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Act I—A
Suspect Beginning

 


“For most monarchs, their legacy is what helps
define them through history. Not just their policies and
proclamations, their accomplishments and failures, but their actual
heredity. For Alexis I, his dreams of a positive legacy must have
seemed lost. Little did he know who would be born from
disappointment and failure.”

—Dr. D. Reven, Eighty-Third Archivist of The
Way

 


“As for the father, so for the son. Let there be
no distinguishing between the two for the son is not but an
extension of the father. And let the son know that to act is to act
as if he was the father. Triumph be divided, shame be
shared.”

—Book of Porticus 3:12, The Ledger

 


“The fool fought wars when he could have let
others do the work. Is it no wonder he died and yet I still live?
Is it no wonder that I enjoy the spoils of my Station while his
eternal soul looks down at his own folly? I loved my father, but he
was a man that refused to see the future. I will not make the same
mistakes.”

—Coronation speech of Alexis the Second,
Master of Station Aelon


Chapter One

 


The Vape swirled and churned about the planet, its
grey mass a thick blanket of protection and oppression. The
atmosphere was nothing but toxic hell and not a person could live
on the surface of Helios exposed. They’d burst open and burn in a
raging conflagration of oxygen ignited Vape.

Vape.

The gas that powered everything.

Mined by the workers who rarely saw
daylight, other than brief, grey glimpses as they went from skid to
deep, dank hole in the ground.

Compressed by the factory workers who at
least could look at the line of window slits at the top of the
factory walls and know that it was still day.

Transported by barges across the boiling
seas of planet Helios, to be delivered to waiting shuttles that
would take the precious gas up to one of the six stations.

Thraen. Flaen. Ploerv. Klaerv. Haelm.

Aelon.

A station for each of the masterships. A
station to match each prime on the planet. A station, an artificial
celestial body that rotated as if it was set there by Helios, God
of all, Dear Parent, Creator. But the stations were not set there
by the hand of Helios. Instead, they were built by an ancient
civilization long gone.

Powered by Vape, kept rotational by
technology that the current occupants only had a slight
understanding of. Enough understanding to make repairs, but not
improvements.

Six stations, floating like satellites in
the starry sky above a planet that had one way off and one way
on.

The Way Prime.

A meteorological anomaly.

Of the seven primes—lands that once were
part of a massive continent, but were separated into smaller
continents after the Cataclysm that forced humanity to flee the
planet—the Way Prime was the only piece of land with a clear sky.
It allowed The Way to control what left the planet and what arrived
on it. Making the religious order more powerful than the stations
combined.

It was that portal of turquoise sky that lay
directly below the royal shuttle that plummeted from Station Aelon
down to the planet. An almost perfectly round hole in a cocoon of
Vape was what the shuttle aimed for.

Minoress Esther Teirmont, first born to
Master Alexis, the First of Station Aelon, held her hand against
the environmental pod that housed her baby brother. She looked down
at the small window in the pod and frowned as she saw the scrunched
up face of the screaming infant, silent to her ears since there was
no communication system in the pod to broadcast his wails to her
environmental suit’s helmet.

“I know, Alexis,” she said to the heir to
the crown of Station Aelon. “I don’t want to be here either.”

The shuttle clanged and rocked as it hit the
outer atmosphere of the planet. Esther gripped the metal handles by
her shoulders and said a prayer to Helios, the Dear Parent. She
prayed that the shuttle wouldn’t fall apart on its descent. She
prayed that once she and her brother arrived on Helios, the
gatekeepers of The Way would let them travel immediately and not
hold them until her father made an “offering” to the holy men and
women.

Mostly she prayed that her father would come
to his senses and recall her and her brother from the planet, and
Aelon Prime, where they were headed, instead of banishing them to a
primitive life for their “protection.”

Protection from what, she didn’t know. There
were far more dangerous elements on Helios than on Station Aelon.
But then there were far less politics and intrigue. The station was
never truly safe for any royal, regardless of how much power they
wielded.

“Relax,” a woman’s voice said in Esther’s
ear, amplified by the communications system in her environmental
suit’s helmet.

The minoress turned and looked at the
helmeted face of her aunt, Melinda Teirmont, older sister of Alexis
the First. The woman had aged considerably the past few months,
having had to deal with the deaths of so many friends and family
from the Weeping Sickness that swept station Aelon. Melinda tried
to smile at Esther, but it merely looked like she had gas.

“We are already on our journey, child,”
Melinda said. “There is no going back now. Prepare yourself for a
life on the Prime instead of fretting over a shuttle ride.”

“I’m not a child, Auntie,” Esther responded.
“I’m a teenager of marrying age according to The Way. If I can take
a husband then I can be considered a woman.”

“You can be considered a woman when you’ve
lived a woman’s life,” Melinda said. “Bleed from your first
copulation and then we’ll talk about who is a woman.”

“Many of the female gatekeepers have never
copulated, but they are considered women,” Esther countered.

“Dear Niece,” Melinda sighed as she patted
Esther on the shoulder. “If you believe the gatekeepers don’t
copulate then you have more to learn than I thought. Have you not
heard of the Taking? How do you think the Burdened are made? By
Helios’s will? No, they are born from the wombs of gatekeepers.
Born into a life of soldiering, sworn to protect The Way with their
lives, all because of the sins that their parents committed in the
name of our Dear Parent.”

“You lie,” Esther snapped. “The gatekeepers
are holy people. The High Guardian would never allow such animal
instincts to be present on The Way Prime.”

“The High Guardian gets his pick of the
gatekeepers,” Melinda laughed. “Whether male or female. He does as
he pleases with his cock just as he does with his proclamations and
religious orders. Stop being a naïve station girl and prepare
yourself for real life. This is the planet Helios! Once the home to
all of humanity, but now a frontier meant to be mined and exploited
for its resources. Grow up, child.”

Esther looked about the compartment at the
others strapped to the walls, expecting to see shocked faces, but
all she saw was fear and apprehension of an uncertain future. The
royal servants hadn’t heard a word and Esther realized that she
wasn’t just isolated by a private communication channel; she was
isolated by an ignorance of how things worked.

She glanced back at her aunt and nodded.

“I will, Auntie,” Esther said. “I’ll grow
up. Fast.”

“Good,” Melinda replied as she closed her
eyes. “Now try to rest. It’ll be an hour before we land. Once we
hit the ground, we will head straight for the royal cutter and
Aelon Prime. I have no intention of being a bargaining chip for
some gatekeeper with ambitions of High Guardianship.”

“But won’t Corbin protect us?” Esther asked,
nodding her helmet towards the former head of the Royal Guard of
Station Aelon. The man was sound asleep and drooling into his own
helmet a few seats away. “Father sent him down here to make sure we
are not harmed in any way.”

“That drunk cripple?” Melinda laughed.
“We’ll be lucky to avoid stepping in his puddles of piss. Forget
Corbin, girl. He is a lost cause and only sent with us so he could
retire. Goes to show you who your father cares about more, doesn’t
it? Now close your eyes and rest. You’ll need it.”

“Yes, Auntie,” Esther said and closed her
eyes.

But she didn’t rest.

She just counted off the seconds and minutes
as the shuttle rocketed towards the surface of the planet and her
new life.

 


* * *

 


The boy, only six, but hardly considered
small, stayed hidden behind his sister’s legs, his bright blue eyes
and head of blonde hair all that could be seen from around Esther’s
breen skirts.

“Don’t be shy, Son,” Master Alexis said as
he towered over his children.

At nearly seven feet with legs that seemed
to never stop—giving him the nickname “Longshanks”—Alexis the First
was an imposing figure. Especially due to his children having only
seen him in person twice since leaving Station Aelon years before.
And the fact he reeked of gelberry wine.

“Come and give me a hug, boy,” Master Alexis
said as he crouched and held out his arms. “Greet your father
proper.”

“He’s like this around people he doesn’t
know,” Esther said, her eyes narrowed and full of challenge. “It’ll
take him a bit to warm up to you.”

“I don’t have a bit,” Master Alexis snapped.
“This is a huge risk leaving the Station without an heir onboard.
The meeting of stewards could take control in ‘station interest’ at
any moment if they liked.”

“But what about Cousin Stolt?” Esther
sneered, her hands on her hips. Hips that had widened over six
years into a woman’s hips, despite her aunt’s insistence that a
nineteen-year-old virgin was not a woman. Little did her aunt know.
“Isn’t Cousin Stolt always looking out for our interests?”

“You know perfectly well that the only
interests Cousin Stolt looks out for are his own,” Master Alexis
said. “That is why I keep him so close.”

“One day he’ll be the death of you,” Esther
said.

“I doubt that,” Master Alexis replied, as he
stood up, tired of waiting for a greeting from his son and heir. “I
have been stabbed twice through the gut and still live. Stolt
wouldn’t dare tempt Helios with an assassination attempt on my
life. Then little Alexis here would become Master of Station Aelon.
And no one is ready for that.”

“You think Stolt wouldn’t put himself in
power as regent?” Melinda asked as she strode into the small
banquet hall of Aelon Prime’s estate house. “He’d have the
documents drawn up in a heartbeat. If he doesn’t already have them
waiting.”

“Yes, but I have documents putting you in
place as regent, Sister,” Master Alexis said as he walked over and
embraced Melinda warmly. “Which I have made sure he knows. The last
thing Stolt would do is go to war with you, Mel. He’d have to walk
around the Station with his hands cupping his nuts, ever ready for
them to be snatched from his grasp.”

“I wouldn’t touch that weak man’s balls for
all the credits on the planet,” Melinda laughed. “I prefer my men
with some heft and strength. Real men, not sycophantic toadies like
Cousin Stolt.”

“Toadies?” Alexis asked from behind Esther.
“Can I see the toadies?”

“The heir speaks,” Master Alexis laughed.
“You like toads, son? Maybe I will send a guard out to find you
one.”

“Please don’t,” Esther sighed. “He’s already
gone through six bog toads, two trollen birds, and a shitload of
siggy worms. You think it’s easy keeping creatures alive in here
that were meant to live out in the wilds and breathe Vape? It’s
not. Yet he’s always bringing the things inside and we have to
scramble to get them in a Vape tank so they don’t explode in the
airlocks.”

“An adventurer and man of the land, eh?”
Master Alexis smiled. “Excellent qualities for a future
master.”

“Know what else would be an excellent
quality? Knowing how to pick up his room himself,” Esther snapped.
“Another one of my jobs since we don’t have enough servants down
here on the Prime.”

“Esther,” Melinda warned. “Now is not the
time. Your father has just arrived and must be exhausted from the
shuttle and the cutter ride across the sea.”

“I am at that,” Master Alexis said, fixing
his eyes on his daughter. “Let me rest and freshen up and then we
can discuss matters of the estate, alright?”

Esther glared for a second then nodded.

“Come Alexis,” Esther said, taking her
brother’s hand. “Let’s have you take a rest as well. That way you
can be full of energy for Father. Then he can really see just how
adventurous you are.”

She gave a weak curtsey then left the royal
quarters quickly, barely acknowledging her aunt.

“Is she always like that?” Master Alexis
asked.

“Only when she’s awake,” Melinda said.

“We’ll have a hard time marrying her off
with that attitude,” Master Alexis said as he pulled off his breen
tunic and threw it across the room. He flopped into a less than
comfortable chair and looked up at his sister. “Good thing I am
thinking ahead.”

“Are you now?” Melinda asked, taking a seat
across from him in an even less comfortable chair. The breen
upholstery was worn and the springs were starting to poke through,
but she ignored the discomfort, quite used to the scarcity on the
Prime. “What noble have you promised her to this time?”

“Not a noble,” Master Alexis smiled, leaning
forward and resting his arms on his knees. “A royal. Zaik, Minor of
Station Klaerv, to be precise.”

“The Infant Heir?” Melinda laughed.

“He is eleven now,” Alexis replied. “No
longer the infant.”

“But she is nineteen,” Melinda replied.
“Tell me you are joking, Alexis.”

“I am not,” Master Alexis said and leaned
back. “It is all still in negotiations and the marriage will be
years off, so I trust you to keep her nose, and all other parts,
clean until then.” He frowned as something jabbed him. “I hope to
Helios that the whole estate isn’t as bad as this chair.”

“Some of it is worse,” Melinda said. “I’d
divert funds for repairs, but you gave financial powers to Corbin.
What an enlightened decision.”

“How is the man?” Master Alexis asked.
“Still ornery and wishing he could get back to the Royal
Guard.”

“If by ‘ornery’ you mean drunk and ‘by get
back to the Royal Guard’ you mean had the strength to pull himself
from his wheelchair to take a shit instead of doing it in his
trousers, then yes, he’s all of that,” Melinda scowled. “He’s out
of control, Alexis. The man needs to be retired. Permanently.”

“Did I just overhear the plotting of my
death?” Corbin asked as the door to the royal quarters was shoved
open and he slowly wheeled himself inside. “I can leave if you need
to work out more details.”

“Oh, I already have the details worked out,”
Melinda sneered.

“And you wonder where Minoress Esther gets
her attitude,” Corbin said as he pulled out a flask and took a long
drink from it.

“I have never wondered,” Master Alexis said.
“She is all Teirmont fire. My dear, sweet Eliza wasn’t like that at
all.”

“There’s room for debate there,” Melinda
said, her sneer becoming a smile at the memory of her late
sister-in-law. “Eliza was not weak-willed.”

“No, she was not,” Master Alexis nodded then
looked at Corbin. “Going to share that flask or what, man?”

Corbin tossed it over to the master, a sly
grin on his face. Master Alexis unscrewed the top, took a pull,
then coughed hard enough to make the chair beneath him creak in
protest.

“Dear Parent! What is that?” Master Alexis
gasped. “Did you liquefy Vape?”

“My own concoction,” Corbin said as he
snapped his fingers for the flask to be returned. He caught it
easily, opened it up, wiped the rim with the soiled sleeve of his
breen tunic, and then proceeded to finish it off without a single
hiccup. “I learned how to make liquor from honey wasp nectar then
combine that with boiled and distilled scrim grass seeds. Plus a
few drops of gelberry wine. Let that ferment for a month or two and
you have the best damn drink in the whole System.”

“You have something, alright,” Master Alexis
laughed. “Don’t know if I’d call that a drink or a form of
torture.”

Corbin shrugged and fished out a second
flask from a trouser pocket.

“How many of those do you have?” Master
Alexis asked.

“Enough to get me through the day,” Corbin
replied. “You should really try it. Makes living so much more
bearable.”

“For you, maybe,” Melinda said. “It’s
unbearable for the rest of us.”

Corbin replied with a loud fart.

“You are lucky I like you, Corbin,” Master
Alexis said. “The stench of that flatulence is a capital offense. I
could have you thrown outside the estate house without an
environmental suit.”

“He’d only poison the air more,” Melinda
sighed. “Trust me, I’ve already thought of it.”

“Suck my shriveled cock, you harpy,” Corbin
said as he farted again. “You can’t kill me. No one can. I’m the
invincible idiot.”

Master Alexis looked at his sister, his
features trying to hide the sadness he felt from the state of his
old friend and bodyguard. He only looked back at Corbin when the
man started to snore loudly.

“I’ll take him,” Melinda said. “It’s part of
my daily routine. You rest so you can spend some time with your son
later.”

“Thank you, Mel,” Master Alexis nodded as he
got up and walked to the large bed. “I appreciate everything you do
down here. I hope you know that.”

Melinda only nodded in response as she
wheeled the passed out Corbin from the quarters.

Master Alexis fell across the bed and closed
his eyes. Sleep took him quickly.

 


* * *

 


“My Helios, look at him go!” Master Alexis
exclaimed from the bow of the large skid as he watched his son race
through the scrim grass of Aelon Prime on a single seat skid, its
hover drive glowing bright blue. “I’ve seen soldiers lose control
at that speed!”

“Well, racing skids is one of the few
pastimes here on the Prime,” Esther said as she stared out of the
protective dome that enclosed the royal skid’s deck. “I’ve left
more than my share of royal guards in the dust, you know.”

“Have you?” Master Alexis asked as he
continued to watch his son zig and zag in front of the royal skid.
“A minoress out on a skid? Wouldn’t that be a scandal on the
Station?”

“Would it?” Melinda asked. “How little it
takes to offend the nobility these days.”

“Never takes much,” Master Alexis said.
“Which is why I have to return at the next scheduled rotation.”

“You what?” Esther cried. “You only just got
here!”

“I know, I know,” Master Alexis said,
holding up his hands. “But word has reached my ears of certain
matters that must be taken care of. I’d trust Stolt to handle them,
but I don’t trust Stolt. I have to leave on the next orbital
rotation in order to go straight back to Station Aelon.”

“One day someone will create a shuttle that
can actually be flown where we want it to go instead of just a
straight line,” Melinda said. “Station to planet, planet to
station. Station to station. Our ancestors mastered the technology
to allow all of this, surely we can master the technology to adapt
and fly a shuttle as if it were a skid.”

“Perhaps someday, Helios willing,” Master
Alexis said. “But for now our scientists are too busy maintaining
the Station rotational drive and keeping it operational. I’d prefer
they focus on that, and the life support systems, than worry about
being able to zip around the System at will.”

“So you leave in four days?” Esther asked,
unable to keep the hurt and disappointment from her face and
voice.

“I do,” Master Alexis said. “With great
regret. I always forget how wonderful and wild the Prime is.”

“Try living on it and see how wonderful it
is,” Melinda smirked. “I have a feeling even the next four days
will become trying.”

“Well, at least I have four days with my
family,” Master Alexis said. “Can we spend it in peace? Or will we
have to trade barbs back and forth the entire time?”

Melinda and Esther looked at each other then
at the master.

“We’ll keep the barbs down to only a couple
of times a day,” Melinda said. “Now watch your son. He’s starting
to get too daring, as he always does. The crash should be
entertaining.”

“The crash?” Master Alexis asked just as the
single skid out front took a hard turn and flipped onto its side.
“Dear Helios! Someone get out there and make sure he’s
alright!”

“He’s fine,” Esther and Melinda replied at
the same time just as Alexis jumped up out of the scrim grass and
gave them all a big wave.

“Gonna take a lot more than a tipped skid to
kill that little shit,” Corbin said from his wheelchair positioned
back against the wall of the skid’s pilothouse. “Trust me, I’ve
tried.”

Master Alexis turned slowly and looked at
the former royal guard. “Did you just admit to trying to kill my
son?”

“Oh, keep your blade in its sheath,” Corbin
replied. “I mean in training. He can take on two servants at once
with a short blade now. Of course, they are required to lose, but I
watch his form. He’s a natural, like his father.”

“Isn’t it time you graduated him to real
opponents?” Master Alexis asked. “He is six, after all.”

“In good time,” Corbin said. “I’m waiting
for him to draw blood. Right now, he’s just fighting them off. Once
he’s able to slip their guard and give a wee nick, then I’ll put my
men on him. I know how to train a fighter, sire, don’t you worry
your crown.”

“I am not worried,” Master Alexis said. “I
just need him ready as soon as possible. You never know when my
time will be up.”

“Not for a long while,” Melinda said. “So
let’s stop talking about this, shall we? And it’s time to head back
to the estate house.”

“Why don’t we have a castle on our prime
like Thraen does on theirs?” Esther asked.

“Because the Thraenish are vain people and
need big castles to make up for their deficiencies elsewhere,”
Master Alexis replied, eliciting a loud guffaw from Corbin.

“Or it could be that Station Aelon doesn’t
have the funds to build a new castle, or give us the proper style
of the day, due to Cousin Stolt’s management of the treasury,”
Melinda responded. “But what do I know of such matters? I’m only a
woman.”

“Stop it,” Master Alexis growled.

“The minor has loaded his skid onto the
back, sire,” the pilot said as he leaned his head out the window of
the pilothouse. “Shall we return?”

“Yes, let’s do,” Master Alexis said.

“Did you see me crash, Father?” Alexis asked
as he ran up and jumped into the master’s arms. “I really ate
shaowshit that time, didn’t I?”

“That mouth!” Master Alexis laughed as he
spun his son around. “Who taught you that?”

“Corbin did,” Alexis grinned. “And Esther
and Auntie Melinda. Oh, and the miners in the barracks and the
servants in the kitchen. And Mrs. Pleep. She’s my nurse.”

“Welcome to the Prime, Brother,” Melinda
smiled. “We don’t mince words down here.”

“I can see that,” Master Alexis laughed.

 


* * *

 


“Will he come back?” Alexis asked as his
sister tucked him into bed having sent Mrs. Pleep off after the
minor’s bath was done. “I miss him already.”

“You don’t know him enough to miss him,”
Esther said. “He’s visited us only three times since we came here
to live.”

“But we can talk to him on the communication
system, right? Even use the video?” Alexis asked, his face bright
with hope and anticipation.

“Perhaps,” Esther said. “It depends on when
he has time. Masters are busy men.”

“I’ll be a master one day, won’t I?”

“One day,” Esther said. “A long ways off.
Father isn’t going to die anytime soon. He’ll live long enough to
make sure you are of age before you take the crown.”

“But he has to die for me to take the crown,
doesn’t he?” Alexis asked.

“Yes, he does,” Esther replied.

“That’s kind of sad,” Alexis frowned. “I
don’t want to be master if it means Father has to die.”

“Those are the rules of succession,” Esther
said. “Unless he was to be deposed or he abdicated, but that won’t
ever happen. No Master of Station Aelon has ever been deposed and
Father would have no reason to abdicate the crown.”

“Desponsed?” Alexis asked. “What does that
mean?”

“Deposed,” Esther
corrected. “It means the meeting of stewards, with the vote of the
meeting of passengers, decide that a master is no longer fit to
lead the Station.”

“Oh,” Alexis nodded, obviously not
understanding. He lay there in his bed, breen sheets pulled up to
his chin, and thought about it all very seriously. “Esther? Why
can’t you be master?”

“You mean mistress,” Esther replied. “Women
are mistresses. Only men are masters. And I suppose that answers
the question. Only men can be masters. It’s the law of the stations
and the edict of The Way. It would be in defiance of the High
Guardian for a woman to take the crown. And if you defy the High
Guardian then you defy Helios, our Dear Parent and God.”

“Ugh, why does everything have to be named
Helios?” Alexis grumbled. “The Star, the System, the Planet. Even
God is named Helios. It’s very confusing.”

“You seem to understand it just fine for
being six,” Esther smiled. “And it’s better not to question.
There’s little point.”

“Like questioning why women can’t have the
crown, right?” Alexis asked.

“Right,” Esther smiled then leaned in and
kissed his brow. She stood up and dimmed the Vape lamp by his
bedside then walked to the bedchamber door. “Sleep well, little
brother.”

“Esther?” Alexis called just as the door
almost shut.

“What now?”

“If I have a daughter born first, then she
will get to be Mistress of Station Aelon,” Alexis announced. “I
don’t care what the stewards say or what the old High Guardian
says. She will have the crown. It’s only fair.”

Esther paused at the door for a long while
before she composed herself enough to answer.

“That is very kind of you, Alexis. I hope
you actually do it. You have no idea how much your daughter will
love you for that.”

She closed the door and left Alexis to his
thoughts in the dark.

“I’ll also name her Alexis,” Alexis said.
“It’s a boy’s name, but maybe that will trick them.” He looked up
at the shadows on his ceiling from the swirling Vape fog that had
descended on the estate outside. The windows of his quarters looked
like video screens filled with very dim static. “Or I could kill
them all and then they couldn’t argue.”

That was the thought that echoed in Alexis’s
head as he drifted off to sleep.

 


* * *

 


The long blade flew from Alexis’s hand and
stuck squarely in the groove between wall panels of the training
room.

“Don’t see that happen every day,” Alexis
said as he jogged over to the blade and yanked it free. “What do
you think the odds are, Corbin? That a blade could fly twenty feet
and stick in the one spot it can fit? A hair over and it would have
bounced off the panel.”

“I’ll bounce my fist off your forehead if
you don’t start paying attention,” Corbin snapped from his
wheelchair. “I should let my men cut you a few times and then see
how obsessed with the odds you are.”

“Helios, Corbin, have a couple more drinks
and relax,” Alexis said. “Don’t stay sober on my account. I prefer
you drunk. You’re easier to get along with.”

The two guards that had been training with
the twelve-year old-minor covered their mouths quickly so the
former royal guard couldn’t see their smirks.

“You think you are so smart, don’t you?”
Corbin sneered. “We’ll see how smart you are when you take a blade
to the gut, you whelp.”

“Corbin Breach,” Esther snapped as she
entered the training room. “Do I need to have you escorted from the
royal compound? Should you be tossed outside the gates in nothing
but an environmental suit and your wheelchair? That is what I’ll do
the next time I hear you call my brother a ‘whelp,’ are we
understood?”

“Can I call him a little shit?” Corbin
smirked. “Or a gully fish turd? What about shaow spunk?”

“Only if warranted,” Esther said as she
leaned down and picked up a discarded long blade. “Now, let’s see
what you have been teaching my brother lately.”

“Really, Sister?” Alexis laughed. Despite
being only twelve, he had sprouted quickly and looked his
twenty-five year old sister straight in the eye as he lifted his
own blade. “I couldn’t possibly spar with a woman.”

“Not this woman,” Esther said as she bent
over and pushed her skirts up between her legs then tucked them
into the waistband at her back. “You’d have to know how to spar
with a long blade to beat me.”

“You should have worn trousers,” Alexis said
as he started to circle his sister, the tip of his long blade
bobbing along as if to some tune in Alexis’s head. “Hardly fair of
me to engage a woman that’s all trussed up like that. And why your
good skirts?”

Esther circled with Alexis, her eyes locked
onto his chest, waiting for the attack.

“An envoy from Klaerv is to arrive today,”
Esther said. “Apparently one of them is a minor and Auntie wants me
to look my best.”

“You’re what? A hundred years old?” Alexis
laughed. “Who’d marry you?”

“I’m not even twenty-six yet,” Esther
replied. “And no one said anything about marriage. They are here to
see the breen fields and our production facilities.”

“Not the Vape mines?” Alexis asked,
continuing to circle.

“If they wanted to see Vape mines they’d go
to Thraen Prime,” Esther replied. “Not Aelon Prime. We’re known for
our breen crops.”

“Oh, will you two dolts shut up and fight,”
Corbin snapped. “This circling, circling, circling is going to make
me puke.”

Esther thrust towards Alexis and he easily
parried it, dodging to the side as he came in low at her knees. To
his surprise, Esther easily jumped his attack and came at him
faster than he thought she was capable of. In less than a couple of
seconds, he found himself with the sharp edge of a long blade
against the side of his neck.

“That’s more like it,” Corbin said. “Now do
us all a favor and finish him, will ya?”

“He’s the man in charge of my safety,”
Alexis laughed as he gently placed his thumb on the blade and
pushed it away from his skin. He wiped at his neck and was
surprised to find a small amount of blood. “You actually cut
me.”

“A reminder,” Esther said as she untangled
her skirts and let them fall back in place. A guard handed her a
towel and she dabbed at the light sweat on her brow and upper lip.
“Never let your ego get in the way of reality.”

“Reality,” Alexis scoffed. “That’s for
passengers and the lesser folk.”

“Hey!” Corbin snapped. “Listen to your
sister! You are not invincible, no matter how much you think of
yourself!”

“Do I need to order you to take another
drink?” Alexis growled at the old cripple.

Corbin glared, but did take a flask from his
pocket and drink half of it before capping it and sticking it
away.

“There. Satisfied?” Corbin said. “Now get
back in form so my men can show you some reality.”

“I’m afraid he’s done for the day,” Esther
said. “That’s why I’m here. As much as I love seeing your grizzled
face, Corbin, I’d only set foot in this stinkhole with good reason.
Minor Alexis needs to make himself presentable so he can receive
the Klaervian delegation by my side.”

“Then go,” Corbin grumbled. “I was tired of
seeing your faces anyway. I have work to do as it is.”

The two royals raised their eyebrows at him,
looking very much like siblings.

“What? I work,” Corbin protested. “Who do
you think informs his highness of your progress? I write reports,
you know.”

“Good for you, Corbin,” Alexis laughed.
“Paperwork. It’s a nice change from your drinking and...what
else?”

“Kiss my shithole,” Corbin said. “And get
the fuck out of my training room.”

Alexis bowed low and backed out with his
forehead almost touching the ground. Once out in the hall, he stood
upright and turned to his less than amused sister.

“I do love that man,” Alexis said. “He has
such charm.”

“He takes too many liberties,” Esther
replied. “He needs to remember his place here. As much as he likes
to think he’s in charge, he is not.”

“No, I am,” Melinda said as they rounded a
corner and almost ran into their aunt. “Not that it seems to make a
bit of difference. I sent you to make sure Alexis was getting
cleaned up and I find you still in the hallway chatting? Care to
explain why?”

“Because she decided I needed a shave,”
Alexis said, pointing to the nick on his neck. “She’s not a very
good barber.”

“Esther,” Melinda hissed as she grabbed
Alexis’s chin and turned his head so she could get a better look at
the cut. “Well, at least it isn’t bad. I doubt the Klaervians will
even notice.”

“Why should they care?” Esther asked.
“Minors spar; it’s what they do in order to train to be master. He
has to know how to kill, kill, kill, doesn’t he?”

Melinda eyed her niece for a second then
sighed. “Tell me what’s on your mind, girl.”

“First, not a girl,” Esther said. “Girls
aren’t in their twenties.”

“Yes, but women in their twenties are
already married with children,” Melinda said. “Since you do not
live up to either of those criteria. I will refer to you as a girl.
Unless there is some other qualification that you feel I should
know that makes you a woman?”

Esther glared. “You know damn well there is.
No need to rub it in, Auntie.”

“Oh, but there is,” Melinda said. “The
entire reason the Klaervians are here is so the minor can get a
look at you. Their morals are a little less stringent than ours, so
he will not insist on proof of your purity before marriage. What
happens after marriage is between a husband and wife, and not my
responsibility.”

“But...you said they were here to tour the
breen fields,” Esther replied, stunned. “We talked just last night.
You were very specific.”

“Because there were ears besides ours in the
banquet hall,” Melinda snapped. “I’m not exactly going to shout out
that you lost your virginity to two guards while high on willow
bush leaves, now am I? It’s a wonder the entire estate doesn’t know
by now.”

“They promised to stay quiet,” Esther
whispered.

“Have you seen them since that night?”
Melinda asked.

“No, of course not,” Esther insisted.

“What I mean is, have you seen them anywhere
in the compound or on the estate since that night?” Melinda
pushed.

“No, Auntie, not at all.”

“Do you know why, Niece?”

“Because you ordered them to stay away from
me,” Esther replied.

“No, because I had them stripped of their
suits and thrown into the sea,” Melinda replied, her voice cold.
“Corbin saw to it that only his most trusted men did the job. I am
sure they screamed your name as their skins was boiled off their
bodies and their internal organs burst into flames from the Vape.
How very romantic, don’t you think?”

“You didn’t,” Esther gasped.

“Oh, I did,” Melinda said as she got in her
niece’s face. “I most certainly did. And you should be thanking me.
Two men of low caste like that would have bragged about sticking
themselves in you. Maybe not at first, but after a little gelberry
wine, they would have talked. Then you’d have been lucky to be
accepted into The Way. Even the gatekeepers have standards.
Surprising, considering the initiation is the Taking, but who am I
to question Helios’s way?”

“Stop it,” Esther said, her eyes welling
with tears. “You’re just being cruel.”

“No, I am being protective!” Melinda nearly
shouted as she grabbed Esther by the shoulders. “I once had a
husband and children, but they were lost before your time. You do
not want to be a single woman in this world, Esther. There are
cruelties waiting for you as you age, believe me. There comes a day
when you can’t get two guards to even look up your skirts, let
alone desecrate your holes.”

“Auntie!” Alexis exclaimed. “You go too
far!”

“And you,” Melinda said, turning her
attention onto her nephew. “Don’t think I don’t know about your
late night escapes on your skid. Did you really think you were the
first minor to try to sneak out on his own? Please! You are only
one of a long line of bored royals looking for thrills out in the
open lands.”

“You follow me?” Alexis asked.

“No, I have you followed,” Melinda said,
shaking her head. “I sometimes wonder if your helmet doesn’t leak
in that environmental suit of yours. Do you actually think these
old bones are going to hop on a skid in the middle of the night and
chase after a fool like you?”

“I have never seen anyone following me,”
Alexis said.

“Good, then I don’t have to toss more guards
into the sea,” Melinda replied. “Now, enough nonsense from either
of you. Go get prepared for our guests.” She returned her focus to
Esther. “And wear that scent I gave you.”

“It smells like musk,” Esther said,
wrinkling her nose.

“That’s because it is,” Melinda said. “And
if it does its job you’ll be fighting Minor Zaik off of you.”

“What kind of name is Zaik?” Alexis
asked.

“What kind of name is idiot?” Esther
responded as she smacked her brother upside the head.

“Enough. I’m tired,” Melinda sighed. “Go
now. The next time I see you both it will be in the entry hall with
huge, welcoming smiles on. Do not disappoint me or your
father.”

“Hard to disappoint a man that we never
see,” Alexis said.

“You’d be surprised,” Melinda smirked. “Now,
go!”

 


* * *

 


The door flew open and Melinda rushed in
with several guards close behind her.

“Grab that man and pull him off the
minoress!” she shouted as she pointed an angry finger at the two
naked royals on the bed. “And fetch the Klaervian envoy! I have
words for Steward Gloesman!”

“Auntie!” Esther nearly screeched. “Get out
of my quarters at once!”

She grabbed up the bed sheet and wrapped it
about her chest, very aware of the leers coming from the guards.
The man next to her, Minor Zaik of Station Klaerv, just sat there,
his manhood on display and his mouth wide open in shock. Esther
looked down, saw he was still at attention, and spread some of the
sheet over his lap.

“I can attest that the minor did not—”
Esther started.

“Do. Not. Say. Another. Word,” Melinda
hissed as she closed the distance between the door and the bed.
“You will keep your mouth shut from this moment forward. You say
nothing unless I tell you too. Do you understand me?”

“Minoress,” Zaik said, finally finding his
voice. “You have to know that—”

Melinda produced a short blade from
somewhere and placed the tip just above Zaik’s covered crotch. The
minor gulped and shut up instantly.

“You will want to wait for your advisor to
arrive, Minor Zaik,” Melinda said. “The wrong words spoken could be
considered an act of war. Would you like to declare war on Station
Aelon and its Prime? Is that your goal for this trip?”

The minor did not respond.

“What is this? Unhand me!” Steward Gloesman
cried as he was shoved into the quarters. “Minoress? What is the
meaning...of...all… Oh, Dear Parent, what have you done, boy?”

“He is far from a boy,” Melinda said. “As I
unfortunately witnessed for myself. Your minor has shamed the
Minoress of Station Aelon. He has forced himself upon her and taken
what only Helios can give. I expect our earlier discussion to go
beyond consideration and into full planning, Steward Gloesman.
These two will be wed before the month is out or I will be forced
to inform Master Alexis that his daughter was raped by Minor
Zaik.”

“He did not!”

“I would never!”

“Shut up, the both of you!” Melinda shouted.
“Steward Gloesman understands what is at stake, don’t you,
steward?”

“Yes, minoress, I do,” Steward Gloesman
replied. “I’ll inform my master that his son has proposed marriage
and that we should approve it post haste. Will a wedding held on
The Way Prime be acceptable? I believe it is how we will get both
families together in such a short time.”

“I have the authority to agree to that,”
Melinda said. “Tell your people and I will tell mine.” She yanked
the sheet away from Minor Zaik. “And please take the rogue with
you. The next time these two are allowed to be alone in a room
together will be their wedding night!”

Melinda waited for the Klaervians to leave
then shooed the guards out as well. When she turned to her niece, a
huge smile was on her face.

“I couldn’t be more proud of you,” she
said.

“You...what?” Esther cried, so very
confused. “But you said… I’m supposed to… I don’t understand.”

“Let me explain it to you,” Melinda said as
she sat down on the bed. “You were upset at me over our
confrontation in the hallway earlier, yes?”

“Yes,” Esther nodded.

“And before you even set eyes on Minor Zaik,
you were thinking of being inappropriate with him, weren’t you? As
a silly way to get back at me, right?”

Esther hesitated then nodded. “Right.”

“Then you saw the minor and realized he
wasn’t an ugly troll, but a very handsome young man. Maybe a little
too young since you are his elder by about seven years, but that
isn’t your fault and it isn’t his. Of course, as beautiful as you
are he instantly became enamored of you. Everyone saw that. All I
had to do was seat him next to your side during dinner and let the
musk do its work.”

“You think he slept with me because of that
stupid musk?” Esther laughed. “I never put it on. He slept with me
because I grabbed his cock under the table during dinner, turned
and whispered in his ear how much I wanted him inside me. I do not
need musk to get a man into bed.”

“No, apparently not,” Melinda said. “As we
have established. But you need a clever aunt to capitalize on that
man in your bed. Because of this indiscretion, not only will you
get a husband that is heir to the Klaervian crown, but I will now
be able to renegotiate the union without a dowry. Station Aelon
will not pay a dime to have you wed despite negotiations made all
those years ago for your betrothal.”

Melinda stood up and went to the door.

“Stay in here until I call for you,” she
insisted. “Do not answer the door, do not think of leaving. The
timing of this situation is delicate, despite my planning. You mess
this up, girl, and you will spend the rest of your life as a
gatekeeper.” Her features softened and she took a deep breath. “Do
you like him?”

“Wh-wha-what?” Esther stammered.

“Do you like him? Is he nice? Is he smart?
Can you make a life with him?”

“I, uh, yes,” Esther nodded. “I like him. A
lot.”

“Good,” Melinda said. “I was hoping so. You
may hate me right now, but I do love you more than words can
express. One day you’ll understand.”

Melinda opened the door and strode from the
room, leaving Esther still tangled in bedsheets, tears streaming
down her face.

 


* * *

 


“But why do you have to leave?” Alexis
whined. “What will I do all by myself here?”

“You won’t be all by yourself, my silly
little brother,” Esther smiled a she hugged the boy. “Auntie will
still be here. And Corbin and the others you’ve grown up
around.”

“But they don’t love me like you do,” Alexis
said.

He hugged her back so fiercely she thought
he’d crack a rib. It took some work, and strength, to get free from
him.

“No, they don’t,” Esther said. “Always
remember that.”

She started to turn as a loud whistle rang
through The Way Prime’s shuttle dock signaling that it was time to
depart to Station Klaerv. But instead, she took Alexis by the
shoulders and stared right into his eyes.

“You remember how you swore you’d make your
daughter Mistress of Station Aelon if she was born first?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Promise me right now that you will not
break that oath.”

“I don’t think it could be called an
oath.”

“Then call it that now,” Esther insisted as
voices started to call to her. “Swear an oath right now that that
is what you will do.”

“Alright, I swear it,” Alexis nodded.

“No, say the words,” Esther said. “Say
them.”

“I swear that if my first born is a girl,
she will be heir to my crown on Station Aelon,” Alexis said. “No
matter who objects, she will be mistress of station, with all of
the rights and privileges.”

“Good,” Esther nodded. “Because what is
happening to me should never have to happen to her. I like Zaik,
but I do not love him. Maybe in time I will, maybe. Your daughter
should be able to know her heart and find her own love. Don’t take
that from her.”

“Never,” Alexis growled with a fierceness
that surprised his sister.

“That’s time enough,” Melinda said as she
came up to them. “You cannot wait any longer. Go to your husband,
Esther, and start your new life.”

“Goodbye, Brother,” Esther said as she
kissed him on the cheek and hurried off. “Remember your oath!”

“Always!” Alexis called after her.

A claxon blared and everyone not boarding
the shuttle was escorted from the platform and inside the shuttle
dock building.

“What was that about?” Melinda asked.

“Nothing,” Alexis said. “Just a promise I
made.”

They stood there for a long while until the
shuttle engines roared to life and the vehicle was thrust high
towards the only open sky on the entire planet. It took several
minutes, but finally the shuttle was lost from sight and Melinda
took Alexis by the shoulder to lead him back to their skid.

“Do you think I will see her during Last
Meal?” Alexis asked. “I hope I see her sooner, but Last Meal will
do.”

Melinda didn’t answer.

“Auntie? What are your thoughts? Will I see
here during the holiday?”

“I don’t know when you will see her again,
Alexis,” Melinda admitted. “She is a minoress of Station Klaerv
now. It could be years before you see your sister again.”

“What? Years?” Alexis cried. “I can’t go
years without seeing her! She’s my sister!”

“I know,” Melinda said. “But our first duty
is to the crown and Station Aelon. One day you’ll see that. When
you do, just know that you have my deepest sympathies.”

“Years…” Alexis muttered under his breath as
the royal guards led them to the skid. “Too long. Too long…”


Chapter Two

 


 Melinda stared at
the pitiful video screen, her eyes refusing to focus as she
processed the news.

“You can’t be serious?” she said, trying to
find the meaning in the order. “Who will run the estate? Who will
look after your son, the next Master of Station Aelon?”

“I was hoping it would always be you, Mel,”
Master Alexis said, his face a grainy blob of static as the
approaching Vape storm caused havoc with the transmission. “But
now, with what I have learned, I can’t trust you. I need someone
down there I can trust. I’m turning it all over to Corbin.”

“Have you lost your fucking mind, Alexis?”
Melinda roared. “That drunk can’t supervise his own bowel
movements! You think he’ll keep the estate in order? You are
insane.”

“This is how it has to be,” Master Alexis
said, ignoring the insults. “What you did to Esther cannot be
forgiven, Sister. You whored her out to Klaerv. You set up the
minor to believe he took my daughter’s virginity when you knew all
along it was already gone. The levels of deceit you went to have
brought only shame on the Teirmont name!”

“I did what was best for the family and for
Esther!” Melinda insisted. “I did the only thing that could be
done! She is a minoress that will one day be mistress, Alexis! And
they are in love! She told me so in our last correspondence! Tell
me how that is a bad thing?”

“Because she is barren!” Master Alexis
shouted, causing the small speakers under the video screen to pop
and hiss. “The physicians have confirmed it. She can’t have
children. When they questioned her about her sexual history with
the minor, she volunteered her past indiscretions. Why? I don’t
know. Maybe she thought it would help them find a way to
conceive.”

“Oh, Helios, that silly girl,” Melinda said.
“She was supposed to take that to her grave.”

“Yes, well, she may very well do that if
they convict her of conspiracy to defraud the crown of Klaerv,”
Master Alexis said. “The only way she has out of this is if you
come forward and say you had been training her from a young age and
it was your fault she was promiscuous. You have to say it was all
part of your plan so she could seduce the minor and Aelon wouldn’t
have to pay a dowry. Which we now have to pay, of course. Then you
say that she wanted to back out because she had feelings, honest
feelings, for Zaik, but you forced her to go through with it.”

“Alexis…” Melinda began, but trailed off
when she realized he was right. There was no other way. “Fine. I’ll
do it. Draft up the confession and I’ll sign and seal it.”

“Good. I’m glad you see reason.”

“You know they’ll want my head instead of
hers, right?” she said. “You are condemning me to death.”

“You condemned yourself to death when you
played a game you couldn’t win.”

“I saved your daughter from shame and
humiliation, you bastard! I had men killed to keep her secret! You
know I did this for you, for us, for Family Teirmont! I will die
knowing in my heart I am innocent!”

“You will not die at all, Sister,” Master
Alexis sighed. “Did you think me so cruel that I would send my last
sibling to her death? No, a different fate waits for you. This one
should satisfy your desire for intrigue.”

“I have no desire for intrigue,” Melinda
said. “All I want is peace, Alexis.”

“And you shall find it,” Alexis said. “In
the saving hands of Helios.”

“What…?” Melinda asked. “That makes no… No.
No, Alexis, do not do this to me.”

“Would you rather be ripped apart in an
airlock? Because that is the fate you will be looking forward to.
My airlock form of execution has become quite the rage in the
System. It appears every monarch is using it now.”

“The Way? You want me to become a
gatekeeper? That’s absurd. No one in their right mind would believe
I’d choose The Way this late in life. They will all know something
is wrong.”

“Not if you sell it, Mel,” Alexis said.
“Just sell it. Convince them it is what you want. Leave no doubt in
their minds that you have chosen a new path for your life.”

“And how do you propose I do that?
Flagellate myself in front of the High Guardian? I’m sure the sick,
old pervert would love that. But it would only convince him, not
all the gatekeepers and royals.”

“Then go to the extreme,” Alexis said as he
looked away from the camera. “You know what has to be done,
Melinda. And it is no worse than what you did to Esther.”

“No worse than—Alexis?” she shouted as the
screen went black. “Alexis! No worse than what I did? What in
Helios’s name does that mean?”

Melinda got up and started to pace her
quarters. She ran his words through her head over and over. There
was a solution there, but she couldn’t grasp it.

She used Esther’s sexuality to set up the
marriage. How could she use that to convince The Way she was coming
to them in all honesty and sincerity?

How could she…?

“No,” she whispered. “He can’t mean for me
to take part in that. With all of those men and women? No. No, no,
no.”

She sat down on her bed and hung her head as
the tears started to fall. Sobs racked her body and she rolled onto
her side and tucked her knees up to her chest, letting the pain and
feelings of betrayal wash through her. After several minutes, she
sat back up and pulled herself together.

“Three days,” she said as she stood and
walked over to the full-length mirror on the wall.

She undid the clasps and let the dress she
wore fall away. Melinda studied her body in the glass, her fingers
tracing the tight muscles, and also loose skin, that was her belly.
She turned and looked at her ass and frowned, but shook it off as
she cupped her breasts, lifted them then let them fall back to her
chest.

“Who would want this body?” she asked
herself. “The repressed, that’s who.”

