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Chapter 1—The Duke of Ceila
Jared Barlow tapped his patient on the shoulder. “Come on, Your Grace. I know you're awake.”
Adrian of Ceila rolled over and looked up into his medical attendant's face. Younger and more personable than most of his caretakers, this one's lips were unusually easy to read. To make sure he understood, Jared signed at the same time. “His Nibs is out for the evening and Their Highnesses aren't due back until tomorrow.”
The Duke caught the sarcasm and returned an appreciative grin.
The attendant nodded his understanding and continued. “Now, here's the plan. Richard and I have got a really exciting video. We're going to make a great supper. While we're eating we'll run it on the library viewscreen. How does that sound? It certainly beats being stuck here eating cold mush doesn't it, little buddy?”
It sure does and it's nice to have a few days off from the monsters. Thanks Jared. I wish I had some way of telling you how much I appreciate you and Richard. Just do me a favor. Don't go jeopardizing your jobs like the others did by protesting. You'll only get thrown out of here if you do.
After five years as Philip's prisoner, Adrian still hadn't learned to accept his fate. Bitterly, he looked down at his useless hands and fingers. They'd healed into a pair of curved claws he could use in a limited fashion when no one was looking. But there was no way he'd ever sign again or punch a computer keypad. Assuming he could get near one.
Born without vocal cords, Adrian could make no sounds. He'd been able to accept that because he'd never known anything else. It was the same with his inability to hear. At an age when most children were starting to talk, he was already proficient in sign language and lip-reading.
As soon as his parents realized how precocious their only son was, they provided him with a state of the art computer and connected him to the InterPlanetary SynoNet. That was how he met the famed scientist and inventor Zachary Fortier. Through his association with Zachary, he was soon making friends all over the InterPlanetary Synod. Not the least of these was Zachary's illustrious in-laws, who happened to be the Imperial Family of Adrian's home planet Nublis. Adrian's sharp wit and insouciant attitude toward his handicap made him a particular favorite with Nublis’ brilliant and mercurial Emperor Julian de Raven and he and his parents became regular visitors to the glittering white Imperial Palace in Cyrenia.
Until he told him, Adrian had had no idea Julian had once been disabled after a flyer crash let alone that he'd spent many months in a wheelchair. Following his accident, Julian started a charitable Foundation to help disabled people all over the Synod. Funded by the Emperor's royalties from his hugely successful musical compositions, recordings and concerts the fund had assumed gigantic proportions. When Julian offered him a job coordinating the Foundation's various activities, Adrian happily accepted.
“I have enough to do with the fundraising end,” said the Emperor, “and I need someone to track where the money's going.”
All in all, it hadn't been a bad life. Adrian had his work, his friends and a supremely happy life with his parents on Ceila. Then, in the blink of an eye, he lost it all.
Soon after Adrian's twenty-fifth birthday, he and his parents took off from Cyrenia's spaceport. It was the first leg of the journey to their island home in Nublis’ beautiful South Seas. As usual, his father was piloting and Adrian was in his customary station at the back of the flyer.
He was immersed in his computer when something flicked his shoulder. His mother's face was turned toward him and she was laughing as if about to share a joke.
He never found out what it was.
Two days later he awoke in Nublis’ Temple clinic with a broken leg and an ache in his heart that would never heal.
His bastard cousin was his only surviving relative. The smooth-talking Philip could be very plausible and he easily persuaded the clinic staff that the young Duke was crazed with grief and incompetent to handle his own affairs.
Because Adrian could neither talk nor hear, most of his caretakers agreed with Philip. When he argued he was perfectly competent and didn't want nor need a guardian, half the staff hadn't known how to sign. Those who did reported what he said to his cousin.
Shortly after that, Philip arrived at the clinic with an ambulance. The only doctor who sympathized with Adrian was away that day and no one else paid any attention to his frantic protests.
The morning after Adrian's return to Ceila, Philip gave the servants the day off. After drugging his breakfast coffee, he and Abigail dragged the dazed Adrian upstairs and shoved him out of his bedroom window. While he lay helpless on the stone terrace below, his cousin took a ballpeen hammer and methodically smashed every bone in his hands, finger by finger. He was careful not to break the skin or draw blood.
Through a haze of pain, Adrian had still been able to read Philip's lips but when his cousin's hammer crashed down he couldn't even scream except in his head.
Putting his face close to Adrian's, Philip enunciated slowly and carefully, “This'll shut you up for good and all. Count yourself lucky I've left you your sight and I only did that because blinding you would lead to too damn many questions. You tried to commit suicide by jumping out that window and were brain-damaged by the fall. Your Grace, if you know what's good for you, you'll friggin’ well go along.”
While Philip held him pinioned, his wife Abigail carefully bandaged Adrian's hands with his broken fingers curled into his palms. She left them that way until they healed into a pair of discolored clublike claws.
Even now, he could scarcely bear to look at them. Whenever he did he got sick. Five years later the horror of it was still enough to wake him from a sound sleep. Drenched in icy sweat and imprisoned in a nightmare from which there was no escape, he'd lie shivering in the darkness for the rest of the night.
If Philip was bad, Abigail was worse. Adrian suspected she sat up nights dreaming of new ways to torture him and he had to admit the bitch had imagination. untilthe medical attendants came on the scene, one of her favorite ploys was to blindfold him, tie his hands to the sides of the bed and leave him alone for an indefinite period of time.
Philip liked that particular torture because it didn't leave any marks. When he and Abigail needed to convince the local doctors Adrian was incontinent and out of his mind, they'd left him like that, Adrian estimated, for at least two days.
The ploy worked. By the time they released him, Adrian was raving.
Apparently to impress the watching doctors, Abigail bent solicitously over his bed. The moment she was within reach, he socked her in the mouth and had the satisfaction of watching her bleed. Given half a chance, he'd have punched Philip too. Unfortunately, by the time his cousin came anywhere near him, the doctors had Adrian in restraints.
Late that night, Philip and Abigail visited Adrian's room and he paid dearly for his flash of independence. Taking her time with the portable soldering tip she'd brought with her Abigail was careful where and how she burned him.
After that, he was considerably more tractable.
As if Abigail and Philip weren't bad enough, there was also their charming son, Abner. A hulking sixteen-year-old with bad skin, Adrian had long suspected the kid wasn't normal. With parents like his, who would be?
Abner liked to torment and kill small animals for pleasure.
When he was still on his feet, Adrian had caught him torturing a kitten and given him the pounding of his life.
Now it was Abner's turn. Less than three months after his arrival, there wasn't a dog or cat left alive in the Ducal Palace. Once he ran out of household pets, Abner turned his attention to Adrian. But unlike his mother, he showed little or no imagination. His games consisted of surreptitiously tipping Adrian out of his wheelchair, punching him when no one was looking and adding disgusting things to his food. Lately, he'd discovered an electronic device used by farmers to control their livestock. After zapping Adrian a few times all he needed to do was show him the damn thing and watch him flinch.
About the only thing you could say for Philip, reflected the Duke, was that he wasn't into torture for its own sake. What he'd done to him was strictly for the money and ever since that day on the terrace he'd let him alone.
Philip was barred from inheriting because his father never married his mother. He wouldn't go so far as to kill Adrian because then the money would stop. Adrian's father had inherited the title and estates on the old Duke's death and if Adrian were to die without an heir, the House of Ceila and its vast wealth would revert to a distant cousin.
That cousin happened to be the Emperor Julian who was no friend to Philip.
Philip's bastard status was Adrian's life insurance, or so he thought.
One day, he observed Philip discussing something with Abigail. When he read his cousin's lips he went cold all over. Philip was about to petition the Parliament for a change in the law that would enable him to inherit in the event of Adrian's death.
If the politicians were to find in Philip's favor, Adrian knew he wouldn't live for more than five minutes after his cousin reached home. Considering Abigail's and Abner's proclivities he wouldn't have an easy or pleasant death.
A gentle touch on his shoulder returned Adrian to the present. Levering his long legs over the edge of the bed, he allowed Jared to boost him into his wheelchair. Emerging into the carpeted hallway, he blinked several times to adjust his vision after the bedroom's gloom while Jared pressed the elevator button for the ground floor.
As the downstairs door opened, he looked around curiously. With Abigail's mania for redecorating he never knew what the foyer was going to look like next. This month she was apparently in some sort of jungle phase. The walls’ and draperies’ multi-colored brilliance actually hurt his eyes. Exotic flowering plants towered everywhere, loading the already stagnant air with their heavy scents. An immense circular aviary took up one corner of the marble-floored entrance hall and, opposite the birdcage, a built-in tropical aquarium containing hundreds of colorful darting fish reached all the way to the gilded ceiling.
Although she hadn't touched the glittering chandeliers or the naked gods and goddesses sporting on the ceiling's painted clouds, the delicate murals Adrian had loved since his childhood were gone forever. They'd been a particular favorite of his mother's and when he saw Abigail's vandalism he wanted to punch her all over again.
Jared touched his shoulder. “You're lucky you can't hear. Those screeches are absolutely deafening.”
Adrian grinned. If that were the case, the birds and jungle theme wouldn't last long. Philip would see to that.
“Her ladyship has jungle sounds piped in as well. Oh, Your Grace, you don't know what you're missing. She's hired a uniformed keeper for the fish and some expensive expert from the university to look after the birds. The cage door was accidentally left open the other day and half the damn things took off into the countryside. I don't know who was squawking louder, her ladyship, the expert, the housemaids or the birds. They were special miniature parrots that cost over three thousand credits apiece, and at least fifty of ’em escaped.”
Hmm. I wonder if my fortune's going to survive Abigail's misadventures in decorating. So that's why the bitch is skimping on my food. She's economizing. Yeah, right. Well, lead on Jared. And I don't give a damn what you guys fixed for supper, just so it's real food for a change.
The Duke had just finished an excellent meal and was thoroughly enjoying the video when a light flickered through the library's sheer curtains. As it played along the wall, Jared ran to the window. “Hell and damn, they're home early. Come on, Richard, let's get him back to his room. We can clear this up later. Here, Adrian, take this beer. Hide it for now and you can have it as soon as you're safely in bed. If we meet Their Highnesses in the hall we'll tell ’em we had you out for some fresh air.”
When Adrian grabbed the icy flask in his right claw and whipped it under the rug covering his knees, Jared shook his head. If he's brain damaged, I'm a monkey's uncle. He understands everything that's going on and then some. There ought to be a law protecting people like him and I'd report it if it would do any good. But the authorities wouldn't do a damn thing to help him. I'd just lose my job, and then where would he be? That high-flown cousin of his is in cahoots with the lawyers, and the doctors on this island are so blind, they can't see their friggin’ noses in front of their faces. Anyone with half a brain can see that his hands weren't smashed in any accident and if those aren't burn scars on him I'm a Nublian Princess.
Before they could get Adrian into the elevator, Philip came marching through the front door. “Abigail. You're going to have to do something about those damn birds. I can't hear myself think.” He strode across the foyer with a huge smile on his face. His graying blunt-cut hair flopped over his forehead and his black eyes sparkled with good humor. “My dear boy. How good to see you. Abigail, my love, look here. His attendants brought Adrian downstairs and he's admiring what you've done to the foyer.”
Uh oh, thought Adrian when Abigail's sharp blue eyes fastened on his. She's going to make me pay. Well, for your information, lady, this decor stinks. In case you hadn't noticed we're already on a tropical island. As for importing all this damned stuff, you've got one hell of a nerve doing it at my expense, you miserable overblown witch. 
Almost as if he'd read Adrian's thoughts, his cousin chuckled. “My dear, I don't think our cousin likes what you've done. Maybe you should have asked permission first. This is, after all, his house.” His breath redolent of wine and garlic, Philip stuck his face closer to Adrian's. “Isn't that right, Your Grace?”
The young Duke calmly returned his gaze. You come one step nearer and I'll brain you with this beer. No. Scratch that. Bad idea. He'll wonder where I got it and that'll lead to all sorts of embarrassing questions.
Finally, Philip straightened up. “Well. I have good news for you, little cousin, and believe me, this calls for a celebration.”
Adrian closed his eyes. Oh, no. The courts have ruled in his favor and I'm dead meat. 
Someone touched his cheek. When he opened his eyes again. Philip was still smiling. “My dear Adrian. I bring you a personal invitation from the Emperor Julian himself to attend the fiftieth anniversary of his coronation. What do you think of that?”
Adrian blinked. You've got to be kidding. Even for you, this one's really off the wall. But of course, what was I thinking? When it comes to social climbing, you two imbeciles wrote the book. Hah. Invitations to Julian's Jubilee gatherings are going to be harder to come by than a marriage into the Imperial Succession and you must have just found out you can't get anywhere without me. Oooh, this has really got to be frosting Abigail's cookies. Well, well, well. Tell me more, my dear cousin. If I play my cards right, who knows? My life might actually be worth living again.

Chapter 2—Domestic Details
The Empress had just come from yet another session with the Palace steward. “Oh, dear. Oh, dear. We're already bursting at the seams and there isn't enough room. Julian, your invitation to the Duke of Ceila has really messed things up. His entourage is going to take up the entire East Wing and the staff is tearing their hair out. I just don't know where we're going to put all these people.”
Her husband calmly hung up the interphone. “Corey, honey, the problem's solved. Zachary's loaning us his floating space-station resort for the festivities. Obviously he can't land the damn thing, so he's going to park it in our orbit and run regular shuttles back and forth. Since everything will be on the house, it'll probably be the jubilee's most popular attraction. You just watch. People will be fighting to stay there. The Emperor of Seira just told me that he and his whole tribe are planning to stay in the topmost VIP suite and Zachary and Deborah and their three are thinking of joining him. That'll free up a bunch of rooms, won't it?”
Cornelia frowned. “Well, it'll certainly help because of what Ephraim alone was going to take up. There's him, Thamar, their four sons and that whole retinue he trails around with him. You know, for a man who once claimed to be only a simple wanderer among the stars, he took to the Imperial life with a vengeance, didn't he?”
Julian chuckled. “That he did. After he found out how much he enjoyed it. Of course, Ephraim's an absolute monarch and I'm not. He's the first Emperor of Seira in who knows how many centuries, and he can make up his own rules as he goes along. But we'll have to use his official name while he's here, my love. It's Josea not Ephraim. And this time we'll have to observe all the protocols. That means he's going to have to refrain from his usual magical mayhem. Ephraim may think it's amusing for people to find themselves bobbing around the chandeliers but the victims seldom do. And I have quite enough explaining to do as it is.”
His wife sighed. “You know, dear, you're becoming extremely stuffy in your old age. I can remember a time when you and Cassius would have found that absolutely hilarious.”
“Well,” mused the Emperor, “there is one pair I wouldn't mind seeing bounce off the ceiling and that's that precious couple from Ceila. Ooof. There's something about those people I do not like.”
“Oh, you mean poor little Adrian's guardians? They had exactly the same effect on me and Zachary doesn't like them either. He hasn't been allowed to see Adrian since the accident and they never respond to any of his queries. This Philip person showed up at the clinic and just took charge. He took Adrian back to Ceila without so much as a by your leave and nothing's been heard from him since. But there've been some ugly rumors. I know for a fact that his wife Abigail has been redecorating the Ducal Palace and been spending Adrian's money like water. Deborah and Zachary used the same decorator for their island house and they heard all about it.”
It was the Emperor's turn to frown. “Well, there's one thing we could do. I can persuade Ephraim or that odd little robot sidekick of his to do a mindscan on Adrian at some event. If there's anything going on we'll soon know it, if not there'll be no harm done. What do you think, dear?”
Corey caressed his cheek.
Still handsome at eighty-five, Julian worked out every day with his trainer and he still looked asif he was in his sixties. His golden features displayed nary a wrinkle, his mane of silver gilt hair was barely frosted and the wide-set gray eyes meeting hers were as expressive and bright as ever.
“I think that you and I need to get some rest before tonight's shindig. And I can remember a time when you'd do a lot more in this bedroom than just talk.”
Julian raised his eyebrows. “Oh, really.” He made a grab for her and gave her a resounding kiss. “You mean like this?”
There was a knock on the bedroom door and he whispered, “Is it locked?”
She nodded.
“Whatever it is,” he called out, “just leave it outside the door. And please don't disturb me again until at least the middle of next week.”
Corey giggled. “I can also remember a time when you didn't say please. Come on, dear, the bed's this way.”
Julian started unbuttoning his shirt. “Ah, so it is. And I still know what to do when we get there.”
“Oh, I'm sure you remember very well,” she said and for most of the next hour Julian proved to her entire satisfaction that he did.

Chapter 3—The Birthday Party
The Emperor tugged at the collar of his dress shirt in a fury. “Corey, dammit, help me with this thing. I swear, they're making these holes smaller every year.”
She fixed the offending button. “Did it ever occur to you, dear, that you don't see quite as well at eighty-five as you did at thirty? After all, they don't let you fly by yourself any more either.”
“Which is totally ridiculous,” groused Julian. “My reflexes are as sharp as they ever were and I'll have you know I just passed my flight physical again. It damn near blew the doctor's mind, the miserable little whippersnapper. He's only thirty-four and I'm in better shape than he is. Besides that I'm not officially eighty-five until tomorrow. So, don't rush it. Just because I have to wear glasses once in a while that flight surgeon damn near grounded me.”
“Well, it's a little more than that, dear. Your blood pressure is higher than it should be and you've been getting those headaches and dizzy spells lately.”
He promptly made a grab for her. “Around you, my turtledove, I always get dizzy and the headaches are an allergic reaction to all the politicians I have to deal with these days.”
They heard a knock on the bedroom door. Deftly sidestepping Julian's hands, Corey went to open it.
The Emperor's illegitimate half-brother, the elder Prince Cassius, was only a few weeks older than Julian. As dark as his brother was fair one was seldom seen in public without the other. The Prince looked down from his six-foot-plus height. “Well, little brother, aren't you ready yet? Your guests are milling around and if you and Corey don't get down there soon they're going to be too sloshed to find the dining room.”
The Emperor sniffed. “I sincerely doubt that. I specifically told the steward to water the drinks.”
“Hah,” declared Cassius. “He evidently misunderstood because he's been doing exactly the opposite. The Countess of Eroica is doing her best to hold up the dining room wall and the Marquis of Savaronola is doing his bird impressions.”
Corey sighed. “Already? Julian, we'd better get down there. By the way, where are the children?”
“Oh, Alyssa took them off somewhere,” replied her husband airily. “They said they'd be by later for the dancing. It's going to be just us old folks around the dinner table tonight.”
“Speak for yourself,” snorted Cassius. “Unlike you, I am still permitted to fly alone.”
“Until you smack into the side of a building. Good god, man, you're older than I am.”
“Oh, will the two of you please grow up?” snapped Corey. “Julian, you look perfectly fine so stop fussing. Now give me your arm and let's get down there while some of the guests are still standing.”
As the Imperial couple appeared at the head of the grand marble staircase, the small orchestra struck up the Nublian anthem and their waiting guests spontaneously applauded. Julian's younger sister Ellie stood beside her husband Jonah, and watched fondly as her brother and his still-vibrant wife came down the stairs toward them. In her opinion, the Emperor was still the most handsome man she'd ever seen and in truth she wasn't far wrong. He'd inherited his striking looks from his mother's forebears and was one of those fortunate beings who looked better as he grew older.
But the Emperor was tired and he'd told his brother he planned to abdicate in favor of the Crown Prince as soon as the Jubilee was over.
The younger Cassius, or Cass as he was known to his family and the Nublian people, wasn't pleased at the prospect of succeeding his father. A perennial bachelor at forty-nine and the spitting image of his father, he'd be required to take a bride within two years of his accession and produce an heir. And not just any bride either. Chosen by lottery by Nublis’ Parliament she'd be a member of the Imperial clan and probably in her teens, and he wasn't looking forward to the prospect at all.
Lord Zachary Fortier's amiable temperament was the exact opposite of his fiery wife's andas they entered the Palace foyer he gave her a lazy smile. “Where are our offspring tonight? Aren't they coming to your father's birthday bash?”
Deborah sighed, then looked accusingly at her twin brother. “Why don't you ask him? To the best of my knowledge they're off somewhere with Alyssa, as usual.”
Thirty years before, Cass’ mistress Elizabeth had given birth to his only child, then died almost immediately by her own hand. The apple of her indulgent father's eye and the Emperor Julian's favorite grandchild, Princess Alyssa had lived with her father ever since in a luxurious riverside villa on the outskirts of the capital.
In response to Zachary's inquiring look, the Crown Prince had the grace to look guilty. “It's my fault, I suppose. Alyssa hates these stuffy family dinners and offered to take all the cousins to see that new showboat on the river. They're planning to come by later for the dancing.”
Deborah stamped her foot. “Honestly, Cass. The way you indulge that daughter of yours it's no wonder she's never settled down. Alyssa's already thirty and she hasn't even decided on her productive requirement. Daddy's even worse, and between the two of you, you've spoiled her absolutely rotten.”
The subject of their conversation was at the ticket window of the showboat in question, attempting to negotiate a set of tickets for herself and her small flock of Imperial cousins. Besides Zachary and Deborah's three, the group included the two grandchildren of Julian's brother Prince Cassius the elder and the granddaughter of their younger sister Ellie.
The performance was, as usual, sold out.
“Oh, come on,” Alyssa wheedled, “there's got to be something. I know for a fact, the captain always holds back a few seats for his relatives. Come on, guys, what's it going to take besides money?”
An alert tabloid photographer spotted the Princess's white-gold mane of hair and the chestnut locks and distinctive features of her twin cousins Anya and Elena.
Fortunately for Alyssa, the captain of the showboat recognized her at the same time and rushed over to the ticket window. “Your Highness, welcome to our showboat. These must be your illustrious cousins. Let me see. How many do we have? One, two, three ... including Your Highness, that makes seven altogether. Yes, we can certainly accommodate you. Please come this way and consider yourselves my guests for the evening.”
“Oh, thank you, Captain.” Alyssa was at her most gracious, and Zachary's fifteen-year-old son Aaron shook with suppressed laughter. “We have to be at the Palace at ten for my grandfather's birthday celebration. Is there any way that can be arranged?”
The captain bowed and scraped. “No problem, Your Highness. My personal launch will be at your august disposal. When you arrive, please convey our sincere congratulations to His Majesty.”
As they followed him into the theater, Aaron shook his head in admiration. “Alyssa, you've got more damn crust than a bakery. Come on, guys. It looks as if we've lucked out and jumped the line again. You know, some day, those people waiting so patiently over there are going to kill us just on general principles. I know I would if I were them.”

Chapter 4—Travel Preparations
Well, there's one small mercy at least, thought Adrian as Jared went through the closet in his bedroom. Since none of my clothes fit Philip, I still have most of them. Even if they are five years out of date. 
He still couldn't get used to the sight of Abigail parading around in his mother's gowns and jewelry or Philip sporting his father's massive turquoise ring on his left forefinger. As for Abner, the vision of him in the Ducal hunting gear was enough to turn any stomach.
Jared held up an unfitted shirt and matching jacket woven of nubby Nublian silk. “These aren't too bad. This cream color's very in this year and the fabric's nice. Here are some more in a sort of faded blue. In fact, you have a whole batch of them in different colors. There must be at least a dozen sets.”
Yeah. Momma got them on her last trip to Cyrenia before the crash. She thought I'd like them and she was so right. Abner overlooked them when he went through my things or he'd have scarfed the lot. Princess Deborah's design company did a men's collection that year and Momma got Dad and me a whole bunch of their stuff. We never got to wear any of it because the accident happened right after that. Philip found Dad's shirts and that miserable cretin seems to really like them. It's really too bad they're his size. Just keep digging, Jared, and you'll find the pants that go with them.
“Aha,” exclaimed Jared. “These must be the pants.” He held them up and appraised Adrian. “The problem is, little buddy, you've evidently lost a lot of weight since you got these. But since you'll be in your wheelchair, we can mushfake something that'll look respectable. Don't you agree?”
As Adrian nodded, Philip came into the bedroom. He had a pair of dark glasses with wrap-around frames in his hand. “These are for you, Adrian. You're to wear them anytime we're in public. Here. I want to see how they look.”
Adrian put them on, then took them right off again. The lenses were so dark he could barely see Philip's face, let alone read his lips.
“That's the general idea. They're to protect your eyes. You're not used to the sunlight and it'll be high summer when we're there.”
Of course I'm not used to the sunlight, you idiot, because I never get out in it anymore. But that's not the real reason for these. You don't want people seeing my eyes. Especially if it's someone I know. 
Adrian threw the glasses on the bed in disgust.
“Tsk,” admonished Philip. “Temper. Temper. Adrian, you're really going to have to behave or I'll have Jared here give you something to calm you down. Jared? How are you coming with that packing? Hmm. Nice jackets. It seems to me Adrian's father had some like that too.”
Haw, thought the Duke. As if you didn't know, you damn thief. 
When Philip had gone, Jared picked up the glasses and tried them on. “What is this? These are corrective lenses for photophobia and you certainly don't have that. These lenses get progressively darker as the light gets brighter and any normal person wearing them is going to be as blind as a bat. They're dark enough just in the dimness of this room. In the sunlight, they'll be absolutely opaque. What's he trying to do to you? You sure as hell won't be able to see anything.”
As Jared angrily started out of the room, something hit his shoulder. When he realized Adrian had just thrown a book at him, he stopped. “What's with you?”
The Duke shook his head vigorously.
“You don't want me to confront him? Someone needs to.”
Adrian shook his head again.
“Well, all right. But I don't like the way they're treating you. It's wrong and something should be done about it.”
Oh, you don't know the half of it and I have no way of telling you. Well, at least they have to be semi-careful with you and Richard around. What they'd be like if you weren't here.... Ugh. I don't even want to think about it. 
Jared was obviously grumbling as he went back to organizing Adrian's wardrobe for the jubilee. Since the Duke couldn't see the attendant's lips, he couldn't tell what he was saying.
When Abner came in and threw something at Adrian's head, he ducked. As it landed beside him on the coverlet, he recognized the carved ruby ring his father had given him for his twenty-first birthday.
“Daddy says I have to return this to you for the trip. But then I want it back, you dummy. It's just wasted on you, you miserable crip. You aren't good for anything and all you do is take up space. Hey, nice shirts. How did I ever miss them?” Abner caught sight of Jared's face and his voice abruptly trailed away. Dropping the shirt, he backed slowly away from the bed and bolted from the room.
Adrian started laughing. He stopped abruptly and tried to pick up the ring but his claw of a hand was too clumsy and he couldn't quite manage it.
“Here,” said Jared, “I'll help you. Which finger do you want it on?”
When he realized Adrian was looking down and couldn't see his face, Jared put a finger under his chin and repeated the question.Adrian held up his left hand and tapped a finger with his right. When Jared started working the ring onto the third finger of his left hand, Adrian gasped in pain.
He stopped. “It's not going to work. That finger's permanently bent and besides that it's deformed. Let's put it on your pinky instead. There.”
Adrian lifted his hand and looked at the ring. The carving depicted a cat's snarling face, the official symbol of his Ducal house. His father had had it especially made for him. He'd worn it constantly until Philip removed it just prior to breaking his hands. His cousin wasn't stupid and he knew very well if certain people were to see that ring on Abner's hand, there'd be questions. He smiled his thanks and Jared smiled back.
“You're getting a professional haircut as well. The barber's coming up from the village first thing in the morning and I'm supposed to give Philip a list of any clothes you might need. He has a tailor coming tomorrow to fit you for a formal dinner jacket and you might be interested to know that he made Abigail get rid of those damn birds. Now she's decided to do everything over in a pastoral forest theme. It's going to be all mossy glades, burbling fountains and baby animals. The last I heard, she was shopping for a unicorn. I hope she finds one and it rams her right in the butt.”
Adrian started laughing so hard he almost fell off the bed.
Brain damage, my ass. The one with brain damage is that friggin’ Abner and I'm not sure his old lady's elevator goes to the top story either. I wish there were some way you could communicate with me, little buddy, because I have a feeling you'd have plenty to say. Like telling me what really happened to your hands and where all those scars came from. They sure look like burns to me and how you got them is a mystery.
Adrian's dark eyes were anxious.
“All right. I'll be careful. But I promise you one thing. One way or another, I'm going to get you some help, and in the meantime, I'll keep an eye on you as best I can.”
Well, noone can ask for more than that, thought the Duke. The first thing I'm going to do is break those glasses and hope to heaven Philip doesn't have another pair. As old as he is, Cousin Julian's got sharp eyes and surely he'll notice something's wrong. But with those damned glasses on I won't even know where I am let alone who's there.
Suddenly, Adrian regretted that he wasn't just like everyone else. Then, in total despair he put his head down in his ruined hands and wept.

