybe—”
“Jesse won't have her here. You know that.”
Berri's tear-filled eyes met Linnea's. “It wasn't like that for you, was it?”
“I'm not the empress.”
“Lucky you.”
Linnea took her friend in her arms and held her close, stroking her hair. “It's over, Berri. You're pregnant with the royal heir and the succession is secured. That's what this was all about, right?” She looked up to see the maidservant arrive with a tray. “Set it down over there. Then, please, leave us.”
She stayed with Berri for the rest of the day, and by nightfall the empress had calmed down. “We can still be friends, I hope,” Berri said.
Her question surprised Linnea. “You and me? Of course.”
“I meant Jesse and me. I know we don't ever have to see each again outside official functions, but he needs to understand that I'm not angry with him.”
Linnea sighed. “It's just the way things are. And to think I actually envied you.”
Berri gave her a wan smile. “Actually, it's the other way around.”
Throughout her pregnancy, the empress called Linnea daily for advice and they commiserated about morning sickness, swollen ankles and all the rest. She had a hard time during the crown prince's birth, and as the long night wore on Jesse sent for Linnea to come to the clinic. There, she agonized with him during the harrowing hours of waiting.
“Why can't we go into the delivery room to be with her?” she asked.
The white-robed hooded Guardians shook their heads, then returned like ghosts through the double doors from which they had come.
Jesse sat silent as the long hours ticked by, staring straight ahead into some private space. “It isn't that I love her, because I don't. But...”
Linnea squeezed his hand. “...you still care for her and this is your son. I don't want anything to happen to them any more than you do.”
Finally, the chief obstetrician came to the room where they waited. Still gloved and in his surgical garb, he wearily pulled the mask from his sweat-stained face. “Her Majesty has suffered a severe strain on her heart from the extended labor. She refused to allow us to perform a Caesarian until it became clear she would lose the child otherwise and it was more than her health could bear.”
When he paused, Linnea thought her own heart was going to stop. Beside her, Jesse sat rigidly silent, obviously expecting the worst. “While it was touch and go for a while you have a fine healthy son, Your Majesty, and your wife is awake and asking for you.”
Blindly, Jesse reached for Linnea, and she gave him a gentle push. “Go to Berri. She needs you.”
Jesse named his heir Julian Corwyn de Raven after his great-grandfather ... and he never touched his wife again.
* * * *
For over two years the Ursi's lawsuit wound its tortuous way through the Synod's court system. They lost every time, until at last there was only one appeal left. Within a very few days, it would be argued before the Synod's Chief Justice and his decision would be final.
“He's supposedly incorruptible,” Hathor had said during his last visit. “Like Nublis's Archon, he's kept segregated from the world and all outside influences and has no prior knowledge of the case. His Honor will rule strictly on the evidence and the letter of the law. Unfortunately, neither are in the Ursi's favor. The only thing his ruling will do is ensure the fairness of the compensation. Technically, the Ursi range is part of the Kingdom of Phasga and subject to its laws. The Ursi are not a sovereign nation, and as long as they're being offered adequate compensation the court will give the Phasgans the right to take their land under eminent domain.”
“There's nothing anyone can do?”
He sighed heavily. “Nothing. It's over, Linny. Once the princes are done with them the Ursi won't exist anymore.”
“Can't they go to the Black People or the Silver Tips?”
“As refugees? Aase would sooner die.”
Three days later Jesse called Linnea from his starship to tell her that his personal plea to the Interplanetary Synod Assembly for protective legislation for her people had failed. The economic arguments and the need for the red diamonds were too strong, and no one would believe the Ursi could not be successfully transplanted elsewhere.
“You have a visitor, ma'am,” Betha announced some fifteen minutes later. “A lady. She says she has an urgent message from the emperor.”
Linnea frowned. “The emperor?” Jesse wasn't due back for another three days. What could this mysterious visitor tell her that he hadn't said already? Briefly, Linnea debated calling the ship to find out but was distracted when three-year-old Justin began toddling toward the lake. Catching him in her arms she looked up at Betha.
“Did this lady give a name?” When the maid shook her head, Linnea sighed. “I'll go see what she wants. Watch the babies until I get back. Where did you put her?”
“In the library, ma'am. Oh, and I told Pell to get her something to drink. Did I do right?”
Seeing the anxiety on Betha's broad face Linnea gave her a reassuring smile. “You did fine. I'll be back in just a minute.” Message from the emperor, indeed!
Before entering the library Linnea checked herself in the foyer mirror. She hugged herself anew at the thought of Jesse's return and cast an appreciative eye over her beautiful home. Safe harbor, Jesse called it. Her magic kingdom was his refuge from the outside world, and here he could be himself.
Well, I might as well find out what this all was about, she thought, and pushed open the library door.
The visitor was silhouetted against the window, and Linnea didn't recognize her at first. However, the husky voice was unmistakable. “You have a beautiful place here. Are those your twins?”
“Your Highness?”
When she came into the light, it was obvious the past three years had not been kind to the former crown princess. Stefania's golden glow and the glinting lights in her raven hair were gone. Her supple, willowy grace had been replaced by the sharp angles and brittleness of a woman growing old before her time, and she put Linnea in mind of a brilliant jewel-like insect. Wondering what illness could possibly have done this, Linnea almost pitied her. But the sting of their last encounter was still there.
“Well, my dear, I can see nothing's been lost. There are things that can be done, you know.”
“About what?”
“Why, your weight, of course. Surely that can't be healthy.”
Linnea controlled herself with difficulty. “You have a message from Jesse?”
“I saw him on Aretz a few days ago with his lovely bride. She was telling me about the twins and what good friends you all are.”
“So?”
“May I sit?”
“About Jesse's message.”
“Ah, yes. He and Berri suggested that I come see my grandchildren.”
“You mean he's forgiven you? I spoke with him less than a half-hour ago and he never mentioned it.”
“Ah. It must have slipped his mind. Actually, it was Berri who suggested—”
“He doesn't know anything about this, does he?”
“Well...”
“Does he even know you're on Nublis?”
“I may have mentioned it to Berri.”
“You don't have Jesse's permission to be here, do you?”
When Stefania said nothing, Linnea touched the intercom beside her chair. “Pell, would you notify Princess Stefania's driver that Her Highness is ready to leave?”
“Linnea, wait. Please. It was you I came to see.”
“We have nothing to talk about, Your Highness.”
“Ah, but we do.”
“Like what? The grandchildren you've never acknowledged? My weight?”
“No, nothing like that.”
Linnea tapped her foot. “What, then?”
“Your people.”
“The Ursi?”
“It is within your power to save them. You are the only person who can.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Are we going to continue to stand, my dear, or shall we discuss it like civilized people?”
Linnea took a chair near the window, and Stefania settled on a nearby couch. A bumblebee worked the scented blossoms just outside the window and behind its busy humming sounded the distant shrieks and giggles of the twins at play.
“I'm here to offer you a deal—your people's future in exchange for my son.”
“What?”
“Within a very few days the Synod's Chief Justice will make his ruling on your mother's final appeal. Knowing the Ursi will not go willingly, the Phasgan army is poised to strike. The women are scattered across the high pastures and the men are who-knows-where. Those Ursi who survive the confrontation will be transported within the month to camps in the Wyborn Range, along with their children and whatever remains of their herds. Then the mining will begin.”
“You can't be serious! The Wyborn Range is the most desolate region on Seira! It's nothing but desert, scorpions, rock lizards and snakes!”
Stefania looked at her appraisingly. “There is a way to extract the red diamonds without disturbing the Ursi, but it's ten times more expensive than conventional mining. No one's willing to make that kind of investment, and the Ursi lack the necessary resources to mount such an operation themselves.”
Linnea didn't like what she was thinking. “You have the necessary wealth.”
“Indeed, I do.”
“And just how do I fit into all this?”
Stefania told her.

Chapter 11—The Bargain
By the time Stefania returned to the Phasgan embassy it was late. Most of the staff had left for the day, and her ambassadorial host was nowhere to be found. With a sigh, she climbed the marble stairs to the suite she was sharing with her stepdaughter. Tired of skulking about and having to hide her face from passersby, now that she'd done Deirdre's bidding Stefania could only hope she would leave for Betelgeuse as discreetly as she'd arrived.
When she came into the suite, Deirdre kept her back turned and continued to gaze at the cityscape below. “She's gone, then.”
Remembering the sick horror on Linnea's face when she'd demonstrated what she was really up against, Stefania's heart lurched. “Even though I have no more time for that—that creature of his than you, I still don't agree with this. She had no part in our banishment, nor did Berri. Why is it necessary to hurt them so?”
As she whirled to face her stepmother, Deirdre's pale eyes blazed. “You still don't understand, do you? Had it not been for Jesse's passion for that monstrosity—and heaven only knows what he sees in her!—we wouldn't have been banished in the first place. As for that simpering wife of his, why should she be happy when I'm not? My plan was going so well, too. I could have told Cheney about his son and he would have been mine forever. Oh, I've waited a long time for this moment, and now they're going to pay. You did well, Stefania, and just exactly as we rehearsed it. Now, what would you like as a reward? A peaceful night's sleep, perhaps?”
The princess shuddered. “What kind of a monster are you? You're not human, that's for sure.”
Deirdre smiled. “It took long enough for you to figure that out, dear Stepmama, but, then, you never did look into why my mother really left. Contrary to the tabloids’ claims, she never took a cent from my father, and as far as I know the poor bitch is still running. You saw a charming little girl with blonde ringlets who'd been abandoned by her mother, but I was much, much more than that. Oh, dear me, yes. Daddy never caught on either, and one of my deepest regrets is that I never told him. As for our son, you know full well he's the major's even though his father knows nothing of him.”
Stefania stared mutely back. Even though she still found it hard to believe, what her stepdaughter actually was had become a rhetorical question. Desperately, she tried to change the subject. “Is he sleeping?”
“This early? Of course not.”
“Then where is he?”
“Who knows? Doren is not your average child. He has his own array of amusements.”
Amusements? Stefania didn't even want to think about it. “You said—”
“I know what I said. While Doren and I will be leaving for home as planned, we're not going alone.”
“But—”
“Unfortunately for you, once the Phasgans discover your double-cross you'll find no welcome here, and your fling with Prince Joshua was over, anyway.”
“Thanks to you!”
“You actually had feelings for him?”
“As soon as his father abdicated he was going to make me his queen.”
“You believed him?”
“Why not? I was still capable of bearing a child.”
Her stepdaughter gave her a dazzling smile. “I know. Now, dear Stepmama, are you prepared to honor our agreement?”
Remembering what she'd just as soon forget, Stefania dropped her eyes. If Deirdre's sick plan succeeded she would enjoy freedom of a sort. But freedom from what?
“Answer me, bitch! Unless you want another session.”
Deirdre raised a delicate hand, and the princess shrank away. “Y-yes.”
“Yes, what?”
“Yes, mistress.” Stefania fell at her stepdaughter's feet and groveled. “Please, mistress, don't burn me again.”