 


* * *

 


“This is so exciting Auntie,” Alexis said,
nearly jumping in his seat as the royal skid maneuvered its way to
the dock specifically reserved for Aelon Prime. Each prime had
their own dock on The Way Prime; it kept things civil.

“Stop fidgeting and don’t call me auntie,”
Melinda said, dressed in her finest gown and adorned with almost
every jewel she owned. “You are sixteen, Alexis. You are a man of
marrying age and will be Master of Station Aelon. Address me as
Aunt Melinda or as minoress, but not as auntie.”

“What about when we are alone?” Alexis
asked, his eyes studying the bright lights of The Way’s massive
cathedral complex. “Can I call you auntie in private?”

“After tonight, there will no longer be a
‘private’ for me, Alexis,” Melinda sighed. “After tonight,
everything about me will be very, very public.”

Alexis turned his attention to his aunt
despite the spectacle of the royals and dignitaries that mingled on
the docks, disembarking from their own skids for the evening’s
festivities. The young minor studied Melinda for a good long second
then frowned.

“Why do I think this is goodbye?” Alexis
asked.

“It isn’t really a goodbye,” Melinda said.
“It’s more of a change of situations.”

“No, no, I know a goodbye when I hear one,”
Alexis said. “I’ve heard a lot in my life. Everyone leaves me,
Auntie. Everyone. Now you are leaving me as well. Just tell me
why.”

Melinda started to protest, but thought
better of it and just sighed. “I have done some things that need to
be rectified. Tonight is my rectification. I am joining The Way.
They will remove my jewels and take them for the church. They will
remove my gown and take me as well.”

“The Taking? You are participating in the
Taking?” Alexis gasped. “But, you can’t! I’ve heard the stories and
they...they do things to each other during the Taking.”

“Yes, Alexis, they do,” Melinda said. “And
as a result, the Burdened are conceived. Tonight is a holy night
for all of us. Take solace in that. If I am lucky, I will carry a
child once again and it will be born to grow up as a protector and
warrior of The Way.”

“Can you still have children? At your age?”
Alexis asked.

“Biologically, yes, I can,” Melinda said.
“Would it be safe? Hardly. If I were to become pregnant tonight,
then it could very well be my death sentence.”

“Then don’t do it,” Alexis pleaded just as a
guard opened the partition.

“It is Aelon’s time to disembark and greet
the others,” the guard said. “We cannot wait any longer.”

“What I wouldn’t give for Corbin to be here
now as a distraction,” Melinda laughed. “That crippled drunk would
certainly divert attention from me, but he’s gone ahead to ‘secure’
the box.”

“What do you mean?” Alexis asked. “Why do
you need a distraction?”

“You’ll see,” Melinda said. She stood up and
held out her arms. “Come here.”

Alexis stood and hurried into her arms. He
was taller than his father, a full seven feet, but not as wide of
shoulder and thick of neck. He leaned his head down and nestled it
into Melinda’s hair, taking a long sniff of a scent he’d known his
entire life.

“You made your sister a promise once. Can
you make me one as well?” Melinda asked, pushing back from him.

“Anything,” Alexis said.

“Follow your heart,” she said. “Ignore the
politics and shaowshit of the court. Do what feels right to you. Be
honest with yourself. Can you do that for me?”

“Yes, Auntie, I can,” Alexis nodded.

He started to cry and she reached up and
gripped his face in her hands.

“Stop that now,” she ordered. “You are a
minor, not some sissy boy from the Lower Decks.”

“I’ve never seen the Lower Decks,” he
sniffed.

“No, I suppose you have not,” Melinda said.
“But one day you will rule them, and all the decks of Station
Aelon. When you do, you remember your promise to me.”

“Yes, Auntie,” Alexis nodded.

“Good,” she said and took a deep breath as
she stepped to the front of the skid and climbed the steps up to
the airlock that connected to the covered and protected docks.

Minoress Melinda Teirmont stood on the dock,
her arms raised high above her head, and looked towards The Way’s
cathedral complex.

“I give myself to you, Helios!” she shouted
at the top of her lungs. “Take me tonight as your bride! Take me as
your vessel so that I may carry your child! I give myself, Helios!
I give you my soul!”

The crowds quieted down, shocked at the
sight before them. Some had witnessed passengers making pilgrimages
to The Way Prime to give themselves over, but none had ever seen a
royal do it before. It was a spectacle that all would talk about
for generations.

A group of soldiers, the Burdened, rushed
over to Melinda and grabbed her by her arms. While two held her,
the rest stripped her of all her jewelry, setting the valuables in
a large breen sack. Then, right there in front of all, she was
stripped naked; her gown tossed aside for whomever wanted it.

None touched it, for fear of catching
whatever shame Melinda was trying to rid herself of.

 


* * *

 


“Not going in to watch the show?” a young
man, very close to Alexis’s age, said as he walked along the
balcony just outside the box seats reserved for the royalty and
nobility. “This only happens once a year, you know? And it’s
quite...enlightening.”

“I’m not in the mood for enlightenment
tonight,” Alexis replied, refusing to look at the young man.

He kept his eyes focused out at the grand
entrance to the cathedral and watched the hundreds of commoners
make their way into the building, all talking and gesturing
excitedly in anticipation of the night’s events. Men, women,
children—all were going to watch as the gatekeepers and initiates
joined in the Taking.

The walls of the cathedral were painted in
bright reds and oranges, deep yellows and golds. They were adorned
with ornate carvings, representations of the many forms of Helios,
from Planet to God, Star to System. Jewels and precious metals were
woven into the designs, creating a majestic view that dazzled the
crowds, hypnotizing them with the sheer opulence of it all.

Yet, standing along the walls were the
gatekeepers—men and women dressed in simple, grey robes. They
nodded and gave their blessings to all that approached them, making
sure Helios was in the hearts of the crowd.

And watching it all were the Burdened, the
elite guards and soldiers of The Way. Their deep, blood-red breen
armor shone in the light, their faces obscured by helmets. The
crowd kept their distance from those men, none wanting to risk
offense; none wanting to find themselves on the end of a long
blade.

“Ever been to a Taking before?” the young
man asked, moving to the balcony railing, only a couple of feet
from Alexis. When there was no answer from the minor, he looked
about and frowned. “Either I’m not seen as a threat, or your
bodyguards could care less that I have a six inch blade in my boot.
Your men are nowhere about.”

Alexis finally turned and considered the
person he was quickly seeing as an annoyance. Several inches
shorter than Alexis, the young man was dark complected, with deep
olive skin and brown hair. He was muscular, fit, and dressed
impeccably in a bright orange tunic and blue striped trousers. His
boots were of the finest shaow leather with matching gloves tucked
into his belt. His eyes, a strange gold/brown, danced with mischief
and the young man’s body radiated chaos.

“Do you know who you are addressing?” Alexis
asked. He had a quick glance around and realized the young man was
right, that his guards were nowhere to be seen. “I could have you
killed on the spot for admitting you have a knife on your
possession when all weapons are to be left outside the
cathedral.”

“Is that what you are going to do? Have me
killed?” the young man asked, pushing away from the railing and
taking two steps closer to Alexis so that they stood only a couple
of inches apart. “Will I be held down so your guards can gut me? Or
will it be swift with a good, old fashioned decapitation?”

The young man held up a finger and wagged
it, turned and walked a couple of paces away.

“No, no, you aren’t boring like that, are
you? No, you’d find some special way to have me executed. Perhaps a
Vape nozzle shoved where Helios doesn’t shine so that my innards
boil and flame and not a mark on the outside of my body can be
seen.”

The young man turned and regarded Alexis,
looking him up and down.

“Yes, I think that’s what you’d do. I hate
to disappoint you, Minor Alexis, but I already have several marks
upon this body. Life on the Prime, you know.” He walked back to
Alexis and smiled, showing just a hint of perfectly white teeth.
“But you know all about life on the Prime, don’t you? I’ll bet you
have some marks of your own.”

“Who are you?” Alexis asked, his voice
low.

“Gannot DuChaer, at your service,” the young
man bowed. “And I do mean that, my lord. I am at your service.
Literally.”

DuChaer stood straight and waited for an
answer, but all Alexis did was narrow his eyes at the young
man.

“You aren’t having a fit, are you?” DuChaer
asked. “You seem out of sorts.”

“DuChaer!” Alexis exclaimed suddenly. “Is
your father Steward DuChaer, the Thraenish governor of the lease
holdings we control on Thraen Prime? Is that him?”

“It is,” DuChaer replied, bowing again. “And
since he is technically a part of those lease holdings, that makes
my father, and myself, your subjects. You see. I literally live to
serve you.”

“You’re different,” Alexis said. “Your
clothes, your manner, everything. You say you grew up on the Prime,
but you don’t act like it. You aren’t rough or cold. You’re...I
don’t know.”

“Alive?” DuChaer laughed. “Not a constipated
bureaucrat looking to make a credit or two and then bail back to
the stations? Not a hardened miner or crop worker with dead eyes
and the rotting disease eating away at my organs?”

“Something like that,” Alexis replied.

“Something like that,” DuChaer echoed, but
with his voice, it sounded forbidden, like a secret between the two
of them. “Join me in my box, will you? Watch the Taking with me as
my honored guest.”

“I cannot,” Alexis frowned. “I have my own
box that I must be present in. The High Guardian will be looking to
make sure I am in attendance. I’m Minor of Station Aelon; I can’t
be someone else’s guest without causing all kinds of political
waves.”

“Then I’ll join you,” DuChaer said. “Unless
your box is full.”

“Full? No,” Alexis sighed. “It is just me.
Well, and Corbin, but he’ll be passed out and snoring most of the
time. And farting. The old man has wicked gas.”

“Delightful,” DuChaer grinned. “I can suffer
by your side.”

Alexis cocked his head and studied the young
man once again. Those eyes, that chaos.

“Fine,” Alexis nodded. “You will be my
guest. It will be nice to talk to someone my age for a change that
isn’t a servant sent to empty my chamber pot.”

“Chamber pot?” DuChaer laughed. “Have you no
plumbing at your estate?”

“It’s a figure of speech,” Alexis said.
“Although the plumbing on Aelon Prime isn’t always up to
snuff.”

“Then we forget about plumbing and chamber
pots and we talk about other things,” DuChaer said. “What interests
you, Alexis?”

“You really could care less for protocol,
couldn’t you?” Alexis laughed.

“What is protocol amongst new friends? Just
an obstacle that eventually is removed once familiarity is
established. Why wait for that when we could be familiar now? Life
is for living, not waiting.”

A chime sounded and the crowds making their
way into the cathedral quieted instantly, leaving only the
occasional hushed whisper to drift up to Alexis’s ears.

“It is starting,” Alexis said.

“Then show me to my seat, my lord,” DuChaer
said. “Tonight will be a night neither of us will forget.”

The thought of his aunt flitted through
Alexis’s mind and the frown returned.

“We will need to do something about those
lips,” DuChaer said.

“Excuse me?” Alexis asked, taken aback.

“That frown that keeps showing up,” DuChaer
responded slyly. “It will not do. I can guarantee that by tonight’s
end you will never frown like that again.”

“That is not a guarantee you can make,”
Alexis replied as he walked towards the ornate double doors of his
box seats. “I don’t think anyone can.”

“We’ll see,” DuChaer replied. “I’m very
resourceful.”

 


* * *

 


The room was massive, more an indoor arena
than a theater or auditorium. The lower levels were filled with
long benches that curved around the huge space and the commoners
quickly took their seats, their attention on the empty area in the
middle of it all, where cushions and pillows were piled high.

The next level was made up of balconies that
also curved around the arena. The balconies did not hold benches,
but plush, comfortable chairs made of the best materials that
Helios could provide. There sat the nobility—stewards, sector
wardens, and deck bosses down from their stations. Some lived on
their primes full time, as Alexis did, but most had paid large sums
of credits for space on the crowded shuttles. And even larger sums
for a seat at the spectacle.

But, above it all were the private boxes for
the nobility that were more than just landholders. And station
royalty, of course. Most of the boxes were empty; since only on the
rarest of occasions did masters of station attend the Taking. In
certain circles, it was considered an old tradition that no longer
had its place. But some of the boxes did have occupants.

One of those being the royal box of Station
Aelon and its prime.

There sat Alexis, with DuChaer by his side,
and a sleeping Corbin in his wheelchair tucked into the corner, a
bottle of gelberry wine perched precariously on his lap.

Without saying a word, or asking royal
permission, DuChaer got up and expertly removed the bottle from
Corbin’s drunken grasp. Alexis watched him in awe.

“I tried that once and had my face slapped
ten times before I could take a single step back,” Alexis said. “I
didn’t know the man could be parted from his drink.”

“Be the drunk,” DuChaer laughed quietly. “Be
the drunk.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Alexis said,
but laughed along with DuChaer anyway.

The lights in the arena began to dim and a
single spotlight lit up a platform that was slowly lowered down to
the center of the arena floor from the ceiling. Sitting on the
platform, decked out in gilded robes and layers of jewelry, was the
High Guardian, a middle-aged man of considerable girth. He held in
his right hand a scepter of a dull metal that looked like it had
been forged centuries earlier, which it had. It had neither shine
nor jewels, but all eyes were fixed upon it.

“Welcome,” the High Guardian said as he
brought the end of the scepter down six times.

The crowd clapped their hands six times in
return, then waited in silence.

“It is the custom of the High Guardian to
give a long speech about Helios the Planet, the Star, the System,
the God, but tonight is not a night of speeches. It is not a night
of words we have all repeated a thousand thousand times since we
were born. It is not a night for words that may have lost their
meaning to many of you.”

The High Guardian looked about the arena and
closed his eyes.

“Tonight is one of the most holy of nights.
It is the one time a year that the gatekeepers are allowed carnal
interactions. But this night, this Taking, is not about sexual
pleasure. No, the Taking is about the men and women that serve
without question the holy order that honors our Dear Parent Helios.
It is about them bringing their bodies together in the hopes that
children will be conceived and the Order of the Burdened will be
replenished and add to its ranks.”

The man stood and waved the scepter outward,
pointing it randomly at people seated on the low benches.

“You will witness acts that many of you have
never dreamed. You will watch as skin touches skin, flesh melds
with flesh, and you will be silent. This night is not about you,
whether commoner or nobility.”

“I have always found it interesting that we
call the lower castes ‘commoners’ on the planet, and not
‘passengers’ like on the stations,” DuChaer whispered.

Alexis was shocked that the young man would
dare speak during the High Guardian’s speech, but still he turned
and addressed his new friend. “I agree. Are they not passengers on
the planet, just like they would be on a station?”

“Precisely,” DuChaer said and patted Alexis
on the knee, before returning his hand to his lap.

“This night is about the gatekeepers giving
themselves—body, mind, soul—to Helios so that the Dear Parent may
fill them with holy energy and allow them to copulate until
conception is achieved. As you know, exclusive partners are not
allowed. Everyone must experience, and be experienced, by everyone
else. This way, when the children of this night are finally,
blessedly born into this world, they will not have two parents, but
hundreds! For the Burdened must know they serve us all! In Helios’s
name, they serve us all!”

The arena stayed silent, none clapped or
cheered, but sat and waited.

“I leave you now, as I cannot participate,”
the High Guardian said. “Before I go, I give you one last chance to
remove yourselves from the holy arena. For when the Taking begins,
those doors will not open until the evening is through. Go now, if
you must. Stay, if you are willing.”

The High Guardian sat down and the platform
was lifted back into the ceiling.

The people waited.

Eventually there was the sound of locks
being thrown, and doors opened in the curved walls of the arena.
Men and women, naked except for a thin, breen rope tied about their
throats, walked into the center of the arena. They turned about so
that all could see them then sat on the floor in a circle, their
legs crossed and arms held up high.

“Helios, is that your aunt?” DuChaer
whispered. “She’s an initiate? That explains what that commotion on
the docks was. She is a handsome woman for her age.”

“Quiet,” Alexis hissed. “Do not test me on
this subject.”

DuChaer smiled broadly at the reprimand then
took a drink from the wine bottle and handed it to Alexis. The
minor glanced at the bottle, looked back down at the arena floor,
glanced back at the bottle again, then took it and drank some as
well.

More men and women filed into the arena from
the side doors. They were all of various ages, sizes, colors. They
strode towards the circle of initiates, their own bodies completely
devoid of clothing, and began to fill the arena floor. Hundreds and
hundreds of naked men and women crowded into the space that only
seconds before had looked so empty and open.

Not a sound was made by the crowd as they
watched.

The arena filled almost to the very walls,
forcing many of the gatekeepers to climb onto the piles of pillows
and cushions. None smiled nor showed any emotion on their faces.
They were blank slates, ready for their holy night of carnal
duty.

Six chimes rang out and then, as one, the
gatekeepers raised their arms into the air. They swayed back and
forth as more chimes rang out, still in groups of six, coming
faster and faster until all that was heard was one long, single
chime.

The chimes stopped and the gatekeepers
lowered their arms.

Then they moved even closer to the
initiates’ circle, which was completely blocked from view at that
point. Lines started to form out of the crowd and Alexis realized
that each line was directly behind an initiate. His throat grew dry
and he grabbed the bottle and took another drink of wine as the
sounds from the arena floor drifted up to him.

“I could think of worse ways to be initiated
into something.” DuChaer smirked.

Alexis couldn’t believe his eyes as cries of
passion, and perhaps pain, started to grow in volume until it was
unmistakable what was happening in the arena. Those that were being
initiated into the The Way were being had by every single
gatekeeper, whether male or female. The minor shook his head and
wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. The spell had been cast and
he was caught in its trap.

“How freeing it must be,” DuChaer said, his
voice a normal volume since no one could hear him from up there,
especially with the cacophony of cries and moans down on the floor.
“To let yourself go and know you are doing the work of Helios.
Appetites get to be satisfied without worry of blasphemy or shame.
Almost makes me want to join The Way just so I can take part in
this one night of the year.”

Alexis couldn’t respond. His eyes were
locked onto the movements and gyrations of the bodies below. There
was so much action and motion that he couldn’t keep up with it all.
It became a chaotic sea of writhing flesh. Men with women, women
with women, men with men. Many on one, one with many. There was no
way to tell where an individual began and the group ended.

“Do you sometimes wish we could have freedom
in our lives always?” Alexis asked, finally able to gather the
strength to speak.

“Every day of my existence,” DuChaer said.
“And, personally, I don’t see why we cannot. We aren’t commoners,
we aren’t passengers, we aren’t gatekeepers beholden to one night a
year. I am noble born and you are royal born. We are above these
rules that govern our passions and desires. We were born to be
free.”

“Were we?” Alexis asked as he looked over at
his new companion.

Those eyes, that chaos.

“We were,” DuChaer said as he placed his
hand on Alexis’s cheek. “We have no one to blame for not seeing it
sooner than now.”

Alexis glanced over at the cripple in the
corner and DuChaer followed his eyes.

“Do not worry about him,” DuChaer said. “He
won’t wake up for a long time.”

“How can you be certain?” Alexis asked.

“Because I may have put something extra in
the first bottle of wine he finished off.” DuChaer smiled.

Those eyes, that chaos.

“The guards,” Alexis argued, yet didn’t
remove DuChaer’s hand from his cheek. “They will check on me.”

“No, they won’t,” DuChaer said, pulling
Alexis towards him. “I have paid them enough to keep their distance
for the entire night.”

“They could be executed for that,” Alexis
said.

“And, technically, we could be executed for
this,” DuChaer said as he pulled Alexis all the way to him until
their lips met.

Alexis resisted at first, but the longings
in him would not be held back any more.

The kiss went from tentative to passionate
to ravenous. Hands moved, tunics were pulled free, belts unbuckled,
and trousers unclasped.

And in the corner, a cripple pretended to
sleep, a puddle of what any observer would think was piss
underneath him, which was actually dumped wine.

 


* * *

 


The two single passenger skids raced across
the scrim grass, pointed directly at the fields of tall breen that
covered the majority of Aelon Prime. The riders of the skids
laughed and jabbed at each other, their voices only heard inside
each others’ helmets.

“You’ll turn,” DuChaer said.

“I will not,” Alexis replied. “You will turn
first. You don’t have the courage needed to drive blindly into a
breen field.”

“Blindly, you say?” DuChaer chuckled. “You
assume I haven’t already done this.”

“No one has,” Alexis said as his skid
continued to rocket forward. “I would have been told about an idiot
racing a skid into a breen field. I am Minor of Aelon Station and
Prime.”

“Perhaps that idiot bribed any witnesses so
he could have an advantage when he challenged the Minor of Aelon
Station and Prime,” DuChaer responded. “Especially since the
winnings from the wager made between myself and the Minor of Aelon
would more than cover the expenditure of these theoretical
bribes.”

“What is it with you and bribes?” Alexis
asked as he lowered his head and leaned over the handlebars of the
skid controls. “You are a noble, son of a steward, you could just
order the workers to keep their mouths shut.”

“But then they wouldn’t be complicit in the
crime,” DuChaer said. “By paying them I bring them into the fold
with me. Ordering them around does nothing but add to the list of
injustices heaped upon them during their miserable lives. Bribes
keep me off that list.”

“Injustices? Are you sympathizing with the
commoners?” Alexis asked as he swerved to avoid a clump of rock
that had been hidden by the long scrim grass. The back corner of
his skid didn’t quite clear the clump, but the contact was
insignificant and didn’t alter Alexis’s course in any way.

“Helios, you are a shite driver,” DuChaer
guffawed. “I saw those rocks a hundred yards back.”

“You did not!” Alexis yelled. “Don’t be an
ass! And answer my question!”

“What question? The one about me
sympathizing with the commoners? Please, Alexis, don’t you be an
ass. Understanding my marks is not sympathy, it’s practicality. I
know what motivates them and what doesn’t. Makes it so much easier
to manipulate who I want, when I want. You should try it
sometime.”

“Try what? Bribing field workers and
servants?”

“No, understanding them. One day they will
be your loyal subjects, you know.”

“I have zero desire to understand any of
them,” Alexis scoffed. “Personally, I could care less what they
want or don’t want. They do what I ask, and when I am master. they
will do what I ask without question.”

“Well, there’s always that approach, I
guess,” DuChaer replied. “It is tried and true and hasn’t let a
master down yet. Just know, I will never do a damn thing you ask of
me unless it corresponds with what I want.”

“Of course, Brother, of course,” Alexis
said. “I’d expect nothing less from you.”

“Nor I from you, Dearest Brother,” DuChaer
responded. Just then, the two young men braced themselves as they
both shot into the tall breen.

With thick, fibrous stalks and multi-pointed
leaves, breen was one of the few species of life that survived on
planet Helios. Despite the poisonous air and constant cloud cover,
breen thrived and flourished. And nowhere else on the planet did it
thrive more than in the soil of Aelon Prime.

The plant could be made into almost
anything, from clothing, to hard polybreen plastic. It was
essential to human life on the primes and in the stations, giving
Aelon a distinct economic edge. But it was an edge that could
easily cut both ways. For while Aelon was supreme in the
cultivation of breen, it relied on other stations, specifically
Station Flaen, to turn the raw crop into finished goods.

A power amongst the stations, Aelon was
still an agricultural driven monarchy that needed to trade
continuously to keep its coffers full. That made the lease holdings
on Thraen Prime so essential. With the Vape mines that lay on that
land, Aelon kept itself from being beholden to any one station or
crown.

That was what Alexis should have been
thinking when he was with DuChaer—the tactical advantages of having
the heir to the lease holdings’ stewardship by his side.

Instead, he saw only a playmate who was able
to keep up with his never-ending appetite for adventure and
mischief.

The breen leaves whipped across Alexis’s
helmet, making visibility more a concept than a reality. The minor
twisted and turned the skid, trying to find the widest spaces
between the rows. Workers, people only one step up from slaves,
dove and ducked out of the way, their screams muffled and contained
inside their environmental suits.

A glimpse of bright purple caught Alexis’s
eye and he looked to his right to try to catch sight of his
compatriot, believing the color was the Thraen’s gaudy
environmental suit that he had colored differently for every
outing.

But it was only a gelberry-stained blanket
someone had draped over a cargo skid.

That slight distraction was all it took for
Alexis to miss the other cargo skid in the area. The one that lay
directly in his path.

“Mother of Helios!” Alexis shouted as he
tried to steer around the vehicle, but only ended up whipping the
side of his skid into the rear of the other.

Chopped breen went flying, along with the
minor, as metal tore and polybreen cracked. Alexis watched in
wonder, as if he was outside himself, as his body tumbled through
the poisonous air and landed in a heap of limbs and breen
stalks.

“Brother? Alexis? Talk to me!” DuChaer cried
over the communication system in his helmet. “Tell me if you are
injured!”

“Only my pride is, as far as I can tell,”
Alexis laughed as he lay there, arms and legs akimbo. All around
workers hurried to his side, standing around him in a circle,
afraid to lay a hand on the minor, even in help and assistance.

“I’m coming to you,” DuChaer said, and the
whine of his skid could be heard from several rows over.

“No need, no need,” Alexis replied. “I’m
fine. Just let me get up and check on my—Ow! Shit, my leg!”

Alexis tried to stand, but his left leg
wouldn’t hold him and he collapsed back onto the spilled breen.
This was enough to force the workers into action and several of
them hurried forward, but Alexis waved them off. He tapped at his
wrist and switched the communications system to an open
channel.

“I’m fine, I’m fine. Just a sprain,” Alexis
said. “I can walk on my own.”

“But, my lord, you do not look well,” a man
said as he came forward and offered to help again. “You should let
us put you on the cargo skid and take you back to the compound.
Your leg may be more hurt than you think.”

“Is that so?” Alexis snapped. “More hurt
than I think? That’s your medical opinion, is it? Are you a
physician?”

The man just looked at him, blinking with
confusion behind his helmet’s visor.

“Answer my damn question!” Alexis yelled.
“Are you a physician?”

The man shook his helmet. “No, my lord.”

“So then you have no clue what you are
talking about, do you?” Alexis pressed.

“No, my lord.”

“So it would be wise to keep your mouth shut
and not address me again, wouldn’t it?”

The man began to reply, but kept his mouth
shut and just nodded.

“Good,” Alexis grinned. “Bring me my skid.
That is something I know you can do, since all it takes is you
moving your ass.”

The man hurried off to fetch the crashed
skid and Alexis looked about at the other workers. “Don’t you have
jobs to do?”

They scattered like fleas and Alexis sat
there and waited for his skid. He could see the man trying to get
it upright, but the nose of the skid was buried deep into the soil.
Alexis glared, his patience already gone.

“What is taking so long?” Alexis roared.

“I’m right here, brother,” DuChaer said as
he drove his skid right over a row of breen and into the space next
to Alexis. “Calm yourself, you spoiled little brat.”

“I wasn’t talking to you, DuChaer,” Alexis
said. “Although I should have you whipped for calling me a spoiled
brat.”

“Spoiled little
brat, were my exact words,” DuChaer said. “If I’m to be whipped,
then I want the specifics of the offense to be known.” He hopped
off his skid and crouched next to Alexis. “And don’t call me
DuChaer. You only call me that when you are mad at me. You know how
much it pains me when you are mad at me.”

“Well, get used to the pain,” Alexis said.
“Because I intend to follow through with that whipping.”

“Will you be doing it yourself, my lord?”
DuChaer smiled.

Alexis’s eyes widened and he tapped at his
helmet then wrist. DuChaer frowned then nodded.

“I wouldn’t stoop so low as to carry out a
whipping myself,” Alexis said. “I will have a guard do it once we
return to the compound and estate house.”

“Of course, my lord,” DuChaer replied.

“My lord, I am sorry, but I cannot free the
skid from the dirt,” the worker said, his voice trembling with
fear.

“Then get back to work, you worthless siggy
worm,” Alexis snapped. “What is your number?”

“Fourteen-seventy,” the worker replied, his
head held low.

“Well, fourteen-seventy, your wages will be
docked for the cost of the repairs of my skid, is that
understood?”

“Yes, my lord. My apologies, my lord,” the
man replied.

“Your apologies are worth less than nothing
to me,” Alexis said as he held out his arm and DuChaer helped him
up. “That means you are now in my debt. Your credits will be held
until the skid is paid for. I hope your wife knows how to make
water taste like soup because that is all you will be eating until
I am satisfied.”

DuChaer helped Alexis onto his own skid then
climbed up and turned the vehicle around the way he had come.

“That was harsh,” DuChaer said once they
were clear of the breen field. “That man and his family will likely
starve to death before he has worked enough hours to pay for your
skid.”

“Do you question my rule, Gannot?” Alexis
asked.

“Far from it, Brother,” DuChaer replied. “I
applaud it. I was just making an observation.”

“But you do not disapprove?”

“No, of course not,” DuChaer said as the
skid moved slowly across the scrim grass and back to the state
house. “You have chosen what kind of ruler you plan on being and I
support your choice. I also support you calling me Gannot. I like
how my name sounds coming from your lips.”

“So many things I could say in response to
that,” Alexis chuckled. “Too many, in fact.”

“Good,” DuChaer smiled. “Keep some of those
things in mind. Once we get you looked over by a physician, I will
insist on doing my own examination. I plan on making it very
thorough.”

“Such is your duty, Brother Gannot,” Alexis
laughed, then winced. “As long as the examination includes multiple
bottles of wine.”

“Oh, surely it will,” DuChaer responded.
“But as a medicinal prescription, of course.”

“Of course.”

 


* * *

 


Alexis stared at the piece of paper in his
hands, reading it over and over until the words blurred before his
eyes. He finally tossed it aside and looked across the table at the
man in the wheelchair.

“Have you given this to my father yet?”
Alexis asked.

“No, my lord,” Corbin replied.

Alexis narrowed his eyes at the formal
response. This was a man who had once lifted him up onto his knee
so he could whip his ass red after Alexis had set fire to the
pantry.

“So, this is your way of showing me courtesy
then, Corbin?” Alexis asked, tapping the letter.

“It is my way of turning in my resignation,”
Corbin replied. “It is time I retired fully and officially from the
Royal Guard and took care of myself for a change. You have grown
into a...capable man. You don’t need a cripple hovering by your
side.”

“No, I do not,” Alexis responded. “But I’d
be lying if I said this wasn’t a surprise. Why now?”

“Why not now?” Corbin said. “As good a time
as any.”

“Stop it, Corbin,” Alexis sighed. “You have
been like a father to me over the years. An angry, unreasonable,
drunk, crippled, sometimes cruel, sometimes caring father, but a
father nonetheless. I learned what it means to be a man from you.
Please show me some respect and be honest with me.”

“Honest?” Corbin asked as he leaned back in
his wheelchair and eyed the minor carefully. “Are you sure you want
honesty? I’ll be honest if you answer one question for me.”

“Certainly,” Alexis nodded.

“Where are you supposed to be right
now?”

“Now? How do you mean?”

“You know what I am talking about. Answer
the question.”

Alexis sighed and looked down at the table
like a chastised boy.

“I am supposed to be on a cutter to The Way
Prime so I can take a shuttle off planet back to Station Aelon,”
Alexis said. “Where I will sit as regent while my father is down
here on the planet.”

“Yet, here you are,” Corbin said. “Your
father, his wife, and your half-siblings will be here soon. I will
hand the same letter you have to your father at that time. Then I
will be off to a small plot of land that I have and live out my
retirement drunk as all Helios.”

“You’re staying on the Prime?” Alexis
asked.

“I am,” Corbin said. “There is nothing for
me up on Station Aelon except pain and regret.” He smacked the
sides of his wheelchair. “And a lot of narrow passageways.”

“You said you’d be honest if I answered your
question,” Alexis said. “So be honest and tell me the real reason
you are retiring.”

“Because I can no longer sit here in this
blasted thing and watch you soil your title and position,” Corbin
said. “You are an amazing fighter with a blade, probably one of the
best I have ever seen. You can out eat and out drink my stoutest of
guards. Despite the way you treat the field workers, you know more
about agriculture and breen crops than any master before you. Yet
you piss all of that away for that...boy.”

“Ah, there it is,” Alexis said and smiled.
“The bias against Brother Gannot.”

“Brother Gannot,”
Corbin sneered. “That opportunistic flip will be the death of you,
of that, I have no doubt.”

“A flip!” Alexis shouted as she stood up and
smacked his hands on the table. “You will take that back, Corbin! A
slur of such magnitude will not be tolerated against a friend of
the crown!”

“A friend of your cock, you mean!” Corbin
snarled. “The man is a Thraen, you fool!
He may live on land leased by Station Aelon, but in the end, he is
nothing but a Thraenish steward’s son! He will turn on you and he
will bring down the crown if you do not rid yourself of his
influence!”

“What influence is that, Corbin Breach?”
DuChaer asked as he strode into the room dressed in a bright green
tunic with trousers that seemed to be made of multi-colored patches
instead of whole cloth. He spun about to show his new clothing and
smiled at the man in the wheelchair. “I hope it is my influence on
Aelish fashion. Or lack of fashion, as the case may be down here on
this rock.”

“Dear Parent, save me,” Corbin hissed. “The
flip is dressed like a trollen bird fucked a gully fish.”

“I’m sorry...did he just call me a flip?”
DuChaer growled as he glared at Corbin. His hand went to the hilt
of the long blade strapped to his belt. “I would think cripples had
more sense than to pick a fight with their superiors.”

“Superiors?” Corbin roared as he drew his
own blade from the sheath on the back of his chair. “Come at me,
you willy taster!”

Before Alexis could protest, DuChaer lunged
at Corbin and the crash of metal echoed about the room. Corbin
fended off the attack skillfully, but DuChaer was not lacking in
his own skill, and having two working legs, was able to dance about
the old guard with ease and practice.

Once blood was spilled, Alexis threw himself
between the men, his face a mixture of rage, shock, and sorrow. He
pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at the gash across
Corbin’s right forearm.

“I accept your resignation, Corbin,” Alexis
said. “Reluctantly and with a heavy heart, but I accept it. I
apologize for the way my friend has acted. A man of your honor
should not be treated in such a way.”

“Seriously?” DuChaer said, but the look he
received from Alexis shut him up quickly.

“If you will do me one last favor and not
tell my father about this, I would appreciate it,” Alexis pleaded.
“One last bit of protection from the greatest of royal guards?”

Corbin shook his head, but smiled slightly.
“I think you will have more than your share of troubles with your
father without me getting involved. Just make sure that painted
bastard stays away from me until I am gone. I don’t want to see his
face again.”

“I am requesting that Brother Gannot
accompany me to Station Aelon,” Alexis said. “You will not have to
deal with him again.”

“But I have to deal with this shirt,”
DuChaer mumbled. “Got blood all over it.”

“Then go and change,” Alexis said, waving
his hand towards the young man. “But be ready at my call. Father
will be very angry with me when he arrives. I’ll need your
support.”

Corbin sneered at the Thraen as DuChaer
turned and strode from the room. Alexis took a deep breath and then
stood tall. He saluted the wheelchair bound guard and took six
steps back.

“I will miss you, Corbin,” Alexis said.

Despite his anger, Corbin saluted back and
nodded. He took the handkerchief from his arm and tried to hand it
back to the minor, but Alexis waved him off.

“Keep it, please,” Alexis said. “I’ll get
you a better going away gift when I return from the Station.”

“Be safe up there,” Corbin said. “There are
dangers on that station that you know very little about. As much as
I agreed with many of your father’s arguments as to why you should
be raised on the Prime, he has done you a disservice by not letting
you experience the nest of honey wasps those stewards are. When you
become master, I hope you know that, no matter what any of them
say, they are not to be trusted.”

“All the more reason I need Brother Gannot
by my side.” Alexis grinned.

“You cheeky shit,” Corbin replied, grinning
in spite of himself. “You are a smart one. You’ll probably do just
fine.”

A loud bell rang and Alexis paled.

“They are here,” he said. “Go have a
physician look at that cut. Then get blind drunk and forget about
your duties for the rest of your time here.”

“Yes, my lord,” Corbin said and bowed his
head.

Alexis looked down at the man until a second
bell rang then he turned and hurried from the room.

Corbin sat there for quite some time and
listened to the hustle of the servants and the marching of the
guards outside the room. He would have liked to go see the
physician right then, and take the minor up on his order to get
blind drunk, but there was no way he would allow himself to be
seen. Not with the tears that streamed down his cheeks and
splattered onto his old and worn uniform.


Chapter Three

 


 The two young
royals looked at each other, alone truly for the first time since
their engagement. It had always been improper to allow the minor
and minoress to be unattended, but with their wedding finished only
hours earlier, they finally would be able to speak freely.

Yet they stood there, still clothed, still
several feet apart, like strangers, not close and ready to
consummate a holy union, like newlyweds. The awkwardness nearly
filled the room as much as the piles of gifts and vases of
flowers.

“You were very beautiful today,” Alexis
said, trying not to sound like a lost child. “I thought the color
of your dress perfectly fit your eyes.”

“Thank you,” Bella replied. She was former
Minoress of Station Thraen but with the marriage to Alexis, she
became the Minoress of Station Aelon as well.

A woman with royal standing on two of the
most powerful stations in the System, but feeling as if she had no
power while she stood in front of her new husband. He was
incredibly handsome, as all the Teirmonts were, but there was an
air about him that put her off. Not that she wasn’t physically
attracted, considering his broad shoulders, long legs, blonde hair,
and blue eyes. It was just that there wasn’t a spark between
them.

The Minoress Bella felt no passion for her
husband, and that terrified her.

As if reading her thoughts, Alexis turned
and walked to the row of decanters set on a side table in their
honeymoon suite. He checked the small tags on each, making sure he
knew exactly whose gift each was, before he selected a brown liquor
that seemed to coat the sides of the crystal decanter when he
swirled it. He quickly poured two glasses and walked back to his
new bride.

“Here,” he said as he handed her one. “This
will ease our tension. Perhaps wash some of the stress away and put
us in the mood for...well, you know what mood we are supposed to be
in.”

“Yes, it is expected of us,” Bella replied,
taking the glass and sipping at it quickly. She coughed a little,
smiled with embarrassment and then took another drink. “We have to
prove to them that this is a real marriage.”

“Prove?” Alexis blanched as he looked about
for a hidden camera. “I thought that old tradition was long
gone?”

“What? Oh, no, I don’t mean literally
prove,” Bella laughed. It was a rich sound, filled with the
fullness of a light storm on the primes, but without any of the
menace. “We have to produce an heir, is what I meant. Both of our
stations expect us to have children right away.”

“Right, right. Sorry,” Alexis said. “Which
I’m fine with, you know. I love children. And I think ours would be
beautiful, if we are lucky and they take their looks from you.” He
finished his drink and hurried back to the row of decanters. “Would
you like another?”

“You think I’m beautiful?” Bella asked as
she finished her own drink and walked to her husband, setting the
empty glass by his so she could take his hand with both of hers.
“Do you, Alexis? Find me beautiful?”

He turned and looked at her and saw the fear
in her eyes. So many words were on his tongue that he could not
say. So he went with the truth.

“Yes, I do,” he said. “Your hazel eyes, your
auburn hair, the graceful cheekbones and strong chin. How your nose
comes up at the tip just so. Those tiny ears that match your tiny
hands. You are gorgeous.”

“You sound like you’re admiring a painting,”
Bella replied. “Are you? Am I aesthetically pleasing, but perhaps
not...sexually pleasing?”

“Why do you ask such a thing?” Alexis spat,
then quickly got himself under control. “I mean, it is strange to
say. We are husband and wife and I have already said you are
gorgeous. Of course, I want to be with you...sexually. What man
wouldn’t?”

“I’ve known a few in my time,” Bella said
quietly. “They preferred the company of, well, other men.”

“Did they? How disgusting!” Alexis crowed.
“I couldn’t imagine being with another man. How is that even
possible? Where do the parts fit?”

He laughed loudly and poured more drinks,
making sure the glasses were full. He handed Bella one, then
grabbed a decanter and maneuvered her with his elbow towards the
huge bed set against the far wall.

“I am Minor of Station Aelon and I am a
Teirmont,” he said. “I can assure you that I only have eyes for the
female form. And now that we are married, I only have eyes for your
female form.” He finished his drink and poured more. “Which, my
dear, I have yet to see.”

“Would you like me to undress, Husband?”
Bella asked.

“Oh, how I would,” Alexis replied. “Do you
need help out of your gown? It isn’t nearly as ornate as your
wedding dress was, but still it looks like it took more than a
couple of attendants to get you in there.”

“You do have an eye for fashion,” Bella
laughed. “I have heard that about you. That you prefer the look of
Thraen to the look of Aelon.”

“Yes, while it is true, that is a preference
we should keep to ourselves,” Alexis laughed. “The Aelish are a
more modest people and we will be expected to tone down our
garments for their uninitiated eyes. I would hate to flaunt it in
my people’s, our people’s, faces. So, let
me see you as you were born and we will rebuild from there.”

“You as well,” Bella said as she handed him
her glass.

Alexis nodded and fumbled with the two
glasses and decanter, barely able to get them to the bedside table
before they fell from his grasp. He gave her an apologetic look
then stood up straight and started to unbutton his dress shirt.

Once Bella saw he was willing to undress,
she too began the process of removing herself from her reception
outfit. It wasn’t as easy for her as it was for Alexis, but she
didn’t ask her husband’s help and struggled through the outer
dress, the tight corset (a new undergarment that she was not happy
had become the style), the under dress, the light chamois, the two
slips, and finally the pantaloons.

There she stood, in a pile of garments, bare
naked and more vulnerable than she had ever felt in her life.
Standing before her was her husband, a man whose body was truly a
specimen of male perfection. She couldn’t help but tingle when she
looked at what was between his legs. He was a man of size in all
ways.

But still she hesitated.

“You said I am beautiful, that I am
gorgeous,” Bella said. “What do you think now? Now that you see me
as Helios intended me to be seen by my husband?”

“I think I am the luckiest man in the
System,” Alexis replied then glanced down at himself. “But I
believe the stress, and drink, of the day may be playing a trick on
me. Let us relax in bed, and turn down the lights, and perhaps my
mind will cease its endless chatter and I can truly perform like a
husband.”

The two newlyweds climbed into bed, she from
one side and he from the other. Alexis twisted a switch above the
bedside table and the lights dimmed almost to off. They both lay
there under the covers, a vast expanse of bed between them.

“I know we are allowed now that we are
married, but I feel like I must ask your permission to touch you,”
Alexis said. “It’s silly, I know.”

“No, no, not silly at all,” Bella laughed.
“I feel the same way. We have only spoken to each other a few brief
times and now we are to hold and love each other as spouses do. I
envy the passengers and their easy way of finding love with their
marriage. How nice it must be to know a person truly first before
wedding.”

They lay there, both looking up at the
ceiling.

“Can I make a confession?” Alexis finally
asked, breaking the silence.

“Of course,” Bella said. “The marriage bed
is the place for confessions. Whispered between lovers late at
night as they fall asleep in each others’ arms. Their bodies
entwined and still warm from lovemaking.”

“Now I’m not so sure about the confession,”
Alexis said, slightly alarmed. “You sound like you have experience
in this sort of thing.”

“What? Oh, no! Helios, no!” Bella exclaimed
as she rolled onto her side and reached for her husband’s hand. She
found it and squeezed it tight. “I read! That is all! My confession
is that I read those horrible little books that all the servants
read. Filled with romance and sex and adventure. I was actually
quoting one of my favorites.”

“Oh, thank Helios,” Alexis said. “Because to
find out that you may have already, well… But you haven’t, so I can
tell you my secret. A confession in the marriage bed.”

Alexis gulped and squeezed her hand.

“I have never been with a woman,” he said. A
weight seemed to lift from his chest and he continued quickly. “I
know it is expected of royal men to find a woman they can practice
with while young, but that is more a myth to boost reputations than
anything. The truth is that I grew up on Aelon Prime, and let us
say the women and girls are cut from a different cloth. One might
say an ugly, ugly cloth.”

“Alexis!” Bella giggled. “That is nothing to
be ashamed of! You have no idea what a relief that is!” She sighed
deeply and moved herself closer to him. “Have you ever even touched
a woman? I mean, in that way. Do you know how a woman feels?”

“I do not,” Alexis replied. “Your body is a
true mystery to me.”

“Then here, let me teach you,” she said as
she lowered his hand to between her legs. “I will show you what my
body feels like. It is yours now, Alexis. My body is yours to own
and you may treat it as such.”

“I don’t know,” Alexis laughed. “I haven’t
always treated my body so well. Perhaps you should think of only
loaning me your body now and then. Perhaps full ownership should
come later once I have some more experience.”

Bella giggled again and then moved even
closer, pressing him to her down there. She inched her face towards
his and closed her eyes as their lips met.

Alexis was terrified.

That was the only way to put it.

But he knew what he needed to do. So he
closed his eyes and pretended that her lips were someone else’s
lips; that her thighs were someone else’s thighs; that her tongue
was someone else’s tongue.

With those thoughts and images in his head,
and the warmth of liquor in his belly, Alexis brought himself to
the task. He could feel Bella smile and knew she was happy he
finally was showing his arousal.

“There,” she said as she guided his hand.
“Like that.”

“You seem to know what to do,” Alexis
said.

“Yes, well, I bet you know what to do with
yourself as well,” Bella replied.

Alexis laughed and took her other hand and
placed it between his legs. Together they learned about each other
and learned what they already knew how to do to themselves.

It wasn’t what he desired, but as the night
progressed, it wasn’t what he feared either. He could do it; he
could be a married man and please his wife.

He just hoped that the person he really held
in his thoughts, and his heart, would understand.

 


* * *

 


“Oh, well, look at the two lovebirds,”
DuChaer said as he came around the corner of the passageway and
nearly bumped into Alexis and Bella. “Heading to breakfast, are we?
I was just on my way also. May I accompany you?”