Chapter 5—Seiran Interlude
On far-off Seira, the Empress Thamar was just stepping out of her bathing pool when her husband Ephraim entered her apartments. He watched in appreciation as his tall, slender wife sauntered gracefully over to the massage table and lay down on it.
Waving the attendant aside, he picked up a bottle of scented oil and begun rubbing it into Thamar's back.
“Mmmm,” she purred. “Ephraim, is that you, or has Laria picked up a whole new technique? I didn't see you come in.”
The Emperor brushed Thamar's soft brown curls aside from her long neck and began working on the satiny skin between her shoulder blades. “I just heard from Zachary and there's been a slight change in plan. We're going to park the mega-resort above Nublis and stay there instead of at the Palace. The young Duke of Ceila's coming and Julian gave him our old rooms in the East Wing. Do you mind very much?”
Thamar turned over and her huge violet eyes met her husband's golden ones. “Of course not. I've always wanted to go stay at Nephtali but you never seem able to find the time. What's so nice about it is that there'll be plenty of room for the boys and we can do some real entertaining ... Seiran style.” She reached up and put her arms around her husband's neck.
The Emperor began to cover her face with small kisses and the attendants discreetly withdrew.
Like Ephraim, Thamar had taken to the Imperial life with enthusiasm and grace once she'd gotten over her initial diffidence and shyness. Their oldest boy Nathan had been born on Nublis, where Thamar remained under Julian's official protection while Ephraim led the revolt on Seira against her tyrannical father, Azarius, and his four fellow Plutarchs.
Julian and his brother Cassius had then come to Seira on Zachary's ship to aid Ephraim in his fight for freedom. While Ephraim and his small, dedicated guerrilla force operated on the ground, the Imperial brothers carved out a legend as fighter pilots that would live forever in the annals of Seira.
Then Thamar's father and his fellow Plutarchs officially declared war on Nublis. With the help of a fleet of immense battlecruisers Julian had leased from the Trade League, Nublis successfully fended off the Plutarchs’ missile attacks as well as an attempted invasion.
After the Nublians went on the offensive and moved the war into the Plutarchs’ backyard the final battle was joined on the great plain of Phasga.
As the armies clashed, the Seiran workers poured out of their factories and homes and by sheer numbers overwhelmed and destroyed their oppressors in the five great cities. From sunrise to sunset of that fateful day, Ephraim stood unflinching on the peak of Phasga holding the great imperial banner of Seira aloft for his people to see.
According to an ancient prophecy, as long as he held the standard up his people would prevail. If he once let it fall, they would lose. Many swore later they'd seen a woman standing beside Ephraim with a baby in her arms and that she shielded him from the Plutarchs’ shells.
When the five Plutarchs were brought before him in chains after his victory, the new Emperor showed them no mercy. Three he ordered hanged immediately. Of the two remaining, his natural father Saddath was one and the other was his father-in-law Azarius.
He addressed Saddath first. “I am your natural son. Had my mother not hidden me from you, you would have smothered me at birth. She died in the course of bearing your daughter who did not survive and you honored their memories by tossing their bodies into a ravine and leaving them for the crows and scavengers. So shall your fate be. Except you'll still be living when you're thrown in the ravine and the crows and scavengers can do with you what they will.”
As the guards took the trembling Saddath away, Ephraim turned his attention to Azarius. “As for you, my esteemed father-in-law, your treatment of the women in your household is an abomination. You sold me your daughter Thamar for thirty thousand credits. Then, after I was hurt in an explosion, you tried to take her back in order to sell her again for a higher price. Were it up to you, you'd have smothered your own grandson when he was born. When I chose instead to acknowledge him with pride and make Thamar my wife, you mocked me. Because you murdered my foster father Sepphor's only granddaughter he's asked me to turn you over to him for trial. I am hereby granting his wish. The women of the Cariath, led by your victim's mother, will be the ones to determine and carry out your punishment. So be it.”
As Azarius fell to his knees and pleaded for mercy, Ephraim's eyes flashed. He rose from his throne and when he pointed his hands golden light shot from his fingers. It enveloped the Plutarch who fell to the ground writhing and screaming.
Ephraim motioned to the guards and they picked Azarius up and hauled him away.
“What will the women do to him?” asked his little robot sidekick, Seamus.
“They'll probably flay him alive and place what's left in the desert as a meal for the black leopards. Since the leopards like to play with their food he'll probably live for quite a while.”
Seeing his smile Seamus counted himself fortunate to be considered the new Emperor's friend rather than his enemy. “Yuck. Ephraim, that's really nasty even for you.”
Once the revolution on Seira was over and he was securely installed on the Imperial throne, Ephraim, now officially known as the Emperor Josea, set about reorganizing the government and economic structure of the planet.
Because Seira was so huge he divided his empire into four kingdoms. Retaining the main landmass with its five industrial cities as his personal base he built a graceful white marble Palace on one of the hills near the capital city of Giulliam with its giant spaceport and multitude of factories. Ephraim named his mountainous kingdom to the north Phasga after the highest peak on Seira. The immense desert country to the west ruled by his beloved foster father Sepphor became Seraphta. Finally, he gave the name Ophir to the warm ocean of the south with its myriads of tropical isles and strange peoples.
During the next eight years, the Empress Thamar presented her husband with three more strapping sons.
It had all been a very long time ago, he thought, as he took his wife in his arms. Thirty years to be exact. My oldest son is almost the same age I was when I attained the throne and he's made me a grandfather twice over.
It would be good to see Julian and Cassius and reminisce about the glory days and he understood exactly what Julian meant about the endless imperial grind and how much he hated it. As his brother Emperor predicted, when he and Cassius hung up their battle gear after Seira's revolutionary war it had been for the last time.
That had also been Ephraim's last taste of freedom. From that day forward he was the Emperor Josea. The property of the people of Seira and the sacred symbol of the revolution his life was no longer his own. As was the case with Julian before him the tabloids and interplanetary news reporters became an integral part of Ephraim's existence, and he hadn't been able to make a move since his coronation without their reporting it in detail.
He sighed in frustration and Thamar put her hand up to his face. “What is it, my love?”
“Oh, nothing. And everything. Once I suggested to Sepphor that they make Seira a republic and him president. That way I could go back to my ship and live the way I always had, free as a bird, leaping from galaxy to galaxy as I pleased, and answering to noone other than my own free will. By way of an answer, Sepphor smiled and pointed to my imperial armor. I kneeled, kissed his hand and accepted my fate.”
Thamar traced his features with her fingers. “Oh, it's not really so bad. You have your friends and you've built the most magnificent empire in the entire Synod. No one can have everything, Ephraim, not even you. For the next few weeks, you can live in private on Nephtali and there you can put off the robes of office and be yourself for a change. It'll be a time for catching up with old friends and reminiscing about the good times into the small hours of the morning. As for me, it'll be great to see the Nublian imperial women again. We have a lot of catching up to do. They're dying to see Nephtali and I want to see all of Corey's grandchildren.”
Ephraim took one of Thamar's brown curls in his fingers and began to play with it. “I suppose you're right but for the time being I have to get up and put on the cares of the world again. Even the four kingdoms are having trouble getting along and there's a border dispute I have to arbitrate in twenty minutes. Right now, lawyers for both sides are pacing in the halls, rehearsing their nervous clients and going over their arguments. I can feel my empty desk waiting for me, weighing on me, and I must go.”
She pulled his face down to hers and gave him a long kiss. “Take this with you to remember me by. Just think. In a few days, we'll be over Nublis, on Nephtali.”

Chapter 6—Jared's Dilemma
“Are you saying we actually have to have the crip at the dinner table with us and take him everywhere we go?” Abner's voice rose to a whine.
His father's tone was conciliatory. “Well, the press is here and it's him they want to see. But don't worry. With those dark glasses on he won't be able to see a thing. Since he can't hear either he'll have no idea where he is or who's with him. The reporters will soon tire of trying to interview a wax doll in a wheelchair and believe me one picture of the Duke of Ceila sitting there and doing exactly nothing will be more than enough. How many times are they going to write that he can't even feed himself let alone do anything else? Adrian's a very dull story and they'll soon be looking for more interesting subjects.”
Abigail smiled. “I know, dear, and that's why I've laid on a wonderful buffet to welcome the ladies and gentlemen of the press. There'll be a tour of the island followed by a huge gala on the beach with native dancing and all the rest. Adrian'll be there of course but they'll scarcely notice him.”
“Well, according to this new lawyer,” remarked Philip, “we may not have to put up with him that much longer anyway. He has high hopes for getting the court to rule in my favor on the inheritance. Once they've done that, it's ‘goodbye, Adrian.’ He doesn't have any kind of a life anyway so all we'll be doing is putting him out of his misery. And it won't be any too soon for me.”
Merciful heavens. thought Jared, as he listened through the door. Those bastards are going to kill him. No wonder he didn't want me to confront Philip about the dark glasses. He knew the son of a bitch was doing it to him deliberately. All I would have accomplished would have been to get myself fired or worse. But what can I do? If I could get him out of here, I would, but I just don't see any practical way.
Entering Adrian's bedroom that evening, he saw the young Duke and his other attendant, Richard, had a game of checkers going. Adrian, as usual, was winning. Since he was intent on the game, Adrian didn't see him come in and Jared watched him for a while.
When he'd first set eyes on the Duke, Jared had been struck by how handsome he was with his dark curly hair, finely chiseled features and aristocratic bearing. It was as if Nature had compensated him in every other way possible for depriving him of his hearing and speech. Even now after years of illness and abuse, Adrian's physical beauty and charm were in no way dimmed.
As an experienced medical attendant, Jared realized instantly that Adrian was reading his lips. Far from being the vegetable Philip made him out to be his new patient clearly understood everything around him.
On his second day as Adrian's attendant Jared was telling some inane joke to Richard. For some reason, he looked over at Adrian. When he saw him smile, he nudged his colleague. Then he went over to the bed and told Adrian another joke.
After laughing at the punch line the Duke sighed and shook his head as if to say, “Is that the best you can do?”
Richard had said, “Let's go outside.”
On the other side of the half-closed bedroom door, he whispered, “Look, Jared, I know you mean well but it won't work. He's officially diagnosed as brain-damaged and if you value your job you'll go along. I'm originally from here and wanted to get back to Ceila in the worst way but didn't have the money. When Philip said ‘no locals,’ I lied like a rug. I'm still lying.”
“Are you saying...?”
“It took me less than twenty-four hours to catch on that Adrian's as sane as you and I but what are we gonna do about it? The doctors have been paid off and Philip's got the local magistrate in his pocket. Your predecessor made the mistake of treating Adrian like a human being and went out of here on a rail. Abigail hires the household staff from the capital and discourages visitors for the same reason.”
Hearing a sound from the hall below, Richard abruptly stopped talking and returned to their patient's room. Jared followed. “Is there nothing we can do?”
“I rigged a signal. If anyone visits him at night, it wakes me and I go check.”
“What are you saying?”
“There's no legitimate way he could have gotten those burn scars on his own. Let's just say there aren't any fresh ones.”
Jared's mouth fell open.
“He's not incontinent either. We have a system worked out for that too but I don't chart it.”
Obviously reading Richard's lips the Duke nodded, then he looked at Jared a trifle anxiously.
“Rig those signals to my room too. We may as well take alternate nights.”
Once before, Jared had witnessed a similar case.
She'd been a childless elderly widow with a great deal of money and little or no sense. A young lawyer in her community managed to worm his way into her affections and she treated him like a son. After she fell and broke her hip the lawyer had her declared mentally incompetent and placed in a conservatorship with himself as her guardian. On her return home from the hospital he had her watched around the clock. All her mail and communications were diverted to the lawyer. He was her only visitor and he instructed the attendants to imprison her in her house and keep her friends away.
Jared had been hired as one of her medical attendants. On his first day there he was assigned to the night shift. The widow couldn't sleep and wandering the house as was her custom, came upon him in the kitchen. He was making himself a cup of tea and fixed her one too. Then they talked.
It soon became obvious that this was a brilliant woman with all her faculties intact. Unfortunately, she possessed a disagreeable nature and a violent temper. When she tried to fight what the lawyer had done to her her unpleasant personality worked against her. Throughout the course of her life she had made many enemies and few friends. She had cultivated the rich and highly placed and scorned anyone on a lower social level than herself, and therein lay the irony. In the end, her humble paid attendants were the only people who tried to help her and it was her rich influential acquaintances who did her in.
Being quite young and on his first nursing assignment, Jared had been naive enough to report the abuse of the widow to the proper authorities. He'd actually expected the law to protect her. More fool he. Not only had the authorities done nothing but he'd been instantly dismissed from his position and tagged as a troublemaker.
Another attendant told him what happened next.
The widow was taken forcibly from her house soon after Jared was fired. Then she was institutionalized in a private home for the aged where her guardian had a financial interest. The other attendant went to see her and he'd had been so horrified he hadn't had the heart to go back. He found her lying naked in her own excrement with no covers. She was drugged to the gills and, mercifully, out of her mind. Her meticulously-dyed hair had gone snow-white and she was as skinny as a rail. Her death a few months later was a merciful release and her conservator inherited her considerable estate.
Jared had quietly asked around and found plenty of people willing to talk about that particular lawyer and his influential friends. But only in private. Not only had the man done it before, but he'd made an entire career out of preying on those who were sick and alone. His only criteria was that they possess enough wealth to make it worth his while, and he hadn't acted alone. Preying on the sick and helpless was a regular racket in that particular community and a whole network of people was involved. They had all their bases covered and as Jared learned only too painfully, thumbed their noses at the law with impunity because they were the law. It had taken him years to get back on his feet again and when he was offered the job of taking care of the young Duke of Ceila, it seemed like an answer to a prayer. Now here he was faced with the same damnable dilemma except that this time he wasn't going to make the same mistake.
It was Richard's night off and after bidding them both goodnight he left cheerfully for the village to see his girl friend.
Something hit Jared on the shoulder and he realized Adrian had thrown a checker at him.
The Duke's dark eyes questioned him almost as if he knew what Jared was thinking.
As he opened his mouth to speak, Adrian looked at someone behind him and he closed it again.
It was Philip. “Well, little cousin. Are you packed and ready for tomorrow's trip? I see the barber got up here to cut your hair and your new jacket's arrived. Now, I'm just going to talk to Jared about something. Then he will be in to settle you for the night.”
Adrian's face remained expressionless.
Philip looked at him in apparent frustration and beckoned to Jared. “Come on into the hall because I have something I want you to do. Do you see this needlegun? These cartridges contain something the doctor has prescribed to keep Adrian calm. Give him a shot as soon as he wakes and another when we reach the spaceport. From then on, he's to have one every four hours.”
Jared held out his hand for the kit. “Consider it done, my lord.”
When he saw the cartridges, he thought, In a pig's eye, I will. 
The cartridges’ purple color and numeric code designated a powerful hallucinogenic tranquilizer that was only indicated for extremely violent patients. The drug would render Adrian practically comatose and, even given over a short period of time, would affect his brain function as well. No ethical practitioner would prescribe such a medication to a patient like Adrian and the cartridges told Jared everything he needed to know about the island's doctors.
Once he had the Duke settled, Jared took a bottle of sterile saline solution from the supply cupboard and went to his own room. After locking the bathroom door, he opened each cartridge, poured its contents down the drain, then rinsed and refilled it with the saline solution. Since there were over sixty cartridges, it took him awhile and it was almost two in the morning before he was done. Finally, he repacked the kit and loaded a cartridge into the needlegun for Adrian's first shot in the morning.
By this time tomorrow, they'd be in the East Wing of the Imperial Palace. Hopefully by then, he'd have found someone to help Adrian. In the meantime, he'd warn his patient to act suitably comatose because Philip would be watching every move they made.


Chapter 7—Arrival
Cyrenia's spaceport was festooned with multi-colored bunting, and the flags of all the nations represented at the Jubilee were snapping in the stiff breeze. As the Duke of Ceila's private ship nosed gracefully into its assigned place, Jared saw a band playing and a small delegation waiting to greet them.
He touched Adrian's shoulder to let him know they'd arrived, then turned his wheelchair to face the main bay doors. Philip checked to make sure Adrian had his dark glasses in place, then signaled to the crew to open the doors.
When he felt Jared's touch on his shoulder, Adrian started counting, then felt him bump the wheelchair. That was the signal.
Adrian pushed off the offending glasses. As they fell, Jared guided one of the wheels over them.
He instantly pulled the chair back and retrieved them. “Lord Philip, I'm afraid these are broken. But I have a regular pair His Grace can use.”
Philip swore under his breath. “I have a spare pair in my luggage and yours will have to do for now.”
Damn. thought Jared. That means we're going to have to go through this whole rigmarole again tomorrow. 
Gratefully donning the regular glasses, the Duke flashed Jared a quick grin. Then he looked to see who'd come to meet him.
Zachary, you don't know how good it is to see you. But who's that funny-looking little man with you? Oh, I'll bet he's a robot. He'd be either an Omicron or Omega class. How interesting. I've never seen one before, but I've read about them.
He heard a voice in his head. "Adrian. If you can hear me, scratch the end of your nose as soon as you reach the end of the dock."
Huh? What's this? Well, I might as well do it and see what happens. Come on, Jared, hurry up. Zachary's waiting. 
Remembering he was supposed to be half-comatose from the shot Jared had just given him Adrian bowed his head and hoped he looked doggy enough to satisfy Philip.
Finally. 
They reached the end of the dock and he looked up to see Zachary bending toward him.
Oh, I need to give the signal. 
He rubbed his claw of a hand on the end of his nose.
"Good. You understand me, then. I'm the robot standing next to Zachary. I'm an Omega genius class leprechaun model and my name is Seamus. Now we're in communication, we can do a mindlink. You'll be able to hear with my ears and we'll be able to converse. Would you like that?"
"Would I like it? Are you kidding? I wonder what it's like to actually hear sounds. I've imagined them but I really don't know what one is like.” 
Something hit him like a blow. Except it wasn't. It was sort of like a.... He couldn't describe it.
"You're hearing the noises around the spaceport with my ears. That's what sound is like."
It wasn't what Adrian had expected and it felt very uncomfortable.
"Can you turn it off?"
Abruptly the strange sensation ceased.
"Is that better?"
"Yes. Thank you. Your name's Seamus?" Adrian extended his hand to the robot.
Zachary saw his ruined claw and went into shock. “Adrian. What happened to you?”
Reading his lips, the Duke thought, It's a long story. I'll tell Seamus and then he can tell you. 
"Philip busted my hands with a ballpeen hammer to prevent me from communicating. Then he got two doctors to certify me mentally incompetent. Because I can't talk or hear a lot of people are willing to believe that anyway. Zachary, it's awful. Please help me. “
Zachary heard Seamus’ gasp and wondered what Adrian was telling him.
Seamus said aloud, “Zachary and I want to take you somewhere nice for lunch, Adrian. That's if it's all right with your guardians.”
What's going on? wondered Zachary. “Of course. Lord Philip? Lady Abigail? This must be your son Abner. My name is Zachary Fortier. Adrian and I are old friends from the SynoNet.”
Philip said smoothly, “As you can see, my lord, Adrian's not in very good shape. He needs to get over to the Palace and rest because he's groggy from the trip. He's just not used to this many people.”
"Bullshit. Seamus, please insist. My attendant, Jared's, all right. Tell him Jared'll take good care of me."
“There's a nice quiet restaurant called Mariela's near the harbor,” said Seamus firmly. “They have a private room we can use. Zachary knows the owner and he can arrange it. Attendant? We have a large transport that will accommodate Adrian and his whole party. It's this way.”
Zachary raised his eyebrows at Seamus. I suppose you know what you're doing. 
“Uh, absolutely. Mariela's an old friend and her private room will be perfect. Come on, folks. Just follow Seamus’ lead.” He bent to help the attendants lift Adrian's wheelchair across the gap between the dock and the entrance to the concourse.
As he did so, Jared whispered, “He's in trouble, sir. You've got to help him.”
Zachary nodded his understanding and stood up again.
* * * *
Mindful of Philip's watchful eye, Adrian dropped his head to his chest and did his best to look half-asleep. "I'm supposed to be drugged with something but Jared switched it with normal saline. He told me to act half-comatose. Actually, I'm wide awake and looking forward to that lunch. Thanks."
“You're welcome, but we'll have to think of some way to tell Zachary what's going on. Right now, he's really wondering.”
“Why don't you do a mindlink with him?”
“Good idea. I'll sign off now and as soon as I've communicated with Zachary, I'll be back.”
Zachary heard Seamus in his head. "All right, short stuff, what in the hell's going on?” 
“A real horror story. We've got to get Adrian away from those people as soon as possible. The attendant's all right and he's trying to help. Lunch at Mariela's was all I could think of, because you own the place.”
"All right. Get back in communication with Adrian again. I'll call Mariela and see what I can arrange. Tell them I went to the bathroom and will be right back." As soon as Zachary was out of sight, he tapped his wrist communicator. “Get me Mariela's restaurant, stat. Then send the biggest transport we've got to the spaceport's west entrance immediately.”
When the restaurant's owner answered, Zachary asked, “What's the status of your back room?” He listened for a moment. “Get them out of there. Give them a thousand credits each and a voucher for a free meal. I'm bringing a party of ... let me see ... one, two, three ... seven. Yeah, Mariela, I know and I'll make it up to you, I promise. We'll be there in approximately twenty minutes.”
He signaled to an official and handed him a large banknote. “My communicator number is zero zero four three. Check the west entrance and let me know the minute my big transport arrives. I'll be over by the Ceilan ship's dock. One of the party's in a wheelchair and he might need some help getting across the concourse.”
The official nodded and hurried off.
Zachary returned to where Adrian and his cousins waited with Seamus. He frowned and bent to look at the chair's front wheel. “You have a slight problem there I see.”
He took a tool from his pocket and made an adjustment. “Now try it.”
Jared pushed the chair forward but the wheel refused to budge.
“Oh, my,” said Zachary and adjusted it again.
When he heard the official's voice in his earpiece he adjusted the wheel a third time and the chair moved smoothly forward.
"What's he doing?" asked Adrian.
Seamus carefully didn't look at the Duke."Delaying tactic. He had to order a transport and tell the restaurant we were coming. He must have heard that the transport arrived."
Adrian grinned. "I like his style but Philip must be blowing a gasket. He hates not being in control of things. Especially when they involve me.” 
Seamus did a quick mind scan and got back to Adrian. "Your guardian's fit to spit and he's planning to punish you severely. Something about a pair of glasses?"
 “Yeah," chortled Adrian. "They were special ones that worked like a blindfold. Jared helped me break them when we were coming off the ship. Philip's got a spare pair but they're in the luggage that's gone to the Palace. We're going to break them tomorrow first chance we get.” 
Then he grew serious. "The only problem is, Philip has got a bottle of acid as well. He told me this morning that if I didn't cooperate with the glasses he'd blind me permanently. That's probably the punishment he's planning. If he does it, Seamus, I might as well be dead."
 We've got to get him out of there, thought Seamus, but where are we going to put him? 
Then it came to him. Aha, we'll ship Adrian up to Nephtali. They've got an excellent clinic, all the comforts of home and, best of all, Philip will never find him.
When the big transport arrived at the restaurant, the owner herself came to meet them. The tall and graceful Mariela had long been a legend in Nublis’ capital city, and her age was a mystery. She had to be at least seventy and her modest restaurant by the harbor was a favorite with the most influential people on Nublis. The elder Prince Cassius was a renowned chef and even he wielded his spatula in her kitchen from time to time. While Mariela was thought to have been one of Julian's old flames in the days before his marriage to Corey, she was the soul of discretion and never talked about such things.
When she'd tried to retire a couple of years before, Zachary offered her so much money to stay in business she hadn't been able to refuse. She accepted on one condition and that was that he buy the place outright. That way, he'd have all the headaches of ownership and she could go home at night without worrying about the profits.
Zachary was so rich, he didn't care whether the place made money or not. He just wanted a place where he could bring his friends and it had been a perfect association. Ironically, Mariela's had actually flourished, was now making more money than ever and Zachary himself sometimes had trouble getting a table.
He had never asked such a favor of Maleria before and she reflected these must be some special guests indeed to warrant such treatment. In response to his request, she'd dutifully gone into the back room and persuaded the leader of the Nublian Parliament's Upper House, who happened to be the Emperor's father-in-law Lord Rollo, and his winsome lady guest to vacate the premises without offending them too much. The thousand credits and the promise of a free gourmet meal in the future had poured a great deal of oil on the troubled waters and the private room was now ready and waiting. Now, who is that? she wondered, as Jared and Zachary carried Adrian out of the transport.
When they placed him in his wheelchair, the young Duke's sunglasses came off.
His great dark eyes met Mariela's and the look in them smote her to the heart. Then he smiled at her and it was as if the sun came out. You poor soul. No one should have to suffer like that. Such a handsome young man and so charming too. 
Zachary hugged her. “Mariela! You're the light of my life! Allow me to present Adrian, the Duke of Ceila. Adrian's a distant cousin of Julian's and he's here for the jubilee. Despite the fact he can't hear or speak, you'll find he reads lips and expresses himself very well. Adrian and I are old friends from the Net.”
* * * *
She giggled. “You silver-tongued devil, you. Everyone's an old friend of yours from the Net.” Then she turned to Adrian. “Your Grace, my house is your house, and now I'm going to take you inside. My back room is waiting and I think you'll like what I've prepared.”
Hmm! thought Philip as he took in the restaurant's slightly shabby exterior. What's so special about this place? It doesn't look like much to me, and who's the old crone talking to Zachary? Well, all I can say is the food had better be good. 
As soon as his guests were seated and the server had taken their orders, Zachary rose from his chair and beckoned to Mariela.
When they were outside, she asked, “What's going on? This isn't at all like you. Who are these people anyway?”
“I'll tell you when I have more time. Right now, I need your help because I have to organize a kidnapping.”
“What?”
“I have to get the Duke away from those people and I have to do it now. They've been maltreating him and are liable to do him serious harm if I let them take him away. This was the only place I could bring him on such short notice.”
“What do you want me to do?”
“The transport's still out front. Have the driver move it to the back door. When lunch is almost over I want you to create a diversion. A fire would be nice. At the same time, have your people distract the Duke's guardians. In the confusion, I want you to take the Duke out through the kitchen. His attendant and I will be waiting to load him into the transport. Once the diversion is over, give the rest of the guests their meals for free and drinks on the house, and whatever you do, keep the Duke's guardians away from the kitchen until we're gone. Have you got all that?”
“It's a good thing you own this place because, at the rate you're going, it'll be bankrupt within the week. Now go back to your guests and I'll get everything set up.”
* * * *
Maybe this place isn't so bad after all, mused Philip. He leaned back in his chair and looked around at the company.
For his part, Zachary was name-dropping so shamelessly Adrian had a hard time keeping a straight face. Fortunately he had his sunglasses on and between the bites Jared was feeding him he kept dropping his head down to convince Philip he was half-asleep.
While Abigail was obviously lapping up everything Zachary was saying, Abner looked bored out of his skull. Fortunately for Adrian, he was seated as far away from him as possible and Abner was unable to kick or pinch him under the table as was his usual wont.
The restaurant owner came in and beckoned to Jared.
Puzzled he mouthed a question at her. “You want me?”
She nodded. “A lady out here claims she knows you. She wants to say hello.”
Jared excused himself.
As soon as he was out of sight of her guests, Mariela grabbed his arm. “We're getting ready to take the Duke out of here! Quickly! Go into the kitchen and wait by the back door.” She returned to the private room all smiles. “That's an old girl friend of his. I hope you don't mind.”
Philip was all graciousness. “Oh, no. Jared's entitled to a private life, just the same as anybody else.”
A server whispered in Mariela's ear.
“Oh, Zachary, I'm sorry to interrupt but there's a call for you. It's your office and they say it's urgent.” Then she came to stand by Adrian's wheelchair. As he looked up at her, she said, “Here, I'll help you. How about a sip of this nice wine?”
She looked over at Philip and Adrian followed her eyes.
“He shouldn't have that! He's on medication and there could be a serious interaction.”
I'll bet. If I was it'd probably off me right now, and you don't have your ruling yet, do you, you cockroach? Come on, Mariela, feed it to me! Please! Give me a big gulp! Let's give Philip a heart attack!
To his regret, Mariela set the wineglass down. He debated trying to pick it up but decided the risk wasn't worth it. He noticed that neither Jared nor Zachary had returned, and Seamus edging toward the door. Seamus's voice said in his head, "We're going to get you out of here and there's about to be a diversion. While that's going on Mariela's going to wheel you into the kitchen. Jared and Zachary will be waiting at the back door with the transport. I'll see you later in your new home.” 
All of a sudden, he saw people react to something they were hearing.
Just as Philip up started from his seat, one of the servers dumped a pitcher into Abigail's lap, and on the other side of the table, Abner abruptly disappeared from view. It looked for all the world to Adrian as if someone had grabbed his feet and pulled him off his chair.
Wow! he thought as Mariela spun his chair around. This is the most fun I've had since I don't remember when! 
When they reached the kitchen, he saw Jared and Zachary waiting by the restaurant's open back door and the outline of the transport just beyond it.
Then everything went blank.

