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Prologue

"All risefor His Grace, the Archon!”
Intotal blackness and not sure which way to face, Cassus sgned, "Where are you?"

Findly camethe Mgor Domo's reassuring touch. Asthe Mgor Domo guided Cassius gloved hands
toward the slver hammer and the golden knife that were the symbols of his office, the voice sounded
again. "Be seated! The Archon's court isnow in sesson!”

The movements and breathing of those already present and the snick of the lock on the witnessroom
door were the only sounds he heard. A whisper, ingtantly hushed, was followed by afaint click from a



guard'sweapon. Hed evidently turned to frown in the direction of the offender.

Blindfolded as dways when he presided over the court, Cassius saw the prosecutor and advocate for the
accused in hismind'seye. They'd bewaiting nervoudy at their respective tables, and behind them, two
rows of spectators, knowing better than to cough or even fidget. At therear of the lofty oak-paneled
courtroom, apair of motionless blue-armored sentinels maintained order and guarded the immense
brass-plated doors.

The scent of fear polluting the already breathless air just below histhrone could only be the defendant's.

Under standabl e, reflected Cassius. His demeanor had to be terrifying at the best of times. Thiswas not
the best of times.

When he saw the facel ess gpparition loom above him on the Archon's throne, the knees of the accused
turned to water. The printed guiddines given him by his advocate rustled in his sweety hands and nothing
in histwenty-seven years had prepared him for this.

With his entire face and head concealed by a close-fitting silken mask and clad in plain gray robes of
some soft wool materid, the Archon must have been closeto eight feet tall. When he moved his handsto
sgn to his scarlet-robed Mgor Domo, the massive emerad on his gloved | ft forefinger seemed to emit
an egrielight of itsown.

On that fateful night, while they were dl il drinking in the tavern, Damon Veniston's companions had
described Nublis mysterious Archon asaliving lie detector. He'd just laughed and dismissed their
gibbering as empty bar talk. Then held noticed the girl in the corner and, attracted by her quiet good
looks, had instantly homed in on her. They'd left the tavern together and the rest was history.

Now, adonein the arena and dependent on this anonymous judge's fabled ingtinct for the truth, hisfriends
warnings didn't seem quite so funny.

What if they wereright?

Damon pulled himself together. Behind the forbidding mask and dl that folderol bresthed an ordinary
man. Asfor hissupposed super-hearing, that was alaugh. A superdtitious Nublian might fall for such
theatrics but he was hardly that. Damon hadn't been raised by the most successful jurist inthe
InterPlanetary Synod for nothing, and he could recognize a number when he saw one.

When that old fussbudget of an advocate told him held haveto do dl his own talking in court, the young
man just grinned. He'd weasdled hisway out of tighter spots than this, although right now, he couldn't
think of asingleone. Hisgift of gab and naturd charm had never failed him yet, and in the unlikely event
he was convicted, what were these people going to do to him anyway? Hisfather wasthe
InterPlanetary's Synod's Chief Justice and if push came to shove, Dad would just have to buy him out of
it again. With hismoney and connections, Augustus Veniston could find anyone's price and the
nonentitiesin charge of this piddling little backwater planet would be no exception. Takethat
weasdl-faced prosecutor for instance, in his threadbare robe and down-at-hed shoes. The man looked
asif hed never had adecent haircut or two extra cents to rub together and this so-called advocate they'd
given himwasajoke. By hisown admission, the man didn't even know what a pleabargain was, and
when Damon asked how much he was going to charge, the old goat |ooked blank.

So held squeezed the bitch'sthroat alittletoo hard. Big dedl! She'd only been a streetwal ker and
around this city, such whoreswere adime adozen. All he had to do now was convince this Archon, or
judge or whatever he was, that it had been aregrettable accident. Of course, hed haveto say it with a
convincing break in hisvoice. Hell, he might even manageatear. Ah, now hehadit! Thewoman's



heart had been weak. Had he known, he would never have gotten so rough with her, but she hadn't told
him. She'd donejust the opposite and actualy egged him on. He was an innocent babe in the woods and
al the kinky suggestions had come from her.

Damon stopped for amoment, rehearsing his new defense and trying it on for size. It might just work.
Theway hed tel it, that little progtitute been so hot for his money sheld have done just about anything.
Actudly, it hadn't been that way at dl. But who wasto know? The girl was safely dead, and he could
dant hisstory any way he wanted.

Her eyeswide with fear, shedd actualy ordered him to leave. "I've changed my mind,” shedd said.

Turned on by her resistance, hed just laughed. "Well, | haven't!" Then held proceeded to show her who
was boss. While she fought like awildcat, it was only when she bit him that he redlly saw red. Thenerve
of her! Sheld drawn blood too! He was perfectly justified in doing what he did next, but he'd no more
intended to kill her than he had any of the others. All he wanted wasto teach her alesson. Sheresisted
and he'd squeezed alittle too hard.

Fortunately, they'd been done. Thefour walsin her tacky little house weren't going to talk and now it
was just hisword about the rough sex. That was the way it had aways gone before and who was going
to contradict him now? Certainly not a dead whore.

The more Damon considered his argument the better he liked it and now he was sure he could make the
sde. Butintheunlikely event this masked judge didn't buy his story, thered till be plenty of timeto
draighten thingsout. Wouldn't there?

True, they'd brought him to tria much faster than he'd expected. In amatter of days, to be precise.
Anywhere el se, there'd have been the usua months of preparation, endless press coverage, and an
inevitable public airing of the victim'sdirty linen. With his baby face and disingenuous manner, hed have
garnered plenty of public sympathy for being led astray by aloose woman. Especialy when helowered
his curly blond head and promised tearfully, with al the sncerity he could muster, to mend hiswandering
ways. But when held suggested that, the stupid advocate hadn't seemed to understand.

Damon's boyish features and gentle manner had served him well in the past and his angelic gppearance
had swayed more than one verdict in hisfavor. But on Nublis, it seemed they took the concept of blind
judticeliterally. The advocate told him the Archon had no ideawho he was and wouldn't even be able to
see hisface. Damon had been hoping to make an impression with hisinnocent demeanor and good
looks, and that had been a blow.

Now he'd come up with adecent defense, he felt more confident. He looked toward his advocate for
reassurance but the man's expresson was grim. Asthe arresting officer came forward to testify, Damon
cleared histhroat. He checked the ingtructions on the sheet and prepared for hisfirst question.

On the throne above Damon, the Archon leaned forward dightly. Asthe afternoon wore on and he
listened to the accused's pleasant tenor voice red off one lie after another about the woman held killed, a
blackness descended on Cassius spirit. Whoever he was, the man was not anative Nublian, though he
spokethelanguage well. To digtract himself from his depression, Cassiustried to place the accent.
Andromedan perhaps? No. That planet'slanguage was much too harsh. With those soft syllablesand
inflections, he had to have come from much further out.

Thenhehadit. Aretz, of course. In pre-colonization days, the beautiful blue planet had been known as
Terraor Earth. Even now in the Fifth Millennium, the natives il cdled the place by itsold name. A



fabled citadd of learning and the cradle of modern civilization, Aretz lay afull week's journey from Nublis
in the Alpha Centauri system. In addition to the finest medical and law schoolsin the universe, Aretz's
ancient capitd, Parisia, was home to the InterPlanetary Synod's Assembly aswell asits High Courts.
The Trade League, an dl-powerful private intergaactic association of wedthy merchants and shippers,
also had its headquarters there

When they'd been in their twenties, Cassus and his brother Julian had spent some of their happiest days
aslaw studentsin Parisa Like the Imperid Princesthey were, rich, arrogant and heedless, they'd lived
lifeto the fullest, expecting those golden daysto last forever. One day, they'd ended, in the blink of an

eye.

Asthe newly designated Archon, Cassius firgt officia duty had been to preside over hisown funerd.
When Julian attempted to give his brother's eulogy and then broke down, he/d had no way of knowing
that the very one he mourned so bitterly stood less than six feet away from him. With hisface hidden
behind the Archon's silken mask and forbidden to speak, Cassius had matched every tear with one of his
own, and to thisday, his brother had no idea he il lived.