Bella took her new husband’s hand and
squeezed it tight.

“We are dining in private this morning,”
Bella said. “The observatory in the third spire.”

“The third spire?” DuChaer laughed.
“Seriously? The third spire is a prison, not an eatery.”

Bella looked at Alexis and frowned, her
rosy, cheerful demeanor gone almost instantly.

“You’d have our first breakfast be in the
castle prison?” she asked. “Are you mocking me, Husband?”

“Mocking you? No!” Alexis protested, giving
DuChaer a harsh glare. “There is no one housed in the third spire
as of now. Yes, it is a prison, but for nobility only. And rarely
do they stay long. My father has made an art of extorting levies
from stewards that haven’t been exactly forthcoming in handing over
their share of the taxes.”

“So we will not see any prisoners? You’re
not going to lock me up in a cell and throw away the key?” Bella
asked.

“What? Helios, no! What a horrible thing
to—Oh, now you are mocking me,” Alexis sighed. “It will take me
some time to get used to your Thraenish wit.”

“Why is that? You didn’t take long to get
used to my wit and I’m a Thraen,” DuChaer
said.

“Not of the station proper,” Bella said.
“You grew up on the Prime. Hardly a haven for intellectual
exercise. Did you try to match wits with a crop of breen? Or
perhaps play word games with some of the miners?”

DuChaer eyed the minoress carefully then
stepped back and gave an exaggerated bow.

“I have been properly put in my place, my
lady,” he said. “I would never assume to have anywhere near the
learning or grace such a royal as you could possess. That is why
you are perfect for my brother here.”

“Brother? What is this brother nonsense? You
are not royal blood, DuChaer. Do not expect to have the same
privileges.”

“Bella. Gannot,” Alexis said, stepping
between the two. “We have all gotten off on the wrong foot. Let us
breakfast together and see if we cannot mend this schism between
the two most important people in my life. I know by the end of the
meal we will all be fast friends.”

“Or even worse enemies,” Bella stated.

“Even worse?” DuChaer asked. “Are we enemies
now, minoress? I can’t understand why. I have only your best
interests in mind.” He looked at Alexis. “And heart.”

“Stop it, both of you,” Alexis laughed,
although it was hollow and held no mirth. “Join us, Brother. I
believe this is best.”

“If you insist, my lord,” DuChaer replied.
“But only if the minoress wishes it as well.”

DuChaer held an open smirk that rankled the
minoress. She didn’t know what it was exactly about the young man
that she detested, other than the rumors and suspicions regarding
his relationship with her husband. Bella couldn’t put a finger on
it, but she knew a bad seed when she saw one.

“I think I will actually retire back to our
quarters, Alexis,” Bella said. “That headache I woke up with will
not let go and I think some more rest is in order. Too much wine, I
guess.”

“And perhaps you were up too late exercising
your newly found marriage privileges?” DuChaer grinned, the smirk
growing wider.

“That is not something a lady speaks of,
sir,” Bella replied, her tone nothing but hostility. She turned to
her husband. “Will you walk me back, Alexis?”

“Yes, Alexis, will you walk her back?”
DuChaer asked. “The boss needs you.”

“She is not my boss,” Alexis snapped then
got his temper under control, instantly regretting the words. He
looked at Bella. “You should rest alone. I’ll be by to check on you
after breakfast. Perhaps if your headache is gone we can,
well…”

“I don’t believe so,” Bella said, her eyes
locking on DuChaer. “It is quite the bad headache that just refuses
to go away.”

“Yes, well, I will check on you anyway,”
Alexis said. He leaned in to kiss her, but she turned her face so
he was forced to give an awkward peck to her cheek. “I won’t be
long.”

Bella gave a weak smile and a nod then
turned and headed back the way they came. Alexis and DuChaer
watched her go and once she was out of sight, they turned to each
other, DuChaer still smirking, Alexis seething with anger.

“You test our friendship, Brother,” Alexis
said.

“Do I? How about what we have that is deeper
than friendship?” DuChaer asked. “Do I test that? Because from
where I stand, you tested it until it broke.”

“Stop,” Alexis said as he took DuChaer by
the arm and marched him down the passageway towards the third
spire. “You know my feelings. They have never wavered.”

“Oh, I believe they wavered last night,”
DuChaer said. “I can almost smell her musk on you. How was she?
Everything you’d hoped for?”

“Stop it,” Alexis whispered. “There is no
need to be cruel.”

They reached the stairway to the third spire
and DuChaer yanked Alexis into the alcove at the bottom of the
stairs and shoved him against the wall.

“I am not being cruel, Brother. I am dealing
with cruelty,” DuChaer said, his hands gripping the minor’s arms,
squeezing and kneading the muscles under his tunic. “I am dealing
with it the only way I know how.”

“Then find another way,” Alexis said as he
shoved DuChaer away. “Because if you keep going down this path you
will force my father’s hand. He will banish you.”

“He can banish me from the Station,” DuChaer
said. “But he can’t banish me from your heart. Only you can do
that.”

“Don’t…” Alexis pleaded.

“Say the words,” DuChaer insisted. “Say them
to me and I’ll promise to hang back in the shadows.”

“You couldn’t hang back in the shadows if
you wanted to,” Alexis laughed, looking DuChaer up and down,
smiling at the man’s bright clothing.

“Just say the words,” DuChaer said. “Say
them, or you never see me again.”

“Gannot, no, do not make threats like that,”
Alexis said as he grabbed the man and pulled him close. “I would
die without you.”

“I doubt that,” DuChaer said.

“I would! To not have you in my life would
be the greatest torture. Greater than being forced to marry a woman
I cannot truly have love and affection for,” Alexis said.

“Then say the words,” DuChaer ordered. “I am
not going to wait a second longer. Say them or you never see me
again.”

Alexis looked up the stairs then peeked his
head out of the alcove to make sure they were alone.

“I love you,” Alexis said. “There. Now stop
trying to sabotage my life.”

“How was she?” DuChaer asked, his face
filled by that smirk once again. “Better than me?”

Alexis rolled his eyes. “You’ll never stop
asking, will you?”

“Never.”

“Then let’s ascend to the observatory and
eat our breakfast,” Alexis said. “I’ll tell you all about it there.
And there is much to tell. I had no idea a woman’s body was so
complicated. My Helios, do they have a plethora of parts!”

DuChaer laughed heartily at that and the two
men quickly raced up the stairs.

 


* * *

 


The Teirmont men faced each other like two
mountains, towering above everything, their very presence filling
each nook and cranny of the great hall.

“Her father has passed,” Alexis said. “My
wife is minoress to Station Thraen and her father, the master, has
passed. You will allow her to attend the funeral.”

“No, I will not,” Master Alexis said. “She
will remain here, by your side, while you sit as regent.”

“I do not need my wife with me to perform my
duties as regent,” Alexis snapped. “I am perfectly capable of
handling the intricacies on my own!”

“Yes, but you will not be on your own,”
Master Alexis said. “You will have that DuChaer with you. I would
prefer you listen to your wife’s counsel than that braggart and
lout.”

“Father, you insult me when you insult
Brother Gannot,” Alexis said.

“I am not going to dignify that with a
response,” Master Alexis said. “It has been decided. Now, where is
your wife?”

“My wife? Bella? Why?”

“Because I will tell her in person,” Master
Alexis said. “As you just stated, she is Minoress of Station
Thraen. She is also a Minoress of Station Aelon. That position
comes with an expectation of respect, even from a master.”

“I, well, I believe she is in our quarters,”
Alexis replied. “The news has hit her hard.”

“I would expect it has,” Master Alexis said.
“Stay here, I will not be long, we still have much to discuss
before I leave with your mother for Station Thraen.”

“Yes, Father,” Alexis nodded.

“And where is DuChaer now?” Master Alexis
asked.

“Gannot? I am unsure,” Alexis replied.

“He is visiting the Sector Forbine girls,
your highness,” Stolt said from his seat at the long table. “Or he
is visiting the brothel, at least.”

“And what does that mean?” Alexis
snapped.

“Calm yourself, Son,” Master Alexis said.
“It is Cousin Stolt’s job to know the comings and goings of those
that stay here at court.”

“Yes, of course.” Alexis glared.

“Sit and talk with Cousin Stolt while I am
gone,” Master Alexis said. “I won’t be long.”

The master turned and quickly left the great
hall, his long legs moving him so much faster than the royal guards
behind him that they struggled to keep up. The man smiled at his
ability to still show up the younger men that were sworn to protect
him.

It did not take him long to traverse the
passageways of Castle Quent and soon he was standing at the door of
Alexis’s and Bella’s quarters. A quick knock and a woman servant
answered.

“My liege,” the servant said, dropping into
a hurried and awkward curtsey. “You were not expected.”

“Is the minoress decent?” Master Alexis
asked. “I wish to speak with her if she is not indisposed.”

“She is dressed and decent, your highness,”
the servant said and quickly stepped aside.

The master strode into the quarters and
barely gave the furnishings and accouterments a glance. His
attention was instantly turned to the woman who had stepped through
the bedchamber door.

“Your highness,” Bella said as she curtsied.
“A pleasant surprise.”

“There is nothing pleasant about any of this
business,” Master Alexis frowned. “You do not have to stand on
ceremony with me while you mourn. I too know what it feels like to
lose a beloved father.”

“I thank you for your kind words,” Bella
said. She gave a quick glance to the servant. “Leave us in private,
please.”

The servant nodded and hurried from the
quarters.

“I suspect you are not here to offer only
condolences,” Bella said as she gestured towards two chairs by a
large hearth. “Please, sit and tell me what is on your mind,
sire.”

“Yes, I must remember you are used to court
intrigues and politics,” Master Alexis said. “I am sure you saw my
intentions upon my face the moment you walked into the room.”

“No, sire, you are too seasoned to give
anything away so easily,” Bella replied. “But I do know royal men
and the way they carry themselves. Your shoulders tell me conflict
and your hands speak of repressed anger.”

Master Alexis looked down at his aging hands
and clenched then unclenched them.

“You do not miss much, do you Bella?” Master
Alexis laughed. “Which is exactly why I am here.”

“Oh? Is there some mission that my powers of
observation are needed for?” Bella grimaced. “I am afraid my
faculties are not fully my own right now. Mourning sadness seems to
affect me in waves. It comes and goes like the tides on
Helios.”

“How are things with you and my son?” Master
Alexis asked abruptly.

“With Alexis? Wonderful, sire,” Bella
stated.

“Shaowshit,” the master replied. “Your whole
body told me that lie. I want honesty.”

“Every new marriage faces challenges,” Bella
said. “We barely knew each other when we were wed. It takes time to
learn each other’s personalities and...quirks.”

“Yes, I suppose it does,” Master Alexis
replied. “And my son does have his...quirks. Tell me, how are
things between you as far as intimacy?”

“Sire,” Bella gasped. “I couldn’t answer
that!”

“I know it is deeply personal, but being
master of station I need to know that the succession will be secure
before I go,” Master Alexis replied. “I assume you are actively
trying to produce an heir.”

“We have, yes,” Bella replied.

“But…?”

“Well, sire, while Alexis is very attentive
to me in our day to day lives, he is not exactly forthcoming in his
responsibilities in the bedchamber,” Bella replied, her entire face
turning red.

“You aren’t telling me the marriage was
never consummated, are you?” Master Alexis asked.

“No, no, it was. I can assure you of that,”
Bella said. “It’s just that, since our wedding night we
haven’t...well…”

“It’s been that long? Dear Helios,” Master
Alexis sighed. “Are you trying to encourage him? You are a
beautiful woman, so I can’t imagine why he isn’t wanting you in bed
twenty-four hours a day.”

They both let the reality of that statement
hang there between them.

“I encourage him when I can,” Bella said.
“When he is with me.”

“Does he not sleep here every night?” Master
Alexis asked.

“Most nights, yes,” Bella nodded.

“Most nights? Another lie, but I can
understand why you tell it,” Master Alexis said as he stood up. “I
will speak to him about his husbandly, and royal, duties.”

“No, sire, please do not,” Bella pleaded.
“We are happy. Your son is smart and charming. He makes me laugh
and when we are together, we truly enjoy each other’s company. He
just needs time.”

“A minor in line for the crown does not have
the luxury of time,” Master Alexis said. “I am not getting younger.
When I am gone there will need to be an heir in place in case
something were to happen to Alexis. You know how courts are. No one
is safe.”

“Yes, I am well aware of that, sire,” Bella
said. “Thank you.”

“Yes, well, do not thank me yet,” Master
Alexis said. “I have also come to inform you that I need you to
remain here with Alexis while he is regent. I cannot risk other
influences whispering in his ear. I know what a burden this is on
you, and how disrespectful it may seem, but there are forces at
work that—”

“Stop, sire, I understand,” Bella said as
she stood up and took Master Alexis’s hands in hers. “I understand
all too well what forces are at work. If I were to leave now, then
any progress I have made with my husband would be undone before the
shuttle reached Station Thraen. If I am to be the mother of the
heir to Station Aelon, then I must be willing to sacrifice
everything for the Aelish crown. My brothers will be cross, but I
am sure you can take the brunt of that for me.”

“It would be the least I could do, my lady,”
Master Alexis bowed. “Not a negative word will be said against your
character as a daughter and minoress. The fault and blame will be
all mine.”

“Thank you, sire,” Bella said. “Now, if you
do not mind, I believe I will contact my brother to tell him the
news. It is better he hears it from me so it does not sound like we
are colluding against Thraen.”

“Right you are, my dear,” Master Alexis said
and bowed again. “I leave you to your familial obligations.”

“Thank you.”

 


* * *

 


The bedsheets were a mess, half of them
thrown to the floor, the other half knotted and roped about the
young royals’ calves. Alexis waited a moment, his chest heaving
from the exertion, then rolled off his wife, his body radiating
heat and sweat.

“That was nice,” Bella said as she turned
her body about and placed her feet up on the headboard of the bed.
“I have missed that.”

“Have you?” Alexis asked as he looked over
at her then frowned. “What in Helios’s name are you doing?”

“Tilting my pelvis,” Bella replied. “The
physicians and midwife say it helps with conception.”

Alexis gave a bark of a laugh and swung his
legs over the side of the bed. He grabbed the large goblet from the
bedside table and drained the last bit of wine it contained.

“Well, so much for romance,” Alexis said as
he looked over his shoulder at his wife’s naked body, her legs
propped up in the air. “Good to know the royal bed is nothing more
than a fertility clinic.”

“Oh, don’t be cross,” Bella said. “The
evening has been so pleasant. No need to ruin it.”

“Pleasant? Yes, that’s exactly what a man
wants to hear from his wife after he has made love to her,” Alexis
laughed again as he got up to fetch another bottle of wine from the
tray set near the door. He looked down at the remnants of the meal
they had shared just an hour earlier and grimaced. “But we must do
our duty, mustn’t we? Can’t leave Station Aelon without an
heir.”

“You think that is all this evening was? Us,
performing our duty? We had fun tonight, Alexis. Fun like we
haven’t had in a long time.”

“Oh, now it’s fun?” Alexis snapped as he
lifted the wine bottle from the tray, realized it was empty, then
threw it aside, letting it shatter on the hammered metal floor of
their bedchamber. “I guess fun is better than pleasant!”

“What is wrong with you?” Bella shouted as
she whipped about and lunged off the bed towards her husband. “Is
making love to me so awful that you must create an argument every
time? Not that there have been that many times!”

“Put something on,” Alexis said as he
searched for a full bottle. “You shouldn’t stand there naked like
that. It’s shameful.”

“Shameful?” Bella scoffed as she looked down
at herself. “Men would kill for this shameful body! You think I
haven’t had overtures from others? You think there haven’t been
whispers in my ear? Notes left on my meal trays? This body is far
from shameful, you ass!”

Alexis started to respond then stopped
himself as he realized the true extent of his wife’s fury. He gave
up looking for the bottle and instead held out his arms.

“I am sorry, my love,” he said, his tone and
demeanor changing instantly. “I am the one that should feel shame.
This is not how a husband treats a wife. And certainly not how a
minor treats his minoress.”

He kissed her brow and then worked his way
down to her lips. They held the kiss for a long moment before
finally pulling apart.

“Go lie back down,” Alexis smiled. “Prop up
that ass and make us an heir.”

“Join me,” Bella said. “It can’t hurt to try
again. Just in case.”

“Yes, but let me use the facilities first,”
Alexis smiled. “I hate to be crude, but the wine is knocking and
must be let free.”

“Well, yes, please take care of that,” Bella
laughed. “I’d hate for an accident to happen.”

“Then there truly would be shame, wouldn’t
there?” Alexis said as he grabbed a robe and threw it around
himself. “I’ll only be a minute.”

He smiled at her broadly and quickly left
the bedchamber. Alexis shut the door and hurried through the
quarters, ignoring the bathroom door to his right. He carefully
opened the main door and peered into the passageway.

“I’m right here,” DuChaer growled. “Waiting
like a thief, hiding from the law. First a stowaway on the shuttle,
and now a shadow forced to skulk in the passageway.”

“I am sorry, Brother,” Alexis said as he
pulled the man into the quarters then made for the bathroom. Alexis
pushed DuChaer inside, turned and locked the door behind them. “I
am so sorry I couldn’t meet you at the airlock. I didn’t know
dinner would turn into something more. Once I realized what she was
up to, it was too late to get a message to you.”

“No, I understand,” DuChaer said and smiled
at the surprised look on Alexis’s face. “Honestly, I do. There is
talk in the court lately about why it is taking so long for you two
to produce an heir. The talk has even reached ears down on the
primes. If it is there then it has reached the other stations, I am
sure. It will only get worse unless the bitch pushes out a whelp or
two.”

“Do not talk about Bella in such a manner,
Gannot,” Alexis said. “She is my wife and she is a good woman.”

“Really? How good?” DuChaer asked, moving
closer. “Is she as good as me?”

“Stop. Not here,” Alexis said and then
almost screamed when there was a loud knock upon the door.
“Helios!”

“My lord?” a servant called through the
door. “I apologize, but your presence is needed immediately in the
communications room. There is an urgent call from the planet.”

“Just one moment!” Alexis called out and
then glared at DuChaer. The man shrugged and tucked himself away in
the linen closet. “I’ll be right out!”

Alexis looked at himself in the mirror and
then opened the door quickly. He stepped into the main room of the
quarters just as Bella came out of the bedchamber, busy wrapping a
robe about herself.

“What is it?” Bella asked the servant, a
young man obviously embarrassed to be in the presence of the royals
as they stood there with nothing but robes on. “Has the master
died?”

“I do not know,” the servant replied. “I was
only told it was urgent and the minor must come at once.”

“Fetch me some clothes,” Alexis said to
Bella. “I’ll have to dress on the way.”

Bella nodded and hurried back into the
bedchamber.

“Who told you to come and get me?” Alexis
asked the servant.

“Steward Stolt did, my lord,” the servant
replied. “He was quite adamant that you not hesitate for a second.
I don’t know anything else.”

“Yes, well you have done your job, you may
leave,” Alexis said, dismissing the man with a wave. “Tell them I
am coming.”

“But, my lord, I was told to—”

“Go!” Alexis snapped just as Bella came back
out of the bedchamber. “I will follow right behind!”

The servant bowed and rushed from the
quarters.

“Was that necessary?” Bella asked. “He was
only doing his duty.”

“Just as we did ours tonight and will do for
the rest of our lives,” Alexis replied, but not in an angry way.
His shoulders slumped as the weight of realization settled upon
them. He looked Bella in the eyes and tears were close to spilling
out. “What if he is dead? Or dying? I don’t know if I am
ready.”

“You, my dearest husband, were born ready,”
Bella said, crossing to him and handing him his clothes. “You are
Minor Alexis Teirmont. This is your birthright. You have been
regent with great success on many occasions.”

“With help,” Alexis replied.

“Of course with help,” Bella sighed. “That
is what a council is for. It is also why a master holds court. He
must hear many opinions and many points of view in order to come to
a sound decision. I grew up watching my father do it, and I know
you can too.”

“But I did not grow up watching my father do
it, don’t you see?” Alexis pleaded. “I was down on Aelon Prime! I
know how to ride skids and how to grow breen! I know when a Vape
storm is coming and I know how to tell if a miner is cheating at
cards!”

He threw the clothes on the floor and held
out his hands.

“I know how to use these, Bella! I know how
to farm and how to fight, but I have never learned how to rule! I
don’t belong here! I belong down there!”

“No, you belong right here,” Bella said as
she knelt and picked up his trousers. She tapped his left leg and
held the trousers under him. Alexis smiled and stepped into them.
“You are ready for this. Just as you have been ready for everything
that life and duty has thrown at you.”

She shimmied the trouser leg up and then
helped him with the other. Bella shoved his robe aside and let it
fall to the ground as she buckled his trousers then knelt and
picked up his tunic. She kissed his chest several times and gently
placed the tunic in Alexis’s shaking hands.

“Go, husband,” she said softly. “You knew
this day would come. You are ready. I feel it in my soul.”

He leaned down and kissed her hard then took
a couple of steps back and breathed deep.

“Yes,” he nodded. “I am ready. I love
you.”

“I love you too, Alexis,” Bella said. “Now
hurry! You don’t know what time you may have left!”

Alexis pulled on his tunic and ran to the
door. He was out before he had both arms in the sleeves and Bella
had to close it behind him. She leaned her back against the door
and closed her eyes for a minute. After she had time to gather her
thoughts she opened her eyes and looked towards the bathroom
door.

“You can come out now, Brother Gannot,”
Bella called. “No need to keep yourself hidden.”

A couple of seconds passed, then the
bathroom door opened and DuChaer stepped out, a smug, satisfied
look on his face. He raised his hands and clapped mockingly.

“Lovely speech, my dear,” DuChaer said.
“Very rousing, very stirring. But then rousing and stirring was
your goal tonight, wasn’t it?”

“How are you even here?” Bella asked. “You
were banished from the Station by Master Alexis.”

“Was I? Oh, dear, I do hope he doesn’t catch
me,” DuChaer replied. “Oh, wait, he’s not on the Station, but dying
down on the planet.”

Bella rolled her eyes. “You mentioned my
having a goal tonight, Gannot. And you were quite right, I did have
a goal.” Bella’s hands instinctively went to her belly. “My goal
was to try for an heir. And I am more than confident that I have
achieved that goal.”

“Are you?” DuChaer laughed. “How very
optimistic of you. His seed has been in you for less than an hour,
but you are certain it has taken hold. Helios must be whispering
prophecies in your ear.”

“Do not take the Dear Parent’s name in vain
around me, Gannot,” Bella said. “We both know your lips do not
deserve his grace upon them.”

“I do not care about Helios’s name upon my
lips,” DuChaer said as he waved a hand and crossed to one of the
chairs. He plopped down in it and reached for a decanter that was
close by. He pulled the stopper and gave a sniff. Satisfied, he
drank straight from the vessel, smacking his lips when finished.
“Do you know what I care about being on my lips?”

“Don’t be disgusting,” Bella said as she
rushed over to him and yanked the decanter from his grasp. “You
will hold your tongue about such things when in my presence.”

“Oh, is that so? Did Alexis hold his tongue
in your presence? Or did he use the skills I taught him to take you
to your special place?”

Bella turned away as her face burned.

“Oh, dear me,” DuChaer snickered, sitting up
and leaning forward in the chair. “You haven’t ever been to your
special place, have you? Not even by yourself?”

“Shut your filthy mouth,” Bella spat. “And
get out of my quarters now.”

“Oh, the poor, poor minoress,” DuChaer
frowned. “Did no one show you the art of self-pleasure? How very,
very sad.”

“I said to get out, Gannot!” Bella shouted.
“Or I will call the Royal Guard in here and then we’ll see what
happens when I say you tried to force yourself on me!”

DuChaer held up his hands and stood. He
backed his way to the door and stayed facing the angry
minoress.

“One day, Bella, you will know who really
holds the power in this court,” he sneered as he reached back and
opened the door. “And I truly hope it doesn’t come as a surprise
that it isn’t you.”

“Just get out,” Bella hissed.

“As you wish, my lady,” DuChaer said. He
bowed and casually left the room, blowing her a kiss before the
door closed behind him.

Bella looked at the decanter in her hands
then threw it as hard as she could. It shattered against the door
and the gelberry wine ran down to the floor, pooling at the bottom
like purple blood.

 


* * *

 


Steward Stolt stood by the doors of the
great hall, busy shaking hands with nobles and visiting
dignitaries. He looked back over his shoulder and was glad to see
the great hall was almost empty of the spectators that had come for
the coronation of Alexis the Second, Master of Station Aelon. His
eyes looked at the elaborate decorations that adorned almost every
surface and he grinned, knowing that once the cost of the
coronation reached the ears of the passengers there would be near
riots.

He already knew the mood of the meeting of
stewards and it was not in favor of the new master at all.

“Stolt,” Steward Prochan said as he stepped
up next to the former advisor to the crown. “Not the best of
circumstances for you, yet here you stand, shaking hands and
smiling like a child with a pile of presents on Last Meal day.”

“Not the best of circumstances?” Stolt asked
as he shook the very last hand and turned to the young steward. “I
don’t know what you mean. Yes, it was disappointing that the High
Guardian did not come in person to crown the master, but I believe
the gatekeeper he sent in his stead did a fine job. What was the
man’s name again?”

“Oh, who cares, they all look alike to me,”
Prochan replied.

“Well, well, haven’t we become jaded,” Stolt
laughed. “A far cry from the young man that first sat down on the
council thinking he knew everything there was to know about this
court.”

“We have a new master in place,” Prochan
replied. “And with that new master comes a new royal advisor. I
believe it is safe to say that none of us want that man anywhere
near power, but there he will be, whispering whatever he wants into
Master Alexis’s ear.”

“Such is the way of politics,” Stolt
shrugged. “What could we possibly do about it? The master has
spoken.”

“Yes, he has spoken,” Prochan sneered. “And
given fealty to Master Charles of Thraen. I will concede it was a
foolish war that the late master fought, but he had the Thraens
beat. All Alexis had to do was keep pushing. But instead he bends
over and not only does he give up the ground won, he tells Master
Charles that Station Aelon will always swear fealty to Thraen as
long as Station Aelon holds the leases on the Thraen Prime. It
stinks, Stolt. It stinks like shaowshit!”

“Calm yourself, my friend,” Stolt responded.
“I have a feeling that the fealty issue was created by her
highness. A way to let her brother save face after such a near
defeat.”

“Bah, it’s all crap,” Prochan said.

“I agree with you,” Stolt said. “But there
is little we can do about it.”

He glanced around and leaned in close.

“Have you heard the news? It just reached my
ears this morning.”

“What news is that?” Prochan asked. “The
master is bleeding from his anus and only has a couple of days to
live?”

Stolt’s eyes flashed with anger. “Hush, you
idiot!” he hissed low. “I will chalk that up to too much drink
during the coronation. Despite my personal feelings, or yours,
Alexis is still master. If one of the royal guards overheard you
say that, while I am standing here speaking to you, then we’d both
be in the third spire waiting to be jettisoned out the airlock. Do
you understand me?”

“Most of the guards despise Alexis as much
as the stewards do,” Prochan said.

“True, but many of them have been bought by
Brother Gannot,” Stolt said, smiling as he saw the look of surprise
on Prochan’s face. “Didn’t know that? The man is a devil, but he is
a sly devil.”

“Fine, fine,” Prochan said. “Tell me this
news of yours. Out with it.”

Stolt’s entire demeanor changed and he
grinned from ear to ear.

“The mistress is with child,” Stolt said.
“Soon there will be an heir to the crown of Station Aelon.”

“This is good news to you?” Prochan asked.
“With your blood ties you could have made a claim for the crown if
Alexis were to die prematurely.”

“Yes, true, true,” Stolt shrugged. “But
being master would be such a tiring job. I believe regent would be
a much better position.”

“You are one scary bastard, Stolt,” Prochan
said. “Remind me to stay on your good side.”

“Oh, Steward Prochan, if I have to remind
you of that then it is already too late,” Stolt responded. He
clapped the man on the shoulder then rubbed his hands together. “I
believe it is time for the feast to begin. I’m sure Alexis has
already said a dozen idiotic things and Brother Gannot has
supported each of them. Shall we go watch the fun?”


Act II—An Uprising From Above




“One reads the accounts of those days and wonders
how Station Aelon survived. It almost seemed incompetence was in
the water. Yet it did survive, and for a while, so did Alexis II.
For a while.”

—Dr. D. Reven, Eighty-Third Archivist of The
Way

 


“From Helios to master; that is the word of the
Dear Parent.”

—Creation 10:18, The Ledger

 


“I almost have to wonder if it wouldn’t have been
better for my father if the stewards had succeeded in their
original efforts. They would have given my father a much more
respectful end.”

—Journals of Alexis III, Mistress of Station
Aelon


Chapter Four

 


 The teenage minor
and minoress stood there before their half-brother, their eyes wet
with tears, but chins held high. Thomas wasn’t nearly as tall as
Alexis, having taken his height from the Thraen side of his
heritage, but he was fair of hair and eyes like his half-brother.
Eliza was a beauty that turned heads in court and it was a miracle
she hadn’t been married off. But that wasn’t Alexis’s way, not
towards his family.

The siblings’ mother, Meredith, breathed
deeply and smiled at Master Alexis.

“Thank you for allowing this, Alexis,”
Meredith said. “You have saved my life and the lives of my
children. I will be forever in your debt.”

“Nonsense,” Alexis replied. “The threats
against you are all rumor and I put no trust in them. But you have
asked to return to Station Thraen and who am I to go against your
wishes.”

“You have always been kind to me, Alexis,”
Meredith said. “Despite a few headstrong spells here and
there.”

“We all have our weak moments, Mother,”
Alexis said, making the woman smile even wider at the use of the
familiar. “I have yet to see yours, though.”

She embraced him warmly, resting her cheek
against his chest.

“You are like your father in so many ways,”
Meredith said. “But you are unlike him in others. I have always
worried that this royal life would be the end of you, as it has
been for so many monarchs. Tread carefully, Alexis, please. The
decisions you make, even the small ones, can have deadly
consequences.”

“You are not leaving because I am making a
small decision,” Alexis replied. “You are leaving because I am
making one of the largest decisions a Master of Station Aelon has
ever made.”

“So very true,” Meredith said as she pushed
away. “Please be careful, please. You are up against almost the
entire meeting of stewards on this. You may have the support of the
majority of the meeting of passengers, but their power is so
limited that even if they rally behind you they cannot stop the
stewards from taking control.”

“I am painfully aware of this,” Alexis said.
“It’s a good thing the longslingers of Middle Deck Twenty are on my
side. If it does come down to war then I will be able to put up a
fight.”

“Not against the numbers the stewards
control,” Meredith said, shaking her head. “Or the resources. Even
longslingers must eat and drink. All it takes is three stewards to
give the order and the Middle Decks starve.”

“The lowdeckers would rise,” Alexis
said.

“We have been through this so many times
that I won’t repeat myself again on that point,” Meredith said.
“Just remember that the lowdeckers are not your allies. What your
father did to them will always be a thorn in their sides.”

“We’ll see,” Alexis grinned. “I may have a
way to remove that thorn.”

Meredith narrowed her eyes and studied her
stepson’s face.

“What are you up to, Alexis?” she asked then
shook her head again. “No, no, don’t tell me. It’s better I don’t
know.”

“Grandmother!” a girl’s voice screeched from
down the passageway.

Meredith looked around the master to see a
young girl of seven sprinting towards them and the shuttle dock’s
airlock.

“Alexis! What are you doing here?” Meredith
cried, unable to hide the alarm in her voice.

At hearing his daughter’s name, Alexis spun
about and hurried to meet the girl, scooping her up in his arms the
instant she was close enough.

“You little grendt,” Alexis snapped. “Do you
know how unsafe it is to have all heirs that can lay claim to the
crown of Aelon in one place right now?”

“I do, Papa,” Minoress Alexis smiled. “You
have told me a billion times.”

“So then why are you here?” Alexis
asked.

“I wanted to give my aunt and uncle these,”
Minoress Alexis said as she fished in the pocket of her trousers
for the woven breen bracelets. “I made them and I thought if they
wore them they’d never forget me.”

“Oh, dearest little one,” Meredith laughed
as she looked over her shoulder and motioned for her children to
come forth. “They would never forget a precious miracle like
you.”

“Never,” Thomas said as he reached out and
took one of the bracelets.

“Not in a billion years,” Eliza added,
taking hers. “I promise never to take it off.”

“You can take it off when you shower,”
Minoress Alexis said. “Or it will get all gross.”

“Well, we wouldn’t want them to get gross,
would we?” Meredith laughed as she leaned in and gave her
step-granddaughter a huge kiss on the cheek. “Although I don’t
think anything you make can ever become gross, beautiful girl.”

“Set me down, Papa,” Minoress Alexis
ordered. “My trousers are riding up my craw.”

“Alexis!” Meredith exclaimed. “Manners! You
must remember your manners. You have been around your father and
the court too much. You are a minoress and must uphold standards of
behavior.”

The little girl belched and none of them
could contain their laughter. They continued laughing, enjoying a
last moment of lightheartedness before the departure, until they
heard the sound of heavy boots coming towards them.

“Your highness!” a royal guard yelled, then
stopped as he saw who the master held in his arms. “Oh, thank
Helios! The mistress reported her missing and we have been scouring
the Station.”

“You didn’t tell your mother you were
coming?” Alexis glared. “Alexis, we have talked about this a
billion times as well. You cannot run off without one of us knowing
where you are—”

“At all times, I know,” Minoress Alexis
interrupted. “One day I won’t have to tell anyone where I am
going.”

“If only that were true, my silly biscuit,”
Alexis said. “But I’m afraid that day will never come. Not if you
are to be Mistress of Station Aelon.”

The royal guard took a step back, but
composed himself quickly. Alexis caught the movement and turned to
the man.

“Is there something you’d like to express,
guard?” Alexis asked.

“No, sire,” the guard replied quickly.

“Are you sure? This is the time to do so. As
my family is my witness, no harm will come to you if you speak
freely. In fact, I welcome your opinion, since this decision
affects everyone on Station Aelon.”

“It’s just that...well, sire…”

“Out with it, man,” Alexis snapped. “There
is a shuttle about to leave, and despite my regrets, I must make
sure my mother and siblings are on it.”

“When you say Mistress of Station Aelon, you
are talking about her becoming ruler, just like you, yes?” the
guard asked.

“I am,” Alexis replied.

“But it has never been done. Not in the
history of all six stations,” the guard said.

“Then I shall make history,” Alexis
smiled.

“I will be the one making history, Papa.
You’ll just be making an announcement,” Minoress Alexis said.

Alexis smiled even wider and looked back at
the guard.

“Do you have any doubt my daughter can
lead?”

“No, sire,” the guard nodded. “I do not. I
have watched her for years now and never seen a more capable
child.”

“So you would approve and support my
decision?” Alexis asked, careful to keep his voice even so he did
not sway the young man too much.

“I would, but…” the guard hesitated.

“But? There is always a but, isn’t there,”
Alexis sighed.

“But the stewards would not, and I know the
sector warden and deck bosses from where I come from in the Station
would fight it tooth and nail,” the guard replied. “But they don’t
know the minoress like I do.”

“Would you fight to protect her?” Alexis
asked. “Put your life on the line for my daughter even if it meant
fighting your friends and neighbors from your sector?”

“Yes, sire!” the guard said as he stood at
attention and saluted. “My dying breath would be hers!”

“Ewww,” Minoress Alexis said.

“Thank you, guard,” Alexis replied. “You may
return to your post. I’ll bring Alexis back with me.”

“Yes, sire!” the guard said and saluted once
more. Her turned on his heels and marched quickly down the
passageway.

“Well, he’s an eager one,” Meredith laughed,
leaning in to kiss the minoress once more. A chime rang and she
frowned. “That’s us. We have to go now, little one.”

“Don’t go, please,” Minoress Alexis
pleaded.

“We have to,” Meredith said, despite the
look she got from the master. “It’s been decided.”

“Travel safe, and may Helios be with you,”
Alexis said.

“Thank you, Son,” Meredith said.

“Goodbye, Brother,” Thomas said as he
clasped Alexis on the shoulder and nodded.

“I will miss you, Alexis,” Eliza said,
standing on tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek.

“I will miss you all,” Alexis replied.
“Goodbye.”

The three entered the airlock and waited for
the door to the shuttle to open. They were quickly swallowed up
inside the metal tube and lost from sight. The minoress, still in
her father’s arms, sniffled, but did not cry.

“We won’t see them again, will we?” she
asked.

“I don’t know,” Alexis replied. “You might
since you have a very long life ahead of you. I could easily
not.”

“Don’t you have a long life ahead too,
Papa?” Minoress Alexis asked.

“Maybe,” Alexis said as he started walking
down the passageway so he could get them clear of the shuttle dock
and safely into the full station proper. “A master doesn’t always
choose when they get to leave this plane and join Helios.”

“But I thought a master could choose
whatever they wanted,” the minoress said.

“With most things, yes,” Alexis replied.
“Which I’m about to prove to a roomful of angry men.”

“Don’t prove it, Papa, just do it,” Minoress
Alexis said. “You’re the master, not those menfolk.”

Alexis laughed as he walked with his
daughter. He hugged her tight and reveled in the feeling of her
youth and energy.

 


* * *

 


There they sat, every steward from every
sector of the Station. The meeting of stewards, all lined up next
to each other, up and down the extended long table that filled the
great hall. Alexis studied their faces, seeing many, many more foes
than friends.

“It has been decided,” Alexis said from his
seat at the head of the table. “The meeting of passengers has
already passed it and now you must do your jobs and pass it as
well.”

“Without debate?” a steward from down the
table called out.

“Debate is for sissies and women!” DuChaer
shouted from his seat to Alexis’s right. “Action is for men! So act
like it and pass the master’s order!”

“Order,” another steward sneered. “The
master does not order the meeting of stewards. This body is here to
keep the crown in check and make sure the will of the people is
looked out for. And the will of the people will not stand for this
radical change to the crown!”

The table erupted in applause, cheers, and
fist pounding.

Alexis just sat where he was, a small smile
on his lips. DuChaer started to stand up, but Alexis put his hand
on the man’s shoulder and kept him in place.

“Let them wear themselves out, Brother,”
Alexis said. “I want them to get whipped into a fervor. That way I
am the cool head at the table.” Alexis caught Steward Stolt’s eye
and nodded. “Or one of the cool heads.”

“You know the snake is scheming behind your
back, right?” DuChaer spat. “My wife is a Stolt and that’s all they
talk about at tea, apparently.”

“Stolt’s daughter has confessed to this?”
Alexis asked, stunned. “What folly.”

“Eh, not so much,” DuChaer replied. “My wife
hates me, all of the Stolt’s hate me, so it’s natural they should
talk about issues that could lead to my downfall.”

“If your wife hates you then why would she
tell you that information?” Alexis asked, still amused by the
continuous jeers and outbursts from the stewards. “Seems
counterproductive on her part.”

“Simple,” DuChaer said, picking at some dirt
under his fingernails. “I beat it out of her. Strip her to her
waist and take a breen broom to her tits. Or I did. I just have to
touch the broom now and she spills everything.”

“You do that?” Alexis asked. “Honestly?”

“Sure,” DuChaer shrugged. “Not like I love
her.”

“You’d beat your own wife for me?” Alexis
said. “Your devotion knows no bounds.”

“Why would it?” DuChaer smiled. “You have
given me everything I have. My devotion is eternal.”

“Are you listening, sire?” a tall
steward roared from halfway down the table. “This will not
stand!”

Alexis turned away from DuChaer, his head
moving slowly, methodically, fluidly on his neck. He sized up the
steward and frowned.

“Do I know you?” Alexis asked.

The steward gaped at the master, his mouth
hanging open, ready to catch honey wasps.

“That is Steward Jackull Beumont, sire. He
is new to the meeting,” Stolt said. “His wife was the daughter of
Steward Lei of Sector Norbrighm.”

“Norbrighm?” Alexis laughed. “You make those
children’s toys! That’s your sector, isn’t it?”

Beumont was young, close to Alexis’s age, in
his mid-twenties. He stood there, healthy and angry, his hands
shaking as a vein pulsed in his neck.

“I believe the fool is having a stroke,”
DuChaer said, then sat up and cupped his hands around his mouth. “I
say! Beumont! Are you having a stroke? Blink three times if you
are!”

DuChaer and Alexis watched the man then both
shook their heads.

“Maybe the stroke is affecting his eyelids?”
Alexis said.

“Or perhaps he’s just stupid,” DuChaer
replied. “Hey, Beumont! Are you stupid?”

“I am neither stupid nor having a stroke,”
Beumont said, his teeth gritted together. “I am simply trying to
find a reasonable way to respond without committing treason.”

“Well, that’s nice of you,” DuChaer said.
“Very considerate, Beumont.”

“Now, now, Brother Gannot,” Alexis said.
“The steward wants to express something. Let’s not mock him a
second longer. Please go on, Steward Beumont. I believe you were
asking if I was listening.”

“Yes, sire,” Beumont replied, the tendons in
his neck taut with frustration. “I was asking if you were
listening, because your noble servants are outraged that you would
bypass us on such an important decision. Especially when the crown
does not have the legal authority to do what it has done.”

“Ah, yes, I see your point,” Alexis
said.

“You do?” DuChaer asked.

“I do,” Alexis nodded. “Now, let me make a
point of my own, steward.”

Alexis stood up and fixed his eyes on
Beumont. The steward, to his credit, did not flinch or look
away.

“Were you a rich man before you married into
Sector Norbrighm?” Alexis asked.

“I was not rich, but I was not poor, your
highness,” Beumont replied.

“Are you from Sector Norbrighm, Beumont?”
Alexis asked.

“I am, sire,” Beumont responded. “Born and
raised in the Middle Decks. Worked my way up in the costume factory
until I was the youngest foreman they’d ever had. That’s how I met
my wife.”

“Yes, your wife,” Alexis grinned. Many at
the table that knew the master well enough felt a chill run up and
down their spines. They all knew a trap was being set. “And your
wife is the daughter of the former Steward of Sector Norbrighm,
correct?”

“Correct, sire.”

“And when you married her you obtained the
title of steward, since she was the only child of Steward Lei and
had inherited his estate,” Alexis smiled. “This is true also, is it
not?”

“Yes, sire,” Beumont replied, his shoulders
sagging slightly as he caught on to where the master was going with
his questions.

“So, let me get this straight, if I might,”
Alexis said as he walked around the table, his hand lazily trailing
from shoulder to shoulder of the seated stewards until he reached
Beumont. “You are only here because a man died, left his estate to
his only child, who happens to be female—a female you married—which
means you take control of the estate as well as the title, and yet
you argue against me passing on my title to my only child, who just
happens to be female also?”

“Sire, if I may explain?” Beumont said.

“Please do, Beumont,” Alexis said as he took
Beumont’s unoccupied chair, slid it out away from the table, then
sat down with his fingers steepled and elbows on his knees. “I am
looking forward to this explanation very much.”

“It is true I was given title of steward
when I married Terla,” Beumont said. “But it is a title that she
did not have, but was holding until she wed. If she had not wed
within two years of her father’s death then the title would have
been forfeit and she would have lost everything.”

“And you think that would be fair, do you?
For your wife to have lost everything if she hadn’t found her one
and only true love in you?”

Beumont hesitated, knowing he had one foot
in the trap already. He wanted to step out, but that escape had
long fled and the only way to proceed was to put the other foot
in.

“No, sire. I do not think that would have
been fair to her,” Beumont replied finally. “Her father may have
held the title, but she ran the sector, and oversaw the success of
the factories, almost on her own.”

“So your wife is a capable manager and would
have actually handled the affairs of the sector just fine without
having married you? Is that what you are telling me, Beumont?”

“My wife is an amazing woman, sire,” Beumont
said. “And, luckily for both of us, we are in love. With that love,
comes respect and honor. I hold title, but we run the sector
together.”

“He’s dodging, Alexis,” DuChaer said.

“Hush, Brother,” Alexis said without turning
from Beumont. “I am well aware of that. Answer my question,
Beumont. Would your wife been able to handle the affairs of the
sector without having had to marry you?”

“Yes, sire,” Beumont replied, knowing he had
no other option. “She is more than capable of running the sector
without me. But we are a true partnership.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Alexis said as he stood
up and clapped his hands. “I don’t doubt it at all! A capable woman
such as her would not choose an idiot to wed. She would want a
partner. She would want someone that knew she had all the skills
and intelligence to run the sector on her own, and was willing to
allow her to do so, if needed.”

Beumont didn’t respond. He knew his time was
done.

Alexis walked back to his chair and sat
down, all teeth and smiles. Then the smile fell as Alexis looked
down the table at the stewards, all of whom had seated themselves
as understanding of what the master had accomplished hit them.

“Your wife is lucky to have your support and
love,” Alexis said. “Just as my daughter is lucky to have mine. And
all of your daughters are lucky to have your support, dear
stewards. Do you believe what I propose only applies to the crown?
No, it does not. From this day forward, daughters may inherit their
fathers’ titles as well as estates.”

The great hall was silent.

“With this caveat,” Alexis said. “The father
must bequeath the title and estate to his daughter. If, of course,
he does not feel she is up to the task then the first-born son will
inherit everything as it has always been. If there are no sons,
then the steward’s last will and testament shall decide who gains
control of the sector and holdings. No will and testament, and the
crown gains control.”

He met each and every gaze at the table.

“Any objections?”

There were none voiced.

“Then let it be law from here forward,”
Alexis grinned. “What a happy day.”

He stood and turned his back on the meeting,
striding out of the great hall without another word.

DuChaer stood and gave a low bow.
“Refreshments will be in the secondary banquet room, if anyone
cares to join us.”