Part Two—Freedom
Chapter 8—Sojourn on Nephtali
“I don't care,” snapped Julian, “By kidnapping the Duke, you broke the law! A photographer actually has a picture of Mariela wheeling him into the kitchen and another of you and Jared loading him in the transport! The damn story's all over the news and it's knocked the jubilee off every front page in the Synod! As Adrian's legal conservator Philip has every right to call in the authorities and press charges. In fact, he's obliged to! If they find him, I'm going to have to give him back! Actually, I have a very good idea where he is but you'd better tell that warlock partner of yours that if I ever find out officially, there's going to be the interplanetary incident of all time!”
The Emperor continued in a softer tone. “Unofficially, how's he doing?”
Zachary sighed. “His hands are smashed beyond any possible repair. There are other broken bones which are too recent to have happened in the accident as well as all those burn scars. Isn't there any way to bring a case against Philip and Abigail?”
Julian was clearly frustrated. “I've been racking my brains for a precedent and so has Cassius, but we just can't find one. Philip and Abigail will slide out of it by claiming it was the attendants they fired and they can blame dear little Abner of course. Testimony via a mindlink isn't admissible in our courts and there aren't enough grounds to draw up an indictment the Archon would accept. Even Adrian's testimony is going to be suspect, assuming you can find a legitimate way to communicate with him. He's a deaf-mute to begin with and he's been certified incompetent. But there may be another way and we can come in through the back door, so to speak. As the official head of Adrian's clan, I can order an outside audit of Philip's handling of the Duke's finances and I have the option of appointing a second guardian. Cass is willing to do it. He's got a bunch of leave coming from the base and he says he and Alyssa are due for a vacation anyway. I've got some fiscal wizards in my Archon Intelligence Agency who'll tear Philip's books apart in about five minutes. Abigail's decorating misadventures alone are liable to raise judicial eyebrows and you have eyewitnesses on Ceila who saw the thefts of the family jewelry and Adrian's personal property.”
“I've come up with a couple of things to help Adrian communicate,” remarked Zachary. “One is a signaling device he can use to spell out words. The other is a computer with huge keys that he can press with his whole hand.” He snorted. “Julian, if you saw what Philip did to Adrian's hands you'd strangle the bastard without a second thought! Here! Take a look at this picture. Believe me, it doesn't even begin to do justice to the real thing!”
When he saw the hologram of the back of Adrian's left hand, Julian gasped.
Zachary handed him a second picture showing the same hand palm up. “Philip and Abigail wound a bandage around each of his hands until they healed into the claws you see there. Your own brother-in-law swears they were intact after the accident, and he says he wasn't even hurt that badly. Adrian was in the back of the transport when it hit and all he sustained was a broken leg and some contusions. There were no head or back injuries and Jonah was going to send him home in a few days. Deborah and I had set up a room for him at the house and he was planning to release Adrian into our care. He was going to stay with us until he felt up to returning to Ceila. Then Philip showed up.”
“What are you trying to say?”
“If Adrian needs to be in a wheelchair and has any incapacitating injuries they occurred after Philip took him home to Ceila. All he had in the clinic were a broken leg and some contusions. For pity's sakes, look up the medical record. You'll see it for yourself.”
The Emperor's gray eyes flashed. “For your information, you insolent pup, I already have looked up the medical record. Neither Philip nor Abigail has denied there was physical abuse. What they're denying is that they had anything to do with it. They're claiming Adrian's medical attendants abused him and that they terminated them as soon as they found out. They're also claiming there's been a problem with their son and they're putting him into treatment.”
“Surely you don't believe them? What about the dark glasses? And the medication Jared was ordered to give Adrian?”
“I didn't say I believed them. The dark glasses don't exist any more and as far the medication's concerned, all we have is Jared's unsupported word that those cartridges came from Philip. Philip denies giving them to him, the other attendant didn't see anything and there's nothing in them anyway except normal saline. As for Philip's threat to blind Adrian, there isn't a shred of proof. All we have to support that particular charge is the claim of a certified mental incompetent. Through a mindlink yet. Do you begin to understand what we're up against?”
Zachary paced back and forth across the cell in frustration. It was bad enough he'd been arrested, what this must be doing to Mariela he couldn't begin to imagine. Jared and Seamus were safely tucked away on Nephtali with Adrian and he could count on Ephraim to protect them. In the meantime, he and Mariela were going to have to come up with a defense against a criminal kidnapping charge and it wasn't going to be as simple as he'd thought.
As if he guessed what Zachary was thinking, Julian put a hand on his shoulder. “Many years ago, Jonah went through something like this when he was charged with murder. He'd been hit on the head during the commission of the crime and honestly didn't know if he was innocent or guilty. All the circumstantial evidence pointed to him. In the end it came down to whether he could convince the Archon of his innocence or not. Officially, I couldn't do a damn thing to help him and it was a close call, believe me. Up until the moment the Archon pronounced judgment I didn't know which way it was going to go. To this day, he doesn't remember what happened the night of the murder.”
“Obviously, you got him off.”
“That's true. The problem was, even though I knew the real story I couldn't use it. Because the information was obtained illegally it was inadmissible. I knew Jonah was innocent but couldn't help him and that's the same situation we have here. I know you rescued Adrian from a terrible fate. In your shoes I'd probably have done the same thing. But the fact remains, you and Mariela committed a serious crime and we're going to have one hell of time proving to the Archon that what you did was justified. The law's on Philip's side unless we can prove Adrian's mentally competent and that he's telling the truth.”
* * * *
Adrian opened his eyes and looked around. Where he was, he didn't have the faintest idea.
The room was all pillars, soft lights and filmy draperies and it was certainly beautiful. The bed was absolutely huge and he felt as if he was resting on a cloud. He moved his hand and suddenly realized it wasn't aching. Come to think of it, he didn't have any of his usual aches and pains. Even his stomach felt all right with none of the nausea and discomfort he'd learned to live with for as far back as he could remember.
Remember.
He moved his head on the pillow and tried to recall what had happened. There was the luncheon at Mariela's and something about a glass of wine and Philip. Then everyone seemed to be in some sort of panic. Mariela was wheeling him into the restaurant kitchen, Jared and Zachary were waiting and he could see the outline of a transport just outside the open door behind them. After that, there was nothing.
It was a total blank until he opened his eyes here.
And where was here?
The door opened and a stranger entered the room. He was quite tall with an unlined hawklike face, jet-black hair and eyebrows like wings. His skin color was so fine it almost glowed and his eyes were the most incredible shade of gold.
Their expression reminded Adrian of a lion or a leopard. Whoever you are, he thought, you're no ordinary man. 
The stranger smiled. “That's true. I'm not an ordinary man. I'm Josea, Emperor of Seira, but you may call me Ephraim. We've talked many times on the SynoNet but never met.”
“You can read my thoughts?” 
“Yes I can which is convenient for both of us right now. Seamus works for me and it was I who sent him to meet you. You don't remember anything because you passed out just as they were getting you into the transport. Apparently there was some residue of the drug in the cartridges Jared rinsed out. It got into your system and knocked you out. It's some really, really nasty stuff. You're lucky it wasn't any stronger or you might never have woken again.”
“Is that why I'm not hurting?” 
“No. I have certain powers and I took your pain into me. You've been sick and hurting for a very long time, haven't you?”
Tears pricked the back of Adrian's eyes. Over and over and over, he'd replayed that last scene with his parents in his mind until it had became a permanent fixture in his dreams. Momma, why couldn't I have died when you did? I didn't even know how happy we were, until ... until.... He turned over and buried his face in the pillow.
He continued to hear Ephraim's voice in his head. "It's all right. No one gave you a chance to grieve for them and you've never had a chance to say a proper goodbye. Go ahead, let it out. You're safe now and you can think about them all you want.” 
Afraid to hope, Adrian remained buried in the pillows. "Am I really safe? You mean, Philip can't come here?” 
 “Philip doesn't even know where you are. Even if he did, he can't get at you. You're on Seiran territory and under my official protection. There's no way he can get past my security systems."
Ephraim touched Adrian's shoulder and he turned back to face him. “Jared's here with your breakfast. Then he's going to get you up so you can meet my wife and the rest of the family. My four sons are here and they have powers similar to mine. One of them is almost the same age as you and you should get along quite well. As far as other people are concerned, I'm giving you Seamus's services. He'll translate until we can come up with a way for you to communicate directly.”
Adrian was bewildered. “But you're so young! How can you have sons that old?” 
“I'm older than you think. In fact, I'm a grandfather twice over. Years ago, I was terribly burned in a fire. Because my skin and hair are artificial they don't age.”
Jared set the tray next to the bed and he helped Adrian sit up. That looks good, thought the Duke and he smiled his thanks.
“Well, little buddy, at least we got you out of there. And this certainly beats that cold mush they were feeding you on Ceila.”
“What cold mush?” Ephraim was curious.
“Some special glop Philip's doctor had dreamed up. It was cold, lumpy and tasteless. They kept Adrian in his bedroom like a prisoner. That's all he got to eat and they wouldn't even let him have a viewscreen. Whenever we could, Richard and I would sneak him some real food. When his cousins were gone we'd get him up and take him downstairs. Then we'd feed him a proper meal and run videos for him.”
Adrian grinned. “They'd give me beer too and it got to be a kind of a game. I was getting worried though. Philip had fired the previous two attendants for being too nice to me after one of them made the mistake of protesting about the way I was being treated.” 
“How long did this go on?”
Jared hesitated. “I've only been looking after Adrian for a few months, so I'm not sure. Richard had been there for about a year.”
“Five years. I was twenty-four when the accident happened. Now I'm twenty-nine.” 
Jared looked from Ephraim to Adrian. “Are you two communicating in some way? I get the feeling there's more going on here than you're telling me.”
“Yes, Jared, there is. I can read Adrian's mind and he's been saying all sorts of things. He's quite a lively conversationalist in fact. Seamus will be in in a little while. He'll do a mindlink with Adrian and then he can translate.”
“That's going to make things a whole lot easier. Although I must say, Adrian's a pretty good communicator anyway.”
“Well, I should hope so. After all, I have had five years of practice.” 
By way of illustration, the Duke pointed at the breakfast tray and motioned to Jared. The attendant picked up the coffee cup and helped him to drink. As he pointed to various things on the plate, Jared loaded up a fork and helped him guide it to his mouth.
“You see. I actually manage quite well.” 
“I noticed. Besides that you can actually talk with your mouth full. By the way, how's the food?”
“Delicious! Did you fix my stomach too? Everything seems to be staying down which is a nice change.”
“As a matter of fact, I did. There were some things out of balance and I recalibrated your whole system. Your digestive tract was so screwed up you must have been miserable.”
“Between that and the headaches, yeah, I was. Thanks Ephraim. I owe you one. Where am I by the way?”
“On Nephtali. It's a space station Zachary and I converted into a mega-resort and convention center. We move it around to various systems and lease it out for special events. We've loaned it to Julian for his Jubilee Celebration because there isn't enough room on Nublis for everyone who wants to come. Presently, we're in orbit over the planet. We run shuttles back and forth to the surface on a regular basis. It's become quite an attraction and the publicity is good for future business.”
Adrian swallowed wrong and started to choke.
Jared patted him on the back. “Hey! Take it easy! Whatever you're doing, little buddy, you need to pay more attention to how you're eating. He's not used to solid food, Your Majesty. Especially on a regular basis.”
He offered Adrian another bite but his patient shook his head.
“They've been starving him too?”
“It looks that way but his appetite's better than it was. From what I could see it was just plain physical and emotional abuse. You name it, his guardians did it and until now there didn't seem to be one damn thing Richard or I could do to stop it. Once before, I made the mistake of trying to help someone in the same situation. All that accomplished was to get me fired and they killed her anyway.”
“Did you know that they've arrested Zachary and Mariela? They've charged them with criminal kidnapping and they're going on trial soon.”
“No!” cried Jared, “I've got to get down there! Someone's got to testify in their defense.”
Adrian looked back and forth his distress obvious. “What can I do?” 
“The best thing you can do is to stay put. Jared, they've got a warrant out for your arrest too but Adrian needs you more than Zachary does.”
“That's some kind of system, isn't it? Philip hasn't been charged with anything and the people who saved Adrian are in jail. Just because he can't hear or speak they probably won't believe him anyway. That's assuming he can even find a way to communicate with them.”
Adrian looked down at his hands. “They can't be fixed, can they?” 
“No, they can't.”
“Well, then. How about cutting them off altogether and giving me something I can use?”
“Are you serious?”
"These miserable claws are worse than nothing at all. I've been living with the damn things for five years and I should know. They make some very good prosthetics nowadays, and anything would be better than these ... these...."
Unable to go on, he broke down and buried his face in his ruined claws.
Ephraim recalled only too well how he'd felt during that terrible moment when he found out his eyes had been destroyed. "Let me look into it. I'll see what the doctors have to say and I'll have an answer for you by tonight.” 
* * * *
“Well, Cass. If you're willing to do it, we have a compromise the Court can live with. Philip's handling of Adrian's finances has been questionable to say the least and there appears to be enough justification for an overseer. Ephraim has privately admitted he has Adrian in his custody. He's willing to release him to you but not to Philip.”
The Prince looked thoughtfully at his father. “I have plenty of room at the house and it would give Alyssa something to do. As long as Adrian has his attendants to take care of him, he shouldn't be too much trouble. What's it going to take to get Philip to drop the charges?”
“A gun to his head. He's attempting to get the law changed so he can inherit Adrian's title and estates. A witness swears he heard Philip state that Adrian will be history as soon as he gets that ruling.”
Cass was unbelieving. “Are you saying that Philip actually said he intends to kill Adrian in the presence of a witness?”
Julian's tone was dry. “Only if the court rules in his favor. There's also the small matter of Adrian's physical condition. Philip took him back to Ceila with a broken leg and a few contusions. Now he has an injured back, hands that are smashed beyond repair and according to the sworn testimony of two doctors, the mental capacity of a small child. Adrian's unable to care for or even feed himself and he requires the services of two full-time medical attendants around the clock. That indicates gross negligence of his welfare. The court will undoubtedly see it that way too.”
“I have a question. If I go to Nephtali, will Ephraim allow me to see Adrian?”
“He's hosting a banquet tonight in my honor. If you should happen to be there something of the sort might be arranged. They're doing a regular Seiran evening of entertainment with flaming swords, snake charmers, belly dancers and probably some magic. Bring Alyssa. She'll enjoy the novelty of it. Besides that she'll get to meet Ephraim's three younger sons all of whom happen to be extremely eligible bachelors.”
“That's a thought. She'll probably find them refreshing after her current crop of swains. Let's face it, Dad, they're not very prepossessing, are they?”
“An anemic bunch of wimps is what I'd call them. They talk about male bonding and getting in touch with their feelings and some of them actually wear cosmetics. Can you believe it?”
“I know. When they come around, Alyssa rolls her eyes. She said just the other day that she didn't think there were any real men left.”
“Well, then,” mused Julian, “we'll see you and Alyssa tonight.”
* * * *
Seamus stepped back to get a better look. “Now, that looks very nice. Don't you think so, Jared?”
Jared had to agree that the formal jacket that Ephraim had sent over suited the Duke very well. It was velvet and in a rich red so dark as to seem almost black. Under it, Adrian wore a plain white shirt of Nublian silk.
Ephraim had also sent a pair of black silk gloves. Because they stretched, Jared was able to get them on to Adrian's hands with unexpected ease.
His only adornment was the carved ruby ring on his left hand.
Jared ran a comb through the Duke's dark curls and held up a mirror. “Your Grace, you're as ready as you'll ever be. If I say so myself, you're liable to break a few female hearts without even trying.”
“Sure. I'm just exactly what the ladies go for. If they happen to be looking for a deaf-mute cripple who can't do anything except just sit there.” 
“Now cut that out,” said Seamus. “You're a very charming person and you've got to give yourself a chance. I'll be there to translate and you can read lips better than anyone I know. Just go enjoy yourself. It'll be fun and you can tell me what everybody's saying all over the banqueting hall.”
“All right. But you've got to remember, I haven't been out in public like this since before my accident. I'm a bit nervous, you know.” 
“What's he saying?” asked Jared.
When Seamus told him, the attendant said, “You did fine at Mariela's during that luncheon, and now you don't have to pretend to be half-asleep.”
As they emerged into the great brocade-walled salon just outside the banqueting hall, Seamus asked, “Would you like to hear what's going on?”
Adrian looked at the bustle and innumerable conversations going on all around him. “I think I'll pass. I have a feeling it would be more than I could handle.” 
“You may be right. It is pretty noisy at that. Come on, Jared, let's see if we can find a nice secluded corner where he can watch what's going on. Then I'll get us something to drink!”
A lady near the doorway nudged her companion. “Is that who I think it is?”
He looked, then looked again. “Good heavens! I believe you're right! That's young Adrian of Ceila. I knew his father well. Let's go say hello.”
Others had recognized Adrian as well and they were beginning to bear down on him from all sides. In a panic, he looked around for Seamus but the robot was nowhere in sight.
A voice said in Jared's ear, “Quick, bring him this way. There's a small salon through there where he'll be safe.”
As they followed their rescuer, Adrian looked up and beheld a vision. She was tall with stormy-gray eyes, a huge mane of silver-blonde hair and the most beautiful face he'd ever seen.Who are you? he wondered, and what are you doing in my life? 
As if she understood, the vision smiled and extended her hand. “My name's Alyssa de Raven and I know who you are. You're Adrian, the Duke of Ceila. Am I right?”
Adrian nodded and kept gazing at her.
Jared cleared his throat. “The Duke can't hear or speak, ma'am. He has a translator around here somewhere and he should be back any minute. But he reads lips very well and understands everything you're saying.”
“I know he does. I can tell.” Alyssa pulled up a chair next to Adrian's. “Now you won't get a crick in your neck. While we're waiting for your translator why don't I tell you about myself?”
That's fine with me because I just want to sit here and look at you forever. 
“Well, first of all, my grandfather's the Emperor Julian. Do you know him?”
Adrian smiled at her, then he nodded.
“Has anyone ever told you that you have the most beautiful smile? You do, you know. In fact, you're much better looking than any other man here.”
Jared made a slight choking sound. Seamus, wherever you are, get in here! 
Alyssa glanced up mischievously and continued. “As I told you, my name is Alyssa. My father is Crown Prince Cassius and he and Grandfather are around here somewhere. They were hoping I'd hit it off with one of the Emperor Josea's sons. But I like you better.”
Lady, I know you're feeding me a line and this is just an evening's flirtation for you but keep it up. I absolutely love it. 
Alyssa reflected, He's kind of sweet and he looks very intelligent. I really do like him.
“Would you like to sit with me at dinner? It's all finger food so you shouldn't have too much difficulty. They're going to have a snake charmer and belly dancers and the Emperor Josea himself may do some magic.”
Adrian grinned. I've heard Cousin Julian talk about his magic. He likes to levitate people for fun and float them around the ceiling. Now that, I'd like to see. 
Seamus hurried in. “So this is where you got to! They're starting to go in and we need to find you a place.”
“Go away," said Adrian, gazing deep into Alyssa's eyes. “I already have a dinner companion, thank you very much, and I want her all to myself.” 
“Why, you little devil, you. However you did it, you're certainly a fast worker.”
Alyssa looked up. “Oh, This must be your translator. We were just getting ready to go in to dinner. Why don't you join us?”
Hell! That isn't what I had in mind at all. “Seamus, please go somewhere far, far away ... and take Jared with you!” 
“I'd be delighted, Your Highness. My name is Seamus. I'm an aide to His Majesty, Emperor Josea presently on temporary assignment as the Duke's translator. This is Jared Barlow, Adrian's attendant.”
"I'll be glad to translate anything you want to say to her."
“You've got to be kidding. For your information, I was doing just fine on my own. She likes to talk and I'm the perfect captive audience. Don't spoil it.”
“You're actually having fun, aren't you?”
“I was until it became a group date. Why don't you and Jared go get your own girls and leave mine alone?”
* * * *
“There he is,” exclaimed Julian. “And look who's with him. Your sons must have been asleep at the switch.”
“My sons never had a chance. Every woman in this hall is dying to go over to Adrian and cradle him in her arms. He's handsome to begin with and that pathos makes him irresistible. Your granddaughter got there first and the rest of the ladies would dearly love to scratch her eyes out. Just look around and tell me I'm not right.”
Julian took one look at his wife's enraptured face. “You're right. It just never occurred to me that Adrian might be that kind of menace. Perhaps I should leave him with you after all.”
“Oh, no. Adrian needs to go back where he belongs. I have quite enough trouble with my womenfolk as it is.”
* * * *
Adrian had no idea of the effect he was having on the rest of the females in the banqueting hall because he was too busy watching Alyssa. She talked and gestured enough for the both of them which was fine with him. As she had told him, most of what was served was finger food and he was able to manage with a minimum of help from Jared.
Taking a drink was another matter, however. When Alyssa saw the problem, she picked up the goblet and held it to his lips.
Steadying it with his hands, he then offered it to her.
As she drank, their eyes met over the rim and they understood each other perfectly. It was as though their minds touched and exchanged an unspoken vow.
Alyssa, he thought, I'll love you until I die. 
Adrian, she breathed, this is crazy, but I think I'm in love with you. 
Seamus was watching. Now, we've got a problem. As if you don't have troubles enough, that happens to be Emperor Julian's favorite granddaughter and he's not going to like it one bit. What we really need to do is take you to one of those fancy hotels on Eos, buy you a wild weekend with one of their famous courtesans and then find you a nice little mistress who is not related to Julian. That's the only way we're going to keep you out of mischief.
Applause rippled around the banqueting hall as a group of belly dancers entered. They undulated through the crowd and one made a beeline for Adrian. As the performer shivered and shook herself around him, he was obviously fascinated. Then to the crowd's delight she took his face between her hands and kissed him soundly on the lips.
Alyssa's displeasure grew more and more obvious. When she saw the kiss, she picked up a half-full goblet of wine with the obvious intention of dumping it on the unwitting Adrian's head. Jared's fingers closed around her wrist. “Ma'am, please don't do that. Believe me, he doesn't mean anything by it. It's just that he's just never seen anything quite like it before.”
“He never will again if I have anything to say about it! As for that slut....”
Alyssa never got to finish because the offending dancer suddenly rose in the air. She sailed over the heads of the crowd and dropped neatly into the astounded Julian's lap.
As the crowd roared with laughter, Ephraim looked innocently up at the ceiling.
Adrian blinked a couple of times, then looked around as if to say, Where did she go? 
Jared and Seamus were laughing so hard they couldn't talk and even Alyssa couldn't help smiling.
The bewildered Adrian looked at them as if they'd lost their minds.
As Julian disentangled himself from the affectionate dancer, Ephraim remarked, “He's not incompetent, you know. In fact, he's just fallen seriously in love with your granddaughter Alyssa and she with him.”
“Oh, come on, Ephraim. That's not possible. They don't even know each other!”
Julian's eyes met Corey's and he remembered. Not only was it possible but the same thing had happened to him. “No, not that. He's ... he's....”
“A deaf-mute? You talk about him as if he were a child. Adrian's a grown man with the same feelings as everyone else and he's not mentally incompetent. That conservatorship is an abomination and you know it. He's been robbed enough. Treat him with some compassion. Leave them alone and let this thing take its natural course.”
“Assuming I do all that, there's still the little matter of Alyssa's father. He's just been appointed the overseer of Adrian's conservatorship and he sincerely believes him to be mentally and physically incompetent. Good grief, Ephraim, he can't even feed himself!”
“That's because of his hands and he's taking steps to correct the situation.”
“Like what? Special gloves?”
“He wants to have his hands surgically removed and replaced with a pair of artificial ones. We discussed it this morning and he's asked me to arrange it. Now, whose permission does he have to have? Philip's?”
“As a matter of fact, yes.”
“Oh, that's rich! To get the corrective surgery he needs he needs the permission of the man who mutilated him in the first place! What are you running down there? An insane asylum? That's what it sounds like!”
“When you put it like that I suppose it does. This whole situation is insane and the more I try to fix it the worse it gets. For what it's worth, Adrian's accounts have been frozen until the audit's completed, Philip and Abigail are undergoing an intense investigation, and Zachary has come up with a couple of communication devices for him.”
There was a stir across the banqueting hall and the lights dimmed. A small blue flame appeared in the arched entrance. It grew larger and larger, finally assuming the shape of a man completely outlined in a brilliant azure luminescence.
As if from a great distance, a flute sounded.
Moving in time to the melody, a second shape emerged from the first. Long and slender, it writhed and curled up towards the ceiling. An aura of rainbow colors shimmered along its entire length and one end thickened into a triangular shape.
The blue shroud around the man dissolved in a brilliant flash of light to reveal a richly costumed snake charmer with his pipe. The slender shape above him transformed into a huge serpent which raised its great triangular head above the company.
When the snake opened its scarlet mouth and bared glittering white fangs the crowd gave a collective gasp. It bent its vast head toward Ephraim who smiled and scratched its chin.
Raising its head again, the serpent blew a great breath out over the hall and myriads of glittering golden coins spewed onto the assembled guests.
The flute sounded again and clouds of blue light enwreathed the serpent.
The spreading luminescence soon enveloped the snake charmer as well.
As the flute's song died away, the light gradually diminished to a miniature flame. It flickered for a few moments and then went out.
At first the banqueting hall was dead silent. Then the applause swelled to a deafening level.
When the lights came on, they glittered on a sea of golden coins which lay everywhere.
As the applause died away, the Emperor of Seira spoke. “These coins are my thanks for honoring me with your presence tonight. They symbolize the golden anniversary of my brother Emperor, Julian. Should he live so long, the shower next time will be diamonds.”
Servants passed among the guests, handing out small bags. Alyssa took one, filled it with coins, and solemnly presented it to Adrian. Then she filled another for herself.
Julian beckoned to his son Cass. “We have a gift for you.” He went to a set of keyboards on a small dais in the corner of the banqueting hall while Cass took out his violin and settled it under his chin.
Together, they played an exquisite lullaby given Julian years before by Ephraim and Seamus linked his mind to Adrian's so that he could share in the beauty of the music.

Chapter 9—The Houseguest
“You go on ahead, Dad. I'll lock up.”
Cass looked sharply at his daughter. “Is there something you're not telling me?”
While Alyssa had never lied to her father before and she wasn't about to start now, something told her it might be politic to shade the truth. “I ... er, met someone.”
“You didn't! Anyone I know?”
“You might. He's ... from the south. At least, his family is. He lives here now while he's studying.” She floundered a bit, then warmed to her theme. “He's really into the visual arts.”
“Oh, he's an artist.”
“You could say that. He's very self-expressive and we communicate well.”
“Communication's very important. What's his name?”
“A ... er, Jared. He hasn't been in town long.”
“Well, you'll have to bring him over some evening, dear. Maybe we can have Anna make one of her special dinners. We haven't had one for a while. Oh, incidentally, what's your calendar like for next month?”
“It's clear. I haven't made any plans as yet.”
“Good because we're about to have a houseguest and we may be taking a trip to the southern islands. I've already told Anna to make up the rooms so you don't need to worry about that. He'll be arriving in a few days.”
“Rooms? Why would he need more than one room? Who is he?”
“I'm overseeing the Duke of Ceila's guardianship and he's going to stay with us for a while. He has two attendants so he shouldn't be any trouble. He can't talk or hear but I understand that he's very pleasant and charming for all that. If you could entertain him while he's here, I'd appreciate it. You know, take him around and show him a few of the sights. That sort of thing.”
Alyssa's mouth fell open, “And the trip?”
“We may need to go to Ceila for a few days to interview some people involved with his guardianship. His name's Adrian, incidentally. Maybe you saw him at the big shindig tonight.”
“I ... er, perhaps. There were so many people and that was a huge crowd. Incidentally, Dad, you and Grandfather really outdid yourselves tonight. Do you know you actually had people in tears?” Adrian, for one, she thought. I could have sworn he was listening. But how could he? He's totally deaf.
“Why, thank you, dear. I didn't think it was so bad myself. Especially when they made us come back for three encores. We'd be there yet except Dad said enough was enough. If they wanted to listen any more he said they should buy the recording.”
“I know I could have listened to you all night.” Judging by Adrian's expression, I could have sworn he was listening and that he didn't want it to end any more than I did. Dear Adrian. You're so sweet. I just can't wait to see you again. 
* * * *
On the following morning, the object of Alyssa's affections had just hurled his breakfast tray clear across the room. Seamus attempted to soothe him. “Now, calm down. It isn't as bad as all that.”
“What do you mean, it isn't as bad as all that? I just met the girl of my dreams and look at me! I can't talk! I can't hear! I can't walk! I can't do one damn thing for myself without help! I can't even ask to see her again.” 
“She kissed you, didn't she?”
“Well, yes, and I appreciate you and Jared giving us the chance to be alone. It was nice. But she probably kisses all her dates like that. I can't compete.” 
“You certainly have a mean aim, even with those claws of yours. You barely missed Jared's head.”
"Tell him I'm sorry and that I'd help pick it up if I could.” 
Jared was clearing up the last of the mess when Seamus said, “Adrian told me to tell you he's sorry. It didn't have anything to do with you, Jared, and he says he'd help you clean it up if he could.”
“I'll take this to the kitchen and get him another tray. I suppose he's entitled once in a while. He certainly doesn't do this very often.”
As Jared was leaving, Ephraim came in. “What happened here?”
“Adrian got a tad frustrated with the way things are. What's the news on the surgery?”
“Good and bad. The good news is there's an excellent prosthesis and the surgeon is standing by ready to do it. The bad news is ... Adrian, you're not going to believe this.”
“What am I not going to believe?”
“This is lunatic and I told Julian so. Right now, I'm seeing if there isn't a way around it.”
“What's lunatic? What?”
“You have to get Philip's permission.”
Adrian shot up in the bed. “Oh, come on, Ephraim! That's crazy!”
“I know, but I've had a thought. This is Seira, not Nublis. Nublian law doesn't apply here. As long as you're on Seira, Philip has no rights over you. The surgeon could come up here and do the procedure in our clinic. It's every bit as good as the Temple's and our people are just as well-trained. Once you have your new hands, Philip's permission is moot because there's nothing anyone's going to be able to do about it.”
“I like it.” 
“I thought you would so maybe it's just as well you didn't eat your breakfast. The surgeon's already here and they're waiting for you.”
"You mean...?” 
“Yes, I mean exactly that. If you're ready to go ahead, all I have to do is call them. They'll do it right away. Are you ready?”
Adrian looked down at his ruined hands and took a long, deep breath.
“Yeah. I'm ready. Seamus, you and Jared might as well eat my breakfast when he brings it. I won't be needing it.” 
Ephraim punched a button on his wrist communicator and spoke into it.
Within minutes, there was a knock on the door. Ephraim opened to admit several gowned medical attendants wheeling a gurney.
Julian's brother-in-law Jonah was with them. He came over to the bed and stuck out his hand. “Adrian. It's so good to see you again. I just wish the circumstances were happier.”
Adrian's smile was truly heart-wrenching and Seamus turned away to hide the tears in his eyes.
When Adrian took Jonah's hand in his right claw, the doctor looked down at Philip's handiwork and a wave of absolute fury came over him. When Jonah first saw the pictures of Adrian's hands, then viewed the scanner images of the damage, he felt utterly murderous and had Philip been within reach he'd have strangled him on the spot.
* * * *
The day Philip took Adrian out of the Temple clinic, Jonah had been away. His deputy administrator hadn't understood sign language and Adrian's frantic pleas for help were ignored. Philip waved a legal-looking document at the deputy administrator, convinced him he was Adrian's only living relative, and that had been that. On Jonah's return, heads rolled right and left. Unfortunately, that hadn't helped Adrian. By the time the authorities got around to investigating, he had been found mentally incompetent and Philip was his legal guardian and conservator. Jonah had heard disturbing stories about what had happened to Adrian on Ceila and a medical attendant who'd been fired came to him with a real horror story. He'd been unable to follow up because the story had been hearsay and the attendant hadn't been able to offer a shred of proof.
When Julian called him, Jonah instantly volunteered his services. He had been at last night's reception and quietly observed Adrian throughout the evening. After the reception was over, he, Julian and Ephraim had a long talk. They'd carefully considered all of Adrian's options, reached a consensus, and here he was.
The medical attendants had completed preparing Adrian for surgery and were about to place him on the gurney when Seamus came up to Jonah. “I'm Adrian's translator. If there's anything you wish to ask him, let me know. I have some medical experience and would like to observe the procedure. That's if you don't mind.”
“Not at all. In fact, it would be a great help. Since we'll be wearing surgical masks and goggles, Adrian won't be able to read anyone's lips. It'll be less terrifying for him if you're there. He has to be awake during the procedure because, in addition to attaching the prosthetic hands to his wrists, we'll be hooking them into his nervous system and blood supply. Their artificial skin will be similar to Ephraim's and as closely matched to Adrian's own coloring as we can manage.”
“You mean they'll have fingernails and everything?”
“Ephraim's hands do. You mean you never noticed?”
Ephraim smiled and held them out. “That's how Adrian's will look.” He took one of the Duke's claws in his two hands. “It'll be over soon, then you'll have a pair just like mine.”
He showed his hands to Adrian, who looked at them in wonder. “Mine are artificial too. My fingers had been burned to nothing and my original hands were stumps. These are what Jonah gave me. They've lasted over thirty years and are still going strong. Here, feel them.”
Adrian traced Ephraim's fingers with his claw. Then he grinned. “Well, what are we waiting for? Come on, guys! I want my new hands!” 
“What did he say?” asked Jonah. When Ephraim told him, the doctor smiled and said to the waiting attendants, “You heard the man. Let's go.”
* * * *
Adrian looked up at the viewscreen next to the table on which he lay. Out of the tail of his eye he caught the gleam of waiting instruments and the movement of blue-gowned figures. A nearby camera was angled toward his freshly-scrubbed claws and he shuddered. Now he was here he wasn't sure he wanted to do this after all.
Seamus's masked face came into view. "The doctor says they'll be starting in a couple of minutes. He's not going to put you under but your arms and wrists will be numbed. Do you want to watch, or would you rather not?” 
“I, er.... Let me think about it.”
“Don't take too long. If you don't want to, they'll have to move the screen.”
“I'll.... Oh, leave it where it is. If it starts to bother me, I'll close my eyes.”
“I'll let you hear what they're saying.”
A light voice spoke. “Adrian, this is Dr. Leggett. Seamus says you can hear me.”
He nodded, then shuddered again.
“I'm giving you something to calm you down. Then both your arms will start to feel cold. There, is that better?”
A feeling of extreme well-being came over Adrian. Floating on soft fluffy clouds and sinking into a bath of warm fragrant oil at the same time, he no longer cared what they did to him. An enlarged image of his ruined hands came up on the screen and he watched calmly as Jonah made his first incision.
With a slight whirr from the instruments, the doctor neatly severed the Duke's right claw just below the wrist. His assistants instantly went to work but Adrian couldn't see what they were doing.
The doctor picked something up from a tray and held it up to the camera. “This is your new hand and it's as closely matched to your skin tone as we could make it. All right, folks, let's do it.”
Strains of music filled the operating room and after that he wasn't sure how much time passed. He saw an assistant mop the doctor's brow from time to time and could hear the murmur of voices next to him.
The music stopped and Jonah said, “Adrian. Look at the screen.”
The hand looked extremely pale and at first he couldn't feel anything. Then the skin gradually tinged rose.
“This prosthesis is hooked directly into your blood supply. Your nervous system's impulses supply the power and it looks as if we have a good connection. Can you move your fingers for me?”
Adrian winced, trying to get used to the sensation. It was odd to say the least.
Gloved fingers took his. “Now, try harder.”
Gingerly, he pressed back.
“Excellent. Artificial skin and sensors aren't the same as the real thing but you'll find they work quite well. After a while, you won't notice the difference. I'm putting a healing gel on the incision site. Then I'll bandage it. We use a laser tool instead of stitches and once your wrist has healed there won't even be a scar.”
Jonah lifted his arm. “Here.”
Feeling slightly nauseous, Adrian willed himself to look directly at his new hand. Tentatively, he moved first one finger, then another. The attendants applauded.
"Way to go, Adrian!" chortled Seamus. "Are you ready for the next one?” 
“Now? Is the doctor up to it?”
When Seamus translated, Jonah chuckled. “I am if you are. Before I do your left hand, I'm going to grab some lunch. If you feel like taking a nap now would be a good time.”
Adrian felt a slight sting in his arm and lulled by the drug, drifted peacefully off to sleep.
Now he knew what to expect, it seemed as if the replacement of his left hand took no time at all and, before he knew it, the attendants were placing him back in his bed again.
Jared smiled down at him. “Are you hungry?”
He nodded. As hungry as a bear, he felt as if he could actually eat one.
"The doctor says you'll be able to use your hands in a few days but he wants you to wait until your wrists heal. That's why they're bandaged.” 
“Dammit, Seamus, I at least thought I'd be able to feed myself.”
“You will soon enough. Princess Alyssa's father's been appointed your interim guardian while they sort things out with Philip. You're going to be staying at his villa.”
“With Alyssa?”
“Since she lives there, I would assume so.”
“How long...?”
“The doctor says you're not going anywhere until you're healed and have learned to use your new hands. A couple of weeks.”
“A couple of weeks?”
“In the meantime, Ephraim's sons have volunteered to tour you around Nephtali. It's quite a place. Lots of pretty girls and plenty to see.”
“You're a robot, and a lippy one at that. Since when are you interested in pretty girls?”
“Ah, here's Jared with your dinner. I have some duties for Ephraim to attend to and I'll see you in the morning.”
* * * *
While Adrian liked all four of Seira's Imperial Princes, he felt a particular affinity for the middle one, Timothy. The two became quite close during the remainder of his stay on Nephtali. As promised, there was plenty to see on the huge space-station resort and he always appreciated the sight of a pretty girl. Especially now he was feeling better and had Timothy to translate for him instead of Seamus.
A therapist came daily to work on his hands and once the bandages came off he began to sign again with little or no difficulty. On his last night on Nephtali, Ephraim and his beautiful Empress came to see him. Thamar placed several brightly wrapped boxes on the bed.
Ephraim handed him one."Julian says you're an artist.”
When he saw what the boxes contained, tears pricked the backs of Adrian's eyes.
“How can I ever repay you?” 
“Pass my gift on to others. That's all I ask.”
Looking down at the set of paints, the Duke knew the Seiran Emperor meant something else.
"You're a natural born healer, Adrian. The years ahead will be warm and sunny and all you'll know henceforth is happiness. Take it in full measure, for it is your due. In return, you will ease the pain and sorrow of all those suffering souls whose paths cross yours. There's one in particular and you'll recognize him when the time comes."
“How do you know this?”
“The way I know most things. I'm a sorcerer, remember?”
“But the Empress Thamar is mortal.”
“Compared to mine, her lifespan will be but a day. However I'd far rather spend that one short day with her than an eternity with anyone else.”
“That's how I feel about Alyssa.”
“I know and in that you're a fortunate man.”
“Will I see you again?”
“We'll be here until Julian's Jubilee is over and you'll always be welcome on Seira.”
"Thank you, Your Majesty. And if I ever regain my rights, you'll always be welcome on Ceila."