Unlessthis accused Aretzan managed to come up with amiracle, hed become a ghost soon enough, and
pitying the prisoner's hapless advocate, Cassiusimagined the smile on the prosecutor's face.

When thetrid ended four hours later, Damon smply stood there numb. The Archon ordered his
shackles removed and he was conducted to a stone-walled room far larger than the cell hed beenin
before. The amenitiesincluded a polished wooden table, apair of matching chairs, an interactive
viewscreen, arug on the floor and afull bathroom. And the window was area window, abeit barred.

As soon asthey were done, Damon took the advocate by the shoulders. "He can't just condemn melike
that! What do you mean, there's no appeal? There hasto be!"

The old man gently disengaged himsdlf. "As|'vebeentrying to explain, thisisNublis. Herethe
punishment is matched to the crime and what you heard iswhat shal happen. Now, isthere anything |
can get for you?'

"My father—*
"Left Aretz aweek ago. He should be herefirst thing in the morning.”

Damon shivered with relief. Whoof! Talk about a wake-up call! Hisdrinking buddies had been right.
These people didn't screw around.

When the Archon handed down that ridicul ous sentence, held amost logt it, but not quite. Knowing his
father, the wheels must dready bein motion. Asthe Synod's Chief Justice, Augustus Veniston'scdls
were dwaysreturned. If his ship was anywhere within caling range, he was probably straightening out
the Nublian Emperor and his masked judge right now. One of his hired flunkies should be turning up
anytime to hold Damon's hand, and by noon tomorrow, they should be on their way home.

Anticipating the verba flaying he was about to get, the young man winced. Thistime, he resolved he
would neither defend himsdlf nor argue. Having honestly learned hislesson, hed swdlow whatever the
old man choseto dish out. He'd even marry that whey-faced debutante his Mawas so taken with if
that'swhat it took to make up for al the times held hasded them. After that, he would meekly put his
nose to the family grindstone and never ever go near those fleshpots again.

Widl, dmost never, but next time, held be adamn sight more careful.



It sure as hell wouldn't be on Nublisagain. No matter what kind of adeal Dad worked out, the Nublians
would be throwing him off this planet for good, which was perfectly dl right with Damon. If he never
saw this miserable backwater again it would be too soon.

Seeing the poor old advocate was taking the Archon's verdict so hard, he decided to be gracious. Ashe
st his battered briefcase on the table, the man's thin hands were shaking and his red-rimmed eyes
looked sadder than ahound dog's. One thing about him and the prosecutor puzzled Damon.
Everywhere esein the Synod, the lawvyerswererich. Here on Nublis, they seemed to be poor and he
wondered why.

Hashing his perfect teeth, he favored the pitiful creature with hismost winning smile. "'l know you did
your best, Sir, and | gppreciate your concern. Tell me, do they have anything decent to eat in thisjoint?"

The graybeard'srdief was dmogt pitiful. "Y ou're certainly taking this better than I'd expected. The
commissary'sfood is excdllent, and they're open around the clock. Order anything you like. If they don't
haveit on hand, they'll getit for you. After dl, itisgoing to beyour last medl."

Even though he was certain that last remark would prove to be untrue, Damon couldn't quite shake his
unease. Out of sheer mischief, he decided to test the man's patience. After reflecting for aminute, he
proceeded to red off alengthy list of the most outrageous, expensive and exotic delicacies he could think
of. Including honey marinated roast duck, sweet scallops from Seiras southern oceans, purple Kestor
root in ginger sauce, thetiny pickled fish of Lodebar and alarge bowl of authentic Illyrian sheepherder
sew.

Ashed hoped, the advocate blanched dightly. "Well, er, some of that'salittle unusud. Let me see what
| cando."

Damon hid hissmilewith difficulty. "Takeyour time. Thenight'sgtill young and | sureashdl ain't goin'
anywhere”

Somewhat to his surprise, he got everything he asked for. Including the out-of-season golden
strawberries and Aeolian squids eyes. Injigtimetoo. A couple of hourslater, he sat ruminating over a
rare Siriun liqueur extracted from Diantha blossoms when the cell door opened.

Somewherein hismid-thirties and taller than average, the visitor's appearance surprised him. With his
slver-threaded dark curls, aguiline features and aristocratic bearing, this man was a definite cut above
Augustus Venigon's usud hirdings. Was he aloca nobleman down on hisluck, perhaps?

His dark eyes brimming with intelligence and humor, the newcomer extended his hand. Damon ignored
the gesture. "It took you long enough to get here. The advocate left hoursago and | certainly expected
you beforethis.”

Nothing loath, the vistor set his gold-trimmed briefcase on thetable. Like everything else about him,
Damon noted it was of thefirst qudity. "May | St?" Asthe young man nodded, the visitor cast an eye
over the haf-filled dishes. "Wasdinner not to your liking?"

"Er, | wasn't as hungry as| thought.”
"Mmm. Isthere anything else| can get for you?'

"Just your company. I'msick of talking to the walls but listening to that doom-and-gloom advocate was
worse than being done.”

The Nublian amiled. "Master Ludlow's not noted for his sense of humor."



"Or hissparkling repartee. Tell me, are you actually anative of this penny-ante backwater?"

"Nublian, born and bred. I'll admit were abit out of the way, but | have done some traveling here and
there

"Wadll, then, what's with this mysterious Archon and that scarlet fancy-dress Mgor Domo of his? Surdly,
they can't be serious. | mean there hasto be an appedl or something.”

The vistor frowned dightly. "Nublis legal system was established over athousand years ago and the
Archonisour chief judge. To ensure hisincorruptibility, hisidentity remainsamystery by law.
Blindfolded when he presides over the court, he knows nothing of the circumstances or background of
any case before him. Only after he'srendered his verdict, does he learn the identity of the accused and
the circumstances leading to thetrid. Other than that, he has no contact with the outside world and he
never speaks. Savefor the Emperor Julian, his assistant the Mgor Domo isthe only living person who
ever seesthe Archon'sface. Some say he's over athousand years old and others speculate that he
belongsto adifferent species. Who heredly isisanyone's guess.”

Damon wasintrigued. "He'saprisoner?

Thevistor shrugged. "Perhaps. No oneredly knows." He tapped hiswrist communicator. "Sinceit's
going to be along night, how about a fresh bottle of brandy and another glass?'

Damon didn't care much for history lessons but the Nublian's stories about his native planet fascinated
him. Asthey taked through the night, he found himsalf telling things to the older man that he'd never said
to anyoneelse. Sdlf-absorbed as dways, he never once thought to ask his companion's name, nor did he
notice that he was the only one drinking.

When bars of color began to lighten the star-filled sky outside the barred window, Damon stretched and
yawned. "Dad should be here soon.”

Snapping open his briefcase, the visitor took out aknotted cord and a set of handcuffs.
Damon's blue eyeswidened. "Y ou do work for my father, don't you?"

"Whatever gave you that idea?"

"But | thought... say, who in the hell areyou? And what dju put in that ber-brer-brandy?"
"Just a sedative to make your passing essier.”

Head heavy and hislegsleaden, Damon staggered to hisfeet. Catching himin hisarms, the visitor eased
him onto the bunk. Heflipped him onto hisface, and held him there with one knee.

Damon struggled weekly.

With an ease born of long practice, his captor cuffed the young man'swrists behind his back.
"But who...?"

"You il don't know?!

"l never saw you beforein my life”

"Oh, yes, you have. Outsde the Emperor and my Mgor Domo, you're the only living soul to behold my
face"



Tears soaking into the mattress and his dim body quivering, Damon'svoice wasvery small. "P-please!™

His dark eyes solemn now, the Archon's dender fingers caressed the golden curls. "No matter how
horrendous the crime, a death sentence should be mercifully swift. But we Nublians consider execution
by afaceless stranger to betotdly barbaric. Just asthe midwife eases asoul's painful entry into the
world, so must her counterpart lovingly assist that same spirit on itsterrifying journey back from whence
it came. Such adeeply persond trangition shouldn't be endured alone and here on Nublis, it never is. As
ismy custom with al those I've condemned to die, | came to keep you company during your fina hours.”

