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Act I—A Dark
Minor is Born

 


“He was known for his compassion in his early years.
Even when called the Dark Minor, he was still a man of great caring
and understanding. But life changes everyone eventually and, like
so many of the Teirmonts, his end was one of confusion and
violence.”

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

 


“When you open your heart to Helios, you open your
being to the Dear Parent and allow Him to dwell inside you. There
is where you know the meaning of the Planet, the System, The Star,
The God.”

—Book of Opening 1:3, The Ledger

 


“At no point did I believe I could ever live outside
my mother’s shadow. And I was fine with that for a very long
while.”

—Journals of Alexis the Fourth, Master of
Station Aelon and its Primes


Chapter One

 



Helios, the star that burns eternal, lit up Station Aelon, its
powerful rays penetrating the shield dome that protected the
Surface of Station Aelon, allowing the natural marvel of life and
growth and the technological marvel of a man-made machine to mimic
an actual planet.

Station Aelon, one of the Six Stations of the
system, orbited above Helios the planet, with hundreds of thousands
of Aelish lives in constant motion and industry on its many decks.
From the upper sector decks of the nobility, down through the
Middle Decks of the working class and gentry, and into the Lower
Decks of the laborers and, as many above believed, the lesser of
the Aelish passengers, the power of Helios could be felt
everywhere.

But it was not Helios the Planet or Helios
the Star or even Helios the System that the passengers felt. No, it
was Helios the God. The Dear Parent’s presence encompassed all and
gave them the strength to continue on in the void of space where no
human being was meant to live.

It was to that Helios, the God and Dear
Parent, that Bella Herlect Teirmont Beumont, Minoress of Station
Thraen and former Mistress of Station Aelon, prayed as she watched
her four year old grandson whipped about the fields of Castle
Helble’s estate on a single skid, its hover drive propelling it at
speeds which made the older woman gasp repeatedly.

“Mother, calm yourself,” Alexis the Third,
Mistress of Station Aelon and its Prime, laughed. “He is a
Teirmont, he knows how to handle himself on a skid.”

Bella turned to her daughter, who was the
first female monarch in all the System, and frowned deeply. “You
take liberties with his life, Alexis,” Bella stated. “As of right
now he is your only heir to the crown. If he were to crash and be
killed, then the station would be thrown into chaos.”

“It would not,” Mistress Alexis replied
without looking at her mother. “My reign is far from over. If
anything happened to my Alexis, this station would endure, just as
it has for thousands of years. I would endure as well, as difficult
as that would be.”

“I hear the fear in your voice that you are
trying to hide,” Bella said. “You know you should not let him be so
reckless on that vehicle. Your instincts tell you that you are
taunting Helios. And why? To prove to the nobility that a woman, a
female monarch, can produce an heir that is strong and
masculine?”

Bella looked about at the some of the
stewards and stewardesses who sat upon picnic blankets, food and
drink being offered and removed by the many servants and attendants
afforded to a castle of Helble’s standing.

“Or are you trying to make up for your
father’s inadequacies as a ruler and man?” Bella asked, her stomach
doing flip flops as her grandson, the Minor Alexis, nearly lost
control of his skid, pulling it out at the last second.

Mistress Alexis ignored her mother’s jabs and
smiled as she watched her son let out a full throated laugh. She
could see the pure joy on the child’s features as he faced the
danger, and conquered it, all on his own.

“I do not want to talk about Father,”
Mistress Alexis said. “You should know by now that the subject of
my father is off limits to you.” She turned and looked her mother
full in the face. “Please do not bring him up unless you want to
bring up all the memories that go with him.”

Bella nodded and took a step back. “My
apologies, Your Highness, I have overstepped.”

“Oh, knock it the Helios off,” Mistress
Alexis sighed. “You are not funny.”

“What’s not funny?” Kel, Mistress Alexis’s
husband and Master of Station Aelon, asked as he walked up next to
the two women. “Did I miss a joke?”

“Of a sorts,” Bella grinned. “It is good to
see you, Kel. I was not told you would be joining us.”

“It was last minute,” Kel said. “The meeting
of stewards completed their budget conference early, so I decided
to grab a royal skid and come see my son play around your
estate.”

“Yes, my estate,” Bella sneered. “It feels so
much like home.”

“Would you prefer the Third Spire, Mother?”
Mistress Alexis asked. “That is always an option if all of this
open air and free land is too much for you to handle.”

“Stop it, you two,” Kel sighed. “You have
come so far in your relationship. There is no need to always start
bickering when you first see each other. You both know that you’ll
be thick as thieves in just a couple of days. Neither of you can
help it. Despite your history, you two are very much alike.”

“Which can present its own problems,” Bella
said.

“Exactly,” Mistress Alexis nodded.

“See? You are agreeing already,” Kel
laughed.

“The minor’s lunch is ready, my lady,” Lara,
Mistress Alexis’s personal attendant, stated as she walked up
behind the tense royals. “Shall I have one of the royal guards
fetch him?”

“No, no, I will do it myself,” Mistress
Alexis said as she looked over at a row of parked single skids.
“Let’s see what the heir to the crown of Station Aelon can do.”

“Alexis!” Bella gasped.

“Lexi,” Kel warned.

“I’ll alert the physicians,” Lara
smirked.

“Nothing will happen to him,” Mistress Alexis
sighed. “Trust in fate. Fate will not let me down when it comes to
my son. He will live a full, rich life, and will rule this station
with strength and compassion.”

“If he lives to do so,” Bella replied then
turned and walked towards a large blanket set out for the royal
luncheon.

“Don’t push fate, my love,” Kel said as he
looked at his wife.

She benefitted from the Teirmont stature and
was tall, with long legs. Her blonde hair blew across her face and
she casually brushed it out from in front of her bright blue eyes
as she looked back at him.

“I never push fate, sweet husband,” Mistress
Alexis grinned. “It is fate that pushes me.”

Kel turned from Mistress Alexis and looked
over his shoulder at his retreating mother-in-law. “Have you told
her yet?”

“Not yet,” Mistress Alexis said. “But she
knows I am hiding something, it’s why she’s being short with
me.”

“She is not going to like the news that you
plan on leading our forces into the Lower Decks to put their
mastership squabble to rest,” Kel said, his hand going to her
belly. “Especially when you are with child.”

“No, I suppose she is not going to like that
news at all,” Mistress Alexis agreed. “But she will like the fact
that I am going to trust my son’s life in her hands. She has never
had Alexis to herself before.”

“Lara will be with him,” Kel said. “So Bella
will not truly have Alexis to herself.”

“But neither I nor you will be here,”
Mistress Alexis said. “That is quite the distinction.”

“You’re sure about all of this?” Kel
asked.

“I am,” Mistress Alexis replied. “Fate makes
me sure.”

“I know it does,” Kel said then pointed at
his son. “Better get him before Lara has to remind you again. You
know the attitude that woman gets when you make her job more
difficult than it has to be.”

“I sometimes wonder who the mistress is on
this station,” Mistress Alexis laughed. “The way Lara orders me
about, you would think it is her.”

“You insist on familiarity,” Kel shrugged.
“It is a bed of your own making.”

Mistress Alexis leaned in and kissed her
husband. “Perhaps we can enjoy a bed of our making later.”

“In your condition?” Kel asked.

“Please,” Mistress Alexis laughed again. “If
you think pregnancy is going to stop me from mounting you when I
feel like it then get ready for disappointment, Husband.”

“I think our definitions of disappointment
are slightly different,” Kel smiled around the kiss.

Mistress Alexis pulled back then smacked Kel
on the ass before hurrying over to one of the skids so she could
fetch her jubilant son and heir.

 


* * *

 


Alexis watched as his mother and father,
along with a flank of royal guards, stepped into the main lift,
ready to descend below and put an end to the lowdecker nonsense
that had plagued Station Aelon for generations.

Not that the minor understood what was truly
happening. He was not yet five and only had a basic understanding
of the politics and warfare of Station Aelon; he had zero concept
of the politics and warfare of the Six Stations of the System.

Lara, her hand holding Alexis’s in her grasp,
looked down at the boy as the doors to the main lift slowly slid
closed and a quiet chime indicated the lift was descending.

“Come on, you little bugger,” Lara said
finally, once the chime’s echoes had faded. “Let’s go see your
grandmother. I’m sure we’ll have just as much of an adventure with
her as your mommy and daddy are going to have down in the Lower
Decks. So don’t you worry, alright?”

“They’ll be fine,” Alexis said then yawned.
“Grandpa told me so.”

Lara hesitated as she led the minor away from
the lift. She opened her mouth to ask what the boy meant, but
thought better of it and let the subject drop. There was already
too much drama to the day, she didn’t need a specter of masters
past added to it.

Yet the boy was not to let the subject
drop.

“You don’t believe me,” he stated, his voice
confident and strangely mature for a child his age. “He said you
wouldn’t.”

“Did he?” Lara asked, trying to sound casual.
“The ghost of your dead grandfather specifically said my name?”

“No,” Alexis admitted. “He just said that not
everyone believes in fate like Mommy does.”

Lara stopped, and the few royal guards that
did not leave to fight below, stopped as well, keeping their
distance so as not to crowd the royal attendant and the minor.
Kneeling down, Lara looked Alexis in his blue eyes.

“You know ghosts are not real, right Alexis?”
Lara asked. “What you see is just how your mind deals with stress
when things get tough.”

“Then Mommy has a lot of stress,” Alexis
replied.

A couple of the guards chuckled, but not in a
mocking way. Lara looked to them and rolled her eyes.

“Yes, young lord, your mother has a lot of
stress,” Lara said as she stood and led the boy down the passageway
once again. “I doubt there is a person in this System with more
stress than her.”

 


* * *

 


The news of the mistress’s triumph over the
Lower Decks raced through Station Aelon. And no other place was it
received with such joy and relief than in the sitting room of
Castle Helble.

“Oh, praise Helios,” Bella cried. “I knew she
could do it, but it is still good to hear this news. Now maybe
these old bones will rest again.”

“Your bones aren’t old, Grandmother,” Alexis
said, sitting on her knee as the attendant that delivered the news
left the royals to themselves. “You have young bones. Strong bones.
Teirmont bones.”

“Well, no, Alexis, I do not,” Bella smiled.
“I am a Teirmont by marriage. Or was. But that was a long time ago.
A lot has happened to these bones in that time.”

“Like what?” the almost five year old asked
expectantly. His bright blue eyes locked onto his grandmother’s and
she couldn’t help but smile down at him.

“Well, young minor, I have lived on two
different stations, been a minoress on both and a mistress on one,”
Bella replied.

“This one!” Alexis clapped. “Station Aelon!
This one! This one! This one!”

“Yes, this one,” Bella chuckled as she gently
gripped her grandson’s hands. “But I am no longer the mistress of
this station. That job belongs to your mother. It is a job she was
born for and her father had to fight to get her.”

“My grandfather?” Alexis asked. “He died
poorly.”

Bella frowned down at the precocious child, a
child so well spoken considering he was raised around a mother that
was almost more soldier than monarch.

“Yes, your grandfather died poorly,” Bella
said. “That is very true. Some said he had it coming, though.”

“Did you say that?” Alexis asked, his eyes
wide.

“No, I did not,” Bella said. “No matter what
your mother may believe, I never once wished that kind of end on
Alexis.”

“That’s my name too,” Alexis said, patting
his chest. “I’m Alexis the…” He counted on his fingers quickly.
“The Four!”

“Fourth,” Bella corrected. “You are Alexis
the Fourth and your mother is Alexis the Third.”

“And my grandfather was Alexis the Two!”
Alexis nearly shouted, proud of his own math.

“Second,” Bella corrected again. “I was
married to Alexis the Second. He was your mother’s father. He
wasn’t meant to be a master. Or not a master in this time. Maybe
one day the stations will be more enlightened.”

“You just turn them on,” Alexis stated.

“What?” Bella asked, puzzled.

“You turn on lights,” Alexis said. “Then turn
them off. Then turn them on again. Off and on and off and on and
off and—”

“Yes, I know how lights work, Alexis,” Bella
smiled. “But that is not what enlightened means.”

“No?” Alexis frowned and then looked up at
the chandelier that hung in the center of the sitting room’s
ceiling. He squinted his eyes together and pursed his lips.

“What are you doing, child?” Bella asked.

“Changing the lights,” Alexis said. “So I can
see Grandfather again. He’s nice to me.”

Bella froze, almost afraid to breathe. She
had to force herself to take slow, even breaths before she passed
out from lack of oxygen. Her hands shook, so she waited until they
were steady before taking Alexis by the chin and turning his face
to hers.

“What do you mean see him again?” Bella
asked. “Your grandfather passed away before you were born.”

“Yep,” Alexis nodded and tried to turn his
face away. Bella gripped harder. “Ow!”

“Oh, I’m sorry, my little love,” Bella said
and kissed his chin quickly. “All better?”

“All better,” Alexis said.

“Can you tell me what you meant?” Bella
prodded.

Alexis sighed in a way only four year olds
are able to and his whole body seemed to deflate. “Why does
everyone bother me?”

Bella couldn’t help but laugh at the serious
and dejected way the boy responded to her. She wrapped him in her
arms and kissed the top of his head over and over.

“Your mother talks to your grandfather a
lot,” Bella said. “It is no wonder you want to as well.”

“I don’t want to,” Alexis replied, squirming
in Bella’s embrace. “He’s kind of sad. I don’t like to see him
sad.”

“Your mother never liked to see him sad,
either,” Bella said, easing up on the hug, but refusing to fully
let the boy go. “She loved her father so much. I wish you could
have known your mother before he died. It changed her.”

“Made her sad too,” Alexis nodded. “That
makes me sad.”

“Don’t be, my boy,” Bella said. “That is the
last thing your mother would want. Let’s change the subject, shall
we? What would you like to talk about?”

“The new baby!” Alexis shouted. “I’m going to
have a brother! A baby brother! We will wrestle and ride skids and
fight and shoot longslings and eat and eat and eat!”

“I suspect you will,” Bella said. “But what
if you have a sister? Will you do all of that with her too?”

“No,” Alexis said quietly.

Bella was shocked by Alexis’s answer. She
held him out slightly at arms length so she could study him
clearly.

“Your mother likes all those things, so why
wouldn’t your sister?” Bella asked.

“She will,” Alexis said and crossed his arms.
His lip stuck out and he furrowed his brow. “But I don’t want her
to.”

“Helios! What a thing to say,” Bella scolded.
“Why do you say that?”

“Because she’ll be better at them than me,”
Alexis answered. “Just like Mommy is better at those things than
Daddy.”

Bella began to laugh so hard that she was
afraid she’d knock Alexis off her lap. She wrapped him up again,
but he struggled against her, obviously mad at the source of her
mirth.

“I’m sorry, Alexis, I’m not laughing at you,”
Bella said as she struggled to stop laughing. “I really am not. One
day you’ll understand just how funny that is.”

The doors to the sitting room opened and Lara
strolled in, her face bright and happy.

“Have you heard?” she asked.

“Lara, as much as you like to consider
yourself an equal amongst us, and Helios knows my daughter
encourages it, you do not barge into a room like that and blurt out
questions,” Bella snapped, her mood changing in an instant. “You
present yourself with decorum and you address me properly. You will
also address the minor properly.”

“My apologies, minoress,” Lara said and
curtsied. Then she put both hands to her mouth. “Or is it former
mistress? The dowager mistress? What is your official title? My
poor, tiny attendant’s brain can’t seem to keep up.”

“She’s playing with you, Grandmother,” Alexis
whispered loudly.

“Yes, I am well aware of that,” Bella said,
fixing her eyes on Lara. “And to what do we owe this pleasure of
your so-respectful appearance?”

“It is time for the minor’s blade lessons,”
Lara replied. “The mistress was adamant that he keep up his studies
even when here at Castle Helble.”

“Does he train so vigorously at Castle
Quent?” Bella asked. “I do not understand why he must be pushed so
hard. The boy can barely tie his own laces!”

“He has nannies to tie his laces for him,”
Lara said. “But he will not have nannies to fight his wars for him
when he is master.” Lara held up a hand and bowed her head before
Bella could reply. “Those are your daughter’s words, not mine, my
lady. Please do not kill the messenger.”

Bella glared for a second longer then took a
deep breath and let it out quickly. “Fine,” she huffed, lifting the
young minor off her knee and setting him on the floor. “Take the
child to his murder lessons. I guess if his mother hadn’t been so
well trained then she wouldn’t be mistress today.”

“Nor would she have bested the lowdeckers
while pregnant,” Lara smiled. “The woman is hero to us all.”

“Mommy is a hero!” Alexis shouted as he
sprinted past Lara and out of the sitting room. “Mommy is a hero!
Mommy is a hero!”

“It’ll be a shame when he discovers she is
also only a woman,” Bella said sadly.

“A shame for him or a shame for her?” Lara
asked.

Bella studied the royal attendant for a
second. “Well put, Lara,” she said, finally then waved her hand.
“You had better chase after him. He could easily be heading for the
pantry instead of the training wing.”

“Of course, my lady,” Lara said and curtsied
quickly. “Good day.”

“Good day to you as well,” Bella said as she
watched Lara leave.

She sat there for a few minutes then
straightened her back and stood up.

“Well, if my grandson is to train to be a
fighter then I should probably watch him,” Bella grumbled to
herself. “I may not be a warrior like my daughter, but I have
watched many a minor and master fight. It would do me well to see
how my grandson measures up.”

 


* * *

 


The long blade came at him faster than he
anticipated, forcing Alexis to stumble backwards and parry wildly.
His feet almost went out from under him, but he maintained his
footing and shifted his weight, dodging a second thrust and
spinning about for a side attack on his opponent.

His blade was knocked aside and his opponent
grinned from ear to ear.

“That new polybreen armor makes you slow,”
Mistress Alexis said. “Perhaps you should take it off until you
grow into it a bit more?”

“No,” Alexis frowned as he went at his mother
again. “I only just got it for my Decade celebration. I’m still
getting used to it, Mother.”

“Proper fitting armor can make all the
difference between success,” Mistress Alexis said as she lunged,
feinted left then came in fast on Alexis’s right. A loud thunk
could be heard in the training room as her long blade met the
minor’s armor. “… and failure.”




“My armor protected me,” Alexis stated.

“Only because I let it,” Mistress Alexis
replied, grinning at her ten-year-old son. “And it won’t protect
you for long if it’s falling off you.”

“If it’s what?” Alexis asked then cried out
as half his armor tumbled from his midsection. “Mother! That’s
cheating! You broke one of the buckles!”

“Mommy doesn’t cheat!” five year old Minoress
Natalie yelled from the side of the training room while she sat on
her father’s lap. “Take that back, shaowshithead!”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Kel growled as he looked
down at his daughter. “Where did you hear that?”

“From the guards,” Natalie responded, “and
the cooks and Nanny Halpa and Lara and you and Mommy and—”

“Alright, alright, I get it,” Kel chuckled.
“You live with rough-talking people.”

“I live with Aelish people,” Natalie
stated.

“Yes, my sweet girl, you do,” Mistress Alexis
said as she walked to her son and tried to help him pick up the
pieces of his armor that fell.

“I can do it,” Alexis snapped. “I will not
have my mother on the battlefield with me, as you have told me many
times.”

“You are a long way from being ready to fight
on the battlefield, Son,” Mistress Alexis laughed. “Now, stop being
stubborn and let me help get your armor put back together.”

“The buckle is broken, Mother,” Alexis
complained. “We will need an armorer to repair it.”

“It is not broken,” Mistress Alexis said. “It
is merely undone. Do you think your mother would be callous enough
to break her own son’s armor, armor he received as a present from
his grandmother on the day of his Decade celebration, just to prove
a point?”

“Yes,” Alexis replied without hesitation.

Kel chuckled from the wall and Natalie
reached up and tweaked his nose.

“No laughing at Mommy,” she scolded.

“Ow,” Kel said and gently smacked her hand
away. “Careful, little girl, or I’ll take you out on that training
floor and teach you a lesson just like your mother taught your
brother.”

“She did not teach me a lesson,” Alexis
pouted. “She cheated.”

“There is no cheating in war, Alexis,”
Mistress Alexis said, ignoring her son’s stubbornness and helping
to put his armor back on. “If you get anything from today’s lesson,
know that there is never any cheating in war. You do everything you
can to win, no matter the cost.”

“Now, hold on,” Kel said. “Don’t teach him
that. Our son needs to know there is always a cost to war.
Always.”

“I didn’t say there was not a cost, my love,”
Mistress Alexis replied. “I said to do whatever you have to no
matter the cost. If you are going to go to war then you better be
ready to go all the way.”

“I’m ready!” Natalie shouted as she jumped up
and raced onto the training floor. She picked up a long blade
before anyone could stop her. The thing was longer than she was
tall, but she was able to heft it up and keep it from falling over.
“Come at me, shaowshitheads!”

“Little girl,” Kel said as he got up and went
after his daughter. “That is not a toy for five year olds. You are
still learning with short blades.”

Natalie swung the long blade at her father
and he had to jump back to keep his shins from being sliced.

Everyone in the training room—Mistress
Alexis, Alexis, Kel, and the couple of royal guards hanging back by
the door—all stared at the over-exuberant, and blade-wielding,
minoress.

“Do that again,” Mistress Alexis said,
watching her daughter very carefully.

“What?” Natalie asked. “This?”

She swung the blade from left to right then
moved towards her mother, swinging it back from right to left. The
little girl didn’t lose her balance at all. In fact, she seemed
steadier on her feet with the long blade in her hands.

“Lexi, no,” Kel said as he saw the look in
his wife’s eyes. “Just take it from her before she gets hurt.”

“Hush, lover,” Mistress Alexis said and she
hooked a toe under her long blade and flipped it up into the air.
She caught it easily and pointed the tip at her daughter. “Let’s
see what you got, Minoress Natalie.”

The girl was well used to seeing her mother’s
tricks with blades, so she didn’t even give the toe flip a second
thought as she rushed forward.

Mistress Alexis sidestepped the attack easily
and whacked her daughter’s blade. The tip of the blade dug into the
thick breen mat covering the floor, stopping Natalie’s progress
instantly. But instead of running right into the pommel as Mistress
Alexis expected, Natalie turned her body and used her momentum to
yank the blade free. Unfortunately, due to the weight of the blade,
she couldn’t slow herself enough to stop from twisting and falling
on her butt.

“Ha!” Alexis laughed. “Good thing your
trousers are padded.”

“Shut up!” Natalie yelled, tears welling in
her eyes. “That was mean!”

Natalie started to cry hard from the
embarrassment of the fall. Before his mother could say anything,
Alexis was already hurrying to his sister’s side. He plopped down
next to her and hugged her around the shoulders.

“I’m sorry, Nats,” Alexis said. “Don’t cry. I
didn’t mean it.”

“Yes, you did,” Natalie sniffed.

“No, no, I didn’t,” Alexis said, hugging his
sister tighter and tighter until the girl started to giggle.

“Stop it,” Natalie laughed. “Stop it, you
shaowshit—”

“Yeah, that’s enough of that,” Kel said and
lifted his daughter up into his arms. “Let’s go have a talk about
that potty mouth of yours while your brother and mother finish
training.”

“Finish?” Alexis asked. “Aren’t we done?”

“Nice try,” Kel said as he walked towards the
exit. “You still have an hour on the mat.”

“Great,” Alexis said.

“I think it is,” Mistress Alexis said as she
handed him his long blade. “It gives us time to be together.”

“You should spend that time with Nats
instead,” Alexis said. “She’s better than me already.”

“Oh, knock it off,” Mistress Alexis said as
she sent a thrust at Alexis’s midsection. “Don’t be a baby.”

Alexis parried the thrust. “You saw her,” he
said, moving his feet to the side, looking for an opening. “I
wasn’t that good at her age.”

“No, you weren’t,” Mistress Alexis said. “But
Natalie is wild, Son. She doesn’t have the self-control that you
do. It was impressive, what she just did, but that was only
strength and instinct. Skill and training can beat that any day.
That’s why you are still in here and she’s going down for her
midday nap.”

The two royals trained for the rest of the
hour, their blades meeting each other over and over, with Mistress
Alexis’s blade meeting her son’s armor more than a few times. By
the end of the session they were both sweating heavily and huffing
and puffing.

“You’re getting old, Mother,” Alexis
grinned.

“You cheeky shit,” Mistress Alexis smiled.
“I’m not old, I’m just a woman who has the burden of a station on
her shoulders and has given birth to four children.” She glanced at
a clock on the wall. “Speaking of, I’m betting the twins are waking
from their naps right now. They’ll be hungry for their afternoon
feeding. I better shower fast so they don’t taste sweaty boobs.

“Helios, Mother!” Alexis cried out. “I do not
need to hear that!”

“Oh, get over it,” Mistress Alexis said as
she put her long blade away and grabbed a towel from a table by the
wall. “You used to latch onto these sweaty boobs when you were
their age. Don’t act like you are something special.”

Mistress Alexis let her armor fall to the
ground and an attendant hurried over to retrieve it. She looked at
her son as he stood alone in the middle of the mat.

“Aren’t you going to go shower?” Mistress
Alexis asked. “You have studies with your tutor in twenty
minutes.”

“I’m going to skip my shower and keep
practicing,” Alexis said. “There is no way I’m letting my little
sister get better at the long blade than me.”

“Well, even if she does get better, don’t let
it worry you,” Mistress Alexis said. “There are a lot more weapons
than just long blades. Always remember that.”

 


* * *

 


The target disintegrated instantly as the
particle barb ripped it apart on a molecular level.

Alexis let the longsling ease away from his
shoulder and surveyed the far end of Castle Aelon’s shooting
gallery.

“Twelve for twelve,” Natalie smiled, sipping
from a bottle of gelberry soda. “And you beat your time too. Way to
go, A.”

“Thanks,” Alexis said as he set the longsling
on the table and started to reload it. He got halfway done then
turned to look at his sister. “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be
getting ready? Today’s your Decade celebration. I’m surprised
Mother let you come watch me shoot.”

“She didn’t,” Natalie shrugged. “I’m
hiding.”

“She’s going to be mad,” Alexis said. “This
Decade celebration is a big deal. Not just for you, but for all of
Aelon. Half the royals from the stations have come down to Helios
for it so they can see our new castle on Aelon Prime. You really
don’t want to tick Mother off today.”

Natalie shrugged.

“Good attitude,” Alexis said as he lifted the
newly loaded longsling back to his shoulder. “And good luck.”

“Hey, I’m not looking to please everyone all
the time like you are, A,” Natalie said. “One of us has to not give
a shaowshit.”

“We’re telling Mother you said that,” a
little girl said as she hurried into the shooting gallery followed
by a little boy that looked exactly like her.

“You aren’t supposed to say that,” the little
boy said.

“And you two aren’t supposed to run away from
me!” a nurse snapped as she hurried in after the Teirmont twins.
“This room is dangerous!”

“How’d they get the door open?” Alexis asked
as he lowered his longsling. “It’s locked so no one can
accidentally get shot by running in here!”

“My apologies, my lord,” the nurse said.
“They seem to know the code to the lock.”

“It’s easy,” the boy, Harry, shrugged.

“Three, three, five, five, one, one,” the
girl, Claudia, said. “Stupid code.”

“And they’re only six,” Natalie laughed. “We
are so screwed.”

“You’re not supposed to say screwed!” Claudia
called out.

“Minoress Natalie,” the nurse said. “Your
mother, grandmother, and Lara are all looking for you.”

“They must not be looking hard if they didn’t
think to look here first,” Natalie said. She chugged the rest of
her soda then burped loudly. “I better go before Daddy gets
involved. I don’t want him disappointed in me today. He promised me
a dance at the celebration and if he’s mad, then I won’t get
it.”

“Hardly,” Alexis chuckled as he held his
longsling up so the twins couldn’t get to it. Despite only being
fifteen, the young minor pulled from his Teirmont heritage and was
nearly as tall as his parents. Keeping the longsling up out of arms
reach from the twins was not a problem. “Father would never risk
making you sad on your Decade. He’d kill a million lowdeckers with
his bare hands before he let that happen.”

Natalie shrugged again and left, tossing the
empty soda bottle in the trash as she exited the door.

“She’s not supposed to do that,” Harry said.
“That goes in the recycling.”

“How about you go chase her down and tell
her?” Alexis said.

The twins instantly forgot the longsling and
turned to chase after their sister. The nurse couldn’t help but
give the minor a dirty look as once again she was forced to take
chase after the two little royals.

Alexis waited until the door had closed
before he put the longsling to his shoulder and squeezed off twelve
perfect shots.

 


* * *

 


The heat of the grand hall was almost too
much for Alexis. He longed to be free from the noise and the
constant motion of the dancers. It was all so dizzying. It didn’t
help that he had made the mistake of drinking each glassful of
gelberry wine that was offered to him.

The music switched from a quick, uptempo jig
to a more slow and somber waltz. Alexis could see several young
noblewomen eyeing him, waiting for him to approach them and ask for
a dance. But Alexis had no desire for making a fool out of himself.
He was known for his skill with blades and a longsling, but no one
in court had any illusions as to his prowess on the dance
floor.

Before one of the young women could muster up
the courage to take the initiative, Alexis excused himself from the
side of Steward Neggle, one of the members of Mistress Alexis’s
elite Order of Jex, and made his way to the wide hallway just
outside the grand hall. He took several deep breaths as he quickly
made his way to the nearest door that led outside.

Alexis rushed through the door and was only a
few yards into the open, shielded courtyard before his stomach
rebelled and all the appetizers, cake, and gelberry wine reappeared
at his feet. Even after he emptied his stomach, Alexis stayed
hunched over, his hands resting on his thighs. His queasiness had
subsided, but there was still a deep unease inside him.

The sound of boots scraping on stone made him
straighten instantly. He whirled about, but he saw no one.

“Who’s there?” he called out. “Show
yourself.”

No response.

Alexis peered into the dark corner of the
courtyard and swore he saw a shadow waiting there, watching him.
Wiping his mouth with the back of his left hand, Alexis drew the
short blade from his belt. It was a blade he only ever wore during
important occasions, and was supposed to be ornamental, but he was
his mother’s son, so he always made sure it had a true and sharp
edge before he strapped it on.

The blade glinted in the muted light of the
courtyard as Alexis held it out in front of himself. He approached
the spot by the courtyard wall where he saw the shadow, his steps
deliberate and cautious. His belly grumbled and he was afraid he
would throw up once more, but he stifled the feeling and kept his
focus, determined to root out the lurker.

“Hiding from a royal and ignoring a minor’s
orders is grounds for severe punishment!” Alexis snapped. “Unless
you are willing to hang or be beheaded, I would advise you show
yourself!”

Another scuffle of boots and the shadow
detached itself. But try as Alexis might, he could not make heads
nor tails of what he was seeing. It was if the person was made of
Vape smoke and not flesh and blood.

“Follow,” the voice of the shadow
whispered.

“Excuse me?” Alexis laughed. “I think not.
Come into the light more or I will call for the Royal Guard. If I
don’t cut you down right now then you will be quickly cut down by
them. You no longer have a choice in the matter.”

“Follow,” the voice whispered again
and then was lost around the corner of the wall.

The unease still gripped Alexis, but the
nausea left as his adrenaline began to pump. He was not used to
being defied and the royal privilege in him began to turn to royal
anger.

“You will stop this instant!” Alexis yelled.
“Do you hear me? I said to stop!”

There was the sound of a door opening and
then footsteps on marble. Alexis hurried around the corner to find
a set of courtyard doors open onto a side hallway. It was a hallway
Alexis knew well as it was a shortcut he used often to get from the
grand hall to the training wing of Castle Aelon.

Alexis caught sight of the shadow again, but
only just barely. The minor rushed back inside the castle and
looked down the hallway, but saw only empty space. With his short
blade gripped tightly, he took chase after the shadow, careful not
to let his dress boots slip out from under him on the recently
polished floor.

Each side passage that Alexis came to was
empty and it was with slowly dawning dread that Alexis realized the
illusive shadow was not leading him to the training wing, but
directly to the royal wing. Alexis also realized that he had let no
one know where he was going. He highly doubted that his parents
even knew he’d left the grand hall since they were so wrapped up
with Natalie’s Decade celebration and the dozens and dozens of
dignitaries that clambered for their attention.

“I demand that you stop!” Alexis roared as he
caught a brief glimpse of the shadow turning onto the hallway that
housed the royal quarters. “Dammit! Stop!”

Alexis, the unease in him no longer down
deep, but right at the surface of his consciousness, sprinted
around the corner to see the shadow disappear through the doors of
his younger siblings’ nursery. He nearly dropped his blade as his
mouth hung open in disbelief. He attempted to rationalize what he
saw as a product of the gelberry wine, but when a scream came from
inside the nursery, he knew deep down that it was no mere alcoholic
hallucination.

“Grandmother?” Alexis called out as he rushed
to the doors and threw them open.

“Alexis! Look out!”

Before he’d taken more than a couple steps
inside, his head erupted in pain and he stumbled a few feet forward
before collapsing to his knees. He was able to turn himself as the
next blow came and his shoulder took the brunt of it, causing him
to drop his short blade. His fight training took over and he kicked
out with his right leg, knocking the attacker off balance with a
solid hit to the knee. He rolled away and then came up, his fists
ready for the fight.

“Grandmother? What is this?” Alexis asked as
he saw the twins’ nurse standing before him, a heavy lamp in one
hand and a bloody blade in the other. A split second thought rushed
through his mind about how lucky he was he had been hit by the lamp
and not the blade. “What’s happening?”

Wedged in a corner of the nursery’s sitting
room was Bella, the four year old Minor Richard clutched in her
arms. Alexis could see there was blood, but he didn’t know whose it
was, his brother’s or his grandmother’s. Or both. There was
certainly something wrong with his grandmother’s face.

“Alexis, run!” Bella shouted. “Save yourself
and get out!”

“What have you done?” Alexis spat at the
nurse, his eyes studying her body language, watching for the next
attack.

The woman did not reply. She took a step
towards him and lifted up the blade. Alexis could see her hand
shaking and knew she was not a trained assassin, but someone who
had either lost her mind or had been paid to harm his family.

“Answer me!” Alexis roared at the woman.

He saw her flinch at his anger and he took
his opportunity. He lunged at her, moving for the blade. She lashed
out as he knew she would and he was able to spin to the side and
bring his elbow down on her wrist, sending the blade clattering to
the floor. The lamp came at him fast, but he ducked under the swing
and landed a hard punch to the woman’s belly, forcing her to lose
her grip on the lamp as well.

“Grandmother! Go! Get Richard out of here!”
Alexis yelled as he grabbed the nurse’s skirts and threw her aside.
“Now!”

Alexis didn’t see his grandmother flee with
his brother as suddenly his feet went out from under him. He was
able to get his arm out before his face impacted with the floor,
but he didn’t have time to scramble away as the nurse climbed onto
his back and grabbed him by the hair. She lifted his head up and
was about to slam his face into the floor when his hand found his
short blade. He twisted and lashed back blindly.

There was a cry of pain and the weight on his
back eased up as the nurse moved off of him. Alexis rolled over and
thrust with his short blade, sending it deep into the nurse’s
belly. The woman cried out and scuttled back, her hands going to
the weapon. She pulled it free and let it fall away then pushed
herself to her feet. Blood trickled between her fingers as she
swayed there for a second, her eyes moving back and forth between
Alexis and the open nursery doors.

Before Alexis could stop her, the nurse ran
from the nursery, yanking the doors closed behind her. The minor
stared at the bloody handprints on the door handles for a couple of
seconds and wondered why she had closed the doors. Then reality
snapped back into place and two faces came rushing into his
head.

“The twins,” he gasped as he got to his feet
and spun about, looking for them in the sitting room of the
nursery.

They were nowhere to be seen so he hurried to
a set of doors and shoved them open. His eyes instantly found the
drops of blood that trailed down the private hallway that led to
his siblings’ bedchambers. He followed the blood without thought
and found himself with the twins’ bedchamber door in front of him.
He didn’t even bother to try the door, just kicked it as hard as he
could and rushed inside.

The minor’s mind wanted to retreat from what
he saw. There was just so much blood. The furniture was coated with
it, the walls, the ceiling, it was everywhere. But most of the
blood was pooled in the center of the bedchamber. And in that pool
were the small bodies of Minor Harry and Minoress Claudia.

“No,” Alexis said as he collapsed next to
them, his hands hovering over their still forms. “No, no, no. I’ll
get you out of here. I’ll get you to the physicians.”

Alexis scooped his brother into his right arm
and his sister into his left then pushed upright with his legs.
They were heavy in his arms and he knew he couldn’t carry them for
long, but he refused to give up as he turned and stumbled out of
the room.

He made it down the private hallway and back
into the nursery’s sitting room before the dead weight of his
siblings overwhelmed him and he collapsed to the floor. Their
bodies lay heavy in his lap and he cradled them both, his eyes
going from one to the other.

“Wake up,” he whispered. “The woman is gone.
You can wake up now.”

He gently shook them, praying to Helios that
they would open their eyes and smile up at him. But they were
already so cold. Even through his thick dress clothes he could feel
the lack of heat in the children who had always been full of so
much energy. They were each no more than kindling; heavy deadwood
in his lap.

Alexis leaned down and nuzzled his face to
their necks, kissing them back and forth as shock and grief slammed
against his soul. When the doors to the nursery opened, he forced
strength back into his legs and stood, his shaking arms gripping
his dead siblings with all of their might.

There was screaming and then he was enveloped
in his mother’s embrace as she rushed at him. She took the twins’
corpses into her own arms with such force that Alexis stumbled and
fell back to the floor. More voices, more screaming, so much
blood.

It would be the blood that Alexis remembered
for the rest of his life. Not the wails of agony from his parents,
not the shouts from the stewards and the guards, not his sister
Natalie’s voice as she came upon the scene, not even the frantic
search for his grandmother and brother Richard.

It was the blood he remembered when he closed
his eyes at night. The blood and a shadow that led him from a
celebration of life into a nightmare of death.

 


* * *

 


The minor sat upon the stone bench in the
main courtyard of Castle Quent, his eyes cast upwards to the
shimmering light of the shield that protected the Surface from open
space. The night sky was full of stars, as it always was, yet they
didn’t seem nearly as bright to him as they had in times past.

“There you are,” Mistress Alexis said from
behind him. “I have been hunting the entire castle for you. I
almost called the Order together to put out a search party.”

“I’ve been here,” Alexis said, smiling weakly
at his mother. “Sorry if I alarmed you or anyone else in the
castle.”

“I wasn’t alarmed,” Mistress Alexis replied,
but not very convincingly.

“The night doesn’t hold peace anymore,”
Alexis said as his mother sat down next to him.

“No? And why is that?” Mistress Alexis asked,
taking her son’s hand in hers. “Do you see something that I do
not?”

“Grandmother once told me a story when I was
little about how all the stars in the night sky were the souls of
children that died before their time,” Alexis said. “That they
looked down on us all, looked down on the families they left
behind, the parents, the grandparents, the sisters, the brothers.
They looked down and kept watch over us.”

“Oh,” Mistress Alexis said quietly. “I think
she may have told me that as well when I was little.”

“I can’t look up there anymore without
thinking of Harry and Claudia,” Alexis said.

“Knowing that your lost siblings are looking
down on you, protecting you, doesn’t bring you any peace?” Mistress
Alexis asked.

“No, because they aren’t up there,” Alexis
replied. “I have counted the stars and there are not two new ones.
And if there are not two new ones, then that means that Harry and
Claudia were not taken before their time, but exactly at the time
Helios meant them to be taken.”

“You have counted all the stars?” Mistress
Alexis asked. Alexis turned and gave her a stern and serious look.
“You must stop this, Alexis. You will drive yourself mad with
thoughts like that.”

“But it doesn’t bring me madness, Mother,”
Alexis replied. “Nor peace. What it brings me is
determination.”

“Determination?” Mistress Alexis asked. “And
what determination does it bring, my sweet boy?”

“A determination to kill the people that
butchered my brother and sister,” Alexis said. “A determination to
bring them to their knees, to force them to look me in the eye, and
to make them beg for their lives.”

“Alexis—”

“But they can beg all they want, Mother,”
Alexis continued. “It will do them no good. I will slit their
throats, one by one, and let their blood feed the land. There will
not be any joy in the act, but there will be satisfaction.”

Mistress Alexis sat there a moment, her hand
gripped so hard around her son’s that she was surprised he did not
protest.

“The Order is preparing for war,” Mistress
Alexis said finally.

“I know,” Alexis responded.

“We are to strike Thraen Prime by the end of
the month,” Mistress Alexis stated.

“I know,” Alexis responded again.

“I want you and your sister by my side. It is
your place,” Mistress Alexis said. “Your father is not happy about
it, so he has insisted he be down on the prime with us. Your
grandmother will rule as regent up here on the station, and watch
over Richard, until I return. Until we return.”

“Yes, I know,” Alexis said.

“How do you know?” Mistress Alexis asked.

“Because it is our fate, Mother,” Alexis
said, looking the mistress directly in the eye. “Isn’t that what
you have always said?”

“I suppose it is,” Mistress Alexis responded,
wrapping her arm about her son’s shoulders and pulling him close.
She leaned in and kissed the top of his head, although it wasn’t as
easy as it had been when he was younger, smaller, vulnerable.

“Are we insane, Mother?” Alexis asked,
reveling in the warmth of his mother’s embrace. “Are we completely
insane to attack Thraen Prime?”

“No, Son, we are not,” Mistress Alexis said.
“As you said, it is our fate.”

“Then perhaps our fate is insanity,” Alexis
said quietly.

Mistress Alexis did not have a response for
that, so she just kissed the top of his head again and turned her
face up to the stars. After a while she said, “Did you really count
all the stars?”

“Yes,” Alexis said. “I really did.”

“That’s my boy,” Mistress Alexis sighed.
“That’s my sweet, determined boy.”


Chapter Two

 


Vape gas.

 It covered the
entirety of Planet Helios.

Clouds of Vape occluded the sky, keeping the
lands below—the primes—in a perpetual grey light. The only break
from the never-ending gloom was the sky above The Way Prime, the
only clear portal on or off the planet. Those that tried to
penetrate the oppressive Vape cover quickly found themselves
obliterated as their shuttles ignited the clouds around them.

But the Vape gas that drifted across the
boiling gas seas and prime lands was a wild Vape, unusable, unable
to be harnessed for fuel and energy. It was the Vape that dwelled
under the ground, deep in the Vape mines, that could be harnessed,
contained in canisters for use on the primes and up on the Six
Stations. Each of the primes had some Vape, whether it was Aelon,
Flaen, Ploerv, Klaerv, Haelm, or Thraen.

Yet Thraen Prime had more mineable Vape than
all of the other primes put together. It was those riches that kept
Station Thraen one of the most powerful of all the monarchies in
the System.

Which made the war for the land that much
more sweeter for the Aelish crown. Not only could Mistress Alexis
fight for her birthright, since she was the direct heir, via her
mother, to Thraen’s late Master Paul the Fourth, but she could also
fight for a resource that would make Station Aelon the undisputedly
dominant Station of System Helios.

It was those thoughts, coupled with a
bloodlust that ran hot in the Teirmont veins, that drove the
mistress on as she sent her men after the retreating Thraenish
soldiers that ran for the safety of an abandoned Vape mine.

“Mistress!” Steward Fleurtine shouted, his
voice crackly and harsh over the com in Mistress Alexis’s
environmental suit helmet. A member of the Order of Jex, Steward
Fleurtine, led a flanking troop of Aelish soldiers and longslingers
that boxed in the Thraenish troops and forced them to flee into the
mine. “Mistress! We have the day!”

“Not yet, steward,” Mistress Alexis replied
as she hacked a Thraen soldier in half with her long blade.

The man’s body fell to the ground in two
pieces and began to bubble and smolder as his fluids burned from
exposure to the ambient Vape gas. Mistress Alexis didn’t give the
man’s burning and liquifying corpse a second thought as she turned
her attention on her next target, driving her long blade through
another unfortunate Thraenish soldier’s belly.

“Mistress!” Steward Fleurtine insisted. “We
can withdraw and regroup while the cowards flee! They have no place
to go but the mine! We will cover the entrance and let time and the
loss of oxygen take care of the rest!”

“If I wanted to fight a war of attrition,
Fleurtine, I would wait out this war on one of my royal cutters by
the coast,” Mistress Alexis replied, dispatching a third, then a
fourth Thraenish soldier. “Does waiting on the sea sound like how I
conduct a war?”

“No, Mistress, it does not.” Steward
Fleurtine laughed in spite of himself. “But may I suggest that you
let the Order finish this job while you fall back to the base of
operations?”

“I have no intention of leaving the
battlefield and returning to the BOP,” Mistress Alexis said,
ducking a pitifully weak blade swing by an obviously poorly trained
Thraen. She almost let the man live, since he was not even close to
her match. Almost.

“Mother? Fall back and let me take a band of
longslingers into the mine,” Alexis’s voice called over the com.
“They are ready to go to work.”

The mistress killed four more soldiers before
she stopped and turned to see where her son and heir stood. She
squinted into the gloom and found him easily since he wore a
distinctively black environmental suit which covered his black
polybreen armor. While the minor had stopped wearing his mourning
clothes a year after the twins were murdered, he insisted on
honoring them with his black armor. Mistress Alexis did not agree
with the decision, but she understood why he did so.

And he did strike an imposing figure when
wearing the armor. That she did understand.

A band of two dozen longslingers from Station
Aelon’s Middle Deck Twenty stood behind the Dark Minor, as he had
begun to be called by the men due to his armor choice. Born and
bred to handle longslings, and the deadly particle barbs the
weapons shot, the longslingers were some of the most loyal of
Mistress Alexis’s forces. They had proven themselves to be
unrelenting in their attacks and deadly accurate with their
shots.

“You think you can take those Thraens? They
are boxed in like animals in a dark hole, Son,” Mistress Alexis
said, pointing her long blade at the mouth of the Vape mine. “It is
not the open battlefield, A. There are traps and pitfalls in there
that could kill you before you fire a single shot. Not to mention a
boxed in animal is the most dangerous of animals.”

“We can take them, Mother,” Alexis replied.
“I have no doubt in my men.”

Having been waging war on Thraen Prime for
five years, Mistress Alexis had noticed her son turning more and
more to the longslingers. Instead of leading platoons of bladesmen
and battle skids, as most in the Order preferred, Minor Alexis had
begun to entrench himself within the ranks of longslingers,
fighting side by side with the men of Middle Deck Twenty, not as
their minor, but as their equal.

Not that Mistress Alexis thought his choice
put the minor in any more danger than she faced herself. She knew
each and every one of those longslingers would die for her son in
the blink of an eye. She had no worry there. What did worry her was
the moving away from traditional battle tactics. The longslingers
did not conduct themselves by the rules of combat that had allowed
Aelon to prevail time and time again over the centuries. Yes, she
had witnessed their triumph when putting down the Lower Decks, but
Thraen Prime was not the Lower Decks of Station Aelon.

Thraen Prime was true war.

And unless she could find a way to end the
war swiftly, Mistress Alexis feared it was a war her son would
inherit. So she hesitated in allowing her son to change things too
quickly. Change was a danger her son couldn’t be protected from, no
matter how many longslingers he surrounded himself with.

“Mother?” Alexis called. “Do I have the go
ahead to attack? Or should I take my men into the swamps to shoot
bog toads?”

“Cheeky shit,” Steward Fleurtine laughed.