Part Three—Golden Silence
Chapter 10—A Trip to the Mountains
“You know, Julian, this is an extremely difficult case. Especially right now.” The speaker took off his glasses and chewed on one of the earpieces as he leaned back in the big chair behind the desk. He was Lord Rollo, Julian's father-in-law, and the long-time leader of the Nublian Parliament's Upper House.
From long experience, the Emperor knew when not to argue. “Why now?”
“Politically, it's a very hot potato. There's been a great deal of pressure on Parliament lately to change the inheritance laws and remove the illegitimacy disqualification. Much of it has to do with women's rights and the legal recognition of long-term alternative relationships that are outside the sanction of marriage. From that aspect, Lord Philip couldn't have timed his lawsuit better. His mother and the old Duke were in a monogamous relationship for many years. The Duke officially acknowledged his son and he was raised in the Ducal household. Philip claims the only reason the old Duke didn't marry his mother was because she was his housekeeper and of humble birth. To cut Philip out of the inheritance of the circumstances of his birth is being viewed by many of our constituents as grossly unfair. The tabloids are having a field day with it, especially since young Adrian's been ruled mentally incompetent and has no legitimate heir. He's the last of his line. When he dies, the title dies with him and the Duchy of Ceila reverts to you. My constituents consider you quite rich enough and they say, in all fairness, the Duchy and the other properties should go to Philip along with the title.”
Julian snorted. “I don't suppose any of the tabloids have seen fit to mention that Philip was left well-provided for by his natural father to the tune of several million credits or that bastards in his position already have specific property rights under the provisions of the Official Mistress Act.”
“Uh ... no, they haven't. I didn't even know that myself.”
“Oh, I'm sure Philip does. He knows the law thoroughly, backwards, forwards and sideways and you can be sure he's researched it every which way there is. Incidentally, his mother's humble birth had nothing whatsoever to do with the Duke's refusal to marry her.”
“Oh, really?” Lord Rollo raised his eyebrows.
“When he found out Philip's mother was pregnant, the Duke had every intention of marrying her until he caught her in the arms of one of his grooms. I know all about it because he came to me for legal advice. He was distraught and wanted to know what his rights were in regard to the child. In retrospect, I wish I'd followed my first instinct and told him to throw the bitch out. After she cried and begged his forgiveness he took her back. By way of thanks the damn slut proceeded to cuckold him with every Tom, Dick and Harry on the place from then until the day he died. She even had the nerve to come on to me during a houseparty on Ceila with Corey standing only a few feet away. I couldn't believe it.”
“What's become of her?”
“She died right before the accident that killed Adrian's parents and good riddance. She picked up some nasty disease from one of her many lovers and it destroyed her immune system. It's too bad she didn't pass it on to Philip and Abigail when it would have done some good.”
“Julian!” Lord Rollo was obviously shocked.
“You've never met young Adrian, have you? He's quite a character, believe me. But because he's a deaf-mute people are only too willing to believe he's mentally deficient.”
“Isn't he?”
“Heavens no. In preparation for Zachary and Mariela's criminal trials, the defense had the Temple clinic run an entire battery of intelligence tests on Adrian. On almost every one he scored at the genius level, and on a couple he went off the scale altogether. Now he has a pair of prosthetic hands he's able to use, he's writing a book about his experiences and he's gone back to his painting. He's a gifted portrait artist and several galleries in the city are interested in his work.”
“Hmm.” Lord Rollo looked thoughtful. “What does this have to do with the inheritance law?”
“Had Philip been legally entitled to the inheritance at the time he had custody, Adrian would be dead. If you want to change a law, Lord Rollo, why don't you make it illegal for any such conservator or guardian to inherit one iota of their charge's property. While we're on the subject, you need to establish a better means of overseeing such people. As things stand now, Philip has more rights than Adrian does. It was far too easy for him to take control of Adrian's affairs and that business of certifying the Duke mentally incompetent boggles my mind.” Julian took a document from his pocket and unfolded it. “There's Adrian's medical history along with a detailed list of the injuries he sustained at Philip's and Abigail's hands after Philip took him home from the clinic. He was tortured and abused by the two of them and their mentally-deficient son for five years. A lawyer and two doctors on the island of Ceila knowingly cooperated with them for money. I'd like to know where the damn tabloids were when all of this was going on. Plenty of people knew and it certainly should have been a juicy story.”
“Well, you don't need to look at me. I knew nothing about it.”
“No, you didn't, but let's be honest here. You have a built-in natural prejudice against Adrian simply because he's a deaf-mute. For that reason alone Philip's arguments have had a whole lot more credibility with you than they should have.”
“Dammit, Julian! I don't have to listen to this! I am not prejudiced and I have no more time for Philip of Ceila than you do!”
“Sorry. But you have to agree something needs to be done to protect someone in Adrian's position from this kind of abuse and that to allow such a conservator or guardian to inherit their charge's property could constitute a motive for murder.”
“There, I'll agree with you. From what you've told me this may be a considerably more urgent matter than whether a bastard should inherit or not. I'm glad you brought it to my attention. What have you got there?”
Julian put a sheaf of papers on Lord Rollo's desk. “A rough draft of suggested legislation I've had some people put together. We've had input from the medical community, the disabled and members of the judiciary. It might give you and your colleagues a starting point.”
Lord Rollo shook his head and sighed. “I should have guessed. You're the slickest lobbyist I've ever had to deal with and you do it to me every time. But I have to admit that this time it's in a good cause. We'll bring young Adrian in to testify before the committee when this comes up for consideration and have him present in the gallery for the floor vote in both houses. In consideration of what you've told me, I'll bottle up the inheritance bill in committee. I may even get it set aside until the next session. Will that satisfy you, Your Majesty?”
Julian reached across the desk to shake his father-in-law's hand. “It's nice doing business with you, Lord Rollo!”
“Hmmf,” grunted his lordship. “Close the door quietly on your way out, you whippersnapper and give my best to Corey and the family.”
* * * *
They were on the terrace of the Prince's elegant villa after dinner. Below them the lights of the city twinkled in the dusk. The sights and sounds of the river were just beyond the garden where there was a fishing dock and a boathouse.
Cass was disbelieving. “Is it true that you can watch an event on the viewscreen and actually tell what everyone is saying?”
Adrian smiled and played with his dessert while Seamus translated. “It's true. And it's amazing how much foul language people use when they think no one's listening. Especially women.”
“Hmm. You'd be a handy person to have around at dull Imperial receptions and, heaven knows, we have enough of those. Especially right now with the Jubilee going on.”
Adrian looked at Cass with a question in his eyes and Seamus asked, “Are you and his Cousin Julian going to play again soon? He really enjoyed your performance at Ephraim's reception.”
Cass's mouth dropped open. “There's no way Adrian could have heard that.”
Seamus translated again. “Oh, yes, I did. Seamus did a mindlink and let me hear with his ears. Most of the time I don't care to because I find hearing rather uncomfortable. Your music was one of the most beautiful things I've ever experienced.”
“Are you telling me you can somehow hear with Seamus's ears, yet choose not to?”
“Most of the time I'd rather not. I usually find the sensation quite uncomfortable and sometimes it's downright unpleasant. It's certainly very distracting. There are a few exceptions. I like your music and birdsong in the early morning. Isn't there a saying, Your Highness, that speech is silver but silence is golden? Frankly, I'm used to my quiet world and most of the time I prefer it. If someone's yammering at you, you have to take it. All I need do is close my eyes and, poof, they're gone!”
“Golden silence,” mused Cass. “I never thought about it in quite that way. But you may have a point. How do you feel about speech?”
“Since I was born without vocal cords, it's pointless for me to wonder about speech, isn't it? So I've sought other ways to communicate. The only time my inability to speak really bothered me was after Philip smashed my hands. Then it was really bad. Especially when everyone assumed I couldn't think either. It would have been nice to have someone like Seamus around then.”
“If I'm to be around you very much, I'm going to have to learn sign language. Would you be willing to teach me? Alyssa's been picking it up quite fast, haven't you, dear?”
Uh-oh. I wonder if Daddy's starting to catch on as to how things really are between Adrian and me. If he finds out for sure, what's he going to do? He's Adrian's guardian and he just looks on him as some kind of child prodigy. Oh, I need to go see Grandfather, and ask him what to do! When he caught me kissing Adrian the other night, he just smiled and backed out of the room. So I know he's on our side. 
Aloud, Alyssa said. “Adrian's an excellent teacher, but he can always use a slate or a portable computer while you're still learning. Seamus is real handy and I think that mindlink thing they do is incredible. Don't you?”
“Actually, I find it a bit spooky. The idea of someone else invading my mind makes me rather uncomfortable.”
Seamus spoke. “If it makes you feel any easier, Your Highness, I'd never presume to do a mindscan on anyone without their permission, except under the direst circumstances. An exception would be the one I did on Philip the day we kidnapped Adrian away from him. And it's a good thing I did. That's how we found out what Philip was planning to do as soon as he got Adrian alone.”
The Prince sighed."The pity of it is there isn't a shred of proof. So far, I still haven't found enough solid evidence to put Philip in the slammer where he belongs. He's covered his tracks very well. Hopefully, it'll get easier after Adrian's hearing next week. Once the incompetency finding's set aside, he can legally corroborate what that attendant told Jonah. Then we'll have grounds for an indictment against Philip and Abigail.”
Adrian dropped his fork on his plate. For pity's sake, what's it going to take to get me out of this? What do you mean legally corroborate? It took about five minutes, max, for Philip to convince everybody to turn me over to him, and now I can't get out of it? What do you need from me? My life's blood? Damn it all anyway! Why did that transport have to crash?
Adrian put his head down in his hands and his frustration was obvious to Cass.
* * * *
Adrian didn't sleep much, the Prince noticed, and he'd spend hours on the dock in his wheelchair, looking out at the river. Especially at night.
“I like to feel the ocean breeze against my skin,” he told Cass through Seamus. “I look at the lights on the passing ships and imagine where they're going. There are times when I miss Ceila so much. Like when Dad and I would take the sailboat out in the early mornings and go fishing. Then we'd take our catch to the kitchen. We'd sit and have coffee with the cook while he fixed it for us. Momma would tease us about it. She said Dad and I were eating so much fish we were liable to turn into some sort of sea creatures. When I was little, I used to worry about it a lot and I'd check my skin regularly to see if it was getting scales.”
“Did you swim too?”
“I used to go diving with my friends in the village. There was one particular girl....”
“What became of your friends after the accident?”
“I don't know. Once, I saw Philip tell Abigail that he'd just sent someone away. The only time I ever saw anyone after that was when the barber came to cut my hair before the trip,and when the tailor came to fit my jacket. Neither of them talked to me. I think they had orders not to.”
“You were pretty happy before the accident.”
“Yes, I was. I didn't miss having siblings because there were tutors and plenty of friends. Besides that, Dad and I were close and we did a lot together. We'd go horseback riding and hunting up in the hills, and he taught me to fly. Because I was deaf, I wasn't allowed up without a co-pilot. But I could generally find one without too much trouble. I had my computer and my contacts on the SynoNet. Cousin Julian hired me to do some work for him on his foundation for the disabled. Then, of course, there was my painting. I was working on a portrait of the three of us, as a surprise for Momma, when ... when it happened.”
Cass recalled how Adrian had been before the accident. On his visits to the Imperial Palace, there were always several people around him either intent on something or laughing. His razor-sharp wit made him a particular favorite with Julian and the senior Cassius and he brightened any group he was with. As Julian said once, “It was easy to forget he was a deaf-mute. He was just Adrian.”
“What about Philip? Was he around much in those days?”
“He was and he wasn't. He had his own house just over the hill from ours. My father had it built for him when my uncle died. He used to come over for dinner sometimes with Abigail and Abner. He always seemed very pleasant but never said much. I got the impression my father didn't particularly like Philip and Momma said Abigail gave her the willies. I had always felt kind of sorry for him because he seemed like the odd one out. But I couldn't stand that miserable little Abner. I caught him tormenting a kitten once and beat the living daylights out of him. He sure got even with me for that and would remind me of it all the time.”
“Adrian,” said Cass, “I need to ask you a question.”
“Ask away.”
“How did your back get injured?”
“Ah. My back. Philip shoved me out of an upstairs window and I landed on the terrace. I was on crutches because of my broken leg and I wasn't very steady on my feet. I've sometimes wondered if he put something in my coffee that morning because I became very dizzy after I drank it.”
“You're certain he shoved you? That it was deliberate?”
“I'm certain. I was still lying on the terrace when Philip brought the hammer and busted my hands. Abigail came and looked down at me and I saw them talking about it. Afterthat, they called the doctor and had me carried upstairs. They'd wound bandages around my hands by the time the doctor arrived. They told him I'd hurt them in the accident and that I'd had a head injury too. As far as I could tell, it had been all planned in advance.”
“Where were the servants?”
“Abigail had given them the day off to attend some festival in the village. I'd been planning to go but felt so sick and dizzy after breakfast I decided to stay home. They dragged me upstairs and shoved me out my bedroom window. Two medical attendants arrived a couple of weeks later. Outside of my cousins, the medical attendants were the only people I ever saw after that. Whenever the servants cleaned my bedroom the attendants took me out of there in my wheelchair.”
“You realize it's just your word against Philip's? He's claiming it was an accident and that you broke your hands when you fell.”
“Sure. And the court'll believe him over me because he can talk and I can't. But how does he explain why I never got medical treatment for my hands?”
“He claims they tried to treat them and you wouldn't cooperate. He says you became so violent they had to put you in restraints and that they didn't dare sedate you because of your head injury. He's also suggested that you threwyourself out of that window.”
“I supposed I burned myself too.”
“No. He says that was abuse by a medical attendant, or possibly Abner.”
Adrian took in a deep breath. “Philip has an answer for everything, doesn't he? Your Highness? Do you think I'm mentally incompetent and unable to manage my own affairs?”
Cass sighed. “No, and if it were up to me the Conservatorship would terminate tomorrow. But I can only investigate and make my recommendation. That's why we're all going to Ceila as soon as the Jubilee's over. Philip and Abigail are back in their own house and they've been barred from the Ducal Palace until this thing is over. I'm taking a couple of security guards besides your attendants so you should be perfectly safe.”
Alyssa had been listening quietly. “Is Philip claiming Adrian tried to commit suicide?”
“Yes. He says Adrian became violently depressed after the death of his parents and that was why he did it.”
“It sounds to me as if Philip's stories are all over the map. I saw them just before Grandfather's birthday celebration. A waiter spilled something on Abigail's dress and she was really ugly to him. But she was totally different when she talked to Grandfather.”
“Be that as it may, it's getting late and it's time Adrian was in bed.” The Prince looked narrowly at the duke. “You said your father taught you to fly? How would you like to go up with me tomorrow? Since I'm a certified instructor I can check you out and see how rusty you are.”
“I'd like that very much, sir. Unfortunately, my flight log's on Ceila. That's if it exists at all.”
“No problem. We can pull your records out of the central computer and make you up a duplicate.”
“I'll also need a text/speech computer.”
“We have those at the base. We get the occasional hearing-impaired pilot and always keep a couple on hand. I'm sure we can find a flight suit there to fit you too. Now you'd better get to bed. Five comes early and that's when I get up on the mornings I'm flying.”
Adrian motioned to Jared. “I'll wish you a very good night then, sir, and I'll see you in the morning. At five.”
“That sounds way too early for me,” remarked Alyssa. “I think I'll sleep in and see you two for a late lunch at the Officers’ Club.”
“Sounds good to me,” said Cass, “and now I'm going to say goodnight and turn in. Alyssa, will you lock up?”
When Cass had gone, Jared and Seamus moved discreetly into the living room and left Alyssa and Adrian alone on the terrace.
“I love you so much, Adrian,” she breathed, “but what are we going to do?”
“I love you too,” signed Adrian. “Let me think about it. There's got to be a way we can work this out. I like your father. Let's see how it goes with him tomorrow.”
* * * *
Adrian took in a deep breath as Jared settled him in the co-pilot's seat. He picked up the small text to speech computer lying beside the seat, snapped it into position above his left knee and tapped something into it.
The computer spoke. “Good morning, Jared. This is Adrian.” As Jared jumped, the computer continued. “Say something!”
“Good morning to you too, Adrian.”
As Jared spoke, his words appeared as text on the screen.
Seamus grinned. “Adrian says it's not as fast as signing but it's quite convenient at certain times.”
As Cass approached the transport, Jared went over to the open doorway, then ran lightly down the steps. After he came on on board, Cass stepped across Adrian and took the pilot's seat. He glanced back at Seamus to make sure he was strapped in, buckled his own harness, then signaled to Adrian.
Adrian swallowed hard, hoping he wouldn't forget anything. First he pulled the lever between his seat and Cass'. The steps rose smoothly and folded themselves into place as the transport door hissed closed. Then he began a series of preflight checks starting with the switches above his head, all the while tapping words into the computer with his left hand.
The computer began reading off a series of numbers and data to the Tower. When the Tower answered, text appeared on the screen. Glancing back and forth between the computer screen and the console, Adrian turned on the motors and waited for the Tower's clearance signal.
Cass watched him closely.
When the signal came, Adrian hit the booster switch and they rose smoothly from the ground in a steep climb. At the top of the climb, he leveled off and turned to Cass with an inquiring look. The Prince smiled and gave Adrian a thumbs-up signal.
“You father taught you well.”
Adrian grinned. Then he picked up his sheet of coordinates and began punching them in to the transport's inboard navigational computer. As he did that with his right hand, he tapped something into his own computer with his left. It spoke. “This is Imperial Three calling Mountain Scout Station One. Come in please.”
As the intercom answered, “This is Mountain Scout Station One,” the text appeared on Adrian's screen.
Again he tapped the keys. The computer said, “This is Imperial Three. Please give a weather report for the northwest quadrant. Over.”
As the weather report followed, Adrian hit another key and a printed sheet emerged from the top of his computer. He clipped it neatly to the board on top of his sheet of coordinates.
Cass picked up Adrian's flight log from between their seats, made an entry and initialed it. “You did fine. You're a little rusty on some of the procedures but that's to be expected. Coffee, anyone?”
As Adrian nodded, Cass unbuckled his seat harness, stood up and stretched. He went to the small galley at the back of the cabin and said over his shoulder to Seamus, “We're going to the Sacred Mountain. It's in the northern ranges about three hours from the city. After we land we'll go on horseback toward the summit. We'll pack Adrian's wheelchair along because the last part of the way is on foot.”
"I'm impressed," Seamus said to Adrian, privately. "Especially since you're a mental incompetent.” 
 “For a machine, you're plenty lippy!"
The Duke took a cup of coffee from Cass and smiled his thanks. Then he said through Seamus, “I've always wanted to see the Sacred Mountain and I appreciate your giving me the opportunity to do so. It was something I never thought in my wildest dreams that I'd ever be able to accomplish.”
“Actually, it was my father's idea. The Mountain Scouts will be meeting us at the landing site and they still have the special saddle Julian used when he was disabled years ago. It should work very well for you.”
“Julian was once disabled?” Seamus was surprised.
It was Cass’ turn to sound surprised. “He was in a bad transport crash that killed his bodyguard. When they pulled Julian from the wreckage he was blind and paralyzed. My mother found a surgeon on Aretz who was experimenting with surgery on the nervous system. He restored Dad's sight and put him back on his feet. That's why Julian started his Foundation.”
Then the Emperor really does understand, thought Adrian. But does the Crown Prince? Through Seamus, he asked, “How long ago was this?”
“Dad was in his mid-thirties. My sister Deborah and I were just babies and Janus wasn't born yet. Uncle Cassius took care of him when he was at his worst and never allowed him to give up. Eventually Uncle Cassius got Dad out of his wheelchair and into a special brace that allowed him to stand up and walk around. If they can't fix your back, Adrian, you might consider something like that.”
“I am. They even have an implant now that supposedly works better than the brace. But until I'm out of this conservatorship, I have to have Philip's permission for the surgery. Ephraim is right, you know. Our legal system is insane!”
“Regardless of the Conservatorship, Philip's not going to be your guardian much longer. Julian has arranged for a special hearing tomorrow and the Archon himself will be questioning your cousin Philip.”
“The Archon ?” Seamus caught Adrian's amazement and conveyed it to Cass. Privately he asked Adrian, "Who and what is the Archon ? And why are you so surprised?” 
“Come to think of it, besides being an ignorant machine, you're a know-nothing Seiran. For your information, the Archon ‘s our Chief Judge. He's also our high priest and he's also known as the Dark Emperor or the second ruler of Nublis.”
“Well, how come I've never seen him? And I'd watch it, if I were you! Ignorant, indeed!”
“No one ever sees the Archon . He's kept totally sequestered from the world by his assistant who's called the Major Domo. Only the Emperor and the Major Domo ever see his face. When he appears in public he's always masked as is the Major Domo. The Archon is always in gray robes while the Major Domo wears scarlet. The Archon never speaks. He uses sign language and his Major Domo translates. When he presides over the court he's blind. He doesn't know the names of those appearing before him, anything about them or the circumstances of the case. All he has to go on is the written indictment, the evidence that's presented and the testimony of the witnesses. Some say he's over a thousand years old and that he may even be a different species. But outside the reigning Emperor and his Major Domo no one really knows.”
“And he's going to rule on Philip's guardianship? Do you trust him?”
“Yes. The Archon has an unerring instinct for the truth. He can do a complete voice analysis simply by listening to a witness speak and he can literally smell fear. When the Archon ‘s presiding there has to be total silence in the courtroom because there's nothing he can't hear. If I were Philip I'd be terrified.”
Cass cut in, “Judging by the expression on Adrian's face, the two of you are communicating about something. Would you care to let me in on it?”
“Adrian's explaining who the Archon is,” replied Seamus. “I'm from Seira and I'm not familiar with Nublis’ judicial system.”
“Ah, I see. And how does Adrian feel about the hearing?”
“He's confident in the Archon . Your judge seems quite unique.”
“Well, he's certainly incorruptible. The Interplanetary Synod was so impressed by our legal system and how well it works, they scrapped their old corrupt judiciary about forty-five years ago and set up an Archon system just like Nublis'. Reportedly, Ephraim's considering doing the same thing.”
Adrian glanced at the screen on the flight console and tapped something into the computer strapped to his leg. The computer said, “This is Imperial Three calling Mountain Scout Station One.”
The intercom answered, “This is Scout One, Imperial Three. What can we do for you?”
Adrian tapped the keys again. “This is Imperial Three. We have an ETA at the Sacred Mountain rendezvous twenty minutes from now. Do you read?”
“Loud and clear, Imperial Three. Conditions are clear at the rendezvous. We're expecting you.”
Adrian said through Seamus, “Your Highness. I think you should take over now.”
 Very courteous, thought Cass, as he took the yoke and began looking for the sacred mountain's rosy peak. As far as Alyssa's concerned, she could do a lot worse than become the Duchess of Ceila. I know perfectly what you've been up to and I've known since the night of Ephraim's banquet. The Crown Prince smiled to himself and prepared for a landing.
Below them on the grassy meadow a small group of men and horses waited. As soon as the door opened one of the Mountain Scouts came aboard. Tall and ruddy-faced, he wore soft leather riding breeches and a matching jacket. His billed cap was emblazoned with the Imperial coat of arms of the hammer and the sword set against a mountain peak.
As he saluted, Cass said, “Captain, this is Adrian, the Duke of Ceila. Because he uses a wheelchair he'll require your assistance.”
The captain looked Adrian over and glanced at the speech/text computer strapped to his leg. His bright blue eyes met the Duke's and he nodded. “I've heard about you, Your Grace. Your father and I were in flight training together and we were good friends. I was sorry to hear about his death. Can you stand by yourself?”
Adrian nodded. He unsnapped the computer from his leg, unbuckled his seat harness, pushed himself to his feet and waited. The captain put a strong arm around him. As he supported him down the steps and toward his waiting mount, Cass and Seamus followed. One of the other Scouts ran up the steps and retrieved Adrian's folded wheelchair. Cass took a remote control from his pocket and after raising the steps, closed the transport door.
"Very impressive," Seamus commented privately to Adrian as one of the Scouts boosted him onto a horse. "Except for the fact that I'm about three miles above the ground and haven't a prayer in hell of controlling this beast, I'm just fine.” 
Adrian grinned and guided his mount over to Seamus's. "Here. Give me your reins. These horses have special training and they're sensitive to mental commands."
“You're kidding!”
Adrian noticed the captain watching them and suddenly heard a voice in his head. "I'm a telepath. We have quite a number in the Corps and the Prince put in a special request. My name's Eli and I'm the captain of this group of ruffians. The Duke is telling the truth, sir. Your horse will respond to your mental commands and I promise she won't dump you on the ground. Her name's Zara.” 
“Are we ready to go, Your Highness?”
At Cass’ affirmative nod, the captain signaled to his small troop and led the way up the slope. They were far above the tree line when he pulled up his horse and stopped. He dismounted and pointed to a path just ahead leading toward the summit. “Now we walk. The horses can stay here.”
He handed the reins to one of the waiting Scouts and gestured to the rest of the party to follow him.
Adrian could tell that the air was thinner, but not uncomfortably so. By the time the Scouts had gotten him off his mount and into his wheelchair, the Crown Prince and the captain were already out of sight. One of the Scouts began to wheel him up the sloping trail. There was a turn in the path and suddenly they were there, right at the summit.
Below them, in every direction Adrian looked, were mountain ranges, with their towering sides clothed in soft green and their silvery tops wreathed in wisps of cloud. Off in the far distance, he could make out the distant sparkle of the sea. He looked up at the sky and saw two specks circling far above them. Seamus did a mindlink and he heard a piercing cry.
"That's a pair of eagles," the captain said in his head. "They're the guardians of the mountain. Somewhere around here is a miniature snow fox den. Below us, in the heart of the mountain is the crystal cave where the spirit of the Archon resides. They say that when an Archon dies, he's carried by the river to the crystal cave. There the river empties itself into the great lake that is the sacred pool of life from which all Nublian souls come at birth and to which they return after death. The Archon crosses a bridge to the other side of the lake where his empty golden throne awaits him and there he sits, for all eternity, with the waters of the pool of life lapping at his feet. The old Archons are the spiritual guardians of Nublis. In times of great danger they will appear and come to the planet's aid.” 
The captain said to the Crown Prince, “I was explaining the legend of the Archon s’ cave to the Duke and his translator.”
“Ah. And did you tell him about the snow foxes?”
“Yes,” replied the captain, “and here comes one now.”
A Scout approached holding a tiny white fox and handed the squirming little creature to Adrian. Cass exclaimed too late, “Watch out! They've got teeth like needles!”
The scouts roared with laughter as Adrian gasped and put his thumb to his mouth. He turned the diminutive fox on its back and began to rub its stomach. It relaxed and to Seamus's amazement began to purr and croon with pleasure almost like a cat.
The tiny humanoid reached out and touched the miniature creature's long silken fur. Instantly, the little fox flipped over and sank its needlelike teeth into Seamus's hand.
Seamus pulled his hand back and yelled, “Ouch!”
Adrian laughed in his turn and handed his wriggling captive back to the Scout.
Seamus translated, “I've been hearing about these foxes all my life. Thanks for letting me see one.”
Cass said “They're only found here on the Sacred Mountain and are the rarest creatures on Nublis. They just can't seem to live anywhere else and in captivity they die. Some trophy hunters came here once with the idea of adding these foxes to their collection. My father caught and killed them right here on very this spot.”
“Hmm,” remarked Seamus. “It would seem the Emperor takes a dim view of trophy hunting.”
“It's been banned on Nublis for many years. The only hunting we approve of is for meat. But believe me, we do plenty of that.”
“I used to hunt the wild boar on Ceila,” said Adrian, a shade wistfully.
When Seamus translated, Cass reflected, “Alyssa's an excellent shot. She likes to go up into the hills and stalk game. We'll have to take you up to the Imperial hunting lodge sometime. Then we can set you up in a stand and see how you do.”
The captain looked up at the sky. “We'd better get back down because there's a storm coming. If we go now you'll probably stay just ahead of it, Your Highness, all the way back to the city.”
Once they were safely back in the transport again and had said goodbye to the Mountain Scouts, Cass remarked, “Coming up to the Sacred Mountain at certain times in our lives is traditional with my family. Such as when we're about to welcome a new member into our ranks.”
Adrian dropped his eyes and became very busy with the speech/text computer.
Without further comment, the Prince began flipping switches and prepared for takeoff.
Seamus frowned and said privately to Adrian, "I think he suspects about you and Alyssa. Don't you think it's about time you talked to him?” 
“And say what? Alyssa's father doesn't want a mentally-incompetent, paraplegic deaf-mute for a son-in-law. After having Philip and Abigail playing ducks and drakes with my assets for the past five years I'm probably flat broke into the bargain. I've got nothing to offer anybody. Especially Alyssa.”
“Oh, for pity's sake, Adrian!” cried Seamus, “Will you just quit beating on yourself!”
As Cass looked around, startled, the tiny humanoid clapped a hand over his mouth.
The Prince raised his eyebrows and turned to Adrian inquiringly.
Adrian stubbornly refused to look at him.
Finally, the Prince reached over and turned on the text/speech computer. “Adrian, we need to talk.”
Adrian looked at the text on the screen. Then he tapped some keys. “There's no point in discussing it.”
“No point in discussing what? The weather?”
Adrian sighed and punched the keyboard again. “Alyssa and me. There's no future for us.”
“Why not? I have no objection to your relationship with Alyssa.”
Adrian looked at him and punched some keys again. “Let's be realistic. I've got nothing to offer her and you know it.”
“I wouldn't say that. Actually, you have quite a lot to offer and there are anxious mamas all over Nublis who are more than willing to thrust their unmarried daughters in your direction. If you don't believe me, come to the next Imperial reception and find for out yourself. If you dare.”
As the craft rose into the air and headed in the direction of the city, Adrian punched the computer again. “Are you saying you'd accept me as I am now as a candidate for Alyssa's hand?”
“Of course I am, you twit! That's what I've been trying to tell you all day.”
Seamus started laughing. "Told ya!” 
“Seamus! Will you just butt out! I'm trying to have a conversation here and you're interrupting my train of thought.”
There was a tremendous flash of light and the small flyer started bucking wildly.
Adrian checked the screens and dials on the console in front of him. The storm just caught up with us. 
Seamus asked, "What's wrong with the Prince?” 
Adrian looked over at Cass. The Prince's head had dropped down to his chest and his hands were motionless.
Quickly Adrian took over the controls and steadied the flyer. Then he reached over and felt Cass’ wrist. "He's got a pulse. Can you come up front and see what's wrong? I'm going to notify the Mountain Scouts and Nublis Tower. 
He exclaimed suddenly, The yoke's not responding and we're losing power. Seamus! We're going down!" He hit the emergency call key and set the automatic beacon. That would notify Nublis Tower they were in trouble and give their precise location.