The Thraen exited as well, but with much
more flourish and drama.

The stewards all sat there, stunned. None
could speak. They just seemed to exist.

Stolt stood up finally and looked about at
his fellow nobles.

“I do not believe the last word has been
spoken on this matter,” Stolt said. “Let what happened today sink
in and then we will discuss it amongst ourselves in more private
settings. I for one, would never speak ill against the master and
his edicts. At least, not in public.”

The old steward nodded and then left the
table, his dark cloak flapping behind him as he walked through the
doors, leaving the meeting of stewards to their stunned
silence.

 


* * *

 


“She will be Mistress of Station Aelon?”
Bella asked for the third time, not believing what her husband had
told her. “All rights, privileges, and power that a master would
hold?”

“That is what I have said,” Alexis replied,
amused at his wife’s shock. He stood up from the small chair that
was against the wall in their bedchamber and crossed to her as she
sat in front of her vanity, a forgotten hairbrush halfway pulled
through her hair. “Our daughter will become Alexis the Third when I
die.”

“Helios forbid,” Bella said. “That you die.
Not that she becomes mistress. This...this is incredible,
Alexis!”

“Yes, I know,” Alexis smiled as he rubbed
her shoulders, feeling the deep, deep tension she held there. “But
it wasn’t easy.”

“I do not doubt it,” Bella replied.

“I am quite certain I have made enemies of a
majority of stewards,” Alexis frowned. “I know I have some allies,
but if the rest were to band together, I feel the crown would be in
jeopardy.”

“A coup?” Bella asked as she tossed the
brush onto the vanity and turned to look up at her husband. “Would
the stewards dare?”

“Of course they would,” Alexis said. “They
hate me. It’s that simple. I do not hold the same control over them
that my father did, despite all my efforts.”

“I do not believe they hate you, Alexis,”
Bella said as she stood and pressed herself against him. “It is
DuChaer that they hate. And with good reason.”

“Shaowshit!” Alexis snapped and pushed away
from his wife. “Brother Gannot is my most trusted advisor and a
great asset to the crown!”

“Brother Gannot is bilking the treasury for
every credit he can get his greedy hands on,” Bella insisted. “He
collects taxes at random from various sectors, yet does not deposit
them as he is supposed to. Business leaders from the surface down
to the Lower Decks have been complaining for years, Alexis. You
can’t have been blind to this.”

“The Lower Decks have business leaders?”
Alexis asked. “Who knew?”

“I am serious, dammit!” Bella yelled.
“DuChaer is a threat to your rule! If he is not held in check then
his corruption will taint the crown and become fuel for the
stewards to revolt as you fear!”

“And I am serious, as well!” Alexis shouted
back. “Brother Gannot has been a dear friend to me since my time on
the Prime. He has always been there for me and always will. There
is a bond between us that transcends the crown or this blasted
station!”

Bella shook her head and sat back down.
“Dear Helios, listen to yourself, Alexis. Do you even hear the
words coming out of your mouth? You are Master of Station Aelon.
Nothing transcends that except for Helios the Dear Parent.
Nothing.”

Alexis began to reply, but stopped as the
weight of what his wife said hit him.

“Yes, yes, of course,” Alexis sighed, the
fight gone from him.

He may have had the handsome looks of a
Teirmont, but he did not have the famed rage. Alexis was more
willing to follow the path of least resistance than go to battle.
Except when it came to his daughter.

“Please tell me you understand what I am
saying about DuChaer,” Bella pleaded. “The danger he poses is far
greater than the danger the stewards pose. He will chip away at
your authority until he thinks he is the
master, not you.”

“Let’s not speak of Brother Gannot any
longer,” Alexis said. “The subject is no longer up for discussion.
Ever.”

“Ever? Ever!” Bella snapped. “Be careful,
husband, that you do not add me to the
list of your enemies.”

“Oh, and what would you do? Divorce me? You
would need permission from your brother as well as the High
Guardian to do so. And we both know they will not let it
happen.”

“They might,” Bella smiled. “Once they
realize the threat your edict presents. Did you think of that,
Alexis? That perhaps allowing our daughter to take the crown might
be bigger than only Station Aelon? I’m a Minoress of Thraen. In
fact, if none of my brothers were to produce heirs then I would be
in line to take the crown. If Thraen followed the same rules you
just put in place. Which they do not. But that wouldn’t stop our
daughter from making a claim once she is Mistress of Station
Aelon.”

Alexis studied his wife as the gears turned
in his head. His ego had always allowed him the comfort of
believing he was smarter than all of the stewards, and his title
had always allowed him to force the issue if he needed. But in the
royal bedchamber, he quickly realized that he wasn’t the smartest
person present and a small kernel of fear took hold in his gut.

Bella continued, seeing that she had rattled
her husband for once. “Alexis the Third could declare war on
Thraen, with legitimate reason. The High Guardian would have to get
involved, as would the other stations. Your decision to change the
rules of succession here could end up throwing the whole System
into chaos and war. Did your trusted advisor tell you that?”

“No,” Alexis replied quietly. “He did
not.”

“Then cut him loose,” Bella said. “If only
for his lack of qualifications as advisor than for nothing else. As
much as I want Alexis to be mistress, your decision has taken us
down a path that will run with blood at some point. Do your duty
and send DuChaer away. That will calm the stewards long enough to
booster support amongst the other stations and perhaps create a
system wide change. You have no choice.”

“You are right,” Alexis replied. “I have no
choice. The choice was never with me.”

“What? I don’t understand,” Bella said.

“The choice has always been yours,
wife,” Alexis sneered. “One child. That is
all you chose to give me. A girl child, whom I dearly love. But
because of the difficult birth, you are now barren. I have no
choice but to force this on the stewards because you cannot give me
a male heir! You took the choice away from me by failing in your
wifely duties to provide more children!”

“My wifely duties? My wifely duties!” Bella
roared as she lunged for Alexis.

Her fists pounded his chest and the master
stumbled back, falling onto the bed. Bella leapt on top of him and
ripped open her robe. She grabbed her breasts and shoved them
towards Alexis.

“I am more than willing to perform my wifely
duties right now! Take me, Alexis! Ravage my body and make me
scream with passion! Do your husbandly duty and fuck your
wife!”

Alexis held his hands across his face in
horror at the half-naked mad woman that straddled him. He kept his
eyes averted from her chest, only looking at her anger-filled
face.

“That’s what I thought,” Bella said as she
climbed down off him and the bed. She wrapped the robe about
herself and stood there, seething. “We don’t know for sure that I
am barren, do we, Alexis? That is what the physicians say. That is
what the midwives guess. But you and I know the real reason there
are no more heirs. Because you have not been inside me since Alexis
was conceived. You speak of duty? You know nothing of duty, you
fucking flip.”

Alexis stood up and crossed to the
bedchamber door. He cleared his throat several times before
speaking.

“You are distraught and upset,” Alexis said.
“I am leaving and won’t be back until I know for sure that you have
calmed down. Feel free to go to bed without me. I may be late as I
have a lot of thinking to do.”

He opened the door and turned to leave. His
eyes went wide for a second then he left the bedchamber. Bella,
seeing his expression, followed immediately and prevented Alexis
from closing the door behind him.

“You,” Bella hissed
as she saw DuChaer sitting out in the main room. “I’m guessing you
heard everything.”

“Of course I did, what with the way you too
were carrying on,” DuChaer grinned as he lounged in a large chair
with both legs hanging over the arm. “It is my duty as royal
advisor to know everything going on in court. How else am I
supposed to advise his highness? I can’t very well do it from my
bedchamber, now can I?”

“Where I am sure your wife is sleeping right
now,” Bella replied. “Alone.”

“Could be,” DuChaer shrugged. “I wouldn’t
know having not been home in ages. So much to do here at court. The
estate house her father gave us in Sector Trint is so far from
Castle Quent that there is almost no point in ever going home
except for special occasions.”

Bella looked at Alexis and then back at the
Thraen. “Yes, I am sure that is why you stay away,” she smirked.
“Because of the distance.”

“And duty,” DuChaer said as he quickly stood
up. “Don’t forget my duty. Speaking of which, Alexis, I believe we
have an appointment.”

“We do? At this hour?” Alexis asked.

Bella and DuChaer both sighed.

“Yes, your highness, at this hour,” DuChaer
replied. “That thing with the deck boss, or something.”

“Oh, right, yes that,” Alexis nodded. He
turned to Bella. “It appears I will be later than I thought. I have
an appointment.”

“Oh, dear Helios, just get out,” Bella said
as she shoved Alexis fully into the main room and slammed the
bedchamber door.

She turned and stared at the bed for a
couple of minutes then rushed to the vanity, picked up a pair of
scissors, stormed over to the bed, and began to shred the
comforters, the pillows, the sheets, everything.

Her anguish was so great that she raged with
her mouth open in a silent scream that she knew she could never
voice. A new future might have been made for her daughter, but she
was still a prisoner of the old ways.

 


* * *

 


The old steward looked up from his desk, not
surprised at all by the knock at the door.

“Enter,” Stolt said as he closed the account
book he had been working on.

“Steward Stolt?” a servant asked. “There is
a Steward Beumont here to see you.”

“Send him in, if you please,” Stolt said as
he leaned back in his chair and waited for his guest.

Tall and dark, Steward Beumont was like a
negative image of Master Alexis. A fact that Stolt was very aware
of.

“Jackull! What a pleasant surprise! Please,
come in and have a seat,” Stolt said as he held his hand out over
his desk. “I would stand to greet you, but my back isn’t what it
used to be. I hope you don’t see my staying seated as a sign of
disrespect?”

“Not at all, Steward Stolt,” Beumont said as
he hurried over to the desk and shook the senior steward’s hand.
“My father has back troubles and spends many days lying in bed. I
completely understand.”

“Oh, dear, I hope I don’t get to that
point,” Stolt said. “As much fun as staying in bed all day sounds,
I think I would grow dreadfully bored. Drink?”

“Uh, yes, please,” Beumont said.

Stolt nodded to the servant and the man
quickly fetched a tray with a decanter and two glasses. He set it
on the desk in front of Stolt then backed away.

“Thank you, that is all,” Stolt said and the
servant quickly left, shutting the door behind him. Stolt looked at
Beumont and waved at a chair in front of the desk. “Sit, please. My
apologies for not offering right away.” He pointed at the decanter.
“You can see where my priorities lie once evening has come.”

Beumont took his seat, then leaned forward
to take the glass he was offered. “Thank you.” He sipped and his
eyes went wide. “Is this what I think it is?”

“It is,” Stolt nodded. “And I am surprised
you know it, having come from humble beginnings. There are many a
noble born steward that wouldn’t know Klaervian whiskey from
gelberry wine.”

“I did some traveling when I was younger,”
Beumont replied.

“Traveling when you were young? How old are
you now? Sixteen?” Stolt chuckled.

“Twenty-four, sir,” Beumont replied. “Same
age as the master.”

“Please, call me Girard,” Stolt said. “We
are equals in the meeting, so there is no need to be so formal. You
are a steward, the same as I, and you should learn to embrace and
fill that role and the privileges that come with it.”

“There seem to be fewer privileges these
days, I’m afraid,” Beumont responded.

“I assume you are referring to the business
that was brought before us yesterday,” Stolt said, watching the
young man over the rim of his glass. “It was a shock, but Alexis is
the master and he will rule as he sees fit.”

“But aren’t the meeting of stewards, and
meeting of passengers, there to keep masters in check when they
behave this way?” Beumont insisted. “To be spoken to the way we
were was unacceptable.”

“Unacceptable behavior is a long tradition
amongst masters,” Stolt laughed. “And not just on Station
Aelon.”

“But will the High Guardian stand for this?”
Beumont asked. “Surely the man will see that this is an affront to
Helios.”

“Yet you agreed with the master’s point
yesterday, did you not?” Stolt asked. “Are you saying you changed
your mind and would look your wife in the face and tell her she is
not capable of running the sector as well as you?”

Beumont took another drink and swallowed
hard. He cleared his throat and fidgeted in his chair.

“I’ll take your silence as a no,” Stolt
said. “Best never to speak ill of one’s wife’s abilities, I always
say. Even when it is just two gentlemen having a polite
conversation. You never know who is listening at the door, do
you?”

Beumont blanched and looked over his
shoulder, causing Stolt to chuckle again.

“Calm down, Jackull,” Stolt said. “My
servants wouldn’t be caught dead within fifteen feet of that door.
So consider my office an exception to such a sound rule of
discretion. You can speak freely here, my boy, as I shall do
now.”

The old steward stood from his chair, his
back cracking in protest, and walked over to a draped window.

“Dim that lamp for me, will you?” he asked
as he pulled the drape aside. He waited for the light to go down
before he spoke again. “Come here, Jackull, and look out at the
Surface with me.”

The young man stood and walked to Stolt’s
side, his eyes looking out the window at the surface of Station
Aelon. Directly before them, but not obscuring the view, were
several wings of Castle Quent, but beyond that was nothing but
darkness except for the occasional twinkling light.

“Why do we have a monarchy, Jackull?” Stolt
asked.

“I’m sorry?” Beumont replied.

“Simple question, although there is no truly
simple answer,” Stolt said. “So give me your opinion of why we have
a monarchy?”

“Because when our ancestors fled the
Cataclysm to live in the stations, they quickly realized that
democracy would not work,” Beumont said. “Too many voices vying to
be heard. There was chaos and no structure. And chaos, when living
on an artificial planet in space, is never a good thing.”

“No, it is not,” Stolt said. “And that was
an excellent definition. Straight out of the schoolbooks. But, how
about you tell me the real reason?”

“The real reason, sir?”

“Girard, remember?” Stolt smiled.

“Girard, yes,” Beumont nodded. “What is the
real reason?”

“That the passengers have never wanted to
have a voice,” Stolt said. “Some do, yes, but the majority would
rather not concern themselves with affairs of station. They have
children to raise and jobs to do. They want someone else to do the
work of making decisions.”

“Yes, of course,” Beumont nodded. “I can see
that.”

“But, hold on,” Stolt said as he looked out
at the dark night. Far above them was the environmental shield that
kept the atmosphere from dissipating out into space. The rotational
drive kept Station Aelon spinning so there was artificial gravity,
but it was not strong enough to make the Surface’s atmosphere
inhabitable on its own. Stolt pointed up at the faint glow of the
shield. “Do you see that?”

“The environmental shield? Yes,” Beumont
replied. “What of it?”

“Think of that shield as the monarchy,”
Stolt said. “It covers everything and maintains the atmosphere on
the Surface, but is it really necessary?”

“Well, no,” Beumont admitted. “The
rotational drive engines keep gravity in place and we could
conceivably seal off the Surface and all live below in the
decks.”

“Yes, we could,” Stolt said. “And since you
come from the Middle Decks, I am sure you see that as a perfectly
reasonable option.”

The steward turned and looked at Beumont,
making the man slightly uncomfortable with his intimate
assessment.

“But you would be hard pressed to get the
stewards to give up their lives on the Surface,” Stolt continued.
“Just as the environmental shield is needed for us to maintain our
lives of comfort and security, away from the decks and the, and I
mean no offense here, away from the lesser classes of the
passengers, the monarchy is needed for us to maintain our power
over said classes.”

Beumont frowned and stepped away from the
window. Stolt closed the drapes and returned to his chair behind
the desk.

“So, if the monarchy was gone, we as
stewards would have no power? Why would that be? I have always
thought we derive our power from the passengers we represent,”
Beumont said as he too returned to his seat.

“We do, we do,” Stolt replied. “If the
monarchy is the shield then the meeting of stewards is the
rotational drive itself. And you, of course, need passengers to
keep the drive functioning, just as you need passengers to keep a
sector functioning and a stewardship healthy. Helios knows I
couldn’t do every job myself! This station would fall apart in a
second!”

“Then I’m afraid I am missing your point,”
Beumont said.

“My point is that the monarchy is there so
we can have our place on the Surface, and the passengers can feel
more secure that they are protected by the shield, even if
technically they do not need it to survive.”

Beumont sighed and shook his head in
frustration.

“Hmmm, my apologies for not making myself
clear,” Stolt said. “Let me be more blunt. If the monarchy falls,
then we are all that stand between the passengers and oblivion.
Where do you think they will focus if things do not go as they
would like?”

“They’d blame the meeting,” Beumont
said.

“Yes, exactly,” Stolt said. “And it is much
easier for them to destroy the rotational drive by either refusing
to maintain and repair it, or by rising up and smashing the blasted
thing than it is for them to come to the Surface, a place many have
never seen except in books, and reach up and tear down the
shield.”

“But doesn’t the shield derive its power
from the rotational drive?” Beumont asked. “They destroy the drive
and they destroy the shield as well.”

“Very true,” Stolt grinned. “Now you are
getting it.”

“So, stewards and master are in this
together, and if one goes, then eventually the other will follow,”
Beumont said. “Yes, I think I do get it.”

“I said you are getting it, not that you
have gotten it,” Stolt responded. “Because you are still missing
the most important point I am trying to make. Let’s see if you can
work it out.”

Beumont frowned and took a long drink from
his glass. He thought for a while as Stolt sat patiently and let
the man work it out for himself.

“If very few of the passengers have actually
seen the shield then they really only know of it because they are
told it is there,” Beumont said. “So the solution to our problem is
not to remove the monarchy, but to keep up the illusion that it
exists. Keep the crown, but give all the real power to the
stewards.”

“And there you have it,” Stolt said as he
finished his drink and set the glass down. “Of course, I could
never be a part of such an undertaking directly. Not with my long
career as former advisor to the crown. That would get the attention
of the passengers immediately. But, if say, a young steward—a
steward who married into his title and came from the ranks of the
passengers—were to approach this, then perhaps things might shift
in the right direction.”

“But in order to keep up the illusion of the
monarchy being in power, we would surely have to have the master
agree to this,” Beumont said. “Which would never happen. Alexis
would fight us tooth and nail. He may be shit for a master, but he
is a Teirmont. The man knows how to fight.”

“Then the fight must be taken out of him,”
Stolt said. “And there is an easy way to do that.”

“Which is?”

“That, I’m afraid, is for you to figure
out,” Stolt said. “Like I said, I can’t do all the work myself.
Everything would just fall apart.” Stolt grinned with contentment
as he reached for the decanter. “Another drink?”

 


* * *

 


The three skids flew across the scrim grass,
their front lights blazing before them in the pre-storm gloom. If
not for the environmental suit helmets, laughter would have been
heard echoing across the lands of Aelon Prime as the three vehicles
zipped in and out of each others’ paths, just barely avoiding
collision and certain death for the riders.

“You two drive like old ladies!” Minoress
Alexis shouted through the helmets’ communication systems. “Look at
you! Barely able to make turns without slowing down! Are you sure
you know how to ride? Maybe you two should be driving a full skid
and not single rider ones? You could take turns steering!”

“She is a cheeky little thing, isn’t she?”
DuChaer laughed as he braked hard and flipped his skid about so he
could rush back towards the minoress. “I guess I will show her what
riding really looks like!”

“Be careful, Brother Gannot,” Alexis said.
“She is wily as well as cheeky. If you plan on playing a game of
grendt with her, then you better be prepared to lose!”

“I have never lost a game of grendt in my
life,” DuChaer replied.

“You’re about to now!” Minoress Alexis
laughed. “I hope you brought plenty of undergarments on this trip
because you’re going to need them!”

Alexis stopped his skid and let it hover
above the brown grass, his eyes twinkling with delight as he
watched his daughter and dearest friend race towards each other. He
knew he should be put a stop to it, since the only heir to Station
Aelon was driving at a very dangerous speed towards a man who was
driving at an equally dangerous speed. But where was the fun in
that?

“Last chance, little girl,” DuChaer cackled.
“I’m not swerving.”

“Neither am I, Gannot!” the minoress
replied, her voice having turned to steel. “So think it through. If
you crash into me and I die then you’ll be guilty of assassinating
a Minoress of Station Aelon. Is that how you want your legacy?”

“How old is she, Alexis?” DuChaer asked.

“I’m eight!” the minoress yelled.

“Almost eight,” Alexis corrected.

“Almost eight and she has the guts to put
me, a grown man, in my place? What a mistress she will make!”
DuChaer said.

“Then please try not to kill her, Brother,”
Alexis said as his insides clenched from the stress and suspense.
“I worked very hard to crush the meeting of stewards’ opposition to
her taking the crown. It would all be such a waste if she died here
on the Prime.”

“It would also be sad since I would be dead,
Papa,” Minoress Alexis said, her body leaning forward over the
handlebars of the skid. “That would be the really bad part,
yes?”

“Of course, my dearest love,” Alexis
laughed. “I would be heartbroken.”

The two skids were only fifty feet away then
thirty then twenty.

“I’m not swerving, Gannot!” Minoress Alexis
shouted.

Fifteen feet, ten feet then DuChaer’s skid
suddenly lurched to the side. The Thraen was sent flying through
the air as his vehicle tumbled across the scrim grass, just missing
the minoress’s skid.

“Brother!” Alexis shouted.

“Yes!” Minoress Alexis cheered.

“Who dared attack me?” DuChaer
shouted as he picked himself up out of the grass. He checked a
small screen on his wrist and was glad to see his suit hadn’t been
compromised, but that relief was gone in an instant as rage poured
through him. “I swear by Helios, I will kill whomever attacked
me!”

Alexis raced his skid over to DuChaer and
sat there staring at the wrecked vehicle.

“Attack? What are you talking about?” Alexis
asked as he reached out a hand for DuChaer.

The Thraen slapped it away and spun about,
his eyes searching the landscape.

“Gannot, what are you looking for?” Alexis
asked. “You lost control.”

“I did no such thing!” DuChaer snapped.
“Look at the side of my skid! That was a particle barb shot, if I
ever saw one!”

The master stepped down off his skid and
looked at DuChaer’s. The vehicle wasn’t a complete loss, but it was
severely damaged and there was a large hole in the side that was
obviously not from the crash.

“Papa, I know what happened,” Minoress
Alexis said.

Alexis turned from DuChaer and looked out
through the gloom towards his daughter. She was a good twenty-five
feet away and was not alone.

“What is the meaning of this?” Alexis
shouted.

“Sorry, your highness,” a royal guard’s
voice said over the communication system. “We were coming to fetch
you and saw the skid going towards the minoress. I assumed she was
under attack and fired my longsling. I did not know it was Steward
DuChaer, sire.”

“I will have your head!” DuChaer yelled.
“You are a dead man!”

“What in Helios’s name do you want, guard?”
Alexis asked, not even bothering to get the man’s name. They all
looked alike to him anyway, and since Corbin’s departure he could
care less who they were as individuals. “Why would you come out
here when I expressly said we were not to be disturbed?”

“An envoy from the Station has arrived,
sire,” the guard said. “He wishes to speak to you immediately and
will not be put off.”

“An envoy? From what station?” Alexis
asked.

“Station Aelon, sire,” the guard said. “It
is Steward Beumont, sire. He says he is on official business from
the meeting of stewards and you must speak to him now or be
banished to the planet.”

Alexis stood there, stunned. His mind had a
hard time wrapping itself around the guard’s words.

“No one banishes the master!” DuChaer
shouted. “Tell Beumont that—”

“Stop, Brother,” Alexis said as the shock of
the statement subsided and he climbed back aboard his skid. “See to
it that Alexis is returned safely to the estate.”

“The minoress is not to be in the presence
of the traitor, sire,” the royal guard said, his voice sounding
like he enjoyed using the word. “That is the meeting of stewards’
orders. We will take her back with us.”

“Papa?” Minoress Alexis asked as two guards
helped her down from her skid then set her on the back of the main
guard’s. “Papa? What do I do?”

“You stay calm and know I am right behind
you,” Alexis said. “We will return to the estate and sort this all
out. I promise you that no harm will come to you.”

“We can make that promise as well,” the
guard said. “She is under our protection, sire. That is not what
you need worry about.”

The guards spun about and their skids shot
across the land back towards the royal estate house, leaving Alexis
to gun his drive and hurry after them.

DuChaer stood there next to his broken skid
then looked at the one the minoress had abandoned. He felt a shiver
go up his spine, but he shrugged it off as he walked through the
scrim grass to the vehicle, his mind whirling with ideas of
violence and revenge.

 


* * *

 


“You will be put to death for this,” Alexis
snarled as the reality of what Steward Beumont had just told him
sank in. “This is treason.”

“No, sire, your relationship with DuChaer,
and inability to see his corruption, is treason,” Beumont said as
he stood before the master. The two men stood alone in a small
study off the main room of the estate house. “I have the official
proclamation here, if you want to read it. It is signed by every
steward, and also by every member of the meeting of passengers.
This document and order meets all legal requirements needed to
exile DuChaer to the lease holdings on Thraen prime and to banish
you here permanently, should you try to fight it.”

“You cannot do this, Beumont,” Alexis
said.

“As one steward, no,” Beumont replied. “But
like I said, I have the full support of both meetings, sire.
DuChaer goes to the lease holdings or you are relieved of your
crown.”

Alexis felt numb inside. He wanted to feel
pure rage, he wanted to feel something that would propel him across
the room so he could throttle the smug steward, but the drive
wasn’t there. In fact, the master felt his strength quickly leave
him and he had to stumble back to a chair or risk his legs going
out from under him.

“This...this...can’t be happening,” Alexis
said.

“It is, sire,” Beumont replied. “I wish it
didn’t have to, but it is.”

“Is it because I named my daughter as my
heir?” Alexis asked. “Is that why you are doing this to me?”

“It is what started it, yes,” Beumont
replied. “I am man enough to admit to that. But it is DuChaer’s
behavior that is really at issue.”

“He is a steward as well,” Alexis said. “Did
he sign it? You said all stewards signed the proclamation, but I
think you missed one.”

“He has been stripped of title and lands,”
Beumont responded. He took a deep breath and looked down at the
master. “You must see this as a compromise, sire. You get to remain
master, your daughter will still be considered your heir. All we
are asking is that DuChaer never be allowed on Station Aelon or
Aelon Prime.”

“I may remain master, but I have to give up
all power and authority to the meetings,” Alexis said. “You forgot
to say that.”

“That’s not completely accurate,” Beumont
said, barely able to contain a grin. “The meeting of stewards will
have all authority, not the meeting of passengers.”

“How in Helios’s name did they agree to
that?” Alexis asked.

“Such is the extent of loathing felt for
DuChaer,” Beumont said. “The meeting of passengers threw in with
the stewards just to get rid of the man. That should tell you all
you need to know right there, sire.”

Alexis sat there, deflated, defeated,
dejected.

“What now?” Alexis asked, his eyes rimmed
with tears.

“You accompany me back on the next shuttle
to Station Aelon and make a declaration that you are in full
agreement,” Beumont said. “Then we continue as we have for
centuries, just without the Thraen and without the crown wielding
all the power.”

“Without the crown wielding any power, you
mean,” Alexis said. “Be honest, at least.”

Beumont didn’t respond, only smiled.



Chapter Five

 


The master wanted to hold his head up high, but he
could barely meet the gaze of his wife as she glared at him, her
eyes daggers of resentment. He sat in a less than comfortable chair
in the main room of the royal quarters, his face haggard and tired
looking.

“This will not stand, Alexis,” Bella
snapped. “She is turning ten years old! To not celebrate her Decade
before Helios would be tantamount to blasphemy!”

“Do not exaggerate, wife,” Alexis sighed.
“They are not saying we cannot celebrate, just not as elaborately
as we had hoped.”

“They have no right to do this to us!” Bella
shouted. “The meeting of stewards has gone too far! Look at this
place! Look at how we are dressed! We have been shoved aside like
orphans and made to live as paupers!”

“Yes, well, that I can agree with,” Alexis
said as he pressed his fingertip against a worn spot on his sleeve.
The spot gave way immediately and his finger slid right through. “I
will ask for a larger clothing allowance.”

“But you won’t fight them,” Bella stated.
“You’ll just beg like a lowdecker.”

“They have stripped me of my power, Bella,”
Alexis said. “I am a figurehead master. They keep me around so that
the other stations do not feel threatened.”

“Threatened? Threatened by what?” Bella
laughed. “My brother Harry would crush any hint of uprising by the
Thraen stewards. He would send them all out the airlocks! But then
he is a real man.”

“I am a real man,” Alexis hissed. “I am just
biding my time until the opportunity comes to retake everything
that was once mine.”

“Oh, you’re biding your
time, is that it?” Bella spat. “Waiting for Helios to come
visit you and hand you what? More divine power? You are a master!
The stewards cannot be allowed to stand between you and the Dear
Parent! Your power is ordained, not theirs!”

“Yet the High Guardian refuses to get
involved,” Alexis snorted. “Matters of station do not interest him.
You would think the man, having just been installed in his
position, would want to solidify the will of Helios and banish
these accursed traitors. But, no, he says that I am still master so
I have not technically been removed or wronged. Who runs the
Station is an internal administrative issue, not something The Way
need bother with.”

“The Way will not get involved because that
damned DuChaer is down on the planet causing chaos,” Bella said.
“Even exiled to the lease holdings on Thraen Prime, that man is
still a thorn in our sides.”

“Do not speak ill of Brother Gannot,” Alexis
said. “It has been just over two years since I have seen my friend.
He is not a threat to you so you can at least do me the courtesy of
being civil when talking about him.”

Bella shook her head without responding. She
sat down in a chair across from Alexis and lifted the teapot that
sat on the small table between them. Empty.

The teapot had shattered against the wall
before Alexis knew his wife had even thrown it. He jumped, a small
squeak escaping his throat, and looked at his wife in shock.

“That was a gift from your father for our
wedding!” Alexis cried. “What has gotten into you?”

“That piece of shit?” Bella laughed. “That
was an insult, is what that was. The Thraenish lowdeckers churn
them out by the hundreds. It was worthless crockery and nothing
more.”

“But the design work was Haelmish, not
Thraenish,” Alexis said. “He said it was a piece from his own
collection.”

“He was mocking you,” Bella sneered. “It is
an inside joke amongst us Herlects. When we give that crap to
someone, it tells everyone in the family how much we disapprove of
them. Father hated you.”

“And you stood by and let me think
otherwise?” Alexis snapped. “How could you?”

“Oh, now you are upset?” Bella laughed. “The
stewards take your station and you mope about our quarters for two
years, but when you find out some stupid teapot isn’t what you
thought then you get upset?”

Bella threw up her hands and bolted from the
chair.

“Now it all makes sense!” she continued. “I
should have just dressed as a teapot with a cock hanging out of the
spout and then you’d have shown me the attention a minoress of
Thraen deserved!”

“Stop being hysterical,” Alexis shouted.
“You produced an heir as you were supposed to. You did your job. No
one expected any more from you, so you can quit pretending that I
have dishonored you in some way. I haven’t.”

“But you haven’t honored me either, Alexis.
And a mistress should be honored!”

“As should a master!” Alexis roared as he
stood and raised his hand. Bella didn’t flinch. She only smiled as
she looked past Alexis to the bedchamber door beyond.

“Hello, sweetheart,” Bella said. “I am sorry
that mother and father disturbed your sleep. We forget ourselves
sometime and get over-exuberant.”

Alexis slowly let his hand fall to his side
and turned around. He saw the wide, shocked eyes of his daughter as
she stood in her bedchamber doorway, dressed in her nightgown and
slippers.

“There is my girl,” Alexis said as he turned
from his wife and hurried over to his daughter. “Let’s get you back
in bed. Tomorrow will be a big day. It’s your Decade.”

“Were you two fighting again?” Minoress
Alexis asked as her father picked her up. She wrapped her arms
about his shoulders and nuzzled into his neck. “You know I hate it
when you two fight.”

“I know, I know,” Alexis said as he carried
her into her bedchamber and set her down on her bed.

The minoress scooted back under the covers
and Alexis sat down, his hand going to her head. He stroked her
hair, her cheek then gave her chin a playful tug and wiggle.

“Your mother and I do not always agree on
how the monarchy should proceed,” Alexis said. “But one thing we do
agree on is how much we love you. That can never be argued or
debated.”

“Until one of you insists you love me more
than the other,” Minoress Alexis replied.

“Why on Helios would you say that?” Alexis
asked. “The thought has never crossed my mind. I love you as much
as my heart can ever love any living soul. Your mother feels the
same way. Our love for you is not a competition, my dearest love.
Not ever.”

“One day it will be,” the minoress said. “I
can see it coming.”

“Nonsense,” Alexis laughed as he tucked the
covers up around her. “Your love is not a toy to be fought over
like toddlers. You are free to love your mother as much as you want
and you are free to love me as much as you want. I could care less
about who says they love you more as long as I am always in your
heart.”

“You are my heart, Papa,” Minoress Alexis
grinned. “The day you die will be the day I die.”

“Alexis!” Bella hissed from the doorway.
“You knock six times and take that back!”

“But it’s true, Mother,” Minoress Alexis
replied. “When Papa dies then I will no longer be the girl I am
now. I will be a new girl. I will be Mistress of Station Aelon and
the old Alexis will die away. When you die, Papa, I die. But then I
am born anew.”

Alexis looked back at his wife and they
locked eyes, both sharing the same thought. Bella walked to the bed
and sat down across from Alexis, her eyes softening and her face
taking on a sad, knowing look.

“You will always be the same person,
Alexis,” Bella said. “You will just have grown and changed because
that is what life does to you. You will not die and be reborn. You
will be you.”

The minoress smiled up at her mother and
shook her head.

“No, Mother, that’s not true,” she said. “I
can feel it in my soul. When Papa dies and I take the crown, I will
change. I don’t know if it will be for better or worse, but I will
change so much that who I am now will never, ever be able to exist
again. This is truth. This is Helios’s will.”

“I never know who the parent is half the
time with you, my little minoress,” Alexis chuckled. “You carry
wisdom in you that many adults never find.”

Bella snorted at his words, but then frowned
in apology.

“I don’t need a big Decade celebration,”
Minoress Alexis said. “I would be just as happy staying here in our
quarters and having tea and cakes. Helios knows my age, and that is
all that matters.”

“No,” Alexis said. His face was firm and
resolute as he stood up, leaned over, and kissed her on the
forehead. “You will have your Decade celebration. It is your
Helios-given birthright as Minoress of Station Aelon. I will make
this happen for you.”

“Alexis, do not make promises you cannot—”
Bella started, but was silenced by a sharp look from her husband. A
look she hadn’t seen in quite some time.

“I promise you, my dear, sweet girl, that
the meeting of stewards will not only allow the expense of your
celebration, they will all be in attendance,” Alexis grinned.
“Every single one of them.”

 


* * *

 


The great hall was filled with angry men, to
say the least.

All of the stewards sat at the long table,
their heads turned to look at Alexis as he stood at the end.

“We had an agreement,” Alexis said. “Brother
Gannot would be stripped of title and land, I would be stripped of
all power, but able to keep my title. This I agreed to because the
main part of the deal was my daughter would take the crown when I
pass. Is there anyone here who disagrees with my recollection of
the terms?”

No one spoke up, they just glared.

“Good,” Alexis continued. “So, as future
Mistress of Station Aelon, my daughter deserves the respect her
position and title affords her. However, you feel about me, and the
way I have ruled this station, you have no right to treat my
daughter as if she were party to any of it. She is an innocent
little girl who turns ten today. As a minoress of the Family
Teirmont, it is her birthright to a Decade celebration. You, as
honorable men and nobles, will see to it that she has her
celebration or I will see to it that the agreement we have is null
and void and this station is plunged into anarchy and chaos.”

That got the stewards talking and the great
hall erupted with shouting and calls for the master to be removed.
Several guards stepped forward, but Alexis whirled on them, long
blade drawn. The table quickly went silent as they watched the
threat of bloodshed unfold before their eyes.

“Master Alexis,” Stolt said as he stood.
“There is no need for histrionics. No one here wants to deny the
minoress her Decade celebration. It is just that the treasury
cannot handle the burden at this time. It has taken two years to
undo the damage that DuChaer did. Station Aelon is just now getting
to a point of financial stability.”

Alexis put his long blade back in its sheath
and turned to look at the old steward.

“While I will admit that finances bore me
more than having to listen to you lot prattle on,” Alexis said. “I
am not so naive as to believe that you all have stood by and kept
your fingers out of the pie for the sake of the Station. You do not
have the funds for my daughter’s Decade celebration because the
pilfering from the treasury has never stopped. You pushed me aside,
and exiled Brother Gannot, so that there would be no one standing
between you and the Station’s coffers. That is why I live like I’m
a deck boss and not master of this station while all of you sit
there with your new clothes and fineries.”

“That is a powerful accusation,” Beumont
said as he stood and faced the master. “And a powerful threat.
Unfortunately, sire, you no longer have a way to make good on your
threat. How would you plunge this station into anarchy and chaos?
The passengers do not listen to you any longer. You can shout until
you are blue in the face, but the leadership of this station is in
our hands and our hands alone.”

“Unless I decide to give it to the
passengers,” Alexis smiled.

Stolt narrowed his eyes. “How do you mean,
Alexis?” He received a glare so sharp he almost wiped at his face
to see if it had drawn blood. “My apologies. How do you mean,
your highness?”

“Oh, that is simple.” Alexis grinned. “All I
have to do is declare it so. I am still the master, after all.”

Stolt watched the master for a minute, then
began to laugh. Slowly at first then with more and more force, the
old steward laughed and laughed. The table watched him, many faces
showing they thought he might have gone mad.

“Sire, how will you tell them?” Stolt asked,
finally able to get himself under control. “Will you visit every
single passenger, one by one? Because you will have to. You cannot
use the broadcast system and not a single sector warden or deck
boss will let you gather the passengers together. You would have to
act like a simple passenger yourself and go door to door. And even
if you did lower yourself to such behavior, no one would listen or
follow a master that would act in such a manner. You forget that
the passengers want a master to be in charge, they just do not want
you.”

“Then I will have to find a way to change
their minds,” Alexis said. “So I advise you give my daughter her
Decade celebration, or consider yourselves at war with the
crown.”

“This is not what we agreed to!” Beumont
shouted. “You are out of order and in direct violation with the
decree—”

“Calm yourself, steward,” Stolt interrupted.
“You are shouting for no reason. Master Alexis offers us empty
threats. Let him try, but as we have all witnessed, the man knows
nothing of politics or real power. He just knows how to dress like
a flip and play with skids on the Prime.”

“If that is how you feel, and we have
nothing more to discuss, then I will give the bad news to my
daughter,” Alexis said. “The same daughter that will become
mistress and is not beholden to your decree. That agreement was
between myself and the meetings, nothing more. Read your own
document, you pompous fools. Once I die, it becomes invalid and
your power goes away. Then you will be dealing with a daughter
whose beloved father was so terribly wronged. How do you think
things will turn out for those of you here that live to see that
day? I believe you will become intimately familiar with the
airlocks.”

Alexis smiled wide then bowed, turned and
strode from the great hall.

 


* * *

 


“Thank you, Papa!” Minoress Alexis exclaimed
as she collapsed onto her bed after a full day of parties, games,
singing, dancing, and more food than she could possibly have
dreamed of. Not to mention the piles of presents heaped on her by
nobles and passengers alike. “You made your promise come true!”

“I said I would,” Alexis replied. “But I
didn’t have to do much. The stewards just had to be made to realize
that they wanted to make you as happy as I wanted to make you. They
had forgotten their loyalties and I simply reminded them.”

“Yes, you did,” Bella grinned at him from
the minoress’s bedchamber doorway. “Now it is time to let the
Decade girl go to bed.”

“But I can’t be expected to sleep after a
day like this,” Minoress Alexis said. “It was all too exciting. I
don’t think I’ll sleep for a whole month!”

“Whether that is the case or not, your
father has guests, and the adults need to talk before we go to our
bed,” Bella said, her eyes locking onto Alexis. “I’ll have the
nurse read to her and tuck her in. You are needed in the parlor
presently.”

Alexis frowned at his wife, but her
expression did not change.

“Very well,” he said as he leaned over and
kissed his daughter’s brow, feeling the hum of energy that still
buzzed inside her. “Be good for the nurse and go to sleep when she
says. Do you hear?”

“Yes, Papa,” Minoress Alexis smiled. “Thank
you and I love you so very much.”

“As I do you, my dearest, sweetest love,”
Alexis grinned. He stood up and walked to his wife then turned and
blew a kiss to the minoress. “Sleep well, Alexis, future Mistress
of Station Thraen.”

“Papa, you said Thraen and not Aelon!”
Minoress Alexis giggled.

“Did I?” Alexis replied. “Well, maybe you
can be Mistress of Station Thraen in addition to Station Aelon one
day. You do have a claim, you know.”

The minoress’s eyes went wide with the
thought and Alexis could see the wheels turning in his daughter’s
head.

The nurse came in and the two parents
quickly left, both surprisingly content at that moment.

“What is this business?” Alexis asked as he
walked towards the door that led from the main room to the side
parlor of the royal quarters. “The hour is late. Who would come to
see me at such a time?”

“That is a surprise,” Bella said.
“Apparently for the both of us.”

Alexis frowned at her cryptic statement then
crossed the room and opened the parlor door.

“Ah, Master Alexis,” a short man said as he
stood up from one of the chairs. He was a couple of decades older
than Alexis with salt and pepper hair and small, beady black eyes.
His stomach was very round, but tight like a boulder and he stood
on almost stick thin legs. “It is so wonderful to finally meet you
in person. My son and I have heard so very much about your infinite
capacity for generosity and understanding.”

“We have, sire,” a second man said as he
stood as well. He was closer to Alexis’s age and was thin and wiry,
the complete opposite of his father. “Despite the ugly business of
the Station, the only truth we have heard has been nothing but
glowing.”

Alexis looked from the men to his wife and
back.

“I am sorry, but you have me at a
disadvantage,” Alexis said. “Who are you?”

“They are our saving grace, my Brother,” a
very familiar voice said from a shadow in the corner of the parlor.
“And they have come to get your crown back.”

“The master has not lost his crown,” Bella
said, her voice even and controlled. “Let’s not forget that. What
he needs back are his people, so that they may rise up against the
corrupt stewards, and the balance of power can once again be where
it is ordained to lie.”

“That is exactly what I meant to say,”
DuChaer replied as he stood and stepped out of the shadows. “That
my Brother Alexis should once again reign without worry of old
fools trying to usurp his crown.”

“Gannot?” Alexis whispered. “But how…?”

“It was really quite simple, actually,”
DuChaer frowned. “So simple that I have to wonder if there might be
some stewards that are none too happy with how things have turned
out.”

“Well, I look forward to hearing the
details,” Alexis said. Every fiber in his body wanted to rush to
the man and take him in his arms, but he restrained himself and
looked at the two strangers. “But I think the first details should
be these gentlemen’s names.”

“Oh, look at me,” DuChaer laughed. “I’m so
happy to be back that I have completely forgotten how things work.
Master Alexis Teirmont, I bring to you your saviors—Herlen and
Deran Spiggot. These two men are why the lease holdings on Thraen
Prime produce so much Vape at such a fast rate and low cost.”

“We control the labor of all of Station
Aelon’s mine interests, whether on the Thraen Prime or on the Aelon
Prime proper, even though those mines are meager pickings,” the
older man, Herlen Spiggot, said.

“But they do still produce,” the younger
man, Deran Spiggot, added. “And with the right application of
pressure and resources, sometimes the Aelon Prime mines are
actually more profitable than the lease holdings.”

“I am sorry, gentlemen,” Alexis said. “But I
grew up on the Prime, have spent a considerable amount of time on
the Prime, and am Master of Station Aelon. How in Helios’s name is
it possible that I have never heard of you?”

“If you had, sire, then we wouldn’t have
been doing our jobs,” Deran responded. “We are men behind the
scenes and off the books. We keep things running so others can
believe they are in charge.”

Alexis looked from DuChaer to the new men
and shook his head.

“That doesn’t answer my questions, of which
I have many,” Alexis said. “But it does pique my interest. If
Brother Gannot has risked his life to bring you here, then there
must be some good you can do. Let us sit and discuss it.”

The Spiggots’ eyes went to the mistress.

“This should be a private conversation,”
Herlen suggested.

“It would be best if the mistress was not
present as this is sensitive information,” Deran added. “The less
she knows, the less that she can admit to. Plus, if things do not
go our way, she has deniability and will be able to be there for
your daughter.”

“Deniability?” Alexis asked. “If things do
not go our way?” He focused on DuChaer. “Brother Gannot, what are
you up to?”

“I will leave you gentleman so that my
husband can get an honest answer to that question,” Bella said.
“Just know that if at anytime I want information, you will give it
to me. I won’t ever explain that again.”

“Of course, your highness,” Herlen said.

“We mean no offense,” Deran said.

The two men bowed low and waited for the
mistress to leave.

“I will not wait up,” Bella said to Alexis.
“Remain as long as you need to conduct whatever business this may
be.” She glanced at DuChaer. “Or whatever business may come
up.”

She quickly left the parlor and Alexis moved
to make sure the door was locked and shut tight. He turned and
gestured to the chairs and all men sat. Alexis took a seat next to
DuChaer and patted the man on the knee.

“It is good to have you back, Brother,”
Alexis said, beaming.

“It is good to be back,” DuChaer replied.
“But we need to discuss business immediately. What the Spiggots
have to say is time sensitive, and must be implemented within the
next three days.”

“Three days?” Alexis asked. “This is all
very rushed now, isn’t it?”

“It has to be, sire,” Herlen said. “Just as
DuChaer here is not exactly welcome on the Station, neither are we.
There would be more than one steward we may have crossed who would
love to see our heads rolled down the passageways of this station
for the wee children to play with.”

“That’s a grim picture,” Alexis said. “Now,
explain yourselves.”

Herlen and his son looked at each other then
the younger man sat forward.

“We are lowdeckers by birth,” Deran said.
“And it just so happens that my sister is married to the brother of
Steward Klipoline.”