"N-no-o!"
"Hush now! Surrender to the drug's embrace and let it take you into the dark.”

Knedling above his subject, the Archon waited. Asthe prisoner sank into deep, his breathing dowed
and deepened. The Archon sensed his nerves uncoil and his musclesrelax, and only when he was certain
Damon Veniston had moved beyond al caring, did he give him the ritua kissand dip the knotted cord
around histhroat.

When the deed was done, he removed the cuffs and cord. Turning the young man's body over, he
covered the discolored face with ablanket. Snapping the briefcase shut, he picked it up aong with the
extrabrandy glass. After glancing round the room to make sure he hadn't overlooked anything, he took
acontrol from his pocket and aimed it at the wall next to the bunk. A stone section pivoted to revea a
lighted passageway, which he entered without a backward glance.

Thewadl closed again asthe prisoner'sfather entered the cell.

Chapter 1...Homecoming

The applause was deafening as Julian regppeared and bowed. He spotted his agent in the wings and
pointed at the keyboards as if with aquestion.

The audienceroseto itsfeet cheering. His agent gave him athumbs-up sign and he bent over the keys.
Thefirst note echoed into the darkened auditorium and the audience hushed.

The video producer was enthralled. "Are you sure he won't reconsder? He's perfect for the part and
the money men love him. He can even write his own ticket. Asthey say in the trade, he's a dreamboat.
Look a him. Thewomen arefdling dl over him."

The agent Sighed, because Julian was the perfect client. His concerts were asdllout, hisrecordings
consigtently at the top of the charts and his songs had been picked up by the most stellar namesin the
industry. But heéld already turned down thisvideo dedl once and he was dragging hisfeet on doing
another tour.

"| can ask him but he dready said 'no.”"
"Uptheante. He can have anything he wants, even artistic control."

The agent whistled softly. "They must redlly want him bad. I'll try again but | can dready tell you the
answer.”



At the post-concert party, the video producer watched Julian circulate among his guests. Slender and
fine-boned with amane of slver-gilt hair, the golden skin and high cheekbonestypica of hisrace and
extraordinarily expressive siver gray eyes, there was definitely something about him. Determinedly
pursued by some of the most beautiful and powerful women in the industry, he had studioudy avoided
marriage or any permanent entanglements, and that left her wondering.

When she queried the agent, the other woman laughed. "That hasto do where he comesfrom. Julian
adoreswomen in all shapes, sizesand colors, but there's alaw about who he can marry. Hell betold
when and where, and when it comes to the who, helll have nothing to say.”

"He puts up with that? Why?"

"Y ou have to know Julian. 1 only found out when one of the tabloids ran astory about some bimbo he'd
taken to an awards dinner. She claimed they were secretly married and expecting achild. When hetold
me to quash the story, he explained why. We sued and the tabloid settled out of court.”

One of the catererstapped Julian on the shoulder and handed him acommunicator. As helistened, he
beckoned his agent over and the two of them left theroom. Shereturned afew minutes|ater. "All dedls
are off because Julian's father wasjust killed in an accident. A cruiser'swaiting at the spaceport and I've
got to get him over thereright now."

"Hell be back, won't he?!
"Congdering who hisfather was, | doubt it."
"Who was hisfather?"

"The Emperor of Nublis. Julian'shisherr.”

* % %

Therewas aknock on his stateroom door and Julian called, "Comein."

It was the battlecruiser Commander. The Emperor smiled and pointed to achair. ™Y ou have an answer
to my message, | gather."

"The Empress sends her regards, Y our Mgesty. She'slooking forward to seeing you."
"Hmmf! I'm not looking forward to seeing her. Arewe on schedule?!

"A little ahead actudly. With the pirates|oose in the shipping lanes, | didn't want to take any chances.
We've been travelling at warp speed ever snce we got out of Alpha Centauri and welll be entering Mare
Serenissima at least three hours sooner than expected. We should be picking up another armed escort

any time"
"The pirates are that bad?’

"They'reraising hdl al over the Synod. They've got the Judiciary in their pockets and the prosecutors
can do nothing. Whenever apirate ship is captured, the judges turn the bastards |oose before the ink's
even dry on the charges.”



"It ssemsto me | heard something about that. They're operating out of Sirius aren't they?”!
"Yeah. Siriusdoesn't recognize anybody el sgsrights, but so far they've left our shipsadone.”
"Probably because our justice isamite different from the Synod's."

"Aye, that itis. Our Archon doesn't put up with any of that hairsplitting nonsense and money and
influence don't mean ablessed thing to His Grace! If he finds the bastards guilty, they're history and
good riddance!’ Too bad the Synod doesn't seeit our way."

"You may haveapoint. Thelega system on Aretz isamess and the Synod's about asbad. That
shouldn't concern usthough. We aren't members of the Synod or the League.”

"Moréesthe pity. With al duerespect to Your Mgesty, | get around enough to know it's doing us more
harm than good. We have abeautiful planet and werre missing out on alot of tourist credits. We're
tariffed to afare thee well by every port we visit, communications are a nightmare, and the red tape has
to be seen to be believed. Synod members don't have to put up with that kind of nonsense.”

"Try telling that to the mossbacks in Parliament. Even Eos and that miserable Andromeda are members
and they'reright in our own system.”

"Wdl there are certainly enough of us out there. The entertainment industry would be awhole ot poorer
without us and you're an excellent example of that, Y our Mgesty.”

"Thank you, but that's all behind me now. Had it been up to my father, | wouldn't have been a
professond musician in thefirst placeand | can hear the old batsin Parliament huffing at the very

thought.”
"Something tellsme our politics are about to get lively.”

"We definitely need to do something about our trade position. What keegps us going isour role asthe
Synod's bankers and the fact that so many corporations headquarter with us. But that's only because our
legd costsare lower than anyone ese's.”

"So'sthered tape. | haveit on good authority the Trade League would like to see Nublisjoin and they'd
give usther backing for Synod Assembly membership.”

"Y ou do?"'

"The Trade League's upset with the Synod Judiciary's attitude toward the piracy and | was recently
approached by amember of their executive committee. If the piracy continues and the judiciary keeps
turning 'em loose after they're arrested, the L eague's contempl ating a shutdown of al merchant shipping
until further notice. They cando it too."

Julian whistled. "What's the Synod's response?”

"Military action against the League. There's been talk that L eague battlecruisers are carrying desth
sguads. When they catch a pirate, they execute the crew and claim the ship as abandoned savage.”

"Mmm, thisisworse than | thought. Up to now, | was under theimpression it wasjust apiracy problem
but we're looking at civil war. Whether Nublisisamember of the Synod or not, there's no way it won't
affect us. Thanksfor bringing thisto my attention. Would you bewilling to tell a Parliamentary
committee what you just told me?"



"Certainly, Your Mgesty. Infact, | wasrather hoping you'd say that. Fortunately, theré'san element in
Parliament which is as concerned as | am, and public opinion'sin favor of Synod and Trade League
membership.”

Julian cocked an eyebrow a him. "Did you plan this, Commander? | have afeding I've just been very
illfully lobbied.”

"Every officer in the fleet fedsthe same, Y our Mgesty. Even before your father's death, we'd been
debating how to approach you. We're out therein other systems all the time and we're the only
intelligence force Nublishas. Because you're familiar with the Synod, we thought you'd have a better
undergtanding of the dtuation.”

"Let methink onit. You've discussed thisasagroup?'
"| can assure Y our Mgesty thisisin no way aconspiracy.”
"Keepit that way. I'll get back with you after I've had achanceto degp onit.”

Recognizing a clear note of dismissa, the Commander roseto hisfeet. "I'll bid you goodnight, Y our
Magesty. What timewould you like breakfast?!

"I generdly rise a five. Coffee, padtries, and fruit will befine"
"I'll notify your Steward. Do you need him to attend you now?"