“You have the go ahead, Son,” Mistress Alexis
said. “Take them in, kill them all, and watch your back.”

“I’ll be too busy watching Thraens die to
watch my back,” Alexis grinned, hooking a thumb over his shoulder.
“That’s what I have these lunks for.”

“Who ya calling a lunk?” one of the
longslingers shouted.

“All of you,” Alexis laughed then pointed at
the mine. “No mercy, gentlemen.”

“No mercy!” the longslingers shouted then
followed their minor into the mouth of the mine.

 


* * *

 


The grand hall was full of men enjoying more
than their fare share of drink and song. Groups huddled around
tables that overflowed with plates pilled with food and pitchers of
every manner of drink known to the primes.

Soldiers from all regiments clasped hands and
draped arms over shoulders as they swayed back and forth, singing
along to the song being performed by a disheveled looking young man
at the front of the hall. He had a mass of curly red hair and deep,
deep brown eyes, making it seem like he stared at the world through
shadows. In his hands was a stringed instrument of his own making,
long and sleek, which responded to the touch of his fingers like it
was born into the world with him.

“To the prime he came, tall and dark, a
leader of all the men,” the young man sang. “He walked
across those bloody fields, a black figure so grand. The Dark
Minor! The Dark Minor! The Dark Minor of all the lands!”

“The Dark Minor! The Dark Minor! The Dark
Minor of all the lands!” the soldiers sang along.

Alexis sat with his head in his hands, his
face looking down at the table, his eyes refusing to look up at the
spectacle and revelry that surrounded him.

“Come on, Alexis,” Steward Vast laughed as he
clapped the minor on the shoulder. “Enjoy yourself! This is all to
celebrate your victories of this year! To think it all started with
your assault on that mine and now has ended with you taking the
Thraen’s primary Vape refinery. You should be holding your head up
high!”

“The Dark Minor?” Alexis asked as he looked
up at the man. “Do they have to call me that?”

“Your great grandfather was called
Longshanks,” Vast said. “He hated that as well, I hear tell. You
don’t want to know what your grandfather was called.”

“A flip,” Alexis responded. “That is not a
secret in my family. They never came up with a name for
Mother.”

“Well, not one that any person would dare say
aloud,” Vast chuckled. “Not if they want to keep their privates
intact.”

The grand hall erupted into even louder
singing and despite his reticence, Alexis looked over his shoulder
at the musician. As soon as he saw that the man was heading in his
direction, Alexis tried to stand and escape, but Steward Vast
clamped a hand on his shoulder and shoved him back in his seat.

“No, you don’t, my lord,” the steward
laughed. “You aren’t getting away from this.”

The musician stopped right next to the minor
and continued his song. Soon everyone in the room had surrounded
the one table, completely closing ranks around Alexis. Except for
the musician, the singing was nothing but drunken shouting, but no
one cared; they were all having the time of their lives.

When the song was done, the musician bowed to
the minor and started to make his way through the crowd and back to
the front of the hall.

“You, bard, stop,” Alexis ordered. He slapped
his hand on the table. “Sit and drink with me.”

“I have more songs to sing, my lord,” the
musician replied. “I am being paid by—”

“I will double your pay if you stop that
singing for a spell and have a drink with me,” Alexis said and
looked to Steward Vast. “Pour this talented man a drink, Vast. He
deserves it.”

The steward eyed Alexis carefully then poured
a tall glass of liquor and slid it across the table. The musician
hesitated for a brief second then nodded and sat down. He looked
about for a place to set his instrument, but every inch of the
table was covered in spilled drink and bits of food.

“I, uh…” the musician stuttered.

Steward Vast whistled loudly and an attendant
appeared at his side almost instantly.

“Secure this man’s instrument,” Vast ordered.
“Put it with my weapons and make sure it meets the same care.”

“Yes, my lord,” the attendant said and gently
took the instrument from the musician’s hands.

“What’s your name?” Alexis asked as he picked
up his glass and nodded for the musician to do the same.

“Clerke, sire,” the musician replied. “Petro
Clerke.”

“Did you write that song yourself, Clerke?”
Alexis asked. “That song about the Dark Minor?”

“I did, sire,” Clerke nodded as he drank half
his glass in one swallow.

The minor and the steward exchanged impressed
looks as Clerke did not cough or sputter from the strong drink.

“I see you are used to your liquor,” Alexis
smiled.

“I am a musician, sire,” Clerke grinned then
finished off his glass. “I tend to spend my time in places of drink
and merriment.”

“Bars and whorehouses, he means,” Vast
said.

“Yes, I am familiar with where musicians
perform, Vast,” Alexis responded, rolling his eyes. “I am a minor
and do spend my whole life around these sorry louts.”

There were several shouts of feigned insult
from the men close enough to overhear the Minor. Alexis responded
with two middle fingers and the hall erupted into cheers and
applause.

“More drink then?” Alexis asked as he held a
pitcher over Clerke’s empty glass.

“As much as you are willing to pour, sire,”
Clerke smiled. “Although, I warn you I have yet to find my
fill.”

“Is that so?” Alexis laughed. “Now I have a
reason to be here.”

“Sire?” Clerke frowned as he lifted the
refilled glass. “This celebration is in your honor. Is that not
reason enough?”

“The minor doesn’t like to be fussed over,”
Vast said as he leaned back and kicked his boots up onto the table.
“He is a modest royal.”

“I have heard of those, just never seen one
in the wild,” Clerke said, draining his second glass and taking the
liberty of refilling it himself. “If I may ask, sire, what is your
new reason for being here?”

“The challenge of drinking you under the
table, Bard Clerke,” Alexis smiled, drained his glass, refilled it,
and drained it again. “That seems reason enough.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Clerke said, drained
his glass, refilled it.

“Yes, you will,” Alexis nodded, drained his
glass, refilled it.

“Helios,” Vast frowned. “This could get
ugly.”

“Isn’t that the point?” Clerke asked, drained
his glass, refilled it.

 


* * *

 


“So I say, I’d rather eat a grendt’s rotten
shit vent than put my cock back in you!” Clerke slurred, his arm
draped across Alexis’s shoulders. “That’s what I told her!”

“So, you left?” Alexis asked, spilling more
liquor onto the table than he got into his glass.

“Left? Fuck no!” Clerke yelled. “I tossed her
back on the bed, flipped her over, and then put it right up
her—”

The doors to the grand hall flew open and in
walked five figures, all covered in blood and dirt.

Only a couple of heads were lifted at the
noise as most of the soldiers that remained in the hall were passed
out on tables and the floor, many half clothed from the second half
of the celebration when the professional women arrived. Those heads
that were lifted took quick glances at the bloody figures then fell
back down into their drunken slumber.

“Well, fuck, looks like we missed the party,”
Natalie said, the lead figure of the group. She walked by a table
and slapped a man’s naked ass as hard as she could, but he didn’t
stir. “And what a party it looks like it was.”

“Nats!” Alexis shouted and waved his sister
over to his table. “You’re alive!”

“Just barely,” Natalie said as she shoved a
man out of a chair and took it for herself. The man awoke and
started to protest then saw who he was protesting against and chose
to pass back out right on the floor. “We were ambushed.”

“Helios, are you injured?” Alexis asked, an
edge in his voice that countered his drunkenness. “Your men?”

“She looks in good form,” Clerke said,
pouring several glasses of drink and shoving them towards Natalie
and the four men that stole seats from other unconscious men. “More
than good form, if you ask me.”

“Watch yourself, Clerke,” Alexis said,
wagging a finger at the bard. “We may have bonded tonight, but you
are talking about my sister and a minoress of Station Aelon. Show
some respect.” Alexis leaned close to Natalie. “He’s a musician, be
careful.”

“I know, Brother,” Natalie said as she killed
her glass and held it out for Clerke to refill. “Petro Clerke, the
Maestro of the Lower Decks.”

“At your service, my lady,” Clerke said.

“The Lower Decks?” Alexis asked, looking at
Clerke. “Is this so?”

“Don’t judge me for my heritage, sire,”
Clerke said then rolled up his left trouser leg and knocked on the
metal leg that appeared. “And I won’t judge you for yours.”

Alexis looked at the prosthetic and frowned.
“Why would you judge me for that?”

“He lost his leg when Mother put down Jaeg,”
Natalie said. “Seriously, Brother, read something other than just
battle plans and prime maps.”

“Was it a royal guard that did that?” Alexis
asked.

“It was a stray particle barb,” Clerke
shrugged and pulled his trouser leg back down. “Safe to say it was
from the Royal Guard, but I hold no ill will towards the
crown.”

“Good to know,” Alexis said. “My apologies
for your loss.”

“You did not fire the barb, sire, so no
apology needed,” Clerke said. “I am the one who should apologize
for not showing proper courtesy.” He refilled Natalie’s glass then
took a short bow. “It is my honor to be in the presence of such a
beautiful young woman.”

“Young is the operative word, Clerke,” Alexis
said. “She is only fifteen.”

“I’m almost seventeen, A,” Natalie corrected.
“Learn to keep track.”

“Almost seventeen?” Alexis asked. “Then that
makes me what? Twenty-two?”

“It does at that,” Natalie said, her eyes
locked on to Clerke. “Since we are sharing, Petro, how old are
you?”

“Please call me Clerke,” Clerke said. “I’ve
never liked the name Petro.”

“I’ll call you what I choose,” Natalie
smirked. “Clerke.”

“Of course,” Clerke smirked back. “And to
answer you, my lady, I have recently turned twenty.”

“Recently?” Alexis asked.

“Yes, as of two hours ago,” Clerke said.
“Today is my birthday.”

“Well, happy birthday!” Alexis called out.
“We should sing for you!”

“So accomplished for someone so young,”
Natalie interrupted before Alexis could begin to sing.

“I could say the same for you,” Clerke
responded. “What is this about an ambush?”

“My lady?” one of Natalie’s men interrupted,
his eyes locked onto a naked and still very conscious woman that
was waving to him from across the hall. “I believe the boys and I
will retire for the night to get cleaned up and tend to our
wounds.”

“Make sure she tends to more than your
wounds, Buck,” Natalie laughed. “And find one for each of you. Do
not share a whore. That’s disgusting.”

“Aye, my lady,” Buck smiled as he stood up
and bowed to Alexis. “Dark Minor, it has been an honor.”

“The honor is mine, Buck,” Alexis nodded then
looked at the other three men. “Lang, Jay, Baise, I wish you a good
night. Do everything I would do and more.”

“We aim to, my lord,” Baise chuckled as he
looked about for a woman of his own.

“I recommend the brunette in the far corner,”
Clerke suggested. “She seemed to have paced herself this
evening.”

“Thank you,” Baise nodded. “I appreciate the
heads up.”

“If I can’t serve on the battlefield then I
can at least serve in the drinking hall,” Clerke said, smacking his
hand against his metal leg. He waited until the men were gone then
looked at the minoress. “So, what is this about an ambush?”

“Oh, nothing,” Natalie said, waving him off.
“My team and I were hunting down some guerilla fighters made up of
Vape miners and commoners. What we found was a troop of Thraenish
soldiers, ready with their blades out. They thought they could take
us.”

“And how many of these Thraenish soldiers
were there?” Clerke asked.

“Why does it matter?” Natalie asked. “They’re
dead now.”

“I like to hear tales of the war,” Clerke
replied. “The better the tale, the better the song I can
write.”

Natalie leaned across the table. “And you
would like to write of how I cut down thirty men with my longsling?
Will that make for a better song?”

“Thirty men?” Clerke laughed. “That’s how
many you and your men killed? Just the five of you?”

“That’s how many men I killed,” Natalie said,
taking the pitcher from Clerke’s hand and filling her glass. “Buck
killed just as many. The others were a little slow and only killed
around twenty each.”

Clerke looked to Alexis, disbelief on his
face. Alexis only shrugged.

“If she says she killed thirty men by herself
then she killed thirty men by herself,” Alexis smiled. “I’ve seen
her kill more, I’ve seen her kill less.”

“Then the stories are true,” Clerke said,
taking the pitcher back from Natalie. “Astounding. I’ve always
hesitated in writing a song about you, my lady. I was afraid the
crowds wouldn’t believe, even with my reputation for
aggrandizement.”

“The stories are more than true,” Natalie
said. “All of them.”

“All of them?” Clerke grinned.

“All of them,” Natalie said again.

“All of them? What does that mean?” Alexis
asked. “What other stories are there?”

“I couldn’t comment on that, sire,” Clerke
said, his eyes locked onto Natalie. “It wouldn’t be
appropriate.”

“It wouldn’t?” Alexis said then looked at
Natalie who was busy locking eyes with Clerke as well. “Nats? What
stories?”

“You don’t want to know, Brother,” Natalie
said. “It would break your image of me and shatter that innocent
brain of yours.”

“Oh, sweet Helios,” Alexis sighed. “Say no
more.” Then he turned and smacked Clerke in the chest. “And you
look no more! She is too young for you!”

“Please,” Natalie said. “I’ve had much
older.”

Alexis coughed and sputtered, spewing liquor
across the table. “Nats!”

“I’m a Teirmont, Brother,” Natalie said.
“We’re good at two things: fighting and fucking.”

“Dear Parent…” Alexis sighed. “I need more to
drink.”

“I need to get showered,” Natalie said as she
stood up and started lifting pitchers from the table until she
found one that was full. Her eyes went to Clerke once again. “Care
to help get the blood from my hard to reach places?”

“That is quite possibly the most disgusting
and erotic come on I have ever heard,” Clerke smiled as he stood.
“It would be my honor.”

“It will be your death if you take one step
out of this hall with my sister!” Alexis cried. “Too far, bard! Too
far!”

“Oh, he hasn’t even begun to go too far,”
Natalie said and walked off. She stopped a few feet from the grand
hall doors and looked over her shoulder. “Coming, Clerke?”

Clerke looked at Alexis then at Natalie. “We
are never more alive than when we stare directly into the face of
death.”

“Oh, fuck off and go,” Alexis said. “Like I
can stop my sister from anything.”

“Now you’re learning, A,” Natalie laughed as
she waited for Clerke to catch up.

The two left the grand hall and the minor
realized he was the only man still conscious in the whole room.
Natalie’s men had already left with their companion choices and all
of the Aelish soldiers were busy snoring into their spilled drink
or into the naked laps of passed out whores.

“Well, shit,” Alexis said. “I guess I am the
party now.” He raised his glass. “To the party of one!”

“My lord?” a voice asked from behind him.
“May I join the party of one? Or is alone your true intent?”

Alexis spun about in his chair and found
himself looking at a woman of immense beauty. She was tall and
lithe with almost white hair and striking green eyes. Dressed in a
slight skirt and an even slighter blouse, the woman smiled at
Alexis, a pitcher of drink in one hand and a glass in her
other.

“I don’t remember seeing you earlier?” Alexis
said.

“I did not make myself available earlier,”
the woman said. “I was waiting.”

“Waiting?” Alexis asked.

The woman moved and sat down next to Alexis,
topped off his glass then filled her own. She clinked her rim to
his then drained her glass and set it gracefully down on the
table.

“Waiting for you, my lord,” the woman
said.

“I didn’t know whores were allowed to wait,”
Alexis replied then his eyes went wide and he held out his hands.
“I apologize, miss. How rude of me to say. I automatically assumed
when I had no reason to.”

“I didn’t know royals apologized to whores,”
the woman laughed. “I guess we have both learned something
new.”

Alexis smiled at the woman and took her hand
in his. “What is your name?”

“Breen,” the woman replied.

“Breen? Like the crop?” Alexis chuckled.

“It is what my parents named me,” Breen
shrugged. “We don’t get to pick our names.”

“Tell me about it,” Alexis sighed. “I
certainly wouldn’t have picked mine.”

“Alexis? It is such a powerful name,” Breen
said.

“No, no, I mean the Dark Minor,” Alexis
replied.

“Oh, well, that is even more powerful,” Breen
said as her free hand slid under the table and between Alexis’s
legs. “But that is not all that is powerful with you.”

Alexis laughed long and hard at those words
and Breen drew back.

“You mock me?” Breen asked then stood up. “I
have made a mistake. I should not have waited. It was silly of me
to—”

“No, please, sit,” Alexis said. “Hold on.
Don’t sit.”

“Oh, well then,” Breen glared. “I will take
my leave.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Alexis said as he
stood up and moved close to her. He leaned in and kissed her softly
on the lips. “I mean that there’s no need to sit when we are
leaving this hall for more private quarters.”

“Are we, my lord?” Breen asked, still
unsure.

“We are,” Alexis said. “We most certainly
are.”

 


* * *

 


The salty taste of sweat, the heat of flesh
on flesh, the groans and cries of effort and longing.

The two rolled across the floor, clothes long
since discarded, drink long since finished, their bodies on,
around, in each other. Hands found legs, ran up to buttocks then
backs, gripped muscle, pressed and pushed. Hips thrust and pounded,
moving fast then slow, fast then slow, joined, never parting.

Mouth found mouth, found neck, found breast
and nipple. Mouth opened wide, gasped, close to screaming. Mouth
found mouth once again.

A hand on a belly. A hand tracing muscle and
scars.

A hand on a belly. A hand tracing muscle and
lotioned, scented skin.

Hands moving lower, feeling the strength of
muscle, feeling the strength of where the bodies were joined.

Bodies rolling, a body riding. A body lifted,
a body shaking, shaking, releasing. A body relaxing, falling
forward, lying gently onto the other.

“That…” Breen gasped. “Did you…?”

“Not yet,” Alexis said.

“Let me,” Breen said as she slowly, carefully
lifted and fell, lifted and fell.

“I shouldn’t,” Alexis said.

“You should,” Breen said, lifting and falling
faster then faster until the body under her shuddered and Alexis
gasped with that pleasurable pain all men wait for. “You did.”

“Shit,” Alexis laughed. “I guess I did.”

The two lay there on the floor, the sweat
cooling on their bodies as they drifted into sleep. Just before his
conscious mind left him, Alexis reached out and found a stray
blanket, covering them both, content and happy.

 


* * *

 


“When are you going to find someone?” Natalie
asked, her hands resting on the railing of the royal cutter’s
stern. The protective dome shield shimmered before her and she
ignored it as she focused her attention on the roiling waves of the
gas sea the ship cut through. “You have the pick of the System. And
considering Mother plucked Father from the ranks of the Burdened,
it’s not like you are required to wed royalty or nobility.”

“It’s not so easy, Nats,” Alexis said.

“Sure it is,” Natalie laughed. “I found my
mate. Found him and claimed him. Haven’t let him leave since.”

“Clerke is different,” Alexis said. “He’s a
romantic. He doesn’t see you as a minoress or as a warrior. He sees
you as a woman of legend. You’re his muse.”

“You may have that backwards,” Natalie
sighed. “I sometimes think he’s mine.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Alexis asked. “He’s an
artist. What more is there to fight for than art and love?”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, who said anything about
love?” Natalie responded.

“Nats, it’s been what? Three years since you
met?” Alexis laughed. “Even after Mother tried to forbid your
relationship you still stuck with him, fought for him, refused to
give in.”

“Yeah, because she was wrong,” Natalie said.
“What does she have against musicians?”

“I think it was more the content of the songs
he creates than the fact he creates them,” Alexis said. “Did he
really have to compare her to an unstoppable Vape storm? That
wasn’t very nice.”

“I thought it fit her perfectly,” Natalie
laughed. “And I came up with that second verse.”

“I know,” Alexis said. “It was pretty
obvious. You sure don’t make it easy for any of us.”

“Not my job to make it easy, Brother,”
Natalie said. “It’s my job to kill Thraens in the name of Station
Aelon. I’m a twenty year old minoress who has blood perpetually
crusted under her fingernails. I’ve been fighting a war for most of
my life. If a man accepts me for who I am and also writes songs
about me, then I’m a fool to let him get away.”

“But you don’t love him?” Alexis asked.

“I probably do. I don’t know,” Natalie said
and cast her eyes up to the Vape clouds above. “Mother and Father
have such a certain love, destined by fate. How do I compare what I
have with Clerke to that?”

“Now you see my dilemma,” Alexis said,
looking up as well. “Vape storm might be brewing.”

“Might be,” Natalie said. “And don’t change
the subject.”

“Why are we on this subject anyway?” Alexis
asked. “This is our time of glory, Nats. Two days at the BOP then
we push on across Thraen Prime to their Castle Thraen. We take that
and the conflict is over. We take what is ours by birth.”

“I know,” Nats said. “Then what? You want to
know why I’m asking about love, A? Because when we take that
castle, then we are unemployed. Our parents will expect us to
settle down. Diplomacy will be our new vocation, not butchery.”

“You call what we do butchery?” Alexis
asked.

“What else would I call it?” Natalie
shrugged. “Show no mercy, right?”

“I suppose so,” Alexis said. “Unemployed? You
can’t think that. Our men will still need leaders. Our forces will
always need to be at the ready. The conflict will be far from
done.”

“That’s what the Order of Jex is for,”
Natalie said. “They’ll oversee everything once this is over. We
move on to our marriage and baby-making days.”

“Helios, Nats, what a thought,” Alexis
laughed. “Baby-making days? Are we to go from being warriors to
breeders?”

“I sometimes wonder if I’m not the older
sibling,” Natalie said. “Your innocence is confounding.”

“So, you’d make babies with Clerke?” Alexis
chuckled. “Those children wouldn’t know whether to sing or
fight.”

“They’ll probably do both,” Natalie said.
“Why limit them? And I never said Clerke would be the father.”

“You torture that man to no end,” Alexis
said.

The two siblings stood there for a minute,
silent with the thoughts of the future and their roles in the royal
hierarchy.

“You haven’t ever had someone you wanted
almost more than life itself?” Natalie asked.

“You have it so bad for Clerke, just admit
it,” Alexis smiled.

“Stop turning this onto me. I’m asking about
you,” Natalie said. “And shut the fuck up about Clerke.”

“There may have been someone,” Alexis
shrugged. “But I haven’t seen her in years. We had a week together
and then she was gone.”

“A week together?” Natalie asked. “When was
that?”

“The same time you and Clerke met,” Alexis
said. “You were so wrapped up with him that you didn’t even notice
I wasn’t around.”

“Helios, those first days,” Natalie sighed.
“We were a lot more than wrapped up. I do have to say that Clerke
has been good for my flexibility.”

“No, Nats, just no,” Alexis grimaced. “I do
not need to hear about your sexual calisthenics with the bard.”

“Whatever,” Natalie said. “So, tell me about
this woman? Who was she? A noble’s daughter? A commoner perhaps?
Was she a miner’s daughter? Clerke has written a hundred ballads
about miners’ daughters and their failed attempts at love.”

“I guess he knows a lot about miners’
daughters then,” Alexis said and quickly stepped away as Natalie
took a swing at him. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding! He would never
stray from you! The man values his privates too much!”

“Damn right he does,” Natalie said. “And stop
deflecting. Tell me about her.”

“No,” Alexis said. “It was a long time ago. I
haven’t seen her since.”

“Did you look for her?” Natalie asked.

“I tried, but it wasn’t easy considering…”
Alexis frowned.

“Considering? Considering what?” Natalie
asked.

Alexis hesitated. “Considering her
profession.”

“Her profession? Why would that…? Oh. She was
a professional woman,” Natalie smiled. “Good for you, A. I didn’t
think you had a character low enough to go for a slice of prime
trash.”

“She wasn’t trash,” Alexis said. “And this is
why I haven’t ever talked about her. You asked if I ever cared for
someone and when I tell you who it is you mock me and belittle her
station in life.”

“Calm your quivering ass cheeks, A,” Natalie
said. “I’m not mocking you. I was actually complimenting you. You
were born on a pedestal, Brother. It’s good for you to willingly
step down once in a while. Trust me, I live down here. The view is
not so bad.”

“Ha!” Alexis laughed. “You don’t think you’re
on a pedestal as well? Every man under our command would die for
you. They already kill for you. And your team? If Clerke wasn’t so
Clerke, I am pretty sure Buck, Jay, Baise and Lang would have slit
his throat by now so they could have a shot with you.”

“That song has been written, as Clerke likes
to remind me,” Natalie said. “Mother and Father are the tale of the
warrior minoress and her soldier love. But get back to your lady
that got away. What if you could find her? What would you do?”

“Nothing,” Alexis replied. “She’s moved on by
now. I was just another client to her, I’m sure.”

“Did you pay her?” Natalie asked.

“Well...no,” Alexis admitted.

“Did you give her any gifts of value? Did you
make her any promises?” Natalie pressed.

“No and no,” Alexis said.

“And she left after a week and hasn’t
contacted you since? No asking for money or threatening to
blackmail you with your indiscretion?” Natalie asked.

“Was it an indiscretion?” Alexis asked.

“You are the Dark Minor, heir to the crown of
Station Aelon and its Prime,” Natalie said, shaking her head. “The
meeting of stewards would see it as a scandalous indiscretion, even
if you tried to justify it as a soldier’s prerogative during times
of war on the primes. You know how conservative those grouchy
bastards are.”

“Well, that doesn’t matter because she never
tried to use our time together against me,” Alexis said. “She just
left.”

“Maybe she left for the station,” Natalie
said. ‘That could be why you never found her down here.”

“Maybe,” Alexis sighed. “Doesn’t really
matter now.”

“Damn, A, she broke your fucking heart,”
Natalie said. “You really should have confided in me. I’m kind of
hurt you didn’t.”

“You were busy with Clerke and your team,”
Alexis said. “And I was busy helping Mother wage war. Still am.
Both of us.” Alexis clapped his hands and turned away from the bow.
“Come on, time to suit up. We’ll be at the Thraen Prime coast in a
couple of minutes. I want our time at the BOP as short as possible
so we can get our men to that castle.”

“Now you’re talking about something we both
agree on,” Natalie grinned. “Time to kill some more fucking
Thraens! Helios, I love this job!”

 


* * *

 


“It is your job and duty as a minor of
Station Aelon to be wed to another royal in order to strengthen
ties and keep the peace in the System,” High Guardian Victor the
Eighth snapped, his eyes locked onto the visibly upset Alexis who
paced back and forth at the far end of The Way’s reception room.
“Stop moving, for Helios’s sake! You are making me nauseous! And
why are you still wearing your armor, boy? Do you expect an attack
within The Way?”

“A? Please calm yourself and sit,” Mistress
Alexis said, her voice filled with the same regret that was on her
husband Kel’s face. “This has been decided and there is no stopping
it.”

“And why would you want to, boy?” Master
Lionel of Station Thraen, but no longer it’s prime, asked. “Is my
Rebecca not the picture of beauty and grace? All the available men
in the System would sell their souls to have her.”

“Careful, master,” Victor growled. “I will
not tolerate blasphemy today.”

“Yet you tolerate this marriage to go forth.
It is blasphemy of love,” Kel mumbled. Mistress Alexis reached out
and gripped his hand. “Sorry.”

“The joining of the bloodlines of Station
Aelon with Station Thraen is the only solution I can see to ending
this conflict once and for all. With this marriage, the minor and
minoress will reside here on Helios and oversee their primes as
royal regents. Many lives will be saved with this union, Master
Kel,” Victor responded, spitting out Kel’s title with barely
contained contempt. “But, I do not expect a man who does not know
his own parentage to understand the complexities involved.”

“You should be careful what you say to my
husband, Victor,” Mistress Alexis snapped. “I have proven that even
the Burdened cannot stop me.”

“That has been years,” Victor replied. “and
while the Burdened were under my predecessor’s administration. I
can assure you that the Burdened you see now are superior soldiers
and guards to that lot. You can thank your own actions for
that.”

“Only way to know is to have them try,”
Mistress Alexis said and started to stand up, her hand on the hilt
of the short blade on her belt.

“Mother, stop,” Alexis said. He quit his
pacing and walked over to the four royals seated before the High
Guardian. His eyes found the young Minoress Rebecca of Station
Thraen. “Walk with me, please. Let us discuss this between us
before my Mother slits a throat, whether it is the High Guardian’s
or your father’s.”

The Minoress Rebecca turned in her seat and
looked at her father for silent permission. She was a woman that
had all the dark features of the Thraenish royals. Except for her
golden eyes, which blinked repeatedly in a nervous tick as she
waited for her father to give his consent.

“You may walk with the boy,” Lionel said.
“But our guards will follow them closely.”

“I would prefer we speak in private,” Alexis
said. “No harm will come to her, I guarantee that. She is safe by
my side.”

“Oh, is she?” Lionel scoffed. “You wear
battle armor within the walls of The Way and expect me to believe
that my daughter will be safe with you? Do you find me to be a
fool, boy?”

“Call him boy one more time and you will find
yourself gutted and begging for mercy,” Mistress Alexis growled.
“My son is a man of honor and integrity. Something that a
Thraen like you could never understand.”

“I will be fine, Father,” Rebecca said. “Let
me walk with him. We should talk in private if we are to be
wed.”

“Fine,” Lionel barked. “Go and talk with
the...minor. Get to know each other.” He pointed a finger at his
daughter then at Alexis. “But know that this marriage will happen.
Do not conspire otherwise.”

“Of course, Father,” Rebecca said as she
stood then turned to her future husband. “I believe we both know
what our duties are in life. Isn’t that right, Dark Minor?”

“Do not call him that!” Lionel barked. “You
are his equal in standing and superior in breeding!”

“That does it,” Mistress Alexis snapped as
she stood and drew her short blade.

“Son! Go!” Kel said as he jumped up and
grabbed his wife’s arm. “Take Minoress Rebecca for that walk. Take
as long as you need to in order to discuss your future. I’ll keep
your mother from killing this Thraen.”

“Come,” Alexis said and held out his hand to
Rebecca. She took it willingly and he led her to the door. He
leaned in close and whispered, “We’ll get through this. Marrying
you will be a welcome rest from the horrors I have witnessed.
Please know that.”

Rebecca gave him a small, polite smile, but
did not reply.

 


* * *

 


The Way’s main cathedral was packed with
dignitaries, nobles, and royals from all of the Six Stations and
their primes. Not a single seat was open and the Burdened had to
stand shoulder to shoulder at the cathedral’s entrance in order to
keep space open for Minoress Rebecca, on her father’s arm, to make
her way down the aisle to her waiting groom.

“All stand!” a Gatekeeper announced and the
massive room was filled with the shuffling of feet and rustling of
stiff suits and gowns brought out only for the highest of
occasions. “Let the Mistress Rebecca of Station Thraen be seen as
she presents herself to the Minor Alexis of Station Aelon! Oh,
holiest of occasions! Oh, holiest of unions! Praise be to Helios
the Dear Parent!”

“Praise be to Helios!” the attendees
all called out.

Alexis, dressed in his own formal
attire—which threatened to choke him and cut off circulation to all
of his extremities—stood at the front of the cathedral and waited
patiently as his bride walked to him, taking six careful steps at a
time, then pausing to honor the System that Helios created. He
tried desperately to catch Rebecca’s eye, but she kept her gaze
unfocused and neutral, waiting until the very last few feet to
finally connect.

“Who gives this most holy ordained woman to
this most holy ordained man?” the High Guardian Victor the Eighth
asked in a bellowing voice for all to hear. “Is it you, Master
Lionel of Station Thraen?”

“It is I, High Guardian,” Lionel replied and
reluctantly let go of his daughter. He gave a quick glare to Alexis
then turned crisply and walked to his seat.

“Then let it be known that the most holy
ordained woman before me has been given freely by her father,”
Victor announced. “Before Helios the Dear Parent, you all bear
witness to this act of courage, duty, and piety. Let it be said now
that the Minoress Rebecca is standing before us under her own power
until she gives that power and will to her husband. Praise be to
Helios!”

“Praise be to Helios!” the attendees
parroted.

“Please join hands,” Victor said to the minor
and minoress. “I shall begin the litany of vows passed down through
the millennia from the first monarchs of the Six Stations. Listen,
one and all, as we remember why these most holy ordained royals are
before us. Listen well!”

The High Guardian droned on for close to an
hour, but Alexis never let his attention wander from the words the
man said. He listened closely to each and every vow that had come
before him, taking in the history of marriages between minors and
minoresses, hoping to gleam some insight into his own soon to be
completed marriage. He listened as words of love and duty swirled
around each other, sometimes intertwined, sometimes completely
separate.

Staring into the golden eyes of his bride,
Alexis honestly couldn’t tell what meaning his words would have
when it came to his turn to add his vows to the litany. Would they
be only duty or would there also be love in there? How would he be
remembered when his vows were repeated to future royals that found
themselves standing where he stood? Would the fear that threatened
to knock his legs out from under him be evident? Or would the
strength he fought to find in his soul be what the future betrothed
heard?

“Minor Alexis?” Victor asked. “Will you now
say your most holy words to the witnesses that are seated before us
today? Will you now say your most holy words before Helios and all
the Dear Parent represents?”

“I will,” Alexis replied and cleared his
throat. He wanted more than ever to look over at his family, to see
the faces of his mother, father, sister, and brother. But he
restrained himself and kept his focus on the woman before him, the
woman whose hands he held firmly, but gently.

Alexis had prepared for days the words he
would speak, spending hours memorizing every single line, every
single nuance and cadence. But as he opened his mouth he realized
all that preparation had left him. Not a word remained in his
conscious mind. Panic started to rise, but he stamped it down and
took a deep breath.

“Minoress Rebecca, you honor me more than you
can ever know,” Alexis said, his voice thick with emotion. “What
you do today takes courage that is rarely seen, it takes courage
that only the most battle hardened understand. So I say these
words, all to honor the person that you are and the standing you
come from. I swear before Helios the Dear Parent, that as long as I
live I will fight for your safety, for your honor, and for your
love. I have proven myself on the battlefield, but now I must prove
myself in your heart. I give my own heart to you as proof of my
sincerity. It no longer resides in my chest, but in your hands. It
is yours forever.”

The cathedral was silent for several seconds
before the High Guardian leaned in close to the betrothed. “Is that
all?” Victor asked. “Do you not have at least another dozen
paragraphs to recite?”

“Is there more that needs to be said?” Alexis
asked.

“No,” Rebecca replied, a tear threatening to
spill from one of her golden eyes. “May I say my vows now, High
Guardian?”

Many attendees gasped at the minoress’s
breaking of the marriage customs and protocols. None of those from
Station Aelon gasped, though. Instead they smiled as they realized
they were receiving a minoress that might fit in perfectly with
their unconventional, and often scoffed at, ways.

“Please, Minoress Rebecca, say your own
vows,” Victor frowned. “I trust they are more suited to tradition
than the minor’s.”

Rebecca began to recite the written vows she
had memorized. She said every line with a flat intonation, no
different than if she had been reciting a recipe for gelberry
tarts, or reading aloud instructions on assembling a piece of
furniture.

Until she came to the end.

“Minor Alexis, your legend is known
throughout the System,” Rebecca stated. “There are tales and songs
about the Dark Minor and his many triumphs on the battlefield. Not
a steward, sector warden, deck boss, or common soldier on any of
the stations or primes would dispute the warrior that you are.
This, despite your honest humility, is something I am sure you
know. But what you do not know is what the women of this System
say. It is not your skill with your famed longsling or your skill
as a bladesman that we have cared about, but the stories of your
kindness, your capacity for fairness, and most of all, as you
proved with your own vows to me this day, it is your open heart
that has been the late night dreams of every woman, from royal to
passenger, that is the true legend. As I hold your hands in mine,
and feel their strength, I know in my very soul that it is that
legend that I marry today, not the one of blood and triumph, but
the one of courage and compassion.”

The sounds of blown noses and stifled
sniffles filled the cathedral as the minoress’s words echoed
through the chamber.

“Thank you, Rebecca,” Alexis smiled and bowed
his head. “I will strive to live up to the legend you speak of. It
will be my true vow from this moment on.”

The High Guardian cleared his throat and
launched into the final portion of the ceremony. After another hour
had passed he raised his staff and rapped it on the floor six times
before declaring, “Let it be said under the authority of The Way
and Helios the Dear Parent that these two persons are now married!
Let them proceed from this cathedral as man and wife!”

Alexis and Rebecca turned and faced the
attendees, all of whom had stood and begun to cheer. The newlyweds
stepped from the dais and walked down the aisle, their hands
gripping each other’s, both hoping to find the courage they needed
for their life ahead.


Chapter Three

 



The two royals sat on the skid, their environmental suits keeping
the Vape gas that drifted here and there across the breen fields
from igniting oxygen in their blood and liquifying their bodies.
Life on the primes was harsh and brutal, whether a person was of
royal or common blood. Vape did not care one way or the other.

Minoress Rebecca worried at the collar that
clasped her helmet to the body of her suit and Alexis had to reach
out for the tenth or eleventh time to get her to stop.

“You do not want to accidentally undo that,
dear,” Alexis said. “We are far enough away from Castle Aelon that
if something were to happen, I do not know if even I could drive us
back in time?”

“Which is why I did not want to come out
today, Alexis,” Rebecca replied. “You know I do not enjoy being out
in the open. I prefer the safety of the shields back at the castle.
Why did you insist on bringing me out here?”

“Look about you, dear,” Alexis said and swept
his hand across the landscape. “Look at them work. This is the apex
of the breen harvest. All of these workers cutting, sifting,
sorting. Isn’t it amazing to think that the very material your
environmental suit is made from started with all of this.”

Alexis smiled as he gazed upon the hundreds
of commoners who were busy harvesting the almost infinite breen
that stood tall in the wind and Vape gas. Sharp blades whooshed one
way then the other, taking down large swathes of the crop in a
couple of strokes. A few heads turned to study the royals, but most
stayed on task, knowing they had quotas to fill in order to get
enough credits to keep up the meager existence they were used
to.

“Switch your com channel to open, dear,”
Alexis said. “You can hear them talking to each other, coordinating
their work to achieve the most efficiency. It all has such a rhythm
compared to the Thraenish industry of Vape mining.”

“I wouldn’t watch that either,” Rebecca said.
“Can we please go back to the castle?”

“We have lived on the primes for a year now,”
Alexis sighed. “Yet you know nothing of the land.”

“I do not need to, Alexis,” Rebecca replied.
“We have managers for that. Just as we have managers for the Vape
mines on Thraen Prime. Your love of the prime is not regal
behavior.”

“It’s not Tharenish behavior, you mean,”
Alexis said. “We Aelish have always been connected with our prime.
As our children should be.”

“That is not fair,” Rebecca whispered. “Not
fair at all, Alexis. Do not be cruel.”

“Oh, my dear, it was not my intention to be
cruel,” Alexis said as he wrapped his arm about his wife’s suited
shoulder. “I was only suggesting we try again.”

“We have our duty, I know,” Rebecca said.

“It is not just that,” Alexis said. “I miss
your bed.”

Rebecca was silent for a while.

“You could always take a lover,” she said
finally. “It is traditional with Thraenish monarchs. Helios knows
that many have had more than their fair share of women on the
side.”

“That is not my way, Rebecca, and you know
it,” Alexis said softly.

“No, it is not,” Rebecca said. “I will make
you a deal, Alexis.”

“A deal?” Alexis asked. “What sort of
deal?”

“My bed will be your bed again,” Rebecca
said. “But no more forced trips out into the wilds of the primes.
We travel only because we have to move from prime castle to prime
castle as required by the treaty signed by our parents.”

“If that was all it would take for me to get
back into your bed, I never would have dragged you out here!”
Alexis laughed.

“No, it wouldn’t have made a difference,”
Rebecca said. “I wasn’t ready until now. Not after losing…”

“Hush, do not speak of it if it pains you,”
Alexis said.

“Did you ever tell your mother?” Rebecca
asked.

“No, I just couldn’t,” Alexis replied. “If
she knew of the miscarriage she’d have every physician in the
system down here. Plus, royal courts are hardly places where
secrets stay put. The news would have reached your father
eventually and neither of us need him plotting and planning if he
thinks there will not be a legitimate heir to the Aelish
crown.”

“My father does not plot and plan,” Rebecca
responded. “He has a retinue of advisors that plot and plan for
him.”

“Yes, I am sure he does,” Alexis laughed. He
fired up the hover skid’s drive engine. “Now, how about we head
back to the castle so I can make sure your bed is as soft as I
remember it to be.”

“Alexis, it’s not even noon yet!” Rebecca
exclaimed. “We both still have duties and appointments today.”

“Appointments will be canceled,” Alexis said,
swinging the skid around and gunning it back towards Castle Aelon.
“As for duties, there is only one on my mind at this moment.”

 


* * *

 


Sweat dappled Rebecca’s exposed skin and she
shivered as the fan above the bed slowly turned.

“I’ll fetch a blanket,” Alexis said as he
shifted and sat up. “I believe they all fell off the foot of the
bed.”

“No, don’t,” Rebecca said, her hand clutching
his arm. “Just warm me with your heat. You Teirmonts burn hot.”

“That we do,” Alexis smiled as he pulled his
wife close and enveloped her in his arms. “And being my wife, my
heat is your heat.”

Rebecca kissed his chest and sighed, nuzzling
her face against him. “You have the temperament of a philosopher,
Alexis, not of a warrior and killer.”

“I hope my killer days are done,” Alexis
said. “I have lost my appetite for it.”

“What about your sister? Do you miss being by
her side in battle?” Rebecca asked.

“I don’t think the subject of my sister by my
side is appropriate when I am lying naked with my wife, having just
made love,” Alexis chuckled “But, to answer your question, yes I do
miss her sometimes. Now she has her own life, though, traveling the
System with Clerke while he entertains the royal courts and nobles’
estate houses with his songs.”

“Travel, travel, travel,” Rebecca said. “You
Teirmonts need to learn to stay put. I’d rather just be here in the
castle.”

“I’d rather just be here in bed with you,”
Alexis said. He pulled his wife on top of him and kissed her
hard.

“Alexis,” she giggled. “Again?”

“We Teirmonts burn hot,” Alexis laughed.

“Yes, I can feel that,” Rebecca said.

There was a quiet knock at their bedchamber
door.

“Ignore it,” Alexis whispered. “It can’t be
more important than this.”

The knock came again, but more insistent.

“They aren’t going away,” Rebecca said.

The knock grew louder and faster.

“What?” Alexis shouted.

The door opened slightly and the face of one
of Alexis’s attendants appeared. “My lord, there is urgent news
from Station Aelon. You are being summoned to the communications
room at once.”

“Summoned?” Rebecca asked. “By whom?”

“Mistress Alexis,” the attendant replied.
“She is waiting, my lord, and you must hurry before the planet’s
rotation cuts off the signal.”

“Helios,” Alexis said as he gently shifted
out from under his wife. “This can’t be good. Where are my damn
trousers?”

“On that chair,” Rebecca said then looked at
the attendant. “Have you seen enough, young man? Would you like me
to stand and parade about for you?”

“My apologies, my lady!” the attendant
exclaimed and shut the door quickly.

“I’ll see what it is and be right back,”
Alexis said as he buttoned his trousers.

“You need a shirt, dear,” Rebecca said.

“No time,” Alexis replied as he hurried to
the door. “Wait right there. If it’s nothing then I want to
continue exactly where we left off.”

“And if it is something?” Rebecca asked.

“Then your body might prove the perfect
distraction for a troubled mind,” Alexis smiled and left.

 


* * *

 


“Nats! Nats, over here!” Alexis shouted
across the great hall as his sister entered, Clerke on her arm.
“Nats!”

Natalie smiled and rushed over to her
brother. The two royals embraced fiercely as Clerke stood awkwardly
off to the side. They held each other in their arms for several
minutes, causing many in the great hall to grow uncomfortable at
the public display of emotion. When they finally drew back, they
both had tears streaming down their faces.

“Have you spoken to Mother yet?” Natalie
asked, wiping at her eyes. “I just got off the shuttle from Klaerv
and haven’t even had a chance to go to the royal quarters.”

“She’s handling it,” Alexis smiled weakly.
“Father is there for her.”

“I can’t believe Grandmother is gone,”
Natalie said. “I honestly thought that woman would outlive us all,
even Mother.”

Alexis frowned and studied his sister. “She
didn’t tell you, did she?” he asked. “You didn’t know?”

“Tell me what, A?” Natalie asked, holding her
hand out to Clerke. The bard moved quickly and took it then wrapped
himself about the minoress. “What didn’t Mother tell me?”

“Grandmother has been sick for months,”
Alexis said. “She kept it from Mother, but it got so bad there was
no hiding it anymore.”

“Sick? Sick with what?” Natalie asked.

“The physicians aren’t sure,” Alexis said.
“Mother says fate finally caught up to Grandmother. That it stole
her last years just as she stole Grandfather’s last years by
allying with Beumont.”

“Helios, that’s cold,” Natalie sighed. “I
know Mother and Grandmother had their issues over the years, but
even Mother can’t believe that.”

“I doubt she does,” Alexis said. “Grief can
cloud judgement and make many say things they never truly
mean.”

“Or it makes many say things they’ve never
had a chance to say before,” Clerke interjected.

“Mother has never been shy in saying what she
means, especially when it comes to Grandmother,” Natalie smirked.
“So I don’t think it’s that.”

“She’s only being Mother and going straight
for the most overdramatic reaction she can,” Alexis said. “She’ll
come to some understanding with fate and everything will be alright
again, as usual. She just has to work it all out. That Teirmont
fire.”

“Yes, the Teirmont fire,” Clerke smirked. “I
have become intimately familiar with it.”

Natalie rolled her eyes. “I believe my lover
here was expecting a silent groupie who would hang on his every
note and just wait backstage while he entertained the undergarments
off the crying throngs of teen girls who have become his most
ardent fans.”

“You actually expected that?” Alexis
chuckled. “This is the minoress of the Slaughter of the Storm. Ten
thousand Thraens were butchered by our longslingers while she stood
by my side on that castle wall.”

“Yes, I am well aware of that,” Clerke said.
“Which is why I can’t get a booking on Station Thraen or its prime.
Apparently, the Thraens aren’t too happy with my choice of
companion.”

“You can’t even get a booking on the prime?”
Alexis asked. “Why didn’t you contact me? I’m the minor of Thraen
Prime. One word from me and you have your choice of venue.”

“It doesn’t matter what venue I have,” Clerke
replied. “If there are no fans to fill it then there’s no point in
booking it. The Thraens want nothing to do with me as long as
Natalie is on my arm.”

“I believe you are on my arm, love,” Natalie
said. “I’m the royal here, not you.”

“Depends on which station we’re on,” Clerke
grinned.

“And we are on Station Aelon, so I own your
ass,” Natalie said and kissed him quickly. “Isn’t he adorable when
he tries to assert his manhood?”

“He’s something, that’s for sure,” Alexis
chuckled briefly before his eyes caught sight of the latest group
to enter the great hall. All mirth was wiped from his face
instantly. “Speaking of Thraens.”

Natalie and Clerke turned around just as the
delegation from Station Thraen was announced to the hall. A group
of Thraenish nobles were led by a striking young man and young
woman, both dressed in the very latest fashion of bright, vibrant
colors; he in striped trousers with a layered, shaow leather
doublet; she in an ornately patterned gown that ran from just under
her chin all the way to the floor.

“Prancers,” Natalie scoffed. “Look at them.
This is a funeral, not a fashion show.”

“I’m surprised Thraen even sent anyone,”
Alexis said.

“Grandmother was a minoress of Station
Thraen,” Natalie said. “Although I think she had more blood in
common with Clerke than these impostors.”

“You really can’t stand Thraen, can you?”
Clerke said, turning to Alexis. “That must be rough on your
marriage.”

“My wife and I feel slightly used and
abandoned by both our stations,” Alexis admitted. “It has brought
us together.”