“Steward Klipoline?” Alexis laughed. “The
Steward of the Lower Decks? That is the only title with less power
than mine! The meeting won’t even notify him when they are
gathering for business.”

“Yes, and he is none too pleased with that
treatment,” Herlen responded. “In fact, he is none too pleased with
being a steward.”

“Is he now?” Alexis said. “How ungrateful.
He could always go back to being just a common lowdecker, if he
wants. No one, and I do mean no one, is going to stop him.”

“No, sire, you misunderstand,” Deran said.
“He doesn’t want to retire from being a steward, he wants to be a
master. The man is ambitious, to say the least.”

“He wants to be…?” Alexis said, the words
catching in his throat. His body began to shake with rage and he
was afraid he’d burst into flames right then.

“Calm yourself, Alexis,” DuChaer said, his
hand going to the master’s leg. “It is not what you think.”

“No, it is not,” Herlen said. “Klipoline
doesn’t want your mastership, he wants one of his own.”

“My brother-in-law’s brother would like to
be master of the Lower Decks,” Deran said. “With all rights and
privileges that a mastership is granted.”

Alexis looked from DuChaer to the Spiggots,
from the Spiggots to DuChaer. Then he stood up abruptly, his face
red with anger.

“You have come to mock me,” he snarled. “I
have been reduced to almost nothing on this station and you three
come to kick me even lower.” He whirled on DuChaer. “I cannot
believe you would do this, Gannot. Your cruelty has no bounds.”

“Sit down and stop acting like such a drama
flip,” DuChaer barked. “This is legitimate, and your only chance at
crushing the meeting of stewards so you can regain your place in
this station! So sit your royal ass in that chair and listen to
what is being offered to you!”

Alexis fumed. He was so enraged that he
couldn’t see straight and had to reach out to the chair back to
keep from falling as the parlor swam about him. DuChaer was
suddenly in his face.

“Sit down, Alexis,” DuChaer whispered, the
harshness gone from his voice. “Please. I have risked everything
these past two years to get us to this place. Even though you
tossed me aside and forgot all about me. The least you can do is
listen for five minutes.”

“I...I never forgot you, Brother,” Alexis
whispered back. “Never. Not a single moment.”

“Then sit and calm yourself,” DuChaer said.
“Trust me with this. I am not steering you wrong.”

“I’ll fetch you a drink, sire,” Deran said
as he stood and moved to a sideboard against the wall. “Anything in
particular you’d like?” He looked at the decanters and realized
quickly they were all filled with the same liquor.
“Oh...right.”

Alexis, with the help of DuChaer, sat down
once again. He took the glass offered to him by Deran, but didn’t
drink from it, just held it in his hands as he stared at the two
men.

“So...what is it you have to offer?” Alexis
asked.

“We can offer every man in the Lower Decks,”
Herlen said. “We can also make sure that the Wyaerrn longslingers
of Middle Deck Twenty remain neutral throughout the conflict.”

“And how in Helios’s name can you offer
that?” Alexis asked, beyond skeptical.

“Simple,” Deran replied. “I am married to a
Wyaerrn, the youngest daughter of old Gornish, Helios rest his
soul. Middle Deck Twenty will not join the fight.”

“And that is not all,” Herlen smiled. “Every
mine worker on Aelon prime and the lease holdings on Thraen Prime
will stop working as soon as I give the word. Vape production will
grind to a halt. We will bring the stewards to their knees in a
matter of months. Most may be rich from breen plantations, but they
cannot farm that breen without Vape.”

“They can buy Vape on the open market from
other stations,” Alexis said. “It will cost them more, but they
will do it.”

“Except that no one will sell to Aelon while
we are at civil war,” Herlen said. “Trust me, I have already put
the feelers out and gotten word back that the other stations would
rather we rip ourselves apart so they can pick at the carcass when
it is done. None believe you can lead a revolt against the meeting
of stewards.”

“The other masters talk of my situation?”
Alexis asked, his face going pale. “How embarrassing.”

“No one makes any disparaging remarks, if
that is your worry, sire,” Deran responded. “Well, no more
disparaging than they make about each other.”

Alexis turned to DuChaer and finally took a
sip of his drink. He didn’t say a word, as the question was clear
in his eyes.

“This is your chance, Alexis,” DuChaer said.
“All you have to do is say yes.”

“And turn a commoner into a master,” Alexis
said. “How will that work? There would be two masters on Station
Aelon? That dilutes my power right there.”

“No, no, no,” Herlen smiled. “Klipoline
would only be master of the Lower Decks. They would become a fully
autonomous region with their own rule and governance. You would
never have to worry about them again.”

“Except the rotational drive is down there,”
Alexis replied. “What’s to stop the man from holding the rest of
the Station hostage once he comes into power?”

“Because, no matter who he thinks he is, the
rotational drive runs on Vape,” Deran said. “And we control the
Vape.”

“It is your choice, Alexis,” DuChaer said.
“But it could be the last one you ever get. And the last chance for
your daughter.”

“For my daughter?” Alexis asked.

“Do you think they’ll let the terms of the
decree expire when you die? They’ll either force Alexis to agree to
new terms or they’ll kill her,” DuChaer answered. “You know it’s
true. In your heart, you have always known that.”

Alexis looked from one man to the other,
sighed, downed his drink, sighed again, set the glass down then
stood up and offered his hand.

“Gentlemen,” he said. “Let us go to
war!”

“Well, there are still some preparations to
make.” Herlen smiled as he sat back in his chair and relaxed. “A
couple of key players will need to be removed from the board before
we can truly strike.”

“Key players?” Alexis asked. “Which key
players?”

“The less you know the better, sire,” Deren
replied. “The stewards will accuse you of the...removals, so it
would be wise if you can honestly feign ignorance on the
subject.”

“But what if they ask about the entire
plot?” Alexis asked. “I am a shit liar.”

“It is true,” DuChaer agreed. “The man can’t
lie to save his soul. It’s so damn cute.”

“Yes, quite,” Deren smiled. “But that is not
a problem. Just don’t give away our names, or the fact that Gannot
has returned to the Station, and all will be well. If Stolt asks
what you know, just tell him that wheels are in motion for the end
of the meeting of stewards and, unless he returns full power to the
crown, he can expect to be dead within a year.”

“A year? Is that how long you expect it to
take?” Alexis asked. “Can we hold out for a year? What do I do?
Where do I go with my family? How will we be safe?”

“We’ll see to your safety, sire,” Herlen
said. “The Lower Decks are impenetrable.”

“That’s not true,” Alexis argued. “My own
father took down the Lower Decks himself.”

“No, he did not,” Deren said. “And I mean
that with all due respect. Your father had Diggory. Diggory was how
the royal soldiers really gained access and took the Lower Decks
during the uprising. That is one reason Klipoline came to us. He
wants out of that dark shadow in history, and would like to forge
his own monarchy and rule. As we all would. The stain of Diggory is
a sore spot for many a lowdecker.”

“So, everything my father worked and fought
for will be undone?” Alexis responded.

“Will that be a problem?” Herlen asked.

“I do not think so,” Alexis smiled. “I loved
my father, but we had our differences.” He looked over at DuChaer.
“I think it is time I moved past those differences and stepped out
of my own dark shadow in history.”

“We feel the same way, sire,” Herlen said,
grinning. “The very same way.”

 


* * *

 


The bodies were mutilated almost beyond
recognition. Not a single one was left intact.

“Who would perform such a heinous act?”
Stolt asked as he covered his mouth with a handkerchief. He tried
to look away, but everywhere he turned was blood and gore, limbs
and entrails. “Steward Exchester had no enemies that I can think
of.”

“He was on the council,” Beumont replied,
trying to breathe through his mouth to avoid as much of the rotted
meat stench as he could. “There are always enemies of the council,
even within the meeting of stewards.”

“Sweet Helios,” Stolt muttered. “You cannot
believe that a steward ordered this, can you?”

“How else would they be able to gain access
to a steward’s estate house?” Beumont replied. “Simple thugs could
not do this. Someone with credentials gained entry and then went to
work. Look about and tell me what you see.”

Stolt stood stock-still. “I’d prefer not to
look about at all, thank you.”

“Stop being such an old man, Stolt, and
look!” Beumont snapped.

The old steward narrowed his eyes and
turned, but didn’t look about the room, instead he looked directly
at Beumont.

“You have changed, Jackull,” Stolt said.
“You have sharpened your claws and shielded your heart. You are not
the same, naïve steward who came to me years before. I wouldn’t go
so far as to say you have become cynical, but you certainly have
embraced the ways of the Station.”

“I have done what has needed to be done,
Stolt,” Beumont replied. “That is all. Now look and tell me what
you see.”

Stolt reluctantly studied the room and the
dismembered bodies. He spun all the way around then closed his
eyes.

“I see nothing but death, young man,” Stolt
said. “Hideous, brutal death.”

“Look at the entryway to the room then,”
Beumont said. “The answer is there.”

Stolt opened his eyes and turned towards the
gruesome scene at the room’s entryway. Four guards were spread
across the floor, their bodies shredded.

“I see men who failed in their duties,”
Stolt replied.

“You see men who came to help when they
heard what was happening,” Beumont said. “Then they were killed.
The guards had already let the killer, or killers, inside. This
proves my point that whoever did this was known on this
estate.”

“Then it could be a servant, could it not?”
Stolt replied. “A worker gone mad? Have all been accounted
for?”

“No,” Beumont said. “There are two missing.
Lowdeckers.”

“Lowdeckers?” Stolt gasped. “Who in their
right mind would hire lowdeckers as estate servants? The pigs can
barely wash themselves.”

“Be that as it may, I think we know who the
killers are,” Beumont said. “Now we must find out who ordered them
to do this.”

“They are lowdeckers!” Stolt snapped. “The
animals didn’t need to be ordered! They just went mad and showed
their true selves! All we need to do is have all lowdeckers on the
Surface and in the Estate Decks rounded up and questioned! Then we
will have our killers and this business will be done!”

“You are slipping, Stolt,” Beumont said.
“These people did not act alone or on impulse. This was a message
being sent. What we need to do is have our own estates locked down
and secured. Only trusted servants and guards. No one goes in, no
one goes out. We are under siege, Girard. That is the only way to
put it.”

“Nonsense,” Stolt responded. “This is
just—”

“They have gotten steward Prochan as well,”
Beumont said. “And I have not heard from Luviester or Tollmay. My
men are hurrying to their estates as we speak. I expect to find the
same scene as here and at Prochan’s.”

“My family,” Stolt whispered.

“Already safe,” Beumont said. “Or as safe as
can be for now. Like I said, we must remove any and all persons
from our estates who we do not trust implicitly. Then we meet with
the rest of the stewards and decide how to coordinate our campaign.
We cannot trust the master’s soldiers, so we will need to use our
own men only.”

“Cannot trust the soldiers? Our own men?”
Stolt asked. “You are talking of war, aren’t you? But with
whom?”

“I have an idea, but need a day or so to
confirm it.” Beumont sighed. “Hopefully we have a day or so.”

“War,” Stolt whispered. “A civil war, at
that. This will tear the Station apart.”

“It may very well do that,” Beumont agreed.
“So we must act fast.”

 


* * *

 


The terrified faces that ringed the Middle
Deck Twenty-Eight, Sector Maelphy atrium looked down at the men
armed with various blades and shook with fear. Mothers clutched at
children, husbands pulled their wives close, friends and siblings
grabbed onto each others’ hands and held tight.

“If you give fealty to Master Alexis then no
one will be harmed,” a man shouted from the center of the
atrium.

He held a long blade in one hand and a
document in the other. He raised the document and shook it.

“This is a writ direct from Master Alexis
guaranteeing your safety,” the man continued. “Master Alexis wants
the Station returned to its former glory. In order for that to
happen, you need do nothing. Just go about your lives and let us do
our jobs. When the stewards’ men come, you do not join them, you do
not let your husbands and sons be taken into service. Remain
neutral and you remain alive.”

The man raised his long blade.

“Your other choice is to fight against
Master Alexis,” the man said. “I’ll leave you to guess how that
will be received.”

“How do we know you won’t kill us anyway?” a
man shouted from above.

“Because Master Alexis wants his people
back,” the man replied. “He does not want them dead or harmed. All
he cares for is that Station Aelon be unified once more and the
stewards returned to their proper place. This is not a revolution,
this is a return!”

“We heard the Thraen is back on the
Station,” a woman called out. “We hate the Thraen! Why would we
help that man?”

“You will not be helping DuChaer,” the man
responded. “You’d be helping the master.” Less than agreeable faces
looked down at him. “You would also be helping the mistress and
young minoress. I know everyone loves the Mistress Bella and her
daughter Alexis. If the stewards have their way then the mistress
will be executed without a doubt and the minoress will be
imprisoned or join her mother’s fate.”

There were gasps from many at that
revelation and the man did not hesitate to capitalize on them.

“That is right! The stewards have sworn to
kill off the Teirmont line! They will stop at nothing to secure
their control over every aspect of this station! The monarchy will
be dead on Station Aelon and only the elite will rule! No more
sector wardens! No more deck bosses! They will kill everyone they
see as a threat!”

The atrium erupted into harsh murmurs and
grumbling, but the man knew he had them.

“You have a way with words, Chobaen,”
another man said.

“Thank you,” the first man, Chobaen Newton,
replied. “Hopefully all we will need with these passengers are
words. We cannot win this war if we kill innocents. The station
will turn against the master in a heartbeat.”

 


* * *

 


Beumont, his back against his study wall,
slashed out with his long blade, keeping the approaching men away
for that moment. He looked about the room in horror and saw too
many familiar faces mixed in with the attackers to be believed.

“This is treason!” he shouted. “I trusted
you men!”

“You shouldn’t have,” a guard said as he
stepped forward from the group. “My wife is a lowdecker, but you
seemed to have forgotten that. Even after we had that conversation
during yesteryear’s Last Meal. I told you about how her father was
ill and the Lower Decks needed more medical supplies. You said you
would handle it.”

The man slashed out with his own long blade,
knocking Beumont’s aside.

“You didn’t handle shaowshit, my lord,” the guard spat. “My father-in-law died
screaming. He could have been saved by simple medicines that you
probably have in your cabinets right now. But you let him die.”

“I did no such thing!” Beumont replied. “I
brought the matter before the meeting of stewards just as I said I
would! They decided not to act, not me!”

“Oh, Jackull, Jackull, Jackull,” DuChaer
said from the doorway of the study. “You are full of excuses this
morning, aren’t you?”

“You,” Beumont
hissed. “Remove yourself from my house, this instant! I will be
happy to die with honor as I fight these treasonous bastards, but I
will not die before you!”

“Oh, you will not die at all,” DuChaer said.
“I have plans for you. You were so instrumental in my exile that I
figured I would have to be in yours. Although, you won’t be exiled,
but imprisoned. And I will have the privilege of escorting you to
your new home in the third spire of Castle Quent. It’s surprisingly
comfortable, yet a little cramped.”

DuChaer snapped his fingers as he walked
fully into the study. The men parted as an older woman and a young
girl were dragged into the room, their mouths gagged and hands
bound behind their backs.

“I’m afraid you can only have one person
accompany you,” DuChaer said. “Due to the limited space. I’ll let
you choose which one.”

DuChaer pulled his long blade from its
sheath and set the sharp edge against the young girl’s throat.

“Will you take your daughter?” DuChaer asked
as he moved the blade to the throat of the older woman. “Or will
you take your wife?”

“You harm either of them and I will have
your testicles roasted over coals,” Beumont snarled. “I will not
rest until your head is in my hands.”

“Ooooh,” DuChaer laughed. “You are a feisty
steward, aren’t you? So full of spit and grit!” The wicked smile on
DuChaer’s face left quickly and he pressed the blade harder against
Beumont’s wife’s throat. “Choose, Jackull. Choose this second or I
choose for you.”

“You don’t have the guts to-!” Beumont
started then screamed as DuChaer whipped the blade across his
wife’s throat, sending a geyser of blood spurting into the room.
“Nooooooooooooooooo!”

The young girl thrashed and cried until
DuChaer backhanded her swiftly, sending her to her knees. He
slammed the hilt of his bloody blade into the back of her head and
she collapsed to the floor in an unconscious heap.

“Take him to the third spire,” DuChaer
ordered as he flicked his blade towards Beumont, sending droplets
of blood splattering across the enraged and distraught man’s face.
“Don’t harm him as we need him conscious when he is
questioned.”

“What about the girl?” the guard asked.

“What about her?” DuChaer responded.

“You said she would go with her father,” the
guard replied. “That there was room for one more.”

“I did say there was room for one more,”
DuChaer grinned. “And I asked the man which one he would like to go
with him. I never said either of them would actually be allowed to
go with him, though. Did I not make that clear?” DuChaer chuckled.
“Oh, dear, my mistake.” He nudged the girl’s body and rolled his
eyes. “Do with her as you please, I could care less. Kill her, rape
her, sell her to slavers on the Prime. Do all three if it makes you
happy. She’s a traitor’s brat and her father must learn what
happens to the brats of traitors.”

“You fucking bastard!” Beumont roared
as he was dragged from the room. “I will kill you for
this!”

“Everyone says that, yet here I stand,”
DuChaer shrugged.

“Do you want to watch, my lord?” the guard
asked as his men circled the girl.

“Oh, Helios, no!” DuChaer exclaimed. “Don’t
be disgusting! I am needed elsewhere. Do what you want then report
to the garrison at Castle Quent. And don’t take too long. We have
momentum on our side and this war could be over by the end of the
month, not the end of the year.”

 


* * *

 


The passageway was dank and dark and Bella
quickly felt she may have made a grand mistake, but she pushed
forward until she reached the appointed meeting place.

“I honestly did not believe you would come,
mistress,” Stolt said, flanked by several guards. “And alone? You
are either the bravest or stupidest woman I know. What’s to stop me
from killing you now or taking you hostage so I can end your
husband’s mad campaign?”

“DuChaer,” Bella replied. “I will give you
DuChaer.”

“And why would I want that man?” Stolt
grimaced. “The very thought of him makes me want to consult my
physician so I know I have not contracted any disease.”

“After what he did to Steward Beumont’s
family, DuChaer is the most wanted man on the Station,” she
replied. “More wanted than my husband or the Spiggots.”

“The Spiggots?” Stolt exclaimed and even
though the lighting was terrible in the passageway, Bella swore she
saw the old steward’s face pale.

“You didn’t know?” Bella laughed. “Maybe I
did make a mistake. I am unsure how you could not know they were
behind this.”

“I knew of Klipoline,” Stolt admitted. “And
assumed he had reached out to Alexis himself. But with the mention
of the Spiggots then it all starts to make sense.” Stolt waggled a
finger at Bella. “Beware those two. They only have their own
interests in mind, ever. At no point can you consider them
allies.”

“I consider no one an ally,” Bella
responded. “Not even my husband. The only person I trust on this
station is my daughter. I come from the court of Thraen, Stolt, you
forget that.”

“Yes, yes, I did forget that,” Stolt said.
“I am getting addled in my old age. Hard to keep the lineages
straight, what with all the nobility and royalty constantly
interbreeding.”

“I don’t have time to go over family trees,
Stolt,” Bella snapped. “I am sure I have already been missed by
now. Do you want DuChaer or not?”

“I do,” Stolt nodded. “And what do you get
in return for this?”

“Nothing except that vile man out of my life
once and for all,” Bella replied. “And you step away from the
conflict, retire to your estate, and never lift a finger against
the crown again.”

Stolt studied her for a long while. “What
are you planning, dear girl?”

“Mistress,” Bella replied. “Address me with
respect, Stolt, or the deal is off.”

“Fine,” Stolt replied. “You give me DuChaer
and I will take the burden of having his blood on my hands. Not
that it is a true burden, more of a heavy gift.”

“Then you retire, give up your position in
the meeting, and never speak ill of the crown ever again,” Bella
said.

“I am too old for this shaowshit anyway,”
Stolt said. “This was Beumont’s fight, not mine. I am ready to
rest, enjoy my riches, and be done with the politics and violence
of the court.”

“Good,” Bella said, offering her hand. Stolt
took it and she gripped his bony fingers between hers. “Double
cross me, Stolt, and I will have your lineage wiped off this
station. Not a single descendant of yours will live another
week.”

“Of course,” Stolt said as he pryed his hand
free and rubbed it. “I expect nothing less from a Thraen.”

Bella caught the double meaning quickly, but
chose to ignore it as she turned and made her way through the
passageways and back up to the Surface.

 


* * *

 


The skid raced across the Surface of Station
Aelon with several more following behind it. DuChaer drove in the
lead, his eyes narrowed as he spied his target just ahead. He
leaned over the handlebars and pushed the vehicle to its
limits.

“Secure the area,” DuChaer ordered when he
finally brought the skid to a halt just inside the courtyard of
another targeted steward’s estate house. “If any of the servants
give you grief, then kill them immediately. We do not have time to
argue or negotiate. We slaughter the family and go. While also
taking some of the more valuable possessions with us. We’d hate for
looters to come by and steal anything.”

His men chuckled and dismounted from their
skids as well. They rushed towards the main entranceway and burst
through the door.

“Well, she actually spoke true,” Stolt said
as he stepped into the courtyard with an entire regiment of his own
men. Thirty well-armed guards quickly surrounded DuChaer. “You
disappoint me, Gannot. I always thought you’d be harder to
capture.”

“Men!” DuChaer yelled as he looked toward
the estate house.

Stolt cupped a hand to his ear and grinned.
“I don’t hear a response. Probably because it is hard to talk when
your throat has been ripped open.”

Stolt snapped his fingers and one of his men
let out a long, loud whistle. Severed heads began to careen from
the estate house’s entranceway. They tumbled across the courtyard
and several of Stolt’s men stepped out of the way so the heads
could roll right up to DuChaer.

“When Master Alexis hears about this, he
will stop at nothing to have your guts torn from your body and sent
flying out an airlock,” DuChaer sneered. “While still attached to
your body.”

“Is that what he’d do?” Stolt asked. “What a
grand idea! And here I was going to just have you beheaded. I say
we go to the nearest airlock and put your plan into place.”

DuChaer blanched and felt his legs weaken
under him.

“I am still your son-in-law!” DuChaer
shouted. “We are related, you old fool! What will your daughter
think?”

“That she is finally free from a cruel
monster like you!” Stolt spat. “Don’t think I don’t know how you
have abused her and neglected her over the years! You have not
produced a single heir! And I am actually grateful for that. To
think I could have had grandchildren that shared your genes.” Stolt
spat on the ground. “The thought disgusts me. No, killing you will
be easy to do.”

“You wouldn’t,” DuChaer said. “Alexis will
kill you when he—”

“Finds out? Yes, you said that,” Stolt
interrupted. “What you don’t understand, Gannot, is that I plan on
letting him watch. I may be old, but I do know a few things about
showmanship still. It took some doing, but I have made it possible
so not only the master gets to watch, the entire station will be
viewing your death as well. It is funny that the last time there
was a station wide broadcast it was an execution. Fitting.”

He snapped his fingers.

“Bring him,” Stolt ordered. “The port
airlock will do nicely.”

 


* * *

 


“This can’t be happening,” Alexis whispered
as he watched the video screen in his quarters. He turned and
looked over his shoulder at his wife who stood a few feet away.
“Bella? Tell me this is not happening.”

“I’m sorry, husband,” Bella replied. “I do
not know how they found him, but they did.”

Alexis turned his attention back to the
grainy video screen and the horrific image on it. There was no
sound, only a slight hiss of static, which made the scene even
worse as DuChaer was gutted and his intestines were pulled from his
bloody abdomen. Men walked the guts into the airlock, setting them
down in a long line before walking back and checking that DuChaer’s
restraints were tight as they could be to the pole that stood in
the center of the airlock.

“That is where my father executed Langley,”
Alexis whispered. “They are treating Gannot as a traitor and not as
a friend of the crown.”

“This is beyond brutal,” Bella said as she
walked forward and rested her hand on her husband’s shoulder. “The
fool.”

“The fool? What fool? Brother Gannot?”
Alexis snapped. “How could you say such a thing?”

“No, no, not Gannot,” Bella said. “Stolt. He
is behind this, I can assure you. The man has gone too far. He
should have stayed with his behind the scenes conniving. To show
this to the Station? He’s lost his old mind.”

“Stolt?” Alexis asked, then narrowed his
eyes and glared at the screen. “Yes, of course it is. He has always
hated Brother Gannot with such a passion. Now he wants me to
suffer. Well, I will not bow down to that bastard! My father always
said he was the one I could trust the least on this station!”

“But what about Beumont?” Bella asked. “You
hold him in the third spire. Is he not the face of the steward’s
revolt?”

“We both know how Stolt works,” Alexis said.
“He put Beumont up to it.”

“And surely he must die as well,” Bella
said. “For the safety of the crown.”

“No, no, he will be allowed to live,” Alexis
said, his eyes glued to the brutality on the screen. “He will live
in that small cell for the rest of his life.”

“But, husband, you cannot—”

Alexis held up his hand and pointed at the
screen. The men had left DuChaer alone as lights started to whirl.
If there had been sound, they would have heard the warning claxons
blaring as the inside airlock door sealed and the outer door was
opened.

Alexis turned his head at the last moment as
every single organ from DuChaer’s body was sucked into space. The
master was green in the face as he stood and looked at his
wife.

“I will keep Beumont alive so I can torment
him when I feel the need,” Alexis said.

He swallowed hard then walked away, headed
for the main door.

“Where are you going, Alexis?” Bella
called.

The master glanced over his shoulder and for
the first time, Bella was scared of her husband.

“To the third spire,” Alexis said. “Right
now I feel that need.”

Bella waited until the door had shut and
sealed before she collapsed into a chair. She had expected her
husband to break down, to collapse with grief. At no point had she
thought he would harden and turn to dark cruelty as his way of
coping with the loss of DuChaer. She knew in that instant that the
small plans she had made would need to be widened considerably or
she would lose it all.


Chapter Six

 


The Spiggots sat there at the great table, Deran’s
feet up on the surface, so reminiscent of DuChaer that Alexis had
to blink several times to realize he was not looking at his late
companion. He also had to blink to keep the tears back, a common
occurrence since the brutal execution only a few months prior.

“We have only five stewards left to deal
with, sire,” Herlen stated. “Bobdon, Claesch, Whittingson, Grouff,
and Deckson.”

“Chobaen has assured me he can take Bobdon
and Grouff, while we may consider negotiating a peaceful end for
the others,” Daren said. “We already have many stewardships to fill
and, I fear, too few worthy candidates. Some experienced nobility
will not be a bad thing for us to deal with.”

“Can we trust them not to turn on me again?”
Alexis asked.

“No, sire, we can trust no one except those
present in this room,” Deran replied. “Myself, my father, and you,
sire.”

“Are you forgetting someone, Deran?” Bella
asked from her seat next to Alexis.

“My apologies,” Deran said. “I always
consider you and his highness one and the same. I meant no
disrespect.”

“And the mistress takes none,” Alexis said,
waving his hand. “She knows that we are of the same mind. But in
the future, please see her as an individual. I would not have made
it through these difficult times without her.”

“It is a mistake I will not make again,
sire,” Daren said.

“I should think not,” Bella frowned. “You
are new to our struggle, where I have been surviving it for the
last couple of years. I would think even lowdeckers, such as
yourselves, would have considered what we endured as
hardships.”

“We like to consider ourselves Prime men,
mistress,” Herlen said. “And there are hardships aplenty down on
Helios, believe you me.”

“But you had a choice,” Bella glared. “We
did not.”

“No bickering, please,” Alexis sighed. “I
have a horrible headache and am not in the mood.”

“Of course, sire,” Herlen said. “I will
remain quiet.”

“No, no, I need to hear your report,” Alexis
responded. “The mistress will stay silent while I listen. We will
both have our ears open so we can learn from your counsel.”

“Alexis,” Bella groused.

“Now hush, wife,” Alexis said. “You are not
helping the situation.”

Bella’s mouth snapped shut and she leaned
back in her chair, her eyes burning with controlled fury.

“We have been at war with the stewards for
near a year now,” Deren stated. “And for the first time I can see
the end. It will be glorious for us, sire. The spoils are ours, and
all we will need do is make sure the passengers fall in line once
the full balance of power has shifted.”

“What of Stolt?” Alexis asked. “You did not
name that man in your list of holdouts.”

“Stolt is of no concern,” Herlen grinned.
“He has been thoroughly hobbled.”

“By hobbled you mean you butchered his
entire family,” Bella stated. “His children, grandchildren, nieces,
nephews, the whole lot, isn’t that right?”

“The master wished him to feel pain and
remorse like none had ever felt pain before,” Deran replied. “He
has felt that and so much more. The old man is broken and hides in
his estate house like a withered old hermit.”

“He is in his estate house?” Alexis asked as
he leaned forward. “Just waiting there? I thought the man would
still be on the run.”

“As we thought he would be also, sire,”
Herlen said. “But all reports have him at his home for the past
couple of months. I believe he is just waiting there to die.”

“Hmmmm,” Alexis said. “Maybe this is our
opportunity to help him with that.”

“How do you mean, sire?” Deran asked. “You
want him killed? It can easily be arranged. I’ll send a troop of
men in and he will be dead by tomorrow evening.”

“No, I do not want his end to come at the
hands of strangers,” Alexis said. “I believe I will accompany those
men and do it myself.”

The Spiggots both looked shocked and they
turned to the mistress for help.

“Mistress, maybe you can dissuade the master
from this course,” Herlen said. “He should not leave Castle Quent.
Not yet. The Station, especially the Surface, is still too
dangerous.”

“We need our men focused on the holdouts’
soldiers, not on protecting the master,” Deran added. He focused on
Alexis once again and held his hands out, palms up. “I plead with
you, sire, not to be rash with thoughts of personal revenge.”

“Rash?” Alexis laughed. “My dearest Brother
Gannot was murdered seven months ago. I have been very patient, I
believe. Now the time has come for me to act, not wait. We will
depart for Stolt’s estate in the morning. Which sector is it
again?”

“Kirke,” Deran answered.

“Kirke,” Alexis smiled. “Sector Kirke. I
know the area well. Decent soil in Kirke. One of the few places
that can actually grow produce well enough to feed most of its
passengers in the Decks below.” He looked at Deran and smiled.
“When Stolt is gone, it shall be yours, my friend.”

Bella whipped her head about and glared at
her husband while Deran sat back in his chair, his feet hitting the
floor with a smack, and gasped.

“You honor me, sire!” Deran exclaimed.

“Now you are being rash,” Bella said as she
stood up. “You should not be handing out stewardships, sectors, or
estates until this war is over and won.”

“Sit down, wife,” Alexis said.

“I will not!” Bella growled. “I am returning
to our quarters. You will find me there when you return and we can
discuss this matter in private.”

“The matter has been discussed,” Alexis said
as he rolled his eyes. “When I return to our quarters we will
discuss other matters, such as our daughter’s education.”

“Our daughter’s education…?” Bella asked. “I
have no idea what you mean by that. She already has excellent
tutors.”

“Yes, but station
tutors,” Alexis replied. “All they do is fill her head with facts
and figures. She needs a true education that only life can
provide.”

“What in Helios’s name are you babbling
about?” Bella asked. “You are not making sense, Alexis.”

“If I am not making sense, it is because I
have no intention to here,” Alexis responded with a soft chuckle.
“But it I will make sense when we discuss this matter later in our
quarters. Go ahead and leave us, wife. We have much more to talk
about.”

Bella shook with anger, but she kept it
under control as she gracefully turned and left the great hall. The
three men watched her go and when the doors had closed, they
returned to their business at hand.

“Stolt will die by my long blade,” Alexis
stated.

“You do not want him to die the same way
DuChaer passed?” Deran asked. “There would be some symmetry and
poetry to that end.”

“No,” Alexis said. “Brother Gannot’s death
will not be tarnished by Stolt. While the execution was horrible,
it was grand and the entire station watched it happen. Stolt will
get a simple death by my hand and not some spectacle. He lives
alone now so he will die alone now.”

Alexis stood up and clapped his hands.

“This will be wonderful! I haven’t left the
Castle in some time!”

The Spiggots stood as well, and both bowed
to the master.

“Oh, Helios, stop that,” Alexis said. “You
two are my closest friends. When we are alone, we are equals, just
as Brother Gannot and I were. Understood?”

“You honor us, sire,” Herlen replied.

“More than you could possibly know,” Deran
added.

“Well, you deserve the honor.” Alexis
smiled. “You have delivered on every promise you have made.”

 


* * *

 


“Master, if I may!” Deran called out from
down the passageway.

Alexis, flanked by several royal guards,
turned and cocked his head.

“Yes, Brother Deran?” he asked. “Is there
something we forgot to discuss?”

“Well, there is one thing, sire,” Deran said
as he hurried up to the master. He glanced at the guards. “But it
is of a private nature.”

“Private nature?” Alexis smiled. “Sounds
intriguing.” He waved both hands at the guards. “Leave us. I’ll be
in Steward Spiggot’s capable hands.”

The guards hesitated, but only for a second,
then marched down the passageway towards the royal quarters.

“What troubles you, Brother Deran?” Alexis
asked.

“Oh, nothing troubles me, sire,” Deran said.
“I am more worried about your troubles.”

“My troubles? Those are vast and many,”
Alexis said with a laugh. “And certainly not anything you need to
take on for yourself. A master’s life is one of work and
burden.”

“Yes, but I wanted to extend an invitation,
if I might,” Deran said.

He looked up and down the passageway,
double-checking they were alone.

Then he placed his hand on the master’s
arm.

“I know how special DuChaer was to you,
sire,” Deran said. “He was more than just a friend and confidant.
It was easy to see. Or, easy for me to see.”

He stepped in a little closer.

“I would like to be that person for you now,
sire,” Deran said. “If you will let me.”

Alexis watched the man carefully, but did
not ask him to step back or to remove his hand.

“If I have been too forward, or
misunderstood the signals between us, then you have my deepest
apologies,” Deran said. “I mean no offense, and would never
besmirch your reputation.”

“Besmirch my reputation?” Alexis laughed.
“We have all but defeated the meeting of stewards and restored the
monarchy to power. My reputation is above being besmirched,
Deran.”

Alexis placed his hand over Deran’s and
smiled.

“I believe I have a place in my life for
another dear friend,” Alexis said as he squeezed Deran’s hand. “But
let us discuss this topic another time. For now, I must tend to my
family and prepare for the journey tomorrow. You understand, of
course.”

“Of course,” Deran nodded. “And I thank you
for your kindness.”

“It is the least I can do, considering the
kindness you have brought me.” Alexis smiled. “Now go and make your
preparations. The journey to Sector Kirke is a full day and a half
by skid. You’ll need to pack and make sure there are provisions for
us and the guards.”

“Yes, sire,” Deran said, finally removing
his hand from the master’s arm. He bowed low and swept his arm out.
“I am but your humble servant.”

“And friend,” Alexis added.

“And friend,” Deran said as he stood tall.
“Your most honored friend.”

 


* * *

 


“I will not let you send my daughter down to
the Prime!” Bella yelled.

“Keep your voice down, woman,” Alexis
replied, his own voice filled with boredom. “And it is not your
decision to make. I am Master of Station Aelon and if I say the
heir to the crown is to spend time on the Prime, then she is to
spend time on the Prime. End of discussion.”

“It is far from the end of the discussion,”
Bella snarled at him. “There is no discussion! If you send our
daughter to the planet then I will kill you in your sleep, Alexis!
That is a promise I am willing to make this very second!”

“Oh, stop with the melodrama,” Alexis said.
“It is not like you will be parted. I am sending you down with
her.”

“You are...what?” Bella gasped as she
stumbled back and plopped into a chair. “You are…? What is this,
Alexis? Banishment?”

“What? Banishment? Helios, no!” Alexis
exclaimed. “This is for your and Alexis’s safety! The Spiggots have
more influence and control on Helios than they do here in the
Station. I want you two to be as safe as possible while this war
ends. There may only be five more stewards to contend with, but
that does not mean they won’t have their spies and sympathizers
working to undermine my progress. With you on the planet, I can
focus on establishing the crown’s supreme rule once again.”

“But the estate is wild down there,” Bella
argued. “Surely we’d be safer here.”

“I do not think so,” Alexis said. “I fear
Stolt’s men are everywhere. Except on the Prime. The man has always
hated the Prime and only set foot down there a handful of times. He
has no agents on the estate. Up here? Who knows how many?”

“But you are leaving to execute him,” Bella
said. “He won’t be a threat anymore.”

“He will always be a threat,” Alexis sighed.
“We killed his immediate family and heirs, but there are sure to be
cousins and second cousins that will want to lay claim to his
legacy and fortune. This war has served two purposes, Bella: one to
restore me to power. and an unfortunate second of stirring a honey
wasps’ nest. Those honey wasps will take a long time to settle
down.”

“How long?” Bella asked.

“A year? Perhaps two?” Alexis mused. “Hard
to say. But I promise to bring both of you home as soon as
possible. And, of course, I will join you as often as I can. You
know how I love the Prime.”

“Then maybe you should take Alexis down
there,” Bella said. “I could rule as your regent. It would keep her
safe and take a target off of your back.”

“Don’t be absurd,” Alexis chuckled. “We have
fought so hard these months so I can be master where I am supposed
to be, not from down on the Prime with a surrogate in place. No,
the decision has been made and there is no changing my mind.”

Bella had a million responses, threats, and
curses, but all she said was, “How long before we must leave?”

“Oh, a couple months at the soonest,” Alexis
said. “I need to put these last stewards down before I can be
assured that my place is solid and also so when I do send for you,
there will be a station for you to come back to. So, no hurry at
all.”

“No...no hurry at all,” Bella echoed.

“We’ll tell Alexis when I return,” Alexis
stated. “I want to do it together so it looks like we are unified
on this decision, so please keep this between us until then.”

“Yes, of course, husband,” Bella said. “We
must look unified for our daughter’s sake.”

“Exactly!” Alexis beamed. “For our
daughter’s sake!”

 


* * *

 


The teacup shook in his hand as he brought
it to his lips. Several drops spilled from the rim and dripped down
his chin, forcing him to use both hands just to steady the cup
enough to get a small sip. Once his parched mouth was wetted, Stolt
carefully set the teacup down on the table, ever afraid he’d drop
and break it. It was the last of a set, and he didn’t know what
else he would drink from, since all that were left were the
servants’ dishes.

Although he figured those would do, since
the servants had left him two weeks earlier.

Alone in his house, Stolt had been forced to
fend for himself, something he hadn’t had to do in many, many
decades.

He leaned back in his chair and closed his
eyes, which seemed to be his pastime of late, as his strength ebbed
daily.

“Stolt!”

The old steward’s eyes remained closed.

“Stolt!”

That did cause his eyelids to flicker, and
he struggled to open them fully, having been close to falling into
a deep nap.

“Stolt! Show yourself!”

Steward Stolt knew that voice; he knew it
well, and he was more than surprised that he was hearing it on his
own estate.

The man struggled to stand, and nearly
toppled over once he was upright. With a crooked, defeated gait, he
shuffled over to the wide window of his office and pulled the
drapes aside.

“Alexis,” Stolt mumbled. “Come for me, have
you?”

“I have come for you, Stolt!” Alexis shouted
from the courtyard.

Stolt rolled his eyes at the predictability
of the man. Although he had expected his arrival weeks before. It
just proved to him once again that the master’s capacity for
laziness and late timing was never to be underestimated.

“Stolt! Come out here, you coward!”

“I’m right here, moron,” Stolt croaked as he
tapped at the window. “Keep your frilly undergarments on, you
flip.”

The men in the courtyard, including Alexis,
turned at the sound of the rapping at the window. Alexis grinned
and pointed and several guards rushed towards the front of the
estate house and kicked in the door.

“Oh, for Helios’s sake, it was unlocked,”
Stolt grumbled as he turned from the window and shuffled past his
desk to a mirror that hung on the wall.

He frowned at his appearance and had wished
he had bathed and made himself presentable that morning instead of
just wandering the rooms before tea. He did what he could with the
wisps of grey hair on his head, and tugged at his tunic and
robe.

“If this is how I go, then this is how I
go,” Stolt said to himself just before the office door burst
open.

“Girard Stolt!” a guard announced as he
stomped up to Stolt. “You are under arrest for treason against the
crown, and for instigating a revolt and rebellion against Alexis
the Second, Master of Station Aelon.”

“You did not need to say the last part,
fool,” Stolt said. “Treason covers rebellion and revolt.”

The guard looked confused for a second, but
recovered quickly and motioned for the old man to be taken.

“Master Alexis has already passed sentence,
which will be carried out immediately in your courtyard,” the guard
said.

That did surprise Stolt and he frowned.

“I am not to be taken to an airlock?” he
asked.

“No, you are not,” the guard said. “There
will be no more executions using the airlocks on this station ever
again. This has been ordered by Master Alexis in honor of the
fallen hero known as Gannot DuChaer.”

“The fallen hero?” Stolt gasped. “The man
must be kidding. Please tell me he is kidding.”

“The legacy of Gannot DuChaer is not a
kidding matter,” the guard replied, but Stolt could see on the sour
faces of some of the guards that not all believed that to be
true.

“Fine,” Stolt nodded. “Then take me to
Alexis. I will face the brat one last time before I die and go to
see Helios.”

“Your kind will never be allowed to see
Helios,” the guard spat. “A traitor to a master is a traitor to the
Dear Parent.”

“Oh, save me the dogma and let’s get this
over with,” Stolt sighed. “I’ve waited long enough.”

The guards marched him through the estate
house and out into the courtyard where a smiling Alexis stood,
flanked by the Spiggots.

“Cousin Stolt,” Alexis said. “It is such a
pleasure to see you again, even if our time together will be brief.
And bloody.”

“I hear you are looking to canonize
DuChaer,” Stolt said. “Good luck with that.”

“Canonize? Hardly,” Alexis said. “I know the
High Guardian would never allow that. Nor would I seek to have it
done. I merely have honored my dear friend by not allowing you the
same death as he.”

“I was mocking you, Alexis,” Stolt said. “I
did not think you were actually going to canonize the flip.”

Alexis rushed forward and slapped the old
man so hard that two of his teeth flew from his mouth and clattered
to the paving stones of the courtyard.

“Your days of mocking me end now,” Alexis
growled. “It is my turn to mock you, you worthless coward. Look at
you.” Alexis stepped back and spread his arms. “You were once a
great man, Cousin Stolt. You held power and you sat at the right
hand of a master. Sure, everyone knew you had ambitions greater
than your place, but that was what made you so effective. Then you
went and put those ambitions to work. and now where has it gotten
you?”

Alexis turned and looked at the
Spiggots.

“Brother Deran? Where has it gotten Cousin
Stolt?”

“Nowhere, it would seem,” Deran replied.

“Brother Deran?”
Stolt asked. “That didn’t take long.” Stolt clapped his hands
weakly before the guards that held him slapped them back to his
sides. Stolt looked nonplussed and continued. “Well done, Spiggots.
You managed to worm your way into the influence of a master,
finally.”

“I do not know what you are inferring,
Stolt,” Herlen said. “We are merely here to serve the Master of
Station Aelon, as is our Helios given duty.”

Stolt made loud gagging noises then burst
out into laughter.

“Oh, you will be serving him, alright,”
Stolt said, once he had calmed down. “You’ll be serving him up on a
platter while you feast.” Stolt looked Alexis in the eye. “Know
your enemies, Alexis. They may seem like friends at first.”

“Yes, you would be very familiar with that
ploy, wouldn’t you Cousin Stolt?” Alexis sneered. “And your words
have no affect on me. My father warned me about you, and now here
we stand, the truth revealed. Are you ready to die, Cousin?”

“I have always been ready to die,” Stolt
replied. “As I have always been ready to serve this station. Mark
my words, Alexis, I have always done what I have felt was right for
the Station. Those two only know how to do what is right for them.
They will turn on you, or at the very least, throw you under the
skid as soon as their ruse is discovered. You see friends, but I
see your final demise. Too bad I will not be here to witness your
true fall.”

“Are you quite finished?” Alexis asked,
honestly bored with the old man. “Can I cut your head off now?”

One more time, Stolt was surprised. “You?
You will be my executioner?” He swallowed hard and looked about.
“Can I request someone else? Perhaps a man more used to wielding a
blade?”

“I am an excellent bladesman!” Alexis
snapped. “You know that, Stolt!”

“Oh, stop whining, child!” Stolt snapped
back. “I know you can handle yourself with a blade! But you have
never executed a man before!” He shook his head and sighed. “It
must be in one clean motion. It is not about thrust and parry, but
about strength and focus. Neither of which you possess.”

“If you want my blade to be focused then
perhaps angering me further is not such a grand idea.” Alexis
smirked. “If I am upset then I may have to hack away at your neck
until that deceitful head of yours finally falls off.”

“Sire, we should hurry this along so we are
not forced to stay here for the night,” Deran suggested. “As
comfortable as this house may look, it is bad luck to sleep in a
condemned man’s home.”

“You know nothing of bad luck,” Stolt said.
“But you will learn.”

“Fine. Take him over there,” Alexis ordered
as he pointed to a low bench next to a silent and still
fountain.

Murky water filled the fountain and Stolt
saw his distorted image in it before he was forced to his knees,
his arms jerked up behind his back, and his neck pressed to the
bench. He didn’t struggle, he didn’t fight, only shifted his head
so that as much of his neck was exposed as possible.

“My blade,” Alexis said and a guard hurried
to the royal skid, a full sized one that could hold several people,
then hurried back with the long blade in hand.

“Your father may have had issues with rage,
but he was never cruel like you, Alexis,” Stolt said.