“That's better. You came back a mite feisty, and we can't have that, can we? Now, back to the matter at hand. Was the ship in readiness for Madam Linnea's departure?”
“Yes.”
“You saw her and her brats safely on board?”
“Yes.”
“Well, then, all you need do now is notify the beleaguered Ursi that their troubles are over, and her tribe will await her return with open arms.”
“Why didn't you kill her when you had the chance?”
“What? And miss all that lovely anguish and uncertainty? Of course, it never occurred to me that your stupid son would accept her once he could see again,or that she'd actually make friends with his wimpy bride. Well, they're not friends anymore, are they? Or they won't be after tonight.”
“Why? What are you going to do?”
“Oh, it's done. The whispers have already started that you and Berri hatched this little plot between you. It's half-true because she really is in love with Jesse and would rather not share him with another woman. Your tearful confession will fan the flames, and your son's short temper will do the rest. Berri will be lucky if he doesn't banish her from Court for the rest of her days and that's probably the least he'll do. As for his precious heir, he'll be reminded of what he's lost every time he sees him. He'll resent the kid more and more and eventually won't be able to bear the sight of him at all. Add Cheney Lyle's bastard to the mix and there goes Jesse's last support. He'll have no place to turn but his mother; and if you know what's good for you, Madam Princess, you'll be waiting on the dock to catch him.”
“Fiend! Demon-spawn!”
Suddenly, Stefania clutched at the front of her silk jacket. The lustrous fabric began to char, and tendrils of smoke drifted lazily upward.
“Your sudden interest in high-necked gowns and a life of celibacy may have set a whole new fashion trend, but we know the real reason for it, don't we, Princess? Have you had enough?”
“Please, Deirdre! I'll do anything you say! Just ... stop!”
“All right. Now get up from that ridiculous position. And for pity's sake, wipe the snot off your face before a servant comes in. Beautiful, hah! The tabloids wouldn't call you that if they could see you now. Jesse's ship will be here in three days and you're going to be waiting for him on the dock with the sad news.”

Chapter 12—A Proposal of Marriage
Deirdre frowned at Stefania over breakfast on the following morning. “After my visit to the palace tomorrow, dear Stepmama, you won't see me anymore.”
Doren smiled sweetly from his high chair. “Can she count on that?”
Stefania shuddered. Between mother and son, she didn't know which was more poisonous.
As if reading her mind the child raised an eyebrow. “I wasn't joking, Princess. You should be grateful you no longer interest her.”
“What do you mean?”
“She's found another victim. Just do as you and she agreed and you'll enjoy plenty of restful nights.”
Stefania eyed Deirdre as she might a snake. “Is that true?”
“If Doren says so. You're so precocious, aren't you, sweetums?”
“Don't call me that,” he hissed.
Deirdre's cup jumped from its saucer and sprayed coffee in every direction. “Doren! That wasn't nice!”
Accustomed to his tricks by now, Stefania blotted up the mess around her plate with her napkin and said nothing.
Ignoring Deirdre's anger, Doren held out his arms to Stefania. “I didn't get much sleep last night and it's time for my morning nap.” Obediently, the princess lifted him from the high chair and took him to his room. As she settled him for his nap, he smiled angelically up at her. “Maybe I will miss you at that.”
* * * *
Entering in response to Stefania's urgent message, at first the major thought the solarium was empty. Then he recognized the slender figure by the open glass doors.
“What are you doing here? And how in hell did you get past security?”
“Why, Cheney, is that any way to talk to the mother of your son?”
“My what?”
His emerald eyes were as intense as Deirdre remembered and just the sight of his hands sent shivers through her. Right now they were clenched into fists, but even his anger was a turn-on.
She beckoned someone in from outside. “Major, I'd like to meet our son. Doren, this is your father. Oh, there's no mistaking who he is, my dear. Just look at him. He's a perfect mirror image of you.”
“If he is my son, why didn't you tell me, dammit?”
“And just how was I supposed to do that? After you denied our night of passion, my loving stepbrother banished me from his sight, remember?. But he's yours all right, and I have the genetic tests to prove it.” She pushed the child toward him. “Doren means ‘gift’ because that's exactly what he is. A beautiful, beautiful gift from you to me.”
With his mop of blond curls, glowing skin and perfect features, the child was beautiful. His huge green eyes gazed up into the obviously stunned Cheney's.
“So, you're Major Lyle. Well, I can understand what Mother sees in you because you certainly are a fine figure of a man. You'd best marry her, Major, then I can call you ‘Father.’ I prefer Lyle to Denley, anyway. Doren Lyle. It has a nice ring to it, don't you think?”
“How can you talk like this? You're only—”
“Two? That's true. But my antecedents are—er—somewhat unusual, and I am a precocious child. Actually, this whole get-together was my idea. The bear-woman business was incidental, and I only set it up to keep Mother happy. She's already taught me all she knows and is beginning to bore me. I need a real-life father to instruct me in the manly arts, and from what I can see you're absolutely perfect.”
The child extended a tiny hand.When Cheney took it, a jolt threw him against the wall. “Oops, sorry about that. Actually, I was saving that for your imperial master. Where is he, by the way?”
The major blinked, trying to clear his head. “His Majesty's in his office. He's ... been there all night.”
Doren giggled. “Leaving Her Majesty to warm her nightie all alone. How delicious.”
“That's it! I'm out of here!”
As Cheney reached the door it slammed in his face. He pressed the latch and when it wouldn't budge, reached for his belt communicator and flipped it open. The device sizzled in his hand and he dropped it. As the communicator hit the floor and dissolved into a puddle of smoking, multicolored goo, his sidearm leapt from its holster and came to rest in the child's hands. Doren raised the weapon.
“You'll leave when I say and not before. Mother, close those doors.”
The obviously disbelieving Cheney raised his hands in response to the child's gesture. “Just what in the hell are you?”
Still keeping the weapon pointed at the major, Doren backed carefully out of his reach. Deirdre laughed softly.
“Your son. Mother wants you for her husband and I need a father. What could be more natural than that?”
“Natural? You call yourself natural? You're not even—”
“Human? Your part of me is. I'm heir to one of the greatest fortunes in the Synod, and I rather like the idea of a life among mortals. Actually, Major, I don't wish you ill at all, nor do I have any plans to harm your imperial master or his family. Unless you force me to, of course.”
While she watched them, Deirdre snapped a blossom from the plant closest to her and began pulling off its petals one by one. Before the last one dropped to the floor it turned black. When her fingers touched the plant again, it shriveled. A streamer of smoke issued from its center; then it burst into flame. Watching the ashes glow and die, she laughed again.
Doren appeared not to notice. Still keeping the weapon steadily pointed at the major, he continued. “My mother's the malicious one, not I. When you told her no, she just couldn't stand it. Deirdre cast a spell over you the night she came to your bed, then wiped away the memory of what you and she had done. If she couldn't have you, she wanted your life force and your seed. That she obtained in full measure. As soon as her pregnancy became official she planned to force you into marriage. Then some unknown force intervened, and the emperor banished her and poor dear Stefania from Nublis. Tell me, Father, is this bear-woman as huge as everyone says? And why are you so fascinated with her, anyway?”
His lips tight with anger, Cheney eyed a nearby emergency call button and began edging toward it. “Since you're so all-knowing, why don't you answer that question yourself, you little shit? You and your mother can't begin to understand someone like Linnea. As for Stefania, if she'd been any blinder—”
Following his eyes, Doren shook his head. Just as Cheney reached for the button, it glowed red, then melted, leaving a sticky stream on the multicolored marble. The major pulled back as if stung. Seeing the weapon come up, he raised both hands in the air again.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah! The bear-woman may have beauty of spirit and all that, but you were lusting after her body. Don't bother denying it! And she certainly kept Jesse on her string, didn't she? He has his pick of the most gorgeous creatures in the Synod, but he'll carry a torch for that oversized Ursi goatherd for the rest of his days. Well, as Mother says, there's no accounting for tastes, is there? Oh, I just can't wait to reach puberty so I can understand what all this fuss is about.”
“You really don't know?”
“As you so aptly pointed out, I'm only two. Now, are you going to marry my mother or not? I need a role model, dammit, and you are my father.” Doren gestured again. “I'm getting a crick in my neck from looking up at you. Sit, Major. Next to Mother will do. That's better.”
With a sigh of satisfaction, Deirdre slid close to Cheney when he joined her on the couch. Deliberately ignoring her advances, he kept his steady gaze on Doren. “How can I resist a proposal like that? What happens if I refuse?”
“Then I will hurt your master and his family. There aren't enough guards in the Synod to stop me. After that I'll go after your precious Linnea. But why are we debating this? If you'll just marry the bitch you can chase after any woman who takes your fancy, including the Ursi goatherd, and those you care for will be safe from harm. Come on, Major, do we have a deal?”
Watching Cheney, Deirdre caught her breath. Even now he wasn't afraid. Oh, this was going to be fun.
The major gave her a brief glance then turned his attention back to Doren. “You really don't care about your mother at all, do you?”
The child shrugged. “What's to care about? She's a soulless void with an attractive cover, that's all.”
“Yet you expect me to marry her?”
“Oh, yes, indeed,” murmured Deirdre, “and the sooner the better.”
Doren didn't disappoint her. “How else am I to get the father and the respectability I need? Right now, I'm only a bastard with my mother's last name. The bear-woman got a better deal than that.”
Dropping his hands, the major forcibly pushed Deirdre away. “So, that's what this is all about. If it's a matter of respectability and a last name, why don't I just adopt you?”
It was the child's turn to laugh. “And have me renounce all claims to the Denley fortune? Sorry, Major. Nice try, though.”
“I don't have much choice, do I?”
“No, you really don't.”
As Doren lowered the weapon and Deirdre's huge blue eyes met his, Cheney saw the triumph in them and shuddered. “All right. What kind of a wedding do you want?”
* * * *
Curious about Linnea's sudden arrival, Damien and Tabora were at Hathor's house at Aase's keep when the message came and offered to come along as moral support. As she shepherded the twins down the dock toward them, Tabora caught the anguish in Linnea's eyes.
"This is not a social visit," she remarked to Dali-Manana. "Something's happened and it's tearing the heart out of her."
The little dog sighed. "Linnea's home for good. She left Jesse to save her people but can never tell him why. It's part of the deal she made with that monstrous mother of his."
“What deal?”
"The red diamonds."
Damien had been following their exchange. “Red diamonds? Does Hathor know about this?"
"No one does," replied Dali-Manana.” The moment Linnea's ship left Nublis's orbit Stefania pulled her money out of the mining consortium, and she's instructed her attorneys to sever her connection with the appeal. The Phasgans can't go forward without her."
When Linnea hugged them, Damien and Tabora greeted her with wide smiles, and Hathor's normally solemn face was alight with happiness. He signaled to a pair of maidservants to take the twins. “My dear child. The banishment order's been set aside and Aase and Thorstein can't wait to see you. The herds just came in for the autumn gathering and the entire keep is abuzz. Come, my private flyer awaits.”