“Oh, please, now who’s being overdramatic?”
Natalie laughed. “Abandoned, my ass. Oh, shit, here they come.”

“Cousins!” the young Thraen called as he and
the rest of the Thraens made their way through the milling groups
of nobles and emissaries. “Minor Alexis! Minoress Natalie! How good
to see you!”

“Is it?” Natalie snapped. “Our grandmother
has died.”

“My brother meant no offense, minoress,” the
young woman said. “George is always forgetful of others’ feelings
at these sorts of things.” She turned her eyes on Clerke and
appraised him up and down. “And who is this handsome fellow? He
looks strangely familiar.”

“Petro Clerke,” Alexis said. “May I introduce
you to my brother-in-law and sister-in-law, the twins, Minor George
and Minoress Georgia of station Thraen.”

“And its prime,” George sneered.

“I don’t believe that is true,” Alexis
said.

“Petro Clerke? The famous bard?” Gorgia
laughed delightedly. She clapped her hands together then grabbed
onto her brother’s arm. “Georgie this is the man taking the
stations by storm.”

“Better to take by storm than slaughter by
storm,” George said as he held out his hand. “A pleasure to make
your acquaintance. I purchased one of your discs for my sister for
Last Meal, I believe.”

“I hope you enjoyed it,” Clerke said as he
shook the minor’s hand. “My music isn’t always to everyone’s
taste.”

George looked down at the bard’s hand and
laughed. “The custom is to kiss the rings, bard. You do not shake a
royal’s hand like you are making a deal on some Middle Deck
market.”

“My apologies,” Clerke said.

“Don’t apologize, love,” Natalie said. “You
are used to royals slightly more approachable than the Thraens.
They’d make you kiss their assholes if they could get away with
it.”

“Nats,” Alexis warned. “Let us not start a
fight on this day.”

“Will you be performing?” Georgia asked
Clerke. “For the service? Have you written a song specifically to
honor the daughter of Thraen? The Minoress Bella Herlect Teirmont
Beumont deserves nothing less.”

“I was not asked to prepare a song,” Clerke
said, looking to Natalie. “Was I supposed to?”

“No, you were not,” Natalie said. “You are
here for me and my family, not to perform like a trained
grendt.”

“Oh, we have the most wonderful troop of
trained grendts on Station Thraen,” George laughed. “Their owner
can have the hens lay eggs on command and the cocks will fight to
the death right before your eyes. It makes a horrible mess, but
what a delight to watch!”

“Sounds wonderful,” Alexis said.

“So, Alexis, where is our sister?” Georgia
asked. “Did she not come up to the station with you?”

“She did not,” Alexis said. “She was not
feeling well and is not a fan of traveling, as you know.”

“Do we?” Georgia asked. “Our older sister has
always been so quiet and boring that I really don’t know much about
her personal tastes.”

“She’s very un-Thraenish,” George added.
“Demure and polite. Never rocking the cutter. But, I guess that’s
why Father married her off to you. She certainly wasn’t any good at
court.”

“No, she was not,” Georgia laughed.

Clerke stepped between the royals instantly
as everyone present saw Alexis’s face turn red with anger.

“You never said whether you enjoyed my music,
my lord,” Clerke said to George. “The disc you purchased for your
sister. Did you like it?”

“How would I know?” George replied, his eyes
locked onto Alexis and not the bard standing before him. “I didn’t
buy the disc for me, I bought it for my sister. The sister that
actually enjoys life. You should ask her about music. My tastes run
more towards fine drink and fine girls.”

“George,” Georgia exclaimed with mock shock.
“I thought I was the only woman in your life.”

“I said fine girls, dearest sister,” George
said. “You are a woman. One of singular radiance and grace.”

“Oh, you flatter,” Georgia smiled. “He
flatters.”

“I can see that,” Clerke said.

An awkward silence settled amongst the royals
and they all stood there, staring at each other until a bell chimed
and an attendant at the doors to the great hall made an
announcement.

“The ceremony for the remembrance of Minoress
Bella Herlect Teirmont Beumont will begin shortly,” the attendant
called out. “Please proceed to the main chapel where Gatekeeper
Donner will perform the service. Refreshments will be served back
here immediately after.”

“How quaint,” Georgia said. “They have to
provide instructions for the lessers that don’t understand how
these things work.” She smiled at Natalie. “Did you catch all of
that, dear? Or should I have one of my ladies repeat it for
you?”

Natalie instantly reached for her belt, but
realized too late she did not have her blades strapped on.

“Just like the butcher of the prime to leap
to violence,” George said. “Come along, dear sister. Let us find
our seat. I do hope it is in the front row since we are
relations.”

The Thraens turned and sauntered off
casually, as if they were the royals of the station.

“Murdering cunt,” someone in the Thraen group
muttered.

“What did you say?” Alexis barked as he
grabbed one of the Thraens by the arm. “Did you just call the
Minoress of Station Aelon a murdering cunt?”

The man, a Thraen with an ugly scar across
his nose and chin, whirled about on Alexis and spat in his
face.

“I did! And you are one as well!” the Thraen
shouted then pulled a short blade from inside his doublet and
lashed out at Alexis.

Alexis jumped back and nearly lost his
footing, but Clerke caught him and held him steady. Natalie rushed
in at the attacker and slammed her fist into the man’s throat then
grabbed his wrist and twisted until the short blade clattered to
the floor.

“Murderers! Butchers!” the man garbled.
“Thraen will never forget the Slaughter of the Storm!”

“You will if your brains are spread all over
the floor,” Natalie said, sweeping the man’s legs out from under
him while still holding his wrist.

The back of the Thraen’s skull was the first
part of him to impact with the great hall’s floor and there was a
thickening thud as his skull fractured on contact. All in
attendance went silent as the sound of violence echoed through the
hall. For a split second no one made a move then the sound of
blades being drawn was almost overwhelming.

Those not of Aelish or Thraenish blood
quickly retreated to the far walls of the great hall, their mouths
open in shock, their eyes wide with fear of what would happen.

The members of the Order of Jex converged on
Alexis and Natalie, their long blades drawn and pointed at the
Thraens, who in turn all had short blades out and ready for the
fight.

“Sire, make your escape out the back way,”
Steward Kinsmon said. “We will handle these scrim vipers.”

“No one will handle anything!” Mistress
Alexis roared from the doors of the great hall. She held a long
blade in each hand and she pointed them at the Thraens. “Bringing
weapons on board this station when all guests were specifically
asked not to is an act of war. I would be within my rights to
execute each and every one of you without worry of any
repercussions from The Way.”

“The High Guardian would never allow it!”
George shouted. “He would excommunicate all of Station Aelon!”

“Would you care to find out, Minor George?”
Mistress Alexis asked. “Oh, wait, how would you find out when you
would be dead? Dead just like my mother, whom this day is supposed
to be about. Drop your blades and I will show mercy. Keep them in
your hands for one second more, and this mistress will not be held
accountable for what happens next. After all, I am grief stricken
and quite out of my head.”

“Drop the blades, George,” Georgia whispered.
“The mad woman will kill us.”

“I can hear you, dear,” Mistress Alexis said.
“The acoustics in this hall are surprisingly good.”

Blades clattered to the floor and the Thraens
all held their hands up by their shoulders.

“Are we to be escorted to your famed Third
Spire now, mistress?” George asked. “Will we be prisoners of the
Aelish crown?”

“I wouldn’t dirty those cells with the likes
of you,” Mistress Alexis said. “Just get off my station. You may
skip the memorial service and take the next shuttle back to Station
Thraen.” No one moved. “NOW!”

The Thraenish delegation jumped then hurried
to pick up their fallen comrade. They rushed past the onlookers,
around the enraged mistress who refused to move, and out into the
hallway beyond. Once gone from sight, there was a collective sigh
of relief.

“Are those the Thraens?” Master Kel asked as
he walked into the great hall. “What happened to their man?” All
eyes turned on Kel and he frowned. “Helios, what did I miss?”

“I will fill you in, sire,” Clerke said as he
came forward and shook Kel’s hand. “I believe the Teirmonts will
need to talk.”

“My Love? What did you do?” Kel asked
Mistress Alexis.

“Why must you always think I did something?”
Mistress Alexis responded. Kel gave her a look. “Well, this time I
stopped something, instead of starting it. Ask Petro while you two
walk to the chapel, he’ll tell you. I’m going to speak with our
children.”

“Very well,” Kel sighed then embraced his son
then daughter. “Hello, children.”

“Hey, Daddy,” Natalie smiled. “I missed
you.”

“I missed you as well,” Kel said. “Talk to
your mother while I walk with your man. We will meet later.”

Kel and Clerke left quickly, as well as the
rest of the attendees, leaving only Mistress Alexis with her son
and daughter.

“Where’s Richard?” Alexis asked, once they
were alone. “I haven’t seen him since I arrived on the
station.”

“Richard is off being Richard,” Mistress
Alexis said. “Losing his grandmother has nearly broken the boy.
They were so very close, especially after what happened with the
twins.”

“Yes, they were close,” Natalie said. “And he
is not a boy, he is a young man.”

“I wish that were so,” Mistress Alexis said.
“Your brother is, to say the least, a troubled soul. It is probably
best he not attend the service.”

“What is it you would like to speak to us
about?” Alexis asked. “Something other than the passing of
Grandmother weighs on you, I can see it.”

“I am not sure now is the best time, but
considering what I just witnessed, I believe we no longer have the
luxury of waiting.”

“Excuse me, Your Highness,” an attendant said
quietly from the doorway. “There is an urgent communication for the
Minor Alexis.”

“It will have to wait,” Mistress Alexis
snapped.

“It concerns the Minoress Rebecca,” the
attendant said. “It is from one of her physicians.”

“I have to take this,” Alexis said and
quickly kissed his mother. “Our talk will have to wait.”

He hurried from the great hall, following on
the heels of the attendant, leaving Mistress Alexis and Natalie
alone.

“You can still talk with me, Mother,” Natalie
said.

“No, no, Alexis is right,” Mistress Alexis
said, taking her daughter by the arm. “Our talk will have to
wait.”

“Are you sure? It seemed urgent,” Natalie
replied.

“Yes, I am sure,” Mistress Alexis smiled. “I
am probably rushing things, like I do. Let’s forget about the talk
and go say goodbye to my mother.”

“Alright,” Natalie said. “But you know you
can always be open with me, right?”

“Of course, dearest,” Mistress Alexis said
and kissed her daughter’s cheek. “We Teirmonts are always open.
Secrets fight fate and we would never want to fight fate.”

 


* * *

 


“How the Helios was she allowed to travel
across the seas to Thraen Prime in her condition?” Alexis roared as
he towered over the group of royal physicians that quivered before
him. “You all know her history!”

“We are sorry, my lord,” one of the
physicians said. “But we did not learn of her pregnancy until she
arrived here at Castle Thraen. Otherwise I can assure you, we would
have stopped her immediately.”

“Did not know? You did not know?” Alexis
shouted. “It is your job to know! You are not paid to deal with
sniffles and sore throats, but to make sure my wife is healthy and
can bring an heir to term!”

“The minoress did not inform us she had
missed her cycle, my lord,” another physician said. “It is not like
we can force her to alert us when her—”

“You can ask her attendants, you morons!”
Alexis yelled, his fists balled up with anger boiling close to
rage. “Her ladies know everything about her! Did none of you think
to have them inform you?”

“That would...that would be a severe breach
of propriety, my lord,” a third physician said. He was on the floor
and grasping at his bloody nose before the last sound of the last
word of his sentence finished echoing through the room.

“The next piece of shaowshit that utters one
more excuse will be tossed out the airlock and into the Vape gas,”
Alexis growled low. “Do not test me, gentlemen. I may not have the
Teirmont anger that my mother is known for, but I have enough to
make sure your skins boil off your bodies at the next moment of
your stupidity.”

The physicians helped their colleague to
their feet and cowered before the enraged royal.

“Get out,” Alexis hissed. “I wish to be with
my wife alone. I will call you if you are needed.”

“My lord, she is still in a delicate way,”
the first physician said. “It would be wise if one of us remained.”
He held up his hand to ward off any possible blow coming his way.
“I say this not as an excuse, but as an honest medical caution. You
can inquire with a midwife for confirmation if you do not believe
me. Continual bleeding from the miscarriage is still a risk.”

“Then one of you stays,” Alexis said. “Over
there. In that corner. On the floor. Do not speak to anyone, do not
look at anyone. You are a piece of furniture and nothing more. If
someone cares to sit on you then you will let them. Am I
understood?”

“Yes, my lord,” the first physician replied
and looked at his colleagues. “I will volunteer.”

The others bowed low and quickly left the
royal quarters.

“Your corner,” Alexis snarled as he pointed
to the far side of the room.

He did not wait to see if the physician
obeyed, just turned on his heel and stomped to the door of the
royal bedchamber. He paused as his hand gripped the handle, took a
slow, deep breath, then opened the door and stuck his head inside
the room.

“Rebecca?” he whispered. “Are you awake?”

“Alexis? What are you doing here?” Rebecca
asked from the shadowed bed. “You are supposed to be up on Station
Aelon for your grandmother’s funeral service.”

“Well, apparently my wife decided to take a
trip across the seas,” Alexis said as he stepped into the room. He
noticed several of Rebecca’s attendants sitting off to the side.
“Out. Please.”

The women quickly got up and made their way
around the minor and closed the door securely behind them.

“So, that was you yelling out there?” Rebecca
asked. “I’m so tired that I thought it was all a dream.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were with child?”
Alexis asked as he sat down on the bed. “I would never have gone up
to the station.”

“Which is why I did not tell you,” Rebecca
replied. “Your duty was to be by your family’s side, not down here
on this Helios forsaken land with me.”

“My duty is to be with my wife when she is in
need,” Alexis countered. “And you were obviously in need since you
went mad and decided to come to Castle Thraen four months before
our scheduled transition time. What were you thinking,
Rebecca?”

“I wasn’t thinking,” Rebecca sighed. “I just
wanted to be somewhere familiar. I wanted to be with my people for
a change instead of under the constant watch of resentful Aelons. I
may be their minoress, but I am not theirs. They hate me,
Alexis. I feel it every single day I walk those halls of that
castle.”

“I am sorry you feel that way,” Alexis said,
not even trying to argue, knowing full well how the Aelish felt
about the minoress. “But you cannot go traipsing around the planet
at your whim. Not when you are pregnant, and not with your
history.”

“My failing, you mean,” Rebecca whispered
then started to sob. “There is something broken with me, Alexis. I
know it. The physicians say I am wrong, but I have always known
that my insides are not right. Even back on Station Thraen I knew
it. I fear…”

Alexis waited for her to continue and when
she didn’t he asked, “You fear what, my dear? What do you
fear?”

“I fear that my father had learned of my
issues from one of my attendants on the station,” Rebecca admitted.
“I believe he knew I would have trouble bringing a child into this
world and that is why he agreed to have me wed you. He doesn’t want
your bloodline to continue. He did this on purpose.”

“Helios,” Alexis said. “Would he really do
that?” Alexis thought about his father-in-law and snarled. “Yes, of
course he would. That fucking bastard.”

“My father has always been insecure about his
claim to the Thraenish crown,” Rebecca said. “He would never admit
it, but he knows that your mother, as well as all of you Teirmonts,
have more Thraenish royal blood in your ring fingers than he does
in his whole body. He keeps power by the skin of his teeth.”

Alexis held his breath as those words raced
around his brain.

“How do you mean?” he finally asked. “Who
would take the crown from him?”

“There are those that believe your mother’s
claim has merit,” Rebecca said. “Not many, but enough of the Thraen
court to put my father’s rule in jeopardy. She is the daughter of
Bella Herlect and the direct Herlect line is nearly worshipped on
my station.”

“Interesting,” Alexis said then caught
himself. “But let us not talk of stupid politics while you are
recovering. Put all talk of claims behind us. You need your rest
and you need to recover so one day we can try again.”

“Oh, Alexis, I don’t think—”

“Hush, hush,” Alexis said. “You will get
better, I will find physicians that are infinitely more competent
than those boggy toads out there, and we will have children. Many,
many beautiful and wonderful children.”

“Alexis, I don’t know…” Rebecca whispered.
“Do not put that pressure on me.”

“No pressure, dear,” Alexis soothed. “No
pressure at all. It is fate that we produce heirs. Fate for Station
Aelon as well as Station Thraen.”

“Yes…you are right,” Rebecca mumbled. “I am
so tired, Alexis. Just lie here and hold me, please. Will you do
that?”

“Yes, my dear, I will,” Alexis said as he
crawled up next to her and took her in his arms, careful of her
condition.

 


* * *

 


“I shouldn’t be gone,” Alexis said as he sat
in the courtyard with his father, his eyes cast up to Station
Aelon’s shield. The light from Helios was bright, but Alexis knew
it would only be an hour or so before that light was gone and the
millions of stars shone down on them all. “I promised Rebecca not
to leave her side this time.”

“This was business that could not be
conducted over the communication system, Son,” Kel said, patting
Alexis on the knee. “If the conversation was intercepted then
Station Thraen would move against us in a heartbeat. The
announcement of your taking the crown must be handled with care. We
do not want Station Aelon to look weak for even a moment.”

“She’s serious then?” Alexis asked. “She no
longer wants the crown?”

“You know your mother,” Kel smiled. “She will
always want the crown, she can’t help that. But she no longer wants
the uncertainty of your reign weighing on her. She is getting on in
age, as am I, and we’d both like to live to see what you will do as
the Master of Station Aelon. That is not something any other
monarch has had the privilege of seeing, how their child rules
after them.”

“I still do not believe that the High
Guardian will accept this,” Alexis said. “And even if he does, the
other stations may balk at it. If they do not recognize me as the
rightful ruler of Station Aelon and its Primes then we will have no
standing when it comes to trade or diplomatic issues. We could end
up isolated and ignored, Father. This decision could undo
everything we have fought for over the years.”

Alexis watched as the manufactured clouds of
moisture worked their way across the sky. They were wispy, not like
the thick Vape clouds down on Helios. For a brief second, Alexis
felt like he was one of those wispy clouds, ephemeral,
manufactured, unreal.

“What about Natalie?” Alexis asked.

“What about her?” Kel replied.

“How do you think she will feel about this?
She will no longer be a minoress with a mistress for a mother, but
a minoress with a master for a brother,” Alexis said. “It will
change her position on the station. Not necessarily for the better.
With Mother still reigning, she was a legitimate heir, but now that
Rebecca’s health looks good, and I may have an heir of my own soon,
Helios willing, Nats will only be a royal relative, not the
possible heir.”

“I think your sister will be fine with it,”
Kel laughed. “I do not believe she has ever cared about the crown.
She loves to defend it, whether in combat or in argument, but being
the mistress is not her destiny.”

“How do you know?” Alexis asked. “There is no
way for you to know that.”

“It’s not about knowing, Son,” Kel sighed.
“It is about fate. You have to trust me on this. I have had more
than my fair share of dealings when it comes to fate. You cannot
overthink it. You cannot try to push it. What happens will happen
and there is nothing you can do to stop it.”

“Yes, I know,” Alexis said. “You and Mother
have been more than forthright when teaching us about fate.” He
sighed and stretched. “You really think Nats will be fine with
this?”

“I really do,” Kel replied. “She is having
fun with her bard. Clerke is good for her. He keeps her moving,
keeps her active. He worships her as I worship your mother. She
gets to see things in a way none of us get to. If she became
mistress she’d be locked to Station Aelon and its Primes. Her days
of wandering the System would be over. I think that would kill her.
Plus, I’ve always had a feeling her fate would be out there, not
here. She has a destiny off this station.”

“But my destiny is on it,” Alexis said, then
laughed. “Yet, as always, we forget Richard.” He looked about the
courtyard, as if the minor would suddenly appear. “Where is my
little brother?”

“That is always the question,” Kel said and
Alexis picked up on his tone instantly.

“What? Is something wrong with Richard that I
don’t know about?” Alexis asked.

“Wrong? No, not so much wrong as,
well...off,” Kel answered. “The day the twins were murdered placed
a black spot on his soul.”

“It placed a black spot on all of our souls,”
Alexis said. “Black enough for me to wear armor to match.”

“But you had that outlet, as did your
sister,” Kel said. “You dealt with your demons on the battlefield.
Richard did not have that chance. As the third heir he was required
to stay here on the station. He had to be safe, in case you or your
sister fell in the war.”

“He ruled as regent well, didn’t he?” Alexis
asked. “I did not hear of any issues with him and the meeting of
stewards nor the meeting of passengers. The Lower Decks didn’t try
for another uprising and the station remained stable.”

“That was more your grandmother’s doing, I
think,” Kel said. “Bella steered him in the right directions. With
her gone, and your mother and me looking to move down onto the
primes, I fear that, when the time comes for him to be regent
again, he will not be as effective.”

“Why? What could be so off with my brother to
make you say that?” Alexis asked.

Kel looked about and double-checked they were
not being observed.

“Your brother...talks to those that are not
there,” Kel said.

Alexis stared at his father for a second then
burst out laughing. “Is that all? Mother has been talking to her
dead father for as long as I have been alive. Even longer from the
stories. I even spoke with the late master a few times myself when
I was little. I can remember those conversations clear as the
portal through the Vape clouds above the The Way Prime.”

“Yes, I know,” Kel said. “But Richard is
different. He does not act like your mother would, nor as you did
when you were little. There was a strength, a confidence that you
two had, and your mother still has, when speaking to whatever you
were speaking to. Richard has none of that strength.”

“He’s always been...delicate,” Alexis
said.

“No, it’s not that,” Kel said, shaking his
head. “The few times I’ve walked in on him talking to no one, it’s
as if he wasn’t himself. He’d turn and look at me and there was
nothing in his eyes. It would take him a moment to recognize who I
was. His eyes would be blank, A. Empty. If you ever see those eyes,
you will know what I mean.”

“Like battle-shocked veterans,” Alexis
replied. “Yes, I know that look.”

“No, you do not,” Kel said. “It isn’t like
that at all. His eyes were not the eyes of someone remembering past
horrors, but someone lost in a void. And they are not the eyes of
someone communing with fate. Have you ever stared into a Vape
storm, A? When the clouds swirl so fast and grow so dark that you
think a slice of deep space has landed on Helios?”

“I have seen that more than I like, Father,”
Alexis bristled. “I am the minor of the primes.”

“Yes, well, sorry about that,” Kel nodded.
“But that is what I am talking about. He has the depth of
destruction in those eyes, but no comprehension to go with it.”

“Helios,” Alexis said. “I had no idea it had
gotten so bad.”

“No reason you should. Like you said, you are
the Minor of the Primes,” Kel said. “But if you are to be Master of
Station Aelon and its Primes then you will need to know who you can
trust. I am not sure your brother can be trusted.”

“And Mother? What does she think?” Alexis
asked.

“We are of the same mind on this, but she
refuses to openly admit it,” Kel said. “Richard is her baby boy. He
is mine as well, but there is a blindness with mothers when it
comes to their sons.”

“Is there now?” Alexis smiled.

“There is,” Kel said. “Luckily, you have
nothing she can be blind about.”

“Oh, I don’t know, Father,” Alexis said. “We
all have our secrets and our troubles that know one knows about but
ourselves.”

 


* * *

 


The cathedral of Castle Aelon went silent as
the last of the six bells rang out and the coronation of Master
Alexis the Fourth of Station Aelon and its Primes was completed.
High Guardian Victor the Eighth stood before the assembled royals,
nobles, and persons of power and wealth, and raised his staff. The
staff itself was made of intricately woven breen stalks, so tightly
put together that it rivaled some of the strongest metals. It was a
true work of art and he lifted it into the air, then brought it
down six times onto the dais. Due to his advanced age, he struggled
to raise it as high as was expected, but those assembled pretended
not to notice the lack of force when the tip struck stone.

“Let it be known that Station Aelon and its
Primes has a new master!” Victor announced. “Let all acknowledge
Helios’s will! Let all acknowledge Helios’s wish! Let all
acknowledge Master Alexis!”

“Master Alexis!” everyone echoed.

The High Guardian leaned in close to Alexis
and whispered in his ear, “It is all yours now, boy. Be careful
what you do with it. Your mistakes will be multiplied a
million-fold as master.”

“Yes, thank you, High Guardian,” Alexis
replied out of the corner of his mouth. “Those are wise and welcome
words.”

“You say that now,” Victor smirked. “See how
welcome they are if you even live a year.”

Alexis had to restrain himself from whirling
on the pontiff. The man’s words were too close to a threat to be
coincidence.

Holding his head high, Alexis stepped down
from the dais and over to where Rebecca sat in the first row,
waiting for her husband to fetch her.

“Mistress Rebecca,” Alexis smiled at his
wife.

“Master Alexis,” Rebecca smiled back. Two of
her attendants rushed to her side and helped her stand up as her
belly was so swollen with child that she threatened to topple over
with just a slight breeze.

“I can take it from here,” Alexis said to the
attendants. “I promise not to let her fall.”

The two women looked to their mistress and
Rebecca nodded. They hurried off, headed for the great hall to
prepare the mistress’s seat at the head of what would become an
almost endless receiving line of well wishers, both true and
feigned.

“How are my wife and heir feeling today?”
Alexis asked as the two royals walked down the center of the
cathedral, nodding and smiling as those gathered stood and
applauded. “I hope you are well.”

“I am,” Rebecca replied. “And your heir is
doing fine, too. In fact, the little one just punched me in the
ribs so hard I thought I would pass out from the pain. I feel he is
a fighter, just like his father.”

“I am not so much a fighter as just really
good at war,” Alexis said. “Now, my sister, she is a fighter. Born
ready for battle, just like my mother. It is the Teirmont women you
truly have to watch out for.”

“However you name it, it is foreign to me,
Alexis,” Rebecca said. “I could no more go to war than I could
breathe Vape.”

“I don’t know about that,” Alexis smiled.
“You have a lot more fight in you than you think.”

Rebecca winced and stumbled slightly, but
Alexis held her firm and kept her from tripping.

“Are you alright?” he asked, not even trying
to hide the worry in his voice.

“Fine, dear husband,” Rebecca sighed. “Just
tired from all of this. I’m so very tired, Alexis.”

“It will all be over soon, my dear,” Alexis
said as they finally reached the doors of the cathedral and were
led into the hall by the Order of Jex. “Then you will be able to
rest as long as you’d like.”

 


* * *

 


The bedchamber was dark as night with all the
shades pulled tight from the dreary light of Aelon Prime.
Attendants had tried to come in and light lamps or burn candles,
but Alexis had sent them running in fear as he roared at them from
his bed.

His stillborn daughter’s corpse had been
taken from the room by his father, but a day had passed before
Alexis would let anyone touch his deceased wife. She had lasted
through the first night, her will all that held her soul in her
body. Alexis had whispered to her the entire time, telling her all
the secrets he hadn’t told her before, confiding in her all his
deep seated fears that no one knew but him. He’d gone on and on,
unburdening himself while she slowly, pitifully slipped from
life.

Then that last breath left her and he knew
all he held was quickly cooling flesh and still bones. Rebecca had
not been a wife of his choosing, but she had surprised him as being
a match he could only have hoped for. She was cautious while he was
easily emotional. He could see the beauty and promise of the
primes, while she saw only the strength of the stations. She knew
which nobles to keep close and which to keep at arms length, and he
knew who was plotting and who was scheming.

They complimented each other in ways neither
expected from the arranged marriage. Alexis was almost willing to
say fate had a hand.

But as he sat there, three days having passed
since he traded a wife and child for a crown, which was how he saw
it, Alexis couldn’t help but wonder if his parents weren’t
completely wrong when it came to fate. He wondered if it wasn’t
fate that guided them all, but fate that listened closely to their
needs and changed course to fit their wills.

At that moment, still in the blood soaked
sheets his wife had died in while giving birth to their already
dead daughter, Alexis found himself believing not that fate was an
outside entity, but perhaps dwelled inside him the whole time. He
firmly believed that fate was as much a part of him as his hand or
leg or ear. All he had to do was learn to flex it and it would
respond like the fists he held clenched in his lap.

“Do you really think that, boy?” the voice
asked from the corner of the room. “Do you really think you are
fate? That you are so mighty and powerful you can control all of
destiny?”

“Go away, old man,” Alexis said. “You are not
my vision. You belong to my mother. You belong to my brother.”

“Your brother? Richard?” the voice laughed.
“That man wouldn’t know me if I sat on his face with my trousers
down and forced my privates up his nose.”

“I could do without the vulgarity, if you
please,” Alexis responded.

“Life is vulgar, boy!” the voice shouted,
making Alexis jump. “Don’t you get it? Life is supposed to be messy
with blood and shit, piss and cum. There is evil and desire,
jealousy and anger. Life is filled with sins and vices so that when
we meet Helios after we die, we will appreciate the beauty of the
afterlife. Without vulgarity, there is no peace.”

“Shaowshit,” Alexis spat. “You are only my
mind trying to drive me mad. But I have news for you, old man, I am
already mad.”

“Yes, but are you angry?” the voice
laughed.

“What does that even mean?” Alexis sighed,
leaning his head back into the piles of soiled pillows at his back.
“I most certainly am angry. I am angry at Helios for allowing my
wife and child to die. I am angry that I now have the crown of
Station Aelon, but no one to share it with. I am angry that my
reign will be marked by death and failure. I am angry that—”

“Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah,” the voice
mocked. “That’s not anger, that’s self-pity. No, boy, I am talking
about true anger. I am talking about the fire of the Teirmonts that
smolders deep in your soul. That’s the anger I mean. Not this boo
hoo hoo crap that you are whining about.”

“Whining? My wife and child are dead, you
imaginary fuck!” Alexis roared. “Leave me alone!”

“That,” the voice said. “That is what I mean.
Use that. Harness that. Direct that.”

Alexis sat there for a second, silent as the
last few words played about in his mind.

“Direct it at what?” Alexis finally asked. He
waited, but there was no answer. “Have you left, old man?”

“No, I am still here, I’m afraid,” the voice
replied. “I fear I will always be here, never to know peace, always
to be tethered to this monarchy like a dingleberry on a shoaw’s
ass.”

“Cute,” Alexis said. “So, if you are to
always be here then answer my question. Direct my anger at
what?”

“Oh, I think you know the answer to that,
boy,” the Vocie replied.

“Stop calling me boy,” Alexis snapped. “I am
thirty-three years old and Master of Station Aelon and its
Primes.”

“Is that all?” the voice asked. “Just the one
station?”

“Yes, of course,” Alexis said. “But I have
two primes, which no other master has ever had.”

“Yes, but what is a prime without its
station?” the voice asked. “It is nothing, I say. It is a piece of
land that sits in limbo. It is a lonely continent adrift without
direction. A prime without a station is not a prime at all.”

Alexis thought that through and something
deep inside him began to grow and burn, like a slow moving
fire.

“Are you saying I should take Station
Thraen?” Alexis asked.

“I am saying that a man fights for what is
his, no matter the cost,” the voice replied. “You can no longer
fight for your wife and child, but you can fight for what is yours
by birthright. If that is Station Thraen then so be it.”

“It would be madness,” Alexis said. “No
master has ever tried to take another station, let alone kept it
and ruled over it while still ruler of another. The logistics alone
are insurmountable.”

“And the glory is immeasurable,” the voice
responded. “Such a fine line between insurmountable and
immeasurable, don’t you think?”

“That makes no sense,” Alexis said.

“No, I suppose it does not,” the voice
laughed. “But that’s part of my privilege of being a dead man
talking. I can make as little sense as I want. Your privilege is
you get to sort through my sense and see what rings true.”

The voice moved from the shadows of the room
and Alexis drew back as he stared at the apparition of his dead
ancestor. But it was not the ancestor he expected.

“So, tell me, Master Alexis,” the ghost of
Master Alexis the First, known as Longshanks in life, said. “What
rings true to you? That your destiny is to sit in this dark room in
the filth of your dead wife? Or to pick yourself up and do what
Teirmonts are born to do and go kill every last one of those
motherfucking Thraens before they decide they want to kill you?
Because that is what I think you should do. Kill them. Kill them
all!”


Act II—The
Dark Master

 


“The Dark Master rose from grief and pain. It was a
state of mind many monarchs had dealt with, but only Alexis the
Fourth acted upon it, changing the System forever.”

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

 


“To touch another’s heart is to touch Helios. To
break another’s heart is to break Helios. To ignore one’s own heart
is to ignore Helios.”

—Book of Times 43:11, The Ledger

 


“I fear I have lost my brother. I fear I have lost
myself. I fear everything that is about to happen. Ah, fuck this
self-pity shoawshit, let’s kill some Thraens!”

—From the Lost Journals of Natalie Teirmont,
Minoress of Station Aelon and its Primes


Chapter Four

 


 The
shuttle, a perfect cylinder four hundred yards long by one hundred
yards wide, moved quickly through space, propelled by Vape jets. It
approached the station, its pilot hailing the landing dock,
readying the airlock crew for what should have been a routine
boarding.

But the passengers aboard the shuttle were
far from routine.

 


* * *

 


“This is cutting it way too close, A,”
Natalie said, seated next to her brother in the cargo bay of their
shuttle. She glanced around at the four hundred longslingers that
were packed into the bay with them. “In order for this to work, all
shuttles will have to dock at the same time.”

“And they will,” Alexis said, his hands
gripped around his own longsling like it was a life preserver and
the only thing to keep him from drowning. “We have coordinated this
to the millisecond, Nats. The Order know their jobs. They
understand that timing is the key to success. They’ll have their
shuttles dock precisely when ours do.”

“And the Thraens won’t think it’s funny that
five shuttles are all coming in to dock at the same time?” Natalie
asked, knowing the answer but refusing to let her brother off the
hook.

“It’s the biggest time of year for trade,”
Alexis said. “It’s funny, but not unheard of. Having five shuttles
come in at once will keep the docks from communicating with each
other. They’ll all be too busy doing their jobs to even think twice
about the other docks’ jobs. It’ll work.”

 


* * *

 


The station rotated slowly and the pilot set
the Vape thrusters on the side of the shuttle to synchronize with
the same rotation speed as the station. In seconds, the shuttle was
no longer moving only forward, but in a slow spiral that would take
it straight into the open dock port. The dock crew hailed the
shuttle’s pilot, giving him reassurances that his trajectory was on
point. They also asked for docking control, but the pilot balked
and refused to give up his helm to the dock crew.

Tense words were spoken, but the dock crew
relented in the end, letting the shuttle pilot keep control of his
ship’s approach.

 


* * *

 


“I don’t like that we can’t com with the rest
of the Order,” Natalie said. “One second off and we won’t
know.”

“No coms,” Alexis said. “Helios, Nats, we’ve
been over this! If the station even catches a hint of
communications that are not standard from a trade shuttle, then
they’ll lock those docks down faster than a cutter gets swallowed
in a Vape storm.”

“If one of us docks too early, and they
figure out the ruse, then the rest of our shuttles will be blasted
out of space by Vape cannons,” Natalie said.

“Like Thraens can shoot straight,” one of the
longslingers laughed. “They probably miss and blow up Helios.”

The rest of the longslingers laughed hard at
the joke then stopped quickly as they received a hard glare from
Natalie.

“My apologies, minoress,” the longslinger
said.

“No apology needed, ‘slinger,” Alexis
responded, cutting his sister off before she could lay into the
man. “My sister could do with some humor right now.”

“You could do with some reality, A,” Natalie
muttered.

 


* * *

 


The dock was a wide hole, just barely large
enough to encompass the shuttle as it carefully made its way inside
the station. Despite the boring routine of the back and forth
flights from one station to another, shuttle pilots were not a
breed of men and women who caved under pressure. As everyone knew,
no matter how many successful flights a pilot had, it only took one
botched docking to end it all.

The pilot concentrated on the dock opening,
listening to readings called out by his copilot and navigator. He
adjusted slightly when needed, then let the shuttle coast inside
the station. Once it was inside, the dock doors closed behind it
and the pilot double checked that the locking mechanism was set to
receive the grapplers and airlock that slowly extended towards the
ship.

“Docking complete,” the pilot said. “Please
let our passengers know that they can disembark in just a couple of
minutes.”

 


* * *

 


“Everyone up!” Natalie yelled as she unhooked
her travel harness from the side of the cargo bay. She let the
straps and clips fall to the floor and, if her shouting hadn’t
gotten the longslingers’ attention, then the clatter of metal did.
“You all know the drill! I will go in first with Master Alexis! It
will confuse the holy fuck out of the dock crew and station guards.
By the time they figure out they are under attack, then it will be
too late! You do not use your coms until we have all exited the
shuttle and made it through the last of the airlocks! Once we have
done that, then we will have open com and the mission is a full go!
Am I understood?”

“Yes, minoress!” the longslingers
shouted.

“Good speech, Nats,” Baise said as he stood
up and double checked his longsling.

“Yeah, Nats, you really put the fear of
Helios into them,” Lang smirked.

“I think I need to go pee pee,” Jay said.

Natalie looked at Buck and raised her
eyebrows. “Got something to add to these smartasses’
shaowshit?”

“Nope,” Buck smiled as he put his longsling
to his shoulder and eyed down the barrel to the sight. “Saving my
energy for killing Thraens.”

“Feel good to have your team back?” Alexis
smiled at his sister.

“Only reason I agreed to do this shit,”
Natalie said.

“Right, because you didn’t miss combat at all
while you were traipsing across the System with your bard boy,”
Alexis replied.

“Oh, she missed us,” Lang laughed. “She
missed us hard.”

“Ain’t no bard gonna replace the feel of
putting a particle barb up the ass of some idiot Thraen,” Jay
said.

“That’s a little graphic, don’t you think?”
Baise responded.

“These gilly slits are about to find out what
graphic really is,” Buck said. He nodded to the master and
minoress. “After you, my liege and lady.”

“You solid, Nats?” Alexis asked.

“Like a motherfucking asteroid,” Natalie
replied. “Let’s fuck some shit up.”

 


* * *

 


The airlock doors opened and the royals
stepped onto the station proper.

“What’s this?” Master Lionel asked as he saw
Minor Richard standing before him. He looked about the airlock
hallway and frowned. “Are you to be my reception?”

“Where is Master Alexis?” Minor George asked,
looking around his father’s shoulder at Richard and the royal
guards behind the man. “Where are any of the nobles?”

“This is not how you treat Thraens,” Minoress
Georgia snapped. “This slight will not be tolerated.”

“I have to apologize for my brother’s
absence,” Richard said, his voice wavering slightly. He swallowed
hard, then cleared his throat before continuing. “Alexis’s grief is
still almost too much for him to bear. He was afraid that if he saw
the minoress here, she would remind him of his late wife. He did
not want his greeting to become an emotional breakdown. I hope you
understand.”

“Remind him of his late wife?” George barked.
“My sister looks nothing like our Rebecca. They are of two
different molds completely.”

“Yes, well, uh, there are similarities enough
to make it painful,” Richard replied. “Again, my most humble
apolo—”

“Oh, shut up, you minor worm of a royal,”
George said. “Just show us to our quarters so we may freshen up
before the reception.” He chuckled and turned to his sister. “Oh,
did you hear that? I called him a minor worm when he is actually a
minor. How clever of me.”

“Yes, Brother, how very clever,” Georgia
laughed, then let the mirth fall from her face as she turned a
withering glare onto Richard. “Well? Did you not hear my brother?
Show us to our quarters, worm!”

“Yes, minoress, of course,” Richard said and
bowed low.

Master Lionel smacked the minor on the top of
the head. Several of the Aelish royal guards took steps forward at
the physical slight, but Richard held out his hand to stop
them.

“Our cousin was only playing,” Richard said
as he straightened and tugged at his doublet. “Isn’t that so,
Master Lionel?”

“If by playing you mean giving you a whack to
hurry your incompetent ass, then yes,” Lionel replied. “Now,
please, let us move along. I am here to attend my late daughter’s
funeral service, not stand in an airlock hallway until I die of old
age.”

“Right this way, master,” Richard said as he
turned and led the Thraenish royals down the hallway. “We have the
perfect accommodations for you.”

 


* * *

 


“Manifest papers,” the Thraen guard said as
Alexis and Natalie stepped into the shuttle dock’s airlock. The man
didn’t even look up at the royals, keeping his head down, studying
a tablet that showed what cargo the shuttle was supposed to hold.
“Come on, hurry it up.”

“I believe we do not have papers,” Alexis
said.

The guard looked up and his eyes went wide as
recognition seeped into his brain. “Master Alexis?”

“Yes,” Alexis nodded. “I’m surprised Master
Lionel is not here to greet me.”

“Uh, Master Lionel?” the guard asked.

“Yes, your lord and liege. You have heard of
him?” Alexis said.

“Of course, but he is with the minor and
minoress on their way to Station Aelon,” the guard said. “For your
wife’s funeral, my lord.”

“Station Aelon? No, the funeral was to be
here!” Alexis barked and pointed back at the shuttle airlock. “I
have my wife’s body with me right now!”

The guard just stood there.

“Have you nothing to say, man?” Alexis
yelled. “Speak up or I will slit your—”

“Alexis, brother, calm yourself,” Natalie
said as she moved forward and put her hand on the guard’s shoulder.
“Take us into the control room so we may use the com there. We’ll
have to get this straightened out immediately.”

“Right, yes, of course, this way,” the guard
said. He turned and led the two royals into the dock’s control room
and pointed at a console at the far end of the room. “You can uses
that com there.”

“Perfect,” Natalie said. Alexis turned and
left the control room quickly. “Now, where is he getting off
to?”

The guard and the control room crew all
stared at the minoress as she stood there with her hands on her
hips and a sly smile on her face.

“Hey, why are you wearing battle armor?” one
of the control crew asked.

Realization dawned on the guard’s face just
as Alexis stepped back into the control room, his longsling at his
shoulder. The weapon barked several times quickly and the control
crew, as well as the guard, were vaporized almost instantly.

“Where’s mine?” Natalie asked.

Alexis reached out of the room’s door and
grabbed the longsling he had set against the wall. He tossed the
weapon to Natalie then hurried over to the control consoles and
picked up a set of earphones. He listened closely then smiled.

“All the other shuttles have docked,” Alexis
said. “The control rooms are going off line one by one as we
speak.”

“Then let’s do less speaking and more
killing,” Natalie said. She put her fingers to her mouth and let
loose with a high pitched whistle. “Team! On me!”

Alexis and Natalie stepped back out of the
control room and smiled as their men began to pour from the shuttle
airlock.

“Lead the way, Master Alexis of Station
Aelon,” Natalie said. “Soon to be Master Alexis of Station Thraen
as well.”

 


* * *

 


“The royal guest quarters are down that hall
there, not this hall,” Lionel snapped at Richard. “I have been on
this station enough, and in Castle Quent more times than I’d like,
to know which way to go, you little toad.”

“I really wouldn’t keep insulting me,”
Richard said. “I am a minor of Station Aelon and its primes.”

“You are a minor minor and I will always be
closer to Helios than you,” Lionel growled. They all stopped at a
set of doors and the master frowned. “What is this? Where are
we?”

“My brother has done some renovations to the
castle,” Richard said as he unlocked the doors and threw them wide
to reveal a set of stairs that wound up into the dark. “We call
this the Third Spire.”

“The Third Spire?” George laughed. “Why would
your brother renovate your royal prison?”

“To make it harder for prisoners to get out
and harder for soldiers to get in,” Richard said.

The Aelish Royal Guard all drew their long
blades. The Thraenish royal guards were too slow to react and had
their throats slit, bellies gutted, and limbs hacked off before
they could utter a word of warning.

Richard had his own blade drawn and he
pointed it at Lionel. “Master? Would you like to see your room now?
I trust you can climb these steps on your own? Or should I have my
men pick you up and carry you to your new home?”

“How dare you!” George shouted and started
towards Richard, but Lionel held his hand out and stopped his son.
“Father? We cannot stand for this! The little whelp has obviously
lost his mind! This must be a coup!”

“It is not a coup,” Lionel said, a disgusted
sneer on his face. “Richard is not overthrowing his brother. No, we
are the ones being overthrown.”

“Father? What are you talking about?” Georgia
asked. “They cannot overthrow us. We are Thraens and this is
Station Aelon!”

“Yes, Daughter, I know what I am and where I
am,” Lionel said. “I also know where Master Alexis is at this
moment.” He took one step towards Richard and a dozen long blades
were instantly pointed at his chest. Lionel held his hands up, but
kept his eyes on the minor. “Your brother is not on Station Aelon,
is he?”

“No, he is not,” Richard smiled.

“And I am guessing that neither is your
sister. Am I right there as well?” Lionel asked.

“You are right there as well,” Richard
said.

“When did they dock with Station Thraen?”
Lionel asked.

“If it all timed our correctly they would
have docked there the same time you docked here,” Richard said.
“Timing was crucial.”

“Yes, I suppose it would have to be,” Lionel
sighed then nodded in the direction of the stairs. “George?
Georgia? Follow the minor to our new home.”

“Father!” the twins shrieked.

“Do it now!” Lionel roared. “Unless
you want our intestines strapped to weights and ejected from the
airlocks of this station!”

“Oh, that form of execution was banned from
Aelon years ago,” Richard said.

“I was not talking about you doing it, fool.
I was talking about me doing it,” Lionel said. “I abhor children
who talk back to their elders. You would be wise to keep that in
mind.”

“I shall, Master Lionel,” Richard said and
bowed low. He straightened and licked his lips. “Now, follow me,
please. You’ll be pleasantly surprised with the upgrades to the
cells. My brother is not without his kindnesses.”

 


* * *

 


“Slaughter all that refuse to comply!” Alexis
yelled back to his men as he and Natalie stepped from the lift and
out onto the Surface of station Thraen. They found themselves right
in the main market area of the Thraen court and were met with
nothing but disbelief. Thraenish nobles and stewards, vendors and
servants, stared in horror as four dozen longslingers poured from
the cargo lift and out into the sunlight that filtered in through
the station’s shield.

“People of Station Thraen!” Alexis shouted
into the stunned silence. “I am Master Alexis Teirmont of Station
Aelon and its Primes! I have come to take my birthright and the
crown of Thraen! Those who do not fight, and step aside, will be
met with mercy and courtesy! Those that choose to fight will be
butchered here on the spot!”

No one said a word. The Thraens just gaped at
the impossible spectacle before them. Then someone coughed and
suddenly all were in motion, screaming, running, fleeing the
invaders who had appeared out of nowhere.

“Leave no guard or soldier alive!” Alexis
ordered as several Thraenish guards began to run at him and his
sister. “Then secure all lifts, skids, and buildings! I want the
court taken by sundown!”

Two more cargo lifts opened and dozens upon
dozens of Aelish longslingers hurried onto the Surface, their
longslings sending particle barbs into the oncoming soldiers and
guards. Thraenish flesh was torn asunder, obliterated before the
nobles’ and passengers’ eyes. The Thraens who were not trained in
combat, but patriotic enough to challenge the longslingers, met
with deaths just as awful as the Thraenish fighters who refused to
lay down their weapons and surrender.

“Steward Vast has called in and his men have
the eastern quadrant of the Surface under their control already,”
Natalie cried out to Alexis as she shot a guard point blank in the
face, turning his head into a barely perceivable mist. She grinned
and flipped her longsling about, slammed the butt into another
guard’s throat, whipped it over her head and brought it down on a
third’s skull, then put it back to her shoulder and shot a fourth
in mid-blade swing. “We’ll have the Surface from these cowards by
today, Brother!”