“That I can quickly argue wasn’t quite the
case, Cousin,” Alexis replied as he held his blade up so he could
see his own reflection in the metal. “He knew plenty about cruelty.
As do you. It was cruelty that killed Brother Gannot. There is no
other way to explain such a horrific act.”

Alexis stepped up close to the bench and
hefted the long blade over his head.

“Do you think I am cruel, Cousin? Do you
really? If I was cruel, then I would find a much more gruesome way
for you to die. When I bring down this blade it will be mercy that
I show you, not cruelty.”

“Say what you must to yourself so you sleep
at night, Alexis,” Stolt said. “I have made my peace with Helios
and I am ready.”

“Good.” Alexis smiled. “So am I.”

He brought the blade down hard and fast, but
his aim was not true and he quickly learned that Stolt was right
considering the difficulty of taking a man’s head from his neck.
Blood poured from the old man’s shoulder as Alexis wrenched the
blade free and lifted it once again. Stolt struggled not to cry
out, but the agony was too intense and he started to whimper like a
wounded animal.

“Hold him still!” Alexis barked at his
guards. “You let him move! That is why I missed!”

The guards doubled their grip as Alexis
tried once more. And failed. Stolt screamed as the blade dug into
his spine, but did not fully sever it.

“I said hold him!” Alexis roared.

He lifted the blade and then brought it
down, again and again, as he struggled to hack the old steward’s
head off. When Stolt’s screams finally stopped, Alexis knew the man
was gone, even though a couple of tendons refused to give, and
still kept ahold of the head they had faithfully served for so many
decades.

“Burn it,” Alexis said, his the entire front
covered in blood. “Burn the old wretch. Leave his scorched corpse
in the courtyard for all to see who dare visit here.”

“But, sire, if this is to be my new—” Daren
said then stopped when he glimpsed the madness in the master’s
eyes. “Yes, yes, of course.” He turned to the guards. “You heard
the master! Burn the damned body! Now!”

The guards grabbed the body and dragged it
to the center of the courtyard, its head bouncing and bumping along
as the two tendons still refused to let go.

 


* * *

 


The night sky was bright and full, but with
that slight flicker that the shield created. Bella didn’t care
either way as her mind was lost in the thought of having to live on
Aelon Prime instead of the Station. She worried that the excuse of
safety was only a veiled attempt to hide the fact she was being
exiled.

She doubted Alexis was the one that had
first suggested the idea and was more than confident that one or
both of the Spiggots were pushing for it.

The Spiggots.

Bella was quickly figuring out that Alexis,
in his grief over DuChaer, had found surrogates that would help
indulge his childish whims and irresponsible ways. She knew the war
was almost over, but she doubted the conflict was anywhere near
done.

She leaned against the railing of the
observatory and looked out at the vast expanse of land that
surrounded Castle Quent. Land that had been created by ancients
long dead when they were forced to escape the planet Helios. Crops
of various types, pens for grendts and shaows, small dwellings for
the foremen who oversaw the working of the Surface—it all seemed
like it would be easy for her to adjust to a life down on
Helios.

But the planet was not a place you could
walk through the grass with your shoes off and raise your face to
the light of the Helios star. The planet was a dreary world of Vape
clouds and poisonous air. It was a hard land that could kill you in
an instant—if the people didn’t.

Miners and breen farmers, and the rough
settlers that went with them.

Not to mention being under the constant eye
of The Way. And their control. As much as the masters of all the
Stations wanted to believe they were the rulers of the System,
without the leave of The Way, nothing would happen. Vape would not
be allowed to leave the planet, and breen would be in very short
supply, since it was extremely difficult to grow on the Surfaces of
the stations.

Bella did not kid herself that she was going
to be anything less than a prisoner. She knew her husband did not
see it that way, and because of his amazing ability for denial,
couldn’t even comprehend her interpretation. Yet a prisoner she
would be; her walls the landscape, her cell the ceaseless
boredom.

Alexis was not a cruel man, Bella knew that,
but he was not a mature man. His emotions and thoughts were like
those of a teenager, always about self-indulgence and never about
duty. He would have been a great breen farmer, since his love for
the Prime and land on the planet was even stronger than his
daughter’s, but Bella knew the man would never have had the
patience to wait out crop fluctuations and Vape storm repairs. The
life on the land that Alexis always pined for was nothing more than
another of his dreams.

And Bella was terrified she was about to be
lost in that dream.

She had to focus on her daughter if she
planned on staying sane. Focus on raising Alexis to be the ruler
she was destined to be. Bella knew the girl loved the Prime, what
with all the adventure it gave to a child. The skid racing, the
boiling seas, the hardcase population. Alexis reveled in the entire
way of life.

Her daughter would be Bella’s focus; her
daughter would be her way of keeping her sense of self, her sense
of royalty, her sense of purpose.

Bella gave the nightscape one last look
before turning towards the stairs that led down from the
observatory, past the jail cells for the more privileged prisoners,
and to the royal quarters. She had never figured out why one of the
old masters had decided that the third spire should be home to the
observatory as well as the jail cells. Or why the royal quarters
were housed so close.

It was a bit of history she wanted to look
into, but knew she no longer had the time to satisfy such an
unimportant whim.

She wound her way down the stairs and was
surprised to see light coming from under one of the cell doors.
Bella hesitated on the steps, only a couple of feet from where the
door was recessed into the wall of the spire, and listened. She
thought she heard praying, but wasn’t sure. It could have been the
mumblings of a prisoner who had long since lost his mind due to the
constant confinement.

Her shoes scraped against the rough stairs
as she started to leave and a soft voice called out.

“Who’s there?” a man asked. “Who has come to
taunt and mock me in my time of crisis?”

Bella knew that voice, but couldn’t quite
place it.

“Hello?” she whispered. “Who is that?”

“Mistress?”

Bella hesitated.

“Mistress? Is that you?” the man asked, his
voice much closer to the door as if he had his lips pressed right
up against it. “It is I, Steward, or former Steward, Jackull
Beumont.”

“Beumont?” Bella said. “I had assumed you
were executed already, despite my husband’s cruel promise.”

“Not so lucky, your highness,” Beumont
replied. “It appears I will be held here indefinitely.”

“Surely there will be a trial,” Bella said.
“You cannot be held without a trial now that the meeting of
stewards is assembling again.”

“This is war time, your highness,” Beumont
responded. “The rule of law does not apply and all writs are
suspended, except those the master deems important to the cause of
protecting the monarchy.”

Bella looked down the stairway, thinking she
heard voices. She listened intently, but again, no sounds were
heard.

“Mistress, are you still there?”

“I am, Beumont,” Bella responded. “I was
distracted by a sound, but it has passed.”

“All I have are sounds,” Beumont sighed.
“There are no windows in this cell and the only portal to the
outside world is that slide hatch in the door where they give me my
food.”

Bella looked down at the door and saw the
slide hatch he spoke of. She reached for the clasp, hesitated, then
reached again and undid it. Slowly, with butterflies in her
stomach, she slid the hatch open. The mistress had no idea why she
did it, but the impulse was too great to resist. Two bleary eyes
appeared and blinked against the low light of the stairwell.

“Do they not provide you with illumination?”
Bella asked. “You act as if you haven’t seen light in some
time.”

“I have a handful of candles,” Beumont
laughed dryly. “But the matches I was given are damp and spoiled. I
believe they knew that when they handed them to me. Another cruel
joke in this charade before I am killed.”

“Have they said when you are to die?” Bella
asked, crouching down so she could look the man in the eye. And
what beautiful, soulful eyes they were. “I do not mean to offend
you with the question, it is just that I am no longer in the loop
of information here at court.”

“I have been told nothing, other than to
keep my mouth shut and stand in the corner when they bring my
meals,” Beumont said. “As if I could reach through this hatch and
do any damage.” His eyes disappeared, replaced by his hand, which
could only reach out to the mid-forearm before becoming wedged.
“See?”

“I see,” Bella said as she stared at his
cracked and bloody nails. “This is not right.”

She clamped her hands over her mouth at the
surprising utterance. She had not meant to say that out loud; she
had not even known she was thinking it.

“It is not right, no,” Beumont agreed. “To
condemn a man to indefinite imprisonment when I have done nothing
but look out for what is best for the Station. I lost my wife and
daughter for this cause and every day I stay alive, stay out of
Helios’s grace, I dishonor their memory. If only your husband would
kill me and get it over with.”

He withdrew his hand and his eyes returned.
They had a desperate, pleading look, but also held great nobility
and strength. Bella hadn’t see eyes like that in a very long time.
Certainly not in her husband’s face.

“I am to be imprisoned as well,” Bella said.
“Although a planet will be my cell, so I cannot compare my
situation to yours, I’m afraid.”

“You are being sent down to Helios?” Beumont
asked. “Why? What have you done?”

“I have done nothing but my duties,” Bella
replied. “My daughter will accompany me. Alexis says it is for her
protection and education, just as his time on Helios was for
him.”

Beumont’s eyes crinkled as he started to
laugh. Bella frowned and almost shut the hatch.

“No, no, I am sorry,” Beumont apologized.
“It is just that the Spiggots are so transparent that it is almost
comical. At least DuChaer welcomed the challenge of having you
around. Those two swindlers aren’t even up to that. It is only a
matter of time before their lack of intelligence or subtlety gets
them killed.”

“More war,” Bella sighed. “The station
cannot handle it all over again.”

“This one has not ended yet,” Beumont said.
“Yes, many stewards have sworn allegiance to Master Alexis once
again, but very few actually mean it. The Spiggots will soon be the
new targets, just as DuChaer was. Then they will come for the
master and he won’t be so lucky to keep his title or his life as he
had before.”

“How do you know this?” Bella asked.

“The stewards have planned far ahead, your
highness,” Beumont admitted. “We knew there was the chance that the
Station would be taken back by the monarchy. We also knew it would
only be a matter of time before some new sycophant wormed his way
into your husband’s graces. He is very susceptible to flattery,
isn’t he?”

“He is at that,” Bella said. Then a thought
struck her and she felt as if the stairs had gone out from under
her. She sat down hard and pressed her face to the door. “What of
my daughter? What of Alexis?”

“That I cannot say,” Beumont replied. “I
would be lying to you if I said she would be safe. Being the only
direct heir to the crown, the temptation would be far too great to
resist.”

“The temptation…?” Bella asked, already
knowing the answer.

“To kill her,” Beumont stated. “With her
gone then the monarchy would be so easy to dismantle. She is
beloved by the passengers, as they see a spirit in her of monarchs
long since passed, and that makes her dangerous. It makes you
dangerous as well.”

“How do you mean?”

“The passengers adore you also,” Beumont
said. “They see you as a suffering mistress trapped in a marriage
to a fool. And you are the mother of the first female heir. That is
not something the people take lightly.”

“I never really knew,” Bella whispered. “I
have been so busy here at court trying to keep DuChaer’s claws off
my husband, and now the Spiggots’, that I have never taken the time
to walk amongst the passengers and truly get to know them.”

“And now you will not get that chance at
all,” Beumont said. “Unless you count the miners and farmers and
other roughnecks of the Prime.”

“Perhaps I should,” Bella said then shook
her head and moved away from the door. “And perhaps I should keep
my mouth closed. I...I do not know why I have confided in you.”

“Because we all need someone to confide in,
mistress,” Beumont said. “And I am condemned, so talking to me is
safe. Soon I will be gone and only Helios will know what has
transpired here.”

“Only Helios…” Bella mused then started to
walk away from the cell door. “Thank you for the conversation,
Beumont.”

“Jackull. Please, call me Jackull.”

“Jackull,” Bella smiled. “I thank you for
opening my mind to the possibilities. I was lost for a while, but
now I believe I see Helios’s path for me. And for my daughter. I
have you to thank for that.”

“Mistress?” Beumont asked, confused. “I am
not sure I have done anything of the sort.”

“You have, you have,” Bella said. “Fear not
your future, Jackull. I believe in my heart that it is not as dark
and gloomy as you suspect.”

“I do hope you are right, your highness,”
Beumont said. “And thank you for being kind enough to speak with
me. A small bit of humanity goes a long way these days.”

Bella took another couple of steps then
stopped. She hurried back up to the door and pushed her hand
through the hatch. Beumont took her hand in his and their fingers
intertwined. There was a heat and spark from the contact of skin
and Bella smiled, glad in more ways than she could express.

She pulled her hand back and peered into the
hatch once more.

“We are not insane,” she said. “Mad people
have forced us to think we are for years. But I know the truth, I
can feel it. Can you?”

“Yes, your highness,” Beumont said. “In the
touch of your hand, I felt Helios speaking to me.”

Bella gasped and held her hands to her
chest.

“As have I!” she exclaimed. “This was not
chance that I happened along this stairway this night. I was put
here and you were put here, all so we could save this station
together.”

“Yes,” Beumont whispered. “And perhaps save
ourselves.”

“And perhaps save ourselves,” Bella echoed,
her chest swelling with a sudden feeling of longing and energy. “I
will see to it you are not killed or left here to rot, Jackull, but
you must swear to me one thing.”

“Mistress, I do not know if you have
the—”

“Swear to me and I will worry about power,”
Bella stated.

“I will swear to anything you want,
mistress,” Beumont said.

“Swear you will help me protect my daughter
and see to it that she wears the crown of Station Aelon,” Bella
said. “Swear to me that you will do everything you can to secure
her position in history and in the glory of Helios.”

“I swear it,” Beumont replied instantly. “I
do not know why, but I do. Helios has spoken to us, through us, and
we are here to do the Dear Parent’s bidding.”

“Yes. Yes, we are,” Bella said. “Thank you,
Jackull.”

“No. Thank you, mistress,” Beumont
responded.

“Bella.”

“Mistress?”

“My name is Bella,” Bella said. “Bella
Herlect Teirmont, Mistress of Station Aelon and Minoress of Station
Thraen. But when we are together, you will only call me Bella.”

“Will we be together?” Beumont asked.

“We will,” Bella stated with such certainty
that there was no argument.

“Then I look forward to that
time...Bella.”

She did not respond as the sound of the door
at the bottom of the stairs as they were thrown open echoed up the
stairwell. Men began to shout and call up to the cells, their
voices filled with malevolence and spite.

“Hide,” Beumont hissed. “Return to the
observatory before they find you speaking to me.”

Bella turned and fled, racing up the stairs
back to the observatory as she heard cell doors thrown open and
guards shouting at the wards within.

 


* * *

 


Those that filled the great hall had the
looks of men and women yanked from dreams and plunged into
nightmares. Which, it being the middle of the night, was closer to
the truth than the sleep addled brains could actually realize.

“These are the men?” Alexis asked as he took
his seat at the head of the hall. “These are the last of the
holdouts?”

“Yes, sire,” Deran replied as he stood a
couple of feet away from the stewards that had been dragged into
the great hall in heavy chains. “And the ones behind them are the
stewards we have kept imprisoned in the third spire.”

“Traitors all,” Herlen spat from the other
side of the shackled men. “They deserve no mercy, sire.”

“No, I suppose they do not,” Alexis agreed
from his seat. He looked at the men then looked past them and
smiled. “Bella! Wife! There you are. I was told you were not in our
quarters and I grew worried.”

“I was in the observatory when I heard the
commotion,” Bella said as she strode to the end of the hall and
joined her husband in the seat next to his.

She looked at the line of men before her
then at the second line. Her eyes hesitated for a brief second on
Beumont, taking in his ragged appearance and unhealthy posture.
When he met her gaze she looked quickly away, for fear her face
would betray the sudden feelings that he stirred. Not since she was
a young woman had a man looked at her with such longing and need.
She chalked it up to his desperation to be free, but down inside
she knew it was the connection they had made in those few minutes
of conversation.

“Are these the condemned traitors then?”
Bella asked. “Have you decided on their times of execution? Is this
why you have called the court together at this late, late
hour?”

“I have come from Sector Kirke and must
announce that Steward Stolt has met his end.” Alexis grinned. “The
old grendt lost his head, I am afraid.”

“He went mad?” Bella asked.

“No, I cut his head off,” Alexis replied,
his grin widening. “And it was not an easy task, I must say. Remind
me to up the wages for the executioner corps.”

“Stolt is dead?” Bella asked.

“He is,” Alexis said. “And as I was
returning, I received word that the last stewards—Bobdon, Claesch,
Whittingson, Grouff, and Deckson—the pitiful men you see before us,
were captured by the royal guard, using the intelligence received
by the Spiggots.”

The master nodded and the Spiggots nodded in
return.

“I did not want to drag this business out a
second longer so have decided to pass judgment this instant on
these traitorous beasts.”

“Might I make a suggestion before you do,
husband?” Bella asked.

“Please, my love, please suggest away,”
Alexis said.

“Do not kill them,” she said, her face
overtaken by a grin so wicked, that some in attendance made the
sign of the X across themselves, and even their neighbors.

“Not kill them?” Alexis asked. “Why in
Helios’s name not?”

“Because then they have a chance to be
martyred,” Bella stated. “I have seen it all before on Station
Thraen when my father removed the gatekeepers. Don’t make his
mistake.”

“Oh, I would never stoop so low as to act
like Thraen,” Alexis said, completely forgetting that his wife was
a Thraen. “They are frilly animals that rut and eat instead of
rule.”

Bella stayed silent as Alexis thought the
idea through.

“Then what shall I do with them?” he
wondered. “Where shall I put them? Forever in the third spire?
Conscripted to work on the Lower Decks doing the most menial jobs
that even the lowdeckers won’t do?”

“Exile them to the lease holdings on Thraen
Prime,” Bella said. “Just as our beloved Brother DuChaer had been
exiled.”

“Sire, I would not advise—” Deran
started.

“Hold on, Brother Deran,” Alexis said as he
held up his hand. “I think my wife is on to something here.” He
pursed his lips and furrowed his brow. “It has a certain amount of
poetry to it, don’t you think?”

The Spiggots remained quiet, their eyes
flicking from master to mistress and back.

“But I do not think it safe to send them to
Thraen Prime,” Alexis said. “Too much opportunity for escape or
help from the Thraens.” Bella started to speak, as the Spiggots
started to smile, but all stopped as the master continued. “No, I
will exile them to the royal estate on Aelon Prime where it will be
easier to keep an eye on them. Not that they will be housed inside
the compound, mind you. No, they will live out with the workers,
because they will be workers.”

Alexis stood and held his arms out.

“Let it be decreed that these men, from this
moment forward, are exiled to Aelon Prime where they will live out
their lives performing hard labor in the breen fields! If they
refuse to do the work expected of a field worker, then they will be
sent to the mines and ordered to the bottom most level until they
die. I have spoken and this is law!”

The Spiggots each glared at the mistress for
a split second then looked up at the master.

“A marvelous idea, sire,” Deran said.

“You are a truly inspired leader, your
highness,” Herlen added.

“The inspiration was all my wife’s,” Alexis
said as he reached down and took Bella’s hand, kissing the back
softly before he returned it to the arm of her chair. “And the
reason I acted is because she will be present on the Prime, as
well. I trust her to keep these traitors in line. There will be no
rest for any of them, as long as Mistress Bella is there to oversee
their exile.”

“No rest,” Bella whispered as her eyes
locked onto Beumont’s.

 


* * *

 


Her tears were hot and heavy as they dripped
down her cheeks and fell from her chin. The poor distraught girl
looked up at her father, confused and hurt. He looked down at her
and wiped the tears away with his thumbs, but they were instantly
replaced by others.

“Why, Papa?” Minoress Alexis asked. “What
did I do? Whatever it is, I’m sorry! I take it back! I’ll be
better! I’ll be a good girl and I won’t steal skids and I won’t
pilfer from the pantry and I promise not to—”

“Stop, my dear sweet girl,” Alexis said as
he crouched down in front of her. “You have done nothing wrong.
This is not about punishing you, but about keeping you safe. You
love the Prime! This will be a grand adventure!”

“I love the Prime with you,” she cried. “I don’t want to live down there if
you are living up here!”

“It will not be forever, I promise,” Alexis
said.

“Any time away from you is forever, Papa!
Any time!” Minoress Alexis cried as she wrapped her arms about her
father’s neck and sobbed into his shoulder.

“There there, sweet girl, there there,”
Alexis soothed. “I am only a shuttle ride away and will visit as
often as I can.”

“Except that would leave the Station without
a regent,” Bella said as she waited for the father and daughter to
finish their farewell.

She glanced at the walls of the passageway
outside the shuttle dock airlock and frowned. She was not a fan of
traveling to the planet and was certainly not a fan of being
exiled, no matter what empty words Alexis told her to the
contrary.

“Who will rule when you come to visit?”
Bella asked.

“Brother Spiggot,” Alexis replied instantly.
“Or his father. Yes, I will have Herlen be regent when I have to be
away. He is older and wiser than Deran, so he will be perfect.”

“I can see you have put much thought into
this,” Bella responded. “What could possibly go wrong with that
situation?”

“Do not ruin this moment for us, wife,”
Alexis grumbled. “I am trying to say goodbye to my daughter.”

“As I am saying goodbye to my husband,”
Bella countered. “Yet you do not see tears there. From either of
us.”

“Not because I do not have the same feelings
for you as I do our daughter,” Alexis said. “But we are adults and
know how to handle our emotions better than children.”

Bella just grinned and nodded.

“Papa?” Minoress Alexis asked as she pushed
away from him and wiped her eyes. “When exactly will I see you
again?”

“Oh, I cannot say for certain,” Alexis
replied as he stood and lifted her in the air. He twirled her once
then twice and her tears became giggles. “But I think it will have
to be for Last Meal at the earliest. Any sooner and I risk losing
the control of the Station I have been fighting so hard to
regain.”

“Last Meal? That’s too long!” Minoress
Alexis exclaimed as her father set her down. “That is forever!”

“It is a long way off, but won’t it make our
love for each other that much stronger? We will hope and pray each
and every day that Helios keeps us safe so when we do see each
other it will be like a holy miracle.”

“You sound like a silly gatekeeper,”
Minoress Alexis replied. She leaned in conspiratorially. “Do I have
to mind the gatekeepers too?”

“You have to be respectful,” Alexis nodded.
“But the occasional prank or two is good for them. Keeps them on
their toes.”

“Toes…,” Minoress Alexis mused. “That gives
me an idea.”

“No, it does not,” Bella snapped. “You will
not be bored long enough to engage in pranks and practical jokes.
You will be mistress of this station one day and I plan on making
sure you are fully prepared for that position. If we are to be sent
to the planet, then I promise you the time will be utilized
properly.”

“Yikes,” Alexis grinned at his daughter.
“That sounds like work.”

“More work than you can know, husband,”
Bella said. There were six chimes and she closed her eyes for a
brief second then held out her hand. “Come, Alexis, time to board
the shuttle.”

“Will you wait and watch us go?” Minoress
Alexis asked her father.

“I will stand by the porthole until you are
nothing but a spot in the black sky,” Alexis nodded. “Then I will
picture you in my head every moment I am awake and every moment I
am asleep.”

“Don’t do that,” Minoress Alexis said. “Then
you won’t have room in that head to rule the Station. Just think of
me when you got to bed and when you wake up. And when you ride
skids. And when you eat that cake I love. And—”

“Alexis, that’s enough,” Bella said and the
two did not know which one she was speaking to. “Time to
depart.”

The minoress reluctantly let herself be
pulled into the airlock. The door sealed behind them and Alexis
went to the porthole and watched the two board the shuttle. The
outer airlock door sealed and a warning claxon blared.

“Sire, for your safety we must retreat back
to the inner passageway,” a guard said.

“I do not fear space,” Alexis said as he
remained where he stood. “I will stand here and keep a promise I
just made to my daughter. Inform the engineers that I am not
exiting this passageway for the other one. It will be their job to
make sure the airlock doors stay sealed.”

“Yes, sire,” the guard bowed and hurried to
a communications panel in the wall.

The claxon continued as Alexis watched the
shuttle disengage from the dock and slide out of its port. The view
was poor since he was looking through a small porthole in one door
and identical porthole at the other end of the airlock, but he did
not turn away even when he lost sight of the shuttle.

He stood there well after the claxon had
quieted and the shuttle was long gone. He stood there and pictured
the machine as it was propelled through space by its Vape thrusters
and into the upper atmosphere of the planet below. He stood there
and believed he had made the right choice for his daughter and for
Station Aelon.

He stood there and cried.


Act III—An
Undeserved Ending

 


“The death of Alexis II is touched on in history
classes throughout the System, but rarely is the horrendous act
ever described in detail. Being a man of letters, and not one of
the writers of the macabre or grotesque, I also will refrain from
such a description. Just let it be known that I would not wish such
an end on my worst enemy.”

—Dr. D. Reven, Eighty-Third Archivist of The
Way

 


“We are lifted up by Tragedy. When the path is
the darkest, then one will find light.”

—Book of Mirage 7:7, The Ledger

 


“They forgot about me. It was their
undoing.”

—Journals of Alexis the Third, Mistress of
Station Aelon and its Primes


Chapter Seven

 


The outfits were lively, as were the men and women
that wore them. The music was superb, a new group of musicians
brought over from Station Ploerv for the occasion. The food was
piled high on the long table, and the atmosphere was as merry as it
could be.

Yet the master sat there, chin cupped in
hand, a bored look upon his face.

“Alexis,” Deran said as he finished eating
what he could only describe as a cloud wrapped in deliciousness on
a cracker. He reminded himself to compliment the chef after the
celebration. “You look like you haven’t had a bowel movement in a
week. Get that wretched look off your face and enjoy yourself. This
celebration is for you! It is not every day that a master lives
near his forties!”

“How near his forties will never be
admitted!” Herlen laughed as a woman on his lap tried to feed him
berries imported directly from the hothouses of Station Haelm. “I
say the man doesn’t look a day older than when he took the
crown!”

“Huzzah!” half the table cheered as
they lifted their ever-full glasses. “To Master Alexis!”

“To Master Alexis!” Deran smiled. “May he be
forever in our lives!”

The frown remained and it irritated Deran to
no end. The master had been nothing short of a mope for weeks and
even the elaborate celebration he had planned for the man wouldn’t
bring Alexis out of his funk.

“This will not do,” Deran snapped as he
casually tossed his napkin into Alexis’s face. Many at the table
recoiled at the act and waited for the master to retaliate, but he
only sat there, chin still cupped in hand. “You will have fun if I
have to beat it out of you.”

The Spiggot stood and grabbed at Alexis’s
arm, yanking him up from his seat at the head of the table. He
nearly dragged the man the length of the long table before Alexis
fought back and pulled himself free.

“You forget yourself sometimes, Brother
Gannot,” Alexis snapped then realized his mistake. “I mean, Brother
Deran.”

Deran stopped and looked at the melancholy
monarch as realization hit him.

“Alexis, my dear friend, how could I be so
cruel and forgetful?” Deran said. “DuChaer will have been dead
three years to the day next month, isn’t that right?”

“Yes,” Alexis said. “And this year is
especially painful. I do not know why, but a great pain has swept
into my heart and gripped it like a vise.”

“All the more reason to enjoy the
festivities!” Deran stated. “Look about you! There are nothing but
friendly faces and well-wishers! When you dwell on DuChaer’s
execution, you dwell on a time when the faces in this hall wanted
nothing but your death. These people, these amazing people,
want only for you to live!”

The crowd cheered and more wine and liquor
was poured into glasses that already overflowed with an abundance
of alcohol, so that the table, the chairs, the floor were soon
slick and puddled with drink that cost more than what most
middledeckers made in a year. Perhaps even two years.

Deran pointed at the musicians and raised
his arms, urging them to get louder, to play faster, to push the
boundaries of the tastes of the day. The great hall was filled with
the sound and soon the revelers that had been busy eating and
drinking at the long table were all out on the floor, dancing and
spinning, screaming and shouting, grinding and fondling.

Alexis found himself surrounded by
celebrants and struggled to free himself, but each time he found
the edge of the throng, he was shoved back into the center until,
exhausted with fighting, he let go and joined in the merriment.

“That didn’t take long,” Herlen said as his
son sat down next to him. He shoved the woman off his lap, slapped
her on the ass, and pushed her away from the table. “Go dance, we
have men talk to do.”

The woman gave him a hurt look then lifted
up her skirt and showed him her bare ass before she skipped off
into the dancing, sweating crowd.

“Men talk to do?” Deran laughed at his
father. “How much have you had to drink?”

“Too much,” Herlen belched. “This old belly
can’t hold liquor like it used to.”

“It’s your heart and liver I’m more worried
about,” Deran said. “What would I do if my father fell dead before
all of our plans were in place?”

“You’d run for another station and pray you
are not hunted down, is what,” Herlen said. He looked at the
musicians and frowned. “Where in Helios did you find these
butchers? Is that Grueben’s Eighteenth they are trying to
perform?”

“It’s a theme on Grueben’s Eighteenth
and is supposed to sound that way,” Deran stated. “It is the number
one song amongst disc traders on all the stations. It was a miracle
to get them to play here tonight.”

“An expensive miracle,” Herlen added.

“Yes, very,” Deran smiled. “Good thing it is
not our money being spent.”

“How is the treasury doing?” Herlen
grinned.

“Do we care?”

“No, we do not.”

The song stopped, but before the dancers
could protest, the musicians moved right into another one. It was a
slower tempo song, and soon the drunken partygoers were swaying
back and forth, their bodies up against each others’ as they
attempted some type of intoxicated group slow dance.

“What is the timeframe for the next move?”
Herlen asked as he plucked a berry from the plate in front of him
and rolled it about between his fingers. Ever so slowly, he pressed
down, until the berry was crushed and its juice dripped to the
table. “And are you certain this is the avenue we should take?”

“I am certain,” Deran said as he nodded to
two drunken deck bosses who stumbled by. “We take out this
variable, and the Station will be only a step away from ours.”

“You honestly think he will put you in the
line of succession?” Herlen asked. “I know you two have made many
changes to the station’s charter, but that is extreme, to say the
least.”

“We have made it so his half-siblings are
considered foreign entities under the law now, and cannot take the
crown,” Deran responded. “As well as any cousins he has on other
stations. The treaty with the stewards three years ago nullified
any claim they have to the crown, despite their bloodlines. That
leaves the power in the hands of the master to appoint his
successor.”

“And that has been written into the charter
as well?”

“So to speak.”

Deran never saw the smack to the back of his
head coming, and the surprise caused him to cry out loud enough
that even the drunker partygoers looked his way. He laughed it off
and swatted at his father, then leaned in close.

“What was that for?”

“Because you are forgetting the number one
rule I have taught you,” Herlen snapped. “Have everything in place
before you make your move. Never give your opponent an out.”

“Alexis is not my opponent,” Deran replied.
He received a second smack and had to restrain himself from
slugging his own father. “Stop that!”

“I am not talking about Alexis, you
egotistical fool,” Herlen growled. “I am talking about the meeting
of stewards.”

“Relics, all of them,” Deran replied. He
watched his father closely, ready for another hit. When it didn’t
come, he continued. “I have all but castrated that group. Their
teeth have been pulled, claws torn out, and mouths muzzled. Even if
they object, they no longer have the power to do anything about it.
They’ll be pissing in a Vape storm.”

“You never know, though,” Herlen said.
“Which is why I’ll be taking their side, if they do object.”

Deran stared at his father, his mouth wide
open in surprise. Herlen picked up a berry and tossed it into his
son’s maw, then pushed up on his chin.

“Think it through, boy,” Herlen said. “If we
succeed and Alexis does appoint you as his successor, once our
obstacle is out of the way, then I have no doubt the stewards will
rise up and try to fight once more. I will be by their side, since
I am a steward myself now, and add my voice to the opposition. If
Alexis wins, then you will be next in line. If the stewards win,
then I will still have a place in the meeting and I can shield you
from the fallout, telling them that Alexis was obsessed with you
and his perversions drove him to the decision, not anything you
did.”

“We play both sides at once,” Deran nodded.
“See, Father? That is why we make a great team.” Deran sighed as he
saw Alexis striding towards him. “Speaking of perversions, I know
that look. I guess I will bid you goodnight.”

“How you stand it, I do not know,” Herlen
said as he shook his head.

“We play our parts,” Deran said. “Be
prepared for when the news reaches the Station. I expect the
obstacle to be gone within the week.”

“I look forward to it,” Herlen said then
waved at the master. “Alexis! Having fun now?”

“Too much fun,” Alexis said, his legs
wobbly. “I think I sipped from the wrong drink. My head is
spinning.”

“Let’s get you to bed,” Deran said. “I’ll
walk you back to your quarters.”

“But I’m not done with my fun,” Alexis said.
“You wanted me to have fun, right? I am having fun! Fun, fun, fun!
I’ll go to my quarters just as soon as I am ready.”

“Just because you are going to your quarters
does not mean the fun ends,” Deran smiled at the master then
glanced over at two young men grinding on each other. “It just
means we move the fun to a more private setting.”

“Yes,” Alexis said as his eyes watched the
young men with a barely concealed hunger. “More private
setting.”

“Goodnight, Father,” Deran said over his
shoulder as he steered Alexis towards the doors of the great
hall.

“Goodnight, Son!” Herlen called, but knew
his voice was lost as the musicians switched songs and returned to
something more raucous. He glanced around the room, spied a servant
girl who was busy trying to clean up some of the spilled alcohol,
got to his feet and hurried over to her. “You. You are coming with
me.”

He pulled her by the arm towards a side
door, and the small room beyond. The servant didn’t protest, having
been told by others that Steward Spiggot would get to her
eventually, just as he had gotten to all of them.

 


* * *

 


The chimes were like needles in Alexis’s
brain and he scrunched his shoulders up as he pulled his pillow
down around his ears. There was some brief relief until the pillow
was yanked free and the voice of Deran did more damage than the
chimes.

“Blast it!” Alexis shouted. “Why are you
disturbing me?”

“Because it is late in the afternoon and we
have a surprise conference with the council,” Deran replied.

Alexis rolled over and carefully opened his
eyes. He looked around the room and, was shocked to see so many
more bodies on the floor than just the two he thought had
accompanied him and Deran back to his quarters the night before.
Mostly men, but with a few women, the bodies were in various poses,
their eyes closed and chests rising and lowering with the sleep of
the good and drunk. Not a stitch of clothing could be seen anywhere
and Alexis looked up at Deran with pleading eyes.

“I’ll escort them out through the servants’
entrance,” Deran said. “If I can get any of them to achieve
consciousness. You just worry about making yourself
presentable.”

“I thought my schedule was clear today,”
Alexis said as he sat up and instantly wished he hadn’t. He spun
about and vomited over the side of the bed, his sick splashing onto
the chest of a young woman who looked like she wasn’t quite
uncoupled from two men.

“It was clear,” Deran said as he helped the
master to his feet and through the minefield of flesh. “This was a
surprise. Apparently, the meeting of stewards has issues with the
reserves in the treasury. The council is now involved and wants to
go over it all with you.”

“With me?” Alexis asked. “Why me? I made you
exchequer of the crown. You have full financial authority on
Station Aelon. You handle this and let me go back to sleep.” He
stopped and vomited once again. “Or let me die. Yes, I would rather
die right now than sleep.”

“Dying nor sleeping are on the schedule
anymore, sire,” Deran said.

“Sire? Uh oh, this must be bad. You never
call me sire anymore in private unless trouble is here. You’ll get
me out of this trouble, right Brother Deran? You’ll do all the
talking so I can just sit there and pray I don’t start leaking from
my ass, yes?”

“Unfortunately...no,” Deran replied. “The
council did not invite me and since the exchequer cannot override
the council, I must abide by their wishes and stay out of the room
while they speak with you.”

“Oh, Dear Parent, that does not sound like a
good time,” Alexis replied as Deran led him into the bathroom and
started the shower. “I am not in any way ready to face a bunch of
old, angry faces by myself. Get me out of this, Brother. Make them
postpone until tomorrow morning, at the very least.”

“I have tried, Alexis,” Deran said as he
pushed the master into the shower. “But my powers are limited. If I
was more than just exchequer I could speak to them in your stead,
but alas, I am not.”

The hot water rushed over Alexis’s body and
he sighed at the small amount of relief it gave him.

“Fine, I’ll see them on my own,” Alexis
said. “Have my clothes set out and a large pot of tea. I may not
drink it, but it will feel good to wrap my body about the warm
pot.”

“Your clothes will be waiting for you on
your bed and your room will be cleared of guests before you wash
the soap out of your eyes,” Deran said. “Do not worry, Alexis, all
will be fine. Just don’t give them straight answers. Dodge about
whatever subject they bring up and soon they’ll get tired of
speaking with you and adjourn.”

“You promise?”

“I promise.”

“Thank you, Brother,” Alexis said, patting
Deran’s face with a wet hand. “I do not know what I would do
without you.”

 


* * *

 


The four stewards that made up the new
version of the royal council sat about the end of the long table,
their faces sour and bodies rigid. Alexis rolled his eyes at them
as he walked into the great hall. His stomach churned at the sight
of the place, an involuntary response to the smell of the previous
night’s festivities that still lingered in the massive room.

“They do clean up fast around here,” Alexis
chuckled then took his seat. “Alright, gentlemen, why am I here and
being tortured at this early hour?”

“It is four in the afternoon, your
highness,” an old steward by the name of Cornley stated. He was
pinch faced and had thick, thick glasses, making him look like eyes
jammed into a balled up sock. “We have waited here for over an
hour.”

“Did you eat? I hope you ate, as I cannot
watch you eat now. If you are hungry, you’ll have to wait until
after the meeting,” Alexis said.

“We have eaten at the appropriate time,”
another steward, this one called Stampfoerd, replied. “Although we
are missing tea.”

“I think I could stomach some tea, but no
cakes or fruit,” Alexis said. “No food, just tea.”

He snapped his fingers and a servant by the
side of the wall hurried out of the hall.

“Can we begin before the tea is served?”
Alexis asked. “Or must we wait for the steeped leaves before we
start what I am sure promises to be an enchanting discussion.”

A steward by the name of Lobingless cleared
his throat and leaned forward. “Sire, it has been brought to our
attention that the treasury reserves are at such a low level that
if there were to be any sort of station emergency, Aelon would not
be able to meet its financial obligations. We would default on many
payments that must be made to our trade partners each and every
month.”

“We make payments?” Alexis laughed. “What
are we? Lowdeckers renting furniture for our hovels?”

“The lease holdings on Thraen, for
instance,” the last steward, Schaernt, stated. “If we were to miss
a payment then Master Alfonse IV will rescind our charter and
retake possession of those lands. The cost to us in loss of income,
as well as loss of Vape, would be catastrophic. Station Aelon would
not be able to survive.”

“Alfonse IV? My Helios, Thraen does switch
masters like I switch undergarments,” Alexis laughed. “When did my
wife’s third brother take the crown?”

“Just before Last Meal,” Stampfoerd
responded.

“Did I attend the coronation?” Alexis asked.
“I don’t remember attending.”

“No, sire, you did not, which is why Thraen
will not allow us any extensions on our payments,” Stampfoerd
stated. “The master was very upset since you are his
brother-in-law.”

“And what else do we have to deal with?”
Alexis asked, as if the news of the lease holdings or his snubbing
of the Thraen master made zero difference to him. Which,
considering the state of his head, they did not. “What other
payments must be made?”

“The tithe to The Way, is just another,”
Schaernt continued. “If we are late on that then all access to and
from the planet will be cut off. We would need to rely on the grace
of the other stations in order to receive our shipments from Aelon
Prime.”

“Ugh, The Way,”
Alexis snorted. “Bunch of old prunes masturbating under their
robes.”

Both Stewards Stampfoerd and Lobingless
stood from their chairs, faces red with anger and outrage.

“Blasphemy!” Lobingless cried.

“You desecrate the holy order!” Stampfoerd
added. “May Helios forgive you!”

“Sit down, sit down,” Alexis said as he
flapped his hands at them. “I was making a joke. I apologize if I
offended your delicate sensibilities. Take your seats so we can get
through this.”

The stewards glared at him for some time
before they sat back down. The tea arrived and they all sat
silently as it was poured and plates of food were set out.

“Did I not say there was to be no food?”
Alexis snarled at the servant that brought the cart to the table.
“I did say that, yes? You heard me say that?”

The servant looked terrified as he glanced
about the table. “Yes, sire, but I assumed you meant only for you.
I brought food for the stewards, as is the custom with tea.”

“As is the custom with
tea,” Alexis mocked in a high-pitched voice. “I know what
the fucking custom with tea is, you moron!”

The servant didn’t have time to duck the cup
that was flung at his head and he dropped to the floor instantly as
blood began to pour from a cut above his eye. Another servant who
stood by the wall hurried forward and helped the wounded young man
from the ground. They both gathered up the food, dumped it quickly
onto the cart, and exited the great hall before more violence could
occur.

“Gone are the days when servants took pride
in their jobs,” Alexis muttered.

“Gone are the days when masters took pride
in theirs,” Cornley responded. “Your father would have never acted
like this.”

“Yes, he would have, if he’d been forced to
deal with the incompetence I am forced to deal with,” Alexis
replied.

“Sire, can we return to the subject of the
treasury?” Schaernt asked. “We all have pressing business still to
attend to today, as I am sure you do as well.”

The stewards exchanged looks that said they
did not believe that in the least.

“Yes, yes, treasury is low, we have to make
payments,” Alexis said. “I understand. So...fill the treasury back
up.”

“It is not that simple,” Schaernt responded.
“In order to do that we would have to raise taxes. And therein lies
the problem.”

“I don’t see a problem,” Alexis said as he
snapped his fingers again. “Bring me pen and paper and I’ll write
the decree now. Would a raise of five percent suffice?”

“As is in his power, the exchequer has
already raised taxes on the Lower and Middle Decks by forty percent
since last year,” Schaernt said. “We cannot raise them higher or
we’ll cripple the economies of those decks. That would affect every
sector on the Station.”

“Not that raising them would achieve much,”
Lobingless added. “Most of the taxes that are collected never reach
the treasury, as it is. The crown sees perhaps thirty-five
percent.”

“Thirty-five percent?” Alexis asked. “What
percentage should the crown see?”

The stewards stared at him as if he’d
suddenly spoken some new, unknown language. Finally, Steward
Schaernt cleared his throat and leaned forward.

“The crown should see one hundred percent,
sire,” he said. “That is the purpose of taxes, to replenish the
royal treasury.”

“One hundred percent? What about the
exchequer’s take? What do you expect Brother Deran to live on?
Nothing?” Alexis asked, honestly puzzled.

“No, sire, he is to live off of his many
land holdings, as well as his salary as exchequer,” Schaernt
replied.

“Ah, I see, I think I have found the
problem,” Alexis said. “In lieu of a salary, I made an agreement
with Brother Deran that he could take a percentage of the taxes he
and his father collect. They may be taking slightly too much, as
you have pointed out, so I will speak with them.”

“Sire, the exchequer is not supposed to take
any percentage,” Schaernt said. “That is what his salary is
for.”

“And, like I said,” Alexis snapped. “I made
an agreement that he was to get a percentage instead of a salary.
Was I mumbling when I said that?” Alexis stared at Schaernt. “Well?
Was I?”

“I apologize, sire, I thought that was a
rhetorical question,” Schaernt replied.

Alexis slapped his hands on the table,
causing his teacup to tip and spill. A servant hurried forward, but
Alexis shoved him away as he stood up.

“Let me pose a rhetorical question, if I
may,” the master growled. “How would the four of you like to spend
the rest of your days in the third spire? Or perhaps join your
colleagues in exile on the planet? Would any of you prefer that to
living free in your estate houses?”

The council remained silent.

“I thought not,” Alexis said. “Then I do not
want to hear another word from any of you on the subject of taxes
or percentages or the Spiggots. If there is not enough money in the
treasury then figure out how to fix that. That is what you are here
for. Maybe you should start to kick in a higher percentage of your
incomes to the crown? Otherwise, shut the Helios up, or you will
find yourselves on the next shuttle down to the Prime!”

Alexis turned and stormed from the great
hall, a huge, satisfied smile on his face.

 


* * *

 


Their skin glistened with sweat as their
bodies writhed about each other. Mouths closed and opened,
touching, tasting, licking. Arms entwined, legs locked, hips
thrusting, Bella and Beumont went at each other as if they were
love struck teenagers, with all the eagerness and energy that age
afforded.

But they were not teenagers, and perhaps if
they had been, they wouldn’t have been so focused on their
lovemaking and would have noticed the shadow that separated itself
from the corner of the room.

Black as the night outside, the shadow moved
towards the bed, its arms raised, a long blade ready to come down
and deliver swift death.

The door burst open and the shadow, as well
as the sweaty lovers, cried out in surprise and turned towards the
rectangle of light of the doorway. Silhouetted in that rectangle
was a figure with a dripping short blade held in each hand. She
rushed forward and with two swipes removed the head of the shadow
assassin as well as the man’s arms that held the long blade.

Both the arms and the head fell onto the
tangled bedsheets at the feet of Bella and Beumont.

“Sweet Helios!” Beumont cried as he climbed
off the mistress and switched on a light on the bedside table.
“What is this madness?”

With the room lit, Bella could see who their
savior was. Not one of the royal guards, since she had bribed them
all to keep clear of her bedchambers. No, it was her
thirteen-year-old daughter who stood there, her chest heaving with
violence, her nightgown coated with blood.

“Alexis!” Bella shouted as she scrambled to
wrap a sheet about her body at the same time as she leapt from the
bed, her eyes filled with fear and terror for her child. “Are you
hurt? Where are you bleeding?”

“It is not my blood, Mother,” Minoress
Alexis replied as she flicked the assassin’s blood from her blades
and onto the floor. “It is the blood of the two men that I killed
who came to kill me in my sleep.”

“Two men?” Beumont exclaimed as he looked
down at the headless corpse that lay in a massive pool of its own
blood. “You killed two men in your bedchambers and then another
here? My Helios!”