Hearing Damien swear under his breath Hathor gave him a sharp look."Do you know something I don't?”
The Siriun looked hastily around. “I'd best cash in those red diamond leases and close up shop before the investors find out. Hathor, Linnea, I'll see you later. If you need me, I'll be at the Star Matrix hotel.”
“The Star Matrix? That's not where you're staying."
“If anyone asks, you never saw me. Come on, Tabora. We're going to build that lofn juice factory after all.”
A puzzled Hathor watched them hurry toward the gate. “Linny? Do you know anything about this?”
“Unfortunately, yes. Stefania offered to cancel her red diamond deal with the Phasgans if I would agree to leave Jesse. If I refused, or even tried to tell him why...” Her voice trailed off into helpless sobs.
“Surely he—”
“Jesse thinks I was called home because my mother is dying. He can never know about this.”
“But when you don't come back—Linny, he'll try to see you. These are his children!”
“Don't you understand? It has to be this way. I can't ever see or speak with him again.”
“But surely—”
“The red diamonds are only part of it. If I contact him or so much as breathe one word, Jesse, Berri and all of them will die. Stefania demonstrated what she meant on one of my dogs. Oh, Hathor, it was horrible. He was just a pup. When I called him to me, he came into the room so trustingly. Then he—he just burst into flames. Within a matter of seconds he was a little pile of ash. She's got demonic powers and she's not alone. Even if I killed her they would still die.”
He went rigid with horror. “How could she do such a thing? She's his mother, for pity's sake! Oh, we need to go to Emperor Timothy about this. He's Jesse's uncle and a powerful sorcerer. He'll protect you and put a stop to the Phasgans’ red diamond nonsense besides.” Really angry by now, he flipped open his communicator and was starting toward the concourse gate when Linnea grabbed his arm.
“No, Hathor! Stefania can see and hear everything. Jesse would be dead and the twins and everyone around me would be burning before my eyes before we even left this dock.”
Unable to believe his ears, the merchant stopped and turned around. “But—you're telling me.”
“This was her idea because you're the one who's going to have to keep Jesse away. She said you'd never buy the red diamond story and would go straight to Timothy if I didn't tell you.”
Still disbelieving, he slowly shook his head. “She was right about that. But what about Aase?”
“My mother must never know. As far as she's concerned I was terribly unhappy on Nublis and only made the deal so I could come home.”
“You've really thought this out, haven't you? But what's to stop this demon or Stefania from killing you and the twins once they've got what they want?”
“I've had three days to think about it on the ship. Emperor Timothy will stop her because the twins are Jesse's children. That makes them his kin. There's someone else involved who will tell him. If Stefania breaks her word, she knows he'll come after her.”
“A spirit is watching over you? How could they let this happen?”
“It's more like an observer. All I know is it has something to do with Tabora and Damien.”
Hathor glanced at the gate. “That figures. Damien's always known far more than he should about my private affairs, and I've heard some stories. Well, we can worry about that on the way. The twins are on board and the pilot's waiting. If we're to make it to the keep while it's still daylight we'd best get going.”
“Wait. The dogs.”
A crewmember was waving at them from the open bay doors of the ship she'd just left, and Hathor caught glimpses of black-and-white. “What dogs?”
“After what she d-did...” Linnea's voice choked. “I—I couldn't leave them.”
Remembering her gift from Aase, he got a sinking feeling. “How many?”
“There were eight puppies. N—now there are seven.”
“And their parents?”
Eyes brimming, she nodded. Why me? he thought and resignedly beckoned to a nearby spaceport official. At least she'd left the goats behind, and for that he was thankful.
By the time he'd arranged to board the nine dogs and get everyone situated in the flyer, the sky over Giulliam's spaceport was streaked with red. Fortunately, the mountain twilights were long at this time of year. While they made it before dark he was still grateful when the roofs of the keep finally came into sight. For Linnea this would be a bittersweet homecoming indeed, and he thought uncomfortably about all the lies he was going to have to tell Aase.

Chapter 13—Justin
The red diamond mining proved to be as unobtrusive as Stefania had promised, and the Ursi herds continued to go to the mountains every spring and return every fall. As the years melted away, Linnea's children grew tall and strong, and if her heart still ached for their father she never mentioned it.
Because size was as important to the Ursi cubs as to their elders, it didn't take his peers long to notice Justin's diminutive girth and height and what to them was a remarkable lack of growth. Red-maned Guri was taller and broader by far than her silver-blond brother, as gregarious as he was retiring and as beloved by her multitude of cousins as he was shunned.
Seeing Justin was extremely well-muscled for all his relative lack of stature, Aase taught him a few fighting tricks. Thanks to her, he managed to inflict his share of bloody noses when attacked, and the others learned the hard way to leave him alone. From then on, whenever they indulged in cracks about his size and dubious parentage they would either maintain a safe distance or make sure it was never one-on-one.
For Justin's part, he wished they would just shut up. While his mother never spoke of his father, he heard the whispers nonetheless, and they grew bolder by the year. Bry's cubs were the worst offenders, but Skule and Ragni's daughters ran them a close second. The term “skier” was their favorite epithet, accompanied more often than not by extravagantly lewd gestures and vulgar sounds, and they made no bones about the fact that the “skier” in question was his mysterious outsider father.
This went on until the twins were about fourteen.
Linnea had just left with her herd the day Guri came on Bry's two younger sons and a couple of Skule's daughters in one of the keep's little-used passageways. They had Justin firmly tied to a couple of hooks on the back wall and were about to use him for target practice with the small spears the herders carried in the upper pastures.
“If you stand still you won't get hurt!” shouted the youngest girl as she took careful aim.
“Wanna make a bet on how soon he shits his pants?” hooted Gynt, the older of Bry's cubs. He danced up and down, twirling his spear, throwing it up in the air, then catching it again.
Justin stood silent, his gray eyes blazing defiance and his chin in the air. Watching his sister creep up behind his tormentors he made no sign. When Gynt threw his spear in the air once again, Guri caught it from behind, then rammed the blunt end straight between his buttocks. With a bellow of shock and rage, he jerked forward, ploughing into the would-be spearthrower and knocking the other two into a tangle on the ground.
By this time, the noise had attracted a couple of the grandmothers. While one cut the ropes holding Justin to the wall, the other forcibly removed Guri from where she knelt over Gynt, pummeling him mercilessly. “You've made your point,” she said, “and I doubt they'll be bothering either of you again.”
Gynt spent a miserable week in the infirmary, and from then on he and his cronies gave both the twins a wide berth.
Attracted by the Ursi way of life, Damien and Tabora became regular visitors. Having sold Aase on the idea of processing and selling the lofn juice, the Sirium built himself a comfortable summer residence in the foreigners’ complex. He and Tabora would stay at the keep until the autumn gathering was over, then they would leave with Hathor and accompany him on his rounds throughout the Synod.
Unfortunately, the chief had placed strict limits on the number of wild plants he was permitted to harvest and lofn cultivation proved surprisingly difficult. To distract himself—and to Hathor's secret amusement—he began teaching the fascinated cubs his cockeyed theories of economics; and despite the fact they were strictly volunteer Damien's classes were always crowded.
Even though many of the tribe's males, including Bry, vied for her hand, Linnea steadfastly refused to take another mate. The Mothers’ Council murmured about it until Aase reminded them firmly that it was her right. Regardless of who their father was, Linnea had two cubs and was doing everything that could be expected of her.
During the winters she oversaw the keep's well-equipped infirmary and eventually set up a small laboratory in order to study various ailments that afflicted goats and Ursi alike.
The year the twins turned eighteen and with the autumn gathering upon them once again, Linnea suddenly realized how many years had passed since she'd left Nublis. Nevertheless, the pain in her heart was still as sharp as if it had been yesterday. No matter how hard she tried to distract herself with work or amusement, it took only a single moment of idleness for the images and feelings to flood over her.
Late one crisp fall afternoonshe looked up from her microscope and rubbed her eyes. “Justin, that's the very last test tube. Didn't that new shipment come in yet?”
Her son yawned and stretched. “I don't know, Mother, but I need a break anyway. Why don't I go see?”
A half-hour later, after a pleasant gossip session with Hathor's older son, Hassan, Justin headed back to his mother's lab.
“Well, well. What have we here?”
Bry blocked the hallway. He was flanked by Gynt and Skule. When Justin made to pass the older male swept the bundle of tubes from his arms; it hit the stone floor with a sound of breaking glass. “So sorry about that. What was it? Your mother's favorite crystal?”
Justin spoke through clenched teeth. “Test tubes for the lab. I've been waiting for them for three months.”
Bry stirred the bundle with his toe. “Mmm. Too bad. Now you'll have to order some more.”
“It was a special deal through Hathor. I'll never see that price again.”
“Hathor, huh? You and the Seiran are pretty thick, aren't you? Of course, you would be, being you're nothing but a lowlander yourself.”
Justin flushed beet-red and he growled something under his breath.
Skule's blue eyes glistened with amusement. “If you want to take Bry one-on-one, we won't stop you. Will we, Gynt? Of course, we won't stop him from breaking you in half, either.”
His black eyes sparkling, Gynt nodded his agreement.
“Ah, he's not even worth bothering with. His sister, on the other hand...”
“You leave Guri out of this!”
“Or what?”
Justin launched himself headfirst at the older male's midsection. Caught off-guard, the startled Bry staggered back and landed flat on the floor. “Why, you—”
Skule and Gynt hauled Justin off the recumbent Bry and the infuriated Silver leapt to his feet. He was just doubling up his massive fist when Aase's stentorian voice cut across the melee. “What's going on here? There's no fighting permitted within the keep! You have a dispute? Take it outside! Ah, Justin. Your mother's looking for you. She said something about lab supplies.”
Bry beckoned to his companions. “Nah, there's no dispute. The kid tripped. Go find your mommy, little man, and have her kiss your boo-boo all better.”
As they went laughing down the hall, Aase laid a restraining hand on the infuriated Justin's arm. “Let him go. If you attack him now you'll just be giving him what he wants. What happened?”
“I tripped.”
“And took Bry down with you, huh? Well, you'd best clean up this mess. Are they all broken?”
Justin eyed the bundle's scattered contents. “With my luck, probably. What does Bry have against me, anyway? I never did anything to him.”
“You didn't need to. You mother rejected him during an autumn gathering many years ago. He's never forgiven her.”
“Bry and my mother? She never told me anything about that. Is that why she...?”
“Never mates? It's a long story, my little eagle, and a sad one; but I have no time to go into it now. You'll soon be eighteen and it's high time your mother told you her history. The males will be leaving for winter quarters soon and Guri is about to have her first mating. Bry's name is among the presentation requests.”
“Bry? But how can that be?”
“He's no blood kin to Guri, so it's perfectly proper. He's one of the most potent males in the tribe and his current mate has her quota of cubs.”