“Do not get overconfident!” Alexis warned as
he dropped his empty longsling, pulled his long blade, and slashed
his way through two market stalls, cutting down Thraenish guards
with a fury that caused more than a couple to drop their blades,
turn tail, and run. “They may be cowards, but cowards can be very
dangerous!”

“Down!” Buck yelled and Alexis responded with
a diving roll as the man fired over his head into a throng of
Thraen guards coming at them from the left. “Clear!”

Alexis jumped up and nodded to the warrior.
“Excellent work, Buck. I’ll have to give you a medal for that.”

“I don’t need a medal,” Buck said. “but you
could clear my bar tabs down in the Middle Decks when we get home.
That would be appreciated.”

“A medal would be easier,” Alexis said as he
sheathed his long blade and took the newly loaded longsling that
was tossed to him. “A medal doesn’t involve accountants.”

“Breen counters, man,” Buck laughed. “They
always get in the way of fun.”

“Learn to manage your funds better,” Alexis
said, taking aim as a wave of new soldiers entered the marketplace.
He fired until empty again, dropping two thirds of the new
attackers.

“I never expected to live long enough to need
to manage my funds,” Buck said. “No soldier ever does.”

Buck opened fire as Alexis reloaded his own
longsling then, once Buck was empty, Alexis started firing,
allowing Buck to reload. Natalie, Jay, Baise, and Lang joined them
and they took turns reloading and the firing, as they pushed
forward through the marketplace and into the castle itself.

“What the Helios is the name of this castle?”
Jay asked as they stepped into the main atrium and entryway.

The warriors and royals looked at each other
then all shrugged.

“Helios, I have no clue,” Natalie said. “I
don’t think I have ever been told.”

“Wait, I know it,” Alexis said. “Rebecca
talked about it all the time. It’s Castle Herlect. They name their
castles after themselves on this station.”

“Is Master Lionel a Herlect?” Lang asked. “I
though he was such a distant cousin that he no longer had that
name.”

“He took the name when he took the crown,”
Baise said. “Helios, pay attention. This is basic stuff.”

They moved through the main entryway and came
to two wide passageways. The sounds of battle drifted in to them
from outside, but as for the castle itself they could have heard a
pin drop.

“Did they all flee?” Lang asked.

“Not likely,” Buck said.

“Steward Maglion has reported success in his
quadrant,” Natalie reported. “And now Steward Fleurtine has also.
The Order are doing their jobs brilliantly.”

“Not bad for a bunch of old fighters,” Buck
said.

The sound of their boots echoed through the
passageway as they decided to go left, half of them turning and
covering their backs. A door slammed from somewhere far in the
castle, but there was no other sound to be heard.

“You don’t think they have the castle rigged
to blow, do you?” Baise asked.

“They don’t have the courage to do that,”
Alexis said.

Two doors opened in front of them and
soldiers rushed out with blades drawn. Alexis was shoved out of the
way by Baise as a blade came at his head. The warrior countered the
attack by blocking the blade with his longsling, pulling a short
blade from his belt, and slicing through the soldier’s polybreen
armor, sending steaming intestines spilling out into the
passageway.

“You alright, sire?” Baise asked.

“Fine, Baise,” Alexis said. “Down!”

Baise had barely lowered his head before
Alexis fired, the particle barb flying just over the warrior’s
right shoulder and into the chest of an attacking Thraen. The man
screamed for half a second before his lungs were atomized, leaving
him standing their with his mouth open until the particle barb
finished its work and the rest of the man was torn apart, molecule
by molecule.

“Thanks,” Baise said.

“It’s my job,” Alexis said. “We are all equal
in battle.”

More Thraens came at the group, but they were
taken apart easily as the warriors and royals worked seamlessly. It
would have taken a finely tuned troop of Thraenish soldiers to stop
the battle tested veterans of the prime war. And the men that came
at them were far from finely tuned.

More doors opened and more soldiers came at
the Aelons, but they all met the same fate. Blood and guts filled
the passageway, the smell of bodily fluids and spent particle barbs
almost overpowering.

“We need to get to the communications room,”
Alexis said as they pushed forward. “We take that and we can
control communications with and between all the decks. If we
isolate the Middle Decks then the next phase will be much
easier.”

“Ya think?” Natalie said as she yanked her
blade from the eye socket of a brave, but stupid, Thraen. “We all
know the plan, A. My team doesn’t forget details.”

“Just saying it out loud,” Alexis replied.
“This is the first time I’ve fought this closely with you and your
men. Usually I’m standing next to a few hundred longslingers.”

“You need to go back outside?” Buck grinned.
“They might need you out there.”

“Kiss my ass,” Alexis smirked. “I want to be
the first person that walks into this castle’s great hall. I expect
to plant my ass at the head of that hall and smile for days.”

“If you are planting your ass then how can I
kiss it?” Buck asked.

“Oh, I’ll make time for that, don’t worry,”
Alexis said. “Now, which way to the com room?”

“Two passages up and one over,” Natalie said.
“It’ll be heavily guarded by now, though. We’ll have to go in hot
and fast and never let up.”

“Because we were going to just going walk up
to them and ask nicely?” Lang said. “Now it’s you that’s forgetting
we know how to do our jobs.”

“Zip it, craphole,” Natalie said. “Let’s
move.”

 


* * *

 


“My lord?” an attendant said stepping to
Richard as the regent sat at the head of the long table in Castle
Quent’s great hall. “Word is reaching us that Master Alexis and
Minoress Natalie have secured Castle Herlect on Station Thraen.
They are coordinating across the Surface with the Order of Jex to
push the campaign below into the Middle Decks.”

“Thank you,” Richard smiled. “Please keep me
informed when they begin the fight for those decks.”

“Yes, my lord.” The attendant bowed then
turned crisply and left the great hall.

“Gentlemen,” Richard smiled, looking down the
table at the hastily assembled meeting of stewards. “My brother and
sister are accomplishing what many here never believed would be
possible. In days, if not perhaps hours, Station Thraen will be
under Aelish control, as it should be by birthright.”

“Many of us are not pleased the meeting was
not informed of this action,” a steward called out as he stood from
his seat halfway down the table. “The crown is required to get the
meeting’s approval for all military campaigns. A vote was not taken
to fund this endeavor and I fear that if one were to be called for
now, Master Alexis would find himself in arrears when it comes time
to pay his precious longslingers.”

“My brother has already thought of that,
Steward Neem,” Richard replied. “All longslingers, as well as my
sister’s team, have volunteered. If the meeting sees fit to award
them bonuses for their heroics when they return, then I am sure
that would be appreciated. But most of the men expect to profit
from the spoils of Station Thraen, so even your withholding of
possible bonuses does not bother them.”

“The High Guardian will not stand for this!”
another steward cried as he stood and pounded his fist on the
table. “The Way will punish Station Aelon and restrict our access
to Helios and the primes! How will we get our breen shipments out
to the other stations? Or utilize our Vape holdings?”

“You have answered your own question, Steward
Oweyn,” Richard said. “The Vape.”

Steward Oweyn waited, but when Richard did
not elaborate he looked about at his colleagues. “Did I miss
something? That is not an answer, Minor Richard.”

“You will refer to me as Regent Richard,”
Richard replied. “And if you use your brain, steward, then you will
see the answer is before you. We control the Vape mines of Thraen
Prime. If The Way wants Vape at prices that will not bankrupt them
then they will stay neutral in this conflict. After all, my brother
is the great grandson of Master Paul the Fourth of Station Thraen.
His blood, the same blood that flows through my veins, is directly
tied to the Thraenish crown. More so than the impostor Master
Lionel.”

“None of us dispute the claim, Richard,”
Steward Neem said then cleared his throat. “Forgive me, I mean
Regent Richard. None of us dispute that claim, but Master
Alexis is required to inform us if he takes this type of action
against another station.”

“And what are we to do with Master Lionel and
his heirs?” Steward Kispee asked, adding his voice to the outrage.
“Are they to be prisoners here indefinitely?”

“Of course not,” Richard laughed. “They will
be set free once my brother feels they are not a threat to his
claim. The choice of freedom is in their hands, not in ours.”

“The choice is in our hands, my lord,”
Steward Kispee insisted. “Holding another master prisoner returns
us to a more primitive time that the System has fought hard to get
away from. It has been a thousand years since anything like this
has been done. We may be able to hold back The Way, but their
neutrality will make no difference if other stations protest and
refuse to conduct trade with us.”

Angry voices were raised by the other
stewards in agreement and Richard tried not to look rattled as the
mood of the meeting became close to mutinous.

“Gentlemen! Gentlemen!” Richard shouted.
“Please, calm yourselves! My brother will address all of your
concerns when he communicates with us! We must be patient until he
has taken Station Thraen! All will be well when that happens!”

No matter how loudly Richard called out,
control of the meeting was lost and he had to grip the armrests of
his chair to keep from bolting out of the great hall and fleeing to
his quarters.

 


* * *

 


“The Surface is secure, Your Highness,”
Steward Neggle said over the com. “Most of the estates gave up
without a fight when they saw the longslingers. Those that resisted
were put down easily. The forces on the Surface are negligible.
Taking the Middle Decks will not be so easy. That is were the bulk
of their military resides.”

“I am well aware of that, Neggle,” Alexis
replied, holding the earphones to his head tightly as skirmishes
still raged within the castle’s walls. “But keeping control of the
Surface is key. Many of the sector wardens and deck bosses, or
whatever they call them here on Station Thraen, will fall in line
when their stewards order them to. These are naturally self-serving
people, they’ll see the logic in complying to avoid the blade.”

“So we stand and hold for now?” Steward
Kinsmon asked from his quadrant of the station. “Just keep the
nobles in line?”

“Feed your men and rest,” Alexis said. “I
need to assess the situation from here before we plunge into the
depths of the station. Coming from the shuttle docks up was easy,
but going back down will be considerably more tricky, as Neggle has
voiced.”

“Can we appeal to their lowdeckers?” Steward
Vast asked. “Incentivize them to rise up and attack the Middle
Decks with us? We could offer them the same autonomy that our own
Lower Decks have.”

“No, that won’t work,” Alexis replied. “The
Thraens think as one. They are spineless, mindless people that will
roll over once they see their struggle will be hard and bloody.
These are a people that prefer to eat, drink, and fuck than to
conquer and rule. Let’s not put ideas in their heads.”

“Very well, sire,” Neggle said. “We will
hold, regroup, and rest up for the next phase.”

“Good,” Alexis said. “I will keep you
posted.”

 


* * *

 


“It has been six days since the strike!”
Steward Neem shouted as the meeting of stewards glared at the
regent seated before them. “We are already feeling the diplomatic,
and economic, repercussions from other stations. While the High
Guardian has not outright condemned the action, he has chosen
strategic, and hurtful, words in his few statements. Alexis must
take that station in the next few days or none of this will
matter!”

“My brother is more than capable of winning
this campaign,” Richard said, his skin pale and drawn. He looked
not to have slept for days, which he had not, and deep, dark bags
were under his eyes, making him look more like a ghoul than a
person.

“System opinion is against us!” Steward Oweyn
yelled. “The bloodlines of the royal families of the Six Stations
are so intertwined that several masters have stated they fear this
will lead to a Systemwide campaign by Master Alexis and not stop at
Station Thraen alone!”

“Are they saying that?” Richard asked,
shocked. “Really? That’s...that’s absurd! We Teirmonts have no
blood claim to any of the other stations. Alexis would not dream of
going after Klaerv or Flaen. We only fight for Thraen because we
are direct descendants of Master—”

“Master Paul the Fourth,” Steward Kispee
interrupted. “Yes, we are very aware of this, Regent. In fact, the
reason we are so very aware of this is because it is the only
justification you bring to the table. As far as I can tell, no one
here in this meeting has been given any economic, diplomatic,
political, or even spiritual reason to wage war against one of the
most powerful stations in the System. Logic would dictate at least
one, perhaps two, of those categories would be satisfied before we
committed ourselves to such an undertaking.”

“I have a spiritual reason,” Richard stated.
“Fate. It is the Teirmont fate to rule over Station Thraen!”

He gave the meeting a smug smile, but it
quickly vanished as he saw the looks of disgust and disdain aimed
at him.

“Fate?” Kispee asked. “Fate is how your
mother ruled, Regent. Everyone let her make that statement because
no matter what she said, her actions always brought results. She
was a successful monarch, with a proven record of triumph. She was
also a novelty and the entire station, not to mention the System,
was watching her closely to see how she would fail. But she did
not. Your brother, our Master Alexis, does not have the luxury of
that novelty to fall back on. He will be held to the same standards
as the male Teirmont rulers that came before him. Do you honestly
think he can live up to the legend of Longshanks?”

“I...I do,” Richard nodded.

“You do? Why would our Alexis be more like
Alexis the First than Alexis the Second?” Neem asked.

“Yes, why are we to think Master Alexis the
Fourth will not turn out like that sad flip of a ruler?” Oweyn
asked. “You speak of bloodlines and birthrights, but you forget
that the Teirmonts are not as pure and noble as you would like to
believe. There are flaws in those veins. As we can all see right
now.”

There were several laughs of derision aimed
at Richard, but he chose to ignore them and focus on the attendant
that was hurrying into the great hall.

“Here, see!” Richard announced as he was
handed a piece of paper. “It is from my brother! News of his…”

Richard trailed off as he read the note. He
tried to smile, but he could not keep up the facade.

More derisive laughs filled Station Aelon’s
great hall.

 


* * *

 


“They are holding steady by the rotational
drive!” Fleurtine shouted. “We cannot use our longslings in there
or we risk destroying the entire station! With us on it!”

“Then we go in with blades!” Natalie shouted
back, her eyes studying the narrow passageway that led into the
main rotational drive area. “These Thraens are weak of heart and
will fall easily!”

“Yes, but they are also desperate, Nats,”
Alexis said. “Desperate men do desperate things. While we would
like to keep the station intact they may not feel the same way. If
they are to die anyway then why not take us all out at the same
time? We have fought hard from the Surface, through the Middle
decks, and down to these Lower Decks. It may well be time to put
the blades aside and use words.”

“If we’d wanted to use words then we could
have done that from back on Aelon,” Natalie spat. “We came here to
kill Thraens and take what is ours.”

“We came here to assert our claim to our
birthright,” Alexis countered. “And there is no claim if there is
no station.”

“Then what do you propose?” Fleurtine asked.
“We’ve come too far to walk away. And that is what they want. They
want us to walk away and return their master to this station. All
will be for naught if we comply.”

“Maybe we should consider their demands,”
Alexis smiled. “Maybe they have the solution to holding this
station that we never thought of.”

“A? What are you proposing? That we give up?”
Natalie asked.

“Never,” Alexis said. “But if they want their
master back then I think that is exactly what they should
have.”

“You’ve lost your Helios damned mind,”
Natalie sighed.

 


* * *

 


“So he just sits there and negotiates while
our trade agreements shrivel up like unharvested breen?” Steward
Oweyn sneered, his eyes filled with venom and hatred for the regent
that sat hunched over at the end of the table. “First all Master
Alexis wants is war and now he proposes peace instead? This is not
what your mother would have done. At least when she committed to a
campaign she saw it all the way to the end.”

“And where is the former mistress?” Steward
Kispee asked. “Why has she not added her voice to this crisis?”

“Because she does not feel it is a crisis,”
Richard said. “She has all the faith in the System in her son. She
is letting the Master of Station Aelon conduct his rule with all
the power and privilege that Helios has bestowed upon the monarchy.
She will not intervene, even with words of support, because it is
now my brother’s fate that steers this station, not hers.”

“So she is afraid he will fail and does not
want to be locked to the losing side then?” Steward Neem chuckled.
“She is hedging her bets. If Alexis fails, and dies, then minoress
Natalie takes the crown since no heir has been produced.”

“No living heir,” Kispee muttered.

“What was that?” Richard shouted, jumping
form his seat. He reached for his belt, but he had forgotten to
strap on his blade. Instead he adjusted his doublet and then
slammed his palm down on the table. “You dare desecrate the memory
of my stillborn niece! I should order you to be placed in the Third
Spire with Master Lionel and his children!”

“My apologies, Regent,” Kispee responded. “I
spoke out of turn and stepped over the line.”

“Your apologies will mean nothing if your
head is no longer attached to your body, steward,” Richard
spat.

“Now, hold on!” Steward Oweyn yelled as he
jumped to his feet. “You do not have the authority to order, or
threaten, the execution of any member of the meeting of
stewards!”

The majority of the table cheered in
agreement which spurred Oweyn on.

“You may be regent, appointed by your
brother, but a regent is only allowed to administrate, not
magistrate. You cannot conduct royal trials, which is what you
would have to do to authorize the execution of a steward. Be
careful what you say, Richard, or you will find it is you that is
on the end of the executioner’s blade!”

“How dare you!” Richard yelled. “Guards!
Seize this man for threatening a member of the royal family!”

The stewards all leapt to Oweyn’s defense
verbally, but none moved to protect the man when the royal guards
converged on the steward and took him in their grasp.

“Place him in the Third Spire!” Richard
yelled. “He will remain there until my brother returns!”

The meeting quickly quieted down as the
realization that Steward Oweyn was actually being dragged away from
the table hit them. They all saw themselves in the stunned
steward’s face and none wanted to meet his same fate. Not that many
of them believed in fate. They left that for the former
mistress.

“Now,” Richard smiled once Oweyn was gone
from the great hall. “I expect the rest of you to conduct
yourselves properly. Any more threats against Family Teirmont will
result in the same punishment. And while the Third Spire has been
refurbished, it hardly meets the standards of living you men are
used to in your quarters here at court.”

 


* * *

 


The room was nothing but tension and the ever
present threat of instant violence as the two men stared across the
table at each other.

“You would return our master to us?” a thick
man asked, his eyes locked onto Alexis’s. “You would let our Lionel
come back to his place here on Thraen as if none of this had
happened?”

“No. Too much blood has been spilled for us
to ever forget this has happened,” Alexis replied, making sure his
eyes never left the thick man’s. “And I have no intention of
letting anyone ever forget. What I will do is I will let Master
Lionel return and oversee this station, administering as he sees
fit, but under my rule. He will swear fealty to Station Aelon, and
Family Teirmont, as the true claimants to the Thraenish crown. I
get my birthright and you get your master.”

“We get a cuckold,” the thick man said as he
leaned back.

Muscular and covered in scars from the heavy
and hard work of maintaining the rotational drive, Steffen Grove
had been appointed by the other Thraenish lowdeckers to speak for
them. He was more than rough around the edges, and possessed not an
ounce of diplomatic skill, but he was also unimpressed with the
royal that sat across from him. As far as he was concerned, he was
just dealing with another noble that wanted to take and take
without ever having to give.

“Your offer is worthless,” Grove said
finally. “You give us nothing. We might as well return the favor
and destroy the rotational drive, putting all of us Thraens out of
our misery.”

“Is that the route you want to take,
Steffen?” Alexis asked. “Suicide? Not only will you shame Station
Thraen for all of history, but you will damn the souls of every
living being on this station. You may defeat me, but you will
instill the wrath of Helios for all eternity. Is that what you feel
will be best for your fellow Thraens?”

“It would be better than giving in to Aelish
aggression,” Grove replied.

“What would get you to change your mind,
Steffen?” Alexis asked.

“A, we are wasting time,” Natalie said from
directly behind her brother. “He is not going to agree with
you.”

“Then I need to agree with him,” Alexis said.
“Tell me, Steffen Grove, what do I need to do to get you to approve
of my plan and bring your master home?”

“Die,” Grove chuckled, joined quickly by the
men that stood behind him. “Die horribly.”

“Very well,” Alexis said and stood. He slid
his long blade from its sheath and set it on the table. Slowly, he
pushed it across to Grove. “Then I die. But it must be your hand
that takes my life. Lift that blade and cut me down right here and
right now. Once you do that then the agreement will be in place and
signed by my spilt blood. Kill me here, kill me now, and you agree
to all of my terms. That is the deal you just proposed is it
not?”

Grove’s eyes went from the offered blade to
the master, back and forth, again and again.

“What is the catch?” Grove asked, his hand
easing towards the blade.

Natalie and the Order of Jex all reached for
their blades, but Alexis held his hands out.

“Stay yourselves,” he commanded. “I offer my
blade willingly.”

“No one offers to die willingly,” Grove said.
“There is a catch.”

“No one offers their lives willingly?” Alexis
asked. “But didn’t you just say only moments ago, that you would
destroy this station to keep me from taking it? Are you not
offering to die willingly? Or is it perhaps the hundreds of
thousands of Thraenish lives you will murder with your decision
that are the ones that are not going to die willingly? Is that what
you mean with your statement?”

Alexis looked at the men who stood behind
Grove.

“Are you all offering to die willingly? Are
your wives? Your mothers, sisters, brothers? Are your children all
offering to die willingly? Does this man who sits here speak for
every single soul on this station? When he picks up that blade and
cuts me down, can all of you say that Station Thraen is of one mind
and prepared to commit suicide and be judged by Helios? If so, then
I applaud your courage.”

Grove jumped up and grabbed the blade. He
started to strike, but stopped in mid-thrust. His mouth opened to
speak, but only blood came trickling out. The blade fell from his
hand as he collapsed to the table then slid to the floor, a short
blade imbedded in his back.

“He does not speak for all of us,” a thin man
said as he stepped forward, shoved Grove’s corpse out of the way,
and took the empty seat at the table. “I am Xander Grove. Steffen
was my nephew. I do not kill him lightly, Master Alexis, so the
next words out of your mouth had better be to the benefit of this
station and all Thraens.”

Alexis nodded to the man and took his seat.
“I believe they will be, Mr. Grove,” Alexis replied.

 


* * *

 


“Is that so?” Master Lionel asked as he
listened to the voice complain from the cell across the staircase
from his. “The master did not seek the approval of his nobles for
this campaign? How rude of him. That is a mistake I would never
make.”

“Yes, well, the Teirmonts have not been known
for listening to others,” Steward Oweyn’s voice echoed. “Their
blood is nothing but fire and violence. They have never had the
coolness of reason that is required for true leadership. Not like
you, my lord.”

“Oh, you flatter me, steward,” Lionel
replied, rolling his eyes with disdain. “If only this station was
run by someone such as you. Your temperament would be of
considerable benefit to the people of Station Aelon. If it was my
decision, I’d remove every last Teirmont and give you and your
lineage the crown. You know as well as I that the Teirmonts are a
family destined for ruin and disgrace, not glory and triumph.”

Lionel waited patiently as his words made it
through his cell door, across the staircase of the Third Spire, and
into the cell, and mind, of Steward Oweyn.

“Yes, well, as true as that might be,” Oweyn
replied after several long seconds of silence. “The Teirmonts have
the crown and they will never give it up. Especially not to a
distant bloodline like mine.”

“Oh, do you not know my story, steward?”
Lionel asked. “I may be a Herlect by name, after taking it myself
to ensure peace and stability on my station, but my heredity is
quite a few branches away from the true Herlect line. Yet, once the
Herlect line died out, I was the next choice for the monarchy. Do
not let distance from the current family deter you, because all
families must fade away at some point.”

More silence.

“You make an interesting point,” Oweyn
finally replied. “You give me a lot to think on, Master Lionel.”
Then the steward laughed nervously. “But, of course, this is only
harmless conjecture amongst wronged men. I could never actually act
on it. That would be treason.”

“Of course, steward,” Lionel laughed. “We are
just two gentlemen prattling on to pass the time. Our words are in
jest to help lighten the load from our shoulders as we sit here
with such uncertain, serious futures.”

“Master Lionel!” a guard called as he stomped
up the stairs. “Present your hands for shackling through the slot
in the door!”

“I will present nothing!” Lionel yelled.
“Unless Master Alexis is here to speak to me himself, I do not
intend to leave this cell!”

“You’re getting the next best thing,” the
guard replied. “I am to escort you to the communications room where
you will confer with Master Alexis. The scuttle is, he is going to
give you your station back.”

Stunned by that news, Lionel barely noticed
as the slot in the door opened before him.

“Your hands, Your Highness?” the guard asked.
“You can’t leave the cell without your shackles. Unless you don’t
want to speak with Master Alexis. Then, I’ll pass that message
along and leave you here to rot.”

“No, I do want to speak to him,” Lionel said
as he slowly slid his hands through the door.

His wrists were shackled and he withdrew his
hands so the cell door could be unlocked and opened. The guard
grabbed him by the chain that connected his wrists and began to
pull him down the stairs.

“Steward Oweyn?” Lionel called out as he
passed the man’s cell. “I would advise thinking long and hard about
our conversation. It may not have been words of jest after
all.”

 


* * *

 


“You’re sure about this, Alexis?” Mistress
Alexis asked.” Do you really trust Lionel to keep his word? Because
I certainly do not.”

Alexis smiled at the face of his mother on
the small video screen set before him. “I am sure, Mother,” he
replied. “And, no, I do not trust Lionel at all. That is why
Natalie will stay behind on Station Thraen to make sure the master
does not try to exceed the terms of our agreement. If there is even
a hint of rebellion then she will take her team, and the regiment
of Aelish longslingers I will be leaving, and she will cut down
every Thraenish noble she can find.”

“So, you expect the nobles to keep Lionel in
line then?” Mistress Alexis asked. “It is the pressure from their
boot heels he will feel on his neck?”

“That is my hope,” Alexis said and sighed.
“Listen, Mother, I cannot see any other way to maintain my claim on
Station Thraen. History has shown that without a stable monarchy, a
station will devolve into chaos and brutality. And we both know I
cannot run two stations at once. I need Lionel to rule over Thraen
so I can rule over him. As long as his fealty remains intact, then
Station Thraen is mine.”

“Until that fealty is no longer intact, A,”
Mistress Alexis said. “But that is another battle for another
day.”

“Yes, it is,” Alexis agreed then changed the
subject. “How is Father? How is life back on the primes? I do miss
it somewhat, although I believe the dark memories of the place will
haunt me if I return.”

“The primes are fine, Son,” Mistress Alexis
smiled. “And your father is fine as well. In fact, we are planning
a trip to Thraen Prime tomorrow to see a demonstration of a new
Vape mining technique. Apparently some engineer has figured out how
to capture and contain the Vape gas straight from the rock instead
of releasing it first and then compressing it. If it actually
works, it will save us millions of credits a year in
productivity.”

“That sounds promising,” Alexis smiled. There
was a knock at his door. “Mother, I have to go. I need to meet with
Natalie and the Order to finalize the transition plans. My tomorrow
is filled with greeting and welcoming Master Lionel back on his
station.”

“Good luck, A,” Mistress Alexis said. “Always
remember you have fate on your side.”

“Thank you, Mother, I will remember that,”
Alexis said. “Goodbye.”

He switched off the screen and stood up as a
second knock echoed through his quarters. He looked about at the
foreign fashions and furnishings of the Thraenish room. He could
not wait to be done with the whole business and return to his place
on Station Aelon.


Chapter Five

 


 The
room was filled with bureaucratic chatter as delegates and
diplomats worked through the details of what Master Alexis would
assume and Master Lionel would keep. The most contentious part was
not about duties or privileges, but about the exact title of Master
Lionel.

“He is Master of Station Thraen,” a Thraenish
diplomat insisted. “He will be addressed as such.”

“But that is no longer the case,” an Aelish
diplomat countered. “He may keep the title of master, but Station
Thraen is now part of Master Alexis’s holdings and he will be
addressed as Master of Stations Aelon and Thraen as well as their
primes. There is no room for discussion on this.”

“The High Guardian has stated—” the Thraenish
diplomat began.

“The High Guardian has already deferred all
authority in these negotiations,” the Aelish diplomat interrupted.
“Master Lionel will simply be called that: Master Lionel. He may,
of course, add his surname to his title, if he so chooses. But as
of the signing of the treaty this morning, he has no claim to
Station Thraen except as its appointed regent.”

“This is ridiculous!” the Thraenish diplomat
shouted. “We will not tolerate such abuse and discourtesy! His
title is as his title has always been! If you do not agree then I
declare these proceedings illegitimate!”

“Your mother is illegitimate!” the Aelish
diplomat yelled.

“Wha-wha-what?” the Thraenish diplomat
stuttered. “What did you say to me?”

“Gentlemen, shut up,” Natalie said as she sat
at the head of the conference table. She sighed and rubbed at her
temples. “Let him be called Master Lionel, Regent of Station
Thraen.”

“But, my lady—” the Aelish diplomat said.

“Did I not say to shut up?” Natalie barked.
“Didn’t I? Pretty sure I did! You can agree with my version of the
title or go take a long walk out a fucking airlock. Those are your
choices. Now, let’s move on. What’s next on the list?”

“Such language,” a Thraen muttered.

“That language will be the last thing you
hear if you open your mouth again,” Natalie growled. “Now, move on.
I asked what was next.”

“Pensions for the Thraenish soldiers forced
to retire in order to comply with the mandatory draw down of
forces,” the first Thraenish diplomat said. “The honorable thing to
do would be full salaries and benefits.”

“Full salaries? That is not what any retired
soldier receives, even before the claim,” the Aelish diplomat
replied. “They can have half-salaries or nothing.”

“Half? You must be joking!” the Thraenish
diplomat cried. “They will starve.

“How about this?” Natalie smiled. “They get
half-salaries and any that want more can fight me for it. Every
nick on my body is another five percent. Of course, when I chop
their fucking heads off, they’ll get nothing, so it’ll probably
work out in Station Aelon’s favor. Or did you not understand my
language? Want me to demonstrate on you for all to see? I don’t
mind.”

All of the diplomats, Thraenish and Aelish,
stared at the minoress. No one replied to her suggestions since
none in the room was quite sure whether she was joking or not.

“Hey, Nats?” Buck asked from the doorway.
“Got a second?”

“No,” Natalie replied. “But I’ll give you one
anyway.” She stood and eyed the men in the room. “When I return I
want half this list accomplished, otherwise all of you will be
walking out of an airlock. Am I understood?”

There was only silence in response. Natalie
just shook her head as she turned and followed Buck out of the
room.

“What is it?” she asked, rubbing her temples
again.

“We have a situation down on Middle Deck
Thirty-Six,” Buck said. “A woman claims she was violated by three
of our soldiers.”

“And what do the soldiers say?” Natalie
asked.

“They deny it, of course,” Buck replied. “But
that’s expected.”

“Yes, it is,” Natalie said. “And the
physicians? Was she examined?”

“I had her examined the second the report
came across my desk,” Buck said then rolled his eyes. “Helios, I
can’t believe I have a desk.”

“I cannot believe it myself,” Natalie
frowned. “What did the physicians say?”

“They say there was evidence she had sexual
intercourse, but couldn’t say if she had been violated,” Buck
said.

“Did you interview her?” Natalie asked.

“I did,” Buck nodded.

“And…?” Natalie asked as voices began to rise
from the conference room. “Hey! Don’t make me come in there!”

The voices quieted instantly.

“She was raped,” Buck said. “I have no doubt.
I’ve been in this game a long time and know when a whore is trying
to make some credits. This woman isn’t a whore and she isn’t trying
to make any credits. When I talked to the men they could barely
keep the smirks off their faces.”

“Then what’s the fucking problem, Buck?”
Natalie asked. “Throw the rapist assholes in cells and let them rot
for their entire tour on this stupid fucking station! Helios, I
hate this place!”

“The problem is the woman’s deck wants blood
and the rest of the men in our soldiers’ troop are willing to kill
to keep their guys free,” Buck said. “Oh, and one of the men is the
son of a steward. If it wasn’t such a mess then I would have
handled it myself.”

“Shit fucking shit,” Natalie muttered. “Just
what I need today. Take me to the men. I’ll have a nice chat with
them then we’ll go talk to the deck boss so he can get his people
under control. Maybe Mr. Son Of A Steward can have daddy make a
large donation to Middle Deck Thirty-Seven for some clinic or
something.”

“Middle Deck Thirty-Six,” Buck corrected.

“I don’t fucking care!” Natalie roared.

 


* * *

 


“So, your father is a steward, is he?”
Natalie asked as she sat across from the smirking young man.

“He is,” Case Oweyn replied. “He’s pretty
important in the meeting.”

“Yeah, not so much anymore,” Natalie grinned.
“Your daddy is in the Third Spire. Didn’t your mother tell
you?”

“That’s shaowshit,” Case responded. “Someone
would have sent word.”

“Not your mother?” Natalie asked.

“My mother is dead,” Case said.

“No siblings?” Natalie asked as she opened a
file in front of her. She looked it over then closed it and shoved
it aside. “Helios, I hate paperwork. How about you just lay it all
out on the table? Admit you raped the Thraenish woman, do your
time, then you can go home to daddy. By then, he’ll probably be out
of the Third Spire. My brother Alexis is reversing a few decisions
that my brother Richard made while acting as regent.”

“I’m not admitting to anything,” Case said.
“The whore took my money, took my friends’ money, then started
crying rape as soon as we left. This is a shakedown.”

“I’d agree with you, if you weren’t so
obviously lying through your asshole,” Natalie said. “I’ve been
around grendt vents like you my whole life. Privileged, whiny
scions of powerful families that think their shit doesn’t stink and
they can do whatever they want and get away with it. Which, to be
honest, on Station Aelon, brats like you can. News like this would
never reach my ears. I’d have no clue you even existed.”

“We met once when I was younger,” Case
said.

“Great, how wonderful for you,” Natalie
responded. “Doesn’t change the fact that we aren’t on Station
Aelon, we’re on Station Thraen. This is enemy territory, Case
Oweyn, steward’s son. Every tiny, little mistake you stupid idiots
make is amplified by a million and I have to be the one to deal
with it! Me! Shit can’t be swept under the rug because all the shit
that happens here gets swept over to me and I don’t have a fucking
rug!”

“You have a nasty mouth, though,” Case
smirked.

“Next person that says that to me gets theirs
sliced open,” Natalie snarled. “You got anything else you want to
say, smartass?”

Case sat there, his arms crossed, silent and
grinning. The minoress stood up and grabbed his file from the
table.

“Last chance,” Natalie said. “Play this my
way or I hand you over to the Thraens.”

“You what?” Case shouted. “You can’t do that!
They’ll kill me!”

“Yeah, they will,” Natalie said. “They’ll not
just kill you, they’ll cut your nuts off and feed them to you
before they slit your throat. If you’re lucky, that’s all they’ll
do.”

“Even if he is in the Third Spire, my father
will not let this stand!” Case said. “He’ll have you all killed for
this!”

Natalie was stepping towards the door of the
small room, but stopped in her tracks.

“What did you say?” she asked, crossing back
around the table. She leaned down and got right in Case’s face.
“Did you just threaten the royal family?”

“No,” Case said. “How can I threaten the
royal family? I’m just a steward’s son stuck on a whole other
station.”

“Kid, you had better watch what you say
around me,” Natalie said. She flicked the end of the young man’s
nose. “I don’t play anywhere near as nice as the Thraens.”

“What does it matter?” Case sneered. “The
Thraens are going to kill me anyway.”

“Helios, you are a moron,” Natalie said. “You
actually think I’m going to let them kill one of my soldiers? I do
that and Station Aelon will be calling for blood. Not that the
Thraens won’t get theirs.”

“What does that mean?” Case asked.

“It means I am giving you this last chance to
confess to raping that woman,” Natalie said. “You confess and you
get to spend the next couple of years in a holding cell. Then I
transfer you and your buddies back to Station Aelon. They aren’t
sons of a steward, but simple middledeckers. They’ll do more time
on Aelon and you will get to go home to daddy under estate
arrest.”

Natalie poked him in the chest.

“Keep acting like an idiot and I hand you
over to the Thraens. They flog the shit out of you and then you
spend the rest of your tour in a holding cell here on Station
Thraen. And surprise! You re-up for another tour and get to spend
that one in the same holding cell! By the time you get out you’ll
be too old to have kids of your own and that Oweyn line dies off,
because no self-respecting noblewoman wants an old, wrinkled,
rapist piece of shit for a husband. You’ll be lucky if you can get
a lowdecker to suck your cock when you get home.”

Case glared at the minoress and shook his
head. “I. Didn’t. Do. It.”

“Alright,” Natalie said. “You didn’t do it.
You can scream that when the whip splits your back wide open.”

 


* * *

 


“We want a piece of them,” the Middle Deck
Thirty-Six Deck Boss said to Natalie as the last of the three
soldiers was done being flogged. Thirty-six lashes apiece directly
from the deck boss, then thirty-six more apiece from the woman they
raped. “My people will not be satisfied unless something is taken
from each of them, just like something was taken from
Madleeda.”

“You’ve pretty much stripped the flesh from
their backs, Wellot,” Natalie stated. “Now they are mine. I’ll take
it from here.”

“We want a piece of them,” Deck Boss Wellot
insisted. “There will not be satisfaction unless they leave pieces
of themselves on this deck. We will cast the pieces in metal and
place them in the atrium for all to see.”

“Helios, that’s pretty sick,” Buck said from
Natalie’s side. “Look at the guys. If we don’t get them to a
physician soon, at least one of them is going to bleed to death. No
way you’re cutting more off.”

“Then we do not have satisfaction,” Wellot
said. “No soldier will be safe on my deck.”

“The Helios they won’t,” Natalie growled. She
stepped up to the man and looked him right in the eye, which was
possible because of her Teirmont height. “This ends now, Wellot.
This was the deal. Now, we are taking these soldiers to be treated
by a physician and then they will spend a very long time in very
small cells. Step back, do not try to stop me, and I’ll forget this
insult. Don’t step back, do try to stop me, and I’ll have my
longslingers open fire on this crowd until all are
obliterated.”

Wellot looked around and noticed the men
standing off in the shadows of the atrium for the first time.
Natalie couldn’t help but smile at his surprise.

“Yeah, you’re dealing with Aelons now,
Wellot,” Natalie said. “We like to fight. We especially like to
fight when our opponents don’t see us coming.”

“Your opponents,” Wellot scoffed. “Yes, that
is how you see us.” He waved his hand at the three bleeding Aelons
strapped to posts in the middle of the atrium. “Take them. Get that
Aelish trash off my deck. And do not come back.”

“Oh, I’ll fucking come back if I want to come
back!” Natalie shouted.

“Nats, calm,” Buck said as he took the
minoress by the arm. “Everyone is watching. Let’s not make it
worse.”

Natalie looked around at the Tharenish eyes
that were focused on her. She spat a wad of phlegm at Wellot’s feet
then turned and stormed from the atrium. By the time she reached
the lift, all she could see was red.

“I want every commander to meet with me first
thing in the morning,” Natalie growled as she stepped onto the lift
with Buck. “This shit does not happen again. Not while I’m on this
station. Are we understood, Buck?”

“Loud and clear, Nats,” Buck said. “Loud and
clear.”

 


* * *

 


“It looks like we both have our Oweyn
problems,” Alexis said as he sat in front of the video monitor.
“Nats? Can you hear me? The signal is breaking up.”

“Yeah, I can hear you, A,” Natalie replied,
her face a grainy, wavy mess on the monitor. “The tech is saying
there is interference from Helios.”

“The Dear Parent is breaking up video coms
now?” Alexis laughed. “He must truly be bored.”

“Funny,” Natalie said. “No, it’s spots or
something. Doesn’t matter. What do you want me to do about Case
Oweyn?”

“What do you mean?” Alexis asked. “Keep him
locked up for the term of his sentence.”

“Is that a good idea?” Natalie asked. “I’ve
been talking with my boys and the Order and they are somewhat in
agreement that by locking up Steward Oweyn on Station Aelon while
also locking up Case Oweyn on Station Thraen may look
suspicious.”

“That’s what your boys and the Order said?”
Alexis asked, leaning closer to the monitor. “That doesn’t sound
like them at all. Who have you really been talking to, Nats?”

“No one,” Natalie replied.

“And you call me a shit liar,” Alexis
laughed. “Who have you been talking to?”

Natalie took a deep breath then let it out
slowly. “Father. I’ve been talking with Father. It’s his
opinion—which I do not agree with a hundred percent, by the
way—that we let Steward Oweyn go and use the incarceration of his
son to keep him in line.”

“If I let that man go he will stir up dissent
within the meeting,” Alexis said.

“Then remove him from the meeting,” Natalie
suggested.

“Nats, I can’t do that,” Alexis replied.
“Every steward has a right to sit at the table. It is in the basic
charter of Station Aelon that all stewards are part of the meeting.
The basic foundation of the monarchy rests on the fact that the
nobility get a voice.”

“Then change the charter,” Natalie said. “Our
great grandfather did it when he created the meeting of passengers.
Those passengers have to be appointed to their meeting by their
stewards. Make it so you appoint the stewards to their
meeting. Those bastards will all step in line once they realize
their positions on the station depend on your whim.”

“Are you listening to yourself, Nats?” Alexis
frowned. “You can’t honestly believe that. I think the Thraens are
getting inside your head.”

“This whole place is getting inside my head,
A!” Natalie shouted. “I’m not meant to be an administrator! If you
can even call me that! I’m more like a glorified nanny for Master
Lionel!”

“How is the man?” Alexis asked. “I haven’t
spoken to him in a week or so.”

“Do not change the subject,” Natalie growled.
“His Royal Assholeness is just fine. Or I think he is. He doesn’t
grant me much time.”

“He does not have to grant you anything,
Nats,” Alexis said. “You tell him when you will meet. He has to
listen to you or he is in violation of the treaty. One violation
and I have the right to toss him out an airlock. You negotiated all
of those terms beautifully, now use them.”

“If I toss him out of an airlock I’ll have
the right to kiss my ass goodbye, A,” Natalie replied. “Occupying a
foreign station is not an easy thing.”

“I am aware of that, Nats, I have—”

“Shut up and listen to me,” Natalie snapped.
“You aren’t aware of anything. This isn’t the primes, A. This isn’t
a wild, wide open piece of land where we can send battle skids and
regiments of soldiers in to take care of a commoner riot or a miner
uprising. This is a station with hundreds of thousands of people on
it. Hundreds of thousands of angry people who would love to catch
me in a dark passageway and shove particle barbs up my twat. You do
not know Helios all about this situation because you are on Station
Aelon playing Master of the System!”

Alexis sat there for a couple of seconds then
nodded.

“You are correct, Nats,” Alexis finally
admitted. “I don’t know shit about what you are dealing with
despite, all the reports I receive from you and the Order. I
apologize. I have put you in a dangerous and chaotic situation. You
deserve more respect.”

“Damn right I do,” Natalie said. “And it
doesn’t help that I haven’t gotten laid in a really fucking long
time.”

“I didn’t need to hear that,” Alexis grinned.
“But, speaking of, Clerke is waiting outside the door to talk to
you. I’ll go get him.”

“Clerke is there?” Natalie cried. “I thought
he was performing on Station Flaen all month?”

“Some contract dispute,” Alexis said. “I’ll
let him explain.”

“Yeah, go get his ass,” Natalie said. “I’m
done talking to your ugly face.”

“Love you too, Sis,” Alexis grinned.

“And tell him to lock the door when he comes
in,” Natalie said. “We need some private time.”

“Didn’t need to hear that either,” Alexis
said as he went to the com room’s door. “I’ll call you later in the
week, Nats. Be safe.”

“You too, A,” Natalie said. “Now go get my
man!”

 


* * *

 


The meal was cleared from the table and
Alexis waited as two glasses of gelberry wine were poured before he
started a conversation he did not want to have.

“I hate to bring this up,” Alexis said.
“Especially since it’s been such a nice lunch and you’ve only been
back on the station for a couple days, but I have a favor to ask
you.”

Clerke took a sip of his wine and smirked.
“Oh, you do? I would never have guessed. You always bring out the
best vintages when we have lunch.”

“You noticed?” Alexis smiled.

“The point was for me to notice,” Clerke
said. “And I’m an artist. I know my wines.”

“Fair enough,” Alexis said. “Now, before I
start, I want you to know that you can refuse my request without
any worry of repercussions.”

“Oh, I know,” Clerke replied.

“You do?” Alexis asked.

“Sure,” Clerke said as he took another sip.
“Your sister would gut you if you let anything happen to me. She’s
handy like that.”

“That is true,” Alexis said. “But it’s not
just that, although that is a big part. It’s also that I like you,
Clerke. For all intents, you are my brother-in-law. Maybe not
legally, or in the eyes of Helios, but you are the closest thing I
have to a brother right now. Except for Richard, of course.”

“You flatter me, sire,” Clerke said. “And,
yes, let us not forget Richard. He’s a strange one, isn’t he?”

“He has his quirks,” Alexis replied. “But he
handled himself well enough when I was off station taking Thraen.
I’m not sure he has the stomach to be master, though.”

“Few do,” Clerke said, pouring more wine for
both of them. “I certainly wouldn’t want the job.”

“There are days I don’t want it either,”
Alexis laughed. “You aren’t the most popular person on the station,
or in the System, as a master. Which brings me to my favor.”

“Yes?” Clerke asked, raising his
eyebrows.

“I need someone that has access to other
stations. Someone who people talk to that could perhaps relay
information back to me,” Alexis said, watching Clerke carefully.
“Mainly so I know how I am perceived out in the System. I am so
busy keeping my grip on Station Thraen, I do not have the energy to
watch my back when it comes to the other stations.”

“You need someone to give you a heads up if
another station decides to pull an Alexis and lay claim to Station
Aelon, is that it?” Clerke asked.

“That’s exactly it,” Alexis nodded.

“You know there’s a word for a person like
that, right?” Clerke smirked.

“Yes, well…” Alexis smirked back.

“A spy,” Clerke laughed. “You want me to
become a spy for Station Aelon.”

“Not for Station Aelon,” Alexis corrected.
“For the Master of Station Aelon.”

“What’s the difference?” Clerke asked.

“You would only report to me, no one else,”
Alexis explained. “Not the meetings, not the Order, not even my
mother and father. Me and me alone.”

“Hmm,” Clerke mused. “Royal Spy, Petro
Clerke. It does have a ring to it.”

“It has no ring because you could never admit
what you are doing,” Alexis said. “You could tell no one. It would
be bad for Family Teirmont and it would be bad for you. If you are
caught.”

“Caught? I’d never get caught,” Clerke said.
“You haven’t caught me yet and I’ve been spying for Station Haelm
for years.” The look on Alexis’s face changed instantly and Clerke
rolled his eyes. “That was a joke.”

“Stick to music, bard,” Alexis replied.
“Because your comedy needs work. Jokes like that could get you
killed.”

“Ha! You think threats like that scare me?
Please,” Clerke laughed. “You haven’t performed in front of an
atrium of Plaervian middledeckers before. You screw up one
intonation on that station and it’s the difference between saying
you want to screw some ladies or screw their
ladies.”

“Will you do it?” Alexis asked, his eyes
watching Clerke carefully.

“Do I have a choice?” Clerke shrugged.

“Of course you do,” Alexis frowned. “I’m not
some psychotic despot.”

“I wouldn’t say that in front of any
Thraens,” Clerke replied. He set his glass down and rested his arms
on the table. “I’ll do it. But I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing
it for Nats. The more information I have, the safer she is. At
least, that’s how I like to see it. Makes me feel chivalrous.”

“Except she can’t know,” Alexis said.

“Right, yeah, that is a problem,” Clerke
said. “Are you sure she can’t know?”

“She can’t know,” Alexis insisted. “Not at
all.”

“Okay, I’ll still do it,” Clerke said. “But I
get to write songs about it. I’ll create a stage show around some
new super spy persona. The ladies love that stuff, no matter what
intonation I use.”