“I killed two in my bedchamber, another in
the hall, and then this one here,” Minoress Alexis corrected. “The
one in the hall did not bleed on me since I was able to avoid the
arterial spray in my haste to reach the two of you.”

Bella and Beumont both quickly realized the
compromising situation they had been found in. Beumont looked about
and found his trousers, then hurried to them and hastily pulled
them up over his bottom half.

“Alexis, sweetheart,” Bella began but
stooped when her daughter held up a hand. A hand that still
clutched a bloody blade.

“Don’t, Mother,” the minoress sighed. “Your
tryst is not much of a secret. Not only does every servant and
guard in this house know about it, they all laugh at the high sums
you pay to bribe them for their silence. None of them would speak
of this anyway, since it would mean their instant death. Father
does not enjoy bad news from messengers. Or at least the Spiggots
do not, which is basically the same thing these days, right?”

The mistress stared at the girl before her,
unsure of who she was. This was not the daughter that worried over
the fashions of the stations or what new teachings The Way had
published lately. No, this was a killer and a determined soul.
Bella hadn’t seen someone stand with such confidence since her
father. Or since Alexis the First.

The resemblance to both was more than
unsettling.

“We should get you cleaned up,” Bella said,
reaching for her daughter, who was nearly as tall as some of the
guards that protected the prime estate. “Let me take those blades
from you and we’ll go back to your bedchambers. You can shower
while I have the servants clean up. It may be best that we all
sleep in a different wing of the house for the rest of the
night.”

“After we talk to the fifth man,” Minoress
Alexis said. “He’s still in my bedchambers, tied to a chair. He is
missing both hands, but I believe I wrapped them well enough to
stop the bleeding. He’ll be groggy, but alive.”

“A fifth man?” Beumont asked. “You said
there were only two in your room.”

“No, I said I killed two in my room and that
is where this blood came from,” Alexis replied. “Pay attention to
detail, Beumont, it could save your life one day. Perhaps you could
interrogate the man while I clean myself up?”

The minoress looked back and forth from one
adult to the other, waiting for a response. When none came, she
sighed again, turned, and walked from the room.

“Never mind. I’ll do it myself. Just like I
do everything else around here.”

“Who would send these men?” Bella asked.

“Alexis,” Beumont hissed. “He must know
about us as well.”

The minoress stopped at the threshold of the
doorway, but did not turn around.

“My father did not send these men,” she
stated. “He would never send anyone to harm me. Say another false
word about my father, or attempt any type of retribution against
him due to your false beliefs, and it will be you on the floor
without a head, Beumont.”

The minoress stepped fully into the hall and
left the two shocked lovers to themselves.

“She becomes more uncontrollable with every
day,” Beumont stated. “You are losing her.”

“I am losing nothing, except for my mind, by
being trapped on this damned planet!” Bella snapped, whirling on
the man. “This proves that we must make our move soon,
Jackull.”

“This proves that the Spiggots are growing
bolder, and no longer willing to risk your return,” Beumont said.
“Or the return of your daughter.”

“Just a second, before you were accusing my
husband of this atrocity,” Bella said as she let the sheet fall and
searched the room for her undergarments. They were on the floor,
under the corpse that continued to leak blood. Bella turned her
head away and went to her dresser to fetch fresh clothes. “Now you
believe it is the Spiggots? Which is it, Jackull? My husband or the
Spiggots?”

“Alexis is correct that her father would
never try to harm her,” Beumont admitted. “My words were rash and
expressed out of shock for what just happened. Do not forget, my
love, that your husband had my wife and daughter butchered. He may
not be capable of harming his own daughter, but he is more than
capable of committing murder.”

Bella began to reply, then stopped herself
and walked over to her lover. She wrapped her arms about him and
pressed her face into his chest.

“Yes, of course, Jackull, I know that,”
Bella said. “I get so wrapped up in the royal drama of my life that
I sometimes do not see the pain that still haunts you.” She pulled
back and looked up at him. “Forgive me?”

“Always,” Beumont said as he leaned down and
kissed her. “You are my heart and life now. Without you I would be
stuck in that shack out on the Prime, wasting away as the other
stewards do.”

Bella looked about the room and shuddered.
“I cannot stay here another second, Jackull. Take me out of here so
we can have the place cleansed by the servants and blessed by a
gatekeeper. I will not have ghosts residing in my bedchambers.”

“Yes, my love. We should find the guards and
have a word with them on how five men made it in here without them
knowing,” Beumont replied as he guided the mistress from the
room.

“That is not a mystery, dearest,” Bella
laughed. “If I can pay them to ignore the fact that an exile lives
here and shares my bed, then anyone can bribe them to gain simple
entrance.”

“Then you are correct that we must leave the
planet,” Beumont said. “The problem is how.” Bella stopped and
clutched Beumont’s arm so hard that he winced from her grip.

“What? What is it?”

“I think I may have the solution.” Bella
smiled. “There was a communiqué that came across my desk last week
regarding the lease holdings. It appears they are close to being in
arrears. If that happens, then my brother will immediately take
action and stop all Vape production on those holdings.”

“And this is a good thing?” Beumont
asked.

“It is, because then Station Aelon will need
to send an envoy to negotiate terms,” Bella smiled. “And there is
no better person suited for the job than I.”

“And you would take Alexis with you so she
could see her uncle and cousins.” Beumont smiled, but the smile
quickly faded. “Yet that still leaves me here on the planet.”

“Do not worry about that, love,” Bella
grinned. “That is purely a matter of making sure the proper
donations are made to the right gatekeepers. I will get you off
this planet along with myself and my daughter.”

“Then what?’ Beumont asked. “We live in
exile on Station Thraen instead of here on Helios? It is not much
of a trade.”

“No, no, we will not be exiles,” Bella said.
“Not with the heir to Station Aelon’s crown with us.”

Bella did not elaborate as she took Beumont
by the hand and led him towards her office so he could see the
details of the communiqué and help her begin planning.

 


* * *

 


“I do not like it, sire,” Deran said as he
reread the letter before him. “Having the mistress and minoress on
Aelon Prime is for their safety. If they are allowed to go to
Station Thraen, then it would be like throwing them to the
wolves.”

“The what?” Alexis asked as he looked up
from his breakfast. “What are wolves?”

“Ancient predators that once roamed the
lands of Helios before the Cataclysm,” Herlen said. “They hunted in
packs and surrounded their prey.”

“Ah,” Alexis nodded. “Then you used the
wrong analogy, Brother Deran. My wife and daughter are not prey to
Alfonse, they are family.”

“Some might argue that is one and the same
when it comes to royal politics, sire,” Deran said.

“I wouldn’t say that,” Alexis replied. “Not
when it comes to my family. I love my daughter with all of my
heart, Brother Deran. She is my heir and last of the Teirmont
bloodline. Her safety is above politics.”

“Yes, that is all true, sire,” Herlen said.
“But Master Alfonse may not see it that way. He could see it as an
opportunity to hold the minoress hostage until we make good on our
financial obligations.”

“And why haven’t we already done so?” Alexis
asked. “Falling behind on the payments for the lease holdings is
not a sign of a good exchequer, Brother Deran.”

“And I apologize for the mistake, sire,”
Deran responded. “Unfortunately there were some issues with the
Lower Decks not contributing their portion of taxes. I had
apportioned treasury funds to other obligations before I found out
about the slight.”

“So this is Klipoline’s doing, is it?”
Alexis sighed and shook his head. “That man. What will we do with
someone whose ego is so large? He thinks his position is above
mine. It’s preposterous. Send some soldiers down there to teach him
a lesson and extract the back taxes.”

“Sire?” Herlen asked, shocked at the
proposal. “That is not the wisest course of action. Master
Klipoline has always been a strong ally. I believe he just had a
lapse in judgment.”

“And lapses in judgment must be corrected,”
Alexis said. “We all know that the only way to correct a lowdecker
is to smack them on the nose with a wet towel. Or, in this case,
with some longslingers. We do still use longslingers, right?”

“We do, sire,” Deran nodded. “They swore
their allegiance to the crown once again at the end of the civil
war.”

“Civil war. Bah!” Alexis guffawed. “It was
an irritant and nothing more.”

“I wouldn’t quite call it an irritant,”
Deran said, glancing at his father. “It was slightly more
complicated than that.”

“Oh, I know, but those complications are
done with,” Alexis said as he stabbed his fork into the pile of
grendt eggs on his plate. He lifted the fork and waved it about.
“Like these eggs here. The entire process of raising grendts,
getting them to breed, harvesting their eggs, then transporting and
storing the eggs all so I can have a delicious scramble each
morning is quite complicated.” He stuffed the forkful of eggs into
his mouth and continued speaking. “But who cares? No one. All we
care about is the results, which are light, fluffy eggs I can add a
dash of salt and seasoning to.”

“Right as always, sire,” Deran said. “Your
insights into the most complicated of matters always astound me.
You make it look so simple.”

The Spiggots shared a condescending look as
Alexis shoveled more food into his mouth. They waited as he
finished chewing and took a long drink of tea.

“Let them go,” Alexis said. “It may end up
being to our advantage. I’ll send a letter to Bella, directly
instructing her to not only negotiate the payment issue, but
perhaps to strengthen some other trade ideas I have had.”

“Trade ideas, sire?” Herlen asked. “You
haven’t spoken to us about any of this.”

“What? I haven’t?” Alexis wondered. “Hmmm,
maybe I was just dreaming that. Well, you know what the Ledger
says, ‘Best to act on dreams than let them slip away’.”

“I don’t think that is in the Ledger, sire,”
Deran replied. “I am certain that is a wine merchant’s slogan.”

Alexis stared at the Spiggot for a good few
seconds before nodding. “Yes, it is. Thank you for correcting me on
that, Brother Deran. How embarrassing would that be if I’d said
that in public?” He laughed heartily and eggs spewed from between
his lips. “Fetch paper so I can dictate my instructions for Bella
to you. I want to get this down while it is fresh in my brain.”

“Yes, sire,” Deran said, snapping his
fingers. A servant hurried over with pen and paper. “Begin when you
are ready, your highness.”

 


* * *

 


The two siblings studied each other for a
moment before arms were outstretched and smiles grew on their
faces.

“My long, lost sister!” Alfonse
exclaimed.

“You are a welcome sight to see,” Bella
replied as the two embraced warmly. “You have no idea.”

“Oh, I have an idea,” Alfonse laughed. “Did
you not hear that Cousin DuLaern tried to have me assassinated just
after Harry passed?”

“No!” Bella said, shocked. “Ephtram tried to
have you killed?”

“Tried and failed miserably,” Alfonse said.
“The assassin was beyond inept. I cut off both his legs and he
spilled everything to me, not just his blood. Would you like to see
where Cousin DuLaern is now?”

“I believe we already did, your highness,”
Beumont said as he bowed low then stood and looked at Bella. “The
body that was secured to the outside of the shuttle dock.”

“That wretched corpse? Oh, my, Alfonse, you
have outdone yourself,” Bella said. “You wicked thing.”

“I come by it naturally,” Alfonse nodded.
“You know how father was when he was crossed.”

“I do, I do.” Bella smiled then extended a
hand to Beumont. “Before we go further, I would like to introduce
you to my savior. May I present Steward Jackull Beumont of Sector
Norbrighm.”

“Yes, your reputation precedes you,
steward,” Alfonse replied.

“Unfortunately, your highness, I am no
longer a steward,” Beumont replied. “But I am honored to be called
that by such a great person as yourself.”

“Sister, you have told him how much we
Herlects enjoy flattery, haven’t you?” Alfonse laughed. “And not to
worry, Steward Beumont, your title and lands will be restored once
my sister returns to Station Aelon.” Alfonse craned his neck and
looked about. “Now, where is my niece? I must greet the heir to the
Aelish crown.”

“I am here, Uncle,” Minoress Alexis said as
she stepped from out of the entourage and gave a slight curtsey.
“It is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”

“Dear Helios,” Alfonse exclaimed. “I thought
you were a servant girl what with your height and those trousers
you wear. Although, I was going to question your allowing servants
to wear trousers, Bella. Now I’ll just question your allowing your
daughter to wear them.”

“I have tried, believe me, Brother,” Bella
sighed.

“Trousers allow me more freedom of movement,
your highness,” the minoress said, patting the two short blades on
her belt. “Skirts can get tangled and also be grabbed and used
against me. As can a nightgown, as I found out the hard way.
Luckily, my skill was greater than the men that came to kill me. I
sleep without clothing now, just to be safe.”

Alfonse stared at the girl, his mouth wide
open.

“She speaks her mind like father did,” Bella
said. “And fights like my father-in-law. Many may question the
choice of a woman taking the crown, but I have no doubts on that
front.”

“Nor do I, sire,” Beumont added. “And I pray
for the souls of those that do.”

“I wish you two would stop talking as if I’m
not standing here,” Minoress Alexis said.

“Oh, get used to it, Niece,” Alfonse said
when he found his voice. “Until you wear the crown, it is as if you
are not here. I spent my entire life realizing that.” He stepped
forward and took her by the arms. “My, she is a beauty, though.
Those Teirmonts are a handsome lot. And with those legs I should
say that wearing trousers will soon be all the fashion amongst the
women of Station Thraen once they get a look at you!”

Bella looked about. “Are we to stand here
outside the shuttle airlock or will we be invited in properly,
Brother?”

“You can keep your cheek to yourself,
Sister,” Alfonse said, smirking. “And no, we are not to stand here
outside the airlock.” He extended his arm and Minoress Alexis took
it happily. “Allow me to escort you to our great hall where the
most scrumptious feast awaits. I have spared no expense for you
arrival. Food, drink, entertainment, it will all be there to
welcome you the Thraenish way. Oh, oh, and acrobats! I found the
most incredible troop on one of our Middle Decks! Wait until you
see what these people can do with their bodies! Makes me want to
get into the gym more often, I can tell you.”

“Will there be marksmen?” Minoress Alexis
asked. “Longslingers? Father would have longslingers perform at
times.”

“No, unfortunately, we do not have any of
the famed longslingers here on Station Thraen,” Alfonse frowned.
“That is solely a privilege of Aelon. But I have heard you are
quite the shot with those, those...what are they called?”

“Particle barbs,” the minoress answered.

“Yes! Particle Barbs! What an inventive
name!” Alfonse laughed. “I believe we may have a longsling about
with those particle barbs. A gift from your grandfather to my
father. It collects dust on a shelf in one of the libraries. I will
have it cleaned and brought to the celebration. Maybe, if your
mother allows, you can give us Thraens a demonstration?”

“I would be honored, sire,” the minoress
replied.

“Oh, stop. Call me Uncle Alfonse, please. We
are family, you tall child, you. I will not stand for formality
with family.”

“Should I tell her the nickname I gave you
when we were younger, Brother?” Bella laughed.

“Do that and you’ll join that corpse outside
the airlock!” Alfonse guffawed.

Beumont looked alarmed, but Bella patted his
arm. “He’s joking, my love. It’s part of how we speak to each other
here in the Thraen court. This is no longer stuffy, reserved
Station Aelon we are on. Here we tempt fate and test life.”

“As long as it gets us to our goal, my dear,
then I will not be alarmed by anything,” Beumont replied as the
party made their way down the passageway towards the great
hall.

 


* * *

 


Alexis sat at the long table, his eyes
filled with fear and shock as he looked from one member of the
council to the next.

“I do not understand,” he said. “How can you
remain neutral through all of this? The station is threatened! It
is your duty to support your master in defending it!”

“Except that the Station is not under
attack, sire,” Steward Lobingless said. “Your rule as master is
what is being threatened. The mistress’s terms clearly state that
those that stay out of the fight will not be harmed or judged as
traitors. The entire meeting of stewards, as well as the meeting of
passengers, has voted. This is not a fight we feel we must
join.”

“That is ludicrous!” Alexis snapped. “I am
the master! You fight for me!”

“Yet the one coming to oppose you is none
other than your daughter, a person that you yourself made heir to
the crown,” Steward Stampfoerd said. “What are we to do? Fight for
you against the legitimate heir? And what if she wins? Then we will
be traitors and your wife will not hesitate in having us all
killed!”

“My wife holds no power,” Alexis grumbled.
“She is playing my daughter like a puppet.”

“That may be true,” Steward Schaernt
replied. “But you are wrong about her not holding power. She has a
thousand Thraen mercenaries at her disposal. That is quite a lot of
power, sire.”

“See! There! You must join with me to defend
Station Aelon!” Alexis shouted, his voice high and desperate.
“Thraen soldiers are going to be setting foot on this station! It
is your sworn duty to protect Station Aelon against any and all
foreign aggression!”

“Except they are not foreign soldiers,
sire,” Stampfoerd responded as he struggled to keep the smile off
his face. “They are mercenaries being paid for by Mistress Bella.
Private contractors who are not beholden to any crown and only
loyal to the person paying for them. We have no obligation to fight
against them for your purposes.”

“How in Helios’s name is she able to afford
such an expense?” Alexis asked. “I doubt even we have enough in our
treasury to pay for a thousand mercenaries.”

“No, sire, we do not,” Schaernt said. “As
you are well aware. It would be my guess that the Spiggots are not
the only persons with their hands dipping into the taxes. My
sources say that Mistress Bella has been skimming for some time
now. That is the money she is using to fund this shift in
leadership.”

“Shift in leadership?” Alexis frowned. “Is
that what you are calling it?”

“It is what the meetings voted to call it,”
Schaernt replied. “It isn’t quite a coup, nor is it an invasion.
Calling it a shift in leadership will make it easier during the
transition.”

“The transition?” Alexis asked.

Then he realized he was simply parroting
everything that was being said and the meeting with the council
served no purpose, other than to humiliate him in the eyes of the
stewards present.

Alexis stood and had to focus hard to keep
himself from swaying.

“You are useless to me,” Alexis said. “I
hereby disband the council and institute emergency rule. The
meetings no longer have power. I advise you retire to your estates
and hide there like cowards while I deal with this situation.”

“And how will you deal with it, sire?”
Schaernt asked. “By fighting and killing your own daughter? That is
what will have to be done if you take up arms against Mistress
Bella and her forces.”

“It is none of your business now what I do!”
Alexis shouted. “So get out! Get out of this hall!”

The four men stood quickly and gladly
removed themselves from the master’s presence. Even after the doors
to the hall had slammed closed, Alexis stayed standing, his mind
reeling and confused from all the information.

“Sire?” Deran asked as he came in from one
of the side doors. “I saw the council leave. Have we secured their
support?”

“No, Brother Deran, we have not secured
their support,” Alexis replied. “You said we would, but you were
wrong. Now we must figure out a way to fight back against Bella
without the meeting of stewards.”

“The royal guard will fight for you,
Alexis,” Deran said as he walked to the master’s side and placed
his hands on the man’s shoulders. “It is for the best that the
stewards stay out of this anyway. We would never be able to trust a
thing they say or do.”

“I don’t want their damned trust! I want
their soldiers and resources!” Alexis shouted as he shook off
Deran’s hands. “Without that we will be overrun in days. Do you
hear me, Brother? Days!”

“Yes, I hear you,” Deran said. “Then, I am
unsure of what we are to do, sire.”

“We run,” Herlen said as he joined them in
the great hall. “We run to the very lowest regions of this station
and hope we find mercy with the only person that has benefitted
from Master Alexis’s reign more than us.”

“We run? Like cowards?” Deran asked.

“No, we run like survivors,” Herlen said,
shifting his focus from his son to the master. “Sire, we must go
now. It is said that Mistress Bella has already launched a shuttle
from Station Thraen and is on her way here. It will be a full day
before she arrives with her forces. We need to use that time to
descend to the Lower Decks.”

“The Lower Decks,” Alexis repeated, back to
parroting what was said to him. “Yes, the Lower Decks. Klipoline
will help me. He owes me everything. We return to my quarters and
pack then we descend into the bowels of the Station.”

“There is no time to pack, sire,” Herlen
said. “I have gathered enough provisions and credits to get us
where we need to go, but we must leave now. To stay would be to
invite others to have a go at us. There are many that would capture
us in hopes of a reward being paid by Mistress Bella. From this
moment on we trust no one except for the three of us, sire. No
one.”

“No one,” Alexis echoed. “No one can be
trusted.”


Chapter Eight

 


The master’s plate was piled with food, but it was
obvious, as the three men looked about, that the rest of the court
of the Lower Decks was not so well nourished.

“You want me to support you in fighting off
Mistress Bella and a thousand Thraenish mercenaries, not to mention
the heir you made to your crown, yet you offer absolutely nothing
in return?” Master Klipoline laughed as pieces of grendt flesh
dribbled from his lips and back onto the pile of food in front of
him. “That is the deal you bring before me? Are you three
completely bonkers? Are you sniffing Vape now, Alexis, is that
it?”

“Master Alexis is not sniffing Vape,” Herlen
said. “He is asking for your support just as he supported you when
he gave you your title.”

“He gave me nothing,” Klipoline replied. He
set the grendt leg down and leaned back in his chair. While he was
close to Alexis’s age, he had not kept himself fit by any stretch
of the imagination. The man was grossly obese and his clothes
showed many stains as evidence of his love of eating. “I gave him
the men he needed to fight off the stewards. That is why I have my
title. And now that I do, and it is legally binding no matter what
master is in place, I have zero desire to stick my neck out for a
man that has nearly run this station into the ground. You can
forget any help from me, gentlemen. Your days are numbered and I
would like you to leave.”

“Master Klipoline,” Deran started in his
most charming voice. A voice that stopped quickly as a half eaten
grendt leg was tossed in his face.

“Shut it, you damned conman,” Klipoline
said. “Every word out of your mouth is a lie and there isn’t an
ounce of truth in your soul. I know that, the stewards know that,
and the entire station knows that. You are probably more reviled in
Aelon than Master Alexis!”

“Reviled? I’m reviled?” Alexis asked.

“It speaks!” Klipoline laughed. “I thought
you only moved your mouth when a Spiggot had a hand up your
ass!”

“I can speak on my own,” Alexis said weakly.
“I am the Master of Station Aelon.”

“Yeah, you keep telling yourself that,”
Klipoline replied.

“And it is mistress,” Alexis stated.

Klipoline looked from the Spiggots to Alexis
and back.

“I am sorry, but what is he babbling about?”
Klipoline asked.

“I am...not sure,” Deran said. “Master? How
do you mean it is mistress?”

“He said his title was legally binding no
matter what master was in place,” Alexis said. “But if Bella wins,
then my daughter will take the crown and a mistress is in place.
You will want to read the charter carefully, Klipoline. I believe
it states that you are granted your title by the current master,
not mistress. A technicality, but one that my wife will not
hesitate to argue.”

All present stared at the man as if a shaow
had walked into the hall and begun to tap dance on all four
hooves.

“He is right on that point,” Herlen said.
“The charter is very specific in its wording. You may not have a
title if a mistress takes the crown.”

“Your technicalities mean nothing to me,”
Klipoline responded. “They will have to pry this mastership from my
dead, cold fingers.”

“That would be quite a task considering how
fat those fingers are,” Alexis snorted. “You’d need a saw to cut
them off first.”

“Alexis, please,” Deran hissed. “You are not
helping.”

“No, I am not,” Alexis said as he stood.
“And neither is this blob. Let us leave the shaow to his feeding
trough and go find more hospitable environs.”

“I’ll ignore the insults, even though I
should have your balls cut off and fed to you,” Klipoline said.
“Mainly because I know you will not find more hospitable environs
on this station. My advice to you is to commandeer a shuttle and
get your asses down on the Prime. I have heard you know your way
about the Prime better than any master before you, Alexis. That is
your only advantage. Especially since your diplomacy leaves
something to be desired.”

“Thank you for your advice, Master
Klipoline, but I have another destination in mind,” Alexis said. “I
wish you all the luck in the Station.”

“Luck? For what?” Klipoline asked.

“For surviving your next heart attack, you
fat fuck,” Alexis spat as he looked to the shocked Spiggots. “Come,
friends, we have an appointment to keep.”

The two quickly stood and followed the
master out of the hall and into the passageway that led to the
lift. Both Spiggots stayed quiet as they continually looked over
their shoulders, ready for the attack after the insults Alexis had
thrown at the Master of the Lower Decks. Not until they reached the
lift, and were safely on board, did they relax enough to speak
again.

“What in Helios’s name were you thinking?”
Deran nearly shouted when the lift doors had closed and they knew
they were ascending. “He would have been within his rights to kill
you right there!”

“I am Master of Station Aelon,” Alexis said.
“And a Teirmont. I would have had his head in my hands before a
single one of his guards made a move.”

“While you are an excellent bladesman,
sire,” Herlen said. “You are woefully out of practice. Lowdeckers
are never to be trifled with. They are a vicious lot and do not
play by the rules, as we gentlemen do.”

“Well, none of it matters, because what is
said is said, and we are now leaving these stinking Lower Decks,”
Alexis replied, completely unaffected by the warning Herlen gave.
“I believe our next stop will be much more successful.”

“And where exactly is our next stop, sire?”
Deran asked.

“Middle Deck Twenty,” Alexis said. “Are you
not married to a Wyaerrn? We will sway the longslingers to our
cause, Brother Deran. Or, at least, you shall sway them. I’ll just
sit back and let you do your magic.”

The Spiggots shared a look of fear that the
master did not catch, as he was too absorbed in his own smugness to
notice anything resembling reality.

 


* * *

 


“How is it that he still roams free?” Bella
snapped as she stood in the great hall, her eyes on the master’s
chair at the far end. “This is a Station, Beumont. It is not a vast
system! There is nowhere for him to run! I did not gather my
brother’s men so I could play hide and seek with my flip of a
husband!”

“We believe he is in the Lower Decks,
Bella,” Beumont said. “So please calm down. We must move carefully
and cautiously, or we risk losing the support of the passengers.
Right now public opinion is fully on your side. If we send Thraens
storming through the Station, then we risk losing that public
opinion. We will not only have a master to track down, but an
uprising to deal with. Is that what you want?”

“I want my husband deposed and my daughter
in his place so I can rule as regent of this station,” Bella
replied. “That is why we are here. If some of the passengers get
their feelings hurt and feathers ruffled, then that is the price to
pay.” She looked away from her lover and over to her daughter as
the young minoress walked along the side of the great hall, her
fingers tracing along the murals and tapestries. “Don’t you agree,
Alexis? A mistress must make tough choices and cannot always please
everyone, yes?”

“Whatever you think, Mother,” Minoress
Alexis responded as she stopped in front of a tapestry that
depicted an especially violent and bloody point in station history.
“If you are to be regent, then it is your decision to make. All I
ask is that my father’s life is spared in order for me to take the
crown.”

“That is not wise,” Beumont whispered.
“Having one monarch still alive while another rules is a dangerous
game.”

“Being born a royal is a dangerous game,
lover,” Bella said. “A fact you cannot relate to, as you were born
a passenger.”

Beumont kept his tongue and bowed his head,
not wanting to anger the mistress further.

“Alexis, if you are to be mistress of this
station then the decisions will be yours to make,” Bella said as
she walked over to her daughter. “As regent I can only give
advice.”

“You just said that you wanted to be regent
so you can rule,” Minoress Alexis responded. “You would not be
ruling if the decisions are mine to make. I have already said I
will defer to you until I am of age to fully take the crown on my
own.”

The minoress bowed low and swept her hand in
front of her.

“The station is yours, my lady. May your
rule be wise and just.”

“Oh, stop it,” Bella said as she gave a
playful smack to the back of her daughter’s lowered head. “Do not
make fun of me, Alexis. This undertaking is not easy for me.”

“I know, Mother,” Minoress Alexis said as
she straightened and moved in to hug her mother. “I am just worried
about Father. I do not want him killed. That would break my heart.
Please, promise me you will not kill him.”

“I promise, Alexis,” Bella said. “On my soul
and in Helios’s name, I promise.”

Beumont looked on at the two women, quite
content with the fact he had made no such promise.

 


* * *

 


The second the lift doors opened, Alexis and
the Spiggots found themselves in the clutches of a very angry mob.
The three men were dragged down the passageway and out into the
deck atrium where dozens more passengers waited for them. To
Alexis’s horror, rotted fruit, vegetables, and other refuse rained
down on them, and he was fairly sure soiled diapers were part of
the mix as they were made to stand alone in the center of the
atrium.

“Master Alexis!” a voice boomed from above.
“I never would have thought your ego would drive you to show your
face here, of all places!”

Alexis peered up at the atrium levels and
squinted into the light, unable to see who called to him.

“I am sorry, but you have me at a
disadvantage,” Alexis said. “To whom am I speaking?” His use of the
word “whom” was quickly mocked amongst those that glared at him,
but Alexis ignored their jibes and kept searching for the source of
the voice. “It is polite to show yourself when addressing royalty,
you know.”

A large man appeared at the railing of the
level just above Alexis and the Spiggots.

“I am the grandnephew of Gornish Wyaerrn,”
the man stated. “I am the deck boss of Middle Deck Twenty and you
are trespassing on a level that does not want you, sire.”

The word “sire” was spat about and mocked
just as vehemently as the word “whom.”

“Quiet!” the man yelled. “My name is Torlin
Tweyyrn, but you can call me sir.”

The passengers of Middle Deck Twenty erupted
into laughter.

“I will call you loyal subject if you grant
us asylum on your Deck,” Alexis said.

The crowd went silent and all looked to
Torlin.

“Asylum? Are you completely daft? Why in
Helios’s name would I grant you asylum?”

“Because I am the rightful Master of Station
Aelon, and it is your duty to do so,” Alexis said.

“Sire, perhaps we should talk before you
continue,” Deran said. “I think you may be overplaying your hand
here.”

“Quiet, Brother,” Alexis said. “I have this
fully under control.”

“But, Alexis, there are certain facts you
need—”

“I said quiet, Deran,” Alexis snapped.

“Trouble?” Torlin smirked. “Is the demon
there whispering lies into your ears as he has whispered them in
ours for years now?”

“Demon?” Alexis asked as he looked about. “I
see no demon here.”

“He stands at your shoulder,” Torlin said as
he pointed down. “The one called Deran Spiggot. He has wronged this
Deck to no end!”

Alexis turned slowly and regarded his
dearest friend.

“Deran? Is this true? How have you wronged
them? I thought you were married into the Wyaerrn family and these
were your people.”

“We were never his people,” Torlin said.
“Because he never treated us as such. This entire Deck, every
single passenger, was nothing but one giant mark in his con game.
Did he tell you he married one of Gornish Wyaerrn’s daughters? Is
that the tale he told?”

“Yes, and that is why you all supported me
during the steward uprising,” Alexis said. “You kept the
longslingers from entering the fight so that I might retake my
crown.”

“Kept the longslingers…?” Torlin spat. “That
is what was said? No wonder we did not hear word one from the
monarchy once you were back in power. You thought we had
volunteered our neutrality! Care to tell the master the truth,
Deran?”

Alexis looked at the Spiggot with deep worry
and fear on his face.

“I am confused,” is all Alexis could
say.

“There may have been some slight
exaggeration as to my betrothal,” Deran said. “I never actually
exchanged vows with the woman.”

“No, but he knocked her up right good,”
Torlin said. “Then instead of marrying her, as he promised, he
stole her inheritance and abandoned the woman and child.”

“Then...then, why did you support me during
the civil war?” Alexis asked, stunned.

“We didn’t support you, idiot!” Torlin
shouted and the entire atrium burst into laughter. “We had sworn an
oath to your father to never turn against the crown and always be
there when called! You never called, dumbass!”

“I...never...called,” Alexis said.
“But...but…”

“But, but, but,” Torlin mocked. “If you had
called upon the longslingers then we would have taken up arms
against the stewards in a heartbeat. The war would have been over
in days, not months. None of the puffed up nobility can stand
against the power of our particle barbs!”

The atrium exploded into cheers.

“All I had to do was call on them?” Alexis
asked as he looked at Deran. “That is why you said you would handle
it all? You kept them away from me, Brother. You...used me.”

“I didn’t, sire,” Deran pleaded. “These are
all lies they tell. I knew we shouldn’t have come here. It is
because I had a falling out with my wife…well, that part may not
have been a lie since we never formally married. But I didn’t
abandon them. I visit the child when I can. Give him sweets and
toys. I just may have let it spill about my feelings for you. She
was none too happy.”

“Your feelings for me…? Oh, Brother Deran,
what did you do? You know we cannot be accepted by the passengers
as we are. It is against the Ledger, The Way, and Helios to love
another man. You were lucky she did not tell everyone and have you
executed.”

“What do you think is going to happen now?”
Torlin asked. “We just let you go? No, I do not think so. Your dear
Brother Deran will not live to see another day, Master Alexis. He
won’t even live to see another hour!”

“Father, get Alexis out of here,” Deran
whispered. “Hurry. Take him and go. Let them do what they want to
me. As soon as they begin then they will be distracted enough to
let you slip away.”

“Son, I will not leave you to be butchered,”
Herlen said. “What kind of father would I be?”

“A loving and caring one,” Deran replied.
“Alexis must live! He is the rightful Master of Station Aelon and
he must survive this!”

Alexis stood there and said nothing as the
two Spiggots argued back and forth. The atrium spun about him and
he felt as if he was going to faint when rough hands grabbed his
arms and yanked him backwards.

“No!” Deran yelled as he lunged for the
master. “Let him go! It is me you want, not Alexis!”

Alexis began to thrash like a wild man and
the hands let go instantly. He turned and drew his long blade, his
eyes like a feral animal’s.

“Take mine as well,” Deran said as he
pressed a second long blade into Alexis’s free hand. “You fight for
your life. Hide yourself until the rotation gives you a shuttle
window down to the planet. There you will be safe. Father made
arrangements some time ago, just in case.”

“Just in case? You knew this all might
happen?” Alexis asked as he swung a blade out, keeping the crowd at
bay.

“I knew something could happen,” Deran
replied. “Was not my preparedness part of why you fell for me?”

“It was because you were kind to me,” Alexis
said quietly. “When no one else would be.”

“I know where we can stay until the rotation
is in our favor,” Herlen said. “It won’t be comfortable, but it
will be safe and close to the shuttle dock. We’ll take one of the
cargo shuttles down and then get you to your estate on Aelon
Prime.”

“Yes,” Alexis nodded. “They will be loyal to
me there. I grew up on the Prime.”

His voice sounded far away as if he was no
longer present in the chaos of the atrium. Even his blades started
to sag, but he lifted them quickly as the crowd tried to come for
him again.

“Fight on!” Deran said as he rushed headlong
into the crowd, fists flying. “Fight on!”

“We go now,” Herlen urged as he shoved
Alexis forward towards the passageway that led back to the lift.
“Keep those blades swinging, sire! Do not let up!”

Alexis let the blades fly in a wild and
clumsy manner, but it was enough to get them free of the crowd. A
couple of men tried to pursue them, but the look in Alexis’s eyes
kept them several feet back and they lost interest as soon as the
screams from the atrium reached their ears.

“Fight on. Fight on. Fight on,” Alexis
mumbled as Herlen got him into the lift. “Fight on. Fight on. Fight
on.”

Deran’s screams turned to shrieks of agony
and even when the lift doors closed and it began to ascend, Alexis
could still hear his dear, dear friend’s cries in his head.

 


* * *

 


The Burdened.

That was who greeted Alexis and Herlen as
the crate they stowed away on was opened to the light of The Way
Prime.

“I will not hesitate to fight you all!”
Alexis cried out as he lunged forward with his long blade.

“Stop that, boy,” a familiar voice said. “No
one is here to hurt you. Quite the contrary. I am here to escort
you to Aelon Prime and see to your safety and comfort.”

Alexis blinked into the light several times
before his eyes focused on the one who spoke to him.

“Auntie?” he asked in a small voice.

“Oh, for Helios’s sake, act like a man and
call me Gatekeeper Teirmont,” Melinda Teirmont said. “Your auntie
died a long time ago, you silly boy.”

“It is good to see you, gatekeeper,” Alexis
said as he studied his aunt.

Other than the robes, and the obvious aging,
she looked almost the same as when Alexis had last seen her. The
thought of the Taking, and how that was the night he met DuChaer,
brought on a wave of melancholy that was so evident on his face he
might as well have been wearing a sign to announce it.

“No moping,” Melinda said. “You are alive
and you are safe. The hard part is done. Now, you can live out the
rest of your life in retirement and comfort on the Prime.”

“They won’t let me live,” Alexis said.

“They will if they want a willing mistress
to mold,” Melinda said. “Your daughter has been very vocal about
you not coming to any harm. That girl does love her Papa.”

Alexis met his aunt’s eyes at that statement
and smiled.

“I love her too,” Alexis said then suddenly
remembered the man that stood next to him. “Forgive me, Gatekeeper
Teirmont, but this is—”

“I am well acquainted with who Herlen
Spiggot is,” Melinda interrupted. “As is every foreman of every
Vape mine on this planet.”

“I’m sorry?” Alexis asked.

“Nothing to concern yourself with, sire,”
Herlen said. “The gatekeeper and I met once before. It is good to
see you again.”

“Well, I applaud your optimism there,
Spiggot,” Melinda said. “We’ll see how long it holds out.”

“I have no illusions as to my fate,” Herlen
said.

“Good,” Melinda nodded. “That will makes
things go much easier for all.”

“Will someone care to tell me what that
means?” Alexis said.

“No,” Melinda stated bluntly. “There will be
time for that once we reach the Prime. Our cutter awaits, Master
Alexis.”

“Cutter? I assumed we’d be stealing passage
on a barge heading back to pick up a load of breen,” Alexis
said.

“Is that how you want to travel?” Melinda
asked.

“No, it most certainly is not,” Alexis
admitted. “But it was what I prepared myself for.”

“Then be glad that is not how you will
travel,” Melinda said. “You are riding aboard the royal cutter and
will be staying on the royal estate. It has all been sanctioned and
arranged by the High Guardian himself.”

“The High Guardian is involved?” Alexis
asked. “But why? He would not get involved when the stewards rose
against me.”

“This circumstance is...different,” Melinda
replied. “Let us say that there are enough confusing factors
involved that it took a little divine intervention to sort it all
out.”

For some reason, the thought of the High
Guardian being involved in his life was more troubling than the
thought of traveling on a breen barge had been. Even more troubling
than having to hide in a crate for the journey from station to
planet. But Alexis could not figure out why it troubled him. His
mind was spent and exhausted. All he cared to do was slip into a
comfortable bed and sleep until it all went away.

“I can see we are losing you,” Melinda said
as she took her nephew by the arm and led him away from the shuttle
dock and towards the marina. “Let’s get you suited up before you
fall asleep. As there are quite a few stewards that have still not
signed off on the High Guardian’s plan, you will have to go in
through the back entrance of the estate, which does mean some
walking in the open air.”

“I love to walk in the open air,” Alexis
said. “I miss my environmental suit. It has been such a long time
since I was on the planet. I welcome all of the experiences it
brings.”

“Good for you, Alexis,” Melinda said. “That
attitude will get you far down here.”

 


* * *

 


The grey light filtered in through the
blinds of his quarters and Alexis had to remind himself where he
was when his eyes finally opened and he looked about.

The Prime.

He knew the room, the light, the smell,
everything like it was an extension of himself. He would have been
elated if it hadn’t been for the reason he was there. That reality
came crashing down fast and it took all of his strength to get out
of bed, wash himself in the water basin, get dressed, and place his
hand on the door.

The master was not sure if he had strength
enough left to open the door, but that problem was solved as there
came a brief knock and the door slid open before him.

“Oh, you are up,” Melinda said, dressed in
casual attire instead of her gatekeeper robes. “Don’t stare,
Alexis. gatekeepers get to dress down too, you know. It can’t all
be robes and incense twenty-four hours a day.”

“But I thought that was how it worked,”
Alexis said.

“Just as masters were supposed to keep their
crowns until they died?” Melinda asked as she looked past the man
and into the room. “Are you going to invite me in?”

“Oh, I was ready to come out now,” Alexis
said. “That nap did me some good and I figured it was time to get
back to the business at hand.”

“That nap was a three day sleep, nephew,”
Melinda said. “I had the physicians come in twice a day to check to
make sure you hadn’t died.”

“Three days?” Alexis asked, stunned. “I
don’t believe it.”

“Believe it, nephew,” Melinda said, pushing
the master back into his room so she could shut the door. She
switched on the light and pointed at the bed. “Sit, Alexis. We must
talk.”

“Am I to be executed?” Alexis asked. “I
dreamed I was executed.”

“You did?” Melinda asked. “And what was your
demise?”

“I would rather not say,” Alexis replied as
he sat down on the bed. “Just tell me what it is you need to tell
me.”

“I’ll be blunt since I do love you,” Melinda
said. “You are being deposed. There is the official decree out in
the main room that I am supposed to read to you. Once it has been
read, then you will be stripped of your crown and it will go to
your daughter.”

“Masters once actually had crowns,” Alexis
said. “Did you know that? I wish I had one now that I could take
off and give to my daughter. Then there would be a physical
connection between us.”

“That would be nice, but a real crown would
make a master look too much like a king, and we can’t have that,
can we?” Melinda said. “Now hush your mouth and listen. This is not
easy for me to say.”

Alexis nodded and waited.

“In order for this transition between
monarchs to happen there was a stipulation put in place by your
daughter and supported by the High Guardian.”

“A stipulation? What kind of stipulation?”
Alexis asked.

“That is what I am getting at,” Melinda
grumbled. “Helios, you are still such a child. Ruling a station did
not mature you one bit.”

“I guess that is why I am being deposed,”
Alexis said, a sly grin on his face.

“Cheeky bastard,” Melinda said and smiled
with him. “Now shut up. The stipulation that your daughter has
ordered is that she will not take the crown unless you agree to the
deposition.”

“So I could still be master if I don’t
agree?” Alexis asked.

“Is that what you plan on doing?” Melinda
responded. “Because if you refuse to agree, then Station Aelon will
be plunged into chaos, and control of the monarchy will be assumed
by the High Guardian himself.”

“Ah, so that is why this has his support,”
Alexis said. “He actually thinks I will fight and then he gets, not
only The Way Prime, but Station Aelon.”

“And Aelon Prime,” Melinda said. “Yes, the
High Guardian is an ambitious son of a bitch.”

“Auntie!” Alexis exclaimed. “You blaspheme
the High Guardian!”

“And you blaspheme Helios whenever you enjoy
cock instead of twat,” Melinda shrugged. “We all sin. We all deal
with our sins when we die.”

“I have no intention of fighting the
deposition,” Alexis stated. “I fully agree, and will allow my
daughter to take the crown as Mistress of Station Aelon and Aelon
Prime without any conflict or regret. That is my last act as
master.”

Melinda studied her nephew for a minute,
making the man very uncomfortable. That was quite an achievement
since comfort was not something he was familiar with of late.

“Maybe I was wrong about you, Alexis,”
Melinda finally said. “Maybe you have matured.”

“No, I haven’t,” Alexis replied. “I just
love my daughter with all of my heart.”

“If that is the case then it is time you
came out of your bedchambers and faced the world,” Melinda said. “I
am to read the official proclamation, then you will give your
assent and all will be done.”

“Then what?” Alexis asked.

“Then you live here in exile until you die,”
Melinda said as she twirled her finger in the air. “Yay.”

Alexis smiled at his aunt and stood back
up.

“Lead the way, gatekeeper,” Alexis said. “I
am ready to give my crown away.”

 


* * *

 


The room was silent as Melinda finished
reading the proclamation of the deposition of Alexis the Second,
Master of Station Aelon and Aelon Prime.

Alexis looked about at the expectant faces
and gulped, knowing they were waiting for him to speak. Melinda
wasn’t the only gatekeeper present and Alexis averted his eyes from
the judging gazes of the holy men and women. The Burdened were
present, as were the Aelish royal guards. Servants were spaced
about the walls, and the only person there that Alexis could
consider on his side of things was Herlen, but he sat in a chair
with his shoulders hunched and head in his hands, as he refused to
meet Alexis’s eye.

“Alexis?” Melinda prodded. “Now is when you
do your part.”

“Right, yes, of course,” Alexis said as he
stood up from his chair and cleared his throat. “With sound mind
and of my own choosing, I accept the terms of the deposition and
give up my title as Master of Station Aelon. From this moment
forward, may it be known that my daughter, Alexis the Third, will
be master, uh, I mean, Mistress of Station Aelon and Aelon Prime. I
do this willingly, and wish her nothing but the greatest of luck as
she has a long road ahead of her.”

“Well, said,” Melinda nodded, then turned
her attention to Herlen and frowned. “And now we can move on to the
next order of business.”

She looked at the Burdened and they swooped
down upon the old Spiggot and yanked him to his feet.

“Hey, now!” Alexis shouted as he rushed
forward, but was shoved back quickly by two of the Burdened. “What
are you doing with him?”

“It was another term of the deposition,”
Herlen said weakly. “Once you gave up your crown, I was to be
executed for my crimes against the crown and station. Normally, due
to my age, I would be imprisoned in the third spire until I died,
but since my son has already been killed by the mob in Middle Deck
Twenty, they needed my death to be the symbol of justice.”

“The symbol of justice? What justice? Who
ordered this?” Alexis demanded.

“Regent Beumont,” Melinda said. “This is
non-negotiable, Alexis. Not that you can negotiate anything ever
again, but so you know that any protest you make will only harm
your future, not save this man’s life.”

“Do not jeopardize yourself for me, Alexis,”
Herlen said then chuckled. “Alexis. I can call you that without
worry now. You are a man like me and nothing more. And therein will
you find your fate, because men like you and me don’t get glorious
ends. We get nothing but tragedy.”

The Burdened escorted Herlen from the room
and Alexis looked at his aunt.

“What is the method?” Alexis asked. “How are
they going to kill him? Please tell me there’s at least some mercy
in his end. Can you tell me that, gatekeeper?”