"I don't think so. Well be hitting Nublis time zone in acouple of hours, so I'd best be turning in. Good
night, Commander.”

"Good night, Y our Mgesty.”

When he reached the passageway outside the Emperor's stateroom, the Commander heaved asigh of
relief, then wiped the sweat from his brow.

His executive officer waited with aquestion in hiseyes.

"Notify therest of the fleet that I've talked with Julian and he understands. Weve got an Emperor we
can rely on at long last and not a moment too soon.”

"Amentothat. They'll have the word before we even reach the Mare Serenissma.”" The exec turned
and saluted the Emperor's door. "Welcome home, Julian!”

"Welcome home, Julian,” echoed the Commander, "and long may you reign.”

The Emperor opened the set of keyboards he'd brought with him. He sat on the bench and thought for a
few moments, then he hit thefirst note. After playing a couple of passages, he stopped and closed the
keyboards again. Restlessand out of sorts, he went over to the small bar and poured himself a brandy.
Then he returned to the easy chair and snapped on the viewscreen. He was checking through the various
channelswhen anewscast caught his attention.

"...Vicki LaMottawith InterPlanetary News Flash. The Aretzen cruiser 'Arcturus was attacked and
destroyed by Siriun piratestwo daysago. There were no survivors. A combined Synod and Trade



League battle force in the area engaged two of the corsairs, which were boarded and captured. Therest
fled to Siriun air space. Now back to our regular programming.”

As Julian snapped off the viewscreen, there was aknock on hisdoor. "Whoisit?'

"The executive officer, Your Mgesty. We'vejust gone to Condition Red and the Commander requests
your presence on the bridge.”

Julian grabbed the sidearm he dways carried and opened the door.
The exec held out an armored jacket and helmet.
Julian amiled histhanks and put them on.

"Therés pirate activity in this quadrant and the Commander suggestsit might be better to be safe than
sorry. | understand you're aflyer, Your Mgesty."

"Not recently. One of thethings| haveto do isbump up my flying hours. I've barely got enough to stay
qudified for my licens2"

When they reached the bridge, the Commander pointed to the exec's chair and Julian took it. He
looked at the screensin front of him. "The shiddsare up and we'rein Condition Red. Therésan
unidentified craft in the left upper quadrant and werre sgnding it now.”

Julian glanced over at the communications officer, who wastaking into his headset. Asthe
communications officer gave athumbs-up sgnd, the Commander heaved asigh of relief. "Fasedarm.
She'sa Trade Leaguer out of Betelgeuse hauling aload of Agtralugian spicesto Aretz. When she heard
the warnings, she skipped into our sector and she says she's mighty glad to seeus.” Heturned on the
public address system. "Thisisan al-clear. Go to Condition Blue."

"How often does this happen?’

"Virtualy every run we make. So far, we've managed to avoid any direct confrontations, but sooner or
later our luck's gonnarun out. Reportedly, the pirates just elected anew leader, and he'sawhole lot of
the current problem. They say he hates the Trade League and the Synod with a passion, and the most
recent attacks have certainly been bolder and more vicious. But that's not the worst of it. The Synod
just took two of the pirate ships, but I'll lay you money they'll both be back to their old tricks before the

day isout."
"Why areyou so sure?'

The Commander rose from hischair. "Why don't you join me for anightcgp and I'll tell you." He
beckoned to the exec. "Notify me as soon aswe reach Nublian orbit. I'll bein my quarters.”

"Wel?' said Julian when they were comfortably settled in the Commander's paatid stateroom.

The Commander sighed. "The Chief Justiceishand in glove with the pirates. HE'snot only on their
payroll, but he's getting a cut of every highjacked cargo. He'sadlick politician from Andromedawho's
forgotten more movesthan you or | will ever know."

"Why don't they nal him?"
"The Synod's movers and shakers?'

IIYSIII



"They'redl getting apiece of the action. If the chief justice goes down, he'sligble to take alot of people
with him. There are an awful lot of lawyers and judges getting fat off thisdedl, and they're not about to
give up their gravy without afight. The Synod Prosecutor's office is underfunded and understaffed, and
the pirates lega eagles know every loophole and trick in the book. Thisbusinesswith the'Arcturus is
going to bethelast straw for Aretz and the Trade League. My guessisthey'll have dl shipping shut
down within the week, and then we could belooking at civil war."

"Unless someone does something. Tell me, Commander, who's your contact &t the Trade League?’

The Commander picked up hisinterphone and punched in anumber. "His name's Clint Ardmore and
he'sthe president. Here, Y our Mgesty, why don't you talk with him yoursa f?

Outsde the fact that Julian's empire had enjoyed the same stable system of government for over three
thousand years, the Synod actualy didn't know much about Nublis. Since the planet was outside the
mgjor trade lanes and of little strategic importance, it had been left aloneto flourish asadeepy
backwater. Over three millenniawithout war, famine or pestilence had gifted the Nublianswith an amost
unparaleled standard of living. Bountifully blessed with atemperate climate, warm seas and an amiable
disposition, they had little interest in trade or conquest, but they were far from indolent. Every adult
citizen, no matter how wedlthy or highly placed, was required by law to work for three hours daily at a
productive trade or professon. The empireswedth ssemmed from itslibera tax, banking and corporate
laws which made it asafe haven for large depositors and investors unwilling to tolerate the scrutiny that
prevailed elsewhere.

Nublis enjoyed a stable government and one of the lowest crime ratesin the universe and its court system
was justly renowned for itsincorruptibility and cost effectiveness. Until Julian's accession to the throne,
the planet had been kept closed to dl but afavored few by itstraditionaist rulers. Despite their rulers
resistance to membership in the Synod and lack of interest in trade, the Nublian nobility traveled
extensvely. They enjoyed considerable successin the entertainment and mediaindustries because of
their neutrality and command of languages and, because of their physical beauty and charm, were
generdly consdered lightweights.

Julian had studied law at one of Aretz's most distinguished universities and graduated with honors. Asa
student, he'd been struck by the stark contrast between what was taught in school and the actua state of
thejudicia system, which fascinated and repelled him a the sametime. In his persond opinion, the
written body of law governing the Synod and its member planets was more than adequate. The clear and
concise language of its congtitution's many provisions reflected the eons of wisdom and consensus of
thought from which they were didtilled. Thelast thing needed was more legidation. So that, of course,
was the first thing the Synod proposed.

Even though Julian felt that Nublis solution might be the only workable answer to the current dilemma, he
could foresee the Trade L eague's and the Synod's reaction if he were to propose that in those terms.
Especidly if he was required to describe the workings of Nublisslegd syseminitsentirety. Few
outside his home planet knew the history of how it al came about, and he didn't think that it would be
palitic to enlighten them. Nublis corrupt lawyers and judges hadn't gone willingly, and despite the
elegance of hisancestors solution, their method of disposal would be far too draconian for his squeamish
politica peersin the Synod.

Julian had arare gift. From thefirst day that he took up the reins of government, he wasto prove again
and again how skillfully he could manipulate people and Stuations around to hisway of thinking. By the
time he was done shuttling between the Trade L eague and the Synod, both organi zations agreed the
Situation between the Synod Judiciary and the pirates could not continue. By then, virtudly every
economy in the universe had come to astandstill.



At Julian's behest, the Synod agreed to convene agroup of lega scholarsto study the situation and come
up with asolution. The Trade League gave the Synod six months to accomplish their god. Failing that,
they would take mattersinto their own hands. Trandated, that meant amilitary solution and martia law.

In the face of increasing unrest among its membership, the Synod put out acal for a congtitutiona
convention, and without any apparent input from Julian, the capitd city of Nubliswas unanimoudy chosen
asthedte. Thereason given wasthat Nublis legd system worked better than anyone else's and was
worthy of study.

But that wasdl inthefuture.

* % %

The Imperial family was seated around the breskfast table. Deeply engrossed in ajuicy tabloid story,
Empress Irinafailed to notice her son pinching her siepdauighter benegth the table. Theinfuriated Eliane
shoved Hero away bodily and he fdll off hischair. Ashe picked himsdf up, Hero swore a her under his
bresth.