Chapter 11—Cass Turns Back
Alyssa was at a table on the terrace nursing a drink. It wasn't like her father to be late and she was beginning to worry. She was thinking about calling the waiter over when she looked up and saw Julian. “Grandfather! Are you going to be able to join us? Daddy and Adrian are coming....”
At the expression on Julian's face, her voice trailed away.
The Emperor sat beside her and took one of her hands in both of his. “Alyssa, honey. They're not coming. There's been an accident. Their transport went down in the....”
“No! That's not possible! What happened? Where are they? Daddy! Adrian! Why didn't I go with you?”
Julian took her in his arms. “Shush, Alyssa. Come on, sweetheart, calm down for a minute. The Mountain Scouts already found them and they're on their way in a MedEvac unit. When I called the house, Jared said you'd come to meet them. So I came to get you. My transport's waiting and they'll be landing on the Temple roof any minute now. Come on!”
Julian threw some bills down on the table, and taking Alyssa by the hand, he pulled her to her feet. As they hurried out to the landing area, she saw his personal black-and-red transport waiting with its door open and the motors running. She ran ahead of him up the steps and into the cabin. As she strapped herself in, Julian took the co-pilot's seat and nodded to the pilot.
The pilot said something into the intercom and there was an answering chime which Alyssa knew was the clearance signal. Almost before the door was closed, the pilot had hit the booster switch and they were climbing.
Alyssa watched the base below grow smaller and smaller. The transport leveled off and they streaked towards the city. As they touched down on the Temple roof, a small group waited next to the landing site. Among them were her grandmother and Julian's brother Cassius. There was a big MedEvac unit parked on the next site. Its bay door stood open and she could see it was empty.
As Julian pulled the lever to open their transport door, Corey came running with the Emperor's brother Cassius right behind her. “They just took them downstairs! Cass is unconscious and they can't communicate with Adrian. One of the Scouts’ telepaths is on his way and he should be here any minute!”
“What about Seamus? Why can't they use him?”
Cassius spoke, “If Seamus were human he'd be dead. Luckily he's a robot and they can repair him. It's going to take awhile because he was pretty mangled in the crash.”
“Mangled? What about Adrian? Is he hurt? Why can't they communicate with him?” Alyssa's voice rose to a near shriek. “Please, someone, tell me what happened?”
Cassius looked at Julian. “As near as we can tell they got caught in a freak storm. There was a sudden crosswind that got them into a vortex. The flyer lost its power and they went straight down. Luckily the treetops broke their fall. Otherwise they and the craft would have been strewn all over the mountain in little pieces. Either Adrian or Cass hit the emergency key and set the beacon as they were going down. It sounds as if Adrian tried to send a message. It was something about Cass. Then they hit. The speech/text computer was destroyed on impact.”
* * * *
Adrian screamed soundlessly as he struggled against the restraints holding him down. Frantically, he kept trying to find Seamus but there was nothing but emptiness.
He remembered the jarring impact as the craft hit. He'd been on his back looking upwards at the console. He touched his face with his hand and it felt wet. When he'd looked at it, it had been red.
He reached toward the other seat and found Cass’ wrist. It was warm and he found a faint pulse. Then he tried to make contact with Seamus. When there'd been no response, he tried to sit up so that he could reach down to the speech/text computer.
The console had been in the way.
He noticed his arm hurting and that his fingers wouldn't move. He tried the other arm with the same result, and spent the rest of the time drifting in and out of consciousness until he sensed someone climb aboard the craft.
When Adrian came to there was something over his eyes. Unable to move his arms, he panicked and began struggling. Remembering that the Mountain Scout captain had said something about telepaths, he tried repeatedly to reach out with his mind but found nothing.
He had a sensation of people around him and felt someone's breath on his face. Then he was lifted, carried somewhere and set down. Hands felt his arms and legs apparently checking for broken bones. There'd been a bright flash of light in each eye just before something had been placed over them. At that point, he faded out again.
Now he had no idea where he was. His eyes were still covered and something was holding his wrists so he couldn't move them.
A hand touched his face and he smelled Alyssa's perfume. He turned his head to where he thought she might be and tried to smile. Ouch, that hurts. Alyssa, honey, if you're here, I must be in the city. Why don't you tell them to get this damn bandage off my eyes so I can at least look at you? 
“Can't you at least uncover his eyes? Then he can see where he is and read our lips. Right now he doesn't know anything and we can't tell him.”
“Just be patient for a little while, Alyssa. There's a Mountain Scout telepath on his way. He's the captain who was with them today. He'll be able to communicate with Adrian and might be able to tell us exactly what happened.”
There was a stir by the doorway and Jonah said, “That must be him now.”
“Adrian?" came a voice in his head.
Well, finally! “Captain, is that you?” 
“Yes, Adrian. This is Eli. Can you tell me what happened? Your message said something about Cass but we couldn't quite make it out.”
After Adrian told him, the captain turned to Jonah. “Doctor, Adrian says that the Crown Prince lost consciousness before they crashed. He had already taken the yoke and was leveling out the flyer when something hit them and they lost power. He was asking his translator to check on the Crown Prince's condition just before they went down. As soon as he realized they'd lost power he hit the emergency key and turned on the beacon. It was a good thing Adrian was along. Had the Prince been alone we might never have found him.”
Not true, thought Jonah, but the Mountain Scout had no way of knowing that. It was a closely kept secret that Cass like the other members of the immediate Imperial Family had a tiny implant at the base of his skull that permitted Archon Communications to keep track of his whereabouts at any given time. Like Julian, Cass regarded the device as a gross invasion of his privacy but grudgingly put up with it for security reasons.
"Why have they got me tied down like this? Could you persuade them to take this thing off my eyes? It's very uncomfortable not being able to see or hear. If you don't believe me, you should try it sometime.” 
“What's he saying?” asked Jonah.
The captain smiled. “He wants out of the restraints and he's asking if you would please uncover his eyes.”
“Explain to him that he mustn't try to move his arms and one of his eyes is injured.”
Adrian felt the restraints being removed then the captain said, "Don't move your arms. Your eyes are covered because one of them is injured. I'm going to stay with you until your translator's been repaired. Incidentally, there's a young lady here who seems very anxious about you.” 
Behind Alyssa, Julian beckoned to Jonah. “We've got a problem. The guardianship hearing's been postponed because of the crash and Philip's here with some legal document. Jonah, you've got to apply for an emergency court order giving you temporary custody of Adrian for the purpose of medical treatment. Here, all you have to do is sign this request and I'll run it straight over there. I've got a magistrate waiting to sign the order. If necessary take Adrian down to the operating room and hide there yourself until we can figure out a way to sidetrack Philip. Right now he's arguing with the guards in the Reception Area. Just as long as he doesn't physically serve that paper on you he can't prove he was here in time.”
As Jonah signed, he remarked, “You know, Julian, Ephraim was absolutely right. This legal system is insane. Adrian's brighter than you and me put together and he attained his legal majority long ago. Why can't you just get the damn thing set aside?”
“Even if I could, you'd still have to get this order because Adrian can't legally communicate his permission for treatment. The court won't accept testimony via a mindlink, remember?”
Julian took the paper and turned towards the door. “I'm gone. Tell Cassius and the Scout captain to mind the store while I'm over in the Court Complex. Alyssa? Do me a favor. Go downstairs and distract that son of a bitch any way you can for the next twenty minutes. That's how long it's going to take to get this thing accomplished. Tell him, as far as you know Adrian didn't get here yet and no one will tell you anything. Turn on the tears because he's the kind of a man who can't handle a woman when she's crying. Jonah, please instruct your Reception Staff to act dumb and uncooperative.”
“That won't be hard because they are anyway.”
Julian hurried toward the stairs and Alyssa headed for the elevator. As the door opened to the Reception Area on the ground floor, she saw Philip pacing up and down in front of the Admitting Clerk's desk.
He moved toward the opening elevator door and the guard intercepted him. “Sorry, my lord, but that elevator's restricted. Clinic personnel only.”
“She just came out of it and she's certainly not clinic personnel.”
“Well, as a matter of fact, I am.” Alyssa dug out her volunteer badge. “But this time, the upstairs staff told me to leave. They put me on this elevator and hit the Down button. I didn't even know it was restricted. I've been all over the clinic trying to find out something about Adrian. You're his guardian, Lord Philip. Do you know where he is or what's going on? No one will tell me anything!” She began to sniffle and dug around in her pockets for a handkerchief.
Philip clumsily patted her shoulder. “I didn't even know Adrian meant anything to you. Frankly, Your Highness, I don't know any more than you do.”
“Well, maybe we should go to the Emergency Department because that's where they would bring him and my father. I can't find anything out about Dad either. All they would tell me was the weather had turned bad in the mountains and that Scout Communications were down until further notice.” Alyssa gave what she hoped was a convincingly heart-wrenching sob. Then she glanced at Philip from beneath her lashes to see if he was buying it.
Twenty minutes, Grandfather said. Let's see if I can get him over to the Emergency Department and into an argument with the people there. One of their attendants is sweet on me and I'll bet I can persuade him to give Philip a really hard time. She looked anxiously at the clock again. If Grandfather's on schedule, we have about thirteen minutes to go. 
When Julian got back to Jonah's office with the signed custody order, he was laughing. “Alyssa distracted Philip, all right. They went to the Emergency Department and became extremely vociferous. Then they refused to leave. The doctor on duty called Security and had them both arrested. I met them when I was coming back. Philip looked as if he was about to have an apoplectic fit. I assured him sincerely that I'd look into it and straighten everything out. He's still cooling his heels in one of the cells but Alyssa's on her way back.”
When the Scout captain heard, he laughed in his turn. Then he told Adrian what was going on.
"Hah! You mean they put Philip behind bars, finally? Well, it's about time.” 
"Not for long, unfortunately," replied the captain who had been apprised by Jonah about the situation. "He'll be out soon enough and then they'll have to think of something else.” 
“Why can't I use my hands?”
“You've got broken bones in both your arms. Apparently, you were still holding on to the yoke when the flyer impacted and the console came up and hit them. They're telescope fractures which means that they don't have to be surgically set. All they had to do was splint them. They'll be healed in a few weeks.”
Adrian cursed. "If it weren't for bad luck I wouldn't have any at all.” 
“Oh, I wouldn't necessarily say that. That's a very nice looking lady you have there, your eye's going to heal up nicely and you don't have any major injuries.”
“Well, what's the situation with the Crown Prince? He's Alyssa's father, you know. He'd just given us his blessing, right before it happened.”
The captain hesitated. "The situation's not good. Cass had a stroke and he's lost a lot of blood from the internal injuries he sustained in the crash. Right now, he's in Intensive Care and the family's with him. The doctors say he might not make it through the night. A huge crowd is keeping vigil in the Temple square, and everyone here is holding their breath.” 
Adrian thought about the quiet unassuming Prince whose magical violin had given him such pleasure, and tears came to his eyes. "Tell Julian and Alyssa that they should be with Cass right now. And please be sure to thank Julian for me.” 
“I already did and they're on their way over there. What you need to do, Your Grace, is rest. Jonah's going to be in in a little while with a shot that'll make you sleep.”
“What time is it?”
“Early evening. Jonah's here. Before he gives you that shot, he wants to know if you're hungry. You haven't eaten all day, have you?”
Adrian thought for a minute, then he realized he was hungry. “All right,” he heard the captain say. “I'll tell him.”
There was silence for a while. A strong arm around his shoulders raised him up to a sitting position and something touched his mouth. A cup containing some kind of warm broth, it tasted good. You're not the captain but I know you. 
“Oh, hello, Jared. Glad to see you. Incidentally, why weren't you arrested when you came back to Nublis?”
From his seat by Adrian's bed, Jared looked inquiringly up at the captain, who translated, “He recognizes you and says hello. He wants to know why you weren't arrested when you came back to Nublis. Are you a criminal or something?”
Jared smiled. “No.” He told the captain about the kidnapping, then explained. “The Emperor got the charges dropped when he worked out the compromise with the court. He argued that I was acting according to the code of ethics of my profession in that I honestly believed my patient was endangered and took steps to protect him. The court agreed and dismissed the charge.”
When the captain relayed what Jared had said, Adrian laughed. "Cousin Julian's a pretty slick lawyer and I'm glad he's in my corner. Ask Jared if there's any more of that broth. I'm still hungry.” 
When he heard the request, Jonah nodded approval. “Give him all he wants. I'm going to leave this needlegun with you, Jared. Administer the shot when he's done eating. If you need me, I'll be in Intensive Care. Otherwise, I'll be by to see him in the morning.”
Cass could hear the whispering. It went on and on but he couldn't quite make out what they were saying. He was swathed in layers and layers of something soft and woolly that was interfering with his hearing. When he tried to say something the stuff choked off his words. He couldn't move and his eyelids felt as if they were glued shut.
Someone took his hand and squeezed it. He tried to squeeze back but couldn't. Somehow, he knew it was his twin, Deborah. Flo, I'm here. Maybe you can pull me back, the way you did before. Remember? 
Many years ago, after Cass had taken two bullets in his chest intended for Julian, Deborah had stood over his gurney in the Recovery Room and literally willed him back to life. She had taken her brother's hand when she felt him slipping away from her. “Mo! Come back here! You've still got things to do! I need you. You can't go yet! It's not your time!” She'd felt his hesitation. “You heard me, Mo! You can always go later. Now, get back here where you belong!”
Like a faint tendril, Deborah felt Cass in her mind. “Remember," he was saying. "Remember.” 
“Mo? Mo, is that you? What is that you want me to remember?” Deborah looked up at her mother. “Quick, give me your hand! Give your other hand to Dad! Beryl! Janus! Link hands with Dad!”
She looked down at her twin again. “Mo! We're all here reaching out to you. All you have to do is take my hand! Please, Mo. Take my hand!”
He could see her standing there all of nineteen years old like himself. Behind her, the others’ strength was helping her pull him back from whatever was sucking him away. It was almost enough but not quite.
Then one more joined the rest. Her voice knifed through the woolly layers, shredding them apart. “Daddy! You can't go! I won't let you! You promised to meet me, remember? I'm holding you to it! Don't you dare stand me up!”
Faintly, Deborah felt an answering pressure from her brother's hand. No, dear, I shouldn't dream of it. You're the one thing in my life I really care about and I'm not ready to leave you yet. 
* * * *
Jonah looked at the monitors next to the bed, then down at Cass's face.
“Alyssa! Get over here! Take your father's other hand and keep talking to him. Something you said made a difference. No, Deborah, stay where you are. Whatever's holding him here it sure as hell ain't medical science.”
Cass, thought Julian desperately. If you really don't want to be Emperor, you don't have to be. You can do anything you want but please don't die. He saw his brother's daughter Petra in the doorway and it came to him in a flash why she'd never married.
Her dark eyes were fixed on the Crown Prince's face and tears poured down her cheeks.
You must have always loved him and none of us realized it, least of all him. Yet you never said a word. Had it not been for Alyssa's mother, he might have turned to you. Is that why you took up flying? To be near him in the only way you could? 
Cassius took his daughter in his arms. When he looked at the Emperor over Petra's head, Julian realized his brother had always known. “It's not your fault, little brother,” Cassius said softly. “It's just the way things turned out. She could never have married him and she wouldn't settle for anything less. There never was anyone else for her and there never will be. It runs in the family I guess.”
“Don't you think it's time she told him? Perhaps this time something'll come of it.”
“He'll still have to marry someone else when he takes the throne and she won't be able to bear that. Aaron told me that was how it was with my mother and our father. When he married your mother it tore her heart in two.”
“But he loved your mother and you Cassius, and he did not love mine or me. Had your mother lived after you were born, you and she would have been the very center of Father's life.” The Emperor's voice took on a bitter note. “That's why my mother took you into our family. So my father would pay some attention to me.”
Some wounds never heal, thought Cassius, no matter how old we get. For as long as you live, you'll never believe that Father really loved you. But I know he did and that you were actually his favorite. Well, at least, you didn't make that mistake with your own children. 
Petra was looking from one of them to the other. “What are you two talking about? And how did you figure out I love Cass? I never told anybody. Not even Alexander.”
Her father smiled wryly. “Alexander is the last person you should ever tell anything to. Your little brother has the biggest mouth on the planet.”
Julian grinned. “I have to agree with that. He and Sylvana have gotten more coverage from the tabloids in a couple of years than the rest of us have been able to manage in a lifetime. While Zachary pays people to keep his family's names out of the papers, his little sister and her husband sabotage his efforts every chance they get.”
“I know,” agreed Petra with a wan smile. “It drives Zachary absolutely nuts. His mother has all she can do to keep the peace between him and Sylvana and he won't even speak to Alexander.”
“After some of his stunts, I have more than a little trouble speaking to Alexander myself,” reflected Julian. “Take for instance, the story he gave some reporter last month about my secrets for a healthy love life. Corey's still speechless about that one. Promethean goat glands indeed! I don't even know what a Promethean goat is let alone whether it has glands. Now some shop in the city is selling them by mail order and they claim they can't meet the demand. The only reason I found out was because some twit cornered me at a reception the other day and demanded the name of my supplier.”
Cassius unsuccessfully tried to keep a straight face. “What did you tell him?”
“I gave him Alexander's home number and suggested that the best time to place an order would be at three in the morning. I told him Alexander has a secret ranch on Andromeda where he raises Promethean goats by the gerzillion. Then I gave the idiot a local address where he can get further information.”
“Okay, I'll bite. Whose address did you give him?”
“Ephraim's local office,” answered Julian with a mischievous grin. “I thought it might be fun to keep the pot boiling for a while.”
“That'd do it. Of course, you do realize that if Ephraim's office gets enough inquiries he'll probably go into the goat gland business and make yet another ton of money. As if he needs it!”
“Well, that explains it,” interjected Petra. “Sylvana said Alexander's been getting strange calls in the wee hours of the morning. She was beginning to think that he had another woman. Uncle Julian, you ought to be ashamed of yourself.”
Cassius grinned and ruffled his daughter's dark hair. “Actually, it's pretty mild compared to the stuff Julian used to do. He's definitely slowed down since then.”
“Speak for yourself, big brother,” sniffed Julian. “Petra, your father is nothing but a big old pussycat, these days. With an emphasis on the old!”
As Cassius opened his mouth to reply, the door to the Crown Prince's room opened and Jonah came out into the hall. “So that's where you got to. Cass is beginning to come around and it looks as if he's going to make it. Petra, dear? Are you all right?”
Petra had gone dead white and she looked as if she was about to faint. As Julian returned to his son's room, Jonah and Cassius helped her to a nearby chair. Jonah went off to get her something to drink, and her father said gently, “As soon as you're feeling better, sweetheart, we can go in and see him. If I know Jonah, he's about to start throwing people out of Cass’ room in order to get things quieted down. He'll probably let you stay for a while now he knows how things stand.”
Petra sighed. “Except for the fact that you and Uncle Julian know, nothing's really changed. It wouldn't work because he's the base commander and I'm his deputy. Even now, if anything got out about this I'd have to quit and no one would ever take me seriously again.”
Cassius would liked to have argued but he knew that what she said was true.
Petra had told him once that her looks were her worst enemy. She did everything she could to mask her incredible beauty but it shone through regardless. However, as the new trainees soon found out, Petra was the toughest, meanest instructor on the base. Woe betide anyone making an off-color remark because her reputation as a ball-breaker was well and truly earned. It was said she could reduce the strongest man to tears and Cassius believed it. He had once witnessed a tongue-lashing Petra had been administering to some unfortunate who'd managed to offend her. While his daughter never raised her voice or used a single epithet, by the time she was done her victim had practically been in a heap on the floor. Petra was the perfect deputy for the good-natured, easygoing Cass and between them they ran the base like a well-oiled machine. Discipline and morale had never been better and even Julian had commented favorably on the improvement in standards and maintenance.
The door to Cass’ room opened and Deborah, Janus and Beryl came out into the hallway. They were followed by Alyssa. As Cass’ siblings stood talking among themselves, Cassius saw Julian in the doorway. He was beckoning to Petra.
She started up from her chair and Cassius put his arm around her. “Go on, honey. It's time to tell him how you feel.”
Julian put his arm around Corey and helped her to her feet. “Come, my love. It's time you and I went home. Petra's going to stay with Cass. If there's any change, she'll call us.”
Finally, Jonah found himself alone with Alyssa.
“I'd like to go back and see Adrian. Would that be all right?”
“I've got a better idea. I'll tell the staff to let you use the room next to his. That way you can get some sleep.”
Cassius said softly, “I'm going to say goodnight too. Cass and Adrian should be all right now and they're in good hands.”
“The very best,” replied Jonah. “Love is the strongest medicine there is. When all else failed, its power brought Cass back from the point of death and saved Adrian from madness.”