“No, Grandmother, you can't permit it.”
“It isn't up to me—but don't worry. Guri has her eye on that handsome Black Tip, Ostein. After a little prodding, he's put in his name.”
Justin chuckled to himself because he could well imagine the prodding his redoubtable grandmother had given the hesitant Black Tip. If Ostein ignored the hint he was courting a severe beating, and, as old as she was, Aase wouldn't need Thorstein's help to administer it.
* * * *
When she witnessed Justin's attack on Bry, Aase was stunned and could only imagine what the provocation must have been. Watching him sweep up the shards of glass and gather his ruined bundle together, the Ursi chief sighed. She was genuinely fond of Linnea's handsome little son but he had no future with the tribe. His first transformation was due this coming spring. If it didn't happen she feared for his safety. Already the Senior Mothers’ Council was speculating about him and this would be his last legal season within the main household.
The kind of incident she had just witnessed was becoming only too common, and one of these days there would be no one to intervene. Bry and his gang were bound and determined to get rid of Justin; and one way or another they would do it. The problem, of course, was Linnea. Time and again Bry and the other males had put in their names but Justin's mother was still refusing to take a mate. Even though this was her right, Aase wished she would reconsider.
As the years went by her youngest daughter had grown steadily more beautiful, and the Ursi chief roundly cursed the Nublian skier who'd so cavalierly stolen her youngest daughter's heart. Linnea never talked about her twins’ father or the life she had led during those three years on Nublis, but the sadness in her golden-brown eyes cut Aase to the quick. There was more to her daughter's return than a mere lover's quarrel, and she suspected that it had to do with the red diamonds.
But Linnea would never say and Thorstein had advised her not to press the issue.
Justin scrambled to his feet. “A few are still intact and maybe I can get Hathor to put in a damage claim to the shipper. Mother's looking for me?”
“She's still in the lab.” Aase handed him a key. “Here, you can use my private elevator. It's quicker.” Safer, too, she thought, and wondered again how she was to keep him in one piece until the adult males left for their winter quarters. Short of confining him to his room for the gathering's duration there was no way to keep Justin from encountering Bry and his cronies in the halls; and the poor cub had troubles enough without that additional humiliation.
Guri, on the other hand...
There was a tribal daughter to be proud of. With her sea green eyes and auburn hair, Guri had been a leader since she was old enough to talk. She had inherited her mother's physique and healing skills and there was no question she would someday be a chief. Her fighting skills were legendary, and it was said that even the snow leopards trod softly when she was nearby.
Aase ached with pride every time she saw her granddaughter. With her looks, Hathor said, Guri would even have passed muster at the notoriously finicky Nublian Imperial Court. As aggressive as her brother was retiring, she was always in the thick of things. Her fellow cubs adored her and the males fought amongst themselves for the privilege of guarding her. When she passed her transformation test at the age of sixteen with flying colors the Council of Senior Mothers unanimously voted to grant her a herd, and her summers in the high pastures had been a resounding success. A record number of males had put in requests for her hand, and this year's presentation should be a memorable one.
Watching Justin head down the hall toward the elevator, Aase sighed and went back to what she had been doing.
* * * *
Justin reached the lab without further incident. Linnea looked up when she heard the door. Innocent of jewelry or makeup, she wore a simple tunic and matching pants of faded blue cotton and the soft quilted boots favored by Ursi women. Still untouched by gray, her abundant hair was gathered in a shining coil on top of her head.
“What happened?”
“Bry and his cronies. Aase happened along before things got out of hand.”
“She just happened along, huh? Oh, Justin, what are we going to do with you?”
Justin flushed, and Linnea was reminded of Jesse. He had his father's storm-cloud eyes, slender build and mane of silver-gilt hair. With his high cheekbones, patrician features and golden skin the poor lamb would be considered devastatingly handsome anywhere else, and the girls would be after him in droves.
But not here. Size was the paramount issue among the Ursi, and her son's relatively tiny physique had become an ongoing joke among the tribe's males and females alike. Not only was Guri larger than her brother, she had the advantage of being female and her sheer aggressiveness compensated for her relative lack of stature. But Justin shared his mother's gentle, almost retiring disposition and the last thing he ever wanted to do was fight.
Justin set down the bundle of broken glass. “There are about a half-dozen still intact. As for the rest, maybe I can get Hathor to put in a claim. I hope so, because our budget's totally shot. That friggin’ Bry! He's the one who should be paying. I didn't start it—and what's their problem, anyway? Grandmother said something about a long, sad story, then handed me her elevator key.”
Linnea sighed and went to wash her hands. “There's nothing you can tell me about Bry that I don't already know, and Aase's right. You have a right to your history and I should have told you about your father long before this.”
* * * *
The homecoming banquet was in full swing and Guri was seated next to Ostein, whispering in his ear. She had forgotten her earrings; and, since it seemed important to her, Justin volunteered to fetch them. As he crossed the darkened lawn the moon disappeared behind a cloud. The outer courtyard was dimly lit and sounds of feasting issued from the distant banqueting hall.
Bry's tall figure loomed over him. “Hah! I've been looking for you.”
Damn, thought Justin. He tried to go around the older male but the Silver deliberately stepped in his path. “I just told you. I've been looking for you, and this time no one's going to interrupt.”
Justin took a step backward and collided with Gynt. He went to the side—and Skule caught his arm. He tried to shake him off but Skule's grip tightened. “Later, dammit!”
Bry chuckled and took a length of twine from his pocket. “No. Now. Our business won't wait, and time's a-wasting.”
“What business could you possibly have with me?”
“You'll see. Bring him.”
As Justin opened his mouth to yell Skule clapped his hand over it. He bit down hard, and the older male swore under his breath. “Why, you little shit! Quit wriggling, dammit! Bry, hold him! Gynt, give me your sash!”
Skule forced the silk between the struggling Justin's jaws, choking him. Then he wound it around and around his head. “Hey!” hissed Bry. “Don't suffocate him. Here, tie his hands.”
He jerked Justin to his feet and after checking his nose to make sure he could breathe fastened something over his eyes. “Quick! Give me that sack! Hurry! Someone's coming!”
As Justin's feet left the ground he kicked out frantically. His toe connected, and he heard a muffled curse. Something came crashing down on his head, and after that he knew nothing more.
When he came to he was freezing, then realized he'd been stripped naked. He was still tightly gagged and his hands and feet were bound, but the blindfold had been removed. Bry's face came close to his, blotting out the lamplight.
“Good, you're awake. In case you're wondering, this is a little hidey-hole just above the west barn that comes in handy for dealing with unwilling maidens. You have a date up on Freya's Pass, but before we go we're going to take care of your beautiful sister. With a gag in her mouth she won't be able to say the incantation. Hooded, she'll never know who we were, let alone which of us fathered her first cub. Ostein, hah. He should live so long. But you'll know, won't you, my little eagle; and you can tell it to the barren wolves while they're tearing your heart out. Once I'm done with you and your sister, I'm going after your mother. I'll teach that bitch a lesson she'll never forget for cheating on me. With a damn skier, yet.”
A skier, thought Justin bitterly. He wondered anew who his mysterious father really was and why Linnea would never talk about him. And what did Bry mean by Freya's Pass? When the door creaked open he turned his head. It was Skule.
“Here, put this blanket on the little rat or he'll be an icicle by morning. Look at him, dammit! He's blue already. The barren wolves may not mind carrion, but the snow leopard prefers her meals fresh and kicking. Gynt made an excuse about something bothering the goats, but we'd best get back before we're missed.”
Bry tucked the blanket around the shivering Justin, then ran a finger down his cheek. “Not that it's going to mean anything to you, but Aase's days are numbered. Once she's gone, Ragni is going to take the Mantle. She has little love for you or Guri, so you won't be missed. I'm going to enjoy the rest of the feast and we'll be back in a couple of hours.”
Back in the banqueting hall Guri looked around. “Justin should have been back ages ago. Ostein, do you see him anywhere?” She stood up on her chair and surveyed the crowd, but her twin's blond head was nowhere in sight. When she caught Linnea's eye her mother glanced at Justin's empty seat. Clearly worried, Linnea hurried to the dais and whispered in Aase's ear. The chief said something to one of the green-clad servers and he hastened over to Guri.
“Follow me. Her Eminence wishes to speak with you immediately.”
“How long has he been gone?” asked Aase when Guri joined them.
Guri thought for a moment. “You had just made your entrance and they were starting to serve the main course.”
Aase's eyes met Linnea's in consternation. “That was at least an hour ago. Do you know where he went?”
“To the blue room.”
“It takes no more than seven or eight minutes to reach the tower.”
“I thought he maybe ran into somebody and got to talking or something.” Guri saw Linnea's expression. “Do you think something's happened to him?”
At the table where Damien and Tabora sat with Hathor Dali-Manana remarked "That youngster, Justin, is in deep trouble and Aase and Linnea have just noticed he's missing."
"We have to tell them," replied Tabora.
Damien glanced at his sister, and his spirit dog, Kajika, suddenly protested. "Dali-Manana, this is not our affair. Let the game play itself out."
Tabora shook her head. "I love those twins as if they were my own. Come on, Dali-Manana. If Justin's in some kind of danger you've got to help him."
“Would that I could, but Kajika's right. This is not our affair.”
“But...”
"I will tell you this," said Dali-Manana. "It has to do with that big male, Bry, and the pair with him."
“They've done something to Justin?”
"You can tell Linnea they know where he is. Don't you agree, Kajika?"
The other little dog sounded resigned. "Since you're determined to interfere, I suppose so. As long you're going that far, Tabora, you may as well tell her Guri's in danger, too. But that's as far as we go. Agreed, Dali-Manana?"
* * * *
Bry cursed. “Aase's talking to Linnea—they've probably noticed the damn cub is missing. She'll be giving the signal for dessert any second. We'd best forget doing Guri and leave the moment the lights go out.”
Skule looked around. “I agree. Now that purple-eyed Siriun is going up there. I don't like this. You go first and I'll follow. Gynt, stay here. If you see anything out of line, come warn us. Otherwise, we'll meet you by the north postern in ten minutes.”
When he reached the dais Damien spoke urgently to Linnea, and she beckoned to a nearby cub. Leif was one of her brother Ander's children and bright for his age. As Aase gave the signal for the dessert ceremony to begin Linnea drew the cub into the shadows. Leif listened intently to her instructions, then she handed him something. He slipped out a side door and ran swiftly from the banqueting hall.
After he left, Linnea beckoned to Guri. “Come. You and I have work to do.”
When Bry and Skule stole out of the banqueting hall Leif followed them. He slipped in and out of the shadows like a wraith, and their mocking comments along the way told him what was afoot. After he saw them go up the concealed ladder in the west barn and heard the door close he activated Damien's borrowed communicator and told Linnea where he was. Obeying her orders to the letter, he stayed hidden in the shadows.