Only then did Irinalook up. "Eliane!’ That isno way for an Imperia Princessto behave. If you can't
conduct yoursdlf with proper decorum, you will leave thistable and go to your room."

The Princesswasamogt intears. "He started it. Instead of ragging on me, why don't you tell that
miserable son of yoursto keep hisfilthy pawsto himsef!"

"That'senough! | will not have such language at this table and your disrespectful attitudeis smply not to
be borne. Despitetheir overtures of friendship, you've displayed nothing but hogtility toward my sons,
and you've never said so much asakind word to either of them since they came into this house!"

"Overtures of friendship? For your information, your precious Hero's nothing but afilthy pervert! The
first timewe met, hetried to put histongue down my throat and he's never had his grubby hands off me
snce”

Irina pounded on the table so hard, her cup jumped from its saucer and broke. Her normally pae
features crimsoned with rage and for amoment she couldn't even speak. "Why you vulgar little dut!

Y ou'd best remember who | am, missy! I'm the regent of thisempire and if | hear one more word, I'll
cal the guard and have them put you a Temple cell. In shackles, | might add! Maybeafew nightsin
solitary and afew lashes a the whipping post will cool down that hot temper. Goodness knows, nothing
dsehad"

"Hah! | just dareyou! My brother's gonna be here soon and he hates Hero asmuch as| do."

"Half-brother! And how would you know how Julian feels about Hero or any of my children? You
haven't had so much asaword from himin four yearst Oh, he cares about you al right. For your
information, al your precious brother ever doesis chase women. He hasno interest in anything else,
least of asniveling brat like you. The man's old enough to be your father and | doubt he even knows
youredivel If | sent you away right now, he probably wouldn't even notice you were gone.”

Irina noticed the Palace Steward bowing and scraping at her elbow. "Yes, Magnus. What isit?"

"A message, Your Mgesty. From Prince - er - Emperor Julian.”



Irina plucked the message from the Steward's Silver tray and her delicate eyebrowsrose. "Well, it's
about time he answered. Hisship'sduein late tonight. He doesn't want anyone coming to the spaceport
and he's ordering that hisfather's quarters be prepared. Magnus, seetoiit.”

The Steward bowed again. "I'll notify Y our Mg esty as soon as the Emperor arrives.”
Irinasmiled faintly and patted her blonde curls. "Thank you, Magnus. Y ou may go."

Asthe Steward backed out of the dining room, bowing all the way, she gestured to one of the footmen.
"Cleanthat up. Asfor you, missy, get up to your room. Dinner'sat seven thirty and | expect to seeyou
properly dressed. Oh, and one morething. Before you go, you will apologizeto Hero."

"Oh, thisistoo much! | won't apologizetothat... that... if you put me on bread and water for the rest of
my daysl”

Elianefled from the dining room and they could hear her wailing dl the way up the gairs. Irinds
four-year-old daughter Myra started to cry and her other son Gaiustook hissister in hisarms. "It'sal
right, Myra. Nobody's mad at you. Momma, why don't | take her outside?’

"Thank you, dear. Hero, my pet, | know how taken you are with Ellie's charms, but you need to be a bit
more subtlein your advances. Despite her sordid inclinations, she's il the heir to the throne, and you
can't treat her like some kitchen maid, even if she doesdeserveit. Givemeakissand I'll seeyou later.”

* % %

"Thank you, Irina. Thisdl looksfine, but there was no need for you to wait up. My needsaresmple
and | had dinner on the ship.”

"Areyou sure there's nothing you need?!

"If thereis, I'll let you know. Good night!" Resisting astrong urge to shove her out into the hdl, Julian
waited with folded armsfor his ssepmother to leave.

Finally she sghed and turned away with aswish of her silken skirts. "If you're sure-”
"Don't expect mefor breskfast either. I'll take mine here.”

Unableto think of anything else, the Empress|eft.

A soft knock sounded on the door. "1 thought | told you™

"Your Mgesty, it'samessage from the Archon.”

Julian opened the door to reved a scarlet-liveried servant with asilver tray. He unfolded the note and
read it through.

"Tell theMgor Domo I'll meet him in his officefirgt thing in the morning.”
The servant bowed low and |ft.

Hisfather's funeral was scheduled for tomorrow afternoon, and given the Temple staff's customary



efficiency, there was nothing Julian need do except show up. The Coronation would be another matter
and hewasn't looking forward to it in the least. He'd need an adminigtrative assistant as soon as possible
and hewondered if GaliaAlazne still worked in the complex. That was probably too much to expect,
but it wasworth atry. Ah, shewas probably married with a couple of kids by now. Still...

Julian's hand hovered over theintercom. "Do you have a Temple directory?'

"Yes, Your Mgesty. Who were you wishing to spesk with?'

"Alazne. GdiaAlazne"

"Er, she'snot in her office at thishour, Y our Mgesty. Do you require her home number?”
Shewas il there, and with the same last name too.

"No, | don't think so. Who's sheworking for these days?"

"Magidrate Cato | believe. Her titleis”

"| don't care about her title, dammit! What's her office code?' He noted the number on hiswrist
communicator. "Leave her amessage that | wish to speak with her at her earliest convenience.”

"Certainly, Your Mgesty, and er, welcome back."
"Thank you."

"Will there be anything else?"

"Thetll bedl."

Already missing his eegantly appointed house on Aretz and his agent's unobtrusive ways, Julian looked
impatiently around the vast bedroom that had been hisfather's. Not that Janus spent many nights here.
By al accounts, hed been no morefaithful to Irinathan hisfirst two wives and his mistresses had
reportedly been legion.

His plants and equipment should arrive within the month, and he added a note to have the servantsto
clean and repair the rooftop Conservatory. Thinking about the roof and its half-dozen landing sites, he
wondered what kind of shapethe flyerswerein. The Imperia mechanics were notorioudy lazy and
Janus hadn't been much of apilot. Ah, wel, there wasn't much he could do about any of it tonight and
the Coronation was going to be taxing enough.

With the servant's help, Julian put on the magnificent regdiaevery Nublian Emperor woreto his
crowning. A long tunic woven from shimmering crimson native sk with afloor-length, gold brocade
surcoat edged in sable over it, the whole thing was belted at the waist with gold and multi-colored enamel
plagues bearing the Imperia sed of ahammer and asword. Completing the outfit were soft |egther
crimson boots with jeweled toes and gauntleted gold-embroidered white gloves. On thefirst finger of his
left hand, he wore hisfather's ring, an enormous square cut ruby in abezel of hammered gold. Hed be



inflicted with the foot high gem-crusted miter soon enough. Weighing amost ten pounds, held tried it on
aready and the damn thing had given him aheadache. In its place, he would henceforth wear a coronet
of hisown devisng. Formed from the same delicate gold and multi-colored plaques asthe royd belt, the
coronet weighed almost nothing and he was usualy ableto forget he had it on.

Two magnificently garbed pages assisted him into the royal coach where his ssepmother waited. Once he
was safely ingde, the pagesjumped on to the back where they stood side by side like colorful statues. A
second carriage contained Julian's younger sister, Princess Eliane, the Empressstwo sons by her first
marriage, Hero and Gaius, and Princess Myra, her five-year-old daughter by her marriage to the late
Emperor. Irinawas decked out in black velvet in deference to her widowed status and literaly dripping
with diamond-studded necklaces and rings. She had topped it off with the Empress's gem encrusted
miter and she frowned when she noted her stepson'slight coronet.

For his part, Julian raised an eyebrow and thought with cons derabl e satisfaction about the splitting
headache sheld have later. After Irinanodded to him, she put on her public smile which aways made
him think she was about to take a bite right out of the air.

He gravely nodded back. Then he put on his own smile and turned to wave at the cheering crowds lined
up on every sde of the carriage.

With outriders before and behind, the Imperia procession then set off acrossthe squarein front of the
Pdace for the short ride to the Temple.

"Reecly?

Cassius nodded and pulled on hismask. He picked up the great emerald from the tableand did it onto
hisgloved forefinger. "I wonder what hell say."