“You are a strange creature, Petro Clerke,”
Alexis laughed.

“Which is why I fit in with you lot,” Clerke
laughed back. “Now, pour more wine, sire! We need to get thoroughly
pissed to celebrate my new standing as secret agent to the Master
of Station Aelon!”

 


* * *

 


“I trust my people have been treating you
with respect, Master Lionel?” Alexis asked as he glanced at the
video monitor that had been set up in Station Aelon’s great hall.
“My sister has told me that there have been some issues with some
of the soldiers, but she is handling it.”

“Do we need to use this blasted contraption?”
Lionel snapped. “I have been told that these things will steal your
soul right out of Helios’s grasp. We never used these damned things
before.”

“The technology has improved considerably
over the years,” Alexis said. “A byproduct of our wars. Innovation
is spurred when violence is about.”

“I could do without either of those,” Lionel
sighed. “Can we get down to business, Alexis? I do have a station
to run, despite your sister’s constant hovering and unwanted
suggestions. Say your piece so I may find my peace and turn this
possessed machine off.”

“Your people and my people have worked out
all of the issues of our relationship except for one,” Alexis said.
He shuffled a couple stacks of papers that were in front of him on
the long table until he found what he needed. “Ah, here.
Proportionate taxes of competing goods and services.”

“Proportionate…? What in Helios are you
babbling about, man?” Lionel snapped. “You are already taxing my
station enough to make us bleed. Anymore and we’ll drop dead.”

“I am babbling about goods and services that
Station Thraen provides to the System that Station Aelon also
provides,” Alexis said. “I have been told that you are trying to
undercut our prices and stifling my people’s growth. I cannot have
that.”

“So, what? You will tax us out of the market?
Is that your plan?” Lionel glared.

“No, not at all,” Alexis said. “We will make
sure pricing is even between the stations. I will catch flack from
my people, but it is the fair thing to do.”

“If my merchants and manufacturers decide to
lower prices then I am not inclined to stop them,” Lionel said.
“Right now their sights are set on you and your sister. I agree to
what you want and their sights will turn on me. It’s suicide.”

“No, no, no sights will turn on you, Lionel,”
Alexis said. “I propose a tariff on specific goods and services. If
your people maintain an even and fair pricing structure then the
tariff does not go into effect. But, if their pricing goes below
Station Aelon pricing, a tariff is triggered and all of those
proceeds go directly to the Aelish crown, bypassing Thraen
altogether.”

“My people would never willingly put money in
your coffers,” Lionel replied.

“Exactly,” Alexis said. “That is their
incentive to keep pricing fair. If they don’t then they directly
fund my monarchy. I think it’s rather brilliant.”

“I can see that on your face, even with this
horrid signal,” Lionel replied. He sat there for several seconds
before continuing. “Fine. Put it in writing. I’ll have my people
read it over and I’ll sign it. After that we are done. No more
interference in Thraenish matters.”

“Well, we aren’t completely done,” Alexis
said. “We have the issue of you swearing public fealty. I have said
from the beginning that, in order for you to return to Station
Thraen, you would need to swear before the entire System that you
and the Thraenish monarchy recognize my supremacy. That has not
happened yet.”

“I already swore before the High Guardian,”
Lionel growled.

“The treaty says ‘System.’” Alexis smiled.
“And as much as the High Guardian would like to believe he is the
System, he is not.”

“And how in Helios would you propose I do
this? Tour every station like that bard of your sister’s and
perform my words? I am a master! I do not have time for this
ridiculous request!” Lionel shouted.

“You wouldn’t have to leave your station,
Lionel,” Alexis smiled. “You would be sitting right where you are
now.”

Lionel furrowed his brow and shook his head.
“You make no sense, boy. Have you been sniffing… Oh, you mean for
me to use this idiot box, don’t you?”

“I do,” Alexis nodded. “I’ll have my techs
coordinate with the other techs on the other stations. Once the
technological arrangements have been made, I will contact you. I
would advise you begin writing your speech now. I’ll need to see it
for approval beforehand, of course.”

Lionel sputtered at the screen then stood and
left. A second later a Thraenish tech leaned into the camera.

“I am sorry, Your Highness, but Master Lionel
has left the communications room,” the tech said. “But he did say
to do whatever your techs need from us to make the arrangements
happen.”

“Good, good,” Alexis said. “I’ll have them
get in touch with you directly. Goodbye.”

An attendant hurried over to the monitor and
switched it off then began wheeling it out of the great hall as
another attendant spooled the wires and cables connected to the
setup.

Alexis watched them go, then stared at the
mountains of paperwork before him. He rubbed his temples and closed
his eyes for a minute. Someone cleared his throat and Alexis
reluctantly opened his eyes.

“What is it?” Alexis asked.

“Steward Oweyn is here to see you, sire,” the
attendant said. “He does not have an appointment, but still insists
on speaking to you.”

“Show him in,” Alexis said then mumbled,
“Helios, how I miss the days of battle and blood. This
administrative crap is going to kill me.”

“Your Highness?” Steward Oweyn asked as he
was shown into the great hall. “Did you address me?”

“No, Oweyn, I did not,” Alexis said. “I was
just lamenting about simpler times.”

“Aren’t we all, Your Highness.” Oweyn bowed
then glanced at a chair close to the master. “May I sit?”

“You may,” Alexis said, gesturing to the
chair. “But please make this quick, Oweyn. I have more work to get
to today than all the past reigns combined. What do you want?”

“I would like to speak to you about my son,
sire,” Oweyn said as he took his seat. “He is still being held on
Station Thraen.”

“Yes, I know,” Alexis replied. “That was part
of the agreement of your release. He stay incarcerated so that you
do not resist the crown again.”

“Yes, yes, of course, sire, I understand,”
Oweyn replied. “It is a wise strategy, but an unnecessary one, I
feel. I have sworn my loyalty to you again and again. I have even
given up my seat at the meeting to satisfy your trust in me.
But…”

“Yes, Oweyn? Continue,” Alexis sighed. “Tell
me what you need to tell me so I can get on with my day.”

“Well, sire, his mother is very ill,” Oweyn
said. “She has been for some time. It is an affliction of the brain
and I fear she will not hang on long enough to see the boy
released.”

“Yes, I can see why you have come to me,”
Alexis said. “But I cannot release him on those grounds. I have two
stations to think about, not just one steward’s son. If I let him
go because of family issues then I’ll be inundated with requests
from every single prisoner in the cells on this station and Station
Thraen.” Alexis waved his hands at the paperwork before him. “Do
you think I have that kind of time, man? If you do, then perhaps
you have the brain affliction, not the boy’s mother!”

“Right, yes, my apologies, sire,” Oweyn said
as he stood quickly. “I just thought I would try. Thank you for
your time. I wish something could be done. If only he could see her
face one last time, but the interest of the entire station must be
thought of first. Thank you again, sire. I will take my leave
now.”

Oweyn bowed low and hurried away from the
long table.

“Oweyn! Wait!” Alexis called out. “While I
cannot set him completely free, I could be convinced to give him a
brief leave. He could return to Station Aelon for one day to see
his mother, but he would have to go back on a shuttle the very same
day and finish his sentence on Station Thraen. He will not be
allowed to stay overnight on this station. Will that work?”

“You would allow that, sire?” Oweyn asked.
“That would be most gracious of you!”

“Fine. Then it is settled,” Alexis said.
“Speak to the diplomatic corps. They will make the arrangements
with Minoress Natalie and the Order of Jex. But, know this, Oweyn,
if your son were to try anything, anything at all, I will have him
cut down in front of his mother’s eyes. Are we clear?”

“We are clear, sire,” Oweyn nodded. “Thank
you, sire!”

He hurried from the great hall, leaving
Alexis alone with his mounds of papers once again.

Alexis held up a glass and it was refilled
immediately by an attendant.

“Leave the pitcher,” Alexis said. “And be
sure to bring more. I will need half the wine cellar for today’s
tasks.”

 


* * *

 


“Well, Oweyn, I am impressed,” Minor George
said as the steward stood before him. “I did not think you had it
in you for such deception and planning.”

“He’s desperate, Brother,” Minoress Georgia
stated. “Look at the man. You can almost smell it on him.”

“Is your wife really ill?” George asked.

“No, my lord, she passed away several years
ago,” Oweyn smiled. “The master was too busy playing war to have
noticed or remembered. But my sister is ill, and that is who my son
will see. If we are questioned, I will say there was some
misunderstanding, is all. Master Alexis is drowning in mundane
affairs of the station. I doubt he knows what day it is half the
time.”

“Lovely,” George grinned. “Just lovely.”

“How will this work exactly, Oweyn?” Georgia
asked. “Tell us your brilliant plan for extracting us from this
nightmarish Third Spire and returning us to our place by our
father’s side.”

“It is simple,” Oweyn said. “My son will be
brought over from Station Thraen under heavy guard. He will proceed
to my estate to see his aunt. He will see her, there will be a
tearful goodbye, then he will be brought back to the shuttle to
return to Thraen. While the guards are focused on transporting him
to and fro, I will arrange for your release from this cell. That
will be the hardest part, but it can be done. You will be hidden
aboard the shuttle and returned to Station Thraen with my son.”

“They will search the shuttle before he
boards,” George said. “We will be found.”

“You will not be aboard when they conduct the
final search,” Oweyn said. “My son will resist at the last second,
causing a great commotion, and that is when we will sneak you
aboard. The guards will be so focused on securing my son that they
will not even notice you. The shuttle returns, you wait until my
son and the guards have disembarked, then we sneak you out and
hurry you to the royal castle and your father’s arms.”

“There is a lot of room for things to go
wrong, Oweyn,” Georgia said.

“No plan is perfect, my lady,” Oweyn bowed.
“I am risking my son’s very life to secure your freedom. I do not
take any step of this plan lightly.”

“No, I expect you do not,” George said then
smiled at his sister. “I believe Helios is handing us our one and
only chance, Sister. Do we take it?”

“Anything to get us out of here,” Georgia
replied. She leaned in and lightly kissed her brother’s lips. “Not
that the company hasn’t been enjoyable.”

Oweyn looked away in obvious discomfort.

“Well, is there anything else we should
know?” George asked.

“No, my lord,” Oweyn replied. “You need not
be bothered with the specifics.”

“Then leave us, steward,” George said. “Go
make your plans and begone.”

“Yes, my lord,” Oweyn bowed. “It has been an
honor.”

The steward quickly left the cell and hurried
down the steps of the Third Spire. He had a million pieces to put
into place before his plot could come to fruition.

 


* * *

 


“I believe you have used this video
communications system more during your rule than all previous
Aelish monarchs combined,” Mistress Alexis laughed, her face
surprisingly clear on the video monitor.

“Well, when you are the ruler of two stations
and two primes, you have to find some way to efficiently coordinate
all of the moving parts,” Alexis replied from his seat in his royal
sitting room. “The techs have made it considerably more portable,
which adds to its convenience.”

“Are you not worried that all of your
broadcasts will be intercepted?” Kel asked, nudging his wife over
so he could be seen as well. “Do not trade security for
convenience.”

“My techs have assured me that they have
perfected a technique called ‘scrambling.’” Alexis laughed.
“Whatever that means. They tell me that the only way our
communications can be intercepted is if the party on the other end
has the proper codes. It has been done with audio for sometime, but
now works with video as well.”

“What an amazing era we have entered,”
Mistress Alexis smiled. “My son not only rules two stations, but he
rules the airwaves. Is that the proper term? Airwaves? The tech
that set this new system up for us said it ran on airwaves.”

“I believe he was referring to Vape gas, my
love,” Kel said. “It runs on Vape gas. Just like everything else in
the System.”

“No, love of my life, he did not mean that,”
Mistress Alexis said. “He said the signal was made of airwaves.
That is how this all works. Airwaves that get sent out and airwaves
that get picked up. Just like the com system, supposedly.”

“Broadcast and received,” Alexis said. “Those
are the correct terms.”

“Yes, well, now that we are all fairly
educated on video communications systems,” Kel said. “Can we speak
of more important business?”

“I was hoping to avoid business today,
Father,” Alexis sighed. “All I deal with is business, business,
business. Could we not just have a friendly, family chat?”

“That would be ideal, A,” Kel said. “But you
have appointed us to maintain the primes while you rule the
stations. While we are both more than capable of handling the
task—”

“The responsibility ultimately lies in the
hands of the Master of Station Aelon,” Mistress Alexis
interrupted.

“I was about to say that, love,” Kel
said.

“I know, dearest heart,” Mistress Alexis
replied. “But you were taking too long.”

“I was not taking too long, Lexi,” Kel said.
“I was taking as long as was needed.”

“Mother, Father, please,” Alexis sighed. “I
do not have time to hear you two bicker.”

“Oh, we aren’t bickering, Son,” Kel said. “We
are just bored.”

“Bored?” Alexis asked.

“Bored, love,” Mistress Alexis said. “As much
as we both love the primes, we are in need of a well…”

“Tell him,” Kel said.

“I am!” Mistress Alexis snapped.

“In need of what?” Alexis asked. “Mother?
Father? Just come out with it!”

“No need to take that tone,” Mistress Alexis
frowned. “I am still your mother and I will always be your better
when it comes to a blade.”

“Does it always have to come to that with
you, Mother?” Alexis asked. “Just tell me what you need.”

“A vacation, Son,” Kel said. “We need a
vacation. Off the planet, off Helios. Your sister’s friend, Clerke,
has invited us to one of his performances on Station Haelm. While
neither of us are fans of the Haelmish people, we would be fools to
pass up this opportunity.”

“A vacation? Is work down there so hard?”
Alexis asked.

“It is not the work, A,” Mistress Alexis
replied. “The work is simple and the managers handle most of the
day to day operations. It is just that we need to see something
other than the constant banks of Vape clouds.”

“The Vape storms are hard on us, A,” Kel
said. “I swear to Helios I can barely bend my knees or roll my
shoulders when a bad one comes in. We could use some station
gravity to give these old joints a rest.”

“I’ll be honest,” Alexis chuckled. “I never
in my life would have expected those words to come out of your
mouth. Mistress Alexis and Master Kel wanting off the planet? I’ll
need to mark the time and day of this occasion.”

“Oh, stop being a shit,” Mistress Alexis
said. “Get us off the primes. Just for a couple of weeks.”

“If you are going to Station Haelm then it
will be more than a couple of weeks,” Alexis said. “Between the
portal schedules alone you’ll need at least two months.”

“No, no, not if we come to Station Aelon
first,” Mistress Alexis said. “Then we can take a direct shuttle to
Station Haelm. It will cut off three weeks. We’ll return to Station
Aelon in time for the next rotation and return to Helios.”

“Wow, you have thought this out, haven’t
you?” Alexis said. “Fine, if that is what my parents need then that
is what my parents will have.”

“It also means we will be on the station when
Master Lionel gives his fealty speech,” Kel said. “We would both
like to be seated with you and Richard when that happens.”

“If only Nats could be with us as well,”
Mistress Alexis frowned. “It has been so long since we’ve all been
together.”

“Unfortunately, Richard will not be here
during that time either,” Alexis said. “He is with a delegation
leaving for Station Klaerv to discuss new breen weaving techniques
and production.”

“Oh, yes, that is right,” Mistress Alexis
said.

“We had forgotten,” Kel added.

“You had forgotten? Why would you know in the
first place?” Alexis asked. “This is a routine trade mission.”

“Yes, of course it is,” Kel nodded.

“Father, Mother, what are you two up to?”
Alexis asked.

“Nothing, A,” Mistress Alexis smiled. “We
just keep up with the our children’s lives, is all.”

“I don’t buy that for a second,” Alexis said.
“Out with it.”

“Well…” Kel started. “Should we say?”

“You are being ordered to say by the Master
of Station Aelon, Station Thraen, and their primes,” Alexis
growled.

“You are so cute when you do that,” Mistress
Alexis smiled. “Go ahead and tell him, Kel.”

“We have been speaking with Master Jeffon of
Station Klaerv,” Kel began. “And it turns out his oldest daughter
is a widow. Her husband passed early last year and her mourning
period is done.”

“We believe she would be a great match for
you, A,” Mistress Alexis said. “It is almost as if fate wants two
royals, both that have lost their mates, to come together.”

“Mother, no,” Alexis said. “I do not need
more complications right now.”

“Having a life partner helps ease the burden
of complications,” Kel said.

“You should at least wait to hear from your
brother before you decide,” Mistress Alexis said.

“No,” Alexis stated. “And no more discussing
it.”

His parents stared out through the video
screen and studied their son. Their shoulders slumped and they
nodded at the same time.

“It was worth a try,” Kel said.

“No point in sending Richard to Klaerv then,”
Mistress Alexis said. “He knows less about breen weaving than he
does about how to handle the meeting of stewards. I love my
youngest dearly, but the man was not born to rule. Not like you,
A.”

“I may agree with you there, but Richard is
still going,” Alexis said. “We need all the goodwill we can get
with the other stations. Sending my only brother will help solidify
relations with Station Klaerv.”

“Which is why you are master,” Mistress
Alexis said. “You see the practical in all plans.”

The video screen started to break up.

“A? About that vacation?” Kel smiled.

“Yes, yes, go ahead and make all the plans,”
Alexis nodded. “It will be nice to see both of you and to share in
the occasion of that grendt Lionel having to eat shaowshit and
swear his fealty to me.”

“That will be the highlight of our trip,”
Mistress Alexis laughed as the screen wavered considerably. “We are
losing you, A. We love you!”

“Love you too,” Alexis said as the signal
winked out. “And miss you more than you know.”

 


* * *

 


“Well, this is quite the reception,” Mistress
Alexis said as she stepped from the shuttle dock airlock. “Are you
expecting us to invade our own Station, Alexis?”

“Four guards is more than enough to keep
watch over an airlock, Son,” Kel chuckled. “I don’t believe you
need a dozen.”

“We had some trouble last week with a
prisoner trying to escape,” Alexis said. “He caused enough chaos
that the Order insisted we increase our manpower at all shuttle
dock airlocks. At least until things cool off with Station
Thraen.”

“So this is permanent, then?” Kel
grinned.

“Don’t tease, love,” Mistress Alexis said.
“The Order is doing what the Order is supposed to do which is to
support the crown at all times. If they feel more guards are needed
then more guards are needed.”

“Thank you, Mother,” Alexis said as he kissed
her on the cheek. “It is wonderful to see you both.”

“You as well Son,” Kel said as he embraced
Alexis, clapping him on the back hard enough to make the guards
nervous.

“Is the Order on board the station?” Mistress
Alexis asked. “I thought they were still keeping watch on Station
Thraen.”

“Neggle, Kinsmon, and Vast have returned to
Aelon,” Alexis said. “Vast is expecting a granddaughter any day now
and Neggle and Kinsmon needed some well deserved time away from the
Thraens before they both snap and start a System incident.”

“And Richard is still on Klaerv?” Mistress
Alexis asked.

“He is,” Alexis nodded. “And I have actually
been receiving surprisingly good reports from him and the trade
delegation. Our Richard may be blossoming into a statesman after
all.”

“One can only hope,” Mistress Alexis said.
“Now, lead us to our quarters. It has been too long since I’ve seen
Castle Quent.”

“We were just here during Last Meal, love,”
Kel said.

“Which is too long,” Mistress Alexis
replied.

“Come along, you two,” Alexis said. “We’ll
take the new lift up the back way.”

“New lift? I didn’t know you were putting in
a new lift,” Mistress Alexis said.

“Another one of the changes the Order made,”
Alexis said. “They insisted on a more accessible escape route from
the royal quarters in case of a siege.”

“A siege? On the station?” Kel asked. “Do
they have intel that we do not?”

“They are just being thorough, Father,”
Alexis said. “Which is fine by me since I have enough to worry
about as it is.”

“Show us the new lift, A,” Mistress Alexis
said. “Is it one of the faster ones?”

“It is,” Alexis nodded, then looked about.
“Mother? Where is Lara? Did she not come with you?”

“No, dear, Lara is not in the greatest of
health,” Mistress Alexis said. “I believe I spend more of my time
attending to her than she attends to me.”

“She has her own attendants, love,” Kel said.
“They are perfectly capable of keeping her comfortable.”

“I will not pawn off her care to some silly
young attendant girls,” Mistress Alexis said. “It was Lara’s fate
to be included in this family and it is my fate to make sure her
remaining days are filled with love and respect.”

“You two have had this conversation before,
it sounds like,” Alexis stated. “No need to repeat it for my
benefit.”

“My sentiments exactly,” Kel sighed. “Take us
to the lift, Son, before your mother decides to rehash the skid
incident from last month.”

“I am not too old to drive skids at that
speed!” Mistress Alexis snapped.

“See?” Kel grinned.

 


* * *

 


“I do not care about the extra burden placed
on the Royal Guard because of the increase in men at the shuttle
dock airlocks!” Alexis roared, sitting next to his mother and
father at the end of the great hall as techs hurried about the
room, setting up video equipment and several large monitors. “You
do not lose prisoners from the Third Spire! And you do not first
notice them missing a week after they have fled!”

“Sire, the men understand their mistakes,”
Steward Vast said. “I will have every one of them interviewed
immediately to find out where the breakdown was.”

“Vast, you need not bother with that,”
Mistress Alexis said. “Go attend to your brand new granddaughter.
We will have Neggle or Kinsmon handle the investigation.”

“With all due respect, my lady,” Vast bowed.
“I take this personally and will handle the investigation
personally. I will also met out all punishment personally, if it is
warranted.”

“It is obviously warranted!” Alexis shouted.
“The Thraen minor and minoress escaped! How in Helios’s name could
you not think punishment was warranted?”

“When was the last shuttle from here to
Station Thraen?” Kel asked. “You will want to interrogate the crew
as well.”

“The last shuttle that left our station to
Thraen during that time was the shuttle transporting Case Oweyn,”
Vast replied. “Which was quite possibly the most heavily guarded
shuttle in quite some time. It would be near impossible for the
minor and minoress to stow aboard that shuttle, my lord. They are
more than likely being harbored by another of the stations having
escaped on a different shuttle.”

“Unless they had help,” Mistress Alexis
said.

“Son of a grendt,” Alexis growled. “That
double crossing, dirty, traitorous son of a grendt!”

Alexis stood and pointed at several royal
guards that stood to the side of the great hall, all looking like
they would much rather be anyplace else.

“You six men! Go and find Steward Oweyn this
instant! I want his ass in front of me within the hour!” Alexis
shouted.

“Son, that may not be wise,” Kel said.

“Oh, it is more than wise,” Alexis snarled.
“That little gilly slit is going to pay for this if I find out he
was involved.”

“No, I mean sending the guards,” Kel said
quietly. “We do not know which ones we can trust. We could be
sending the very men to fetch Oweyn that helped him with his
plot.”

“Out,” Alexis hissed at the royal guards.
“All of you! Out!”

“I should leave as well, sire,” Vast said.
“Until you are certain I was not involved.”

“Do not be absurd, Vast,” Mistress Alexis
laughed. “You will remain here with us. Your loyalty to the crown
is beyond reproach.”

“I thank you for the kindness, mistress, but
it is not wise to trust anyone at this time,” Vast replied. “If it
is not me then it could be one of the other members of the Order of
Jex. It may not be any of us, but you cannot be certain until you
investigate.”

“I just told you not to be absurd, Vast,”
Mistress Alexis frowned. “Did I not?”

“You did, my lady,” Vast nodded.

“Then shut your grendt vent, man,” Mistress
Alexis said. “Go find men you trust with your life and bring
Steward Oweyn to us. Contact the rest of the Order as well and
inform them what has happened. We will need to all put our heads
together on how to handle this.”

“Sire?” Vast asked Alexis. “Is this what you
wish me to do?”

“Yes, steward, it is,” Alexis said. “Go.
Bring Oweyn directly here and then lock this hall down. We have the
equipment already set up to conference with those of the Order that
are not on station. This is dire indeed, Vast.”

“I know, sire,” Vast said. “I swear to you
now that I will not let you down.”

Vast turned on his heels and hurried from the
great hall. Outside the main doors was a group of Aelish nobles and
stewards waiting to be admitted to the hall in order to watch
Master Lionel’s official oath of fealty to the Aelish crown.

“What shall we do about them?” Kel asked.
“They cannot stand out there forever.”

“They can and will,” Alexis grumbled.
“Hearing Lionel speak is far from the most pressing business at
this moment.”

“They will have to be told something,”
Mistress Alexis said as she stood. “Let me speak to them. I will
tell them that we have received word of Thraenish collaborators on
board the station and they should all retire to their quarters
immediately. I do not believe any of those cowards have seen a day
of battle in their privileged lives. They’ll scatter like grendts
at the first word of any threat to their persons.”

“Thank you, Mother,” Alexis sighed.

“Sire?” a tech asked. “The signal is locked
in from Station Thraen. Shall I turn on the monitors?” He looked
about the empty hall. “Or shall I wait?”

“Turn them on,” Alexis said. “We might as
well see the Thraen prostrate himself before me, even if it is
halfway across the System.”

The monitors were all switched on and the
symbol of Station Thraen was the first thing to come in.

“Asshole,” Alexis snapped. “He was supposed
to be showing the crest of Family Teirmont.”

“Lionel will be considerably harder to deal
with when he finds out we no longer hold his children,” Kel said.
“We should consider recalling Natalie at once. For her safety.
Lionel cannot be trusted without his incentive to play along in
place.”

“Yes, father, I have already thought of
that,” Alexis said. “As soon as Lionel’s oath is complete, we’ll
send word to Natalie that she is to return to Station Aelon. It
leaves the man unattended, but I see no other choice. Nats’s safety
is more important.”

The symbol of Station Thraen faded out as a
quiet fanfare was played. Replacing the image was Master Lionel
seated at the head of his great hall. On either side of him were
his children, Minor George to his right and Minoress Georgia to his
left.

“Greetings, System Helios and the Six
Stations,” Lionel said, his face nothing but one massive, smug
grin. “This historic broadcast was to be about me swearing fealty
to the usurper, Master Alexis the Fourth of Station Aelon and its
primes. Unfortunately for him, that will not be what he hears
tonight.”

“I have calmed them sufficiently,” Mistress
Alexis said as she hurried back to her seat. Her eyes went wide as
she saw the minor and minoress on the monitors. “Well, we know
where the little brats have gotten to.”

“Quiet, Mother,” Alexis hissed.

Kel gave her a stern look before she could
open her mouth and reprimand their son for the rudeness.

“Tonight will instead be a declaration of war
on Station Aelon,” Lionel continued. “From this moment forward, all
Aelons present on Station Thraen are under arrest and will be held
indefinitely until Master Alexis rescinds his claim on the
Thraenish crown. As I speak, Aelish soldiers, dignitaries, nobles,
and diplomats are being rounded up and imprisoned. I will execute
one a day until Master Alexis complies with my most humble request.
His claim on my crown is an affront to Helios and an affront to the
way of life this System has lived for millennia.”

Lionel leaned forward and glared into the
camera.

“If you are watching this, Alexis, know that
your sister is being hunted like a stray shaow. When I catch her
she will be one of the first to be executed. You disrespected me by
imprisoning my children, I will go one further by killing your
sister. You brought this on yourself, and not a person in the
System believes differently. Long live Station Thraen.”

Master Lionel waved at someone offscreen and
the monitors all turned to static.

“Alexis,” Mistress Alexis said. “We
cannot—”

“I know, Mother,” Alexis said. “Believe me, I
know.”


Chapter Six

 



The eight Aelish soldiers ran, their long blades barely clutched in
their grips as they struggled to keep their feet, all of them
wounded badly, bleeding from a dozen cuts, gashes and slices.

They fled down the passageway, doors shut to
them, no chance of escaping into a room of safety, no chance of
being given sanctuary by a kind soul.

The passageway ended at a T and the soldiers
looked left, then looked right. Two of the soldiers collapsed to
their knees, their blades clattering to the hammered metal floor.
Those that still stood raised their weapons as Tharenish soldiers
came at them from both sides.

Slowly, tauntingly, the Thraens approached
the trapped Aelons, looks of pure disgust on their faces. The
Aelons looked back, looks of resignation and despair upon
theirs.

“We surrender,” an Aelon gasped, his face
scrunched in pain as the wound in his side poured out his
lifeblood. “We give up and beg your mercy.”

On came the Thraens, no mercy to be seen.
They did not respond, they did not give any sign they heard the
Aelons the rest of the trapped soldiers began to plead for their
lives until the passageway was filled with cries for mercy.

“Helios will damn you all,” an Aelon
whispered as the Thraenish long blades were raised. “You will burn
for eternity.”

“He damned us the day he allowed Aelish trash
like you on our hallowed station,” a Thraen replied, the one and
only to speak. “Now we cleanse our passageways of your stink, your
filth, your blasphemy.”

The long blades came down and the
passageway’s floor became slick with blood. The Aelish screamed as
their limbs were cut from their bodies, hacked off like cuts of
shaow. The Thraens not only did not show mercy, but they savored
every cut and slice, every hack and slash. The Aelish soldiers wept
as much as they screamed and the Thraens only laughed.

The laughter did not stop when the Aelons
were finally silenced, their heads sent tumbling down the
passageway. The Thraenish soldiers made sure to collect the severed
heads, jokingly jabbing them at each other, manipulating the dead
mouths to say foul, awful things about Station Aelon.

Into bags the heads went and soon the
laughing Thraens left the passageway, ignoring the rest of the body
parts, offal, and blood that covered the floor.

Once they were gone, the doors to passenger
cabins began to open. Frightened, close to petrified at the sight
before them, the Thraenish passengers had no choice but to leave
the safety of their cabins and clean the mess left for them. Arms
were bagged, legs were bagged, torsos, hands, feet, guts, all were
bagged until finally all that littered the floor was the vast
quantity of blood.

The adults hauled off the body parts,
dragging the heaviest of the bags through the blood and down the
passageway to the incinerator chute. That left the children to
fetch mops and buckets, to prepare for a long night of cleaning, a
long night with the stench of coppery blood, biting urine, and
loosed feces close to overwhelming them.

The Thraenish passengers worked all through
the night, making sure every inch of the passageway was cleaned,
refusing to leave even a drop or smear of Aelish blood behind. They
had no choice. For if they did not do it, who would?

 


* * *

 


The six Aelish guards couldn’t have run if
they wanted to. Yet none wanted to. They stood shoulder to
shoulder, their hands bound before them with breen rope, their legs
bound at the ankles, their heads held high as the executioner stood
to the side of them.

“Do you understand the charges that have been
read?” Alexis asked, walking back and forth, up and down the line.
“Do you understand the sentence that has been passed?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Yes, my liege.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Yes, master.”

“Yes.”

“Yes.”

Alexis stopped and nodded to the executioner.
The masked man stepped up to the first guard and pressed him on the
shoulder until the man fell to his knees then lowered his head to
the long, bloodstained bench just in front of him. The guard turned
his head and looked up at the executioner.

“Swift and sure, if you please,” the guard
requested.

The executioner nodded, lifted his blade,
then brought it down in one fell swoop. The guard’s head came away
cleanly and tumbled from the bench. The headless body was removed
by two of the executioner’s attendants and the man with the bloody
blade moved on to the second guard.

The same motion of pressing on the guard’s
shoulder, the same falling to the knees and presenting the neck on
the bench, the same request of “swift and sure, if you please,” the
same death.

When the last head rolled and the body was
removed, Alexis turned to look at his mother and father, at the
three men of the Order of Jex, at the assembled nobles and
stewards.

“I have said it many times since that night,
and I will say it many times more until Oweyn is found,” Alexis
growled. “If I discover anyone that has even a slight connection to
the minor’s and minoress’s escape, I will make sure they meet the
same fate as these incompetent, greedy, traitorous guards who died
here today. Mercy will only come when you admit what you know and
help bring Steward Oweyn to justice.”

No one said a word, they all watched the
calmly enraged master.

“Get out of my sight,” Alexis said then
changed his mind before anyone could move. “No, stay. Stay and look
upon the blood. Watch it until it dries. I will remove myself from
your sight instead.”

Alexis turned and walked to a doorway back
into Castle Quent, his boots going from soft thuds upon the grassy
courtyard to loud stomps upon the hammered metal of the castle
floor.

“Alexis,” Kel called as he followed and
caught up to his son. “Alexis, hold up.”

“I have work to do, Father,” Alexis said.
“Important work and I do not need a lecture from a man who has
never been in my position.”

Kel grabbed Alexis by the arm and spun the
master about.

“How dare you!” Kel shouted, getting right in
Alexis’s face. “I have never been in your position? Well, Son, you
have never been in my position! My daughter is still on Station
Thraen and I do not know if she is alive or dead! At least you knew
the outcome of your daughter’s future the second she was born!”

“Kel!” Mistress Alexis gasped from behind the
two men. “Take that back! You taunt fate and Helios by saying such
a thing!”

“He taunts us all daily with his crusade to
weed out Oweyn!” Kel snapped. “Our son believes he is the only one
in pain, the only one hurt and betrayed, the only one who cannot
trust any of the Aelish faces around him! Well, he is not the only
one!”

Alexis looked down at his father’s hand that
still gripped his arm.

“You will unhand me, Father,” Alexis
said.

“Or what, A? What will you do? Have me
executed? Fight me?” Kel laughed. “You think you can take me, boy?
You may be the best shot with a longsling, but I will dice you into
cubes when it comes to a blade!”

“I will dice you both to cubes if you do not
stop this at once,” Mistress Alexis hissed, yanking her husband’s
hand free of her son’s arm. “I may be old, but I can take you both
at the same time and do not even test me on that point!”

The three Teirmonts stared at each other
until Alexis shook his head, turned and walked away.

“Alexis!” Kel yelled after him. “You have to
stop this! Get ahold of yourself!”

“Nothing you say will change my mind,
Father!” Alexis called back. “There will be more blood spilt, day
after day until I find Oweyn and his collaborators!”

The two old royals watched their son turn a
corner then they turned to each other.

“He is making it worse,” Kel said.

“He is in agony,” Mistress Alexis said.

“We all are,” Kel replied.

“We cannot stop him,” Mistress Alexis said.
“I know that look. It is the Teirmont thirst for revenge that
drives him now and only blood will quench it.”

“But how much blood, Lexi?” Kel asked. “How
much blood does he need before he sees reason?”

“I don’t know, my love,” Mistress Alexis
said. “Only Alexis knows and he is not in his right mind now.”

“There is only so much blood that can be
spilt before the station turns on him,” Kel said.

“I know, I know,” Mistress Alexis said. “Let
us hope he finds Oweyn soon or our dear Natalie comes home. I fear
those are our only options to save our son from himself.”

 


* * *

 


“Give me a count,” Natalie whispered as she,
Buck, Jay, and Lang sat in the Lower Decks storage room of Station
Thraen. “I have three cartridges.”

“Six,” Buck replied.

“Six as well,” Lang said.

“Ten,” Jay said then shrugged as he got dirty
looks from the others. “I’ve been placing careful shots, kiss my
ass.”

They each looked at the meager number of
particle barb cartridges they held then one by one they turned
their attention to the man that lay between them, covered in blood
and barely breathing.

“This isn’t right, Nats,” Buck said. “I know
you don’t want to hear it, but we can’t let Baise suffer like this.
Look at him. No hands, half a right leg, more holes in his chest
than a pincushion. I’ll do it right now, Nats. I’ll draw my blade
and give him the end he deserves.”

“No,” Natalie said. “As long as he breathes,
he still has a chance.”

“But what life will he have, even if we can
find a way off this fucking station?” Jay asked. “Did you not hear
the no hands and half a leg part? He’s only part of a man now.
Baise wouldn’t want to keep going. If he was awake he’d ask you to
do it, and you know that.”

“But he isn’t awake, you fuck,” Natalie
snapped. “So he can’t ask. It’s our duty to protect him and keep
him alive for as long as we can. We all swore an oath, and I swear
to Helios I’ll slice the throat of the first one of us that breaks
that oath.”

“He’ll be the death of us,” Lang said. “Don’t
you dare say you haven’t already been thinking it, Nats.”

“Oh, I fucking have, don’t you worry,”
Natalie replied. “But know what else I have been thinking? That I
am already the death of you. You all could have stolen a shuttle
and gotten off this nightmare station. But you came and found me.
Each of you died the instant you made that choice. That’s what I am
really thinking about.”

She looked down at Baise and placed her hand
on the man’s cold forehead. She stroked it a couple of times then
looked up at her team.

“I’ll stay with him,” she said. “You leave.
Save yourselves. Find some way off this station without me.”

“There is no way, Nats,” Buck said. “Lionel
sent all shuttles away and has forbid any from docking. There is
nowhere to go. Eventually, that son of his will track us down. When
he does, I want to die by your side, Nats, not running away like a
coward.”

“Same here,” Lang said.

“I’m with them,” Jay nodded. “And I’m with
you. We’re a team, Nats. We live as a team, we fight as a team, and
we die as a team.”

“You can all suck my dick as a team,” Natalie
sighed. “You stupid, suicidal fucks.”

“Whip it out, girl,” Buck said. “I’ll take it
like a man.”

There was a noise from outside the storage
room and they instantly went silent. Their eyes locked onto the
door handle, they watched and waited for it to move. After several
minutes, and no repeat of the noise, they relaxed slightly, their
eyes going from the handle and back to Baise.

“Even if he doesn’t die from his wounds, he’s
going to die of thirst,” Buck said. “We’re all dehydrated.”

“Grab me that bucket over there,” Natalie
said, pointing to the corner. “I’ll piss in it and you can all
quench your thirsts.”

“Are you fucking kidding?” Jay responded.
“I’d rather die, if you don’t mind.”

“What?” Natalie smiled. “It’s royal piss.
Ordained by Helios. It’ll probably give you visions or
something.”

“Yeah, you can fuck off with that,” Buck
said.

“Fine, stay thirsty,” Natalie said as she got
up and walked over to the bucket. She dropped her trousers and
squatted.

“What the fuck, Nats?” Lang said. “We are not
drinking your piss!”

“Yeah, I know, dumbshit,” Natalie snapped.
“Doesn’t mean I still don’t have to pee. Morons.”

 


* * *

 


The man shook in his robes, his eyes cast to
the floor as he stood before Minor George.

“You are saying you have no idea where the
minoress could be?” George asked as he placed the tip of his short
blade under the quivering man’s robes. “You have been working with
her for months and months now, side by side, whispering in each
other’s Aelish ears about how lucky we Thraens are to have you
here, yet she never once spoke of a contingency plan should
anything go wrong? I find that hard to believe.”

“I was merely a scribe, my lord,” the man
said. “I took the minutes of meetings, logged them, and sent them
to Station Aelon for Master Alexis to read.”

The blade flicked back and forth so quickly
that the scribe didn’t notice at first. It wasn’t until the blood
began to flow down his neck and over his robes that he became
alarmed. By then it was too late and he collapsed at George’s feet,
dead in less than a second.

“Brother, love, you have to stop doing that,”
Minoress Georgia said, seated across the great hall at the long
table. “We are running out of Aelons to interrogate. Father will be
cross if we do not learn the whereabouts of Minoress Natalie
soon.”

“Father gets cross when the form of his shit
is not to his liking,” George said, leaning down and wiping his
blade on the dead man’s robes. “My job is not to please Father, but
to kill Aelons.”

“You have that backwards, Brother,” Georgia
sighed. “Your job is to always please Father. That comes first. It
just so happens that killing Aelons pleases him. The only problem
is that finding Minoress Natalie would please him more. Always go
for the more pleasing option, love.”

“Pleasing, more pleasing,” George said as he
walked over and placed his hands on his sister’s shoulders. “So
much pleasing, it’s hard to keep it all straight.”

He leaned over and kissed her hair then
placed his chin on the top of her head.

“Where is Father anyway?” George asked.

“He’s with the Oweyn boy,” Georgia said.
“Squeezing him for all the information he can about the Aelish
forces here on the station. Apparently, some of the soldiers took a
liking to many of our lovelier Thraen women. Case is helping Father
find the little hidey holes where those men might be tucked away
in. I pity the women that have done the tucking. You know how
Father is with betrayal.”

“Oh, those poor, stupid girls,” Georgia said.
“They’ll be lucky if he kills them. The less fortunate will find
their own hidey holes filled by so many soldiers they could stuff
shuttles in them afterwards.”

“Isn’t that a funny thought,” George
chuckled.

“Yes, it is,” Georgia replied. “We should get
that cartoonist you like to draw that. A shuttle shoved up a stupid
whore’s gilly slit. I’d have it framed and put up on my bedroom
wall.”

“A delightful idea, love,” George said.
“We’ll have him make two.”

George kissed his sister’s hair again then
straightened and started walking to the hall’s doors.

“Where are you going?” Georgia asked.

“To find the cartoonist,” George said. “And
find a whore. All this talk of shoving things up gillies has made
me randy.”

“Oh, you poop,” Georgia pouted. “You make me
jealous when you leave to screw whores.”

“The cartoonist is handsome, should I send
him your way once I am done speaking with him?” George asked.

“Ooh, yes!” Georgia said and clapped. “He has
such talented fingers! What a lovely thought to have them drawing
upon my skin!”

“I do not think it will be his fingers he
will draw with, love,” George laughed as he stepped out of the
hall. “More like his ample pen! Careful you do not get stained by
his ink! Last thing we need is an artist in the bloodline!”

 


* * *

 


“Where is he?” Alexis shouted. “Show me the
fucking piece of shaowshit!”

“He is here, sire,” Steward Neggle said as he
stepped aside to show a badly beaten Steward Oweyn sitting against
the wall of the interrogation room. “We found him on the last
Middle Deck, about to escape into the Lower Decks. Kinsmon and Vast
are still hunting for his accomplices. We know there are more than
those we caught him with, but he refuses to say.”

“Of course he does,” Alexis nodded. “Why
would he dare give up his collaborators when there is a slight
chance they could come to his rescue?” Alexis walked across the
room, leaned down, and grabbed Oweyn by the neck. “But you will
talk to me, won’t you, steward? You will tell me everything I need
to know.”

Oweyn tried to speak, but all that came out
was a strangled, pained gurgle.

“Sire, you are killing him,” Neggle said.

“Yes, I suppose I am, Neggle,” Alexis
replied. “Everyone out. Now. I need to be alone with the man.”

The guards looked to Neggle and he nodded.
They exited the room quickly. A man in the far corner, busy laying
out various instruments of torture on a tray, glanced over his
shoulder at the steward.

“You as well,” Neggle sighed. “I believe the
master would like to be completely alone with the steward.”

“I would,” Alexis said as he lifted Oweyn up
by his neck and tossed him into a rickety metal chair. “And for no
reason should I be disturbed.”

“Please,” Oweyn coughed, blood spilling out
of his mouth. “Please. Neggle. You know me. Our fathers worked
closely—”

“Shut your traitor mouth,” Neggle spat. “You
know me as well, Oweyn. Do you think I would give a grendt’s shit
about your hide now? After what you have done? I will pray for your
soul, but that is all you will get from me.”

The member of the Order of Jex glanced at
Alexis, nodded, then left, closing and securing the door behind
him. Alexis turned slowly to Oweyn and smiled.

“My sister is missing,” Alexis said.
“Minoress Natalie of Station Aelon, Station Thraen, and their
primes, has not been heard from since the Thraen twins escaped and
set foot back on their station. All communication has been cut off,
Oweyn. We can only speak with Station Thraen when Master Lionel
wants us to. I have heard nothing from any of my people. Not a word
from any soldiers, diplomats, dignitaries. Not a word from the
Aelish families vacationing on that station.”

Oweyn’s eyes went wide at that last
revelation. Or one eye went wide, the other was horribly swollen
and leaked a pink fluid from under the lid.

“Oh, you didn’t think of that, did you?”
Alexis said as he turned his attention to the tray of tools in the
corner of the room. “All the innocents that were only trying to
experience more of the System. For many it was their first trip off
Station Aelon. With my taking of my birthright, the costs to travel
there plummeted. So many Aelons, so many Aelish children,
now trapped at the mercy of Master Lionel.”

Alexis picked up a small pair of wire
cutters. He opened them and closed them a few times before flipping
them up in the air and catching them easily.

“Do you think Master Lionel is the merciful
type?” Alexis asked. “Do you think he has shown our fellow Aelons
the respect they deserve as innocents involved in a game not of
their making? Do you, Oweyn? Do you think we’ll ever see those
people again?”

“Master…” Oweyn whispered.

“No, no, you do not get to call me that
anymore,” Alexis spat. “I am no longer your master. You gave that
up when you started sucking Lionel’s cock. You gave that up when
you bent this station over and let that man ram us up the ass!”

Alexis stomped over to Oweyn and grabbed the
man’s right ear. He shoved the wire cutters up against the
terrified man’s scalp and began to cut. He kept cutting until he
had a severed ear in his hand.

“Open your mouth,” Alexis said as Oweyn
whimpered and cried. “Open your mouth or I slice your lips
off.”

Oweyn reluctantly opened his mouth and Alexis
shoved the severed ear inside then clamped the man’s jaw shut with
his hand.

“Now, chew,” Alexis said. “Chew and chew and
chew until you can swallow your own ear.”

Oweyn began to gag and Alexis tossed the wire
cutters aside so he could hold the man’s jaw closed with both
hands.

“No you don’t, Oweyn,” Alexis chuckled. “No
throwing up. You puke and you’ll have to swallow that as well. Now.
Chew!”

Oweyn shivered and shook as he chewed and
then swallowed his own ear. He was openly crying, his entire body
heaving with sobs, once he was done.

“Let me see,” Alexis ordered. “Let me make
sure you don’t have any stuck in your teeth.” Oweyn painfully
opened his mouth. “Oh, my, it doesn’t look like you have many teeth
left. Neggle sure let his men do a number on you.”

Alexis looked about and saw a second chair in
the corner by the room’s door. He casually walked over, grabbed it,
set it in front of Oweyn and sat down.

“I’ll admit something, Oweyn,” Alexis said as
he took one of the steward’s hands in his. “I don’t really have the
stomach for torture. I am not like my great grandfather, his
father, or his father’s father. They knew how to torture. They knew
how to cut a man for days, sometimes weeks, until that man told
them everything they wanted, and did not want, to know. That is not
me.”

Alexis twisted Oweyn’s thumb, pulled then
tore it right off the man’s hand. Oweyn screamed and found himself
with his own thumb in his mouth.

“But, being a Teirmont, there is something
inside me that has been there since birth,” Alexis said, snapping
his fingers. “Chew, man.” Oweyn began to chew as he cried and
cried. “My nature has always been one of compassion and
understanding. My mother used to worry that it would be my weakness
as a master one day.” He leaned in. “Do you think it is my
weakness, Oweyn?”

Oweyn kept chewing then swallowed, but didn’t
reply.

“I asked you a question, steward,” Alexis
said.

“No...sire...I...do not...think you...have
a...weakness,” Oweyn gasped, bits of thumb flesh and bone spilling
out over his bottom lip and onto his chin.

“You got a little something there,” Alexis
said and wiped Oweyn’s chin. “And, for the record, you are wrong,
Oweyn. I do have a weakness. It is my family. That is something
Master Lionel knows about me. That is something he is exploiting
right now.”

“I...am...sorry,” Oweyn muttered.

“What was that, man? Speak up, for Helios’s
sake!” Alexis shouted. “Did you say you were sorry? Do you think
any apology will save you now? There is absolutely nothing that
will save you! Nothing!”