When the three males returned Bry had a bundle over his shoulder. Staying well back, Leif followed them to the unguarded north postern gate, where Gynt was waiting. “They're taking him to Freya's Pass,” he whispered into the communicator. “They said something about the barren wolves.”
In the banqueting hall Guri doubled over with a loud groan. Linnea looked at her with obvious concern and whispered in her mother's ear. Aase's sympathy was immediate. “The poor child. Well, the males will just have to understand.” She rapped on the table with her knife handle and silence fell in the great hall. “Guri is indisposed and there will be no presentation tonight. But, worry not, my friends, we will hold it two days hence.” Then she chuckled. “There'll still be plenty of time to warm the marriage bed. You'll just have to do it a bit faster, that's all.”
As a laugh rippled around the banqueting hall, the Ursi chief rose ponderously to her feet. “And now, musicians, if you please. Liven this place with a merry measure. Thorstein, my love, how about a turn around the floor?”
She leaned against the table for just a little too long and her gigantic mate frowned. “Are you sure you're up to this?”
Drops of sweat oozed from beneath Aase's heavy coronet and her weary eyes belied her sprightly tone. “Of course, my love. I can outdance anyone in this company and so, my pet, can you.”
Seeing the grayness in her face, Thorstein gently pushed her back into her chair. “Let's sit this one out. There are dancers aplenty out there and just this one time we won't be missed.” Aase made to rise but he pushed her down again. “No, love. It's your time to rest.”
Watching them from a few paces away, Ragni smiled to herself. The potion was working just the way Skule said it would, and her mother's weight and age would do the rest. Pleased and self-absorbed, she failed to see Linnea and Guri slip out of the banqueting hall.
“Come,” hissed Linnea, “There's no time to lose.”
When the two women reached the north postern the three males were already climbing toward the pass, and the moonlight was clear enough for Linnea to distinguish the bundle over Bry's shoulder. Growling deep in her throat, she drew back into the shadows of the stone wall. Guri followed suit and together they sang the words of the incantation.
The watching cub's eyes rounded into saucers, but he knew better than to move a muscle. He might never again witness what was about to happen and didn't want to miss a second of the coming miracle.
Two giant beasts emerged from the darkness of the gate and began loping steadily toward the pass. One shone silver in the moonlight and the other was blacker than the midnight sky. As he'd been instructed, Leif retrieved the bundle dropped by Linnea and, with his heart in his throat, followed them. Just as they were about to catch up to the three males the two beasts veered away from the path and went around them, silent as the grave and moving carefully from one spot of cover to another.
Leif hung back, slipping in and out of the shadows. He didn't need to see the path because he'd been climbing it since babyhood, practicing for the day when he'd become an adult and take his assigned place as a summer guardian of the high pastures. Unlike his fellows, this particular cub was fond of Justin and sympathized with his puny size. He'd been born with a lame leg and Justin had patiently worked with him year after year, making him exercise to strengthen the weak muscles, giving him potions when the pain was bad and protecting him from the taunts of his littermates. As time passed, his leg healed and straightened and now it was as good as the other.
He'd never forgotten the kindness of his silvery-haired cousin, and if he returned the favor tonight the scales would be in balance. This was why Linnea had chosen him out of all of the others, and he wasn't about to let her down.
She'd whispered her instructions into the communicator's earpiece while he waited in the west barn. “When we reach the pass, you must stay well back. No matter what you see or hear, don't come up there until I call you. But the moment you hear your name, come as fast as you can.”
* * * *
“Come on, you little fart, wake up! Dammit, Skule. You gave him too much.” A hand slapped his face, and Justin opened his eyes. The blanket was gone and the surface beneath his bare back felt like stone. He moved his wrist and heard a slight clank. He was chained to something, and the gag had been removed from his mouth. Bry was bending over him and Skule peered over the Silver Tip's shoulder.
“No, I didn't. See. He's awake.”
Justin saw a movement out of the tail of his eye and a howl sounded in the distance. He struggled, but the chains on his wrists and ankles held him firmly.
“They're coming! We'd best get out of here if we don't want to be a meal ourselves. We can watch from up there.”
Oh, hell, thought Justin. This was what they meant by Freya's Pass.
A silver shape materialized out of the darkness, and despite all his resolutions to the contrary he began screaming helplessly into the empty night.
* * * *
Just above Freya's Pass, a snow leopard watched and waited with her half-grown cubs beside her. She scented other prey moving toward them. Careless of her presence, they made guttural sounds to one another as they came. Closely watched by her young, who knew better than to move a muscle, the snow leopard tensed, made ready to spring, caught herself just in time. A hunter twice her size was stalking the prey on the path, and with this particular beast there would be no argument. A walking shadow, the other predator was blacker than the surrounding night, but the leopard knew without seeing or scenting her who and what she was.
She sensed a second hunter waiting within the pass, as silver as the first was dark. Staked out and helpless, the prey within the pass keened like a starving kitten. The silver beast made no move, and from long experience the leopard knew why it waited. If she was right, she and her young would dine well this night.
* * * *
From his hiding place below the path, Leif listened. First came Justin's voice crying into the wind, blending with the howls of the oncoming wolves. Then a shriek of agony and fear from above the pass tore apart the night.
He would remember those screams for as long as he lived. The cries and shrieks of men being shredded apart would haunt his dreams forever, and he would never again walk through Freya's Pass without a shudder.
From the pass itself came other sounds, a rumbling growl escalating into a roar, punctuated by snarls and yips of pain. The sounds died away as suddenly as they had arisen, and the blanket of silence was broken only by the sighing of the wind.
When he heard his name, Leif retrieved the bulky bundle from where he'd dropped it and, stumbling over his feet, ran for the pass. Milk-white, Linnea's form shimmered in the moonlight next to the stone table on which Justin lay. Abruptly realizing she was naked, Leif politely closed his eyes and held out the bundle. A couple of minutes later he opened them again to see Linnea fully clothed and bending over Justin's limp body.
“Is he...?”
Without answering, Linnea reached into the bundle. Something gleamed in her hand. It clicked and she bent over Justin again. “He's fine. Here, help me unfasten these chains. Then wrap that blanket around him.”
When an arm reached around him and grabbed the remainder of the bundle Leif jumped a foot. “Guri! You startled me.”
“That isn't all I'll do if you don't turn your back this instant!”
As he complied, Leif knew better than to ask what had happened. The snow leopard and her fellow predators would dine well tonight, and the three males’ sudden disappearance would simply be one more mystery among many. Ginnungagap's law had prevailed, and that was all he needed to know.
Back in the banqueting hall Aase beckoned to Ragni. “The Senior Mothers’ Council is going into emergency session and they require your immediate presence.”
Ragni tossed her auburn braids. “I rather imagine they do. Mother, your time has passed, and its time for you to go meet your fate.”
As Thorstein loomed to his feet, the orchestra stopped playing and the crowded dance floor fell silent. “The time may have come for my beloved to pass on the Mantle but it won't be to the likes of you.” Ragni's black eyes darted from one face to another. Her sisters met her gaze impassively, then they and their aunts turned as one and left the hall.
Tenderly, Thorstein lifted Aase to her feet. “Come, my love. It's time to rest.” With a motion to the orchestra to resume playing, he assisted his failing mate across the floor and out into the night.
Seeing the females emerge from the banqueting hall and walk in solemn procession toward the council chamber, Linnea shrank back into the shadows. She set down her burden and beckoned to Leif. “Go find out what's happened. We'll be at Hathor's house.”
As he left, Guri was puzzled. “Hathor's house? But why?”
“It's no longer safe for Justin to remain here. If he returns to the keep the Senior Mothers will condemn him to Freya's Pass. Next time, there'll be no one to save him.”
“He hasn't done anything!”
“I know. But he's an outsider and his presence here has caused dissension and death. Even Aase can't protect him now.”
Guri drew herself up. “If Justin's an outsider, so am I. We had the same father, didn't we?”
Linnea sighed. “That you did, and I've come to the conclusion there's no place here for me, either. That's why we're going to Hathor's. With our share of the red diamond royalties we can go wherever we wish in the entire Synod and never want for anything.”
“What do you mean, Momma?”
“Thanks to the red diamonds, the Ursi are among the wealthiest people in the entire Synod. That's why Skule and Ragni have been scheming for the Mantle. The Phasgan royal house wants our riches so badly they can taste them and only...”
“Only what, Momma?”
Linnea bent to pick up Justin. “Come. We need to get him to where I can look him over. He'll be coming around soon, and I'd just as soon it not be here.”
* * * *
Suddenly his hands and feet were free. Flailing his arms, he tried to get up but someone gripped him tightly and pushed him back.
“Justin, hon, relax. Guri, give me a hand here. Justin, for pity's sake, settle down.”
Dimly he recognized his mother's voice and that it was her grip he was fighting. “Ma! Bry and Skule are going to hurt Guri! The wolves, they're—!” Convinced he was still dreaming, he kept his eyes firmly closed.
“Ssh. You're safe now. The wolves are gone, and Bry and Skule won't be troubling you anymore. Guri's here and she's fine.”
“But—”
“Justin, open your eyes and look at me.”
He obeyed, then looked around disbelieving. “This isn't Freya's Pass. What happened? Where am I?”
“You're in Hathor's house. We brought you here three days ago. Don't you remember?”
When Justin's huge gray eyes looked up into hers, Linnea thought, Of course he doesn't, and I don't intend him to—ever. The drug Aase had given her was working only too well, and her son must never know what they had done to save him.
“Guri, go tell Hathor he's awake, then start getting your things together.”
“No need.” Hathor's sober figure blocked the doorway, and Hassan stood just behind him. “The Mothers’ Council has just ruled. They're preparing Aase's funeral feast and she goes to Freya's Pass tonight. She's designated you her successor and they've agreed. The vote was unanimous.”
Her eyes widening in horror, Linnea sank onto the bed. “No!”
“It's her wish, Linny. You have no choice.”
“I have no place here.”
“Yes, you do, and so does Guri. Aase has specifically ordered that her presentation take place tonight. As soon as Guri's left with her intended your mother will go to the pass. Thorstein has chosen to go with her and they'll be united in death just as they were in life.”
“I can't do this!”
“You must. The tribe needs your wisdom and you know your daughter will never be happy away from here. If you could reunite your children with their father, things might be different. But you know as well as I...” Seeing the tears roll down her face, Hathor took Linnea in his arms. “You and Guri just have time to prepare yourselves for the feast. Then you can come back and tell us goodbye. I'll take good care of Justin, I promise. We'll be back before you know it, and with many a tale to tell I have no doubt.”

Chapter 14—Family Mystery
A summons to the Nublian Emperor's office was not only unusual, it was almost unheard of at this time of day. Following the silent, blue-armored guard down the Temple Complex's carpeted passageway, fifteen-year-old Carey wondered nervously what his offense was this time. It wouldn't be a friendly chat—it never was—and he could only hope the outcome wouldn't be too dire.
Officially, his name was Julian Corwyn de Raven, but his mother had dubbed him Carey in his cradle. Only his father addressed him as Julian, but the emperorspoke to him so seldom these days it really didn't matter.