Inaswirl of scarlet sk, the Mg or Domo headed for the fireplace at the other end of the room and
pressed one of iscarvings. "Whatever you say to aghost. That'swhat you are, aren't you?"

"l suppose. Knowing Julian, helll come up with something.”

Thewall swung silently open reveding alighted passageway and the Mg or Domo beckoned. "After
you."

Emerging behind the dtar on the sanctuary's high dais, Cassus was assailed by the scent of candles,
incense and lilies. Only afew days ago, he'd presided over hisfather's funerd on thissamedais.

Julian had stood by totally impassive.

When thefloor in front of the dtar did open and Januss coffin did into the flames below, Irina suddenly
wailed aloud. Then she proceeded to sink dramaticaly into the soothing arms of a couple of her ladiesin
waiting.

Seeing Julian's disgusted ook, held had al he could do not to laugh. The Mgor Domo had givenhim a
sharp pinch and that had brought him to his senses.



Wéll, at least today's occasion should be happier.

In response to ahidden signd, atriumphal paean of praise issued from the choir, and the assembled
company turned as one toward the gem studded sanctuary doors. Asthey swung dowly open, the
Emperor's scarlet and gold figure stood there aone.

When he saw the waiting Archon, Julian fell to hisknees. "Y our Grace, | beg your august leave to enter
this halowed house.

The Archon raised hishandsin agesture of welcome.
"Y ou have my leave!" intoned the Mgor Domo. "Come hither and take your rightful place.”

Two pages approached the knedling Emperor and raised him to hisfeet. One offered him ashining
golden sword and the other asilver hammer.

"These are the symbols of your office," continued the Mgor Domo. "The sword standsfor justice, the
hammer for mercy. Usethemwdl.”

Crossing the hammer and sword across his chest, Julian advanced dowly up the sanctuary aide. Ashe
came, theweight of hisancestors bowed him down. Seeing the Archon waiting with the jeweled miter
between his gloved hands, he suddenly wanted nothing more than to turn and flee.

When he reached the adtar, he ascended the steps and again fell to hisknees. After this, nothing would
ever bethe same again and asal of his predecessors had done before him, Julian bowed his head and
accepted hisfate.

Placing the miter on his brother’ s head, the Archon sensed how hefét. Life onan Imperid thronewasa
londly business at best and Julian’ slife was aready more so than most.

The unwanted son of aloveless marriage, his childhood would have been bleak indeed had it not been
for Cassus.

After helost Cassius, it waslittle wonder he' d sought the company of so many women. At least with
them, he could find some small measure of comfort. Certainly there was none within the bosom of his
family. Only in hismusic had Julian’ stormented spirit found any release and now that had been taken
from himtoo.

At long lagt, the interminable day was over. The bal and reception had finally come to an end, the guests
had left and Julian could findly be done.

Dueto her recently widowed status, Irinawas barred from dancing and he’ d been mercifully spared the
opening ceremonia waltz.

Y awning, he emerged from the bathroom with atowe around hiswaist and more or lessfelt hisway
through the shadows to the waiting bed. ”What in the hell?”

”Oh, my love, I’ ve waited so long. Now you'refindly here, dl those londy yearswill be nothing bui. ..
Julian! What are you doing?’

"I don't know how you got in here, you miserable bitch, but you' releaving!”



" Jdlian! | loveyou!”
IIQJt!II
"Plecedl”

Grabbing the protesting Irina by the hair, Julian yanked her from the bed. Picking her up in hisarms, he
flung open his bedroom door and threw her, naked and screeching, out into the hall.

Seeing the guard's Sartled face, he snarled, " Get this creature back where she belongs and don't let her
near meagan!”

Bdatedly, Julian saw the towd was gone from around hiswai<.

The guard pretended not to notice. Ignoring the sobbing Irina, he was speaking quietly into his
communicator when the Emperor dammed the bedroom shut.

Following the Mg or Domo's scarl et-robed figure across the deserted Temple foyer, Julian sensed his
bodyguard's sillent presence behind him. Hisfather had never discussed hisrelationship with the Archon
and hisMgor Domo, and until now, Julian had never given them much thought. Janus aone had known
their identities and like his predecessors, he'd taken that mystery to hisgrave.

Now it was hisson'sturn. Of dl the chores relating to the Coronation, this morning after courtesy call
was the one he'd been dreading the most.

Asthe nail studded doors swung sowly open and the Mg or Domo beckoned him inside, Julian wanted
nothing more than to turn and flee.

When the doors closed again, leaving his bodyguard outside, he stood in the entryway, uncertain. Who
or what was the Archon anyway? Was he redlly from another species and had he actually ruled asthe
Dark Emperor, as some claimed, for athousand years?

Stained glass panes cast jewel s of light on the black marble floor and a pair of French doors at the
gpartment'sfar end opened onto a sunlit balcony. Rich tapestries and multi-colored rugs softened the
ancient stone's chill harshness, with a heavy wooden trapdoor set into one of the cornersthe only jarring
note. Silhouetted in the light streaming from the multicolored windows at the opposite end of the vast
stone-walled room, atall figure waited and on anearby carved table, amid glittering silver and crysta, a
sumptuous repast had been laid out.

"Come, Your Mgesty," said the Mgor Domo. "His Grace is anxious to meset you."
The Emperor bowed formally."As| am to meet His Grace."

"For pity's sake, Julian, will you quit dithering! | just spent the last couple of hours daving over ahot
stove and your frigging breskfast is getting cold!”

"Cassius?"

The Archon strode across the room to put a supporting arm around hisstunned brother. Then heled



him, unresisting, to achair. "Here, you'd best St before you fall. Mgor Domo, give him abrandy. And
pour acouple for uswhileyoureat it."

"Butyoure...."

"Dead? | know. Legdly dead, anyway."

"Thenyouwere...."

"Close enough to touch you when you gave my eulogy. Or tried to."

R E .

The Archon grinned. "1 do believe, little brother, that you're actually speechless. And ain't that afirg.”

The Emperor dowly shook hishead. "I never believed in ghosts before, but now.... If you're the Archon,
thenwho.... ?'

The Mg or Domo removed his mask to reveal aheavily joweled, ruddy face topped with graying red
curls and shrewd blue eyesthat belied his otherwise pleasant expression. Shrugging off hisloose silk
robesto reved abuff-colored homespun tunic and pants and aburly soldier's body just beginning to run
to fat, he chuckled at Julian's expression. "Y ou needn't look so shocked, dammit! I've been around the
pair of you since you were born and know you better than anyone else. Why do you think your father
selected me, Julian? When Cassius was designated the new Archon, it hit Janus every bit as hard asit
didyou. After dl, hewashissontoo and it'sonly by an accident of birth that he's not the Emperor today
ingtead of you."

He caught the Archon'slook of surprise. "Janusloved my sster Marjolaine dearly and would have
married her if he could. He even considered giving up the thronefor her sake. Only the fact that he had
you kept him from going totaly insane after shedied. | was <till young then and hadn't yet become
Captain of the Guard. After helost Marjolaine, your father would often take me up to the rooftop with
him for company. Hed st there for hours, gazing into the darkness and saying nothing. Fortunately,
Julian's mother was wise beyond her years. Loving Janus aslittle as he did her, they managed to reach
an accommodation of sorts and, eventually, a certain degree of happiness. It was Lyriawho offered to
raise the two of you together and the Palace was never quiet after that. Had shelived...."

He paused for amoment, remembering the cool silver-haired Empress. " She didn't, morésthe pity, and it
was after his second marriage that your father became easy prey for someonelike Irina. Poor little Ellie
never understood why Janus divorced her mother and |eft her to the care of the servants. After you left
for the university, there was no one left to pay any attention to her. | used to take her fishing on my days
off and faconing upinthehills. Asyoung asshewas, | taught her to ride and stalk wild game. Even
after | became Mgor Domo, | tried to keep an eye on her, but it was difficult. Janus married Irina,
hoping to recreate the family life he'd had with Lyriaand the two of you. Her boyswere supposed to be
company for Ellie, but it was not to be. Irinawas so much younger than he and he realized much too late
what sheredly was. Unfortunately, that was long after the day he came on her and Julianin the
Consarvatory."