Chapter 12—Legalities
In his early fifties, the Archon was highly intelligent and not without a sense of humor. He was not unlike his cousin Julian in appearance except his hair was a darker color and his build was slightly stockier than the Emperor's.
He sat at a great, carved table in his quarters studying a legal document. Then he made a notation and handed it to Julian. “Take it back to the magistrate. There isn't enough here to warrant a trial. Tell him to either dismiss the charges in the lower court or send me something with some substance. All I see here is hearsay from a certified mental incompetent. The only evidence is circumstantial and there isn't a shred of proof that the guardian is the abuser. This isn't like you, Julian, and I'm surprised you persuaded anyone in the lower court to submit something this flimsy.”
Julian took the documents with a sigh. “I told them you wouldn't accept this indictment but they insisted.”
The Archon raised his eyebrows. “Who's they?”
“The victim's friends and some distant relatives. When's the kidnapping trial?”
“Next week and the way it looks to me the abduction and this indictment are related. If that's so, you'd best tell the defense in the kidnapping case that they're skating on very thin ice. If I find out this was some ploy of theirs to discredit a prosecution witness, I'll start sanctioning them all over the place. Up to and including hard time on a mining asteroid. Do I make myself clear?”
“Very. Incidentally, are you and the Major Domo coming to my reception this evening? It's in honor of the Emperor of Seira and he's expressed an interest in meeting you. Seira's thinking of establishing an Archon system and they'd like our help.”
The Archon snorted. “It's bad enough I've had to live like this for over thirty years. So what makes you think I'd go along with setting someone else up for the same fate on Seira?” He turned away abruptly and went out to the balcony. Then he leaned his hands on the railing and looked down into the garden below.
Julian watched him sadly.
The Archon ‘s only purpose in life was to serve as blind justice. In order to accomplish that, he was kept totally sequestered from the world. The best and brightest of his law class, the present Archon was a distant cousin of the Emperor's who had been kidnapped on the way home from his graduation on Aretz. He'd been brought secretly to the Temple to be prepared for his initiation. After his cousin's faked death, a state funeral had been held where Julian had eulogized him. After the Emperor had executed the old Archon and put his body in the river, he had immediately initiated his unwilling young relative as his successor. Like all his predecessors, the present Archon was a nameless branded slave who was totally subject to the will of his jailer the Major Domo. When the time came to nominate his successor, his only escape would be through the trapdoor into the river below.
The door behind them opened and the Major Domo came in, shucking his scarlet robes and mask. He was a slender intelligent looking man in his early fifties with smooth dark hair and brown eyes. He glanced at the documents in Julian's hand. “I could have told you he wouldn't accept that indictment. If I know him, he's going to damn near flay the magistrate for even trying it. He really told you off, didn't he?”
“You could say that. Is it my imagination, or is he in a worse mood than usual?”
“He's in a bad mood.”
The Major Domo busied himself at the bar. He handed one glass to Julian and took a second one out to the balcony. The Archon accepted the drink and came back into the room. He went over to an easy chair in the corner and put his feet up.
“I'm tired, that's all, and I'm just about to the point where even the river looks good to me. Yes, Julian, I'll come to your reception and meet the bloody Emperor of Seira. Is it true he does magic and levitates people for fun? That I'd like to see.”
“I'll be sure to tell him that. Is there anyone in particular you'd like to see levitated, Your Grace, or would you prefer that he pick someone at random? Ephraim is nothing if not obliging.”
“Oh, leave it up to him. I hear he dropped a belly dancer in your lap and the crowd loved it.”
The Emperor winced. “Yeah. She was wearing next to nothing and gave me a huge kiss before I could get rid of her. I kind of enjoyed it but Corey was absolutely fit to spit. She chewed on me afterwards for three days straight. Where did you hear about it?”
“Oh, I told him,” confessed the Major Domo. “It was too good a story to keep to myself.”
“The tabloids had a lot of fun with it too. I suspect Ephraim put her up to it because it's just the sort of thing he would do. His sons are worse. They not only have the same powers Ephraim does but they're extremely mischievous to boot. Maybe it's just as well that they're all staying up there on Nephtali. I'm not sure my household would survive them.”
* * * *
On Nephtali, Thamar stormed into her husband's dressing room, “Ephraim, you are absolutely going to have to speak to the boys!”
The Seiran Emperor rolled his eyes heavenward. “What have they done this time?”
“The pastry chef created all these spun sugar birds for the banquet tonight and Ben's made them come to life! Now they're flying around the kitchen and all the chefs are threatening to quit. As if that wasn't bad enough, Joel conjured up a bunch of pink elephants in one of the lounges and Timothy's disrupted yet another show rehearsal!”
“Don't tell me, let me guess. Timothy magically disrobed the dancers again. You know, that boy's given the art of stripping a whole new meaning. And where, pray tell, was our Nathan while all this was going on? If memory serves me right he's generally the worst of the lot.”
“Nathan was eating breakfast with Ariel and the children and I really don't know why you should say that. Since he got married, Nat's settled down considerably mostly because Ariel takes a dim view of such stunts. She says they set a bad example for the little ones.”
“Now that sounds familiar,” mused Ephraim as he pulled a shirt over his head. “It seems to me you used to tell me the same thing all the time.”
“For all the good it did. At least, Ariel seems to be having better luck with Nat than I ever had with you. But I'm serious, Ephraim. Unless you're planning to fix dinner yourself for three hundred people you'd better do something about the boys. If they keep it up we're not going to have any help left.”
Ephraim reassured his agitated wife, “By now, I suspect Ben's put the birds back where they belong. And let's face it, the dancers get a real kick out of Timothy even if the show director doesn't. As for the pink elephants in the lounge the public probably enjoyed them and at worst, they may have put a few drunks on the wagon. But if it'll make you happy I'll give the chefs a bonus for putting up with Ben and find some way to soothe the show director's ego. It's too bad the Nublians still have Zachary locked up on that ridiculous kidnapping charge. He's much better at these situations than I am.”
“Speaking of Zachary,” said Thamar, “have you heard anything? Deborah doesn't seem particularly concerned but I know I would be. Well, at least, her brother's on the mend and recuperating at home. But dear little Adrian only just got his new hands and now the poor lamb can't even use them. What a terrible thing. I'm just thankful they weren't killed.”
“Well, if I know anything about dear little Adrian, he's being fussed over by Alyssa and undoubtedly making the most of it. The repair shop just completed Seamus's reconstruction and they're shipping him down today. I stopped in to see him and the little bastard's as lippy as ever. He seems to have become fond of Adrian and I may leave him there for a while.”
“Do you think Adrian will be there tonight?”
“Possibly. Right now, Julian wants him in the public eye as much as possible. He told me the Nublian Parliament is considering new legislation to protect the rights of people like Adrian. Until I saw this situation, I had no idea involuntary conservatorship could be such a racket. Obviously there are times when it's necessary and justified but Adrian's situation is a nightmare. It would seem that the richer a person is the more they're at risk. If such a thing could happen to someone as bright as Adrian it could happen to anybody. Even me. Take Deborah's brother Cass, for instance. While his mind's just fine, he might have trouble proving it legally simply because he can't talk right now. In other circumstances, Cass could have found himself in exactly the same predicament as Adrian.”
“It's something to think about. Maybe we need to pass some laws on Seira too.”
“That's what I've been thinking because this is obviously a universal problem. Well, I suppose I'd better go and mend fences with the chefs and the show director, and I will have a word with the boys. Since the Archon ‘s coming to tonight's reception, I'll warn them to be on their very best behavior.”
Thamar smiled sweetly. “Thank you, dear. I assume that's going to apply to you too.”
Ephraim looked at her sharply. While she'd seen the humor in what he'd done to Julian at the banquet, as a general rule Thamar wasn't amused by his pranks. There were times when she knew him better than he did himself and this might be one of them. She'd put up with a lot of magical mayhem while the boys were growing up and Ephraim had to admit he'd done more than his fair share. As a plain mortal in a family of sorcerers she'd handled the situation amazingly well. However, over the years her sense of humor had worn somewhat thin and the boys learned the hard way to leave Thamar's apartments, her personal possessions and her attendants in peace.
Ephraim hadn't gotten upset with his sons very often but the day they filled Thamar's bathing pool with butterflies and turned her attendants into toads he really erupted. He promptly turned all four boys into lizards, then placed them in an elaborate aquarium, which he presented to Thamar. After about a week, she took pity on them and persuaded Ephraim to reverse the spell. The boys never messed with their mother again and if there were even a hint of a problem after that she would immediately start teasing them about their fly-catching abilities.
Her sons got the message.
Ben and Joel seemed very taken with Zachary and Deborah's twin daughters and Thamar was devoutly hoping something would come of it.
Timothy was another story. Her middle son loved women in all shapes, colors and sizes and she had begun to wonder if he'd ever settle down.
Of course, if he felt like it, Timothy could set up a harem and have as many concubines as he wanted because except for outlawing the custom of smothering the concubines’ male infants at birth, Ephraim had deliberately left Seira's marriage laws and customs alone after becoming Emperor. However, the fact that he himself did not follow tradition had raised some eyebrows around the Imperial Court.
Initially, Thamar had worried about that. But when she'd asked her husband if he wanted her to set up a harem and get him an assortment of concubines, he just laughed. “I've always preferred my women one at a time and you're quite enough for me, thank you.”
Thamar had been secretly relieved at his answer and the subject had never come up again.
Ephraim put his arms around her and gave her a reassuring kiss. “Now I'm off, my love, to pour oil on the troubled waters and make sure the boys don't get into any more mischief for the rest of the day. Why don't we meet for lunch by the main pool at around noon?”
She smiled her assent.
“After lunch,” he continued, “I'm sure we'll think of some way to while away the afternoon. You know, I'm really enjoying this holiday and wondering why didn't we do it sooner?”
* * * *
From her station in the bar, Giuliana Bainbridge watched the Emperor Josea talking to his twenty-five-year-old son Timothy.
His Majesty was obviously displeased, and Timothy was equally unreceptive to whatever his father was saying.
Giuliana picked up a damp cloth, moved to the table closest to where the two of them were standing and began to wipe down its already gleaming surface. As she did so, she did her best to overhear as much of their conversation as she could. She had managed to get some juicy shots with her miniature camera of the fracas between Timothy and the show director during the rehearsal in the lounge upstairs. It had happened when the show dancers’ clothing had inexplicably begun coming off.
For some reason, the director blamed Timothy who had been standing there watching the rehearsal. Instead of arguing with him like any normal person, Timothy started to laugh. The director took a swing at him and he'd ducked the blow easily. After that, Timothy did something to the director, Giuliana couldn't quite see what, but all of a sudden the man had been flat on his arse on the floor.
While Giuliana's editor would be pleased with the picture sequence, he would be even happier if she managed a few quotes as well, especially if they came from the Emperor himself.
“Timothy,” declared Ephraim. “Your mother's very upset. Good help is hard enough to find and I'm getting very tired of apologizing for your behavior. Besides that, it's time for you to grow up and take life more seriously. As soon as we get back, you're to take over the throne of Ophir. The present governor's in ill health and he wants to retire as soon as possible. While you're at it you'd better take a wife as well. I'm giving you six months from today to come up with a suitable bride. If you haven't found one by then I'll choose her for you. Do I make myself clear?”
Timothy's normally amiable face wore a mutinous expression. “What if I won't do it, Dad? Are you going to turn me into a lizard again? What do you want from me anyway? I can't imagine being a king of anything let alone Ophir. Nat, Ben and Joel think that stuff is just fine, but I don't and I never will. Why don't you make me your Trade Ambassador instead? The one you've got now is a complete dud and I could do ten times better without even trying!”
“We've gone over this before and the answer is no. You'll do what you were born to do and that's that. The subject is closed. We're expected at Julian's reception tonight and if you know what's good for you, you'll be at the main shuttle bay at five sharp.”
Timothy sighed. “Yes, Dad. I'll be there.” Then he brightened. “Is it all right if I bring a date?”
“Oh, I suppose so. Incidentally, do you have any idea where Ben and Joel are? I need to talk to them too.”
Out of the tail of his eye, Timothy had noticed the pretty brunette waitress wiping down the nearby tables. She must be new because he certainly hadn't seen her before.
As soon as Ephraim left in search of the rest of his errant offspring, Timothy sat at a table. He picked up the drink menu and began perusing it as the waitress approached. When she came close to the table, Timothy put down the menu and smiled up at her.
“You're not in here and I'd like to know why because you're certainly the most appetizing thing in this bar. Or any bar for that matter. But I suppose your customers all say that.”
Giuliana looked at him in disbelief. Of all the lines she'd ever heard that had to be one of the worst. “What did you wish to order, sir?” she asked primly, carefully staying out of reach of his hands.
“You, babe, unless you're happily married to a jealous interplanetary wrestling champion. In which case, I'll pass.”
“I beg your pardon, sir, but I was under the impression you came in for a drink. The facility you're looking for is three decks down from this one and to the left. And now, sir, if you'll excuse me, I have work to do.”
Timothy's voice was sharp. “I'll bet you do, honey. After all, you have a camera full of pictures and some nice juicy quotes from my father to process as soon as possible, don't you?”
Giuliana gasped and stopped dead in her tracks.
“That's better. Now, be a good girl and get us a couple of beers. Then you can sit and tell me your name and all about yourself. Of course, if you don't want to do that, I can always call Security. Dad takes a very, very dim view of tabloid reporters, you know, and you're on Seira where the rules are a little different from Nublis'. We aren't quite as civilized and it's amazing how many people disappear around here with no questions asked.”
Giuliana went to the bar and filled two mugs. She set one in front of Timothy then sat opposite him. He's rather attractive, but he doesn't look in the least like his father. Especially those blue eyes. 
Actually, Timothy resembled his father more than Giuliana realized and he most certainly had gotten his blue eyes from the Emperor. In fact, he looked exactly as Ephraim had, even down to his lazy smile, before the destruction and rebuilding of his face.
When the elder Prince Cassius first laid eyes on Timothy, he'd been startled by the resemblance and Ephraim's old partner and shipmate, Elon, had reacted in the selfsame way. But Giuliana had no way of knowing that.
“Well,” said Timothy. “What's your name?”
“Giuliana Bainbridge. Besides the obvious, Your Highness, what do you really want from me?”
“Besides your company on a date tonight, I really don't want anything. Do you have something suitable to wear to an Imperial reception or do we need to go shopping?”
Giuliana didn't know whether to be relieved or insulted. “I ... er, probably not.”
Timothy rose from the table. “Well then, time's awasting!”
“Wait a minute! I can't leave now! I'll lose my job!”
He threw a handful of bills on the table. “Which one?” As he started walking out of the bar, he said, over his shoulder, “Are you coming or not? Because believe me, honey, you've lost this job either way.”
Giuliana took one look at the pair of security guards just outside the bar and gulped. Then she took off her apron and obediently followed him toward an arcade of glittering small shops located on the other side of the mezzanine. In the first shop they entered, she took one look at the price tags and almost fainted. “I can't afford this stuff!”
Timothy shrugged. Then he motioned to the shop manager and whispered something in her ear. The woman gave Giuliana a knowing look and beckoned to her.
Giuliana looked nervously at Timothy, who said, “Go on. She won't bite you.”
The manager took her into a huge mirror-lined dressing room. “Take everything off. He wants you to have the works from the skin out. Oh, and he told me to be sure to bring him your camera. If I were you, honey, I'd do exactly as he says. He's always generous to his ladies and he'll certainly make it worth your while if you know what I mean. Now, give me the camera.”
You son of a bitch. This is nothing but a high-class strip search. I'll get you for this if it's the last thing I ever do. And so help me, by the time I'm done with you, you're going to be splashed all over every tabloid in the Synod. In living color yet. 
Obediently, Giuliana surrendered one of her two miniature cameras. The other was concealed in a massive gold bracelet on her wrist along with a tiny recorder. And there, as far as she was concerned, it was going to stay.
Since he was scanning Giuliana's mind, Timothy already knew about the second camera and the recorder. However he said nothing because it suited his purposes to leave them right where they were. He made himself comfortable in an armchair, allowed the twittering manager and her assistants to serve him refreshments and watched with amusement as Giuliana made a complete and utter fool of herself.
After she'd been paraded through the showroom for the fifth or sixth time in yet another outrageous over-sequined ensemble, Timothy decided enough was enough. He pointed to a simple black creation in the shop's window. “I want that one.”
Giuliana folded her arms and looked at him in disbelief. “You put me through all this on purpose!”
He grinned. “I cannot tell a lie. This is how it's done in romance novels and I've always been something of a ham. Let me see now, it goes something like this. The wealthy but slightly tragic hero, who's not terribly bright, takes the beautiful brainy poverty-stricken heroine to a fancy dress shop. She then puts on a fashion show for him. Smitten with her absolute gorgeousness in every single outfit he proceeds to buy out the place and load her up with goodies. In the end,they ride off together into the sunset and live happily ever after. There are usually some steamy sex scenes in between but we can get to those later.”
Giuliana started to laugh despite herself. Then she obediently took the black dress into the dressing room and tried it on. It fit perfectly and to her surprise actually looked good on her.
“That's pure Nublian silk,” purred the manager. “It's a creation by Deborah. She's the Emperor of Nublis’ oldest daughter, you know.”
When Giuliana looked at the price tag, she realized why the manager was purring. This particular dress cost more than the other five put together. But it was Timothy's money. If he insisted, more power to him. “Does he want to see it?”
“He said not to bother.”
The manager went running out and returned with a shoebox. “These go with it and they're on the house.”
Once the dress was wrapped and they were on their way again, Timothy said, “You need something to go with it.” He took Giuliana by the arm and steered her into an exclusive jewelry store.
The personnel there recognized him and gave Giuliana the same knowing look as the dress shop manager. The storeowner led them to his office in the back, asked them to sit and poured them each a glass of sparkling wine. Then he looked at Giuliana appraisingly. He took in her massive gold bracelet and gave a disapproving sniff.
Timothy's lips twitched but he said nothing.
When the storeowner snapped his fingers, his assistant came running in with a case of glittering bracelets.
Giuliana carefully kept her face expressionless and Timothy shook his head.
“Pearls. I want a triple strand of eight millimeter black pearls, matching drop earrings and a bracelet.” He looked at Giuliana to see if her ears were pierced. “Make those clips.”
The storeowner went to a large safe in the back of his office and drew out three boxes. He brought them back to the desk and set them in front of Timothy.
“Is this what you want, Your Highness? These pearls are priced at one million credits but I'll give you a discount.”
Timothy snorted. “You'd better because I happen to know what you paid for them. Three hundred thousand!”
“Seven fifty! And at that I'm losing my shirt!”
“Four hundred! And that's highway robbery you thieving son of a camel!”
“Six seventy-five! And you're taking the very bread from my children's mouths!”
“Hah! You don't even have any children, you old faker! Five fifty! That's my final offer, and it's way more than they're worth you superannuated thieving cur!”
To Giuliana's amazement, the old man smiled broadly. “You're a chip off the old block. Just for that, I'll throw in the earrings and bracelet for nothing. Tell your father I've got some nice emeralds coming in. Superfine quality. They'd look good on your mother.”
“Anything looks good on my mother and you know it. Come on Giuliana. You've just got time to get your hair done.”
At the hairdresser's, Timothy conferred with the owner while they both looked at her.
“Wait a minute,” cried Giuliana. “Don't I have some say in this?”
“No,” they said simultaneously.
“What are you trying to do to me?” she asked when they were finally on their way again. She kept putting her hand up to touch her new hairdo which was so short that she felt as if something was missing.
Timothy steered her into one of the main lounges and a couple of deep easy chairs. “I'm going to offer my father a suitable looking fiancée. Dad told me I had to look for a bride. Well, it seems I've found one and I hope he'll be very, very happy.”
“Now, just one damn minute! This is going way, way too far! I think I'd better take my chances with the security guards.”
“Oh, don't worry. I'm not in the least bit interested in you. But you're going to come in handy to teach Dad a lesson and for your trouble, I'll let you keep the gown and the pearls. That's a pretty fair exchange for a few days’ work, don't you think? And you don't even have to sleep with me. Think of that.”
Once again, Giuliana didn't know whether to be relieved or insulted. Then she heard an exclamation from Timothy. “Come on. You've just got time to get changed. I promised to meet Dad at the shuttle bay at five.”
* * * *
As the elevator door opened and Jared pushed his chair out into the Nublian Palace ballroom, Adrian heard Seamus say, "Well, well, well. And just who does young Timothy have with him this time? Do you know that he once turned up at a formal dinner for the Synod President with a circus acrobat on his arm?” 
Adrian looked over to where Seamus was pointing.
Timothy was standing with.... "I recognize her! She was on Ceila just before we came to the Jubilee but her hair's shorter now. Seamus, she's a tabloid reporter!” 
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, I'm sure. She was at the beach gala Philip and Abigail gave for the press. She got so carried away she actually took her shirt off and danced bare-breasted. After she'd taken one look at me and announced that I was a non-story Philip thought she was wonderful. Her name's Julie something.”
“Come on, Giuliana” said Timothy, “I want you to meet someone. He's quite a character. If you want to write a story that would actually do some good Adrian would be an excellent subject. That's his translator standing behind his wheelchair. Seamus is on loan to Adrian. He actually works for my father and he's an Omega robot genius class.”
"Hi, Adrian," said Timothy, privately. "What do you think of my girl?” 
Adrian sniffed. "Is that the best you could come up with? The last time I saw her she was at a press bash on Ceila dancing topless on the beach. She's a tabloid reporter, or didn't you know?” 
“I know. I caught her red-handed on Nephtali and gave her a choice. She could come on this date or I'd turn her over to security. Seiran security. Did you say topless?”
Adrian's expression was totally innocent. "Sure. Capering around in the moonlight as naked as a jaybird. Nice-looking too.” 
“Adrian, may I present Miss Giuliana Bainbridge. She's in public relations. Giuliana, this is Adrian, the Duke of Ceila.”
Adrian kissed Giuliana's extended hand. Then he looked pointedly up at Timothy and indicated Alyssa. “Oh, yes,” said Timothy, feeling a bit flustered. “Forgive me, Your Highness. Giuliana, this is the Princess Alyssa de Raven, the daughter of Crown Prince Cassius. Alyssa, how's your dad?”
Alyssa looked from Giuliana to Adrian and back again with a puzzled expression. “Oh, he's much better, thanks. He and Petra decided to skip tonight's festivities in favor of a gin game on the terrace. Excuse me, Miss Bainbridge, but do you and Adrian know each other?”
Oh, no! thought Giuliana. He's recognized me! But how could he? He's brain-damaged! Oh, dear. 
She realized, with a shock that the Duke's dark eyes were brimming with mischief and that, far from being a vegetable, he appeared extremely intelligent. In fact, he looked nothing at all like the ill-groomed inanimate doll she'd observed that night on Ceila.
“Well,” said Timothy, “I see Uncle Julian and Aunt Corey over there talking to Deborah. Come on, Giuliana, I'll introduce you.”
“Er, very nice to meet you, Your Highness,” stammered Giuliana. “Your Grace.”
“Nice to meet you too,” murmured Alyssa. “Adrian! What's with her?”
As Adrian started laughing, Seamus quickly told Alyssa what he had said about Giuliana.
“A reporter?” Alyssa was stunned. “Timothy's date is a reporter? Is he out of his mind? His father will kill him! That's if Grandfather doesn't do it first!”
"How come you didn't tell her about the bare breasts?" asked Adrian mischievously.
"What are you? Suicidal? Wasn't the belly dancer enough for you? In case you hadn't noticed Alyssa has a tendency to be a mite jealous where you're concerned. I thought it would be wiser to omit that part of the story.” 
* * * *
Nice pearls, thought Deborah, as Timothy approached with his date. In fact, she looks very nice all around. I thought I recognized that gown. It certainly suits her. But why is she wearing that ugly gold bracelet? Ugh. 
There was a stir by the doorway. The Palace Steward rapped his staff on the floor and intoned, “Your Majesties, ladies and gentlemen. His Grace, the Archon of Nublis!”
Well, I can see why they wonder about him, thought Seamus, I would too. 
All conversation and music in the ballroom ceased and every head turned towards the huge veiled figure standing in the doorway. At least eight feet tall, the Archon was so massive as to make the largest man there look small. Next to him, the slightly built Nublians looked like children.
Julian took Corey by the hand, and followed by their children, Deborah, Janus and Beryl, the Imperial couple advanced slowly towards the Archon . As the Archon extended his left hand, Julian bowed and kissed the emerald ring on his gloved forefinger. Corey swept a deep curtsey and did the same. The Prince and the two Princesses followed suit.
Followed by his scarlet-clad Major Domo and the Imperial Family, the Archon proceeded slowly through the crowd towards the highest of three ornately jeweled thrones set against the far wall. As the crowd parted to let them through the Nublian ladies curtsied and their men bowed. The visitors merely gaped.
The Archon took the center and highest throne while the Emperor took the one to his right and the Empress to his left. He signaled to the Major Domo, who bent his masked head so that he could whisper in his ear.
“Please continue with the reception,” said the Major Domo.
The music and the buzz of conversation started up again as the guests circulated on the floor.
“Wow!” breathed Seamus. “I had no idea he looked anything like that.”
The Palace Steward rapped on the floor again with his staff. Once more the music ceased and a hush fell over the crowd. “Your Majesties, Your Grace, ladies and gentlemen! Please welcome Their Imperial Majesties, Emperor Josea and Empress Thamar of Seira! Crown Prince Nathan and Crown Princess Ariel of Seira! The Imperial Princes of Seira, Benjamin, Joel and Timothy!”
As the orchestra struck up the Seiran royal anthem, the crowd parted and began to applaud.
Magnificently arrayed in his coronation regalia, Ephraim's dazzling white armor was topped with a brilliant blue cloak emblazoned with the black and gold eagles of the Imperial house of Seira. On his head glittered a gold coronet set with deep blue sapphires. Thamar's formfitting dress of cloth of gold was completely covered in diamonds and a blue cloak similar to Ephraim's streamed from her shoulders. As she moved, the myriads of gems in her glittering diadem flashed and sparkled as though each one had an individual light of its own. Followed by their four sons and the Crown Princess, the Imperial couple of Seira advanced gracefully towards the Archon and their hosts.
When they reached the Archon's throne, Julian offered his arm to Thamar and Ephraim took Corey's. “Your Grace,” said Julian with a bow, “May I present Their Majesties the Emperor and Empress of Seira.”
The Archon put his gloved hands together as if in prayer, raised them to his forehead, and bowed. Ephraim bowed in return and Thamar swept him a graceful curtsey. Ephraim brought each of his sons forward and presented them to the Archon and finally, his daughter-in-law.
Julian motioned to the orchestra. They stopped playing the Seiran anthem and struck up a waltz instead. As a page approached and unclipped Thamar's cloak from her shoulders, Julian offered her his arm. Followed by Ephraim and Corey, he led her out to the center of the dance floor, put his arm around her and gracefully they began to circle. To applause from the crowd, Ephraim and Corey did the same. One by one, the Imperial children found their partners and the floor soon filled with dancing couples.
Adrian watched the crowded ballroom somewhat wistfully and wished he could join in. Once he had been an excellent dancer because even though he couldn't hear the music, he had still been able to feel its beat.
Then he realized Alyssa had just turned down yet another request for a dance. "Tell her to accept the next one. I'd like to see her dance and she has every right to enjoy herself. Personally, I'm thirsty. Is there anything around here to drink?” 
Seamus beckoned to a passing waiter. He took a glass and handed it to Adrian. Then he offered one to Alyssa who shook her head. Adrian was looking towards the doorway and thinking about Alyssa when he suddenly froze.
Philip stood there with Abigail on his arm.
"Adrian, what is it?" asked Seamus.
He saw Philip and said to Jared, “Uh oh. Is there any way we can get Adrian out of here without his seeing him?”
“Too late!” hissed Jared. “Here they come.”
As the music ended and he was escorting Thamar back to their thrones near the Archon, Ephraim heard Seamus's voice in his head. "Hey, Boss! We're over here by the doorway and we've got a problem. Philip and Abigail just came in and they're bearing down on Adrian. Abigail's a blonde and she's wearing a red gown. Philip's the dark haired dude with her.” 
"Gotcha!" replied Ephraim.
As Philip and Abigail rose gracefully into the air and began to float up towards the ceiling of the crowded ballroom Thamar frowned. “Ephraim! You promised to behave yourself!”
Ephraim watched Philip and Abigail circle the chandeliers. “The Archon put in a special request, dear. He told Julian he'd like to see me levitate someone. Those are Adrian's guardians and they were bothering him.”
“Oh, that's different. Why don't you leave them up there?”
“I don't think Julian would care to have them as a permanent part of the decor, dear,” replied her husband as he floated Philip and Abigail down again. He brought the bewildered couple in for a landing, then stood them side by side in front of the Archon .
The crowd, led by the Archon and his Major Domo, was applauding enthusiastically.
Adrian, who had become very pale, was still trying to collect himself. Gently Jared pushed his head down and Seamus told him to start taking some deep breaths.
"Is Adrian all right?" Seamus heard Ephraim ask.
"It was a shock. He's really terrified of them.” 
“I shouldn't wonder but I don't think they'll be bothering him any more tonight. If they come near him again, let me know.”
“That was good timing,” marveled Alyssa. “Did Ephraim do it on purpose or was it just a coincidence? Here, Adrian, drink this. It'll make you feel better. We're just waiting for them to clear Philip and Abigail out of there. Then Grandfather wants to formally present you to the Archon .”
* * * *
Giuliana watched the whole episode with fascination. Obviously, there was something going on here and it definitely involved the Duke of Ceila. He'd gone dead white when he'd seen his guardians coming toward him and he looked as if he was about to faint. She managed to get some pictures with the camera in her bracelet and it didn't occur to her that Timothy was watching every move she made.
He said in her ear, “Come on. I want to present you to my father and mother. Do me one favor. While you're talking to Dad, think about anything but your job as a reporter. In fact, why don't you imagine a roll in the hay with me? I'm deadly serious about this. Dad really can read minds and I don't want him to catch on to you. At least, not yet.”
Giuliana gulped. Could Timothy read minds too? If so, how much did he really know? She'd heard some strange stories about the Imperial Family of Seira but had pretty well dismissed them out of hand. Until tonight.
Well, for once in your life, Timothy, thought Ephraim, you seem to be showing a little taste. She's charming. 
A lifelong connoisseur of beautiful women, he looked Giuliana over critically. She was not very tall but she was certainly well-proportioned and her pale skin had a healthy glow to it. He liked her smoky blue eyes and the way her dark brown hair was styled. Her gown was an elegant marvel and it set off the black pearls she was wearing to absolute perfection.
“This is Miss Giuliana Bainbridge. She's in public relations. Giuliana, these are my parents.”
Hmm, thought Thamar, I wonder where he found you because I've certainly never seen you before. If I'm not mistaken that's one of Deborah's creations and it seems to me I've seen those black pearls before and not so long ago. Timothy, you're up to something. You've had another fight with Ephraim and this has something to do with it. I just know it. 
Timothy was her favorite of all the boys,because he looked the most like the Ephraim she'd originally fallen in love with. He had the same blue eyes, wavy hair and crinkly smile as the young lord in her father's banqueting hall so many years ago. He had the same wanderlust too and she knew he'd never be happy until he'd had a chance to get it out of his system.
But Ephraim wasn't about to listen. His plans were all made and that was that. Nathan was to be Emperor of Seira, Joel was to take over the Kingdom of Phasga, Ben was to succeed Sepphor in the desert kingdom of Seraphta and Timothy was to be the ruler of the southern islands of Ophir. Four kings. That was the prophesy and Ephraim was going to abide by it if it was the last thing he ever did.
Timothy had other ideas and one way or another Thamar knew he was going to try to get out of it. She could just feel it in her bones that this strange girl had something to do with Timothy's plans. Whoever she was she was not what she represented herself to be. Timothy had found her somewhere and was using her to run some kind of a number on his father.
Somebody was liable to get hurt and Thamar devoutly hoped that it wouldn't be Timothy. The girl had a look about her that told her she could take care of herself but he was more vulnerable than most people realized.
As she smiled and made small talk to Timothy's parents, Giuliana thought, They're really charming. His mother is absolutely beautiful and as for his father, wow. Talk about handsome. When they say his people will follow him to the ends of the universe, I can see why. 
There was a stir in the crowd on the ballroom floor and she saw Adrian coming toward the Archon. The Archon rose from his throne and went to meet the Duke. He bent to take Adrian's hands in his and something seemed to pass between them. Now, this is very interesting, thought Giuliana, and snapped a picture.
The Archon let go of Adrian's hands and began signing to him.
Adrian's fingers seemed to flash as he animatedly signed back.
“What are they talking about?” asked Thamar.
Ephraim had learned sign language many years before when he'd been a ship's captain. “They're discussing art of all things. Apparently, they both like to paint. They've only just met and they're talking as if they've known each other for years. Philip's watching them with his mouth hanging wide open.”
He flicked his fingers and made a sign in the air. “That'll teach him.”
Thamar was suspicious. “What did you just do?”
Her husband was all innocence. “Philip just swallowed a fly and now his mouth is well and truly closed. He's probably choking on it.”
Julian heard and chuckled to himself.
Cameras clicked all over the ballroom as the tabloid reporters avidly followed the exchange between Adrian and the Archon, and Lord Rollo and his fellow politicians were obviously impressed. Julian had always suspected, given half a chance Adrian would be his own best advocate and tonight's events were proving him right. He was so bright and such an excellent communicator it was easy to forget he was a deaf-mute.
He was just Adrian.
The Archon had returned to his throne and others were coming to Adrian's wheelchair to shake his hand and talk with him.
As had happened so often in the past, Adrian became the center of a group in which he was probably the liveliest conversationalist. The Duke looked up and his eye caught Julian's. Julian winked at him and he winked back.
“Well,” said Ephraim with a wry smile. “This was supposed to be a reception in my honor but it looks as if Adrian's stolen the limelight from us both. Socially, he's an absolute menace and I'd say you've got him exactly where he belongs.”
As Adrian looked affectionately up at Alyssa, Julian nodded. “If home is where the heart is, this is exactly where Adrian belongs.”