For reasons that had never been explained to him, Carey's mother had been summarily banished to an old estate just outside the city when he was three months old. Soon after her departure his grandmother, Stefania, arrived to take charge of the imperial household. From then on the empress was only seen at court on formal state occasions. He was allowed to see his mother once a week.
Carey ran through the previous week's events in his head. Even though nothing stood out, that didn't mean a thing. Jesse's moods were unpredictable at best and the recent breakup with his latest mistress hadn't helped. With her elegant grace and kindly manner Ariana de Courville had been one of the better ones, and Carey honestly hoped this relationship would take. But signs of boredom set in, as usual, and the emperor began looking elsewhere. When she'd had enough of his cavalier ways, Ariana packed up and left. As always, Jesse blamed everyone but himself.
This time Carey was catching most of the fallout and their nightly dinners together had become an ordeal. He would sit silent at one end of the huge silver-and-crystal-laden table with his father at the other while the servants moved back and forth between them. Last night's meal hadn't been any different and he'd been thankful when the emperor spoke his only words of the evening: “You may go.”
The guard knocked on a white-paneled door. The familiar voice answered and Carey gulped.
Jesse greeted him with an unaccustomed smile. “Come on in. Cheney, this is Crown Prince Julian. The last you saw him he was in diapers. Julian, I'd like to present Major Cheney Lyle and his son, Doren.”
A rugged-faced man with silver hair stood in greeting, and a blond youth with intense green eyes nodded to him from a nearby chair. Carey blinked, then thought for a moment. His mother had said something about aMajor Lyle during their last visit. When he asked “Who was he?” Berri's eyes filled with tears.
“Major Cheney Lyle was the best friend Jesse ever had and I loved him like a second father. If he'd only stayed everything would have been so different, but it was the way he left that really hurt. One day he packed his bags and was gone, just like that, with nary a word of explanation. He married your father's stepsister on the ship to Betelgeuse and except for the wedding announcement we never saw or heard from him again. The tabloids said he married her for her money but I've never really believed that. It was the same with Linnea. When she left so suddenly everyone blamed me. I didn't even know what they were talking about.”
“Who's Linnea?”
His mother looked at him in horror. “I'm not supposed to talk about her, ever. Oh, Carey, forget what I said, please! If your father finds out I said anything he'll ship me heaven-knows-where and I won't ever see you again.”
“I won't say anything, I promise. Just tell me who she is.”
“I daren't. Everything I say is reported and you're watched even more closely than I.”
Carey couldn't argue there. Every waking moment he was under someone's eye, and the night-vision cameras in his bedroom took over after dark. But he'd found one spot at the back of his closet where the camera's eye couldn't reach. Out of sheer devilment he would drop to the floor and snake himself in there the moment the lights were out. He had it timed exactly. It took slightly under forty seconds for the guards to reach his door. By the time they came roaring in he'd be innocently back in his bed again.
The technicians had gone nuts trying to find the glitch and torn the cameras apart again and again. They still hadn't figured it out. If it was up to Carey they never would.
So, this was the famous Cheney Lyle, huh? Since he was for anything that would put his father in a good mood, Carey extended his hand with a sunny smile. “I'm pleased to meet you, sir.”
The major clasped his hand warmly. “Likewise. You look just like your father at the same age. Oh, Jesse, it's good to be home.”
Home? wondered Carey. I thought he lived on Betelgeuse.
The emperor waved him to a nearby chair. “Sit! Sit! What would everyone like to drink?”
Wondering if his father had taken leave of his senses, Carey sat. Then his eyes met Doren's. The major's son seemed amused, and it was almost as if he knew what the prince was thinking. Carey looked warily back.
Doren broke the ice. “My late mother never cared for Nublis but I've always been curious to see my father's native planet. I'm not all that fond of Betelgeuse. It's a stodgy place at best. There's no culture to speak of and the climate's terrible.”
“Your late mother? But I thought—”
“She died a couple of months ago in a fire. Your father didn't tell you?”
Carey glanced over at Jesse. He was mixing drinks at the bar and deep in conversation with the major. How can he be so cold? Come to think of it, the major doesn't seem all that upset either.
“My, er, father and I don't talk much. I'm sorry about your mother.”
“Don't be. She had severe mental and emotional problems for years. If anything, it was a release. She was home alone at the time and no one's ever been quite sure what started it. Your parents are separated, I understand.”
That startled Carey. “Huh? As a matter of fact they are. But how would you know that? It's never been officially announced and they appear together at public functions.”
“You forget who my father is. He has his sources and he's kept up on your family.”
Carey recalled his mother's tears. “Well, not so as they'd know aboutit.”
That seemed to surprise Doren. “I didn't think you knew who the major was.”
“I didn't until last week. My mother said there hasn't been a word from him since he left. She's still upset about it.”
“I see. Well, he had his reasons; and, as you can see, he's back now. He's hoping you and I will become friends.”
“Why?”
Doren blinked. “Well, er, for the usual reasons, I suppose. He and your father—”
“Go way back. I know. According to my mother, Cheney Lyle was the best friend my father ever had. She considered him family and was devastated when he left. Do you know what happened?” Watching Doren's apparent discomfort Carey thought, Gotcha.
“Maybe. Your father lovedsomeone else, and your mother got blamed for something she didn't do. Princess Stefania knows the whole story.”
“My grandmother?”
* * * *
For his part, Doren was beginning to enjoy himself. There was no reason for the havoc Deirdre had wrought in these people's lives and maybe now there would be a chance to put things right. When he'd told the major the only thing he wanted was a legitimate father, he had stated the simple truth.
In this culture, it wasn't normal to be without a full set of parents—that much he'd gathered from Stefania—and, above all, he wanted to belong. Besides that, Deirdre's fascination with the major intrigued him. Unfortunately, the man had not only been fearless, he hadn't been for sale at any price. His father's love for the Nublian imperial family was Doren's only lever and he still regretted having had to use it to pressure him.
As soon as they were married, Deirdre proceeded to make her husband's life miserable. First, she destroyed every personal memento he had. If he enjoyed a book, a painting or a sculpture, she would destroy that, too. She insisted on going to places she knew he loathed and that they associate with the kinds of people he despised. Flaunting him at social gatherings like a trophy, she would brag about his associations with the rich and famous then gleefully watch him wince. At parties, she would openly flirt with some other man in front of him, then disappear into one of the bedrooms with her chosen lover of the evening while he pretended not to notice. Yetdespite all she did, Cheney retained his shining core of decency. He never uttered a word of complaint and treated his wife and son with a grave courtesy that was almost touching. Watching his father's quiet endurance through those seemingly endless years, Doren knew his choice of a role model had been the right one.
Deirdre, however, was determined to possess Cheney utterly, and as long as the slightest part of him remained beyond her reach she could not rest.
Well, she was at rest now.
Killing Deirdre was one of Doren's more inspired productions. After assuring his father would be away for the weekend on one of her more humiliating errands, he made careful preparations. The servants were only too happy to take the day off with pay and he and Deirdre were finally alone. When she realized what he was really up to, it was too late. Paralyzed by his spell and unable to move anything but her eyes, she pleaded, “I'll do anything! Anything! Please, Doren, I'm your mother.”
“I know,” he said, “and I have a gift for you.”
Settling her in her favorite chair, he unfolded an unbelievably soft silk-and-goat-hair rug from a delivery box and arranged it carefully over her knees. The delicate sky blue color was a perfect match for her eyes and set off her blonde hair very nicely.
After stepping back and contemplating the powerless Deirdre for a moment, he pulled the rug up to her chin, tucking the ends around her shoulders. Then he smoothed the fabric over her lap and wrapped the other ends around her feet. Finally, he placed an antique crystal clock where she could see it.
“I've heard this stuff burns quite slowly,” he said. “Especially from the bottom up.”
When she opened her mouth to scream, he ran a finger lightly across her throat. “Tsk. None of that now. Wait, I forgot something.”
Unable to speak, Deirdre could only ask the question with her eyes.
“Your amulet. You'll have no further use for it, will you?”
Deirdre's death by fire was pure poetic justice but he, of course, could never tell the major that. The closest he had come to doing so was a few days after her death. They were breakfasting together and discussing a memorial.
“I'd prefer something simple,” said Cheney. “How about a charity?”
Doren almost laughed out loud. Had there been anything left of Deirdre besides a little pile of ash, she would be spinning in her grave at the very thought. The suffering of others had been meat and drink to her and the only charity she'd ever recognized was herself. “I like the idea. How about something to do with the welfare of prisoners?”
Cheney had given him a speculative look. “Just what would you know about being in prison?”
“As much as you, sir. As of now, you're free to do whatever you want.”
“Do you really mean that?”
“You've been the best of all possible fathers and paid a bitter price for the privilege. The least I can do is allow you your freedom.”
“Did you have anything to do with...?”
“Do you really want to know? Oh, don't worry. There'll be no ghost to haunt you. The Dark Ones created Deirdre for their own amusement. She was nothing but an artifact driven by pure, insatiable hunger. She fed on the souls of others but possessed none of her own. And she had no capacity for motherhood.”
“She gave birth to you.”
“How would you know? Were you present when I was ushered into the world?”
“But...”
“Deirdre took your seed. Medical science did the rest.”
“Who was your mother, then? Answer me.”
“Maybe I didn't have one.”
“I don't believe that.”
“All right, I admit it. I did have a mother and was born in the normal way.”
“But who—?” Cheney answered his own question. “Stefania.”
Now we've come full circle, reflected Doren as he watched his father and Jesse talking on the other side of the room. The emperor and I are half-brothers and this stripling is my nephew. Ah, Deirdre, wherever you are, what a game you set in motion.
In response to Carey's curious look he realized something of what he was thinking must be showing on his face and schooled his features into an expression of complete innocence. “What would you like to know?”
* * * *
On the other side of the room, Jesse nudged Cheney. Their sons’ heads were close together and the two were deep in conversation.
“That's a fine lad you have there, and you don't know how good it is to have you back.”
“It's good to be back and you have a fine son, too. Have you ever heard anything from...”
Jesse shook his bright head. “We never speak of her.”
“I'm sorry. What of Berri? How have the years dealt with her?”
“She, um, doesn't live here. My mother runs the household.”
Cheney knew this, of course, but he chose to pretend otherwise. “Stefania? But you banished...”
“She was waiting for us on the dock when we returned from Aretzand both you and ... were gone. She's been here ever since. We, er, get along quite well.”
I can see that, thought Cheney sarcastically. He'd already noted the hardness in the emperor's eyes and the distance between him and his hapless heir was obvious.
As if separating his wife from her infant son wasn't enough, Jesse had sent Berri to live on his former mistress's estate, apparently to rub her face in her crime. The major wondered if memories of Linnea and her children still haunted the mansion the emperor once called his safe refuge.