Alexis wiped his hands on his trousers and
stood up. He paced for a couple of minutes then turned to Oweyn and
grinned. It was a horrible grin, a predatory grin, a Teirmont
grin.

“You and I have something in common, Oweyn,”
Alexis said finally. “Family. You did what you did because of your
son, I understand that. I am doing what I am doing because of my
sister. So let us come to an agreement, shall we? You tell me the
names of every last one of the men on this station that assisted
you with your little plot and I will makes sure that every last one
of your relatives is kept from harm. Your nieces, your nephews,
your sister, your two brothers, your cousins and their families.
All will be spared. Can we agree on that?”

Oweyn looked up at the master, his one eye
almost rolling in his head.

“Look directly at me when I talk to you,
man!” Alexis shouted and Oweyn’s rolling eye snapped to attention.
“Can we agree?”

Oweyn nodded once, spat some thumb out onto
the floor, and nodded again.

“Good,” Alexis said. “I swear you have my
word that not a hair on your relatives’ heads will be harmed. Just
give me the names of your collaborators.”

Oweyn nodded, bloody tears streaming from his
one open eye.

“I’ll probably need pen and paper, won’t I?”
Alexis asked.

Oweyn nodded again.

Alexis knocked on the door and it opened
immediately. A guard looked in, deliberately averting his eyes from
Steward Oweyn, and bowed his head at Alexis.

“Yes, sire?” the guard asked.

“Pen and paper,” Alexis said. “The steward
has decided to cooperate.”

“Right away, sire,” the guard said and closed
the door.

Alexis turned and leaned against the wall by
the door, crossing his arms as he smiled at Oweyn.

“It’ll be just a minute,” Alexis said. “You
sit tight, alright?”

 


* * *

 


“We have one here, sir!” a Thraenish soldier
shouted as he shoved open the storage room door. “Looks
wounded!”

The soldier moved into the room, his long
blade drawn and ready for an attack, but the storage room was empty
except for Baise’s body. The soldier knelt next to the Aelon and
cautiously reached out and felt for a pulse on Baise’s neck.

“Dead, sir!” the soldier called out as the
doorway became crowded with more Thraens.

A tall man, battle scarred and looking as if
he hadn’t slept in days, shoved past the soldiers and into the
storage room.

“Dead? Are you sure, soldier?” the man
asked.

“Yes, Colonel, I am,” the soldier nodded. “He
looks familiar? Is this one of Minoress Natalie’s men?”

“Move,” the colonel snapped, shoving the
soldier out of the way. “Can’t get a proper look with you in the
way and this corpse on its side.” The colonel grabbed Baise’s body
by its shoulder and turned him over. “Get me Minor George on the
com! I want to report this my—”

The explosion ripped the room apart and half
the passageway outside it. Thraenish soldiers screamed as they were
shredded by flying metal, their polybreen armor no match for the
force of the shrapnel. The colonel was nothing but bloody mist,
mixing in the air with the remains of Baise.

 


* * *

 


“Stay tight on me!” Natalie shouted as she
and her team raced down the passageway, hoping they were headed for
the rotational drive section of Station Thraen’s Lower Decks. “We
can’t stop or slow down anymore! This is our one shot at getting
off this fucking station!”

“They aren’t going to let us leave, Nats!”
Buck yelled, his longsling barely gripped in his right hand as a
deep wound in his shoulder bled profusely. “Even if we threaten to
blow the drive, they will not give in!”

“Then this whole station falls apart!”
Natalie shouted. “And everyone dies with us!”

They skidded to a halt by a set of thick,
double doors.

“Helios, Nats,” Jay gasped as blood trickled
from both of his ears. “We do this and hundreds of thousands of
innocents die. Families, children, even our own people.”

“We do this and we win,” Natalie replied as
she motioned towards the double doors. “Get us in there.”

Jay and Buck looked at Lang, who was barely
standing as he slumped against the wall.

“What?” Lang asked.

“You have the Vape torch,” Buck said.

“Shit, right, sorry,” Lang said as he unslung
his pack and rummaged through it. “Here. You’re going to
have...to...do…”

He slid all the way to the floor as his eyes
rolled up into his head.

“Shit!” Jay snapped. He knelt by Lang and
checked his pulse. “Fuck. He’s gone.” Jay unsnapped Lang’s
polybreen armor and a massive amount of blood rushed out onto the
floor. “Son of a grendt. He must have been hit a while ago and
didn’t say a fucking word.”

“Give me that,” Natalie said and held out her
hand for the torch. “I’ll cut us in.”

She aimed the torch at one of the door
handles and started to cut. The bright green flame sliced into the
metal of the handle, melting it swiftly.

“We have company,” Buck said as he turned
around and lifted his longsling to his shoulder. He winced, but
didn’t let his wound stop him from keeping the weapon steady. “I
can hear a lot of fucking boots, Nats. Get us in there.”

“The torch is cutting as fast as it can,”
Natalie said as she nudged her longsling with her foot. “Take mine.
Use it if needed.”

Several Thraenish soldiers rounded the corner
and Buck opened fire. Half a dozen soldiers were dropped instantly
before his longsling clicked empty. He reached down and grabbed
Natalie’s longsling as Jay took his place and opened fire.

“Grab Lang’s too!” Jay yelled as he sent
everything he had at the Thraens.

Jay’s longsling clicked empty and he tossed
it aside, drew his long blade, and glanced back at Natalie.

“How we coming, minoress?” Jay asked.

“Cut the fucking minoress crap, asshole,”
Natalie said. “Fucking smart-ass.”

Crouched on his knee, Buck brought up Lang’s
longsling and fired away. It was empty in less than a second. He
got to his feet, drew his long blade, and stood shoulder to
shoulder with Jay.

“Fuck this,” Buck said. “Get in there and
blow this place, Nats. We’ll give you time.”

Natalie turned her attention from the torch
to the men behind her. They glanced over their shoulders and down
at her.

“It has been an honor, gentlemen,” she
said.

“Who the fuck you talking to?” Jay grinned.
“No gentlemen here, just a couple of idiot soldiers about to rip
some Thraens apart.”

“Then get to that,” Natalie smiled.

Jay and Buck moved forward, their long blades
held down at their sides, as they approached the oncoming Thraenish
soldiers. Bodies and blood from those that fell to the particle
barbs littered the passageway and the two Aelons stepped around the
gore, their strides even and controlled.

The door handle fell away just as Thraens and
Aelons met and Natalie only had a second to look back as her men
went to work. She shoved the door open and rushed inside. She found
herself on a walkway about fifty yards above the main rotational
drive platform.

Down below, waiting for her, were close to
fifty Thraenish soldiers.

And one Thraenish minor.

“Minoress! How lovely to see you!” Minor
George shouted up at her. “I wasn’t sure at first if you would
choose this strategy, but my father was certain of it. Once again,
that man shows his wisdom in matters such as this. Please, come
down here and join us!”

“Suck my dick, Georgey-boy!” Natalie
shouted.

She turned to go back the way she came, but
she found her way blocked by several bloody Thraens. They held the
heads of Buck and Jay in their hands. Natalie glared, then glanced
past them and the glare turned to a smile as she saw how many
soldiers her boys had cut down before being taken out.

“Better run, kids,” Natalie said, drawing her
long blade. “You’re about to find out what it’s like to fight a
Teirmont.”

She rushed the men, and more than a few took
terrified steps backwards.

 


* * *

 


“Sire?” Steward Vast said quietly as he
stepped into Alexis’s bedchamber. “Sire? Are you awake?”

“Always,” Alexis said from the bed. “Could
you sleep at a time like this?”

“Apparently not, since I am in here with you
at this late hour,” Vast replied. “May I have a word?”

“Of course, Vast,” Alexis said. “You never
have to ask.”

“We have rounded up all of Oweyn’s relatives
and they have signed the agreements,” Vast said. “They shall be
exiled to Aelon Prime where they will work for no less than five
years. At which time they will be pardoned for any possible
wrongdoing and free to travel to any station or prime they would
like as long as none of them set foot on Station Aelon or its prime
ever again.”

“All of them signed?” Alexis asked. “There
were no dissenters?”

Vast cleared his throat. “Not with the
display of Steward Oweyn’s corpse in front of them. I may not have
agreed with your choice of motivation, but I cannot fault its
effectiveness. Not a word was said by any of them as they
signed.”

“So they are on the shuttle to Helios now
then,” Alexis sighed. “Good. Let that business be done once and for
all.”

“I do worry that it may never be done, sire,”
Vast said. “These are all nobles. They hold grudges, as you know,
and I am sure many will now see this as a fuel to start a blood
feud.”

“Fuel to start?” Alexis laughed. “The blood
feud has already begun. If I was a simple steward, I would have
butchered them all. But I am Master of Station Aelon and I cannot
make the same mistakes that my ancestors did. Killing innocents is
what led my mother’s stepfather to rise up against my grandfather.
I will let the people live and hope that the few fools that want a
feud do not sway the others.”

“That is quite a hope, sire,” Vast said. “I
would be lying if I thought it would come true.”

“I would be lying to myself if I thought you
were wrong,” Alexis sighed. “But I cannot butcher more. Not now. I
tried to be hard, Vast. I tried to be the killer that this station
needed, but I am not that man. That part of me burned briefly and
then sputtered out like a weak Vape flame.”

“Which is why the Order follows you, sire,”
Vast bowed. “You have more heart than any other master before you.
Even more than your mother did when she ruled.”

“She had fate,” Alexis chuckled. “And I have
heart. What will the next master have, I wonder…”

“Speaking of the Order, sire,” Vast said. “I
have also come to ask if it may not be time to replenish its ranks.
Half of the members were on Station Thraen and we have not heard
from any of them. I would be surprised if they have survived.”

“And you want to recruit new stewards into
the fold, do you?” Alexis asked. “Bring our numbers back to full
strength?”

“I do, sire,” Vast said. “No matter how this
business with Station Thraen ends, we will need our forces to be
strong and ready. I do not believe Master Lionel will just sit back
on his laurels and rest.”

“No, I suppose he will not,” Alexis said. He
stood up from the bed and switched on a lamp. He couldn’t help but
smile when he saw the files Vast held in his hands. “You came
prepared, I see.”

“Like I said, sire, I cannot sleep at a time
like this either,” Vast smiled. “I have had plenty of opportunity
to narrow the prospective field down.”

“Then show me,” Alexis said.

The two men moved to a small table and sat,
Vast setting the files in front of the master.

“Tell me, Vast,” Alexis said as he opened the
first file. “The first members of the Order of Jex paid a heavy
tithe to the crown. That tithe is what built Castle Aelon down on
our prime. We will, of course, ask the same of the new stewards.
But what shall the funds go towards this time?”

“That is for you to decide, sire,” Vast said.
“The Order will leave all financial issues to the crown, as it
should be.”

“Very well,” Alexis nodded. He eyed the open
file and was about to speak when the door to the bedchamber burst
open.

“Richard?” Alexis cried, standing so fast he
sent the files flying about. “What is it?”

“It’s Natalie,” Richard said, his skin white
and eyes nearly popping from his head. “Come quick. Master Lionel
is on the video com and waiting.”

 


* * *

 


The monitors in the great hall flickered and
popped from the bad reception, but even with the signal
limitations, the Teirmonts could make out the figure of Master
Lionel clearly, as well as the minor and minoress of Station Thraen
as they stood next to their father. And, being held up by Thraenish
soldiers, just behind the Herlects, was Natalie.

“My Helios, Kel,” Mistress Alexis gasped.
“Look what they have done to our girl.”

“I know, Lexi,” Kel nearly cried. “I can
see.”

Natalie’s face was swollen almost beyond
recognition. She had been stripped of her polybreen armor and stood
only in a slight shift that was soaked through with blood. Deep,
dark blood that continued to wet the undergarment.

“Master Alexis,” Master Lionel said from the
monitor. “Can you clearly see the state your sister is in?”

“I can,” Alexis replied through gritted
teeth. “And you will release her immediately.”

“I plan to,” Lionel smiled. “There is no
question of that.”

“Then what is there a question of?” Alexis
asked.

“Your swearing fealty to me,” Lionel said,
his smile widening. “As it once was back when Station Aelon only
held meager lease holdings on Thraen Prime. I insist you denounce
your claim on Station Thraen and its prime and take a knee this
second.”

“You must be mad,” Alexis snarled. “There is
no way in Helios I will do any such thing!”

“Mad? Helios, no. I am far from mad,” Lionel
replied. “In fact, I believe I am being quite rational and
reasonable. There has been so much pain and bloodshed over the
years between our families, it is time we ended that. A truce will
be called, and your sister will be released, if you just take a
knee, swear fealty to me over your lease holdings, and we return to
the glory of days past.”

“And if I do not comply?” Alexis asked. “You
will murder my sister before my eyes, is that it?”

“That is it precisely,” Lionel nodded. “I do
not want to, let me assure you of that. Minoress Natalie is a rare
specimen in this System. Beautiful and brutal, able to lead men to
their deaths willingly in battle. Smart, charming, driven. I almost
believe she would have been better suited for the crown than you,
Alexis. But that would be silly since Station Thraen has never
believed in women ruling. That is an Aelish thing and that is
Aelish folly.”

“Alexis, you cannot give in,” Mistress Alexis
said from behind her son.

“Quiet, Mother,” Alexis ordered. “Lionel? If
I do as you say, I have your word my sister will be released?”

“You have my word,” Lionel nodded. The minor
and minoress next to him grinned and started to giggle. “Quiet.”
They stopped immediately.

“I give up my claim to Station Thraen, my
claim to Thraen Prime, and we return to the agreement my great
grandfather made so many years ago,” Alexis said. “That is the deal
you put forth?”

“That is the deal I put forth, Alexis,”
Lionel said. “What say you?”

“May I have a moment to take counsel with my
family?” Alexis asked.

“Of course, master,” Lionel said. “I am not a
savage. I would expect nothing less.”

Mistress Alexis and Kel started to step
forward, but Alexis held out his hand to stop them, his eyes locked
onto the monitor.

“Nats? Nats, can you hear me?” Alexis
asked.

“What is this?” Lionel frowned. “I
assumed—”

“Shut up,” Alexis barked. “You granted me a
moment to take counsel with my family. My sister is part of my
family. Are you withdrawing your consent, master?”

Lionel fumed for a moment then waved his hand
for Minoress Natalie to be brought forward.

“I thank you, Lionel,” Alexis said. “Nats?
Can you hear me?”

Natalie raised her head, obviously using all
of her strength to do so, and looked straight into the camera.
Alexis had to use all of his strength not to smile as he saw the
look in his sister’s nearly swollen shut eyes.

“Nats? Now more than ever, I need your
counsel,” Alexis said. “I need you to tell me what to do. No matter
what it is, I promise to obey. Tell me now, Nats.”

Natalie mumbled several words, but her voice
was not picked up by the com’s microphone. The look on Lionel’s
face told Alexis exactly what he thought his sister would say.

“Move her closer, Lionel,” Alexis demanded.
“Let me hear my sister.”

Lionel, his face red with anger, motioned for
his soldiers to move the minoress. Once her face was taking up
almost the entire screen, they stopped and Natalie swallowed hard
before speaking again through broken teeth and shredded lips.

“Fuck...them...all,” Natalie gasped.

“Then that is what I shall do,” Alexis
said.

Minoress Natalie was yanked back from the
camera and before anyone could say a word, her throat was slit by
Minor George’s hand. The blood flowed like a river of pain and
Natalie’s body was tossed aside.

Mistress Alexis, Kel, and Richard screamed.
But Alexis only stood there and stared at the monitor as Lionel
moved in close.

“You have made a grave mistake, boy,” Lionel
hissed. “I will take everything from you.”

“You already have,” Alexis said. “See to it
that her body is returned to Station Aelon. If it is not, or it is
desecrated in anyway, I will make sure the High Guardian rescinds
all travel privileges from Station Thraen. You and your people will
be trapped on that station to rot, mark my words.”

Alexis moved forward and yanked the cords
from out of the back of the monitor and the screen went dead. He
turned and looked at his family as they wept and wailed. Alexis did
not go to them, but strode past and out of the great hall. The
doors slammed closed behind him and the sound echoed through the
massive room, mixing with the sounds of the Family Teirmont’s grief
and anguish.


Act III—A
Shadowed Reign

 


“As has been said and written before, the reign of
Master Alexis the Fourth was one filled with triumphs and
tragedies. His legacy is complicated and bloody, yet also filled
with glory and hope. He did as much for the System as any monarch
before him and some of the programs he built are still with us
today.”

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

 


“When you look the other way, you look towards
Helios. When you look towards Helios, do not look the other
way.”

—Book of Lines 1:2, The Ledger

 


“I will never forget. But I am so tired. So very
tired.”

—Journals of Alexis the Fourth, Master of
Station Aelon and its prime


Chapter Seven

 


 “You are weak,”
the voice said.

“Hardly,” Alexis replied. “Now go away.”

“They kill your sister and you just turn your
head?” the voice scoffed. “That is pure weakness.”

“It is not,” Alexis said as he signed the
papers before him and set them aside. He grabbed a second stack of
files, sighed, and started signing those. “Natalie died because of
Lionel’s insanity, not because of my weakness.” He looked up and
glared at the shadowed figure in the corner of his study.
“Although, if you keep talking to me, then I will have to consider
myself almost as insane as Lionel. That would be true
weakness.”

“It is not my fault your soul seeks my
council,” the voice said. “I come when I am needed. It is the
Teirmont way.”

“Did the ghosts of your ancestors come when
you needed them?” Alexis asked, shaking his pen as it started to
run out of ink.

The voice gave a low chuckle. “I never needed
them.”

“Oh, how wonderful for you,” Alexis chuckled
as well. “Then this conversation must make you feel so
superior.”

“I am here to help, you little whelp,” the
voice snapped. “I will go away forever if that is what you
want.”

Alexis set the pen down and tilted his head.
“Is that an option?”

“Of course it is an option,” the voice
growled. “You simply must ask.”

“Good,” Alexis said. “Then go and never
return. I do not need you, I do not want you, and you are not
welcome here.”

“You will regret this,” the voice said.

“I already do,” Alexis replied. “Kill them
all? Wasn’t that your advice before? How did that work out? Oh,
yes, they all died! Aelons as well as Thraens! War is your legacy,
Great-grandfather. I refuse to let it be mine.”

“If I leave now you cannot summon me again,”
the voice warned.

“I will hold you to that,” Alexis said. “Get
out of my study, get out of my head, get out of my life. Now!”

There was nothing but silence for several
seconds then a knock at the door.

“Sire?” an attendant asked as he walked into
the study. He glanced around then frowned at Alexis. “Are you
alone?”

“Do you see anyone else in here?” Alexis
asked, not looking up from his paperwork.

“No, sire,” the attendant replied.

“Then you have the answer to your own
question, don’t you,” Alexis said. He finally looked at the
attendant. “What is it?”

“You have a guest, sire,” the attendant said.
“I told him you were busy today, but he insists on seeing you.”

“Does he also insist on being shot out of an
airlock?” Alexis asked.

“Only if you get me good and drunk first,”
Clerke said, pushing past the attendant. “Speaking of, we’ll need
two glasses, please.”

“There are glasses on the side table there,”
the attendant said.

“Then it looks like we don’t need you,”
Clerke grinned “You can leave now.”

The attendant looked at Alexis. “Sire?”

“Go,” Alexis nodded. “I will be fine.”

The attendant bowed low and quickly left the
study, closing the door firmly after him.

“Top notch staff, you have,” Clerke said as
he set a bag down by a chair then fetched two glasses from the side
table. “I almost came to blows with the first two before I was
shown to that guy there. Not that I’d actually fight them. Wouldn’t
want to mess up these fingers.”

“What do you want, Clerke?” Alexis asked. “I
am busy.”

“You are always busy,” Clerke said.

“I am Master of Station Aelon and its
Primes,” Alexis replied. “I should always be busy.”

“Too busy to answer any of my letters or
respond to any of my communications?” Clerke said. “No one is that
busy.”

“You left,” Alexis said. “My sister was
butchered and you left. I figured it was you that did not want to
speak with me.”

“Want me to tear down the idiocy in that
statement?” Clerke said as he pulled a bottle from his bag,
uncorked it, and then filled both glasses with a generous pour of
the brown liquid. “I’ll gladly explain why you are a complete
idiot. I have no problem with that. You need someone to tell you
the truth about your idio—”

“Enough,” Alexis sighed as he shoved his
papers aside and nodded at the glasses. “You going to give me one
of those or not?”

“Of course,” Clerke said and handed a glass
to Alexis then took his seat. “Cheers.”

“Cheers,” Alexis said as he sipped. His eyes
widened and he looked at the glass before sipping again. “This
isn’t just Klaervian whiskey, is it?”

“No, it is not,” Clerke smiled. “It is from
the royal family’s private reserves. The actual private reserves,
not the other stuff they woo dignitaries with.”

“And how did you come by such a rare
treasure?” Alexis asked.

“Your brother,” Clerke said. “I just spent
the past three months as a guest of Richard and his wife. Lovely
people, although a little off, as you know. To think the guy found
a woman, a minoress of Klaerv, that’s just as kooky as he is. What
are the odds?”

“Amongst the royals of the System?” Alexis
said as he leaned back in his chair. “They are fairly good odds.
It’s not even a bet the bookmakers would take.”

“True, true,” Clerke smiled. He waited for a
minute then shook his head. “Aren’t you going to ask why I was with
your brother? Or why I am here now?”

“I assumed you were performing on Station
Klaerv,” Alexis said. “Now you are here to perform.”

“Have you heard an announcement of me
performing on Station Aelon?” Clerke asked.

“I have not,” Alexis said then motioned to
the rest of the room. “But I have been busy, as I said.”

“Yes, I know,” Clerke said. “Your mother has
told me. Your father as well. In fact, every supporter and ally you
have has reached out to me in some capacity over this last year to
let me know how busy you are. Only a few of them know how much you
talk to yourself, though.”

Alexis frowned and set the glass down. “What
do you want, Petro?”

“Ouch, first name time,” Clerke laughed.
“I’ve upset you.”

“I haven’t made that quite clear?” Alexis
asked. “Just tell me what you want and then leave.”

“First, I want you to stop being angry with
me,” Clerke said. “I left Station Aelon because I needed to. This
place exudes Natalie. Every passageway, every deck, every time I
saw a royal guard or a member of the Order of Jex. She was there. I
needed time, Alexis. I had to lose myself in the System, get back
to who I was when I was alone and just a wandering bard from the
Lower Decks.”

“How’d that work out for you?” Alexis
responded. “Did you lose yourself? Did you escape the memory of my
sister?”

“Far from it,” Clerke said. “Every station I
set foot on reminded me of her. That time on Station Ploerv when
the minor insisted I play the same song again and again for like
thirty times in a row and she just kept encouraging the man. On
Station Haelm where the first row of seats collapsed because the
stewards and their families sitting there were so overweight that
the bleachers couldn’t hold them. Or even on Station Thraen when we
snuck into those Lower Decks and I gave an impromptu performance to
a group of rotational drive mechanics. Damn, did we get drunk that
night.”

“You went to Station Thraen?” Alexi snarled.
“You dared to set foot on that abomination and then come here and
mock me with it?”

“Calm your shit down, A,” Clerke said. “I
didn’t go to Thraen, I was just reminiscing.”

“You will address me as Master Alexis, not as
A,” Alexis snapped. “You no longer have the right—”

“Oh, shut the fuck up!” Clerke shouted as he
lunged to his feet and slammed his glass down on the desk. “Stop
hoarding all the grief, you selfish bastard! We all miss her and we
all still ache because of her death! You do not get to talk to me
like I am some accessory to this family! Other than you, I knew
Natalie the best!” He beat his chest with his fists. “I knew her,
dammit! I knew her!”

The study doors opened and two attendants as
well as two guards peered in, but were stopped by Alexis’s raised
hand.

“It’s fine,” Alexis said. “Do not disturb us
again.”

The attendants and guards paused then bowed
and left, closing the doors behind them.

“It is not fine,” Clerke said. “You have to
admit that.”

“I do,” Alexis said. “Every day. I wake up
and admit to myself I am not fine. I go to bed at night and admit
to myself I am not fine. Nothing is fine, Clerke. Why do you think
I stay so busy?”

“Well...it’s good to hear you admit that, at
least,” Clerke said as he sat back down and poured more whiskey in
his glass. “Shit. Such a waste to spill this stuff.”

“What is this all about, really?” Alexis
asked. “Get to the point, please.”

“You know when you asked me to be your secret
spy?” Clerke asked.

“Of course,” Alexis replied. “Although I do
not think I worded it quite like that.”

“Doesn’t matter how you worded it because I
did it,” Clerke said. “I was too late in figuring out what Oweyn
and Lionel were up to, but I did have sources in place on all the
other stations as well as The Way.”

“Alright. And?” Alexis asked.

“And there are whispers,” Clerke said. “They
are small and isolated, but they sound serious.”

“Tell me what the whispers are, Clerke,”
Alexis sighed. “I do not have the patience for melodramatic
showmanship.”

“The whispers are of Station Thraen taking
back their prime,” Clerke said. “Like I said, they are small and
isolated, but the sources are sound. I just wanted you to know that
they are out there. If I am hearing them then, well…”

“Then they could easily be more than
whispers,” Alexis said. “This is good to know. Except that Lionel
wouldn’t dare. The High Guardian has strictly forbidden such an
action. It is one reason my mother and father are staying on Aelon
Prime and constantly meet with the man. High Guardian Victor would
be risking all-out war against us. And considering how fresh the
wound is from Natalie’s death, that is a war The Way does not want.
Not from Teirmonts.”

“No, no, it is The Way I am hearing the most
whispers from,” Clerke said. “I think Victor is worried of the same
thing. He does not want a war with the Teirmonts. No one does.
Except for one person. Well, two people, to be precise, but I think
of them as one.”

Alexis set his glass down and leaned
forward.

“The twins?” Alexis asked. “George and
Georgia want to make a play for Thraen Prime? They would defy their
father? That is a risky move that could end up with their heads on
pikes. I doubt Lionel or the Thraenish stewards would want to risk
another prime conflict.”

Clerke tilted his head and then leaned back
in his chair. “You don’t know, do you?”

“Don’t know what?” Alexis asked. “Stop being
coy, Clerke. You are no good at it.”

“Lionel’s health is failing him,” Clerke
said. “He may have a few years left or he may kick it next week.
His physicians are tight-lipped on the whole thing, so no one knows
for sure.”

“It could also be another Thraenish plot to
stir up the System,” Alexis said. “Gets the other stations to hurry
up trade negotiations. No one wants to start from scratch with a
new master.”

“That could be, as well,” Clerke nodded. “But
I thought you should be informed.”

“Well, now I am,” Alexis replied. “Thank you
for that.” Alexis waited for a few seconds, his eyebrows raised.
“That’s not all, right? There is no way you’d come see me for just
that.”

“No, no, I actually have been thinking about
something,” Clerke said. “It’s about Natalie’s legacy.”

“She, and her team, will be remembered
forever,” Alexis said. “We are having a memorial statue erected
with their names engraved on Middle Deck Twenty. My longslingers
were insistent that it be placed there and I could not argue with
them.”

“Yes, I know, I heard,” Clerke smiled.

“You heard? How is that? I just finalized the
plans a couple days ago,” Alexis said.

“You wanted me to spy,” Clerke shrugged.
“Apparently I have gotten very good at it.”

“Shaowshit,” Alexis said. “Someone contacted
you. Who was it?”

“Your father,” Clerke replied. “He thought I
should know, in case I wanted to attend the unveiling next year. Go
ahead and block off some time in my schedule. He used your
brother’s personal communications line on Station Klaerv. By the
way, why is Richard living on Klaerv with his wife and not here on
Station Aelon? He wouldn’t give me a straight answer.”

“He wouldn’t give you a straight answer
because he doesn’t quite understand the intricacies,” Alexis said.
“With Natalie dead, and a lack of my own heir, Richard is now next
in line for the crown. We didn’t want him down on Helios with
Mother and Father, and we didn’t want him here with me. It’s for
his safety and the security of the Aelish monarchy. His
father-in-law will protect him with all the power of the Klaervian
court, so we figured it was best he just stay there.”

“Wait, why shouldn’t he be down on Helios
with your mother and father? They would be the most logical choice
to keep him safe,” Clerke said.

“Because, if something does happen to me and
then Richard, before he has an heir, then Mother would assume the
crown again,” Alexis replied. “As long as she still lives, Helios
willing.”

“What if you all die?” Clerke asked.

“Then Station Aelon will be looking at its
first battle for the crown in centuries,” Alexis sighed. “Which we
would all like to avoid, even the stewards that have an outside
claim. Prosperity comes hand in hand with stability. We need the
stability as much as we need the prosperity, at this time.”

“Yes, speaking of prosperity,” Clerke said.
“I have been doing very well in the disc market, not to mention the
revenues from my live performances. Which brings me back to
Natalie’s legacy.”

“I’m not following you,” Alexis said.

“I don’t want her to just be remembered as
the warrior minoress,” Clerke said.

“But that is who she was,” Alexis said.

“That is where you are wrong, A,” Clerke
said. “We spent a long time together, going from station to station
while I performed. Being a bard means I meet many different people
from all walks of life, no more so than artists from other
disciplines. Natalie fell in love with the scene and we spoke at
length about setting up our own artists’ collective at some
point.”

“Like Helios you did,” Alexis scoffed. “Nats
was never into that artsy-fruity crap.”

Clerke just stared.

“Well, she wasn’t,” Alexis insisted. Clerke’s
stare gave him pause. “Was she?”

“Your sister was quite the painter,” Clerke
said. “She was rough, but she had natural talent. A few more years
of training and she would have been the one the stations called
for, not me.”

“Shaowshit,” Alexis said.

“It isn’t,” Clerke said and stood up. “Follow
me, I’ll show you.”

“Where?” Alexis said. “I have said I am
awfully—”

“Busy, I know,” Clerke said. “Helios, let
that tired bit go. No one buys it, A. Just come with me.”

“Not unless you tell me where?” Alexis
insisted.

“To your sister’s quarters,” Clerke said. “I
have it on good authority that you haven’t set foot in there since
Natalie died.”

“Have you now? Who was the snitch this time?
My mother?” Alexis asked.

“No, it was everyone,” Clerke said. “Your
attendants, the Order, your guards, the servants, stewards,
everyone. It is well noted on Station Aelon that you refuse to go
in those quarters and you have given explicit orders for them not
to be disturbed. Sounds like you were building your own
memorial.”

“I have too much work to do to accompany you
on some whim,” Alexis said.

“It is not a whim, Helios dammit!” Clerke
shouted. “Now get your Teirmont ass up and follow me to your late
sister’s quarters or I will start spreading rumors you copulate
with grendts all day instead of doing any actual work!”

“You wouldn’t,” Alexis glared.

“Just try me, A,” Clerke said. “I’m starting
to get bored with being a bard. And getting on a bored musician’s
bad side is not a good idea. We tend to write nasty, salacious
songs when we’re bored.”

 


* * *

 


“These…these aren’t bad,” Alexis said as he
held a small painting up by the window in Natalie’s personal study.
The painting was of the view of the courtyard directly out the
window and wasn’t a perfect facsimile, but gave the obvious
impression of the setting. “Why didn’t she ever show me these? Or
tell me she liked to paint?”

“Because to you she was your badass little
sister,” Clerke said. “She didn’t want you to hesitate when you
needed to call upon her fighting skills. And she didn’t want the
team to know.”

“The team didn’t know?” Alexis asked, setting
that painting down and picking one up depicting an approaching Vape
storm on Aelon Prime. “Well, I don’t feel so bad now. If she didn’t
tell the team then she didn’t really want anyone to know.”

“Oh, she wanted you to know,” Celrke said.
“She was very proud of her work and it killed her she couldn’t
share it with you.”

“I was starting to feel a little better, but
that has wiped the good feeling away rather quickly, Clerke,”
Alexis frowned. “Thank you for that.”

Alexis set the second painting down then
reached for a third and stopped.

“Hold on. Why did you go see my brother on
Station Klaerv?”

“Simple,” Clerke smiled. “He is next in line
for the crown. I didn’t want all of my work to go to waste if you
died and he took over the mastership. Before I decide to step away
from the stage, I want to know that I am not doing so in vein.”

Alexis walked away from the window and looked
Clerke right in the eye.

“Are you having fun?” Alexis asked. “Giving
me tidbits and morsels of information? You have me on the hook,
Clerke, now reel me in.”

“I want to start an artistic foundation in
Natalie’s name,” Clerke said. “I would like it to be Systemwide,
but the odds are close to impossible to accomplish that. Too much
red tape and bickering. So, for now, it would need to stay confined
to Station Aelon. It would be a conservatory, a workshop, a museum,
a retreat—all things up and coming, and even established artists,
need.”

“Just painting?” Alexis asked.

“No, of course not,” Clerke replied. “All of
the arts. Music, dance, sculpture, metal crafts, all of them.”

“Hmm,” Alexis mused. “It is an interesting
thought. How much have you raised for it?”

“Yes, well, that’s where you come in,” Clerke
said. “I know you have been interviewing new members for the Order
of Jex, and part of them joining is to give a substantial tithe of
credits. Your mother built Castle Aelon on the prime with tithes,
you could build this foundation.”

“That is an idea,” Alexis said. “The Order
does leave the use of the tithes to the crown.”

“And Natalie was one of the bravest of
warriors,” Clerke said. “So those old fighters wouldn’t have a
problem with the credits going towards something she wanted.”

“You are not wrong there,” Alexis said. “I
sometimes fear history will canonize her and just leave me as a
footnote.”

“I doubt that will be the case, sire,” Clerke
said, bowing low.

“Oh, fuck off,” Alexis smiled, snacking the
man on the head. “Stand up and let’s go. I’m famished and we should
talk more about this.”

“So you are in agreement?” Clerke beamed.

“I am open to the idea and hungry,” Alexis
said. “You will have to do a lot more convincing for me to be in
agreement.”

“Oh, I’m very good at convincing,” Clerke
said. “That whiskey was only my opening. Wait until the main
act!”

 


* * *

 


The veteran members of the Order of
Jex—Stewards Vast, Neggle, and Kinsmon—all stood and bowed to
Alexis, their faces filled with joy. Alexis, seated at the head of
the long table in the great hall, bowed his head in acknowledgment
and appreciation.

“It would be a fitting tribute to the
minoress,” Vast said. “She did not speak of her art to me
personally, but I did catch glimpses of it on occasion. Why she
took great pains to hide such beauty, I will not know.”

“It is our honor to help provide funds for
this foundation,” Neggle added. “Not all Aelons can be fighters and
warriors. And not all can be merchants or businessmen. I know my
sister’s boy is quite the artisan when it comes to working with
patterns on breen.” He withdrew a pair of gloves at his belt and
held them up. “He placed our family crest upon my gloves for Last
Meal.”

“I say we make an official announcement of
support,” Kinsmon said. “If the station knows the Order is behind
this endeavor then we should be able to raise even more funds from
the Middle Decks. The passengers adored Minoress Natalie.”

“I am sorry, Your Highness,” a man said from
way down the long table. “But, when I was asked to become a part of
the Order of Jex, I was not aware my tithe would be given away to
such a superfluous cause.” The man, short and muscular, stood and
nodded to the stewards that had just spoken. “No offense is meant.
I admire everything the minoress stood for, but I am afraid that if
we use her name to promote the arts we will lose a golden
opportunity to use her name to promote the military needs of this
station. Perhaps we should see that recruitment numbers increase
first before we embark on supporting the bard’s pet project.”

“Thank you for your input, Steward Holsten,”
Alexis said. He turned and looked at Clerke, who was seated away
from the long table, not being a member of the Order, and smiled
broadly. “But the bard, as you call him, is an accomplished artist
and a man I trust completely. This is far from his pet project and
will only serve to strengthen and benefit Station Aelon for
generations to come. The tithes given are to be used at my
discretion. This is my discretion.”

“Yes, sire, I understand that,” Holsten
replied. “And I am not disputing your right to use the tithes as
you see fit. It is just that I feel it would have been good of you
to let myself, and the other new members, know of your intentions
before we had given them over so willingly.”

“I see,” Alexis said. He stood up and placed
his hands on the table. “If I had mentioned my intentions, would it
have changed your mind in regards to joining the Order? Would you
have withdrawn your desire to become a part of the most honored of
institutions on this station?”

“No, it would not have, sire,” Holsten said.
“I would have still proceeded with accepting your most gracious
invitation.”

“Then I do not see the problem,” Alexis said.
He turned his attention on the two other new members of the Order.
“Steward Flain? Steward Triny? What say you on this subject?”

Steward Flain the youngest of the men at the
table, stood and bowed. He had slight, almost effeminate features,
but when he spoke, a deep, rumbling bass of a voice came out.

“Master, I do not agree with my colleague,”
Steward Flain replied. “I believe it to be a most proper use of the
funds. I look forward to seeing the results of this foundation and
will pledge the resources and help of my sector if called
upon.”

Alexis looked surprised. “Well, that is very
generous of you, Steward Flain. I thank you for the offer.”

“Careful what you promise,” Clerke said from
his seat then held up his hands. “Sorry. I’ll shut up.”

“Steward Triny?” Alexis asked.

An older gentleman, Steward Triny was battle
hardened and the scars across his face proved it. A veteran of the
prime conflicts and the taking of Station Thraen, Steward Triny was
known throughout Station Aelon as a loyal supporter of the crown
and strict disciplinarian within his sector holdings.

“Your Highness,” Triny said, clearing his
throat. “I know nothing about art, care nothing about art, see no
purpose in art, and have no opinion on the subject. I leave it to
you to make the decisions. It is your crown, sire, not mine.”

“Well put, Triny,” Alexis said. He focused
again on Holsten. “Will this be a bone of contention between us,
Holsten? I do not want there to be any issues or animosity within
the Order. This is a brotherhood and we must trust each other
implicitly or the Order does not work.”

“No bone, sire,” Holsten replied. “My beliefs
are strictly personal and do not, nor will ever, influence my
loyalty or behavior in regards to the Order.” He smirked and
shrugged. “I just may not be attending any of the foundation’s
functions, galas, or fundraising events, if that is
acceptable.”

“Understood, Holsten,” Alexis said. He nodded
to each of the members. “Then let it be known that the tithes you
have all given are to be used to create the Natalie Teirmont
Artistic Foundation. I am appointing Petro Clerke as the head of
the institution. He will consult with me in all matters of
importance, but at the end of the day his judgement will be final.
Are we in agreement, gentlemen?”

“Aye,” the table replied.

“Good,” Alexis said. “Then let us adjourn. I
have plenty more work than this to attend to. Until we meet again
next week.”

The members nodded and bowed then slowly made
their way from the great hall, chatting amongst themselves about
the meeting’s topic as well as other matters of station. Once the
great hall was empty, except for a handful of attendants, Alexis
motioned for Clerke to join him at the table.

“Well?” Alexis asked once Clerke was seated
and an attendant poured them both glasses of gelberry wine. “What
are you thoughts? We have the Order’s support, do you believe we
can proceed or will we need the meeting as well as the passengers’
support?”

“You are the Master of the Station,” Clerke
said. “I leave that for you to decide.”

“I may be master, but I am not part of the
art scene,” Alexis said. “Aside from studies as a child, I have not
participated in anything except for some bawdy singing while camped
with my longslingers.”

“Which is surprising,” Clerke said. “Because
you, of all the Teirmonts, have more of an artist’s temperament
than a warrior’s. Even with your Dark Master’s persona.”

“My what?” Alexis asked. “Dark Master? I
think you have that mixed up, Clerke. I was known as the Dark
Minor.”

“Then you became the Dark Master,” Clerke
frowned. “Has no one mentioned that before? Surely this cannot be
the first time you have heard it said?”

“I am afraid it is,” Alexis replied. “And I
am not sure how I feel about it.”

“No one meant any offense,” Clerke said. “You
were celebrated as the Dark Minor then you were crowned, lost you
wife and child, and declared war on Station Thraen. It was a
natural progression to Dark Master.”

“Yet the name never reached my ears,’”Alexis
sighed. “So I do not buy your assertion no offense was meant.”

“Uh-oh, are you to begin holding executions
now?” Clerke smiled. “Kill those that dare besmirch your name?”

“Shut up,” Alexis said. “This subject bores
me.”

“Oh, well, we can’t have that,” Clerke
laughed.

Clerke snapped his fingers and an attendant
hurried over with several rolls of paper under his arm. The
attendant set the rolls in front of Clerke and stepped back.

“Let’s have a look at the first phase, shall
we?” Clerke suggested. “It is a two step approach. We begin with a
small space here on the station, build it up to something more
significant then look to duplicate it upon Aelon Prime.”

Alexis raised his eyebrows at the last part
of Clerke’s suggestion. “The prime? Why would we build there as
well?”

“Because there are people there, A,” Clerke
said. “And where there are people there are potential artists.
Creativity flourishes within miners and breen farmers too. If we
establish a branch of the foundation on Aelon Prime then we will
instantly elevate the culture down there. The frontier attitude of
brutality will be softened and refinement of thought will begin.
That will make managing the prime much easier and far less
dangerous for all.”

“How practical,” Alexis said. “We shall
soothe the savage beast of the prime with art.”

“I truly hope so, A,” Clerke said. “Because I
am certainly tired of savage beasts.”

“I as well, Clerke,” Alexis sighed. “I as
well.”

 


* * *

 


“What we are trying to do here is create some
type of space within each sector,” Clerke said as he stood before
the combined meetings of stewards and passengers. “We need to give
as many passengers as possible the opportunity to express
themselves and learn in an artistic environment.”

The great hall was filled almost to capacity
and it was obvious that more than a few members of the meetings
were put out that they had to stand instead of being offered a seat
at the long table. Alexis was seated at the head of the long table,
with Clerke standing to his right, his eyes on the men that made up
the groups that decided much of the fate of Station Aelon.

“Sectors Helble, Gwalter, Norbrighm, Kirke,
Shem, Maelphy, Bueke, Gormand, and Trint have all agreed to host
spaces,” Clerke said. “But that is only a fraction of the sectors
we need to establish this foundation properly. The requirements are
meager, and any unused set of large storage rooms, offices, former
factories, whatever you can spare would be greatly
appreciated.”

“I believe I have some space by my trash
incinerator,” a steward called out.

“As do I by the leaking sewage pipes on
Middle Deck Forty-Eight,” another steward said. “Most of art is
shite anyway, so they could just toss it into the cesspool when
done.”

Alexis lunged to his feet and pounded his
fists upon the table.

“Is this a joke to you?” he growled. “Is the
idea of honoring my sister’s memory with beauty instead of blood so
repugnant that you would sit here and mock something that I believe
in with my very being?”

No one replied.

“Master, let me address them, if you please,”
Clerke said. “You are here to observe, not intimidate.”

All eyes watched Alexis closely as he sat
back down and waved his hand at Clerke. “Yes, my apologies. Please
continue.”

“This is not mandatory, as you all know,”
Clerke said. “And I would not want it to be. Unwilling involvement
does not make a conducive atmosphere for creativity. If you do not
want to donate space to the foundation within your sector then I
ask that you do not. I would prefer that the prestige of the cause
be reserved for those that embrace the spirit for which it is
intended. There will be much more favorable results from positive
environs than from hostile ones.”

“I’ll donate space if you sing us a song,
bard!” a deck boss called out. “Play that one about the Haelmish
lass that kept her skirts up for six days straight! That is a
classic!”

“I did not prepare myself to perform for you
today, gentlemen,” Clerke said. “It is not my purpose now to
entertain, but to educate. There comes a point in every man’s
career when he must change. This is that point for me.”

“Ah, come on!” a sector warden yelled. “Just
one ballad! A gruesome tale for us all to hear!”

“As I have said, you do not have to
participate in this foundation,” Clerke said, ignoring the last
request. “Allowing me to speak to all of you today was a courtesy
granted by Master Alexis and it does not obligate any of you in any
way. I thank you for listeni—”

“Just one tune!”

“Play for us, Clerke!”

“We came for a show!”

“Gentlemen! Please shut your traps and listen
up!”

All heads turned to the doors of the great
hall. Mistress Alexis strode inside and shoved her way through the
crowd to the head of the table. Everyone quickly bowed their heads
with respect.

“Mother?” Alexis said as he stood and kissed
Mistress Alexis on the cheek. “This is unexpected.”

“It shouldn’t be,” Mistress Alexis replied.
“I have left word with your attendants for three days, trying to
reach you.”

“I apologize, Mother,” Alexis said. “I have
been so busy coordinating this event that—”

“Save it for later, Alexis,” Mistress Alexis
interrupted. “We have much to discuss beyond the arts.”

She turned and faced the great hall, her back
straight and her head held high.

“Gentlemen,” she said. “I am surprised by you
all. In my day the meetings would not have balked at supporting a
request such as this. It costs you nearly nothing and requires zero
work from any of you other than the occasional appearance at galas
and fundraisers. Which, I assume, you all will attend anyway with
your own selfish agendas.”

“Mother, where are you going with this?”
Alexis whispered.

“Hush, Son, and sit down,” Mistress Alexis
said. “Your mother is speaking now.”

Alexis sighed and took his seat, knowing
better than to argue with his mother. There were a few snickers
from the crowd.

“Next man to snicker gets his lungs ripped
out through his chest,” Mistress Alexis barked. “That is a promise
that I will execute myself. Are we understood?” All eyes were on
her. “Good. Now that I have your full attention, I would like to
explain why I have come here today.”

She took a deep breath and placed a hand on
Clerke’s shoulder.

“This man is willing to devote the rest of
his life to the memory of a woman he deeply loved. A woman that is
indisputably the most cherished minoress to live on Station Aelon,
which I do not say lightly since I was once a minoress myself.”
There were several smiles at those words. “Not only is Petro Clerke
willing to work for my late daughter’s memory, but he is willing to
work for the betterment of all Aelons. And he is not even a native
of the Surface or the Middle Decks, but a lowdecker! I am sorry
that so many of you that are natives of the Surface feel that the
arts are not worthy of your support. Perhaps only those on the
Lower Decks can truly appreciate greatness.”

Mistress Alexis moved from the head of the
table and began to pace in front of the crowd.

“And I have to say that I understand
completely. I am a woman that is more comfortable with two blades
in hand than two paintbrushes or two pencils. My ears are tuned for
the sounds of battle, not the sounds of choirs or orchestras. When
I see the color red I think of blood, not of a flower blossom or a
piece of stained glass. But that is me.

“I will admit I knew nothing of my daughter’s
secret pastime. Which is a shame since, now that I have seen her
work, I know she had a great talent; a talent I would have loved to
discuss with her, to encourage in her. Perhaps if I had known
sooner, if she had felt the willingness to confide in me, perhaps
my daughter would be alive today. She may not have gone back to her
warrior ways and held a brush the rest of her life instead of a
longsling at the end.”

Mistress Alexis raised her hand and pointed a
finger at the crowd.

“How many of you have daughters and sons? How
many of you know everything about their lives? How many of you
would rather your children learn to express themselves with paint
and charcoal instead of blood and gore? I know I would give
anything to have my Natalie back.”

She sneered and wagged her finger.

“Unfortunately, as it stands now, I could not
say the same for any of you. I know there are some here that lost
children in the war on Station Thraen. I know some of you lost
children in the conflict of the primes. Yet, apparently, the cost
of an unused storage room or empty warehouse is just too much to
part with. So, I propose this: that whatever you donate will be
named after those you lost. We will not let this foundation be only
about my daughter, we will let it be about all daughters, and sons,
who perished.”