The Emperor pounded hisfist on the table so hard, the cups jumped from their saucers. "She wasmy
father'swifel | tried to tell him, but Father wasn't about to listen to me!’ How was| to know Irinahad
been taunting him with Myra's parentage or that sheld caled him an aging impotent fool who was nothing
in bed compared to me? | swear to God | never touched her until the night she cornered meinthe
Conservatory! Even then, | had no ideawhat was going on.”



The Mg or Domo put arestraining hand on Julian'sarm, but he shook it off. "Last night, right after the
Coronation Ball, that whoring bitch had the nerve to cometo my room and try it again! Luckily, | was
awake, but | still don't know how | restrained mysdlf from killing her. | heaved her into the hall,
screeching loud enough to wake the dead and stark naked besides!”

The Mgor Domo bit back hissmile. ™Y ou'll make headlinesin dl the tabloids and the entire Synod will
talk of nothing else for weeks. Even the Archon's heard about it, lthough not from me."

"My super-hearing's good for something besides the courtroom. When they say | can pick up awhisper
within ahaf mileradius, they're not far wrong.”

The Mgor Domo grunted. "I'll pretend | didn't hear that.”

"Well, | don't break down like that in public any more. Any tears| shed now are gtrictly private. I've
been mourning you for the past eleven years, and now...." The Emperor swallowed the brandy glass
contentsin one gulp. "My fatheris dead, isn't he?’

"If hewasn't, you wouldn't be here."
Julian looked from the one to the other. "What's your relationship?”

Cassus shrugged. "This gpartment is my home and my prison. I'm anameless branded dave and the
Major Domo's my keeper. After | wasfirst brought here, he kept me shackled until | learned the futility
of trying to escape. He enhances my senses with addictive mindbending drugs and he keeps me
sequestered from al knowledge of the outside world." He waved at the trapdoor in the opposite corner.
"Theresmy escape. One of these days, my body'll drop through it and be washed out to sea like those
of al my nameless predecessors. And no one will ever know."

"I'll know because you're hardly nameessto me. You're till my brother and the best friend | ever had.”
The Emperor sighed and looked at the Mgor Domo. "At the university, they called usthe  heavenly
twins” We competed in everything: chased the same women, tried to outdo each other a sports. One
time, we even tried to drink each other under the table.”

"Oncewasadl it took! | wasnever sosick in my entirelife. Raw eggsand beer indeed! Julian, | il
don't know how you choked down that last one. | was so nauseous by that time, | was happy to let you
win. | couldn't look at acooked egg for months after thet, let done raw."

"Y eah, but you didn't see me throwing up later, and you got even, you rat! When you beat me out in the
finds, | had aterribletime explaining it to Father. Then you were called home, right after graduation.
When we said goodbye at the spaceport...." Julian broke off and turned away.

"I know." Cassiuswinced dightly ashe sat.
"What isit?"

"You may aswell know the rest. The drugs he gives me have sde-effects. Oneis addiction. Another is
saizures”

The Emperor frowned at the Mgor Domo. "Isthat true?'
The Mg or Domo looked coolly back. "Y es, unfortunately.”
"What about medical care?'



"He getsthat regularly. What do you think | am, amonster?’

"I'm beginning to wonder."

The Archon sighed. "It happens every time | perform an execution.”

"That tourist? The Chief Justice's son? Y ou were the one who executed him!™
"It was only two weeks ago and the after-effectstend to linger."

"And Father was killed the following day. Between that and the Coronation, the Chief Justice must have
left for Aretz without seeing anyone.”

The Archon tapped his fingers on the table. " Swearing vengeance on dl of us, no doubt. But enough of
that. Julian, | outdid mysdlf for you. Y ou may not be hungry, but | am.”

The Emperor smiled. "Then, by dl means, let'seat.”

Asreunions went, that was one for the record books. The brotherstalked al night long and halfway
through the next day. Since the Archon had no trials scheduled that week and Julian was till officidly in
mourning, the Mg or Domo was able to leave them in peace and get some much-needed rest.

Despite hishorror, Julian made avdiant effort to come to terms with the Archon's Situation and the
Magor Domo was thankful when the Emperor'sinitid hodtility toward him as Cassius jaler eventudly

disappeared.



Chapter 2...A Promotion and a Reprimand

Six months after the Coronation, ayoung Palace servant tapped gently on the Nublian Emperor's door.
Hearing no answer, he opened it, but could barely make out the deeping formin the vast bed. Asthe
Steward had directed, he set down the tray and pulled back the heavy velvet curtains.

The Emperor groaned, shielding his eyes from the sudden burst of light. He turned over and buried his
faceinthe pillows.

"Your Mgesty, it'seight o'clock and you have an gppointment in two hours.”

Julian blinked. Resigned to the inevitable, he knuckled his eyes and yawned. "What, what? Oh, yes,
right. Thank you."

The servant placed the tray next to the bed. Small and thin, with light green eyes and pae angular
features, the Emperor hadn't seen him before. "What's your name?”

The young man flushed and bobbed his sandy head. The humblest of the kitchen help, until today he'd
only seen the Emperor in the distance. He'd been hustled into asuit of scarlet livery and sent upstairs
because everyone e se was busy with tonight's reception preparations.

"Jonah, Your Mgesty. Er, | have coffee right here and your bath'sready. Her Mgesty sends greetings
and asksif you have plansfor thisevening.”

Julian sat up and put hisarmsin the proffered robe. "A banquet appearance after the reception. Her
Magesty'swelcometo join me on the dais but | suspect shélll find the proceedings extremely dull.
Outside of that, | have an gppointment with the Archon and a custody hearing at noon. If | can find the
time, | want to get in acouple of hoursin the Conservatory after lunch." Asthe servant started to
withdraw, he had athought. "Wait! Isthe Archon planning to attend this evening's reception?”

"l believeheis. But I'll find out immediately, Y our Mgesty.”

The Emperor reached for his coffee when his seventeen-year-old haf-sster ran in with her black kittenin
her arms. Darker by far than her brother's silver-gilt mane, Eliane's mass of yellow curls glistened reddish
in direct sunlight, and dong with her typical Nublian amber skin, high cheekbones and catlike fegtures,
sheld inherited their father's stocky build, boisterous disposition, and sapphire eyes.



Julian's, on the other hand, were the silver of hismaternal forebears. His most expressive feature and the
downfal of innumerable female hearts, their color would change within seconds from storm-cloud gray to
the glittering pale of an arcticice chip. Slender and fine-boned as his mother, he lacked her height, but
the Emperor's cool glance and regd bearing more than compensated for hislack of Sature.

Elian€'s eyes met those of the young servant, and she flushed.

The Emperor noticed. "Jonah, go give the Archon my message. What isit, Ellie?!
"Isit true Titusis coming back and you want usto get married?’

"I've been giving it some thought. How do you fed about it?'

"I love Titus. But | don't think he loves me back."

"That'strue. But given theright circumstances, that could change. For people of our station, love and
marriage don't have much to do with each other anyway. | must choose a hushand for you very soon,
just as Parliament'sin the process of sdlecting abridefor me. No one gives two hoots how sheand |
fed, but | care very much about you." Julian looked searchingly at hissister. "1 won't knowingly send you
into an unhappy marriage. Tituswill bekind and | know you'll be good to him. Our father wasn't in love
with any of hiswives, you know. He camethe closest to caring for Irina. But she was hisfavorite
mistressfor years before he married her.”

"Do you have amistress?' Her voice was deceptively casudl.
"Who've you been talking to, Ellie?"

Her tone became moreinagtent. "Wdll, do you?'
"Er,inaway. Actudly, | have morethan one."

Her voice had become downright demanding. "How come you're allowed mistresses, but | can't have a
lover?'

"Good quegtion. It'sjust theway thingsare.”

Eliane proceeded to drop her bomb. "Irinawantsto marry meto her son, Hero."

Julian dmost dropped hiscup. "WHAT did you say?"