Chapter 13—Midnight Swim
“Well, Timothy?” asked Ephraim, “Are you coming back with us for a late dinner or do you have other plans?”
Timothy glanced mischievously at Giuliana. “Oh, I have some plans. Yes, I definitely do.”
“All right then,” said his father. “We'll see you later. Perhaps we can have lunch tomorrow, young lady. Then you can tell us all about yourself.”
“Oh ... er, yes, thank you. That would be very nice,” faltered Giuliana.
Timothy's three brothers gave him knowing grins and Ben winked at Giuliana. Thamar gave her a thoughtful look as if she were assessing her.
As the elevator door closed behind his family, Timothy gave a sigh of relief. “I don't know about you but I found that an ordeal.”
Giuliana looked over at the other side of the ballroom where a small group was still clustered around Adrian. “He told you, didn't he? About Ceila and what I did on the beach.”
“As a matter of fact, he did. The way he put it, you were capering around in the moonlight naked as a jaybird. He said you looked very nice.”
“I was drunk and Philip was coming on to me. He wanted me to do a threesome with him and Abigail.”
“Did you?” Timothy's voice was light.
“I wasn't that drunk. A couple of homosexual buddies of mine helped me out. After they persuaded Philip they'd booked my services for the evening they got me safely back to my room, where I immediately proceeded to throw up all over them. After that I passed out.”
“Are you still friends?”
“Oh, yes. I've done the same for them from time to time. We've worked together on many a story and we often cover for each other. They're up on Nephtali right now dancing in one of the shows. They're probably wondering where I am. I was supposed to meet them after work for a bite to eat.”
“Do you get drunk often?” Timothy sounded mildly curious.
“About once a year. On my birthday. I always get depressed on my birthdays. Being a single working girl isn't what it's cracked up to be.”
“I wouldn't know. I've done a lot of things but I've never tried being a girl. Have you never been married?”
When Giuliana hesitated, Timothy thought, I hit a sore spot. 
“I was married once. It lasted about a year. We had a baby. She died suddenly and after that the marriage just came apart. It wasn't really anyone's fault. He lives on Aretz where he owns one of the big tabloids. After the divorce he set me up with this job. He's married to someone else now and seems very happy.”
“You're working for your ex-husband?”
“Yeah. In fact, we're good friends. I even went to his wedding and threw flower petals at the bride. He keeps offering to support me but I prefer my independence. So he pays me a little bit more than I'm worth and that way I can have the best of both worlds. Or I did until you butted into my life.”
“Hmm. Are you hungry?”
“Yes, I am. I didn't have any lunch, remember? After we got here, you never gave me a chance to get anywhere near the buffet table.”
“Well, we can make up for it now. We're all invited over to Alyssa's for a late supper. After that they're talking about a midnight cruise down the river. It sounds like fun. Are you game?”
“Well, er....” Giuliana didn't know quite what to say.
“If you're worried about what they're thinking, don't. They've already heard about you from Adrian. When you were on Ceila and you blew him off as a non-story he was deeply offended. Did it never occur to you even once that not only could he understand every word you were saying, but that he had feelings? You pride yourself on being a reporter, Giuliana, but you sure dropped the ball on that one.”
“I deserved that and I guess I owe Adrian an apology.”
“Don't apologize to him, for pity's sakes. All that'll do is embarrass the poor guy and that's the very last thing he needs. When you were on Ceila, you saw exactly what Adrian's guardians wanted you to see. From what I've read, they must have put on quite a show. But tonight you got to see the real Adrian. That's who you should be writing about.”
“There's a lot more to this than meets the eye,” mused Giuliana.
“Yes, there is. If you want an exclusive story right from the horse's mouth, I'll help you get it. In return you have to do something for me.”
“What?” She was instantly suspicious.
“You have to help me run a number on my father by posing as my fiancée. As I said before this will be strictly a business agreement. Sleeping with me is not part of the deal. Unless you want to, of course.”
“Honestly, Timothy, I don't know whether to love you or hate you! First of all, you shamelessly blackmailed me into coming with you on this date. Now you're dangling the carrot of a big exclusive story. All I have to do in return is help you con your father, who has got to be one of the most powerful and dangerous individuals in the entire Synod. I must be out of my mind for even considering such a thing! As for sleeping with you, forget it! The very thought is enough to make me swear off sex forever!”
Timothy blinked. He'd been turned down a few times in his life but never quite this brutally. “Well, I didn't think I was that unattractive.”
“You're not! But I don't like being pressured! And I'm not for sale!”
Giuliana suddenly realized they were no longer alone.
Alyssa was obviously biting her lips to keep from laughing. Adrian gazed intently up at the ceiling and his attendant Jared was carefully studying the floor. Only Seamus was looking straight at them. “Are you ready to go? I think the transport's big enough to hold all of us. Don't you agree, Alyssa?”
Alyssa turned her back and began coughing violently into her handkerchief. Giuliana blushed from head to foot and even the normally irrepressible Timothy had the grace to look embarrassed. “Er, you know how it goes. A lovers’ quarrel. Isn't that right, dear?”
Giuliana swallowed hard. “Yes, of course. That's all it was. A lover's quarrel.”
"In a pig's eye," said Adrian. "I was reading their lips and they've got some kind of a business deal going. For some reason, he's passing her off to Ephraim as his fiancée when she's nothing of the sort and she just accused him of blackmail. Seamus, this is really getting juicy! Maybe this time, if we get her drunk enough, we can persuade her to take it all off. Then she can dance in the moonlight again. If Timothy's not sleeping with her, he's nuts! She can park her shoes under my bed any time.” 
“Shame on you! It's lucky for you Alyssa doesn't know what you're saying and I'm most certainly not going to translate it.”
"Me neither," Adrian heard Timothy say. "Incidentally, you oversexed little pipsqueak, you can stop poking your nose into my affairs right now. If you don't, I will tell Alyssa what you just said and if she doesn't kill you, Giuliana most certainly will.” 
"Oops." Adrian was instantly contrite. "Sorry, Timothy, I take it all back. I forgot you can read minds too.” 
“Obviously! Let that be a lesson to you, big mouth!”
“You know, it would be nice if you guys would tell the rest of us what you're talking about?” complained Alyssa. “You're obviously having a private conversation amongst yourselves and we'd like to know what it's about? Isn't that right, Giuliana?”
“It was just guy talk,” said Timothy. “Adrian gets a bit carried away sometimes. He was just rhapsodizing about the moonlight and stuff like that.”
I'll bet, thought Giuliana who had grown up with four brothers. Moonlight, my eye! The only thing men ever rhapsodize about is sex, and I can just imagine what Adrian really said. “Alyssa? I'm not sure you really want to know. I suspect it was pure locker-room humor and probably quite gross.”
“Adrian would never talk like that,” declared Alyssa. “He's far too refined.”
“Oh, honey, they all talk like that and Adrian's no different from anybody else. He's a man isn't he? Need any more be said?”
Hey, thanks, Giuliana, reflected Adrian. Maybe you're not so bad, after all. 
Jared smiled. Well, little buddy, it looks like you're finally a member of the club. Whatever you were saying obviously pissed Timothy off royally and I tend to agree with Giuliana. It was probably quite gross. 
He noticed Adrian signing to him very rapidly. "I was making some remarks to Seamus and forgot Timothy could read my mind. He called me an oversexed little pipsqueak. Now Alyssa's watching me. I'll tell you about it later.” 
Fortunately for Adrian, Alyssa was momentarily distracted by the opening of the elevator doors. By the time she had everyone organized she had forgotten what they'd been talking about.
Adrian's physical appeal wasn't lost on Giuliana and she wondered how he would be as a bed partner. Judging by a couple of looks he'd just given her Adrian was more than willing to let her find that out for herself. Evidently, things hadn't reached that stage yet with Alyssa and Giuliana suspected the delay was far more her doing than his. If I were you, she thought, I wouldn't put him off for too much longer. That lad has a roving eye and there are plenty of eager females who'd be happy to accommodate him, myself included.
Dad was right, thought Timothy as he scanned Giuliana's mind, Adrian is an absolute menace. Even Momma was smitten and she's usually a hard sell where men are concerned. Short of dumping Adrian in the river, which is a thought, what am I going to do about it? I'm certainly not going to allow that miserable little horny toad to waltz off with Giuliana. I saw her first, dammit. She's mine! 
"Well, if you want to get technical about it, Timothy, Adrian saw Giuliana first," remarked Seamus privately. "And may I remind you, he's seen quite a bit more of her than you have. The problem is, Adrian's feeling better than he has in years and right now he's so horny he can't see straight. While Alyssa may think of him as an astral being who's above such things, all he's dreaming about, poor soul, is a good old-fashioned romp in the hay. And for that, he does not deserve to be dumped in the river.” 
“Well, someone needs to tell Alyssa that. Unless she gets their relationship on to a more physical plane and soon, it's doomed.”
They looked at each other with sudden inspiration.
"Aha!" said Seamus. "We'll dump Alyssa in the river! Better yet, let's dunk both of them. We'll just have to make sure we have plenty of towels and blankets along. The boat does have a cabin, doesn't it? I'll get Jared and Richard to check it out and they can get everything ready.” 
"Seamus, I like your style." Timothy linked his mind to Adrian's. "Little buddy? How'd you like to go for a midnight swim?” 
The Duke's response was wary. "That depends. Skinny-dipping with someone of the female persuasion is one thing but drowning's quite another. What exactly did you have in mind?” 
“Getting you and Alyssa into bed.”
“Now, on that subject you have my full and undivided attention. Tell me more.”
Alyssa looked at him sharply. “What's Timothy saying? And why are you looking at me like that?”
Timothy said innocently, “Adrian was just thinking about how you'd look in the moonlight on the river.”
“Oh, Adrian!” cried Alyssa. “Were you really? That's so sweet!” Impulsively, she bent down and put her arms around him. Adrian's expression had become totally angelic, and as Alyssa held him close to her, he sighed deeply and nuzzled his face into her shoulder.
Giuliana watched him. You little devil. You're playing her like a violin and she doesn't even know it. 
Timothy smiled sweetly at her. “That's charming. They're such an attractive couple, don't you think? And so spiritual too.”
“Sure they are. Especially him.”
As Jared helped Adrian into the transport, the Duke winked at him. Jared's lips twitched and Seamus bit back a smile.
* * * *
The caterers had just arrived when their party got to the house and Petra met them at the door. She was directing them where to put the food when Alyssa came in.
“What happened to Anna?”
“Oh, your father gave her the night off. When you called, he told me to order something from town. So here we are.”
“Incidentally, Alyssa,” Petra continued, “Cass has been winning all night and I'm beginning to suspect he cheats. He was just resting and he'll be out in a minute.”
She never got that glow from a gin game, Oh, all right sniffed Adrian. The Prince gave Anna the night off for a reason and the two of them have been doing a whole lot more than just play cards. 
Giuliana eyed the sumptuous assortment of delicacies being laid out. Now this is the way to live. Maybe I should rethink my relationship with Timothy because I'm actually starting to like him. 
“Before my father joins us,” announced Alyssa, “I should explain something. Dad's had a mild stroke and it's affected his speech. He can hear perfectly well and he communicates with a speech/text computer. Timothy, Giuliana, this is my Aunt Petra. When she's not taking care of Dad, she's his deputy commander out at the military base and a flight instructor and a few other things.”
Giuliana looked at the tall beautiful Petra in awe. “You're a pilot? And the base's deputy commander?”
“At the moment, I'm the acting commander. And yes, I do fly. My father, Prince Cassius, is the Emperor's brother and he taught me when I was in my teens. I was the first female flight instructor on Nublis but now we have quite a few. Ah, here's Cass.”
The Crown Prince had graduated from his wheelchair to a cane. As he came into the room, Adrian waved at him and he grinned. Petra settled him in an easy chair, then she beckoned to Timothy and Giuliana.
While she was making the introductions, Jared noticed Richard in the doorway. He motioned to him and they went outside. When he described Timothy's plan, Richard laughed. “It sounds good to me because something definitely needs to be done about Adrian's nonexistent love life. Like most kids on Ceila, he learned to swim before he could walk. He used to dive for pearls and can hold his breath under water for an incredibly long time.”
“That's right. You'd know because you've got family on Ceila. That's why you took the job in the first place, isn't it?”
“Yeah, but Philip didn't know. If he had he wouldn't have hired me. Since he made that clear during the interview, I didn't tell him. Adrian had plenty of girlfriends before the accident and there was one in particular. They were planning to get married. She tried to see Adrian after he got hurt but Philip sent her away. Then he gleefully told Adrian his fiancée had had a lover on the side the whole time she'd been going with him and they were about to get married. The attendant before you overheard him and told me about it.”
“No wonder Adrian has fantasies about killing Philip. What happened to the fiancée?”
Richard frowned at the memory. “She married the village chief's son and that was one of the few times Philip let Adrian out of the house. The sadistic bastard took him to the wedding so he could watch his girl marry another man. Afterwards, he told him his fiancée had never been unfaithful and that he'd just made the whole thing up. We had to force-feed Adrian for months because he plain stopped eating. I had just started then and had no idea what was going on until your predecessor told me. He knew Philip was going to fire him and he said he was going to report him. If he did, nothing came of it.”
While Richard talked, he and Jared checked the boat. The luxurious cabin contained a large bed. It was plentifully supplied with towels and blankets and they found a couple of filmy negligees and a man's robe in the closet.
“This must be where the Prince entertains his lady friends,” said Jared. “Well, it looks as if we have everything we need. The bar's well stocked, the refrigerator's full of snacks and all we're lacking is the company.”
The company in question had just finished eating when they returned. Adrian and Cass were deeply engrossed in a game of chess while Alyssa and Seamus watched. Giuliana, Timothy and Petra talked quietly on the other side of the room.
Adrian looked up as the two attendants came in. When Jared signed to him, the Duke nodded and returned to the game. They heard an exclamation from the Prince and Seamus said, “Checkmate!”
Alyssa shook her head. “You're the only person I've ever known who can beat Daddy at chess.” Then she gave her father a kiss. “We're going out on the boat for a while if that's all right with you.”
The Prince smiled indulgently at his daughter, then punched something into his computer. It said, “Have a good time and come back safely.”
Petra yawned. “I'm going to stay and keep Cass company. Just don't fall overboard, whatever you do.”
Adrian's eyes met Timothy's. "She didn't mean anything by that did she?” 
"Nah! It was just the usual admonition. Incidentally, are you a good swimmer?"
"I swim like a fish. I used to dive for pearls and I could hold my breath under water longer than anyone else on Ceila."
“Black pearls?”
“Right. Ceila's lagoons contain some of the finest black pearls in the entire Synod and they form the basis of its wealth. Giuliana's are quite nice, incidentally. Did you give them to her? She sure as hell couldn't have afforded them on her salary.”
“I had no idea you knew about such things.”
“It's my business to know. If you paid one cent over three hundred thousand, you were robbed.”
“What's wrong with them?”
“They're not first quality. The luster's all right but I've seen better.”
“I'm definitely going to have a heart-to-heart talk with you before my mother's next birthday. In the meantime it looks like we're ready to go.”
Twenty minutes later they were on the boat, heading up the river towards the estuary and the open sea. A light breeze was blowing under the full moon but the sky was clear and the waters around them gleamed like black glass. Up in the bow, Adrian was reveling in the spray and the wind and Alyssa had never seen him look so happy.
A short distance away, Giuliana and Timothy stood by the railing. He put a finger under her chin, turned her face up towards his and gave her a light kiss on the lips.
She saw the question in his eyes and thought, Why not? Then she put her arms around his neck and kissed him back. It had been a long time since she'd been in any man's embrace and she'd forgotten how good it felt. Timothy's arms tightened around her and she could feel his steady heartbeat and hear the rhythm of his breathing. She nuzzled her head against his chest. “Mmmm. This is nice.”
He dropped a light kiss on top of her head. “I'm glad to hear that because you're not so bad yourself. Are you really going to swear off sex for the rest of your life?”
“Oh, I don't know. If the right man came along I might reconsider.”
“Has he?”
“I haven't decided yet. I have to think about it some more.”
“Well, whenever you decide, let me know.” Then he kissed her again.
He heard Seamus in his head. "I hate to interrupt but it's time for Adrian's swim. I've got the railing loosened. All you have to do is get the wheelchair over here, tip it in the right direction and give Alyssa a shove.” 
Up by the bow, Adrian put his hand up to his forehead.
Alyssa bent over him solicitously. “Sweetheart, are you all right?”
Adrian gave her what he hoped was a soulful look. Then he carefully signed, “I'm not feeling very well. I need to get out of the wind.”
Alyssa looked up and saw Timothy. “Is there a problem?” he asked.
“We need to move Adrian to a more sheltered spot.”
“How about over there by Seamus?”
Timothy spun Adrian's wheelchair around.
He sensed Alyssa right behind him. As they reached the railing, it suddenly swung outward. Adrian pitched forward out of the wheelchair, over the side and down toward the water. As his head disappeared beneath the surface, Timothy gave Alyssa a shove.
She tumbled and went over the side too.
When Giuliana screamed, Richard came running and Jared brought the boat to a complete stop. While Richard tossed a pair of life belts overboard, Jared turned on the searchlight and began sweeping its beam across the river's surface where Alyssa and Adrian had gone in. “Come on!” he muttered. “You've got to be there!”
At first, he saw nothing. Then the light picked up the shape of one head and a second one not far away.
This is fun, thought Adrian, as he twisted and turned in the water like a seal. Now, where's Alyssa? Ah, there she is! 
He dove and came up right behind her. She was treading water and obviously searching for him.
Something splashed and Timothy came up beside him. Adrian dove again, and this time stayed down a lot longer. He heard Timothy say, "Adrian! Please don't do that. You're giving everybody heart failure, especially me! They've got Alyssa back on board and she's hysterical. I can hear her shrieking from here!” 
"Oh, all right." Adrian grudgingly surfaced again. "I was just having a little fun." Then he grew plaintive. "It's been so long since I had a really good swim. Or a swim of any kind for that matter. Can't I stay in for just a little while longer? I'd like to dive some more.” 
“No, you can't! Now, kindly remember the object of the exercise. You're supposed to be drowning, you twit!”
 “Oh, right." Adrian closed his eyes and went completely limp.
As Timothy was trying to wrestle the lifebelt on him, he complained, "You could give me a little help you know! It's dark down here and they're not watching that closely.” 
Adrian opened one eye. “I need to be convincing don't I? You're the rescuer, not me. I'm supposed to be half dead, remember?”
"Ye gods!" Timothy finally got the lifebelt in place and began towing Adrian's limp form back to the boat in the approved lifeguard manner. "How do I get myself into these situations?"
“You volunteered, remember? This was your idea because you didn't like the way I was eyeing your girl. She was eyeing me back by the way. Did you know?”
"Don't push it," growled Timothy, "or I may just decide to drown your skinny little carcass for real! All right, we're at the boat and they're reaching down for you. Now act unconscious.” 
“How do I look?”
“What do you mean, how do you look? You're wet and soggy and half-drowned!”
“Well, I was kind of hoping for pathos. It has a certain effect on women.”
“Don't remind me. The pathos comes later when you're down in the cabin with Alyssa all wrapped up in nice soft blankets on that great big bed. Now, shut up while I get you into the boat.”
* * * *
Petra was waiting when they returned. Jared jumped onto the dock and began securing the lines and when Timothy came toward the side, she saw he was wrapped in a blanket.
“What happened? Is everyone all right?”
“It was a bit frightening there for a while but everyone's all right. One of the railings let go and Adrian and Alyssa went overboard. I went in after them. Aside from having a good scare they're fine.”
“Adrian fell overboard? That must have been terrifying for him. Where is he now?”
“He was really shaken up,” lied Timothy, “so Alyssa stayed in the cabin to comfort him. We looked in on them a little while ago and they're both sleeping peacefully. It might not be a bad idea to leave them that way until morning.”
They certainly should be sleeping, he reflected, especially Adrian. He must have gotten rid of five years’ worth of pent-up frustration in one shot. As for Alyssa, she certainly got down to the physical plane with a vengeance. It's too bad the same can't be said of Giuliana and me.
The plot to get Adrian and Alyssa into bed had succeeded beyond the plotters’ wildest dreams. Now the problem was how to get them out of it again.
“They'll come up for air eventually,” Jared had said. “They have to eat if only to keep up their strength.”
“I don't know,” Timothy had reflected. “Right now, I'm trying to remember how long a person can physically go without food and water. I have a feeling that those two are about to set some sort of endurance record.”
“Maybe I should go and look in on them,” suggested Petra. “and perhaps we should call a doctor to examine Adrian to make sure he's all right.”
“Adrian's attendants looked him over pretty thoroughly and they seemed to think he was fine. They were both sleeping peacefully the last time I checked.”
“Well, I think you and Giuliana should stay here for the rest of the night. Giuliana can use Alyssa's room. I'm sure we can find her something to wear. We can set you up in Adrian's quarters as long as he's staying on the boat. One of the attendants should probably stay to keep an eye on them but everyone else can come up to the house.”
“That's very kind of you. It is pretty late and I think we'll take you up on your offer.”
“By the time you get up in the morning,” Petra continued, “I'll be gone to the base. Anna, the housekeeper will be here and so will Cass. I'll show you to your rooms, then I'll bid you good night.”
Timothy cocked an eyebrow at Giuliana. His dunking in the river seemed to have had the opposite effect on her. For a moment she had seemed to be actually friendly but after he was pulled back on board her manner became chilly and distant. He knew she didn't suspect anything because he'd scanned her mind. Could it be that she had such a thing as a conscience?
When it came to the filing of this particular story, she was definitely hesitating.
“You know I really like your aunt,” she remarked as they bade each other goodnight, “and for whatever reason, I'm glad Adrian and Alyssa have finally found each other. It's been quite an evening, hasn't it?”
“Yes,” replied Timothy. “It most certainly has.”

Chapter 14—The Sketch Book
Julian shoved the offending tabloid across the desk.
“Whatever possessed you to take Adrian out on the boat in the first place? There's the whole story of how you and he almost drowned. In living color yet. I thought Alexander was a problem. Well, he's got nothing on you, young lady!”
Alyssa took the tabloid and as she began to read a tear fell on the page and she sobbed.
Julian sighed. Then he fished a clean handkerchief out of his pocket and offered it to her. “I know you don't have one because at times like this a woman never does.”
Her huge gray eyes swimming with tears, Alyssa smiled her thanks and the Emperor's heart melted. “What are we going to do with you? It's my fault, I suppose, for not coming down on you long before this about your productive requirement. Your involvement with Adrian was bound to lead to trouble and your father and I should never have permitted it. Now Philip's petitioning the court to order him returned to his custody. He's claiming your father's incompetent because of his stroke and he's charging both of you with gross negligence.”
“Grandfather! No! You can't let Adrian go back to those monsters! Please! Please, whatever you do, don't let them take him back!”
“Philip won't get him back if I can help it. I petitioned the court this morning to set Philip's guardianship aside and requested an immediate order transferring Adrian to my custody. When Philip filed an objection because of my age, your grandmother offered to serve in my place. The court's considering her request.”
“What do you mean, the court said you were too old? Grandfather, that's ridiculous.”
“I know, but there it is. And there was a time in my younger days when I would have agreed with them. In my thirties, I actually thought sixty was ancient and when I was in my twenties, forget it! Thirty-five was over the hill and fifty was unimaginable! Now I have a son and daughter who are almost fifty and a thirty-year-old granddaughter. But I don't feel eighty-five. I keep thinking I'm still only thirty-six until I glimpse myself in a mirror. I ask myself, who is that old man? And suddenly realize he's me.”
“It's not fair. I've seen men in their forties who act older than you. They're a lot less healthy too and that damn Philip is one of them. Why doesn't the court look at his lifestyle and health habits and compare them to yours?”
“Well, they just don't do it that way. They have certain guidelines and age happens to be one of them. However, the audit has finally been completed. Your Great Uncle Cassius went to Ceila in your father's place and got sworn testimony about the thefts of Adrian's personal property. Any number of people saw Abner flaunting his ring and Philip and Abigail helping themselves to the family jewelry and personal possessions.”
“And?”
“The audit's turned up a number of irregularities in Philip's handling of Adrian's affairs. He was charging an hourly fee virtually every time he turned around but was living in Adrian's house, wearing his father's clothes, using his transports and eating his food without paying for a thing. Then the auditors got to Abigail's misadventures in decorating. Philip authorized millions of credits for such things as a custom fish-tank, miniature parrots and a burbling fountain in the entrance foyer none of which could be shown to have been of any direct personal benefit to Adrian.”
“Has that hurt him financially?”
“Fortunately, no. The house of Ceila is so incredibly wealthy it would be hard to make so much as a dent in its assets. Let's just say Adrian's fortune didn't increase any under Philip's mismanagement. Then we come to the matter of his isolation from everyone he knew. That constitutes abuse in every legal meaning of the word. Adrian was confined to one room, fed inadequately, denied all outside stimuli and with the exception of his guardians and medical attendants isolated from any social contact. That he survived such treatment for five years with his faculties and sense of humor intact is a tribute to his intestinal fortitude. Convicted felons in our penal system get treated better than that!”
Alyssa smiled. “I know. He's told me about it.”
“Finally, there's the matter of Adrian's mental competence. He's been given an entire battery of intelligence tests by impartial experts at the Temple clinic, has made numerous public appearances and been observed by innumerable witnesses to be an excellent and gifted communicator. I can attest to that. There should be no question of Adrian's competence to handle his own affairs.”
“Is there a problem, then?”
“Yes, there is. The problem is the court's built-in prejudice against Adrian because he's a deaf-mute. The fact that he's in a wheelchair and requires special care doesn't help his case either. For that reason and that reason alone, the court gives more weight to Philip's arguments that they do to Adrian's. It's a difficulty all handicapped people face when they come up against the legal system and nowhere more so than when a question is raised regarding their mental competence. In my opinion, the law simply doesn't do enough to protect them against this type of situation. The irony is if he'd been poorer, he would have received more attention and help. Adrian's wealth and social status insulated Philip from normal scrutiny and the long arm of the law. Who knows what would have happened if Zachary hadn't kidnapped him when he did?”
“Where do things stand now?”
Julian glanced at the offending tabloid. “Thanks to this, Philip has forced the issue and a hearing's been scheduled for this afternoon. There'll be a court-appointed translator to interpret Adrian's signing and legal counsel for both sides. Fortunately, this precedes Zachary and Mariela's trial and I'm hoping this will help their defense.”
While Julian had been talking, Alyssa had been reading Giuliana's story. While there was no mention of what had taken place after they had been taken below to the cabin, Giuliana had included Adrian's chess victory over Cass, his conversation with the Archon at the reception and his ability to sign. The reporter had also made particular note of Cass’ disability and the Prince's use of the speech/text computer. All in all, she had to admit that the story was accurate even if the unwarranted exposure of the Imperial Family's private life was more than a little painful to certain of its members.
Personally, she felt like suing the tabloid for the picture of herself being hauled on board the boat. Not only was it highly unflattering but it actually made her look like a drowned rat.
* * * *
Adrian motioned impatiently toward the closet and Jared put down the shirt he was folding. “What's the problem, little buddy?”
Adrian signed rapidly.
“What do you mean, you've got nothing to wear?”
He signed again.
“Richard and I can check our closets to see if we've got something more contemporary you could borrow because I agree. You have some nice things but your wardrobe's still five years old. Unfortunately, there isn't time to go shopping before you have to see the magistrate and I'm not sure you have enough money on you to buy anything anyway. The Lady Alyssa isn't back yet and there really isn't anyone else to ask.”
When he heard a knock on the side of the open doorway, Jared looked up. Timothy stood there holding a package. Adrian smiled and beckoned him into the room.
“Today's the big day isn't it?” said Timothy. “Since I feel more than a little guilty about Giuliana's story, I brought you a present.”
“Yeah,” signed Adrian. “You should feel guilty, you son of a bitch. You knew full well that girl had a camera and a recorder on her yet you brought her right into the heart of the family without warning anyone. What did your father say?”
“You don't want to know. Let's just say it was a lucky thing my mother was there. She admitted she'd spotted Giuliana for a phony right off the bat. She recognized the black pearls because she'd looked at them earlier in the week and decided they were way overpriced. She'd also seen Giuliana's gown that same afternoon. Momma's nobody's fool and as she always says she didn't grow up in a Plutarch's harem for nothing. She stood up to Dad and told him it was his own damned fault for giving me that ridiculous ultimatum.”
“So what's your situation now?”
“As you can see, Dad didn't transform me into anything obnoxious,although for a moment there I really thought he was going to. Thanks to Momma, he's lifted the ultimatum on me having to take a wife within six months. But I still have to assume the throne of Ophir as soon as we get back to Seira and I'm on my best behavior for the rest of our visit.” He handed Adrian the package. “This is by way of an apology. I hope you like it.”
After Adrian motioned him to a chair, Timothy watched him tear open the package. Decent food and fresh air had done wonders for the Duke. He'd filled out, his formerly pale skin had a healthy glow and the shadows under his eyes were gone along with the air of sadness that had formerly characterized him.
An easel in the corner of the room held a half-finished portrait of Alyssa and Timothy was stunned by the quality and power of the work. It seemed to almost leap out from the canvas and in addition to her extraordinary beauty, Adrian had managed to capture Alyssa's almost feral quality. Adrian saw him looking at it. "What do you think? It's a present for Alyssa's father by way of thanks. I'm doing Petra next.” 
“It's incredible. I had no idea you could paint like that.”
"Hey!" Adrian held up the package contents. Then he dropped it and signed again. “Thanks, Timothy. This is really nice!”
A plain high-collared tunic fashioned from a soft material somewhere between silk and wool, even though it was black the color was so lustrous it almost glowed.
“Momma picked it out. It's Phasgan goat hair, which is supposed to be the softest material in the Synod. She thought you might like it.”
Adrian signed rapidly to Jared, who smiled and nodded. “Well, it solves one problem for sure. Adrian had nothing suitable for his court appearance this afternoon and he was concerned. You couldn't have timed it better.”
“Glad to oblige. Momma will be delighted that he liked it.”
"I sure do," interjected Adrian. "A couple of Dad's favorite jackets were made of this and they were the first things Philip swiped. When I saw him wearing them, I felt like killing him.” 
“How are things with Alyssa?” asked Timothy. “Are you two still friends?”
Adrian gave him an impish grin. "Alyssa can't do enough for me in or out of bed. Just as long as she never finds out how well I can swim I'll be fine. Right now she's totally convinced she brought me back from the dead and that my physical relationship with her is good for my health. I'm not going to argue with her. Would you?” 
Timothy was rueful. “Considering the fact that you never even came up for air for almost forty-eight hours, I was beginning to wonder. But your sexual marathon seems to have had no ill effects. I just wish I'd had that kind of luck with Giuliana before she took off for Aretz.”
"You miss her, don't you?” 
“Yeah, I do. She was different from most of the girls I go with and when she said she wasn't for sale, she meant it. She sent back the gown and the pearls by messenger the next day.”
"Well, maybe someday you'll run across her again.” 
“Even if I did, I wouldn't do anything about it. I have far too much respect for my father's powers to even think about crossing him like that again. Even my mother wouldn't be able to save me then. He got so angry with us once he transformed all four of us into lizards.”
"You're kidding!” 
“I wish. You have no idea what it's like being stuck in an aquarium and catching flies for a living. Believe me, it's not fun. Dad actually left us that way for a full week. Then our mother talked him into changing us back. For some reason she thought it was funny but we certainly didn't.” He caught the expression on Adrian's face. “You really miss your dad, don't you? You two must have been pretty close.”
The Duke sighed. "I never realized how great my parents were until I lost them. To them I was perfect just the way I was and as long as they were around it never occurred to me that I was handicapped in any way. It was only afterwards that....” 
He stopped and looked down at his hands. "Now I know better. When people first meet me all they see is the wheelchair. Once they manage to get past that they find out I'm a deaf-mute. Then they really freak. I've learned to handle it by making it into a game. When I meet someone new, I try to guess in advance how they're going to react. Then I just watch them to see how close I came. Actually it's become kind of amusing. After I get home I do caricatures of the worst ones.” 
Adrian signed to Jared. The attendant picked up a sketchbook from the desk and handed it to Timothy who began looking through it.
"Oh, these are really wicked! Has Julian seen them?” 
“No. You're the first person I've ever shown them to outside Richard and Jared.”
“May I make a suggestion?”
“Go ahead. I'm all ears, figuratively speaking.”
“Take this book with you and show it to Julian. Unless I miss my guess he'll want the magistrate to see it.”
“Why? What good would it do?”
“Adrian, you really have no idea how smart you are. No mental defective could have produced something like this. This book is you and it'll argue your case more effectively than any lawyer ever could. Even Julian.”
Adrian signed to Jared and the attendant grinned. “Richard and I have already tried to tell him that but he's stubborn and he just can't see it. He says we're no judges of art.”
“Shame on you, Adrian,” chided Timothy. “You should listen to your attendants and quit being such a snob. And I'm serious. Will you take the book with you?”
"Oh, all right. You don't really think I'm a snob, do you?” 
“No more than the rest of us. It tends to go with the territory.”
Footsteps sounded in the hallway, and Alyssa swept into the room with a tabloid in her hand. When she saw Timothy she stopped dead. “You! After what you did, I'm surprised you even had the nerve to show your face! Especially around here.” Then she turned to Adrian. “Sweetheart! Are you all right? Is Timothy bothering you?”
As Adrian rolled his eyes, Timothy stifled a laugh. Then the Duke began signing to Alyssa.
“Oh, I see. He says you came to apologize and that you brought him a gift.” Adrian held up the tunic and Alyssa eyed it critically. “Very nice. Phasgan goat hair isn't it? I'll just bet your mother picked it out.”
Timothy grinned. “How did you know?”
“Because your taste isn't that good.”
“Oof. You don't exactly pull your punches do you, Alyssa? But then diplomacy never was your strong suit.”
She held out the tabloid. “Have you seen this?”
Before Timothy could take the magazine, Adrian grabbed it out of her hand. Then he began looking through it. When he found Giuliana's story about the midnight swim, he began reading with avid interest.
Alyssa looked at him with real concern.
Timothy sighed. “My father fed it to me with my breakfast this morning along with a severe lecture. Then I was sent down here with instructions to apologize to everyone in sight, starting with Adrian.”
“Well, what's become of the slut? I hope you got your money's worth considering what those pearls must have cost you.”
“Actually, she's gone back to Aretz. And for your information she returned the pearls before she left.”
“She gave them back? Voluntarily?”
“Yes, she did. Incidentally, she's not a slut! I never got to first base with her. When Giuliana said she wasn't for sale, she meant it.”
“Oh. Well, in that case ... we're about to have lunch. Would you care to join us? I'll go tell Anna to set another place.”
Adrian looked up from the tabloid and grinned. It looks like you and Alyssa had an argument. Who won? 
“You could call it a draw. She really goes for the jugular, doesn't she?”
Yeah, she can get pretty fierce and she's just dying to take on Philip. As for Abigail, if Alyssa ever gets her hands on her she's liable to tear her to shreds. When they were bearing down on me the other night, I could actually feel her starting to growl. If Ephraim hadn't whipped the two of them out of there I'm not quite sure what would have happened.
“Come on, little buddy.” Jared boosted Adrian off the bed and into the wheelchair. “It's time for lunch. After that, you'll just have time to change before you have to leave for the hearing.”
“Remind him to take that sketchbook,” said Timothy, “because I think it's going to make all the difference.”
"Oh, incidentally," remarked Adrian brightly, "I enjoyed the tabloid story. Except Giuliana never wrote a word about Alyssa and me. I wonder why.” 
"Because she liked you and also because she's most definitely not a slut."