She lowered her hand and locked eyes with the
younger members of the meetings.

“And for those of you who are fresh to this
great hall, and perhaps are just starting or have yet to start
their own families, I request that you look within yourselves. Ask
yourselves if you would rather someday hold your living children in
your arms, laughing at the paint smeared across their clothes, or
would you prefer to grieve over your dead sons or daughters, while
blood stains their uniforms? The choice is yours to make. We will
always have plenty of Aelons with the courage to go to battle, that
should never be up for debate. But how many Aelons will have the
courage to express their very souls and lay them bare for us all to
see? How many of you will have the courage to let them?”

Mistress Alexis bowed low and then turned to
her son.

“I hope that helps,” she said. “When you are
finished, I will be in your study, waiting to speak to you.”

The mistress quickly left the great hall, a
path cleared for her instantly as men bowed before her.

Alexis and Clerke glanced at each other and
rolled their eyes.

“You are a lucky man to have such a mother,”
Clerke said.

“That part is up for debate,” Alexis chuckled
then looked towards the crowd. “I think it is your turn to try
again. They might be a tad more receptive this time.”

 


* * *

 


“Father didn’t come up to the station with
you?” Alexis asked. “This is probably the first time you two have
been apart for in I don’t know how long.”

“He is keeping an eye on the situation down
on the primes,” Mistress Alexis replied as the two royals sat next
to each other in Alexis’s study. “I want to make sure nothing slips
by us.”

“Why? What is happening?” Alexis asked. “Is
Lionel making a move? I am told he is barely conscious.”

“Lionel is not making a move, but George
certainly is,” Mistress Alexis replied. “Nothing overt or obvious.
Most stations wouldn’t see the signs, but your father and I know
the ways of Helios well enough that even the slightest of ripples
look like waves to us.”

“Tell me what is happening,” Alexis said. “Be
specific.”

“Ah, and that is the genius of the Thraen
minor,” Mistress Alexis chuckled. “There are no specifics to give.
Just subtle shifts in supply deliveries, barge schedules, miner
rotations, Vape deliveries. Small things that occur on a prime all
the time. If you had them all in front of you on paper you wouldn’t
see a pattern.”

“Then why are you here?” Alexis asked. “If
there is no pattern, then how are any of these things
significant.”

“Because of their locations,” Mistress Alexis
said. “Come, I’ll show you.” She stood up and went to Alexis’s
desk. “Do you have maps of the prime battles?”

“Yes, of course,” Alexis said. He went to a
shelf and rummaged through a pile of rolls. “Here they are.”

“Good,” Mistress Alexis said as she unrolled
the first map. “Perfect. This is excellent. Now, see how this
location was where we routed the Thraens, pushing them from this
Vape mine and out into the open?”

“Yes, I remember that day well,” Alexis
smiled. “That was the first day Natalie’s team truly came
together.”

“Well, this is also where there is the
highest turnover of Vape miners on the prime,” Mistress Alexis
said. “This mine here has had several accidents reported over the
past few months, which makes the turnover understandable. No one
wants to work where they will die within the week.”

“Vape mining is dangerous,” Alexis said.
“So?”

“So, there are reports of accidents, but I
have yet to find official reports of deaths,” Mistress Alexis said.
“With this many accidents there should be many dead Thraens. There
aren’t. Worker rotation, but not worker replacement.”

“Those men were just lucky,” Alexis said, not
believing his own words.

“Could be,” Mistress Alexis smiled. “Except
for a couple of things. One is that Vape production in this mine is
way down. Yes, training new miners can take time, but eventually
you see the upswing in production. We are not seeing that upswing,
A. Do you know why?”

“Because they are not miners in that mine,
but Thraenish soldiers,” Alexis replied. “Is that the why? If so,
then I need proof to take to the High Guardian.”

“I know that, A,” Mistress Alexis said.
“Which is why your father is still down on Aelon Prime. He is
working to gather that proof.”

“What else is happening?” Alexis asked.

His mother spread out a different map.

“See here and here? Supply barges used to
disembark in these places regularly. They still do, except now they
disembark here and here as well. Only once or twice a month. Do you
see the significance of these locations?”

“They are where we cut off the Thraens’
supply lines before,” Alexis said. “They are creating caches,
aren’t they? Hoarding supplies and munitions?”

“Men are on their way to find out for sure,”
Mistress Alexis said. “But they must be careful. The primes are
wild and men go missing all the time. If they tip off the Thraens
that they are there to inspect the caches then we may never hear
from them again. By the time we find out they have failed and we
send out new men it could be too late. George is using the
unpredictability of the prime against us.”

“Which is what we did against Lionel during
the conflict,” Alexis said. “Just minus the subterfuge and
subtlety.”

“This is far from the worst part,” Mistress
Alexis said. “My sources tell me that station Thraen has increased
deliveries of goods to other primes. Not by much, not enough for
anyone to take notice. The deliveries are well within a seasonal
upswing in commerce. But when coupled with the other
activities?”

“He’s getting ready for war,” Alexis said.
“That fuck. His father isn’t even dead yet and he is setting the
pieces in place for another conflict.”

“Do not kid yourself that this is only
George,” Mistress Alexis said. “Those twins are of a same mind.
Georgia is as much involved with this as her brother is. She may
not be able to rule as he will, but she will be wielding almost as
much power. We are not fighting one royal, but two here, A. They
are a deadly duo.”

“Georgia is not a warrior,” Alexis said. “She
cannot hold a candle to what Natalie was.”

“No, but she is an excellent strategist and
administrator,” Mistress Alexis said. “If George decides to lead
his men in battle himself, Station Thraen will have a more than
capable regent at its helm. This could possibly not just be about
the prime.”

“You don’t think that the Thraens would
attack Station Aelon, do you?” Alexis gasped. “They have no claim
here! They could not justify any act of aggression!”

“Which was their argument against you, Son,”
Mistress Alexis said. “They could easily debate that The Way
allowed you to take Station Thraen without the Thraenish crown
recognizing your claim. Whether it is justifiable or not, they
could do it and the rest of the stations will say it is what we
deserve.”

“Helios,” Alexis said. “And here I am trying
to develop the arts when I should be rallying my troops.”

“It is not quite time to rally yet,” Mistress
Alexis said. “Lionel has to die first. And even then George will
need the full support of his stewards and nobles. This will take
time.”

“Hopefully time enough for us to counter his
plans,” Alexis said. “We should start preparing now.”

“We already have,” Mistress Alexis smiled.
“Do you think I would just come up here to deliver news? I’m also
here to show you exactly what your father and I have been up to. I
have never been one to let another station have all the fun. Fate
is on our side, remember?”

The study doors opened and Clerke walked in
with a huge grin on his face.

“If drunken pledges count then it is almost
unanimous,” he exclaimed as he semi-stumbled across the room. He
gripped the back of a chair and steadied himself then took a deep
breath. “Hopefully all the drunken pledges weren’t just made by
me.”

His huge grin started to falter as he slowly
focused on the royals before him.

“Uh-oh,” he sighed then sat down in the chair
he had steadied himself by. “Those are not happy Teirmont faces.
Those are I-want-to-kill-kill-kill-Thraens Teirmont faces. What
have I missed?”

“Would you leave us, Petro?” Mistress Alexis
asked. “Now is not the time for artists.”

“Oh,” Clerke said as he tried to push himself
up from the chair. “Say no more.”

“Actually, we could use Clerke,” Alexis said.
“If George is using other primes then Clerke’s sources may be
useful.”

“Fuck,” Clerke grumbled. “We’re going to war,
aren’t we?”

“You are doing nothing of the sort,” Alexis
said. “You are not technically a Teirmont and most certainly are
not a soldier.”

Clerke shifted his drunken gaze to Mistress
Alexis.

“We’re going to war, aren’t we?” he asked the
woman.

“Yes, Petro, we are going to war,” she
replied. “We just don’t know when.”


Chapter Eight

 


 The
Royal Guard made sure the Aelish delegation stayed together and no
one strayed from sight.

“I’m surprised they allowed us to keep our
blades,” Steward Flain said as he walked with the rest of the Order
of Jex down the Station Thraen passageway. “Considering the
security here, I would have assumed they would have confiscated all
weapons at the airlocks.”

“Then everyone would be worried someone had
smuggled in a weapon,” Steward Vast replied. “All it would take is
a paranoid royal or noble to set off a chain reaction of
violence.”

“But if everyone handed over their weapons
then there wouldn’t be any violence,” Flain countered. “Maybe a
couple of smuggled weapons, but the Burdened could handle
those.”

“You are assuming only a couple of weapons,”
Steward Kinsmon said. “When in reality every single one of us would
have a weapon hidden on our person. This way the Burdened can see
the weapons, our enemies can see the weapons, and everyone knows
that stupidity will get you killed.”

“If only that were true,” Alexis said from
directly in front of the men, walking side by side with Mistress
Alexis and Master Kel. “But there is plenty enough stupidity here
to worry about.”

The group walked down the passageway until
they came to the open doors of the Station Thraen great hall. An
attendant bowed low and gestured for them to enter.

“Introducing Master Alexis and the most
esteemed representatives of Station Aelon!” a porter announced.

The hall was filled with most of the royals
and nobles of the Six Stations of the System. Heads turned at the
announcement of the arrival of the Aelish delegation. Idle chatter
was muted to deliberate whispers while hands holding glasses of
wine paused. All eyes were on Master Alexis, then almost as one,
the eyes turned to the newly crowned Master George who sat at the
head of the great hall upon a massive, and ornately jeweled,
dais.

“Alexis! Welcome!” George called out.
“Please, please, come here so we may greet each other as
equals!”

“Your bowel movements couldn’t be considered
equals,” Mistress Alexis muttered. “Murdering son of a—”

“Civil, Lexi,” Kel warned. “This is our
chance to feel the man out on his true intentions with Thraen
Prime. Don’t start anything and spook him.”

“My presence should spook the little cowardly
shit,” Mistress Alexis replied.

“Quiet, you two,” Alexis said. “Let me handle
this.”

“Mother! Father!” Richard cried as he pulled
himself away from the Klaervian delegation and struggled to get
through the crowd to his family.

“Perfect timing,” Mistress Alexis said as she
patted Alexis on the shoulder. “You go talk to the smug murderer
and your father and I will greet your brother. You can fill us in
when we are seated.”

“Be good,” Alexis said.

“You as well,” Kel replied. “Do not let him
goad you into an argument. He is sure to push buttons and bring up
Natalie. Do not take the bait.”

“I’ve been master for a long while now,
Father,” Alexis said. “I know how to behave.”

“I never assume when it comes to a Teirmont,”
Kel smiled and hugged his son. “Just be careful.”

“I will,” Alexis nodded then turned to the
Order. “Go mingle. We came here for a reason. Do not waste this
opportunity.”

Each member of the Order of Jex gave Alexis a
short bow then split off in different directions to talk to old
friends and greet waving nobles.

“Oh, just you?” George asked as Alexis
approached the dais and gave a quick bow. “The others did not want
to give me any condolences or congratulations?”

“I would think they are almost one and the
same,” Alexis grinned.

“Yet not for you, Alexis,” George replied.
“You managed to get your crown and keep your mother. I envy you
such a gift.”

“Try having a former monarch as a parent and
always second guessing your decisions,” Alexis sighed. “It may not
seem such a gift for long.”

George leaned forward and pretended to
whisper. “I have a twin sister, Alexis. I can almost relate
exactly.”

“What is this?” Georgia asked from her seat a
step down and to the side of her brother. “Are you two talking
about me? How very rude. Unless it’s all flattery then please,
gentlemen, carry on.”

“It is nothing but flattery, love,” George
laughed. “To do otherwise would be to take my life in my
hands.”

“Oh, you, stop,” Georgia laughed along. “I
could never harm that beautiful face of yours, brother dear. It
would be like splashing acid on a work of art.”

“Speaking of art,” George said. “Alexis, I
hear you have begun to build quite the tribute to your sister. You
and that musician friend of your late sister’s. What’s his name?
Clergy or Klondike?”

“Clerke, love,” Georgia said. “And you knew
that. Stop being such a bog toad.”

“I am afraid I have had more than my share of
Klaervian whiskey today, Alexis,” George said. “I’m in mourning,
you know. Have you ever had good Klaervian whiskey?”

“I have,” Alexis replied. “The best.”

“Oh? The best? I hope you have some on you
then,” George said. “A man in mourning is a thirsty man
indeed.”

“Unfortunately, I have left my whiskey
reserves back on Station Aelon,” Alexis said. “But I do have
this.”

Alexis started to reach into his cloak and
several Thraenish royal guards moved towards him. George held up
his hands and they stopped, but the guards’ own hands never left
the hilts of their long blades.

“They are overly cautious, as you know,”
George said. “Our history and whatnot. But you wouldn’t harm me
here on my own station, would you Alexis? I should think not. Now,
show me what you have there.”

“It is a sculpture, Your Highness,” Alexis
said, pulling a small figure from his pocket. “One of the students
in our new foundation made it from Thraen Prime clay. It is
supposed to be in the likeness of your father, but I’m afraid it
may need some work. It is a good thing our foundation has the
funding to keep teaching these students.”

“Oh, let me see! Let me see!” George
exclaimed.

Alexis cautiously moved forward, very aware
of the guards that watched his every move.

“It is nice you are allowed your own guards,”
Alexis said as he handed over the small statue. “Mine were forced
to remain on our shuttle since the High Guardian insisted only the
Burdened would handle security for the memorial service.”

“Yes, well, I had to insist since it is my
station,” George replied, turning the statue over and over in his
hands. “Plus, I absolutely abhor that armor those Burdened guards
wear. All that blood red polybreen? Atrocious. They need to add
some other colors into their styling. No one should be forced to
stare at that one color all day. I do not know how the High
Guardian does it.”

“Speaking of, do you know where Victor is? I
haven’t seen him since I stepped on board,” Alexis said.

“Oh, he is in his quarters,” George said,
still studying the statue. “He’s old and frail. I’ll have someone
fetch him when it’s his time to speak. For now we should just enjoy
each other’s company. It is so rare that royal Thraens and Aelons
mingle these days. Not after what happened to your sister and all
that unpleasantness.”

George stopped studying the statue and
started studying Alexis.

“The student did a passable job,” George
said. “While not perfect, this little trinket does have some
resemblance to my father. It must be the way the head is held up
high. In triumph. Like a true winner and man ordained by Helios to
lead.”

“I will tell the student you said so,” Alexis
replied as he struggled to keep his breathing even and his face
neutral.

“Oh, you two,” Georgia laughed. “Like a
couple of shaow bulls facing off. All that unpleasantness my
brother speaks of is in the past.”

“Unpleasantness. Yes, you could call it
that,” Alexis said. He turned and looked about the great hall. “Is
over there where it happened? Where Natalie died?”

Those nobles and stewards close enough to
overhear the conversation stopped talking and looked from one
master to the other, back and forth, waiting for the next move.
Their attention rippled through the crowd and soon everyone,
whether overt or not, was focused on the two men.

“I believe that is where she met her end,”
George replied. “Yes, I am almost certain of it.”

Alexis looked back at George. “Met her end?
You mean where you killed her?”

“I suppose I did kill her, didn’t I?” George
grinned. “Slit her throat right over there. Fairly sure the stain
can still be seen. That Aelish blood is hard to get out.”

“Presenting, the High Guardian!” the porter
by the doors announced.

“Time to say goodbye to my father,” George
said. “But we should speak later, don’t you think?”

“No, I do not,” Alexis replied. He turned on
his heels and shoved through the crowd, trying to get as much
distance between himself and George before he ripped the man’s
throat out with his bare hands.

“Alexis!” Richard cried, stepping away from
his parents to greet his brother. “Alexis? Where are you
going?”

“Not now, Richard,” Alexis growled, pushing
his brother to the side. “We’ll catch up later.”

Alexis could hear his mother and father
calling after him, and could see the High Guardian approaching him
directly, but he had to shove all of that from his mind. He spotted
a line of servants loaded with trays of food coming from a side
door in the great hall’s wall and he turned and bolted for it.

Once through he found himself in a large
kitchen. Steam billowed from pots while smoke and flames rose up
from the many stoves. Alexis wound in between the servants and
cooks until he found another door. He shouldered it open and
stepped out into a small courtyard, the night sky of Station Thraen
filtering down through the station’s shield above.

A group of startled servants froze in
place.

“Leave,” Alexis said and the servants didn’t
need to be told twice. They scurried through a far door and were
gone before Alexis’s words had stopped echoing in the
courtyard.

Alexis stared up at the foreign
constellations, so much different than what he was used to seeing
on his station.

“Did you see those before you died, Nats?” he
asked the night sky. “Did you even get that pleasure before they
took your life?”

 


* * *

 


The Aelons stepped through the shuttle dock
airlock, all grateful to be back on their station.

“I need a week of showers,” Steward Vast
said.

“That would hardly put a dent in the slime,”
Steward Triny replied.

“Alexis? Where are you going?” Mistress
Alexis asked as her son hurried ahead of the exhausted group.

“Where do you think I am going?” Alexis
asked. “To see the techs in the communications room. I want to know
for sure our gift to George works.”

“We will have plenty of time for that,”
Mistress Alexis responded. “You should clean up and rest first. All
you’ll do is start snapping at the techs and getting in their
way.”

“Like Triny said, cleaning up would hardly
put a dent in the slime from being around that grendtshit George,”
Alexis said. “And as for rest, I need to know the device works
first. My mind will not quiet until then.”

“Very well, I am joining you,” Mistress
Alexis said.

“I shall too,” Kel said.

“We might as well all go,” Steward Kinsmon
said. “Better to know now if dirtying our souls was worth the
journey to that Helios forsaken station.”

“Come along if you want,” Alexis said. “But
keep up. I want to get this over with.”

 


* * *

 


“I can barely hear what they are saying,”
Alexis snapped at a tech.

“See?” Mistress Alexis said.

“Quiet, Mother,” Alexis growled then leaned
in close to the same tech he snapped at. “My apologies. Why is it
so quiet?”

“It could have to do with the placement of
the statue,” the tech suggested. “It could be blocked by something
or they could be across the room. It is also a very low frequency
the device is transmitting on, meaning interference is possible
from many sources.”

“That seems like bad planning,” Steward
Neggle said.

Alexis glanced over his shoulder at all of
the people crammed into the communications room.

“There was barely any planning,” Alexis said.
“It was a spur of the moment idea brought on by one of Clerke’s
star students. The young woman is a sculptor who is dating a stage
tech. He adapted a com mic to fit into one of her statues and she
showed it to Clerke. That’s the extent of it.”

“This arts foundation may have paid for
itself right there,” Steward Holsten said. “The meetings will be
impressed.”

“We say nothing,” Mistress Alexis said. “Not
until we have the information we need.”

“Of course not,” Holsten replied. “I can be
dense, but I am far from stupid.”

“Excuse me?” a woman said as she tried to
squeeze through into the communications room. She was tall, with
broad shoulders and chin length brown hair. Her eyes were a deep
brown and several of the stewards turned their attention from the
communications equipment to admire her. She ignored them and kept
pushing into the room. “Excuse me, please.”

“Young lady, this is a closed meeting,”
Mistress Alexis snapped. “It will do you well to—”

“Mother, stop,” Alexis said. “This is Jen
Webley. The station’s Lead Com Tech. She is in charge of this
operation.”

“Webley? Why do I know that name?” Mistress
Alexis asked.

“My great grandfather was your grandfather’s
Lead Tech,” Jen replied. “He was the one that rebuilt the broadcast
system within the station.”

“Webley! Of course!” Mistress Alexis said.
She moved out of Jen’s way immediately. “My apologies. Your family
is part of station history. It is good to see you keeping the
tradition alive.”

“Thank you, my lady,” Jen nodded. “I truly
appreciate that.” She smiled at the group. “Now get out. All of
you. I need to coordinate with my techs and make sure we are
getting the best signal possible. All data will be recorded to disc
and I will deliver it personally as soon as we hear anything. I
promise.”

No one in the group moved.

“No, seriously, get out,” Jen insisted. “With
all due respect, of course.”

The stewards grumbled and Kel had to grab
Mistress Alexis by the arm to get her to leave. Alexis stood behind
the first tech he had spoken with and focused on the quiet
transmission coming in.

“Sire?” Jen said. “You as well.”

“Me? I was hoping to stay here for a while
and listen,” Alexis replied.

“You make my people nervous, sire,” Jen said.
“And nervous techs miss important information. I will place the
disc recordings in your hands as soon as we have everything dialed
in and set.”

“I...well...alright,” Alexis responded. “I’ll
be in my study.”

“It could be hours or even days before we
have any significant information, sire,” Jen smiled. “Go about your
normal duties. I’ll find you when warranted.”

“Very well then,” Alexis nodded. “Carry on,
but keep me informed.”

“Yes, I will,” Jen said.

“The second you know anything,” Alexis
insisted.

“Of course,” Jen replied.

“I’ll be going now,” Alexis said as he bowed.
He straightened and frowned. “Not sure why I did that.”

“Goodbye, sire.” Jen waved. “I promise you
will miss nothing.”

Alexis nodded then left the communications
room.

“I think the master likes you,” the first
tech said.

“I think you’ll be looking for a new job if
you say that again,” Jen replied. “Now, what have we got?”

 


* * *

 


Clerke sat at the head of the small room, his
eyes closed and head turned slightly as he listened to the young
girl sing a cappella. It was a mournful song, filled with
words of love and loss. The young girl finished and it was a full
minute before Clerke opened his eyes.

“How old are you?” Clerke asked.

“She is nine, sir,” a woman said from the
back of the room. “She’s been singing since—”

“I asked your daughter,” Clerke snapped.
“Grena is it?”

“Yes, sir,” the young girl said and
curtsied.

“How old are you, Grena?” Clerke asked
again.

“Nine, sir,” Grena replied. “I’ll be ten next
month.”

“Well, Grena, then I have an early Decade
present for you,” Clerke smiled. “Your audition was nearly flawless
and I would welcome you into the conservatory.” He looked past
Grena and to the girl’s mother. “I take it you do not have the
funds for any tuition?”

“No, sir,” the mother replied. “It’s why we
applied to your school.”

“Then a full scholarship will be arranged,”
Clerke said and clapped his hands together. “I will have my
assistants go over all the damned paperwork with you. I hate that
stuff, so I personally never deal with it myself. Once you have the
forms filled out, then Grena can start. The new semester doesn’t
begin for three months, but we’ll squeeze her in now. She has
enough raw talent that she won’t be far behind her peers.”

“Oh, sir, thank you, sir,” the mother nearly
cried. “This is a dream come true.”

“This is a lot of hard work without any
promise of success, is what it is,” Clerke said. “But you will
learn that as she progresses through school.”

He stood and offered his hand to Grena. The
girl glanced back at her mother, received an enthusiastic nod, then
shook Clerke’s hand.

“Welcome, Grena,” Clerke said. “Your life is
about to change.”

He watched the mother and daughter leave the
small room then sat back down and slumped across his small
desk.

“Bad time?” Alexis asked as he knocked at the
door.

“Hey, A,” Clerke sighed. “Thank you for
coming down.”

“My attendant said it sounded urgent,” Alexis
said as he entered the room and shut the door behind him. “But if
it was so urgent then why didn’t you come up to the castle?”

Clerke spread his hands across his desk,
nearly knocking over several piles of files.

“Because, apparently, I will be listening to
applicants until the day I die,” Clerke said. “And because I’m not
sure I actually have anything for you. I could be
overreacting.”

“I doubt that,” Alexis said as he pulled up a
chair to Clerke’s desk and smirked at the stacks of files. “Welcome
to my nightmare. Fun isn’t it?”

“So much,” Clerke said. He opened a drawer
and pulled out a tall bottle and two short glasses. “Drink?”

“Stupid question?” Alexis replied. “Now, what
do you have for me other than a new appreciation for administrative
work.”

“I have nothing,” Clerke said as he handed
Alexis a glass of liquor. “That’s the problem. None of my sources
are giving me any information.”

“None of them?” Alexis asked, gladly taking
the offered glass. “Not a single one?”

“Not a single one,” Clerke said. “At first I
thought it was because some of them were mad I was no longer
touring, but when half tell me they haven’t heard a word about
Station Thraen and the other half won’t respond at all, I start to
get worried.”

“With good reason,” Alexis said. “It’s not a
matter of funds, is it? The crown will supply you with whatever you
need to grease some palms here and there.”

“No, everyone is well paid,” Clerke said. “Or
have been provided other favors. Which makes me think that other
factors are in play.”

“Such as a certain master using threats and
intimidation to close the information leaks,” Alexis frowned.

“Precisely,” Clerke said. “I am sorry, A. I
am of no use to you anymore.”

“That’s hardly true,” Alexis said as he
raised his glass. “You keep me in the good stuff.”

“I try,” Clerke smiled. “At least that
connection is still strong.”

There was a knock at the door and a woman
peeked her head in. Her eyes went wide as she saw the master
sitting in front of Clerke’s desk.

“Yes, Blana?” Clerke asked.

“I, uh, don’t mean to interrupt, Mr. Clerke,
but there is a woman here to see you,” Blana said. “I’ll tell her
you are busy.”

“What is it about?” Clerke asked.

“It is Passengeress Webley, sir,” Blana said.
“She is returning the discs she borrowed.”

“Passengeress Webley? Jen Webley?” Alexis
asked, straightening up in his chair. “I don’t mind the
interruption.”

Clerke shifted in his chair and nodded to
Blana. “Show her in, please.”

“Yes, sir,” Blana said and opened the door
all the way.

“Passengeress Webley, it’s good to see you
again,” Alexis said as he stood and offered his hand. “I was
meaning to come see you later today.”

Jen was startled at the sight of the master,
but recovered quickly.

“Your Highness,” she said and curtsied. “It’s
an honor.”

“All mine,” Alexis said.

“I was just returning some discs to Petro
that I borrowed,” she said quickly and moved to set a stack of
discs she held onto Clerke’s desk. She saw the many piles of files
and frowned then held out the stack directly to Clerke. “Uh, here,
Petro. Thank you for loaning them to me.”

“Petro?” Alexis asked, turning his attention
on Clerke. “You hate being called Petro.”

“No, I don’t mind,” Clerke said as he took
the discs. “It doesn’t bother me at all.”

“Really,” Alexis said as he sat back down and
picked up his glass once again. “Good to know...Petro.”

“Well, I need to get back to work,” Jen said,
curtseying again to the master. “An unexpected pleasure, sire.”

“Still working hard on those transmissions?”
Alexis asked, his eyes going from Clerke to Jen and back. “No new
distractions that will get in the way of that work, I hope.”

“It is my main duty everyday, sire,” Jen
replied. She curtseyed once more, smiled at Clerke, then turned and
left.

“Well, you scared her right off,” Clerke said
as he sat back down and set the discs on top of a dangerously askew
pile of files.

“Not my intention, Petro,” Alexis said,
eyeing Clerke over the rim of his glass.

“Knock it off,” Clerke said.

“Knock what off, Petro?” Alexis grinned.

“You know what,” Clerke said. “She’s just a
friend.”

“Is she?” Alexis asked. “Good, because I am
familiar with Passengeress Webley and was considering asking her to
dinner one night.”

“You were?” Clerke coughed as he took a sip
from his glass.

“That doesn’t bother you, does it Petro?”
Alexis asked.

“Doesn’t bother me at all,” Clerke said. “And
don’t call me Petro.”

“But you don’t mind being called Petro,”
Alexis grinned wider. “Petro. Petro, Petro, Petro.”

“You are such an asshole,” Clerke said. “And
the answer is yes, by the way.”

“I didn’t ask anything,” Alexis replied.

“Yes, you did,” Clerke said. “I have been
seeing her for a few weeks now. We have similar interests.”

“Such as?” Alexis pressed.

“Such as she has the best sound system on
this station,” Clerke said. “And excellent taste in music.”

“Does she now?” Alexis nodded. “Is sound
system code for hot ass?”

“Damn, you Teirmonts are just crude, crude
people,” Clerke laughed. “To think it took a lowdecker like me to
class you royals up.”

Alexis finished his drink and tossed the
glass to Clerke who caught it easily then flipped the master
off.

“Cute,” Clerke said.

“Let me know the second you do hear from one
of your contacts,” Alexis said. “Or if they still refuse to
communicate.”

“I’ll give it another week,” Clerke said. “If
I don’t hear anything from any of them then you may want to gives a
heads up to the Order.”

“Good idea,” Alexis said as he walked to the
door. “Petro.”

“Fuck off!” Clerke yelled after the master as
Alexis left.

Blana ducked her head into the room, her face
pure white.

“Sir? Did you just tell the master to,
uh...you know?” Blana asked, her voice shaky.

“I did,” Clerke nodded. “He deserved it
too.”

 


* * *

 


“Well, good for him,” Kel said. “Clerke is
too nice a man to go to waste. Don’t you think, Lexi?

“I do,” Mistress Alexis replied. “We all know
what a gentleman Petro is. He was very kind and loving to Nats and
I am sure he will be to this Passengeress Webley as well.”

“He hates being called Petro,” Alexis smiled
weakly as the servants served dinner to the three royals.

“I will call him Petro until I die,” Mistress
Alexis announced. “He doesn’t mind it when I call him that.”

“No, I’m sure he doesn’t,” Alexis nodded.

“Is everything alright, Son?” Kel asked.

“Fine, Father,” Alexis replied quickly. “Now,
let’s eat.”

“Hold on a second,” Kel said. “What aren’t
you telling us? Are you bothered that Clerke is seeing this
woman?”

“No, don’t be ridiculous,” Alexis
replied.

“Oh, you are bothered,” Mistress Alexis said.
“That’s your bothered voice. Now, Alexis, Natalie’s passing has
been hard for everyone, but even we must allow Petro to move on. We
cannot expect the man to pine for Nats the rest of his life.”

“I do not think that is it, love,” Kel
smiled. “I believe our son may have had an interest in Passengeress
Webley himself.”

Mistress Alexis was about to take a bite of
food, but she stopped the fork in midair and looked to her son. “Is
this true, A? Has Petro poached your love interest?”

“Clerke, has not poached anyone,”
Alexis said. “He is like a true brother to me and I wish him all
the happiness in the world. I am sure he and Passengeress Webley
will be good for each other.”

“Oh, Alexis, I am so sorry,” Mistress Alexis
replied. “You did have an interest in her. Would you like a
hug?”

“No, Mother, I am fine,” Alexis said, rolling
his eyes.

“Good, because I’m hungry and don’t feel in
the hugging mood,” Mistress Alexis laughed. “Get over it, boy. You
have the pick of the System when it comes to women. All you need do
is say the word and you’ll have gorgeous minoresses lining up at
the airlock. I am constantly fielding correspondence from the other
masters inquiring if you are to wed again.”

“Yes, Son,” Kel said as he cleared his voice.
“It is one reason we asked to have dinner this evening. Your mother
and I feel it may be time you consider a new partner. With Station
Thraen acting suspiciously, it would do Aelon well to strengthen an
alliance with one of the other stations.”

“I have already been down that road, Father,”
Alexis frowned. “I do not need to go again.”

“Sure you do, A,” Mistress Alexis said. “It
is not your fate to be alone forever. You need to find a woman that
can help take some of the burden of running a station off of your
shoulders.”

“I’m not saying I do not want to find
someone, Mother,” Alexis replied. “I am saying I do not want to
have my next marriage arranged like my first one. If I do wed again
then it will be for love, not for duty. Doing it for duty is too
painful and life is too short.”

“That is true, Son,” Kel nodded. “We will not
bring it up again.”

“We most certainly will bring it up again,”
Mistress Alexis snapped. “I want grandbabies, dammit. And it does
not sound like I am getting any from Richard and his wife.”

“Really? What’s wrong?” Alexis asked, seizing
the opportunity to move the conversation onto the subject of his
younger brother. “Is the minoress unwell?”

“She is well enough to live and seem
healthy,” Mistress Alexis said. “But not well enough to conceive,
apparently. This is not good, Alexis. If you do not have any more
children, and Richard does not have even one heir, then this could
be the end for the Teirmont line’s hold on the crown. I do not want
to see that.”

“Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing,”
Alexis suggested. “Let one of the other families take a turn at
it.”

“Alexis!” Mistress Alexis snapped. “You take
that back! You tempt fate when you say something like that! We have
had enough tragedy in this family, we do not need you bringing more
upon us!”

“Calm yourself, Lexi,” Kel sighed. “Our son
has a point. The Teirmonts have reigned for generations. Some good,
some bad. But the crown has been in Teirmont hands longer than any
other family in Station Aelon’s history. It could be time for
another bloodline to have a go.”

“Blasphemy,” Mistress Alexis growled.

“That you consider blasphemy?” Alexis
laughed. “From a woman that I have heard curse Helios’s name up and
down for an hour straight? But the thought of me being the last
Teirmont with the crown is blasphemous? I do love you, Mother.”

“Oh, shut up,” Mistress Alexis replied.

“Are you finished, sire?” a servant asked
Alexis, struggling to ignore the mistress’s less than delicate
request of her son. “Shall dessert be served now?”

“I’m still eating, thank you,” Alexis said
then looked at his mother. “But I can be finished if you two are
ready for dessert. I know how you like to go to bed early now that
you are so old.”

“You cheeky little shit,” Mistress Alexis
smiled. “I’ll have you know that your father and I have a very
romantic evening planned. I shall ravish him mercilessly as soon as
we return to our quarters.”

“Mother, that is enough,” Alexis laughed.
“You win. I do not need to hear any more of that, thank you.”

“Oh, no, A, you brought it on yourself,”
Mistress Alexis said. “I shall now go into great detail of our
amorous plans.”

“Don’t you dare!” Alexis cried. “Father, tell
her to stop!”

Kel did not respond.

“Father, tell her,” Alexis laughed some more
as he turned to Kel. “She’s being disgusting… Father?”

“Kel?” Mistress Alexis asked as she looked to
her husband. “Kel? Are you feeling alright?”

Kel sat there, his skin pale, almost pure
white, his jaw slack. A thin line of drool hung from his chin.

“Kel? Kel!” Mistress Alexis screamed as she
jumped from her seat and raced to her husband’s side.
“Kel!”

“Call the physicians!” Alexis ordered,
looking to the servants. “Do it now!”

 


* * *

 


Alexis closed the door to his mother’s
bedchamber and crossed to a high backed chair set close to a Vape
fireplace in the royal sitting room. He adjusted the flames, making
them burn brighter and higher, then sat down and closed his
eyes.

“A? Are you in here?”

“Clerke?” Alexis asked as he sat up and
turned to look over his shoulder. “Is that you?”

“It is,” Clerke said as he crossed to a
second chair. “May I? I don’t want to disturb you.”

“Please, sit,” Alexis replied. “I could use
the company.”

Clerke sat and then looked back at the
bedchamber door. “How is she?”

“For the first time in my life, she cursed
fate,” Alexis said. “I have never heard her do that before.”

“I bet it was colorful,” Clerke
responded.

“It most certainly was,” Alexis said. “She
blames me, you know.”

“What? She does? Why in Helios would she do
that?” Clerke asked.

“Because I blasphemed fate at dinner the
other night,” Alexis said. “The night father had his first brain
stroke.”

“She doesn’t mean it,” Clerke said.

“I’m afraid she is so hurt that she might
actually,” Alexis said. He turned to look at the bedchamber door.
“She is not one to use words in an idle manner. Oh...hello.”

“Your Highness,” Jen said from the doorway.
“I am sorry. I was told Petro was here. I did not think you
would...I mean, of course, you would, it’s just that—”

“Stop, Jen,” Clerke said. “Alexis will not
bite. What is it you need?”

Jen started to step into the room then caught
herself and curtsied. Alexis grinned and waved at her.

“Come in, Passengeress Webley,” Alexis said.
“Any friend of Clerke’s is welcome here.”

“Careful,” Clerke laughed. “I am a musician,
you know. Some of my friends I wouldn’t let stain your toilet.”

“I have these, Petro,” Jen said. “And I need
a second set of ears. There is something off about them.”

“Something off about music?” Alexis
asked.

“No, sire, these are discs of the recordings
from Station Thraen,” Jen replied. “I am finding a pattern. Too
much of a pattern. I wanted Petro’s trained ears to have a listen
and tell me if I am right or wrong.”

“Play them now,” Alexis said. “There is a
player against the wall there.”

“No, sire, I couldn’t,” Jen said. “I should
not have even come. This is something that can wait. Your father
just passed...”

“And I am still Master of Station Aelon,”
Alexis responded. “My duty to the Aelish people does not stop
because of the death of my father. Go ahead and play what you have
for us.”

“I, well...alright,” Jen said then looked
about the sitting room for the disc player.

“Right here,” Clerke said as he got up and
took the disc from her. “You sit, I’ll play.”

“Please,” Alexis said and motioned to the
chair that Clerke had just vacated. “Would you care for tea or
anything to drink?”

“No, sire, thank you,” Jen said, still
standing.

“Passengeress Webley,” Alexis smiled. “Please
stop with the formalities. You were much less accommodating to me
before you began seeing Clerke here. I would prefer to speak with
that woman than the woman who keeps kowtowing to me. Bring the fire
back, please. I am not one that is afraid of assertive women.”

“You can say that again,” Clerke said as he
set a disc into the player and pressed play. “Otherwise you would
have been eaten alive.”

“It came close as it was,” Alexis said as the
sound of voices came from the disc player. “Is that Master
George?”

“I believe so,” Jen said, moving Clerke out
of the way. “In fact, I am almost one hundred percent certain of
it. But here is the strange part. Do you hear the conversation he
is having?”

“He’s speaking with one of his attendants,
yes?” Alexis asked.

“Yes, that is what it sounds like,” Jen said,
then ejected the disc and put in a new one. “But listen to this.”
She cocked her head as the new disc began to play. She waited a
minute then held up her hand. “There! Did you hear that?”

“He was talking to a steward, or some noble,”
Clerke said.

“True, but listen to this phrase,” Jen said
and replayed the last couple seconds of the disc. “Right there.
It’s the exact same phrase as when he was speaking with his
attendant.”

“So?” Alexis asked. “I use the same turns of
phrase all the time. Masters can get into a conversational rut.
It’s a symptom of the monotony of holding the crown.”

“No, I think I hear it,” Clerke said. “Put
the last disc back in.”

Jen did and they listened to Master George
speaking to his attendant.

“Shit,” Clerke growled. “She’s right. It
isn’t the same turn of phrase, it’s the actual exact same
phrase.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand the
difference,” Alexis said.

“You asked me to alert you the second I, or
any of my techs, heard anything important,” Jen said. “Yet we
haven’t come to you once. Why? Because there has been nothing
important to report. Nothing at all. Isn’t that strange,
considering we have been listening to the conversations of a master
for weeks? Wouldn’t we at least hear some information, even if it
doesn’t pertain to Station Aelon?”

“I’m still not following,” Alexis said.

“This is a recording, A,” Clerke explained.
“We are not actually hearing Master George’s conversations, but
spliced together, manufactured conversations created just for
us.”

“Son of a grendt,” Alexis sighed. “He’s been
on to us this whole time.”

“I believe so,” Jen said. “I went back and
listened to the very first conversations, and except for the first
day or so, they all sound manufactured.”

“So our plan failed,” Alexis said. “This is
wonderful news. Just wonderful.”

Jen’s eyes went wide and she started to
apologize, but Clerke placed a hand on her arm.

“Yes, Alexis, it is,” Clerke said.

“I was being sarcastic, Clerke,” Alexis
responded.

“I know, but I was not,” Clerke said. “This
is wonderful because we now know that George is aware we are spying
on him.”

“I am not seeing the wonderfulness,” Alexis
said.

“We may not have gotten information, but we
may have slowed his plans down,” Clerke said. “I am willing to
wager that he is paranoid enough to worry we have other devices,
and perhaps actual spies, on Station Thraen. Think of it. If he was
going to attack the primes, wouldn’t he have done it already?”

Alexis thought for a moment then looked at
Clerke and smiled.

“He had to scrap his original plans in case
they had been compromised,” Alexis said. “Our ploy did not yield
useful intel, but it did slow him down.”

“Precisely,” Clerke said then saw the look on
Jen’s face. “What?”

“You know a lot about how this all works for
a musician,” Jen said.

“It’s why we Teirmonts keep him around,”
Alexis said and stood up. “I need to speak with the Order about
this right away.”

“Good idea,” Clerke said. “Should we come
along?”

“No, no, you two have done enough,” Alexis
smiled. “Go be in love and let me worry about station matters.”
Alexis saw the looks on Clerke’s and Jen’s faces. “Oh, you two
haven’t said those words yet have you?” He looked at his mother’s
bedchamber door. “Well, don’t wait until it is too late. Some of my
father’s last words were that life is too short.”

 


* * *

 


The Order of Jex sat around the long table,
every one of them lost in thought as they processed what Alexis
told them.

“The unfortunate part of this news is that we
still do not know exactly what George’s plans are,” Alexis said
from the head of the table. “But couple this subterfuge with the
fact that Clerke’s sources have gone silent, I would wager that he
will strike soon.”

“We don’t doubt that, sire,” Steward Vast
said from his seat. “But what do we do about it? I have already
sent word to increase patrols on Thraen Prime’s perimeters. We have
been interrogating miners continuously and cannot find evidence
that any are secretly Thraenish soldiers.”

“I have received word from The Way that we
are dangerously close to being in violation of the treaty if we
continue harassing the mine workers,” Steward Kinsmon said. “Part
of our argument for taking Thraen Prime was that we would treat all
Tharens on that land as equals to Aelons. Constantly stopping
mining to haul out workers and get them to admit they are soldiers
is not treating them equal.”

“It is also not good for business,” Steward
Triny said. “The meeting of stewards is getting tired of complaints
of delays on Vape gas deliveries because our investigations are
harming quotas.”

“To Helios with quotas,” Alexis said. “We
could be going to war any day now. We must do what we must to avoid
that at all costs. It’s not as if we can attack Thraen Prime. We
hold Thraen Prime! It is us that must wait for the attack to
happen!”

“Master George will be here next week, will
he not?” Vast asked. “To attend your father’s memorial
service?”

“Yes, he will,” Alexis replied. “I was
surprised he accepted the invitation.”

“It could be to throw us off,” Vast said. “It
will show the other stations, as well as The Way, that he is not
being aggressive towards Aelon. If he keeps up the facade, then he
can take more time to prepare, wait us out until the meeting
pressures us to stop our investigations.”

“I want us to triple our troop presence on
Thraen Prime,” Alexis said. “We need to prepare for the
inevitable.”

“We cannot triple our presence, sire,”
Steward Holsten said. “We can add twenty-five percent more soldiers
to the land, but any more than that and we are in violation of the
treaty as well.”

“What?” Alexis asked. “How can that be?”

“It was a condition of the Treaty of the
Primes that Aelish soldiers not outnumber the Thraenish miners,”
Steward Holsten said. “I know I am still one of the newer members
of the Order of Jex, but I have read and reread the treaty in order
to be absolute certain of where we stand. Twenty-five percent more
is our limit.”

“Why would my mother agree to such terms?”
Alexis asked. “That hobbles us immediately.”

“Your mother was a different ruler than you,
sire,” Steward Neggle said. “She trusted that fate would lead the
station just as much as she led it. She also had a deep confidence
in her military strength and believed Lionel to be weak and useless
when it came to warfare. Which, to be fair, he was. His son is a
different, matter and she underestimated George from the
beginning.”

“Plus, if we are being honest,” Vast added.
“I believe your mother was hoping we’d go back to war with Thraen.
That woman does like to fight.”

“Except it is now my fight,” Alexis said. He
narrowed his eyes and grinned. “Yes, it is my fight. Which means I
should be down on Helios, on the primes, preparing for it.”

“Your Highness, that is not wise,” Vast said.
“You are needed up here on the station.”

“True, but the primes are currently without a
planetside regent,” Alexis said. “My parents came back to the
station to try to talk me into finding a new wife. They were
scheduled to go see Richard next, then return to the primes as soon
as possible. Mother is in no condition to travel at the moment,
which means the primes are unattended. That is close to a treaty
violation right there.”

“Perhaps your brother, Richard, could go
instead,” Neggle suggested.

“No, that defeats the point,” Alexis said.
“If I go down to Helios then I will need the Royal Guard with me.
The Royal Guard are not considered Aelish soldiers, but crown
security. Their job is to protect the royal family.”

The members of the Order all stared at
Alexis, none of them catching his meaning.

“Let me spell it out,” Alexis sighed. “We
need more soldiers on Thraen Prime, but we cannot increase our
numbers more than twenty-five percent, correct?”

“Correct,” Holsten replied slowly.

“But the treaty only mentions Aelish soldiers
directly, yes?” Alexis asked.

“Yes,” Holsten said, his eyes widening with
realization. “The Royal Guard are not soldiers. But, for you to
travel to Thraen Prime, you will need the Royal Guard with
you.”

“Exactly,” Alexis nodded. “What if we
increase the Royal Guard’s numbers? We induct as many soldiers as
we can into the Royal Guard then have them accompany me to the
primes. We’ll have the numbers we need without breaking the
treaty.”

“The Way, and Master George, will see right
through the ploy, sire,” Vast said. “They’ll know what you are
doing.”

“Good for them,” Alexis replied. “Then maybe
George will think twice about trying to retake Thraen Prime. We win
no matter what. Either we have the numbers we need to fight George
or the numbers we have keep George from fighting.”

“We only win if we win, sire,” Vast said.
“Your idea may work to increase the amount of soldiers, er,
guards, but those guards have to defeat George’s troops. It
is not foolproof.”

“And what will we do about the station, Your
Highness?” Kinsmon asked. “There will need to be a regent in
place.”

“My mother can do it,” Alexis said.

“Your mother is grieving the death of her
husband, your father,” Neggle said. “Sire, you cannot expect her to
be able to handle the administration of the station in her
state.”

“Oh, I think her state is the perfect time
for her to administrate the station,” Alexis said. “Like I said,
gentlemen, my mother loves to fight. It is possibly the only thing
she loves as much as her family. When I tell her she is needed to
help keep Station Aelon stable while I defend the primes against
Master George, she will no longer be grieving. She will just be
very dangerous.”

 


* * *

 


“You are sure of this, Alexis?” Mistress
Alexis asked as she sat by the Vape fire in her royal sitting room,
Alexis in the chair next to her. “This is very risky. You could
lose the entire prime if the High Guardian decides Aelon has broken
the treaty.”

“We could lose the entire prime if George
catches us unprepared,” Alexis replied. “Without the increase in
men, we won’t stand a chance.”

“If George is planning to attack,”
Mistress Alexis said. “We do not know for sure.”

“We have to assume,” Alexis said. “All signs
point in that direction, Mother. If we sit on our hands and do
nothing, then everything we fought for, everything good Aelons died
for, will be for nothing. I could not hold onto Station Thraen, but
I will be Helios damned if I do not do everything in my power to
hold onto Thraen Prime.”

“Well, I admire your spirit, Son,” Mistress
Alexis said. “As I know your father would as well. It is a shame he
cannot be here to see this. He would love your creativity.”

“We will honor him right today during the
memorial service,” Alexis said.

“Yes, well, I am afraid that the rest of the
System is not honoring him as they should,” Mistress Alexis
frowned. “Sending only delegates and no royals. Not even Station
Thraen has sent a member of their royal family. George has backed
out. And after we attended his father’s service. It is
disrespectful and a disgrace. Kel was a master too, you know.”