“I cannot,” Melinda replied. “The order was
for the man to suffer as so many suffered under him and his son.”
Melinda swallowed and looked away from her nephew. “He is to be
stripped naked and shoved outside the house. The Vape will cause
his skin to burn and peel and his insides will boil then burst from
his orifices. The man will suffer for several minutes and die in
the worst agony possible.”

“No, no, no,” Alexis said as she shook his
head back and forth. “He was good to me. He was always kind to
me.”

“He tried to have your daughter killed,
Alexis,” Melinda said. “While his son gave the actual order, he was
party to the plot. He does not deserve your pity.”

“He what…?” Alexis asked and stumbled back
to his chair. His ass fell into the cushion hard and the sound of a
spring breaking echoed through the room. “I am sure that is a lie.
There is no way that either of the Spiggots would dare to have
Alexis harmed. They knew how I loved her.”

“If Alexis died, then who was in line to
succeed you?” Melinda asked.

“No,” Alexis replied, his head still
shaking.

“Answer my question,” Melinda ordered. “Part
of your new life is to face truths you refused to see before. So
tell me, who was in line to succeed you.”

“No,” Alexis continued. “No. No. No.”

“Dammit, boy, tell me!” Melinda shouted.

“Deran Spiggot!” Alexis shouted back. “I had
made it so he would succeed me!”

“And how long do you think they would have
let you live once your daughter was out of the way?” Melinda asked.
“There would have been a period of mourning for the loss of a
minoress, then you would have had some tragic accident. The
Spiggots would have ruled Station Aelon within maybe six months of
Alexis being killed.”

“They...” was all he could say.

“Yes,” Melinda nodded. “They.”

Then the screams began.

Even through the airlocks and muted by the
winds outside, everyone across the house could hear as Herlen
Spiggot met his fate.

Alexis closed his eyes tight and wanted to
cover his ears, but he knew he needed to hear the man’s agony.
Despite his aunt’s accusations, Alexis believed he owed the man his
life and so much more. If just for the memory of what he shared
with Deran, he owed the man the dignity of listening to his last,
dying sounds.

The screams went on and on, and even the
hardened men of the Burdened marveled at how long the man lasted
outside in the poisonous atmosphere. Men half his age would have
already collapsed and given up to the Vape, letting it cook them
from the inside out. But Hereln Spiggot fought and fought until, at
last, his vocal cords disintegrated and his screams were cut
short.

Later, when Alexis finally had the courage
to ask, he was told that Herlen lived another five minutes before
dying, his body twisting in on itself as his flesh and tissues
softened and became nothing but soup.

 


* * *

 


“So this is it?” Alexis said once all the
other gatekeepers had departed, taking the Burdened with them, and
the servants had been sent away for the night. “This is what a
deposed master does with his life? Sits here and drink liquor with
his old aunt?”

“Who are you calling old?” Melinda smiled
over her fifth glass of honey wasp liquor. “I will have you know
I’m still one of the most sought after gatekeepers during the
Taking. Not that this body can carry a child any longer. No, that
cutter has sailed, my friend. But the young ones learn a thing or
two from me, that’s for sure.”

“I can tell you what I don’t want to do for
the rest of my exile,” Alexis said.

“Hmmm? And what’s that?”

“I don’t want to hear you talk about being
part of the Taking ever again,” Alexis said as he drained his own
glass and reached for the decanter. He looked at his aunt and shook
it and she nodded, so he filled her glass first before filling his
own and settling back into his seat. “I think you forget that when
I last saw you it was naked in a pile of gatekeeper bodies. That
was an image that I struggled to scrub from my brain for
years.”

“Don’t knock it until you have tried it, my
boy,” Melinda said as she raised her glass high. “Looking forward
to the Taking is what gets me through life most days. Being a
gatekeeper was not my first choice, you know.”

“No, I suppose it was not,” Alexis
nodded.

He sighed and looked about the room, a room
he knew so very well.

“Strange to be home,” he said.

“Home? Well, I suppose it is, isn’t it,”
Melinda replied. “You were so happy here. A shame you couldn’t have
ruled from the Prime. Maybe things would have been different.”

“But this is where I met Gannot,” Alexis
admitted. “And he may not have been the best influence on me.”

“Ha! Now that is something I never expected
to come out of your mouth,” Melinda said.

“I have matured in just the last few hours,”
Alexis shrugged.

“Or the weight of an entire station has been
lifted from your shoulders and you are free to take the blinders
off that you’ve kept so tight over your eyes,” Melinda
responded.

“Ugh, now you sound like a gatekeeper,”
Alexis laughed. “I almost prefer my crude aunt. Where did she
go?”

“She’s right here, just a little buried
under years of piety and drinking honey wasp liquor and gelberry
wine.”

“At least you can drink,” Alexis said.

“And I’ll drink to that,” Melinda replied as
she raised her glass once more. Liquor sloshed up over the edge and
she sighed. “Oh, dear, I suppose that means it is time to
retire.”

“Hold on,” Alexis said. “Speaking of
retirement, have you ever heard from Corbin?”

“That old coot? I’m sorry, Alexis, but he
passed away years ago,” Melinda said as she set her glass down and
struggled to stand up. Alexis got to his own unsteady feet and
helped her from her seat. “Thank you.”

“How did he die? Do you know?” Alexis
asked.

“Neglect,” Melinda frowned. “When they found
him he was only a bag of bones lying in his wheelchair. He had been
dead a long time. Looked like he ran out of food or something.”

“But he was supposed to be taken care of for
life,” Alexis said. “That was in my father’s will.”

“There are a lot of things written down that
do not end up happening, Alexis,” Melinda said. “Trust me, I have
firsthand experience with that. Oh, speaking of…” She reached into
her pocket and brought out a small envelope. “This is for you.”

Alexis recognized the handwriting instantly
and he had to sit down quickly before the strength in his legs gave
out.

“I’ll leave you to that,” Melinda said as
she stumbled her way across the room towards her quarters.
“Tomorrow we’ll have breakfast together then I must return to The
Way. I don’t know how they have managed without me this long.”

Alexis waited for his aunt to leave before
he tore open the envelope and withdrew the letter inside. His eyes
filled with tears as he gazed upon the carefully printed script
that covered the page.

A sob caught in his throat as he read out
loud, wanting to give his daughter’s words life.

 


* * *

 


“Dear Papa,

First, let me say how much I love you. When
you read this letter, and if any part of it makes you angry or sad,
please return to the first line so you know where my heart always
lies. You are my everything, and I can’t express how hard it is to
write this. Mother said I shouldn’t, that it would just be torture,
but I couldn’t let you think I wanted this to happen.

I didn’t.

I’m thirteen, Papa, I’m not ready.

Mother and Beumont say I was born ready,
that I am the leader Station Aelon needs.

I just nod. What can I say? That Station
Aelon has a leader in you? No. I can’t say that. Because no one
thinks you are a leader.

Except me, Papa. You have shown me
everything that is important in life.

When I am with you, I know I am safe. That
is important.

When we are on the Prime, you teach me how
to farm and how to race skids faster than anyone else. That is
important.

You showed me that my grip was awkward on my
blade, but you didn’t correct me; you let me find out how to fix it
myself and now my grip is better than yours! Oh, and while I was
gone I started using two blades, Papa! Two! One of the guards said
my left hand is scarier than my right!

I miss you.

I miss you so much, Papa, that sometimes,
when I know Mother and Beumont can’t hear me, I get under my covers
and talk to you. I know I’m not talking to you, but it feels like I
am. I tell you of my day and what adventures I had (even if I
didn’t have any) then I say prayers with you and I go to sleep.
It’s easier to sleep knowing we’ve talked. Even if we haven’t
talked.

But that doesn’t matter, does it? That we
don’t really talk? I don’t think it matters because you are in my
heart and I know, with my whole soul, that I am in yours. We are
Teirmonts, Papa. Connected through blood and destiny. When I see
myself in the mirror, I see generations of masters that came before
me and I feel so proud to be a part of it.

Then I realize I am the first mistress, and
I get scared.

I’m so scared, Papa.

You won’t be here to keep me safe, or to
race skids, or to talk about the siggy worm blight. You won’t be
here to attend my coronation or give me advice when the meeting of
stewards wants me to sign something I don’t want to sign. Which
they will, Papa. Mother has already said we are to follow the easy
path for now, and do as the meeting wishes until I come into my
full power and no longer need a regent.

And did you know that the regent will be
Beumont? Not Mother. I heard them yelling this morning before I
wrote this. Mother feels betrayed.

She doesn’t know what betrayal is.

Betrayal is when you find out you are only
loved for your title. Betrayal is realizing you are a pawn in other
people’s games. Betrayal is knowing that your own father is being
exiled so you can sit with a crown that others want to control.

Betrayal is Mother and I will never forgive
her for it.

But, at least I know you are safe. That was
one thing I would not let them sway me from—your safety. Beumont
insists that two monarchs alive at once is dangerous for the crown
and for the Station. He says that if you decide you no longer want
to be in exile, that you could contest the deposition. He is afraid
of you, Papa.

Mother wants you dead because of her guilt.
She knows that she has been a bad wife. She has not loved you and
accepted you like she should have. I’m not stupid, though, and I
know of the problems you two have. She loves another man and you,
well, don’t love women. Or can’t? I don’t know. I always wanted to
talk to you about it, but I was afraid. If I am ever allowed to
leave the Station again and go down to the Prime then we will talk
about it.

That is important. For me to know who you
are inside. I don’t care what the meeting of stewards say, or what
the passengers say, or even what Mother and Beumont say, what is
inside you is worth knowing.

Because you are my Papa and always will be.
They can take your crown and give it to me. They can take the
Station and control it for their own greed. They can take the Prime
from me while they keep you down there in exile. They can take my
freedom by not allowing me the full powers of my title.

They can do all of that, take all of that,
but they can never take my Papa away.

In my heart and soul is where you live. In
my heart and soul.

Not on the Prime, but in my heart and
soul.

My heart and soul.

When that day comes, the day I don’t want to
ever hear about or have spoken to me, you will live on in my heart
and soul.

They think they have taken you from me, but
they haven’t. They have given you to me forever.

I love you so much, Papa. I don’t really
know what kind of master you were, but I know what kind of father
you were. A loving, caring, joyful father. You were everything a
daughter could hope for.

I love you, I love you, I love you.

Please remember that. Take that with you to
eternity.

I love you.

 


Your forever daughter and keeper of your
love,

Alexis the Third, First Mistress of Station
Aelon and Aelon Prime, and girl who loves her Papa more than
anything”

 


* * *

 


The letter crumpled in Alexis’s grip as his
grief overwhelmed him and he brought his legs up into the chair and
against his chest. His tears barely flowed since he had shed most
of them while reading the letter, making it damp and heavy with
salty water, but his sobs and cries were loud and
full-throated.

The man did not care when guards came to
check on him. He did not care when his aunt was brought from her
room to try to comfort him. He did not care when they all helped
him to his feet and walked him to his quarters. He did not care
when a physician was called, because he could not stop shaking.

He did care when they tried to pry the
letter from his fingers.

Alexis fought hard. He punched and kicked.
He bit and clawed. It took a half dozen guards to hold him down so
the physician could sedate him. But even then, he refused to let go
of the letter. As his mind drifted into artificial sleep, he vowed
he would never let the letter go. It would always be with him.

Just like the love of his daughter. Just
like her heart and soul.


Chapter
Nine

 


Plink, plink, plink.

The vase was filled with small, smooth
pieces of decorative glass. The color of the glass ranged from
bright blue to smoky grey. They were the colors of the planet
Helios.

One by one, Alexis plucked pieces of glass
from the vase and flung them at the pile of gelberry wine bottles
stacked just inside the door to his bedchambers. He tried to count
the huge pile once, but he kept getting distracted and could never
finish. So he flung glass at the bottles instead.

To Alexis, it was the most productive thing
to be done.

Months and months had gone by and no one
came to the prime estate to visit him. When his aunt left, she had
told him to expect dignitaries from The Way and other stations.
They would come and make small talk, but in the end, they’d want
something from him. She could not say what, but she was very sure
they would never leave him in peace.

The thought had paralyzed him with fear and
he had holed up in his bedchambers since.

Not that it mattered; no one came.

No gatekeepers or messengers from the High
Guardian. No dignitaries or envoys from other stations or their
primes. No visitors from Station Aelon that came to the Prime to
check on breen production methods or the lease holdings. Not even
the foremen from the breen fields, who had to know that he was a
fount of information when it came to agriculture and cultivation
techniques.

Of all of those, the last snub hurt the
most.

The thought of retiring on the Prime and
being the breen farmer he had always wanted to be was the only
spark that had kept him from taking his life. Yet, as the months
progressed and he lay in solitude except for the servants that
brought him his meager meals and his essential wine, Alexis began
to wonder if he hadn’t been forgotten.

There were no communications, no letters,
nothing. It was as if he had been tucked away in a dark hole in the
System, left to rot in his own stench and drunkenness.

Plink, plink, plink.

He threw the pieces of glass until the vase
was empty and he was left with nothing else to do. He needed to
piss, but barely felt like getting up. In his master days, he could
have pissed in his bed and a dozen servants would have taken care
of it for him.

But on the Prime, he was yelled at for such
behavior.

Although, they did call him “my lord,” which
he enjoyed. It took everyone on the estate a while to figure out
how he should be addressed, since he was no longer master and had
been stripped of all titles. Even the token “Steward of Quent” was
removed from him.

He sat there for a few minutes before he
found the resolve to get out of bed and stumble his way to the
bathroom. The floor around the toilet was worse off after his
visit, but at least the bedsheets didn’t get soiled.

The mirror in the bathroom was less than
clean and he grabbed a hand towel that was even dirtier than the
mirror to give it a perfunctory wipe. The grime smeared enough that
he could see his haggard face. It was not a pleasant sight.

“Look at you,” Alexis said to himself.
“Pitiful, pitiful you.”

He half expected the semi-familiar face to
reply back, but it didn’t. Which, for the sake of his sanity, was
probably a good thing.

“What will you do?”

He titled his head one way and then the
other.

His hair had thinned and his cheeks were
sunken and drawn. The beard on his face was long, scraggly, and
peppered with patches of white. His nose was red and webbed with
spider veins. He didn’t even want to see what his tongue looked
like, since the feel of it alone made him shiver.

“You are a mess, my lord. An ugly, scary
mess,” he told himself. “Perhaps we should do something about
that.”

Alexis turned around and looked at his
shower. He wasn’t surprised to see it mostly full of wine
bottles.

After a couple of minutes clearing the
debris, he stripped off his sweat stained clothes and switched on
the faucets, his eyes watching and waiting for the tendrils of
steam to begin swirling up to the ceiling. Once the water was hot,
he stepped in and nearly screamed as the boiling water seared his
skin.

But he tolerated the pain and set about
scrubbing himself down until his skin was pink and closer to
healthy looking than it was before. It didn’t take long to find
clean clothes once he was done showering and dried off. He had a
closet full of tunics and trousers he hadn’t bothered to change
into.

Freshly clean and dressed, Alexis held his
hand on the doorknob of his bedchambers and stood there. With one
turn, he would be able to step back into a world he hadn’t seen in
so long. He glanced about at the four walls of his bedchamber and
sighed. It was hard to believe he hadn’t set foot outside the room
since the night he had arrived.

“My lord!” a servant girl cried out when she
found him walking towards her in the hallway. “Are you hurt? Do you
need--” She stopped and looked at his hair and clothes. “Oh, you
have showered and dressed. Uh...would you care for some
dinner?”

“Dinner?” Alexis asked. “What time is
it?”

“It is close to seven in the evening, my
lord,” the servant replied. “I can tell the kitchen that you are
hungry, if you’d like. I am sure the cook would be more than happy
to prepare whatever you desire.”

Alexis smiled at the girl and thought about
what would sound good to a stomach that had been basically on
nothing but a liquid diet.

“Is there any pie?” he asked. “I would love
a slice of pie and perhaps a glass of juice.”

“I am certain there is pie, my lord,” the
servant replied. “Any specific type?”

“No, just pie,” Alexis said. “And have it
brought to the east library, will you? I want to look outside, and
maybe read a book while I eat.”

“Yes, my lord.” The servant nodded and
hurried off.

Alexis, of course, knew the estate house
like the back of his hand. He wound his way through the hallways
until he found the room he was looking for. It wasn’t nearly as big
as he had remembered it, but then he was only a child the last time
he’d decided to visit the east library.

“Where are the books?” he asked out loud
when he saw the empty shelves. “Not a single one left?”

He walked the length of the room to the set
of wide windows that were obscured by thick breen drapes. The lack
of reading material did not especially bother him since he had
chosen the room for the view it afforded out onto the estate. All
other rooms had their views blocked by various estate structures,
but the east library’s view was unobstructed.

He stared out at the evening landscape and
wished he had roused himself a couple of hours earlier so he had
more light to admire the estate lands.

“My lord?” a different servant girl asked as
she carried a tray into the library. “I was told to bring you this.
I am sorry, but we are out of juice. The chef prepared a pot of tea
for you, though. I hope that is acceptable.”

“Quite,” Alexis replied. “Tea is better than
juice with pie, anyway. I do not know why I asked for juice.
Probably because that is what I drank with dessert when I lived
here as a child.”

The servant girl stood there in the middle
of the room with the tray in her hands and waited. Alexis raised
his eyebrows then smiled.

“Forgive me,” he said. “Set it on that side
table there. I’ll get to it shortly.”

“Yes, my lord,” she said and hurriedly set
it down. “Is there anything else I can get you, my lord?”

“No, that will be all,” Alexis replied.
“Thank you.”

The servant turned and walked briskly
towards the door.

“Hold up, please,” Alexis said.

“My lord?”

“The books. Where are they?”

“Oh...well, I was told they were removed for
safekeeping.”

“Safekeeping?” Alexis frowned. “Safekeeping
from what?”

“I cannot say, my lord. That is all I was
told.”

“Are all the books gone from the other two
libraries as well?” Alexis asked as a slice of fear crept into his
belly. “Or were the books from here moved to those rooms?”

“I...I do not know, my lord,” the servant
responded and Alexis could see her hands shaking.

“Who told you they were removed for
safekeeping?” Alexis asked.

“Helbley, my lord. The lead guard. He told
all the servants a couple of weeks ago that anything of value would
need to be removed for saf—”

“Safekeeping, yes you said that,” Alexis
nodded. ‘Thank you for your help. You may go.”

The girl rushed from the library, leaving
Alexis alone with empty shelves and a slice of pie. And tea.

He walked to the tray and poured a cup then
realized he hadn’t been given any sweetener or shaow milk. He
preferred his tea with milk and sweetener.

Alexis thought about calling for the servant
girl, but decided that a visit to the kitchen was a better idea.
When he made it across the house and into the sparse kitchen,
Alexis was surprised by the lack of smells that usually emanated
from the room. He had always loved coming into the kitchen as a boy
and smelling the roasting meat and the bread that was in the
oven.

But the kitchen he walked into looked as if
it hadn’t been properly used in some time. Most of the counters had
a coating of dust on them and the massive stove that could be used
to feed a garrison of soldiers only showed two burners that looked
like they’d been used recently.

“Hello?” Alexis called out, but his voice
only echoed off the metal cabinets and equipment. There was no
response even after a second call.

Alexis tried not to worry, tried not to let
that sliver of fear in his belly grow. He walked to the pantry and
found a large bag of sweetener. It took him a minute to hunt down a
small dish, and a few more minutes to clean up the spilled granules
after he tried to pour the sweetener directly from the bag into the
dish. The shaow milk was easy since he just grabbed a glass bottle
from the large walk-in cooler and tucked it under his arm.

Then he stopped.

The walk-in cooler was barely stocked. There
were a line of milk bottles, some butter, a few vegetables and
perhaps a couple of pounds of meat. But that was it.

“Must be late with the supply cutter,”
Alexis said, knowing how Vape storms and unfriendly seas disrupted
life on the Prime at the drop of a hat. “There will be more
soon.”

But that sliver of fear would not be
still.

Alexis shook his head and hurried from the
vacant kitchen. He worked his way through the house until he was
back at the library. Setting the milk and sweetener down on the
tray, Alexis turned and regarded the empty shelves once more. He
walked to a set of them and ran his finger along the surface, sure
he would find a thick coating of dust.

Yet there was barely any dust, which told
him that the books had been removed recently. But why? The servant
girl’s explanation didn’t make sense unless someone expected the
estate to be damaged soon. Perhaps a Vape storm was coming? One
that was expected to hit the estate in the near future?

Alexis forgot about the tea, and the
sweetener and milk he had fetched, and hurried out of the library
to find someone that knew what was going on. His feet led him to
the guards’ barracks and he pushed the door open without bothering
to knock.

It was empty.

The long rows of cots on each side of the
barracks had been stripped of sheets and the mattresses were rolled
and bound, left at the end of the cots to wait for the next
occupant to free them.

“Helios,” Alexis growled, his fear turning
to anger. “Where is everyone?”

He walked the length of the barracks to a
single door at the far end. This time he did knock, as he heard
voices coming from the other side.

“Yeah?” someone called out. “What?”

“It is Alexis Teirmont,” Alexis announced.
“Open up at once.”

There was the sound of shifting furniture
and the scraping of chair legs on the floor. Then nothing. Alexis
listened and knocked once more.

“Hello? Open up, please!” he shouted.

Still nothing.

Alexis tried the knob, but it was locked, so
he turned to the room for a solution. In the corner to his left was
a large push broom with stiff breen bristles and, luckily, a metal
handle, not the polybreen he had expected it to have.

“That will do,” he said as he took the
broom, flipped it about, and slammed the handle end down on the
doorknob, again and again, until it broke free.

Alexis shoved the door open with the broom
head and then cautiously peered inside.

Empty.

Whoever had called out to him had fled the
room quickly. But why?

And that was the question of the evening:
why?

Why was any of it all happening?

He saw another door across the room and
hurried to it, hoping maybe he would catch someone on the other
side of that. But all he found was an empty back hallway.

“Hello?” he yelled and, as he expected,
there was no reply.

Alexis, his Teirmont anger starting to get
the best of him, stomped down the hallway until he came to another
door. He flung that one open and found himself in the small
guardroom that was by the main entry hall to the estate house.
Still no one there.

“Hello?” Alexis yelled as he walked from the
room and into the main entry hall. “Hello?”

The first servant girl he had encountered
came running towards him after a couple of minutes.

“My lord? Do you need something? Is
everything alright?” she asked.

“No, everything is damn well not alright!”
Alexis barked. “Where in the Helios is the rest of the staff, and
why did the guards flee from me when I went to speak with
them?”

“Well, my lord, the rest of the staff has
retired for the evening,” the servant girl said. “It is only myself
and Verlot that are up to assist you.”

“Shaowshit!” Alexis snapped as he closed on
the girl and grabbed her by the arm. “Let me show you
something!”

He dragged her along through the house until
they reached the kitchen.

“Do you see what I see?” he asked, finally
letting go of her arm. “Do you?”

“I see a kitchen, my lord,” the girl
replied.

“As do I,” Alexis sneered. “A kitchen that
is poorly stocked and hasn’t been used to feed more than a couple
of people in some time. Now, are you honestly going to tell me that
the staff has retired for the night? Or are you willing to admit to
a former master that you and that other servant girl…”

“Verlot.”

“Verlot, yes, her,” Alexis nodded. “Will you
please be honest and admit to me that you two are all that is left
of the staff. Except for the coward guards that refused to face
me.”

The girl stood there and Alexis saw mortal
fear on her face.

“Tell me your name,” he said, his voice
calming down. “I am sorry for yelling and being upset. Tell me your
name, girl.”

“Kamda, my lord,” the girl whispered.

“Kamda, I am not going to hurt you and I
will not let anyone hurt you if you tell me the truth,” Alexis
soothed. “You have my word on that. I just need to know what is
really going on around here.”

“I...I do not know, my lord,” Kamda replied.
“That is the honest truth. Velot and I were brought down from the
Station only a few days ago. This is how the house was when we
arrived. We were told to serve you when you called and if you asked
any questions we were not to give any details other than what the
instructions stated.”

“Instructions?” Alexis asked. “What
instructions?”

Kamda blanched at the question as she
realized she had said too much.

“Never mind,” Alexis said. “I doubt the
instructions will provide any more answers than you can give. But
answer me this, Kamda, what were you told would happen to you if
you did not do exactly as you were instructed? Did they threaten
your family back on the Station?”

“I have no family, my lord,” Kamda replied.
“I was orphaned young. I had been working a food cart in the Lower
Decks when men came to see me. They said I could be moved up in the
Station if I agreed to work here on the Prime first. It was an
opportunity lowdeckers rarely see so I said yes. When I got here I
met Velot and the two guards.”

“Two guards? That is all that is left?”
Alexis asked. “Where are they now?”

“I don’t know,” Kamda said. “We aren’t
allowed to be around them. Part of the instructions were that we
had no contact with the guards after our introductions and that we
only focus on you, my lord. I hope I have done a good enough job
that you will recommend me for service on the Station.”

“You’ll never see the Station,” Alexis
said.

Kamda blanched and took several steps away
from the former master.

“No, no, I do not mean you won’t see the
Station because I am going to harm you,” Alexis sighed. “I mean it
because the people that brought you here have no desire to let you
leave. That is why they went to the Lower Decks to find orphan
girls.”

“But they promised, my lord,” Kamda said.
“They had me sign a contract.”

“Did you read the contract?” Alexis
asked.

Kamda hesitated. “No, my lord.”

“Can you read, Kamda dear?”

“No, my lord.”

“Then you have no idea what you signed,”
Alexis said and sighed again. “And probably better that you don’t.”
He rubbed his face with his hands and turned from the girl. “I am
going back to my quarters. Please wake me in the morning as soon as
it is light. I plan on seeing the land again before…”

He didn’t bother to finish his sentence as
he walked out of the kitchen, leaving Kamda alone to stand there,
her hands wringing the short apron she wore as part of her
uniform.

 


* * *

 


The scrim grass barely touched the skid as
Alexis pushed it full throttle across the plains. He avoided the
breen fields since he did not want any of the workers to know he
was outside the estate, which meant he had to add several hours
onto his trip, but it was worth it for the safety of anonymity.

The sky above him was unusually bright and
Alexis worried that he wouldn’t make it to his destination before
the impending Vape storm hit. Being out in the open in a storm that
looked to be a bad one would not have been a good idea for a man
who was only protected by an old environmental suit.

He came quickly to the edge of a small cliff
and swung the skid about so he could look down on the valley below.
There, in the center, stood the cabin. He had never been there, but
he had made sure he knew its exact location when it was first
mentioned to him so many, many years before.

Alexis ignored all the safety rules of skid
driving and aimed the vehicle for the edge of the cliff. He gunned
it and took a deep breath as he plummeted over the side. It took
all of his strength and experience to pull up on the handlebars at
the right moment so the skid didn’t crash nose first into the
approaching ground. Alexis felt the tail end bump on a pile of
rocks, but other than that, it was if he was a teenager again
tempting Helios.

He stopped several feet from the old cabin
and stared at it, amazed that it hadn’t been destroyed by the
elements. He didn’t have to wonder if the small structure still had
its seal intact as he could see holes in the roof and one of the
windows lying on the ground, having fallen out of its sill.

Alexis sighed, powered down the skid, and
stepped onto the land, his boots sinking into the mucky ground. He
had to step carefully to keep from getting stuck and he cursed at
the sucking mud that tried to hold him in place. It was if the
Prime didn’t want him going forward; as if it was warning him that
the cabin held nothing for him and he should just get back onto his
skid and leave.

Yet one glance up at the sky told him he
would never make it back to the estate before the Vape storm
hit.

After a frustrating struggle, Alexis finally
reached the door and gave it a hard push. The whole door, including
the frame collapsed inward and Alexis shook his head as he looked
at the sorry state of the cabin and then back up at the foreboding
sky. Since the door was collapsed anyway, creating a rather wide
opening, Alexis decided it was worth the effort to slog back to the
skid and drive it right inside the cabin. He couldn’t afford having
his only way home damaged.

Once inside, he stepped from the skid,
struggled to lift the door and frame back in place then moved the
skid in front of it to keep it upright and secure against the winds
that had already started to pick up. Once he felt sure the skid
would keep the door in place, and weather out, Alexis turned to
look at the cabin he had travelled to.

“This is where you went to retire?” Alexis
asked. “This one room shack with an open bathroom in the
corner?”

He looked at the cracked toilet in disgust.
Besides that, there was a small sink, a stove that looked like it
was built for camping, not for living, and a rotted cot. No chairs,
no table, no shelves of any kind. Alexis knew the man wanted to be
left alone, but he didn’t think he wanted to live the rest of his
life like a vagrant.

Then he saw the buckled floorboard by the
edge of the cot.

Alexis walked over, shoved the cot out of
the way, and pulled at the floorboard until it gave way. Underneath
was a small keypad and Alexis racked his brain for an idea as to
what the code would be. He worked through what he knew of the man
and then cautiously reached down and pressed the star symbol six
times.

There was an audible click and the floor
beneath him started to slide away. Alexis scrambled to the edge of
the cabin as he watched a hatch open and a ladder appear.

“How in Helios’s name did he get down there
in a wheelchair?” Alexis wondered.

A rumble overhead got his attention and he
moved to the hatch, placed a foot on the ladder to test its
soundness then descended into the darkness below. Once down at the
bottom, he switched on his helmet lights and looked about the small
space. The hatch closed above him, but he had expected it to and
didn’t give it a second thought as he studied the bunker he found
himself in.

Another cot, but also a chair and a table,
filled the space. Metal cabinets lined the walls and Alexis opened
them one by one to find ample supplies of food packets, water
bottles, and various other sundries. Vape canisters of different
sizes filled one cabinet, while weapons filled another. The bunker
was more what Alexis had expected to see when he had first entered
the cabin above.

“Take the man from the Royal Guard, but
never take the Royal Guard from the man,” Alexis said. “Still, I
don’t know how you lived this way, Corbin.”

A muffled rumble and then several loud bangs
told Alexis that the Vape storm he had predicted had arrived. He
hunted about the space for a light switch, but didn’t find one and
settled on using a Vape lantern from one of the cabinets. He lit
the lantern and set it on his table.

A small beep from the wristband on his suit
got his attention and he panicked for a minute when he realized how
low the suit’s oxygen levels were. The air scrubbers should have
been sufficient to keep him safe, but the suit was old and he had
no idea how long it had been since it was last serviced.

He thought of going back up top and trying
to race the storm with the skid, but then he realized he’d found
his answer already in one of the cabinets. He went to it and pulled
out the five tanks of oxygen it housed. Three were empty, but two
were completely full and he sighed with relief as he sat down on
the cot and connected the first tank to his suit.

“You think I’d let you die down here, you
silly flip of a boy?” Corbin said from the chair, his arms folded
in front of him on the table. “You think I’d be so careless as
that? I didn’t spend my final years on the Prime training your
sorry ass to let you suffocate and die in this hole.”

Alexis’s mouth went dry and he struggled to
swallow as he looked at the man who sat there before him.

“You’re not real,” he said finally. “You are
long dead.”

“Yes, that is true,” Corbin replied as he
looked at his body. “But, yet, here I am. It’s a fucking
miracle.”

“What are you then?” Alexis asked. “How am I
seeing you?”

Corbin tapped his temple then pointed at the
former master.

“Boy, I have always been in your head,”
Corbin replied. “Moreso than your father’s voice ever was.”

“So I’m hallucinating?”

“I don’t give a shaowshit what you’re
doing,” Corbin shrugged. “This is your problem, not mine.”

The familiar obstinacy made Alexis smile and
he relaxed into the cot, even as the cabin above rattled and shook
from the Vape storm.

“It’s going to be a bad one,” Corbin said.
“Good thing you found your way down here.”

“Yes, it is,” Alexis agreed.

“You scared, boy?”

“Do I look scared, old man?”

“No, surprisingly, you don’t,” Corbin
nodded. “You look more at home than you have in months.”

“How would you know?”

Corbin tapped his temple again.

“Don’t be stupid, boy. I’m you and you know
it.”

“Stop calling me boy,” Alexis insisted.

“I will when you stop seeing yourself that
way,” Corbin replied.

“Is that how I see myself?”

“Isn’t it?”

“No riddles, asshole,” Alexis grinned. “Tell
it to me straight since you are me anyway. I don’t need to spar
with my own mind.”

“Yet you spent decades neglecting it,”
Corbin shrugged. “And now you want it to behave? Silly flip.”

“Don’t call me that either,” Alexis snapped.
“I am not a flip!”

“Sweet Helios, Alexis, you have such a
capacity for denial that I wonder if you ever experienced reality
once in your life.”

“I did down here,” Alexis replied. “On the
Prime. This land was the only reality I ever knew.”

“That’s far from the truth,” Corbin
countered. “The only reality you have ever known is written in that
letter you keep in your pocket.” Corbin spread his arms wide. “This
is shaowshit. Always has been and always will be.” He tapped his
temple for a third time. “And we know we can’t trust what’s up
here. That leaves that letter and the words from a scared and
heartbroken girl.”

“She’ll be fine,” Alexis said.

“That I can’t argue with,” Corbin nodded.
“Of all the Teirmonts I’ve known, she is the only one that will
ever be fine.”

“What does that mean? My father was just
fine as well.”

Corbin laughed heartily and slapped his
hands on the table.

“Your father? Your father had a rage in him
that was far from fine. He also had an ego that kept him from
enjoying his last days of life. The man left you a legacy of
conflict and strife. No to mention that he never dealt with Stolt,
leaving that mess for you to clean up as well.”

Corbin crossed his arms and leaned back in
his chair. The storm raged above and he briefly glanced at the
hatch. Alexis followed his gaze and frowned.

“Don’t worry,” Corbin said. “It will hold.
You know I wouldn’t have built this place any other way.”

“I know,” Alexis nodded. “It’s just been a
long while since I was in a Vape storm.”

“Let me break it down for you,” Corbin
smiled. “There will be a massive amount of thunder, some very
scary, and potentially dangerous lightning, and then a poisonous
rain that would eat through your flesh in a heartbeat if you were
exposed to it. But you aren’t. You are safely tucked away down
here. And having a nice chat with an old friend.”

“A nice chat with an old friend?” Alexis
laughed. “Now I know you are part of my brain. Corbin would never
say anything like that.”

“But he would call you a flip,” Corbin
responded. “And you’d be pissed at that. Why?”

“Because I’m not,” Alexis protested.

“But you are,” Corbin countered. “Maybe your
objection is to the derogatory nature of the word and not the
actual definition.”

Alexis didn’t reply.

“Brother Gannot is proof enough,” Corbin
continued. “Have you ever stopped loving that man?”

“No,” Alexis said quietly.

“Even when you were with Brother
Spiggot?”

“Even then,” Alexis admitted. “Nothing could
replace my Gannot.”

“No, nothing can,” Corbin nodded. “So just
finally admit to yourself who you are.”

“I cannot do that,” Alexis said as he shook
his head. “A master cannot be that kind of person.”

“But you are no longer a master now, are
you?” Corbin grinned. “Take these final moments and be honest with
yourself, Alexis. Don’t die in denial. That is no way for a master
to go.”

“You just said I was no longer a master,”
Alexis replied.

“And you said you were,” Corbin said. “Which
version of yourself do you want to be?”

“The one that lives,” Alexis said.

“That is not in the cards, I’m afraid,”
Corbin stated. “We both know that.”

“No, we…” Alexis began then stopped, knowing
he was only lying to himself, figuratively and literally. “Yes, you
are right. I won’t be living much longer, will I?”

“My guess?” Corbin said as the sounds of
something crashing above caused him to look up once again. “They’ll
kill you as soon as you get back to the estate house. Or soon
after. Depends on his time frame.”

“Beumont,” Alexis said.

“Beumont,” Corbin agreed.

“You think he will come all the way down to
the Prime to do it himself?”

“I think he has been planning it for some
time. You looked at the rotational schedule before you left.
Station Aelon has the window. Odds are he was on a shuttle and
coming your way before your skid hit the scrim grass.”

“He can’t just kill me,” Alexis said. “That
would go against the orders of my daughter. There was an agreement
in place that was ordained by the High Guardian.”

“Accidents happen,” Corbin shrugged.
“Especially during a Vape storm. A chance bit of lightning coupled
with an understaffed estate is a recipe for trouble.”

“And all the books and valuables have
already been removed,” Alexis nodded. “You think they’ll kill me
and burn the estate down?”

“It’s how I would do it. And I’m speaking as
Corbin, not as you. The only way for you to die is to make it look
like it truly was an accident. Two guards and two servants will
perish as well, perhaps more depending on Beumont’s mood, so there
are no witnesses. But those servants are orphans with no family to
wonder at their deaths. And guards die all the time. That is their
job.”

“I could just not go back,” Alexis
suggested. “Stay here and wait them out.”

“You could, but then you’d die like a coward
and not a master. Up to you.”

“Or I could try to contact my aunt and have
her come to my aid.”

Corbin laughed. “Melinda died only a couple
of weeks after you arrived here. Heart attack. They told you, but
you forgot all about it once you hit your fourteenth or fifteenth
bottle of wine.”

“Oh, right,” Alexis sighed. “Thank you for
reminding me. That truth had been nagging back there for some
time.”

“My pleasure.”

Alexis leaned against the wall, his legs
tucked up against him as he sat on the cot and stared at the image
of his old tutor and protector. The two watched each other, knowing
words weren’t needed, but both still willing to play the game.

“I go back and it’s suicide,” Alexis said
finally.

“But it would be on your terms, not his,”
Corbin smiled. “You’d know it was coming. You can walk into that
house with your head held high and a smirk on your face. Be the
Alexis of old, who didn’t have a care in the world. Sure, he was a
moron, but he did know how to be happy.”

“I don’t know,” Alexis said. “It is all too
much for me right now.”

“Then sleep on it, boy,” Corbin smirked and
Alexis wasn’t quite sure if he was looking at the old man or at
himself. “Curl up in that cot and rest while the storm blows over.
Your death will still be there waiting for you in the morning. No
need to decide right now.”

Alexis yawned and nodded. He didn’t have to
say anything more to convince himself of what he needed to do. He
stretched out on the cot and placed his hands behind his helmeted
head.

“I hate sleeping in a suit,” he muttered as
he started to drift off.

Corbin didn’t respond and Alexis lazily
rolled his head in the direction of the table. The old man was
gone, all that was there was an empty chair.

He sighed and closed his eyes.

 


* * *

 


It took some work, but Alexis was able to
get the debris off his skid and start the vehicle up without too
much trouble. He had to follow a winding path up out of the valley,
which gave him more time to consider his fate.

By the time he had gotten to the plains, and
raced his skid back to the estate house, he knew exactly what had
to be done.

He barely let the vehicle come to a stop as
he jumped off, his eyes catching sight of the large skid that
hovered in place before him. Guards started to jump down from the
skid as Alexis ran towards the airlock and hurried inside the
house.

“Beumont!” Alexis yelled as he tore off his
helmet and stormed through the airlock and into the main entrance
hall. “I know you are here!”

“Alexis?” Beumont said as he came around a
corner, still dressed in his environmental suit. “I was worried
when I arrived and couldn’t find you.”

“You don’t have to do this, Beumont,” Alexis
said as he stared at the man. “You can get back on that skid out
there and leave me in peace. Don’t even bother sending supplies
anymore. Helios, you can take the servants with you. I’ll make do.
I grew up on the Prime, I know how to live down here.”

“That’s the problem, Alexis,” Beumont
frowned. “I can’t let you live down here. As long as there are two
living monarchs of Station Aelon, there will always be uncertainty
as to your daughter’s rule.”

“And uncertainty as to your role as regent,”
Alexis smiled. “How is Bella handling that change? I’ll bet there
was a little bit of yelling and shouting when she found out. Does
she still allow you into her bed?”

“Bella’s bed has never concerned you before
and shouldn’t concern you now, Alexis,” Beumont replied. “And she
handled the news of my regency like a true royal—with dignity and
grace.”

Alexis shook his head. “I’m guessing you
have zero plans on killing me with the same considerations, do
you?”

“No, Alexis, I do not,” Beumont said. “I
plan on killing you with the consideration you showed my family
when you had them butchered.”

Alexis smiled then dashed for the small
guardroom to the side. He reached just inside the door and pulled
out a long blade he’d set there before his excursion out on the
land.

“Well, if you plan on cutting me up, you’ll
have to work for it,” Alexis grinned.

“I don’t plan on cutting you up,” Beumont
said as he snapped his fingers. Guards came at Alexis from all
directions, but he didn’t put up a fight. “You were expecting all
of this, weren’t you? Who tipped you off?”

Alexis was held so firmly by the guards that
he couldn’t even shrug.

“An old friend gave me a heads up,” Alexis
smiled.

“You don’t have any friends, Alexis, so just
tell me who it was.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Alexis said. “Just get
on with it. Do I need to kneel so you have a better angle at my
neck?”

“At your neck?” Beumont laughed. “No,
Alexis, you will not receive such a dignified end. I have a better
idea in store.”

He snapped his fingers once more and the
guards slammed Alexis to the ground and stripped him of his
environmental suit. Alexis, his face and belly pressed to the
floor, didn’t struggle until Beumont crouched in front of him and
wiggled a Vape canister before his eyes.

“Do you know what happens to the human body
if Vape gets inside it?” Beumont smiled. “It combusts from the
inside. Organs boil and blood burns. Such a horrible, horrible way
to go.”

“Just kill me, Beumont! Be a man and kill
me! You don’t need to torture me to death!”

“Torture? No, I have zero intention of
torturing you,” Beumont replied as he nodded to the guards that
held Alexis’s legs. They yanked down his trousers and undergarment,
leaving his ass bare and exposed. “I am going to insert this nozzle
into your anus and turn it all the way up. That’s an execution, not
torture. A very painful and grotesque execution, yes, but one you
so willingly deserve.”

Tears spilled from Alexis’s eyes, but he did
not respond. His time engaging the man was done.

“Nothing to say?” Beumont laughed. “There’s
a first.”

He stood up and was lost from Alexis’s
sight. The former master braced himself, but was far from prepared
for the pain as the Vape canister nozzle was jammed up inside him.
He screamed once then clamped his mouth shut.

“No need to be stoic, Alexis,” Beumont said.
“Scream all you like. In fact, I would prefer it if you did.”

There was a slight hiss and Alexis didn’t
even have time to brace himself for the pain. He writhed on the
ground as he felt the burning inside build and build until he swore
he was on fire. Which, in a chemical sense, he was, just internally
and not externally.

Alexis Teirmont, former Master of Station
Aelon, lasted all of three seconds before he began to wail and
scream so loud that some of the guards let go of his flopping body
to cover their ears.

Beumont stood over the dying man and then
turned. He held out his hand and his helmet was handed to him.

“Once he is dead I want this entire house
torched,” Beumont said. “Arrange the bodies of the servants next to
Alexis so it looks like they tried to escape the fire. There is to
be no evidence that we were here.”

“Yes, my lord,” several of the guards said.
They quickly stepped away from Alexis’s body as smoke started
pouring from the dying man’s ears and nostrils.

Alexis’s body stopped flopping and writhing,
as muscle connections were burned away, but his screams continued.
Beumont sighed at the sounds.

“Now I can rest easy at night,” he said as
he placed his helmet onto his suit and clasped the seal tight.

He opened the airlock and closed the door
behind him, surprised that he could actually still hear Alexis’s
screams. The outer door opened and he motioned for the guards
present to mount up on the large skid. Some gave him strange looks
since it was the only vehicle they had brought and their comrades
would be stranded when they left, but none argued.

“Are we to leave, my lord?” the pilot asked
as Beumont stepped next to the man.

“We are,” Beumont said. “Another skid will
be along soon to handle the guards that are cleaning up. No need to
wait.”

The pilot didn’t bother to ask what that
meant as he turned the skid around and aimed it for the coast and
the dock where the royal cutter waited. He certainly didn’t bother
to ask why there was a Burdened cutter tied to the dock when they
arrived there.

“That isn’t there,” Beumont said to the
pilot. “Do I need to explain further?”

“No, my lord,” the pilot nodded. “It is not
my place to question The Way’s intentions.”

“Good man,” Beumont smiled as he jumped off
the skid and walked the length of the dock to the cutter.

As the regent stepped onto the cutter, and
into the protective dome, he was never happier to be able to strip
off an environmental suit than he was at that moment. He left the
suit piled on the floor for one of the servants to deal with as he
walked over to an empty couch, sat down and waited for a drink to
be handed to him.

“Will I be dining with the High Guardian
tonight?” he asked, as an attendant moved from the side of the dome
with a notebook in hand.

“Yes, my lord,” the attendant replied. “He
has confirmed and is looking forward to it. He also has sent his
gratitude for the generous breen allotment that Station Aelon
donated to The Way. He has arranged for some special entertainment
while you two dine.”

Beumont nodded as he sipped at his drink.
“That sounds delightful,” he replied. “But I doubt it will top the
day’s entertainment. In fact, I doubt anything ever again will top
today’s entertainment. Kind of makes me sad in a way.”

“My lord?” the attendant asked,
confused.

“Never mind,” Beumont said, waving his free
hand at the man. “Go do whatever it is you do and leave me to my
thoughts. I don’t want to be disturbed until we arrive at The Way
Prime.”

“Yes, my lord,” the attendant said as he
bowed and stepped away.

Beumont sipped at his drink again and looked
out at the seas that were still upset by the Vape storm that had
passed the night before. The man sneered at the view, glad that he
never had to see them again. When he returned to Station Aelon, he
planned to appoint someone to handle all aspects of Aelon Prime,
freeing him to deal with his plans on the Station.

And, oh, how many plans he had.
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