Chapter 15—The Blessing of the Water
Jared cursed as their transport pulled up to the Temple entrance. “How are we going to get Adrian unloaded? There's press all over the place and at least three camera crews! Besides them, there's a crowd of spectators. Oh, and good grief, there's even a bunch of picketers! Do you see them, Seamus?”
As he fumed, wondering what to do, a glimpse of blue appeared in the crowd. It parted to reveal a full Temple guard detail. The captain opened the door and climbed in. “His Majesty thought you might be in need of assistance. This is the Duke of Ceila I presume?”
“You presume correctly. We need to unload the wheelchair first. The Duke can stand on his own but then he'll require some assistance. He can't hear you but he can read your lips.”
The captain glanced at Adrian. “I understand.”
The Duke was looking at the picket signs. Some were being carried by people in wheelchairs. The slogans read, “We're People Too!” and “Free Adrian!” And he saw a pair he particularly liked, “I'm Only DEAF!” and “But You're Terminally DUMB!’
He glanced up at Seamus. "Can we go over there? I'd like to meet them.” 
Seamus asked the captain, “His Grace would like to talk with the picketers. Can it be arranged?”
“Sure.” Beckoning to one of the guards, the captain whispered in his ear and pointed.
Adrian smiled. "It never occurred to me I might have supporters. It's actually kind of nice.” 
“There are a lot of people like you, and they damn well should support you because it's their fight too. Come on, it looks like they're ready for us.”
As Adrian approached, a woman stepped forward. Evidently she was the group's leader. She was at least six feet tall with large handsome features and expressive blue eyes and her long black hair streamed over her shoulders. Her clothes were stylish and expensive and he guessed her to be in her upper forties.
“Your Grace! We're honored you came to talk with us. I am Rachel the Countess of Aram and the group's asked me to speak for them.”
Adrian signed, “The honor's mine, Countess. Please thank the group for their support. Perhaps we could all meet later.”
“Thank you, Your Grace. My group would like that very much. I'll contact His Majesty's office to make the arrangements.”
Seamus tapped him on the shoulder. “Adrian! We have to go!”
He waved at the group, most of whom waved back and after smiling beatifically up at the Countess, he kissed her hand.
When she looked down at Adrian as though she had just seen a celestial vision, Seamus thought, Uh-oh. “Dammit Adrian! What did you go and do that for? Now the woman's got a crush on you and she looks like the type who doesn't take no for an answer!” 
“That's no problem! All I have to do is introduce her to my girlfriend. If they go head to head, my money's on Alyssa!”
“You know something? You're a mischievous little son of a bitch. I thought Ephraim's sons were something but they have a ways to go before they catch up with you!”
Julian waited just inside the Temple entrance. “What took you so long? I sent the guards out fifteen minutes ago!”
When Jared told him about the protest group, the Emperor clapped a hand to his forehead. “Oh, no, not the Countess of Aram! I've been avoiding that harridan for years and now you dump her on my doorstep. Well, there's a saying that no good deed goes unpunished. Judging by this it must be true.”
“Now she's got a crush on Adrian.”
“That figures. The woman gets crushes on everyone. She spent most of last year chasing some pop star from concert to concert all over the Synod. The handicapped must be her latest enthusiasm. You may as well prepare Adrian for the onslaught, because there'll certainly be one. Until she tires of him and decides to take up something else.” Then the Emperor noticed Adrian's sketchbook. As he leafed through it, he started to laugh.
“Timothy thought you might want to show these to the magistrate, Your Majesty,”
“Timothy was right. Adrian has a sharp eye and a real gift. Oh, some of these are really wicked. Especially the one of Lord Rollo. And now we'd better go.”
Their small party followed the Emperor through the torch-lit Temple foyer and down a richly carpeted hallway. He stopped and knocked on an ornately paneled white door. When it opened, he beckoned to Adrian. “Go on in. They're waiting for you. I'll be right there beside you as your legal counsel. Answer the questions truthfully and you'll be fine.”
As Julian took the wheelchair, Adrian gulped and his panicked eyes met Seamus.’
Like the hallway, the magistrate's book-lined office was richly carpeted. In front of a bank of windows on the far wall, a man awaited them behind a large antique desk. A number of other men occupied a group of chairs set out like a horseshoe on either side of the desk. Adrian recognized Philip among them and he started.
Julian wheeled him to the center of the horseshoe and left him there. Then he approached the desk, sketchbook in hand. “Your Honor, these cartoons are by Adrian, the Duke of Ceila, and they just came to my attention. You will undoubtedly recognize some of the faces. In my opinion, these drawings indicate an extremely high degree of intelligence. This is Adrian's way of coping with the inappropriate behavior he encounters in social situations. He does them strictly for his own amusement and they were never intended for public consumption.”
The magistrate studied the sketchbook. He chuckled a few times and looked straight at Adrian. “You're the Duke of Ceila?”
Adrian nodded.
“Did you do these since your accident?”
Again, Adrian nodded.
“When did you do the last one and which is it?”
Adrian's fingers flashed and the translator said, “Last night, Your Honor. It's the Duchess of Romola. She kept pretending she couldn't see me even after she tripped over my chair. My translator keeps track so I can put names to the faces.”
“Why do you do them?”
“People reveal a great deal about themselves by their reactions to me. It used to bother me until I realized their discomfort merely reflects their own attitudes. If they choose to avoid me because I'm different, that's their problem. I like to think I'm worth knowing.”
Lifting his chin, Adrian looked his questioner straight in the eye as if daring him to disagree.
The magistrate smiled. “I couldn't agree with you more. Gentlemen? Do any of you have a question about this?”
“May I see that?” It was Philip.
As the sketchbook was passed to Adrian's erstwhile guardian, the magistrate beckoned to the emperor. He handed him a pen and a blank notebook and directed him to give them to the Duke. “Tell him to do one of you.”
“You mean now?”
“Yes, now. I want to see how he does.”
Julian handed the pen and notebook to Adrian. “This is your test. The magistrate wants you to do me. Right now.”
Adrian's hands shook slightly. He frowned and studied Julian's face for a moment, then sketched rapidly. A moment later, he wrote something and handed the notebook back. As he returned it to the magistrate, Julian looked down at the page and raised an eyebrow.
After studying the drawing, the magistrate cleared his throat. “After reviewing this young man's intelligence-test results, his medical record, the audit of the handling of the Duke's affairs by his legal guardians, Lord Philip and Lady Abigail of Ceila, and the video testimony of eyewitnesses on the island of Ceila, these are my conclusions. Physical disability in and of itself is insufficient grounds for a certification of mental incompetency. At the time this certification was issued no intelligence tests were performed and no proof was offered that the Duke of Ceila's mental capacity was in any way diminished by his physical injuries. I see no valid grounds for declaring Adrian the Duke of Ceila incapable of handling his own affairs and this conservatorship is hereby terminated!”
The magistrate turned to Philip, “You will remain behind with your legal counsel to discuss the subject of indemnification to His Grace for the damages and suffering you have so needlessly caused him.” Then he rapped his gavel on the desk. “This hearing is adjourned!”
Hurling the sketchbook to the floor, Philip rose from his chair. As he advanced on Adrian, the elder Prince Cassius put out a foot and tripped him. Then he retrieved the sketchbook and handed it to the magistrate. As Philip's lawyer helped him to his feet, Adrian turned his head. His eyes met those of his former guardian and their expression chilled Philip to the bone.
Julian spun the wheelchair around and headed for the door. The guard opened it and they left the magistrate's office. Out in the hallway, Adrian put his face in his hands. Tears began to trickle from between his fingers and Jared asked, “What happened?”
The Emperor looked at the small crowd that had gathered. “Let's get him over to my office. He needs a few minutes in order to pull himself together. Seamus, tell the guard where we're going. Then you can join us.”
When they reached Julian's office, the Emperor wheeled Adrian over to the windows leading to the balcony. He poured him a stiff shot of brandy and touched him on the shoulder. “Here. You've earned it.”
Adrian took a sip and promptly choked. He recovered and the color returned to his cheeks.
Jared asked again, “What happened? Wouldn't they transfer the guardianship to Her Majesty?”
“The subject never came up. His Honor took one look at the sketchbook, asked Adrian a few questions and had him do a caricature of me. Then he set the conservatorship aside.”
“You mean....”
“Adrian's a free man. He's trying to get used to the idea.”
The door opened to admit Cassius, Jonah and Seamus. “I think this calls for a celebration, don't you?” said Cassius, “Jonah, call the commissary and see what they can send over. Julian, what have you got in this puny little bar of yours that's fit to drink?”
Julian picked up the intercom. “Get me the Crown Prince's villa. Alyssa? How soon can you get over to my office? Yes, dear. The hearing's over. No, he didn't. I'll tell you all about it when you get here. Give Cass my best and tell him I'll talk to him later.” He punched the phone again. “Corey, my love? You're not going to be Adrian's guardian after all. No, no. Things are just fine. In fact, they couldn't be better. Tell the steward to set up something nice in the conservatory. We'll be over in about an hour. Fine. I'll see you then.”
After he set the brandy glass on a nearby table, Adrian signed to Jared, “Will you and Richard stay on? Assuming I can afford your services.”
“Of course we will. For as long as you need us anyway.”
He swung his chair around to face Julian and with Seamus translating, he signed, “Cousin Julian, there's no way I'm ever going to be able to repay you. But what about Zachary and Mariela?”
“That's an interesting question. If the conservatorship wasn't legal in the first place and Zachary and Mariela took you out of the restaurant with your consent there was no kidnapping. The trial's scheduled for tomorrow. Rather than schedule another hearing, why don't we all appear before the Archon and let him dismiss the charges. Then we have the matter of Philip and Abigail. Which reminds me....”
Julian picked up the intercom again. “I'm directing that Philip be arrested as soon as the magistrate's done with him. A couple of Archon agents are going to pick up Abigail.”
“Do you need to call Deborah?” asked Jonah.
“Corey will already have notified her and the family. We have a pretty efficient grapevine, you know.”
Then he turned and looked searchingly at Adrian. “Before she gets here, is there anything you want to tell me about the relationship between you and Alyssa? I've heard there was quite an aftermath to that midnight swim of yours.”
As Adrian dropped his eyes, Jared stifled a grin and Jonah started coughing into his handkerchief. Cassius’ lips twitched and he pointedly studied something on Julian's desk.
Seamus cleared his throat. “Well ... er, you see. It was this way.”
Privately he said to Adrian, "Look at the Emperor dammit and for pity's sake tell me what to say. Right now, I can't think of a thing.” 
“You? Speechless? That's got to be a first!”
Adrian raised his eyes to meet Julian's and signed again. “Before I say anything about that, Your Majesty, what's my financial situation? Everyone in the world has had access to my books except me and I want to know how much damage Philip did.”
“Why? Would it make a difference?”
“Of course.”
“Alyssa has money of her own because I set up a substantial trust for her when she was born. You'd be quite comfortable.”
Adrian shook his head. “That won't work. If I have nothing to offer her I'll have to terminate the relationship. Until I've found a way to earn an adequate living there's no point in discussing it any further.”
“You'd do that? Without even discussing with her?”
“It's a matter of self-respect. She'll understand.”
“Knowing Alyssa, I seriously doubt that. That's one hell of a price to pay for the sake of your stiff-necked pride. Don't you love her?”
“Sure. But if I have nothing to offer there's no point. I'm going to have all I can do just to support myself and I have no desire to be a financial burden to anyone else. Especially Alyssa.”
“You're quite something. But you don't have to worry about earning your own living. Despite their wild spending, Philip and Abigail never made so much as a dent in your assets. Not only are you one of the wealthiest individuals in the entire southern hemisphere, but your income's more than adequate enough to support Alyssa in any style that suits her.”
“Well, in that case, I'll marry her and the sooner the better. Would you be willing to arrange the wedding?”
“What wedding?” asked Alyssa as she came in. “Would someone please tell me what's going on? I just saw Philip with two guards and he looked very upset. What happened?”
After Julian told her about the hearing, Alyssa looked at Adrian for a long time without saying anything. Then she spoke. “Well, Adrian. You're a free man at last and you don't have to depend on me any more. Now you can go anywhere and do anything you like.” Her voice broke and she turned away to hide her tears.
Adrian signed to Jared, “Take me out to the balcony. Have Alyssa join me there. Then please leave us alone.” When Alyssa came out, he signed to her, “You weren't going to tell me, were you?”
“How did you know? I only just found out myself.”
He smiled. “There are certain things about Ceila you need to learn, my love. Because it's the source of all life, a traditional Ceilan marriage always starts in the water and before consummating their union a couple must seek its blessing. I should have waited until I was sure I could support you, but it just got too unbearable.”
“What do you mean, you should have waited? What are you talking about? Are you saying your falling in the water was no accident? But you almost drowned. Didn't you?”
“The whole thing was a setup. I swim like a fish and was never in the slightest danger of drowning. It was Timothy's idea. I went along because it was the perfect way to start our relationship.”
“Oh! I feel like such a fool. Adrian, how could you?”
“It was the only way I could think of to get you into bed. Your head might have been in the clouds, my love, but mine wasn't. From the very beginning, my interest in you was far more earthy than it was poetic.”
“And now?”
“I want to marry you if you'll have me.”
“Well, I think I'd better, don't you?”
“We already have the blessing of the water and you've fulfilled the traditional bridal requirement.”
“What's that?”
“On Ceila, a man never takes a wife until she's proved she can bear a child. I must admit I've done everything in my power to ensure that you would.”
Alyssa bit her lip. “There's something you need to know. You might not want to marry me after I tell you.”
“Go on.”
“My father wasn't married to my mother. She died by her own hand before I was born. Jonah took me from her a few minutes later.”
“My poor Alyssa. That tragedy had nothing to do with you, and whether your parents were married or not makes no difference to me. Is that why your father has never married?”
“I think so but he and Petra may be talking about it. He's abdicating from the Succession in favor of my Uncle Janus. Grandfather's approved it and he's called Janus home from the fleet. He's planning to retire as soon as the Jubilee's over and it looks as if we're about to have a wedding and a coronation at the same time.”
“That suits me. Now, please go tell Seamus I'm ready to come in?”
“Not quite yet.” Alyssa bent down and gave him a long deep kiss.
As Adrian started to reciprocate, Julian came out to the balcony and cleared his throat. “I hate to break this up, Alyssa, but your grandmother's expecting us over at the palace. If you two have an announcement to make this is as good a time as any.”
When Alyssa pulled away from him, Adrian opened his eyes. Seamus joined them and the Duke said, "Please tell the Emperor that Alyssa and I are officially engaged.” 
“I think he's already surmised that. What plans do you have after we leave the Palace this evening?”
“I hadn't thought about it. Did you have something in mind?”
“Well, there's going to be a full moon and I thought you might enjoy a midnight swim.”
“Only if it involves skinny-dipping with someone of the female persuasion.”
Alyssa looked at them suspiciously. “What are you two talking about?”
As the Duke gave her an angelic smile, Seamus said, “He was commenting on how beautiful you'd be in the moonlight. Then he said something about the dock at midnight and the blessing of the water. Does that mean anything to you?”
“Oh, yes. It's an old Ceilan tradition. Please have Jared make sure that there are plenty of towels and blankets in the cabin. Adrian's somewhat accident prone and who knows, I may even manage to fall in myself.”

Chapter 16—Aftermath
Thamar and Timothy reclined on soft couches in a plant-filled solarium next to Ephraim's palatial VIP suite on Nephtali. A small game table between them was covered with stacks of small brilliantly colored plaques. The ancient board game was a particular favorite of Thamar's and Timothy was usually one of her better opponents. But not today.
When he failed to match a tile for the fourth time, his mother grew exasperated. “Wherever your mind is it's not on this game! You haven't been yourself since that girl left for Aretz and you've been behaving so well lately you've got your father worried. He's ready to check you into the clinic because he thinks you're coming down with something.”
“I'm fine, Momma. It's just that ... well, I'm not used to being turned down like that. She returned the pearls and the gown and took off without even saying goodbye.”
“Oh, no. Don't tell me you've fallen in love with her.”
“I don't think so. But she was different, quirky. I liked her, and ... for a moment ... I thought she really liked me.”
Because Timothy's back was to the door, he didn't see his father enter the solarium.
Ephraim put a finger to his lips.
“If you ran into her again, what would you do?”
Timothy picked up a tile and played with it. “I don't know. If it was here or on Seira, probably nothing. I have far too much respect for Dad's ability to make my life miserable if he gets that upset with me again. On Aretz or Nublis it might be a different story. All I know is I keep thinking about her and wishing things had gone some other way.”
He threw the tile down in frustration. “There's no point in even talking about it. I'm supposed to go to Ophir as soon as we get home and that's where I'll be for the rest of my days. As far as a bride's concerned I'll have to find someone suitable on one of the islands. There are so damn many, it'll take me at least a year to visit them all. I assume Dad'll give me that much of a grace period.”
Ephraim smiled. Timothy was so like himself at the same age it was almost uncanny. And maybe his son had a point about his current Trade Ambassador. The man had plenty of social graces but when it came to business he wasn't worth a hill of beans. Seira's factories had been missing out on a lot of contracts lately because he'd been asleep at the switch. Besides that Nathan and his wife Ariel had expressed a strong interest in going to Ophir. Timothy had unfinished business with this girl, Giuliana, and Ephraim understood that kind of distraction only too well. Well, so be it, he thought, I'll send him to Aretz as Seira's Trade Ambassador and as long as Giuliana's living there, he can resolve that situation as well. Then he can move on with his life and we'll finally have peace in the family. I wonder if Julian ever has to put up with this sort of thing. I'll have to ask him sometime. 
Thamar smiled up at her husband and Timothy turned around.
“I came to bring you some news,” said Ephraim. “Adrian's hearing was held this afternoon. The magistrate ruled him mentally competent and said there never were any legal grounds for putting him into a conservatorship. The investigators have turned up new evidence about the crash that killed Adrian's parents. Their flyer was sabotaged and it turns out Philip was at the spaceport that day. On a hunch, they also went to the island and dug up his mother. There were traces of poison in her system and a few other things.”
Thamar shuddered. “Maybe you should have left them circling the chandeliers at that.”
Ephraim half-smiled. “Knowing Julian, their trial will be short and the sentence swift. Speaking of which, Zachary and Mariela will be released tomorrow.”
“Adrian's a free man?”
“Completely. Apparently, the deciding factor was a sketchbook. After the magistrate saw it, he had Adrian do a drawing of Julian and that was that.”
“Then maybe it's just as well I went to see him this morning. After I saw his caricatures I suggested he show them to Julian. They're really clever. He even did you, Dad. If you turn the page one way, it's your face. The other way it turns into a pair of hands cut off at the wrists. It's actually quite gruesome. When I asked Adrian about it he said you might understand but that no one else would.”
Ephraim glanced down at his hands. “Did he, indeed? Nathan says he wants Ophir and you've made it abundantly clear you don't. Out of all of my sons you have the best head for business so I'm giving you Seira after I retire. There's no hurry because I'm not ready to step down yet. In the meantime, I'm recalling our present Trade Ambassador and sending you to Aretz.”
Timothy's face lit up. “I hardly know what to say.”
“My old shipmate Elon and his wife Nona just arrived to pick up his new cruiser. I'll lease it from him and make it your official showroom and headquarters while you're on Aretz.”
“Aunt Nona's coming? Momma'll like that. Does that mean they're bringing the boys? They're eight of the meanest-looking dudes I've ever seen.”
“I know and they're just like their old man. Black as the ace of spades and every last one of them a real pussycat. Nona on the other hand is a real ball of fire. From what Elon says age hasn't mellowed her a damn bit. She'll probably tear into your mother first thing and tell her she's gained too much weight. Then she'll give it to me for my child-rearing practices and finally she'll call all of you her little lambs. Ariel hasn't met her and I guarantee you Nona will be driving her absolutely nuts within the first five minutes.”
Thamar laughed. “Now I see why you hooked her up with Elon as fast as you did.”
“Certainly. I wanted you all to myself and she had me tearing my hair out. Thirty years with Nona is probably why Elon is now as bald as an egg. As big as they are those boys of theirs are scared to death of her.”
Ephraim remembered the former slave with real affection. When he'd purchased eighteen-year-old Thamar from her father Azarius, the Plutarch had thrown Nona in for nothing. The tiny woman had raised Thamar from birth and had shown the courage of a lion when it came to protecting her young charge.
Initially, she'd viewed Ephraim with a jaundiced eye and hadn't been the least bit shy about telling him so. After noticing his executive officer's interest in Nona, Ephraim decided purely as a matter of self-preservation to do a little matchmaking. To that end, he immediately freed her in order to hire her as his ship's cook. Then he'd deliberately thrown them together. When they married, he deeded his ship to Elon as a wedding present and the two of them had lived on it ever since.
Nona's culinary skills became famous across the Synod and before long she was its most fashionable and successful caterer. She and Elon started a chain of food malls and restaurants and it was impossible to travel anywhere in the known universe without seeing their names emblazoned on some sign or billboard. Since they had several eating establishments on Seira, Elon and Nona had been popular with Ephraim's sons when they were growing up. However, while they'd given the boys a discount, Ephraim and Thamar had always been charged full price. As rich as they were, sniffed Nona, they certainly didn't need any breaks from her.
Timothy was a particular favorite and somewhat to Ephraim and Thamar's dismay he'd always been able to wind Nona around his little finger. Elon viewed him a bit more realistically and Timothy and his brothers had always gotten along with their eight sons, four of whom were now married with children of their own.
Any association with them was bound to be happy. Elon would keep an eye on Timothy while he was on Aretz and Nona would give him all the mothering he needed. That would probably be too much from Timothy's point of view because she'd do her level best to shield him from the likes of Giuliana.
As things turned out, Giuliana's story hadn't done too much harm and it might even have done some good. Even so, tabloid reporters were the scum of the earth to Ephraim with InterPlanetary news anchors a close second. They were taking their lives in their hands when they invaded Nephtali and what Timothy had said to Giuliana had been no idle threat.
Since Julian was no fonder of the press than Ephraim, Giuliana had thought it wise to file her story from the comparative safety of Aretz and hadn't even returned to Nephtali to pick up her stuff. Out of deference to Giuliana, Timothy never mentioned the fact she had two friends working undercover in one of the mega-resort's stage shows and he assumed they'd managed to ship her things to her by now. He'd have done so himself had he known where she'd been staying. But she'd never given him her address and he hadn't thought to ask.
Ephraim looked at his son. “Well? Do I have myself a Trade Ambassador or not?”
“Sure, Dad. And I think I'll do a better job for you than the one you've got now.”
“You'd better. If you don't produce, I'll jerk you home so fast your eyes'll cross. Then I'll swap you out with Joel and send you to Phasga.”
He means it too, thought Timothy, who had no more wish to rule over goats and great brown bears in the mountain fastnesses of the north than he did the tropical isles of Ophir.
Thamar began picking up the colored tiles from the game table and returning them to their box. “I think we can call this game over.”
“I'm sorry, Momma. I owe you one.”
As she went to put the box away, Timothy said quietly to Ephraim, “Momma's birthday is coming.”
“I'm always at a loss when it comes to a gift for your mother. Do you have any ideas?”
“She wants black pearls and Adrian's an expert on the subject. I never realized before that the best ones come from Ceila. Adrian told me the pearls I bought for Giuliana weren't first quality and that I paid too much. I later found out Momma had looked at the same pearls and decided they were overpriced. She was right but she definitely wants some.”
“That's a good thought and I'll be sure to talk to Adrian about it the next time I see him. Which'll probably be at the big farewell gala a week from now. By the way, did he like the tunic?”
“Yes, he did. In fact, he liked it so well, he wore it to the hearing.”
“Well, then, I gather you're on speaking terms with Julian and his family again and that your apology was accepted.”
“It would seem so.”
“It's too bad you couldn't have picked one of the Nublian Imperial Princesses instead of a tabloid reporter. Ben and Joel seem to be hitting it off with Zachary and Deborah's twin daughters and it looks as if something may come of it. I sometimes regret not having had a daughter myself but after Ben was born, your mother said enough was enough.”
“Well, Dad, you could always have taken a concubine or two. In fact you can now.”
“That's what you think, but there's no way I could look in your mother's eyes and live with myself if I did. I've never seen myself with a harem anyway which is why I never had one. Your grandfather Azarius told me once that I'd been hanging around with Nublians for too long and had gotten just like them. He was probably right.”
* * * *
For their last night of captivity, Zachary and Mariela were moved from their prison cells to a deluxe apartment in the Temple complex. Adrian, Alyssa, Seamus and Jared had gone back to Cass’ villa and the rest of the group joined Zachary and Mariela. Mariela was cooking dinner and Cassius was helping her. Adrian had left his sketchbook behind and it was being passed from hand to hand amid general hilarity.
When Corey saw the sketch he'd done of Julian, she looked at in silence for a long time. “Do you think Adrian would give this to me? I'd like to frame it and put it up on the wall of my bedroom.”
“Adrian already made me a gift of it. He said it was a ‘thank you'.”
In a few broad strokes, the Duke had managed to capture Julian's aura of slight sadness as well as his eyes’ extraordinary expressiveness. Corey noticed that, looked at from another angle, the face would transform into a group picture of the Emperor, herself and their four children and when she saw Cass’ violin, she smiled. Below the sketch, Adrian had written, “To my friend, Julian. I wish they were all like you.” Then he'd signed and dated it.
* * * *
Zachary and Deborah wandered out to the balcony and stood with their arms around each other's waists, listening to the Temple fountain and looking out at the moonlit garden. “Was it worth it?” she asked.
Zachary sighed. “If I had it to do over, I'd probably do the same thing.”
“What do you think the Archon will do to Philip and Abigail?”
“Julian told me he's going after them for attempted murder. Had Jared not substituted normal saline for that drug, the second shot would have killed Adrian for sure. Just the residue was enough to knock him out for eight hours. According to the code on the cartridges it wasn't even meant for humans at all. It was a horse tranquilizer. Can you imagine? The doctors on Ceila deny giving it to Philip and Archon Security is checking with various veterinarians to try to find out where he got the stuff.”
“Ugh. The man must have been insane. Thank heavens, Jared recognized what it was and had the guts to do something about it.”
“Yeah. It's people like Jared who restore your faith in the human race. From what Jonah tells me it wasn't the first time he stuck out his neck for a patient. The other time all he got in return was to lose his job and have his career damn near destroyed. It's easy for the rich to stand on principle but for someone in Jared's position, it's a whole different story. He's staying with Adrian for the time being and I've been talking with Jonah about financing him through medical school. He's a gifted healer and would make a first-rate doctor.”
Deborah glanced up at him impishly. “Did Daddy tell you about Adrian and Alyssa's midnight swim?”
“Did he ever? Talk about the ultimate in seduction. I know a lot of ways to get a girl into bed but throwing one into the river just never occurred to me.”
“Just what, pray tell, do you mean by that? Since when have you been getting girls into bed?”
“I didn't say I had but you've got to remember who I hang around with. Ephraim and Elon did more than their share believe me. So did the guys in Ephraim's guerrilla force and I flew with Uncle Cassius in the war. He told me plenty of stories of what he and Uncle Julian used to get up to when they were young. Especially Uncle Julian.”
“Daddy?”
“Yes, indeed. According to Cassius, he had women all over the place. He says the day your father married your mother at least half of the women in the Synod went into mourning. Aunt Ellie told me that he once had three mistresses at the same time. Each of them knew about the others but they didn't seem to care. Even my mother had an affair with him.”
“Your mother had an affair with my father?” Now she was really shocked.
“Yeah, and that's exactly how I reacted when she told me. It was the same day I found out her husband Aaron wasn't my real father.”
“Well, I knew about that. Daddy told me all about it when he finally gave us permission to marry. Poor Zachary. That must have been a tough day for you.”
“It would have been a lot worse if Cassius hadn't been there. I was only seventeen, Aaron had just suffered his stroke and I was on the outs with Uncle Julian after he caught us kissing in the conservatory.”
“Don't remind me. I was afraid Daddy was going to kill you on the spot. I've never seen him so angry before or since.”
“I only saw him that angry one other time, and that was when Uncle Cassius and I picked him from the aid station on Mount Phasga after he was shot down and broke his leg. He'd finally caught up with that would-be kidnapper of yours and Ephraim wouldn't turn him over to him. Life's really strange, isn't it? The kidnapper turned out to be Gaius and now he's married to your sister, Beryl. Speaking of Gaius and Beryl, where are they?”
“Some trade dispute erupted on Seira and he had to go back to sort it out. Daddy says if it weren't for Gaius and Ephraim he could never have gotten Nublis’ silk trade off the ground. Of course, my fashion house helps and it's nice to know I could support myself if I ever needed to.”
“So that's where you got to.” It was Athalia, Prince Cassius's wife. “I might have known you'd be canoodling on the balcony. Alexander and Sylvana just got here. We've got them and Julian in neutral corners and as far away from each other as possible. Corey's acting as umpire and I'm staying out of it. Zachary's mother came with them and she's pretending she doesn't know anything about it.”
Zachary laughed “I'd better say hello to Ma. And yes, dear, I'll be civil to Alexander. Being I'm still an accused felon I don't want to blot my copybook by strangling my brother-in-law in front a dozen witnesses. Especially right before the trial.”
“I'm grateful for that, dear,” said Athalia. “Alexander is my only son and despite his faults I'm quite fond of him.”
Deborah sniffed. “At least he didn't bring a tabloid reporter right into the heart of the family. When Daddy told me about that stunt of Timothy's, I couldn't believe it. That story his girl friend wrote was embarrassing to say the least. When I read it, I just about choked on my coffee.”
“Speaking of the press, did you hear about Adrian and those protesters, this afternoon?” asked Athalia. “Some Countess is claiming that she and Adrian are engaged to be married. I saw it on the viewscreen just before I left the house.”
“Well, that'll be news to Alyssa,” replied Deborah. “And probably Adrian too. Knowing him, he kissed the Countess’ hand or something and then looked up at her soulfully with those great dark eyes of his. He really is a little devil because he knows perfectly well what kind of effect he has on women.”
Athalia smiled. “I agree. He looked absolutely adorable at Ephraim's banquet and I can see why Alyssa fell for him. Had I been I thirty years younger I might have made a play for him myself.”
“Aunt Athalia. I'm shocked.”
“Oh, no, you're not. You were thinking exactly the same thing and so was every woman there up to and including your mother. Alyssa, being Alyssa, simply grabbed Adrian before anyone else could. She's hung on to him too.”
Deborah looked thoughtful. “Daddy told me Adrian formally proposed to Alyssa and that the wedding's going to be right after the Jubilee's over. I don't know if you've heard yet that Daddy's planning to step down. Cass is abdicating from the succession and he's called Janus home from the fleet.”
“I knew about Cass’ abdicating from the Succession. It's for health reasons and because he and Petra want to get married. I didn't know Julian called Janus home. Goodness knows, he's talked enough about retiring but I didn't think he was serious.”
“Oh, he's deadly serious. He's planning to start a music publishing company with Cass, and he wants to spend a lot more time working for his Foundation. He and Cass are considering doing a limited concert tour together and turning the proceeds over to the Foundation. Since this business with Adrian, Dad's become interested in how telepathy could be used to help the deaf. He's also concerned over the rights of the handicapped and the laws about conservatorship. If I know Daddy he's going to be as busy as he ever was, if not more so.”
“Hey, you two.” It was Prince Cassius. “Mariela and I just surpassed ourselves and you're still out here gabbing. Come on, before it's all gone.”
* * * *
Julian couldn't remember when he'd ever had a better meal. He looked around at his assembled family and was grateful. They were part of a continually unfolding tapestry in which each day was but a single stitch. His part of the design was almost complete while others’ were only beginning.
Once upon a time, a Medean witch said to him, “You watch over your home planet and its children wisely and well. Like a lion, you defend them, like a father, you love them and when it's time for you to finally join your ancestors, your august name will be written forever in the stars.” She'd sketched a pattern in the air with her hands and a huge butterfly had appeared and spread its jeweled wings over Julian's head. “May all the blessings of the universe be upon you, Your Majesty, your wife, your children and all of your descendants, generation upon generation until the very end of time and beyond.”
The butterfly had disappeared in a cloud of gold and something had fallen from the air into the witch's hand. She opened it to reveal an immense, flawless star sapphire. So deep a blue as to be almost black, a glistening shifting fire coruscated in its heart.
“This is a gift from my sisters on Medea. In your hands and yours alone this magical stone has the power to heal broken hearts and fatally wounded souls beyond any other hope. Keep it with you always. It will protect you and yours from harm.”
That had been thirty years ago and the Emperor had carried the great sapphire with him ever since. Corey gazed at the huge gem in awe and Julian smiled. “It brings me luck.”
The little Empress looked at the man she'd loved so dearly for over fifty years, and shook her head. “You don't need it, my pet. You make your own.”
They'd traveled a long road to reach this point but to Corey it was no more than a walk around the block. Tomorrow, Mariela and Zachary would be free and Adrian's tragedy would finally be over.
The End
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