“In name, Mother,” Alexis said. “Not in
blood. I believe it could be that some of the stations are worried
about relations with The Way. Father was once part of the Burdened,
and only a commoner. If each station sent a royal, then they would
be acknowledging Father had a claim to a bloodright that he did
not.”

“Still fucking disrespectful,” Mistress
Alexis snapped. “If I ever see any of these royals in person, I’ll
snap their necks like twigs.”

“And the Order was worried you wouldn’t be up
to the task of being regent on the station while I am gone,” Alexis
laughed.

“They what?” Mistress Alexis cried, her
cheeks burning red. “Which ones exactly? Give me names and I’ll
show them something to be worried about!”

There was a knock at the door and an
attendant stepped in, holding the sitting room door wide open as
Minor Richard entered. Alexis and his mother stood up instantly,
both smiling broadly.

“Richard, my boy,” Mistress Alexis said as
she crossed to her son and kissed him on the cheek. “It is so
wonderful seeing you here. It has been too long.”

“It has, Mother,” Richard nodded. “Far too
long.”

“Good to see you, Brother,” Alexis said as he
crossed and hugged his brother. “You are looking well. Where’s your
wife? I haven’t seen Batonda in ages.”

“Oh, unfortunately she could not attend,”
Richard said. “She was feeling under the weather.”

“Under the weather?” Mistress Alexis asked.
“Is it what I hope it is?”

“Do you hope my wife feels ill, Mother?”
Richard frowned. “Because that would be rather rude of you if you
did. I know Minoress Batonda is not exactly up to Teirmont
standards, her being more delicate of character than the rest of
us, but there is no need to wish ill of her.”

“Shut up, Richard,” Alexis said. “Mother is
asking whether your wife is pregnant, is all. She would never wish
ill of her.”

“Oh, right, my apologies, Mother,” Richard
said then furrowed his brow. “But I do not know. If she is pregnant
then she has not said a word of it to me.”

“Is she sick in the morning or right after
lunch?” Mistress Alexis asked. “Perhaps retaining water?”

“Retaining water?” Richard said. “How would I
know if she is? What are the symptoms of retaining water?”

“Retaining water is a symptom,” Alexis
sighed. “She would look like she’s gained weight. A little
bloated.”

“Oh, well, yes she has gained weight,”
Richard said. “But do not tell her I said that. She would be upset
with me.”

“Is she tired a lot? Having strange food
cravings?” Mistress Alexis pushed.

“Oh, yes to all of that,” Richard replied.
“Hmmm. Do you think she is pregnant?”

“It sounds like it to me,” Mistress Alexis
said. “Oh what glorious news! Such a sad day is now made happy!
Another Teirmont will join this family!”

“And an heir will be ready,” Alexis said.
“This is good news, Brother.”

“Yes, I suppose it is,” Richard replied,
beaming. “I am going to be a father. How about that?”

“Are you fine with the idea?” Alexis asked as
he crossed to a cart and poured three glasses of wine. “It changes
your perspective on life instantly.”

“Yes, it does, doesn’t it?” Richard said. He
took the glass offered him and drained it right away.

“Well, I was going to propose a toast,”
Alexis laughed. “But that was good enough. Cheers!”

“Cheers,” Mistress Alexis said and drained
her glass.

“I believe I would like to sit down,” Richard
said. “I’m not feeling so steady on my feet at the moment.”

“Certainly, Brother,” Alexis said as he took
Richard’s arm and steered him to one of the chairs by the fire. “We
still have a couple hours before the service. Take some time and
let it all sink in.”

“Should I call Batonda?” Richard asked. “I
should, shouldn’t I. To confirm with her that this is all
true.”

“In due time, Richard,” Alexis said. “It’s
early on Station Klaerv still. Let us get through Father’s service
and then I will take you to the communications room the second we
have shaken the last dignatary’s hand.”

“Yes, yes, after the service I will call
her,” Richard said. “Oh, that reminds me.” He reached into his
jacket and pulled out a letter, handing it to Alexis. “This is for
you from my father-in-law. Master Jeffon instructed me not to give
it to you until after the memorial service, but I am afraid I’ll
forget in my haste to speak with my wife.”

“Thank you,” Alexis said and took the letter.
He looked about the sitting room for a letter opener and then
rolled his eyes when his mother offered him a short blade.
“Seriously, Mother? You have a blade with you on the day of
Father’s service?”

“He would understand,” Mistress Alexis said.
“And expect nothing less.”

Alexis took the blade and slit the envelope
open. He handed the blade back to his mother, pulled out the letter
and inspected it.

“There’s no official royal seal on this,”
Alexis said, turning the paper over. “Jeffon’s signature is here,
but no seal.” Alexis looked at his brother. “Richard? Are you sure
this is actually from your father-in-law?”

Richard did not respond, just looked off into
space.

“Richard!” Alexis snapped, making his brother
jump. “I asked you a question.”

“Oh, sorry, I was wandering,” Richard
said.

“I could see that,” Alexis responded. “Are
you sure this is from Master Jeffon?”

“It most certainly is,” Richard replied. “He
handed it to me himself. He said he wanted to make sure that you
knew it was from him and he was sorry he could not tell you in
person, but that circumstances were not in Station Klaerv’s favor
to do so.”

Alexis stared at his brother for a brief
second then turned his attention to the letter. As he read, his
face darkened with anger and his hands began to wrinkle the paper
around the edges.

“Alexis?” Mistress Alexis asked. “What is it?
What is wrong?”

“We are wrong,” Alexis said as he crumpled
the letter up and threw it across the room. “We have been wrong
from the start. I have to speak with the Order right now.”

“Now? Whatever for?” Mistress Alexis
asked.

“Is it bad news?” Richard asked. “I was
hoping it wouldn’t be bad news when he handed it to me.”

“We are too late,” Alexis said. “We may have
already lost Thraen Prime.”

“What? How?” Mistress Alexis asked. “Alexis,
tell me what was in that letter!”

“Betrayal,” Alexis said. “Systemwide
betrayal.”


Chapter Nine

 


 The mood in Castle Aelon’s
tactical operations room was far from jovial. Battle hardened men
stood shoulder to shoulder with men that had not had the privilege
of spilling enemy blood or of having their own blood spilt and
living to tell the tale. Many wore their polybreen armor, while
others only stood there in their uniforms, reluctant to don the
protective garb, fearing it could be for the last time.

“The window is too tight, Alexis,” Steward
Vast said, his polybreen armor shining bright despite the many
dents and gouges it held from battles past. “We will have almost no
margin for error with this assault.”

“Which is exactly what Master George wants,”
Steward Neggle added. “To narrow our advance across the open sea so
we can only land at Scolari Beach. You remember Scolari Beach, do
you not, sire?”

“I remember it,” Alexis replied. “And do not
speak to me as if I do not.”

“You are acting as if you do not,” Neggle
said. “That beach is nothing but deep, soft sand that borders a
fifteen foot ridge covered in thick scrim grass. And not your
plains scrim grass, but scrim grass hardened and sharpened over
time by the harsh sea winds. The blades of that grass rival the
blades of our soldiers.”

“I know what type of scrim grass is on that
beach!” Alexis shouted. “I was there with everyone else when we
landed to take Thraen Prime the first time! Do not speak to me like
some noble that has bought a commission in order to impress his
sector! I fought for, I bled for, and I won the last conflict!”

“Steward Neggle was not implying you did not
do Station Aelon proud during those days,” Vast said, giving Neggle
a look of warning. “He was just saying that we made the mistake
before of approaching via Scolari. We cannot afford to make that
mistake again.” Vast rubbed at his temples. “With the other
stations using their cutters to blockade access around Thraen Prime
then we have no choice but to wait before we attack.”

“If we attack,” Steward Flain muttered.

“Dear Helios,” Vast said under his
breath.

“Do you have some insight you would like to
share with the room, Flain?” Alexis asked. “Perhaps some amazing
strategic advantage you have been holding back from the rest of us?
Or a military maneuver you have come up with that none of us have
thought to use?”

“No, sire,” Flain replied. “My
apologies.”

“Oh, I do not want your apologies, Flain,”
Alexis snapped. “I want your undying loyalty. Is that too much to
ask of you? A member of the Order of Jex who has sworn an oath to
follow the Aelish crown to Helios and beyond? I’m not imposing on
you by keeping you to that oath, am I?”

“Master, may I have a word in private?” Vast
asked.

“No, you may not,” Alexis replied.

“I’m afraid I must insist,” Vast said.
“Perhaps the others could see to their men and make sure all are
prepared to make the trek across the sea while we speak?”

The rest of the Order, and the generals and
military leaders that were present, quickly took the opportunity to
leave the room. Alexis glared at them as they went then turned his
full ire onto Vast once the room was empty.

“Talk fast, steward,” Alexis said. “Every
second wasted is a second we do not take back Thraen Prime.”

“Sire, I am not convinced we can take back
Thraen Prime,” Vast said.

“Then why in Helios did you agree to come
down here?” Alexis asked. “Your outlook was much more optimistic on
the station.”

“That is true,” Vast said. “But none of us
could see the entire situation from the station. Now that we are on
Helios, and close enough to truly evaluate what we are up against,
it is clear that Master George was fully prepared when he made his
move and retook Thraen Prime.”

“Stole, you mean,” Alexis snarled. “He stole
it form me. He stole it from the crown. He stole it from all of
Aelon.”

“Alexis, you must see reason,” Vast said.
“This is not like you. You are not a mad master who throws all
caution to the wind and dives headlong into an unwinnable
situation. Many masters before you, not just Aelish masters, have
let their emotions rule them, sending thousands upon thousands of
innocent men to their deaths. Do not be one of those masters. I beg
of you, Alexis, see reason.”

“Natalie fought to take this prime,” Alexis
said. “She fought to take Station Thraen. If I let George beat me
now, then how will I face her when I die and go to meet Helios? How
will I look her in the eye?”

“Those are thoughts for when you are much
older and your time is close,” Vast said. “And they are thoughts
all men must face. There is not a soul in the System that does not
have regrets that haunt them. But let me assure you, sire, that you
need not have these thoughts. Your sister will never think less of
you because you chose to walk away and live as opposed to rushing
forward to die.” Vast grinned. “In fact, knowing the minoress as I
did, I would say she will have a hard wallop to the head waiting
for you if you make the wrong choice.”

Alexis watched the steward closely. “And you
think that attacking is the wrong choice?”

“I do,” Vast said. “As it stands now, it is a
suicide mission. If we even had just a few more miles of room to
maneuver, giving us the space to land either east or west of
Scolari Beach, then I might be persuaded to change my mind. But we
both know that the Thraenish bastard has promised too much to the
other stations for that to happen. Splitting Vape mining profits?
That may have been something we could have offered when we held the
prime, but not now.”

“I may have something to offer that is worth
more than that,” Alexis said. “At least to one of the
stations.”

“Sire?” Vast asked. “I do not catch your
meaning.”

“Never you mind, steward,” Alexis said. “It
is none of your concern. Yet.”

Alexis turned to the battle plans laid out
upon the table at the center of the room. He studied them for
several minutes before nodding.

“Fine,” he said. “We wait.”

“For how long, sire?” Vast asked. “I do not
foresee the situation changing.”

“I do, Vast,” Alexis said. “I see the
situation changing considerably. All I need is to wait for a call
from my brother.”

“Your brother?” Vast asked, completely
confused. “How does Richard play into this? No offense, Your
Highness, but Richard is not a warrior and has no aptitude when it
comes to military matters.”

“I know that,” Alexis said. “But what he does
have is a wife with a child on the way. A royal child who could be
heir to the Aelish crown one day. And that is something that could
change the situation rather quickly.”

 


* * *

 


“Are you sure your line is secure?” Alexis
asked as he studied his brother’s face on the video screen. “We
cannot afford for this accord to leak. The only way this will work
is if it is a surprise, Richard.”

“The line is secure and the communications
room here is empty,” Richard replied. He squirmed before the camera
and would not look Alexis directly in the eyes.

“What is it?” Alexis asked. “What is
bothering you?”

“It is Batonda,” Richard responded. “She is
not happy with the deal I have brokered with her father. She feels
we are using the life of our unborn child as a bargaining
chip.”

“That’s exactly what we are doing,” Alexis
said. “Your child will be the heir to the crown of Station Aelon as
well as a possible heir to the crown of Station Klaerv. This accord
means that Master Jeffon could have his grandchild ruling both
stations, if he so chooses.”

“If the child remains here on Station
Klaerv,” Richard said. “Where I am to remain as well.”

“That way you stay safe, Brother,” Alexis
said.

“I have been staying safe for years,” Richard
sighed. “I would like to come home, please.”

“Not yet,” Alexis said.

“Then when?” Richard almost cried. “I love
Batonda, and I do enjoy the Klaervian people, but I want to return
to Station Aelon. If something happens to you down there, Alexis,
then I will be woefully unprepared as master. I do not know the
political climate anymore, I do not know which stewards in the
meeting to trust. I don’t even know which labor groups or merchant
coalitions are the ones to favor and the ones to shun. These are
things a master should know, and a minor learns, when living on the
station he is supposed to rule!”

“Mother will help you navigate all of that,”
Alexis replied. “She will guide you as she guided me in my early
days.”

“You were at war in your early days,” Richard
said. “I do not want to be at war in my early days, Alexis. I have
no stomach for war.”

“You will not be at war because I will win
this conflict,” Alexis said. “I promise you, Richard. I will win
this conflict and I will live to continue my rule. You will be able
to relax as father of the Aelish heir and all the privileges that
go with that.”

“What are Mother’s thoughts on giving away
the Aelish crown to Klaervian control?” Richard asked.

“I am not giving away the Aelish crown to
Klaervian control,” Alexis frowned. “Do not exaggerate the
accord.”

“However you want to define it, what does
Mother think?” Richard asked.

“Mother does not know yet,” Alexis replied.
“And I expect you not to tell her.”

“Helios, Alexis! Mother doesn’t know? You
have not informed her of your plans?” Richard cried. He shook his
head back and forth, over and over. “Oh, this is not good. This is
not good. She will kill you. She will kill us both. She will kill
everyone. Oh, Alexis, there will be so much killing.”

“Who do you think our mother is, Richard?”
Alexis asked. “She will not kill me, she will not kill you, and she
will not kill everyone. You are sounding very unstable right now. I
advise you go take a rest and be with your wife. Comfort her and
take care of her. That is your job now. You make sure that child of
yours is born healthy and happy.”

Richard continued to shake his head back and
forth.

“Richard!” Alexis shouted. “Did you hear what
I said?”

Richard stopped shaking his head, but his
eyes looked wild.

“I heard, I heard,” Richard said. “I’ll go
comfort my wife.”

“And you will not tell Mother,” Alexis
said.

“Oh, no, I will not tell Mother,” Richard
replied with a manic cackle. “There is no way I am telling her
this. No way.”

He reached out and the video screen in front
of Alexis went blank.

“Richard? Seriously?” Alexis sighed. “Helios,
help Station Aelon if I pass before my time.”

 


* * *

 


“I do not know what you promised Master
Jeffon, but I have to hand it to you, Alexis, whatever it was it
has made all the difference,” Vast said as he and Alexis stared out
of the shield dome covering the royal cutter as it made its way
across the roiling, gas covered sea toward Thraen Prime. “There
isn’t a Klaervian cutter in sight, just as you said there would not
be.”

“We have the space we need to adjust our
landing zone,” Alexis said. “The Thraens will think we are still
aiming for Scolari Beach, but we will come at them from the east
instead. The day will be ours, Vast. Fate is on our side.”

“I pray you are right, sire,” Vast said. “For
if not then we will be butchered and I do not want to leave this
life at the hands of a dirty Thraen.”

“Nor do I, steward,” Alexis laughed, clapping
the man on the shoulder. “Nor do I.”

“We are getting close,” Neggle said as he
came up behind the two. “Would you care to say some words to the
men, sire? We can broadcast to all the cutters at once.”

“Yes, that would be perfect, Neggle. Thank
you,” Alexis said. “Bring me a handset. I am not ready to don my
helmet yet.”

“I have one ready here, Your Highness,”
Neggle said, offering a bulky handset to Alexis. “It is dialed to
the correct frequency already, just press the button and
speak.”

Alexis took the handset and cleared his
throat. He glanced back out the dome at the Vape gasses that
floated above the choppy waves. Then he pressed the button and
spoke.

“Fellow Aelons, I do not speak to you now as
Master of Station Aelon, but as Alexis Teirmont, your comrade in
arms. I have fought with many of your before, led you to victories
on Station Thraen and on the very prime we are approaching. I have
also suffered the indignity with you of losing control of Station
Thraen and now the prime.

“But, let me assure you, I intend to reverse
those indignities. While we may not be able to retake Station
Thraen, we most certainly can retake the prime. This land before us
is my birthright by blood, and since my blood is Aelish blood, then
this prime belongs to all Aelons, all that have the truly righteous
blood of a chosen station flowing through them.

“When we land on this beach, we will not be
fighting just for dirt and scrim grass, for territory and Vape
mines, we will be fighting for our very souls and for the honor of
all Aelons. Far above us, through the thick Vape clouds and waiting
in the cold of space, is Station Aelon. That is our home and that
is our spirit. It is for those who live up there, who rely on our
strength, our determination, our refusal to accept defeat, it is
for those people that we fight.

“Many of us will lose our lives today, I
would be a liar to say otherwise. Even I may fall at the hands of a
wicked Thraen. But even if I do fall, I want every single one of
you to know what an honor it is to fall for such a cause and what
an honor it will be to die next to the greatest people that
populate this System.

“To die an Aelon is no death at all! To die
an Aelon is a gift! And if today, fate chooses to hand me that
gift, then I take it willingly! I take it with open arms! So join
me, Aelons, and raise those arms! Raise them up high and shout to
Helios that we cannot be broken, we cannot be beaten, we cannot be
destroyed!

“For we are Aelons!”

Alexis let the echoes of his words fade
before giving back the handset.

“Not bad,” Vast smiled. “Makes me want to die
for you.”

“Good,” Alexis replied. “Because it appears
we are here. Are you ready, steward?”

“I am, sire,” Vast said. “It has been a
privilege serving you, Alexis.”

“The privilege has been mine, Vast,” Alexis
said. “And I look forward to serving you for years to come. Today
is not our day to die, Vast. Today is our day to solidify our glory
for Station Aelon.”

Vast smiled as he put on his environmental
suit’s helmet and secured the clasps. Alexis hesitated for a few
seconds then did the same.

The view before the men changed from nothing
but wild sea to one of a great landscape, increasing in size with
every second that the royal cutter raced towards it.

 


* * *

 


“We have to fall back!” Neggle shouted over
the com. “They knew we were coming!”

“It cannot be!” Alexis yelled. “Richard
assured me the Klaervians would not engage!”

“They have not, sire,” Steward Holsten
replied. “But they may have let the Thraens know of our plans!”

“We will not retreat!” Alexis bellowed. “We
will push forward and take the hill to our right! Order the men to
skirt the beach and go for the break in the land there! We regroup
when we crest the hill!”

“Sire, we do not know what is on the other
side!” Neggle responded.

“Kinsmon is down!” Triny screamed. “Dear
Helios, he was ripped in—”

“Triny? Triny!” Neggle called. “Dammit,
Alexis, we are being torn apart! Their numbers are too great!”

“Their numbers are nothing against our will!”
Alexis shouted as he slashed open a Thraen soldier’s environmental
suit, exposing the man to the deadly Vape gas. “We shall overcome
everything they send at us! Now, all of you, on me!”

Alexis shoved the Thraen soldier aside as the
man’s body began to smoke and dissolve. The master ducked the swipe
of a blade then dove and rolled out of the way as a Vape grenade
exploded to his left. He heard screams cut short as many of his men
did not get out of the way in time. Alexis pushed the thoughts of
the screams from his mind and kept moving, his eyes locked onto the
hill ahead.

Thraenish soldiers poured onto the beach,
their long blades raised over their heads. Wave after wave met the
Aelish forces and collided in an avalanche of bloodlust and
violence. Alexis kept running, urging his men to follow, to flank
the oncoming Thraens. But most of his soldiers could not get free
from the Thraenish assault and in seconds Alexis found himself
alone as he crested the ridge and gazed out on the expanse of
Thraen Prime.

“No,” he whispered. “How?”

To his left, thousands of Tharenish soldiers
moved towards the beach while directly in front of him, stood a
dozen regiments of longslingers. Thraenish longslingers.

“Sire!” Neggle yelled as he came up behind
Alexis. “Sire! I must insist...that… Longslingers?”

“They are using our tactics against us,
Neggle,” Alexis said. “They have developed their own—”

But Alexis didn’t finish as he saw the
muzzles of the Thraens’ longslings bark with Vape fire. He
flattened himself on the ground and covered his head while the com
system in his helmet was filled with Steward Neggle’s screams.

“Neggle? Neggle, answer me!” Alexis
ordered.

He felt something hit his back and he shoved
it away, rolling over to see most of Steward Neggle’s body consumed
by something that had once been singularly Aelish.

“Particle barbs?” Alexis gasped. “They have
particle barbs?”

He scrambled to switch his com to an open
channel.

“Vast? Vast, do you hear me?” Alexis called
out.

“Yes, sire! Where are you?” Vast replied over
the com.

“Retreat! Retreat now! The Thraens have
particle barbs! They have longslings with particle barbs!”

“Dear Helios,” Vast replied then Alexis heard
him calling to all commanders and members of the Order of Jex to
retreat immediately.

Alexis felt a burning on his right calf and
looked down to see his environmental suit torn open and his
polybreen armor ripped to shreds. Vape gas seeped in and he could
feel his skin start to bubble and melt. Alexis frantically tried to
find his patch kit, but all he had on him was his long blades. Even
his longsling had been lost somewhere on the beach.

Despite the intense pain that was growing in
his leg, Alexis forced himself to his feet. He gripped his long
blades and looked out at the longslingers in front of him.

“I know you,” he whispered. “I do not know
the men that wield you, but I know you. If this is how the
man once known as the Dark Minor must die then so be it. I would
not want it any other way. Bring me my death, longslings.”

He lifted his arms out to the side and stood
before the Thraens.

“I am Alexis Tiermont the Fourth! Master
of Station Aelon and its Primes! And today, I live
forever!”

The longslings all fired at once and Alexis
welcomed them with open arms.

 


* * *

 


Mistress Alexis sat at the head of the long
table in Station Aelon’s great hall. The select stewards from the
meeting that made up the royal council sat close to her, their eyes
locked not on the aged monarch, but on the nearly broken member of
the Order of Jex who stood before them all, still in his bloody
polybreen armor.

“All of them?” Mistress Alexis asked. “The
entire Order?”

“I am the last, Your Highness,” Vast replied,
his head held high. “I was coordinating the rear assault when
Master Alexis gave the order to retreat. I was able to get a
quarter of our men back onto the cutters before the Thraenish
longslingers attacked the beach. We escaped only seconds before
pure annihilation.”

“And you could not save the others? Could not
go back for them at all?” Steward Neem asked.

“There was no one to go back to, Steward
Neem,” Vast glared. “Do you know what a particle barb does to a
man? A direct hit means nothing is left. The man is broken down to
his molecules and all that remains is vapor and a stain.”

“How did these Thraens get particle barbs?”
Steward Kispee asked. “The longsling design is not a secret, but
only Aelish manufacturers know how to make particle barbs.”

“I will leave that investigation to this
council,” Vast said. “I am only here to report on our defeat. How
the Thraens obtained the plans for particle barbs, or how they were
able to train so many men to be longslingers without us knowing is
not my job. That will have to be something that you accomplish,
Steward Kispee. And I wish you all the greatest of luck with
that.”

“And what does that mean?” Kispee
snapped.

“It means that someone here on the station
assisted the Thraens with obtaining the knowledge and expertise
needed to create their own regiments of longslingers,” Vast
replied. “That is a matter of espionage, not of military tactics.
The meeting of stewards will have to flush out the traitor. I am
going to go see my wife and children and retire to my estate
house.”

“You are quitting?” Neem asked, looking at
the rest of the council. “Can we allow that? We will need someone
to lead the counterassault on Thraen Prime.”

“Counterassault?” Vast laughed. “There is no
counterassault! Our main assault failed and we lost more men in one
day than we have lost in the last few wars combined! Thraen Prime
is gone, gentlemen. It is gone from our grasp forever. Or at least
it is gone from my lifetime.”

“Steward Vast, you have sworn an oath to
defend and protect—” Neem started.

“That is enough,” Mistress Alexis said.
“Thank you, Vast. I will sign the papers for your retirement
commission as soon as they reach me. Station Aelon thanks you for
your years of service and for the many sacrifices you have made in
that service. At some point I will like to visit and speak with
you, but for now, please tend to yourself and your family. Be at
peace on your estate, Vast. You deserve that peace.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Vast bowed. He
glared at the council. “Gentlemen.”

No one said a word as the old warrior left
the great hall, the sound of the doors closing behind him a sad
coda to a life of great honor and dedication.

“Let me make this clear,” Mistress Alexis
said. “We are done with Thraen Prime. We mined enough Vape from
that land to hold us over until we can negotiate our lease holdings
back, but at no time will Station Aelon engage in warfare to retake
the entire prime. Am I clear?”

“Is that not something Master Richard should
decide?” one of the other members of the council, Steward Gheort,
asked. “We can table the discussion and decision until then.”

“There is no discussion or decision to be
tabled,” Mistress Alexis replied. “I have made my decision and it
is final.”

“Mistress, please,” Neem said. “We all
respect your power as regent of Station Aelon, but with Master
Alexis’s death, the power now shifts to your only living child.
Richard will be crowned master when he returns for his brother’s
funeral service. The choice of whether or not he avenges his
brother’s death is up to him.”

“I think not, gentlemen,” Mistress Alexis
said. “Because Richard is not returning to Station Aelon. He is to
remain where he is, on Station Klaerv, until I know the exact
circumstances that led to our defeat on Helios.”

The council stared at her, many with their
mouths hanging open in shock and surprise.

“Mistress, what are you saying?” Kispee
asked. “Do you suspect Minor Richard, your own son, of betraying
Station Aelon? Do you think he is how the plans for the particle
barb were relayed to Station Thraen?”

“Do I believe my son willingly betrayed
Station Aelon? Helios no!” Mistress Alexis snapped. “But we all
know that Richard is easily influenced and not always the most
stable of personalities. I want all of the facts in front of me
before I allow him to return. I must know that Station Aelon is
safe for my son.”

“Safe?” Neem asked. “How so?”

“Even in grief, I am forced to do all of the
thinking,” Mistress Alexis sighed. “Richard is more valuable to
Station Klaerv alive than dead. With him in their clutches then he
will be protected, for they will have the heir to the Aelish crown
right where they want him. If he is to return here, and there are
those amongst us that helped orchestrate the betrayal that has
occurred, then Richard will become a liability. The betrayers will
want Richard dead so he cannot point me in their direction.”

“Can he not point you in their direction from
Station Klaerv?” Gheort asked. “A simple communication can alert us
to the traitors, if there be any aboard the station.”

“I do not think my son even knows what he has
done, if he is involved,” Mistress Alexis said. “My gut is telling
me he lives on, oblivious to any wrongdoing. He could not name
names if he wanted to. He is safer on Klaerv.”

“So is he to be crowned on Klaerv, then?”
Neem asked. “How would that look to the System if we cannot bring
our own master home?”

“He will not be crowned on Station Klaerv
because he will not be crowned at all,” Mistress Alexis said. “At
least not until I die.”

“Your Highness, you cannot hold the role of
regent indefinitely,” Gheort said. “At some point, for the
stability of the station, you will have to step aside and allow
your son to take his proper role.”

“I will not be ruling as regent, steward,”
Mistress Alexis said as she stood up. “I will be ruling as Mistress
of Station Aelon. As of this moment, I revoke my abdication. I am
now the true monarch of Aelon, with all rights and privileges.”

“Mistress!” Kispee shouted. “That cannot be
done! It has never been done!”

“Look at me, Steward Kispee,” Mistress Alexis
frowned. “I am the embodiment of what has never been done. I am the
first minoress in the System to be crowned. I am also the first
living monarch to abdicate and hand the crown to an heir. Now I
will be the first to retake the crown and watch over Station Aelon
during this time of crisis. If I find that my son is ready to rule,
then the crown will become his. If I do not feel he is up to the
task, or he is under outside influences that could harm Station
Aelon, then I will remain the mistress and monarch of this station
until I die. It is that simple.”

“It is far from that simple,” Neem said.
“This will have to be brought before The Way and the High Guardian.
It will take his approval for your claim to be valid.”

“No, it will not,” Mistress Alexis said. “My
son has died without an heir. The crown is to go to the next
closest living relative. Traditionally, that would mean a younger
sibling, but in this case, if you look at family structure, I am
the next closest living relative. Believe me, gentlemen, I do not
take this action in haste. I have already researched the issue
thoroughly. Contact The Way, and contact the High Guardian, but it
is well established that parents are closer than siblings. Just
look at the land and title laws that grant you all your
stewardships. You will see that I am right.”

“We will look into this, mistress,” Kispee
said. “This issue is not settled.”

“Nor would I expect it to be,” Mistress
Alexis said. “You would be remiss in your duties if you did not
give it the council’s full attention. In the meantime, I will
return to my quarters and prepare the memorial service and funeral
for my son. I will keep it humble and simple, for that is what my
Alexis would have wanted. Good afternoon, gentlemen.”

The council all rose as the mistress walked
confidently around the long table and out of the great hall. But,
once in the passageway, that confidence was lost instantly and
Mistress Alexis had to will her feet to move in order to get her to
her quarters and away from the ever present eyes of the
station.

 


* * *

 


The knock at the door was quiet, but loud
enough to wake Clerke from his light slumber in the chair by the
Vape fire.

“Come,” Clerke called out.

“I hope it is not too late,” Mistress Alexis
asked as she stepped into the parlor. “I would have sent word I was
coming, but I did not want others to know where I was.”

“No, no, please come in,” Clerke said as he
scrambled to reattach his prosthetic leg. “Forgive my
appearance.”

“I always forget you have that,” Mistress
Alexis smiled. “Even though I should not, since it is the result of
my actions.”

“Hardly, Your Highness,” Clerke said “It was
the result of men wanting more than what they could achieve. To say
you did not warn them, would be a gross misrepresentation of
history.”

“That is kind of you, Petro,” Mistress Alexis
replied. “Too kind for someone that has been shown nothing but
heartbreak from this family.” She nodded towards a second chair.
“May I sit?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Clerke said, glancing
at a clock on the wall. “Would you care for some tea? The servants
have retired by now, but I am a man who knows how to make his own
tea. I will gladly—”

“Stay where you are, Petro,” Mistress Alexis
said. “I do not need tea or any other refreshment. I just need the
company of the only person on this station that knows the Teirmonts
as they were.”

“You and Richard still live, Your Highness,”
Clerke said. “There is no were, there is only are.”

“Well, I hope that is true,” Mistress Alexis
smiled. “And call me Alexis, Petro. We are family.”

“Your Highness, I would never presume to
call—”

Mistress Alexis held up her hand. “I insist.
I will make it an official decree, with deck criers announcing it
in all the atriums, if I must.”

“That will not be needed, Alexis,” Clerke
replied, bowing his head. “Thank you for the honor.”

Mistress Alexis turned her attention to the
Vape flames in the hearth before them. She stayed silent for
several minutes, watching as they flicked and danced.

“What happened, Petro?” she finally asked,
returning her attention to Clerke. “In the last days of my son’s
life, I know he confided in you. What happened that sent him down
to Thraen Prime?”

“I think only Alexis knows the answer to
that,” Clerke replied. “His mind was all over the place. But, if I
were to venture a guess, the main reason he went to fight again is
because taking Thraen Prime was all that was left of his legacy. He
had no heir, he had no wife, and Station Thraen was already lost. I
believe he felt all of history pushing at his back and only a void
ahead.”

“So it was me,” Mistress Alexis said. “I
drove him to it.”

“What? No, of course not,” Clerke replied.
“Why would you say that?”

“I was the first mistress crowned,” Mistress
Alexis shrugged. “I was a warrior from a long line of Teirmont
warriors. He had to live up to that.”

“No, he had to live up to himself,” Clerke
countered. “Alexis was a gentle soul. His core being was one of
compassion. He fought for Station Aelon again and again, taking
Thraen Prime, taking Station Thraen, but neither of those things
were for him. The prime was while serving you and the station was
out of intense grief for his dead wife and daughter.”

Clerke stood up and walked to a side
table.

“I am pouring a drink,” he said. “Would you
like one?”

“Well, since you are already going to the
trouble,” Mistress Alexis replied. “And you might as well bring the
bottle.”

“That is my intention,” Clerke said as he
returned with the drinks. “Here you go.”

“Thank you,” Mistress Alexis said.

“To continue,” Clerke said, holding his drink
in both hands, rolling the glass the back and forth in his palms.
“My belief is that Alexis will be remembered for the foundation he
created in Natalie’s name. He hid it behind her memory, but of all
his accomplishments, that is the one that most closely reflects who
he was inside. In another life he would have been a great artist.
He had that type of charisma that could hold the attention of so
many.”

“A bard like you, perhaps?” Mistress Alexis
asked.

“I assume that is a joke,” Clerke laughed.
“Because the man could not sing.”

“No, he could not,” Mistress Alexis smiled.
“Perhaps a painter, like his sister.”

“Perhaps,” Clerke nodded. “But I see him with
something more solid. A metalsmith of sorts. His connection to the
longsling tells me he understood that craft on a cellular
level.”

“That could be,” Mistress Alexis said. “That
would have been nice to see. Maybe one day a master, or mistress,
will feel free enough to express themselves that way. The
foundation is flourishing, so perhaps there will be a time when
artistry and leadership can be excepted as going hand in hand.”

“It would be a dream come true,” Clerke said.
He studied the mistress for a second. “Are you going to tell me why
you are really here, Alexis? I know you need someone to speak with
about your pain, and about Alexis’s motivations, but I have known
you a very long time and your face is telling me you have a very
specific agenda. What is it?”

“You have heard I am taking back the crown,
yes?” she asked.

“Hard not to hear news such as that,” Clerke
said. “Will you be making an official announcement?”

“I will, but not until after Alexis’s
service,” Mistress Alexis replied. “I want the focus on him and not
me.”

“Not an easy task,” Clerke chuckled. “You
tend to take the focus whether you want to or not.”

“More times it is not,” Mistress Alexis
replied. “Yet I constantly betray myself and go against my own
wishes.”

“I completely understand,” Clerke said. “My
performing days are over, but I cannot help but crave the attention
whenever I stand in front of a group of people.”

“Yes, well, it is those performing days I
want to speak to you about,” Mistress Alexis said. “There was a
time, back when you first met my daughter, that I believe my son
found someone he could love. Do you know of which time I am
speaking of?”

“How close to when Natalie and I first met?”
Clerke asked. “Those days were a whirlwind of passion and
excitement for me, so I am afraid the details might be a bit hazier
than I would like to admit.”

“The very first night you performed for
Alexis,” Mistress Alexis explained. “That was the first night
Natalie took you as hers.”

“Yes, that is an excellent way of putting
it,” Clerke said. He finished his drink and refilled the glass,
topping off Mistress Alexis’s as well. “It was quite a role
reversal for me. You seem to know a good deal about this time in my
life?”

“I was mistress,” Mistress Alexis grinned. “I
knew a great deal about everyone in my children’s lives.”

“Of course,” Clerke chuckled.

“Now, if I remember correctly, my sources
said Alexis disappeared for close to a week after that night,”
Mistress Alexis said. “There were many rumors floating about the
station and the prime afterwards, but the one that kept reaching my
ears was that he had found a woman. The story is either she left
him or he came to his senses and realized that perhaps her role, or
profession, was not one the station would accept.”

“Ah, yes, I know exactly the woman you are
speaking of,” Clerke said. “And the decision to leave was hers, not
his, I believe. It close to killed him when she disappeared. He
tried to find her, but being in the profession she was, as you say,
she had enough connections in the darker areas of Aelish life to
keep even the master’s eyes from finding her.”

“Or she left the prime altogether,” Mistress
Alexis said. “That could be.”

“Yes, perhaps,” Clerke said. “Alexis
investigated every avenue he could and found no evidence of her on
the prime. But he also did not find evidence of her leaving Helios.
But, like I said, she lived in the darker areas of life. Being from
the Lower Decks, I know there are ways to stay hidden, even with a
master looking for you.”

“Why would a woman such as that leave at
all?” Mistress Alexis asked. “She had my son by the balls,
literally, and yet she throws that all away and goes into hiding.
It makes no sense.”

“Love rarely does,” Clerke replied. “And that
could be the simplest answer. She may have started out trying to
trap Alexis, but after meeting him and being with him, she found,
just like we all did, that he was very real. If she had feelings
for him then she could have left to save him any embarrassment or
scandal. The truth is, that Alexis could never have married a
whore, but he would have fought tooth and nail to try. Maybe even
have given up his title for her.”

“Maybe,” Mistress Alexis said. “Which would
not have benefited either of them.”

“No, it would not have,” Clerke said. He
stifled a yawn and shook his head. “My apologies, Alexis. I think I
may need to make that tea after all.”

“No, Petro, do not bother,” Mistress Alexis
said as she stood up. “I will go now. You need your rest.”

“As do you,” Clerke said. “You have some very
big days ahead of you.”

“That is true,” Mistress Alexis replied. “Are
your choirs ready to perform at the service?”

“They are,” Clerke nodded, standing as well.
He walked her to the door and smiled. “I have picked out some of
Alexis’s favorite songs for them to sing.”

“Wonderful, Petro, thank you,” Mistress
Alexis said. She leaned in and hugged him then stepped back
quickly. “I had better go before I start to cry. I’ve held it well
enough, but I am afraid even my strength is not large enough to
keep the tears at bay.”

“Understood,” Clerke said.

“Oh, and Petro?” she asked. “I expect you to
sit next to me at the service.”

“That is quite the honor, Alexis, but I will
be helping coordinate the choirs and other presentations from the
foundation,” Clerke replied.

“Delegate, Petro, delegate,” Mistress Alexis
said. “Because I am not taking no for an answer.” She turned and
walked out the door then stopped and looked back at Clerke. “One
last thing, I promise.”

“Anything,” Clerke replied.

“You wouldn’t happen to be able to recollect
that woman’s name, would you?” she asked. “Alexis’s woman that
could have been?”

“That I certainly can do,” Clerke laughed.
“It was a name no Aelon could forget. Breen. He said her name was
Breen.”

“Breen,” Mistress Alexis smiled. “Of course
it was. Good night, Petro.”

“Good night, Alexis,” Clerke said and closed
the door behind her.

He walked back to his chair and sat down. He
removed his prosthetic leg and sighed as he set it in the other
chair. His eyes focused on the Vape flames.

“Now, where were we?” he whispered as his
eyes slowly closed.

In seconds he was snoring quietly, memories
of days long since past rising from his subconscious to both warm
and haunt him.

 


* * *

 


“Breen! Darling, it is so wonderful to see
you!” the woman cried as she approached the market stall. The
woman’s hand went to the first rack and she quickly started
browsing the assortment of skirts and blouses that hung there. “You
are quite lucky to get such a great spot in the atrium today!”

“The deck boss contacted me and said it was
my turn to move to the first row,” Breen replied. “It was about
time since I have been a part of this market for nearly two decades
now.”

“Yet you haven’t aged a day,” the woman said.
“I swear that you turn the heads of men half your age every time
you set up your stall. Those long legs and those bright green eyes
of yours. You make an old woman jealous.”

“Well, that is kind of you, Zonna,” Breen
replied. “But I think you exaggerate. If any heads are turning this
way, they are young and female and they are looking at my boy.”

“Where is your son today?” Zonna asked,
looking around the other racks and into the back of the stall. “He
shouldn’t leave his mother to work here all by herself.”

“He’s off fetching inventory from our cabin,”
Breen replied. “I have quite a few new trousers made and a few
tunics and doublets.”

“Doublets? Oh, my husband detests those
things,” Zona laughed. “But the fashion is what the fashion
is.”

“And is there any particular fashion you are
looking for today, Zonna?” Breen asked. “Or are you just
browsing?”

“Browsing, I’m afraid,” Zonna responded.
“Kimmel doesn’t get paid until the end of the month.”

“That is what I am hearing from everyone,”
Breen sighed. “I may have finally landed a perfect location, but it
means nothing if passengers don’t have credits to spend.”

“So very true,” Zonna said then pulled a
large blouse from one of the racks. “Is there anyway I could
convince you to hold this for me until payday?”

“I would love to, Zonna, but that is a
popular pattern,” Breen replied. “If I do make a sale today it will
probably be that blouse.”

“You cheeky little conniver,” Zonna laughed,
fishing out a couple of credits from her purse. “Is this enough to
hold it then?”

“That is enough to hold that blouse and
perhaps the skirt that matches,” Breen grinned. “You wouldn’t want
a blouse without its skirt, would you?”

“You know your business, alright,” Zonna
responded, taking the matching skirt off the rack as well. “Hold
these both and I’ll be back with the rest of the credits next
week.”

Breen took the two garments and folded them
carefully then set them aside. “They are yours and I will let no
one touch them.”

“You are such a dear,” Zonna said then waved
at someone across the market. “Oh, I better go. My sister is buying
lunch today and I am not going to miss that.”

“Eat well, Zonna,” Breen called after the
woman. “See you next week.”

Breen set about switching out inventory from
the racks, moving the flashier items to the front to catch the eyes
of passersby. She nodded hello to many that walked by, but realized
quickly that it was not to be a day of great sales. After an hour
or so she went to the back of the stall and sat down, letting out a
long sigh.

“Business that good?” a man asked as he
walked into the stall.

“Steward Wexxon, what a surprise,” Breen said
as she instantly got back to her feet. “I was just having a sit
down between the rushes.”

“Were you then?” Steward Wexxon laughed. “Had
a bunch of sales during these rushes, did you? I’m amazed you still
have inventory left.”

“Don’t tease,” Breen smirked. “It is hard
enough being a single woman struggling to make ends meet. I do not
need a noble of your stature mocking me.”

“I would never mock a woman of your beauty,
Passengeress Breen,” Wexxon said. “And a single woman such as you
would not need to struggle if she was no longer single. Why haven’t
you been snatched up yet?”

“I do not have the time for men, steward,”
Breen replied. “I work long hours here at the stall and even longer
hours sewing at night. Plus, I have had a son to raise on my own.
The idea of men will have to wait until my boy is out of the
cabin.”

“Well, hopefully your new location in the
atrium market will increase sales enough for you to hire an
assistant,” Wexxon said. “Then you will have the time for men. At
least, that was my intention.”

“Your intention?” Breen asked. “How do you
mean?”

“Do you think Deck Boss Gleever just gave you
this spot out of the kindness of his heart?” Wexxon laughed. “He
may administrate this deck for me beautifully, but I am keenly
aware that the man may not actually possess a heart.”

“You did this?” Breen asked, her eyes
narrowing. “Why would you do that for me?”

“Passengeress Breen, are my intentions not
obvious?” Wexxon replied. “I come by your stall every chance I
get.”

“Yet you never purchase anything for
yourself,” Breen said. “A couple of things for your nieces before
Last Meal, but nothing for you. I just assumed you liked to speak
to all the atrium merchants.”

“I never purchase anything because I never
want you to feel obligated,” Wexxon replied. “I do not want you to
believe I am buying your affections.”

“This new location says the opposite of
that,” Breen said, irritated.

“You earned this location, Passengeress
Breen,” Wexxon said sharply. “And do not let anyone tell you
otherwise. Your garments are amongst the finest in my sectors. Your
talent and business acumen is why you have this location.”

“Well...thank you then,” Breen replied. “I
apologize for sounding harsh.”

“I expect nothing less,” Wexxon said. “A
woman of your character should always stand up for herself and her
talents.”

“That is very appreciated, steward… Wait, did
you say sectors?” Breen asked.

“I did,” Wexxon smiled. “I hoped you would
catch that. With Mistress Alexis taking the crown again, she has
cleaned out the royal council and appointed new members. I am lucky
enough to be counted amongst those new appointees and with that
privilege comes the addition of a new sector. I believe it belonged
to the late Steward Holsten, Helios rest the patriot’s soul.”

“Well, congratulations, Steward Wexxon,”
Breen said and curtsied. “Now your presence is even more of an
honor.”

“Mother? Are you being bothered by this
man?”

“There he is,” Steward Wexxon laughed,
extending his hand. “I was afraid you’d abandoned your mother
today.”

The young man, in his early twenties,
unbelievably tall with golden blond hair and shining blue eyes,
walked over to the steward and shook eagerly.

“Steward Wexxon, it is an honor, as always,”
the young man replied.

“My Helios, have you stopped growing yet?”
Wexxon laughed as he looked up at the young man that towered over
him. “You have your mother’s height, that’s for sure.”

“He has his father’s as well,” Breen said.
“Helios rest his soul.”

“Ah, yes, a shame he passed before he could
meet his son,” Wexxon frowned. He clapped his hands together. “My
what a dreary note to end a meeting on, but end it must. I have to
attend to business in Middle Deck Twenty-Six. Their atrium market
does not have quite the organization as this one. Apparently the
deck boss can’t pull his head out of the gelberry wine barrels and
I may be in need of a replacement.” He leaned in and winked. “But
that is between you and me.”

“Of course,” Breen smiled. “Lips are
sealed.”

“Then good day to you, Passengeress Breen,”
Steward Wexxon bowed. “I would like to continue our discussion at a
later date. Perhaps in three days? I will be back on this deck
then. Set aside some time for me?”

Breen blushed fully and pursed her lips. “If
I am not occupied with customers,” she replied.

“No, I wouldn’t want to interrupt business,”
Wexxon smiled then nodded to the young man. “A pleasure to see you
again, Alexis.”

“And you as well, steward.” The young man,
Alexis, bowed. “I hope your business on Deck Twenty-Six is not too
tedious.

“Helios, I hope that as well,” Wexxon
chuckled as he walked off.

Breen watched the man go then turned to see
her son smiling down at her.

“What?” she asked.

“He is completely infatuated with you,”
Alexis grinned. “You should consider it.”

“Consider what?” Breen asked, pretending to
busy herself with looking through the crates of trousers Alexis had
just brought to the stall. “There is nothing to consider.”

“Mother, he is a widower without children,”
Alexis said. “You are a single woman with a grown son.”

“And a widow I shall remain,” Breen said.
“There was one man for me and that was your father.”

“Who left before I was born,” Alexis
insisted. “I am grown now and you should relax and enjoy life.”

He leaned down and took his mother’s hands
away from her invented task.

“You must listen to me,” Alexis said. “Life
is too short. I am old enough to watch the stall. You should
seriously consider taking Steward Wexxon up on his overtures. He is
a good man, Mother. He will give you a good life. A life you
deserve after slaving away to raise me.”

“Oh, and how do you know it will be such a
good life?” Breen asked. “You never truly know a person’s future,
Alexis. Believe me.”scrim grass.

“That is true,” Alexis nodded as he leaned
down and kissed the top of his mother’s head. “But I believe your
future is for more than this stall. Call it a hunch. Call it a
feeling.”

He hugged her tight and looked out at the
hustle and bustle of the atrium market.

“You could even call it fate.”
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