That had been a piece of gratuitous cruelty on Jesse's part, and the thought of the empress's misery had kept Deirdre bubbling cheerfully for months. Well, Deirdre was gone now and he resolved to visit Berri as soon as possible. Given Jesse's bitterness about Linnea's defection, it was unlikely the emperor and his wife would ever reconcile, but maybe he could throw some badly needed oil on these obviously troubled waters.

Chapter 15—Mirror Image
Hathor read the last of his notes into his computer. “Go on ahead and look for a sign reading ‘Ben Levi.’ That'll be our driver. I have to retrieve something from the purser's safe and will meet you by the west entrance.”
Justin nodded to the waiting robot porter. It loaded their bags onto its cart and led the way through the milling passengers in the cruiser's main bay, up the dock and into the crowded echoing spaceport concourse.
After three months of knocking around the Synod with Hathor, this would be their last stop before heading home.
Home.
When spring began thawing the lower pastures, the males would waken refreshed from their long winter sleep. Those cubs in the keep who'd reached the age of eighteen would be eagerly anticipating their first transformation and what they devoutly hoped would be a pleasant lazy summer under the tutelage of one of the older watchers.
Had Linnea not chosen an outsider to father him that would have been Justin's future, too. But now? He didn't know. Would he transform into his true Ursi self in the late spring as he was supposed to? Or would he forever remain as hairless as the foreigners in the keep?
He and Linnea had discussed his dilemma before Justin and Hathor left the keep. Her solution was to have him return in secret just before the herds were due to leave and then wait alone in the west barn until the time for his first transformation was past. If he transformed he would go up to Linnea's high pasture and spend the summer with his Uncle Ander. If he didn't...
Justin decided one problem at a time was enough and determinedly told himself not to think about it anymore.
During his winter travels with Hathor and Hassan, he thoroughly enjoyed the verbal fencing that went along with the bargaining; and soon learned from the nonverbal interaction between the canny merchant and his son if a deal was about to close or they were going to walk away.
“Don't send signals,” Hathor instructed. “Let the signals come to you.”
They were on Nublis for their annual meeting with the Silk Weavers Guild. Thanks to a series of early frosts this year's samples were unusually fine; and if Linnea's analyses were correct the Ursi's underwool would be more plentiful than in previous years. As Hathor had predicted, the Silk Weavers’ silk-and-goat-hair combination had become a Synod-wide rage. Known as Glasir for its subtle gleam, this was one of the most sought-after fabrics in the entire universe and likely to remain so for many years to come.
Justin had just spotted the Ben Levi sign and was going toward it when a hand grabbed his arm.
“What in the hell are you doing down here? And without an escort yet.” A pair of enraged green eyes frowned into his and their owner beckoned to a pair of nearby uniformed officials. He pulled a badge case from his pocket with his free hand, and when he flipped it open the officials came to immediate attention.
“Let's get him over to your office.”
Justin tried to pull himself free but the grip on his arm was inexorable. “What in the hell do you think you're doing? Let go of me this instant!”
“You're in enough trouble already without making things worse! Now, get in there! What am I supposed to do? Tie you down? I will if I have to, dammit!”
His captor frog-marched Justin through a door marked “Private,” then slammed him into a waiting chair. “Watch him! If he tries to get away, use your cuffs!” He spoke into his wrist communicator. “Get an unmarked over to the spaceport's north door ASAP. Tell the driver to beep zero-zero-four as soon as he arrives.” He contemplated Justin for a moment. “He'll need dark glasses and a cap. Otherwise, we'll never get him through the concourse.”
“The gift shop should have something,” offered one of the officials.
I'm being kidnapped. But why? Justin eyed his own communicator and was about to push one of the buttons when the man grabbed it from his wrist. “Where in the hell did you get that? Not to mention those clothes! You've got some explaining to do, young man, and you'd better talk fast!”
“Explaining? What are you? Nuts? I've never been in this place before in my life and if this is the way things are around here, I'll guarantee you I ain't never coming back!” He started out of the chair. “Now let me out of here!”
Hathor should have reached the concourse by this time and would be looking for him. Unfortunately, the robot porter wouldn't be any help. It was programmed to take care of the bags and get them to their destination, but that was it. He'd been about to make eye contact with Hathor's driver when he'd been grabbed. He wasn't sure whether the man had seen him and didn't even know the name of their hotel.
The man's communicator beeped and he glanced at the mystified Justin as he listened to the signal on the receiver planted in his ear. “Get a pair of dark glasses and a cap at the gift shop and come straight to the security office! You have a couple of agents along? Good. Just tell ’em to stay inconspicuous. The last thing we need is some newshound picking up a scent.”
Agents? Newshound? What kind of a lunatic asylum was Nublis, anyway? These were uniformed spaceport officials, and whoever this man was he evidently had some kind of clout to be able to order them around like he was. Since they seemed to have no intention of hurting him Justin relaxed slightly. This was obviously an arrest and he tried to think of some legal infraction he might have committed. Nothing came to mind.
“Look, whoever you are, this is obviously a mistake,” he began in a reasonable voice. “If you'll just let me go about my business I promise I won't make any trouble.”
“You're damn right, you won't! However you got out, it's not going to happen again! You've got my word on that!”
Got out? From where? They obviously had him confused with someone else, but why all the fuss?
When the driver arrived, the man handed Justin a pair of wraparound dark glasses. “Put these on. The cap's a bit bright, but it'll do. Just so it covers his hair. Here, give me your coat.”
The security guard's coat was much too big and went damn near to Justin's ankles. Justin glanced in a nearby mirror. With the cap and dark glasses and the coat covering his distinctive desert robes, he was unrecognizable.
“All right, let's go. And if you know what's good for you, you'll keep your mouthshut.”
Did this have something to do with the red diamonds. perhaps? Justin wondered. His mother was the Ursi chief, and she had said the tribe was wealthy. Or could something have happened at home to cause this?
As he was being hustled through the concourse Justin spotted Hathor's white robes out of the tail of his eye. The Trader was talking to the man with the Ben Levi sign and they were obviously searching the crowd. He started to call out when the green-eyed man clapped a hand over his mouth.
“Oh, no, you don't!” He gestured to one of the agents. “Find out who those two are and what they're doing here.”
The agent saluted. Pulling out his badge, he crossed the concourse to where Hathor and his companion were standing. What happened after that Justin couldn't see because he was shoved into a waiting transport. Almost before the doors closed the vehicle shot away from the curb and headed straight for the city.
“And now,” said the man, removing the dark glasses and cap, “let's have that explanation.”
Justin's mouth had become a tight line and he wasn't about to say another word. Explanation, indeed. He'd explanation them.
“If you're going to be that way, you can tell it to your father instead. I can guarantee you won't like his reaction.”
My father? Now he knew they had him confused with someone else.
The man spoke into his communicator. “Is Jesse still in his office? Good. Tell him to stay put. I've got a surprise for him and he's not going to like it one bit.”
Curious, Justin peered out of the limousine window at the passing cityscape. Green-spired buildings came and went, then a park full of trees, a marble-bordered lake with a fountain spurting from its center and streets bustling with people. Finally, they turned into a huge stone square and drew up to a sweep of white marble steps leading to a white colonnaded entrance.
“No, not here. Take us over to the Temple's side door.” The man spoke into his communicator again. Then he handed Justin the dark glasses and cap. “Here, put these on. With our luck, some photographer will be hanging around, and that's all we need.”
Well, I might as well see what this is about, thought Justin, and obediently followed his captor out of the transport.
In contrast to the graceful white marble palace on the opposite side of the square, the Temple was a brooding mass of polished black granite. A half-dozen blue-armored guards awaited them just inside its door. Their captain saluted and glanced curiously at Justin.
“Major? His Majesty's waiting for you.”
Unable to see a thing, Jesse removed the dark glasses. In contrast to the bustling brilliance outside, the Temple's shadowed interior hung coolly silent. A set of huge stone figures loomed around the inner walls, backlit by flaring torches. The torches’ incessant flicker reflected off the guards’ armor but did little to relieve the dimness. As he looked curiously around, an escort formed up, then began marching him across the Temple's cavernous foyer.
One of a pair of immense nail-studded doors opened and a scarlet-robed figure emerged. Its face and head were covered by a silken mask. The guards stopped and came to immediate attention.
The figure's voice was that of a man. “You found him, I see. Please advise His Grace of the outcome.”
The major bowed. “Certainly, Majordomo. You'll know as soon as we do.”
Apparently satisfied, the figure disappeared behind the nail-studded door and it swung to silently behind him. This is getting weirder by the minute, thought Justin. Then he remembered something he'd learned in one of Hathor's history classes at the keep.
“Nublis actually has two rulers. One is the emperor, but there's a second. No one knows who he is and he's never seen without his gray robes and mask. They call him the Archon. He's their high priest and chief judge and is also known as the Dark Emperor.”
That must be “His Grace.” But who was this character in the scarlet robes? An assistant, perhaps?
Over to one side loomed an arched entrance to what was obviously a modern hospital and clinic, and just ahead stretched a sunlit, plant-filled atrium. Passageways led away in all directions, some richly carpeted and others stone-floored or marble-tiled.
“This place is absolutely huge!”
The major looked at Justin curiously. “Of course, it is. But why would you say that now, and what's gotten into you, anyway? The way you're behaving, your father's liable to lock you up as insane and throw away the key.”
Me insane? What in the hell does that make you?
When they turned down a red-carpeted passageway with gleaming white-paneled walls and a gilded ceiling, the bustle of the rest of the complex abruptly hushed. The guard captain stopped in front of a heavy, ornately carved door and knocked. It opened and he stepped aside. The major gave Justin a gentle push. “After you.”
The man behind the massive desk was a stranger, yet Justin felt he should know him. Somewhere in his mid-thirties, he had the same silver-gilt hair, high cheekbones and storm-gray eyes as Justin.
Then the man rose to his feet and it was like looking into a mirror. He suddenly knew who the man was and stood speechless with his heart thudding in his chest.
As the man behind the desk started to speak, the door opened behind them and themajor spun to see who had intruded. Both the older men's mouths fell open simultaneously. When Justin turned to see what they were looking at, his mouth fell open in turn.
“You sent for me, Father?”
The new arrival's eyes widened when he saw Justin. “Who—who are you?”
The stunned Justin again felt as if he were looking into a mirror.
The major found his voice first. “That's what I'd like to know.”
Justin turned back to the older image of himself across the room. “But you're—you're—He said ... Your Majesty? Are you the skier?”
The man sank into his chair. “Skier? Of course! You must be Justin. But what are you doing here? Where did you come from? What became of your mother? Is she—”
“My mother is fine. She was elected the Chief of the Ursi. And my sister—”
“Little Guri. Is she with you?”
“You're my father, aren't you? Mother would never tell me anything. It was almost as if she was afraid.”
The major joined in. “She was, and probably still is. That must have been Hathor at the spaceport.”
“How do you know Hathor? And who are you, anyway?”
The younger man spoke up. “Would someone mind telling me just what in the hell's going on? I was quietly studying in my room, and the next thing I knew I was being hustled over here. Grandmother's in a huge flap about something, and when I saw Doren in the hall he was laughing his ass off.”
Now the major understood his son's urgent message sending him to the spaceport that morning. “He would. It seems I owe you an apology, young man, but perhaps you understand how I could have made such a mistake.”
Justin tore his eyes from the mirror image in front of him. “Apology accepted.” He extended his hand to his obviously bewildered look-alike. “My name is Justin de Raven and my mother's name is Linnea. She's the Supreme Chief of the Ursi. You must be my half-brother.”
Jesse came around the desk and enfolded him in his arms. “Justin, I didn't think I'd ever see you again.” When he let go, tears glistened on his cheeks. “What of Linnea and Guri? All I ever got was a message from Hathor saying it was over and she didn't want to see me anymore.”
* * * *
Cheney's heart lurched. Whatever sacrifices he'd been forced to make to save Jesse and his family, Linnea's must have been tenfold.
That damnable Deirdre. In the end, he'd pitied her but now was glad she'd died so horribly. In fact, he almost wished her back to life just so he could kill her all over again.
* * * *
Carey looked from Justin to his father. So, this was what Doren had meant by his cryptic remark in the hall. The mysterious Linnea was his father's first mistress and the love of his life. When Stefania forced her to leave Nublis with their twins Jesse had never known why and his innocent wife and son had paid a bitter price for his ignorance. No wonder Grandmother was in such a flap. At the very least, his father would probably banish her and, knowing Jesse's temper, it was hard telling what else he might do.
“As I said, Mother was just elected Supreme Chief of the Ursi and Guri's mated,” Justin was saying. “She had her presentation the fall before I left and it was the biggest ever seen in the tribe. Twenty males vied for her hand and she chose Ostein. He's a Black Tip and she's had a crush on him since she was twelve.”
“What of Linnea? Is she mated, too?” Jesse's voice was very soft.
“She's refused everyone, which is why I'm traveling with Hathor. The males resented her constant refusals, especially Bry, and took it out on me. That was why I finally had to leave.”
“You mean in all of this time she's never...”
“It wasn't for want of asking. Aase argued with her all the time but she still said no.”
Thinking of the countless mistresses who had come and gone in the palace for as far back as he could remember, Carey eyed the emperor skeptically. Then he saw the pain in Jesse's eyes and bit back the crack he'd been about to make. Whatever lay between his father and this woman was the real thing, and he suddenly envied Justin with every fiber of his being. The emperor had never looked at him like that, much less hugged him, and when he spoke Linnea's name there was something in his voice that Carey hadnever heard before.
The major cleared his throat. “Justin, my name is Cheney Lyle and this is your half-brother, Crown Prince Julian Corwyn de Raven, otherwise known as Carey. If I'm not mistaken, here comes my son, Doren, and you've just met His Majesty, Emperor Jesse of Nublis.” His communicator beeped and he listened for a moment. “Apologize profusely to Delegate Ben Leviand bring him to His Majesty's office. He'll understand when he gets here.”
* * * *
On the final day of the following spring, the stripping and preparation were finally over. With the last of the underwool combed and bundled, the great cubes were piled in the courtyard of Aase's Keep, then draped in rain-proof coverings. As usual, the dancing and feasting went on until the small hours of the morning and there would be little sleep for the goatherds or their guardians until they reached their assigned pastures on the following day.
After the last of the herds was finally on its way, a crew of grandmothers and cubs cleaned the barns. Then the remaining males carried in the precious wool and left it ready for Hathor's shippers. Only then were they free to seek their summer homes and their biannual transformation into their true selves.
Shortly after the last of the males left for the upper pastures, Justin's solitary figure came down from Freya's Pass and slipped through the north postern gate. The grandmothers and cubs were at their classes inside the main building and there was no one else around. Hugging the walls and darting from one building to the next, he finally reached the deserted West Barn.
While he'd told his pilot to wait for him in the pass for two days, by nightfall he should have his answer. Once inside, he left the door ajar. Then, with his communicator beside him, he settled among the packs of wool to wait.

Chapter 16—Return to Baldur's Peak
Five years passed.
Between the goat bells’ incessant jingling, the guard hounds barking and the buzz of a hundred conversations in the keep's crowded compound, Linnea couldn't hear herself think. Over by the wall, Guri and Ostein were bidding each other a fond farewell. Everywhere she looked, loving couples stood locked in a similar embrace. Then her brother Ander's golden eyes smiled down into hers. “Well, little sister, are we ready to go?”
Linnea signaled to the guards and the double gates creaked open. Taking her great staff in her hand, she strode to the waiting dais. “My children! This has been one of our finest years ever and the high pastures await! May Ginnungagap's blessing be upon you and keep each and every one of you safe until we come together in the autumn.” Then she signaled to the dogs and led her herd through the gates.
Halfway up the path to Baldur's Peak, Ander gave his sister a quick hug before loping off toward his summer home and his transformation into his true self; and in the biannual ritual that had remained unchanged for thousands of years, the rest of the tribe's males were doing the same. Down in the suddenly silent keep the grandmothers would have closed the gates by now and would be rounding up the cubs for their first lessons of the day.
Attracted to the Ursi way of life, Damien Adrick and his current lady continued to spend their summers in the foreign compound. True to his word, the Siriun built a small factory to process lofn juice. Fortunately for his pocketbook, the plants wouldn't grow anywhere but in the Ursi's mountains, and he couldn't begin to meet the demand. Like her mother before her, Linnea had placed a strict limit on the number of wild berries he could harvest in any given year and the lofn plants proved supremely difficult to cultivate. However, he was persevering and had high hopes for a new plot he had just started behind the keep.
Somewhat to her own surprise, Tabora Adrick married one of the Synod Assembly's most charming trade delegates after he'd avidly pursued her for over a year, and they had become a fixture on the intergalactic social circuit.
Only Linnea was alone and likely to remain so for the rest of her days. In her early forties she was as statuesque as Aase had been and wore the Chief's linen headdress, coronet, robes and Mantle with the classic dignity for which her mother had been so famous. But she was happiest in the simple dress of an Ursi goatherd. With her abundant black hair in two braids over her shoulders she looked surprisingly young and, despite her bulk, moved with the easy grace of a girl.
While she had her pick of the finest pastures and could claim the biggest herd, she was taking only fifty goats this year and had chosen the relatively obscure Baldur's Peak pasture. Why, she wasn't quite sure. Her only excuse was it felt right. The three dogs with Linnea were Sherpa's progeny and as sweet-natured and loyal as their dam.
Ander had recently lost his own long-time beloved, the gentle black-haired Silver, Hjordis. Reluctant to take another mate, he empathized with Linnea's loneliness, and when he volunteered to guard her this summer no one had been surprised.
Nearly twenty-four years had passed since Linnea last saw the hut where she and Jesse had been so happy, yet when she opened the ironbound door it might as well have been yesterday. Then she caught her breath.
A bunch of fragrant spring blossoms sat in a jug in the middle of the table, and a kettle of herb tea steamed away on the drowsing ceramic-tiled stove. Ander! Knowing what this homecoming would mean to her, he must have planned this ahead of time.
Dropping her pack on the floor, Linnea sobbed helplessly. Tears cascading down her cheeks, she mourned for Jesse and everything she'd lost. A questing nose pushed against her hand, and she knelt to embrace the dogs so they could comfort her in their clumsy, gentle way.
As the spring weeks passed and became summer months, Linnea gradually regained her equilibrium. She sensed Ander's benevolent presence beyond the Peak and the dogs and goats proved surprisingly good company. One late afternoon toward the end of the summer she lounged half-dreaming on a grassy hillock above her peacefully browsing herd. She was looking forward to a relaxing steam bath, followed by a leisurely meal and a quiet evening by the fire with her books and music.
The dogs’ sudden barking startled Linnea out of her doze as the panicked goats scattered in all directions. Then she saw it. The flyer looked like a blue-and-gold dragonfly as it settled on the grass at the other end of the pasture.
By now the dogs had rounded up the scattered goats. With their hackles raised, they turned as one to repel the intruder and, if necessary, lay down their lives. After whistling to them to calm down, Linnea went to meet her unanticipated visitor. The flyer's door opened, releasing a set of steps down which a single figure descended, and even from the other end of the pasture, she recognized Jesse's smile.
Tossing away her staff, Linnea began to run. Laughing and crying, they met and suddenly she was in his arms. Wordlessly, they sank to the grass and with their hands and mouths everywhere urgently explored each other's oft-imagined and much-missed physical territory.
“You still don't believe in underwear, I see,” he remarked when they eventually took a breather.
Linnea finally stopped laughing, then gave him a long look. “But why? How? Jesse, what are you doing here?”
“You might better ask what took me so long. Wife of my heart, my mountain rose, I've missed you so much and I'm never leaving your side again.”
“Yes, but—”
He laid a finger across her lips. “No buts, my love. I'm here to stay.”
“How can you? What about your wife and the throne?”
“That's why it took me so long to come. Berri died six months ago. Her heart had been troubling her for a long time but her last years were not unhappy. Cheney talked us into a reconciliation and I was at her side when she went. As for the throne, I've abdicated and am now as free as a bird. Carey is twenty-one and was just crowned emperor. He's never forgiven me for the way I treated his mother and we have little time for one another. With the major at his side, he'll be all right. As for my own mother...” Jesse's face darkened. “The night after Justin and Carey met, Stefania took her own life. She left a letter telling the whole story. Deirdre was the true villain and my mother was her victim as surely as the rest of us. She apologized and said her greatest regret was the way she treated you.”
Linnea put her arms around him. “Now I know why I came up here this year and what I must do when I return to the keep. In the meantime, we have a whole three weeks in which to become reacquainted. But what about the flyer? Isn't the pilot going to be wondering?”
“What pilot? I traveled to Seira in disguise on a public charter then flew myself from the spaceport. The embassy staff in Giulliam is undoubtedly wondering what happened to their spare flyer but they're hardly going to be looking in this direction. As to where I've gone, the major's probably figured it out but I doubt he'll say anything.”
And so it was.
Far outside the normal traffic lanes, Linnea and Jesse's quiet mountain aerie held nothing to attract wandering tourists. The Kingdom of Phasga's fabled ski resorts all lay in the other direction, far beyond the distant Dragon's Teeth Range, and the lovers finished out their summer below Baldur's Peak in peace.
When she returned to the keep for the autumn gathering, Linnea publicly proclaimed her love for an outsider. The Senior Mothers’ Council met in emergency session. After formally banishing Linnea from the tribe, they elected Guri their Supreme Ursi Chief.
The morning after the homecoming banquet, a flyer quietly landed on the keep's emerald lawn. Linnea waited with her pack over her shoulder. The entire universe awaited her and she and Jesse planned to wander across its cloudy galaxies and dancing stars for the rest of their days.
Only Ander was awake to see her go, and when the flyer took off again he smiled.
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