"That'swhy | thought I'd better come, talk to you. If you were around more, you'd know these things."

"Ellie, theré'sno way 1'd permit such athing and you can tell Irinal said so. For dl that he's such ahulk,
Hero's barely fifteen and acommoner to boot! But quite apart from that, | can't ssand him! Not only
doesthat boy have the disposition of alowland garbage weasd, but he'sasugly assn.”

Elliesniffed. "lrinasaysthere's been gossp and that I'll be lucky to find anyone who'll have me."

"Oh, does sheindeed?' The Emperor's voice was dangerously quiet. "On second thought, | don't want
you saying aword to anyone about this. Especialy our esteered stepmother.”

Setting down his cup, he swung hisbare legs over the edge of the bed. "Just keep atiff upper lip, little
one. I'll be back this afternoon and I'll talk to you then."

Dropping a kiss on top of her golden head, he gave her aquick hug, then caressed the kitten in her arms.



"Gofead little Titus. Helooks hungry."

She offered him atremulous smilein return and | eft.

* % %

Jonah hastened across the great stone square separating the Imperia Palace from the brooding Temple
complex. Dominated on one sde by the white marble walls and gilded colonnades of the building hed
just left and on the other by the looming mass of the Archon's domain, Cyrenias busy plazateemed with
people. On hisleft, abroad causeway stretched to the crescent-shaped harbor and spaceport, and over
to hisright, he could make out an assortment of glittering upscal e shops and bustling sdewalk cafes.

In contrast to the brilliance outside, the Templ€'s shadowed interior hung coally sllent. Flaming torches
backlit the huge stone figures in the tomblike marble foyer, their incessant flicker brightening the guards
blue armor on their ceasaess patrols.

One of apair of immense nail-studded doors opened, bringing the guard to immediate atention. The
Magor Domo's scarlet-robed figure emerged, hisface and head covered by asilken mask. Raising a
gloved hand, he acknowledged the guard's salute. "I need to send a message to the Emperor at oncel
Pleaseinform HisMgesty—"

Jonah stood adjusting to the change in light and when he saw the Mg or Domo, he amost jumped out of
hisskin. Collecting himsdlf, he bowed low from thewaist. "My lord. | have amessage from HisMgesty
about tonight's reception.”

The Mg or Domo turned, asif surprised. "Your timing's excdlent. His Grace will attend the reception
between seven and eight. And he would appreciate His Mg esty's company for alate dinner at ten.”

Jonah bowed again. "I'll be back directly with HisMaesty'sanswer. Isthere anything further your
lordship wishes of me?*

"That'll do for now. Advisethe guard when you return and I'll seeif His Grace wishes to speak with you
himsdf a that time."

The Mgor Domo re-entered the Archon's quartersin aswirl of scarlet silk and Jonah bowed again.
Then he hurried out, muttering to himsdlf, “ Speak to the Archon persondly?Not if | can helpiit! Bad
enough dedling with his spooky assstant! Brrr!”

Jonah's only encounter with the Archon had been when he was ten, and once had been more than
enough. Hed been caught stealing aloaf of bread in the marketplace, and when the Temple guards had
tried to shackle him, they'd found hiswriststoo small. So they'd tied his hands instead and then literdly
drug him into the Archon's courtroom, screaming, struggling and crying every step of the way.

At the sight of the gray-robed faceless figure looming above him on the Archon'sjewe ed throne, Jonah's
bowelslet go noidly.



The Archon said nothing. He made signswith his gloved fingers and his scarlet-clad Mg or Domo asked
al the questions.

The aggrieved merchant accused him of being an habitud thief but that wasn't true. Homelesssince his
parents desths, Jonah had survived for the better part of ayear by begging, scavenging for scraps and
taking whatever menia jobs he could find. He knew there were easier waysto live but was unable to
bring himsdlf to dishonor his parents memory by stedling purses or selling himself to the furtive-faced men
who whispered to him on the street. When he was caught with the bread, he hadn't eaten for three days
and held only taken it out of sheer desperation.

The merchant finished his accusations and the Archon pointed to Jonah.

The Mgor Domo's voice was surprisingly mild. "What did you do and why? Tell His Grace your sde of
it

By that time, Jonah's tears began to flow in earnest. "It was right on the edge of the stall and | couldn't
gand it any more! But I'm not athief! Really I'mnot! Heslying! | never stole anything before. Not
from him, not from anybody! | would have paidif | could! | would have worked! Run errands!
Anything! Pleasebelieveme! I'm not athief!™ Choking on histears and unable to say more, Jonah
blinked up at the greet figure looking down on him.

If the Archon raised hisright hand, containing the silver hammer, hed be acquitted. The glittering golden
knifein hisleft would find him guilty. Both handswould mean the case was not proven; the Archon might
dill consder him guilty but hed go free. Jonah had known this, asal Nublian children knew, from the
goriestheir motherstold them at bedtime.

Waiting for the Archon's verdict, he prayed desperately to his mother, wherever she was, to come save
him.
The courtroom was degthly ill.

The Archon's head moved. He signded to his Mg or Domo and whispered something in hisear. Then
he raised the golden knife and brought it down with athud.

"Wefind you guilty as charged!" intoned the Mgor Domo. "The court will now pronounce sentence!”

Imagining the branding iron's scorch againgt his face and the crunch of the Archon's blade parting hisright
hand from hiswrigt, Jonah gasped. He would have fdlen had the guards not been holding him up. The
courtroom spun dizzily and the floor disappeared under hisfest, dropping him into nothing.

A splash of water in his face shocked Jonah back to consciousness, soaked, shirtless, and facing a black
wooden pog, to which he wasfirmly tied. Coughing and spitting, he blinked away the water dripping into
his eyes and wondered where he was.

Thismust be the prison courtyard.

Behind him, agruff voice said, ™Y ou've been sentenced to two lashes and anight in one of His Grace's
luxury suites. Now you're awake, let'sget on withit!" Whistling through the air behind Jonah's heed, the
whip burned into his bare skin. Before he had achanceto cry out, it cracked again. "A perfect X and
one of my better efforts, if | say so myself. All right, laddie, let's get you down."

His hands freed, Jonah clung to the wooden post. Nauseous and retching, he tried to vomit, but his



somach held nothing to expel. Findly, he did to the ground in amiserable shivering heap.
A hand yanked him to hisfeet. "Come on, young feller. Let'sget you cleaned up.”

When they reached the showers, the guard handed Jonah aragged towel and some soap. Then he left
himto revel in the steaming water, which felt absolutely wonderful.

Stepping out, Jonah toweled off gingerly, wincing as the rough fabric touched hisback. Hisreeking
garments were nowherein sight, but a pair of oversized blue cotton pants and an equally voluminoustop
awaited him on anearby stool. Fortunately, the pants had an dastic waist; otherwise, they would never
have stayed up.

Once he was dressed, the guard escorted Jonah to aprivate cdll, and there he fed him asteaming bowl
of thick vegetable soup and a chunk of homemade bread. When held eaten hisfill, the man ordered him
to get some deep.

For aslong as he lived, Jonah knew he would never again taste anything as delicious as that Smple prison
mesdl, and the hard bunk felt softer than afeatherbed. He hadn't flt thiswarm and safe since his parents
died. Hedrifted off to deep, dreading the morning and his return to the dubious freedom of the streets.

Morning brought a soft-spoken middle-aged man to Jonah's cell. Resplendent in the Archon's distinctive
emerdd and slver livery, hismouth had amerry tilt, and hisblue eyesheld atwinkle. "Comewith me,”
he said, and led the way outside to the great stone square.

Jonah followed him, wide-eyed.

"Areyou hungry?' Without waiting for an answer, the man purchased a couple of savory stuffed pies
from anearby street vendor and handed one to Jonah, who instantly wolfed it down. Far from being
offended, the man actualy seemed amused. Seeing Jonah was still hungry, he gave him the second pie.
Then he bought another for himself. Between bites, he explained who he was and where they were

gang.

"After His Grace sentences a prisoner, he writes afollow-up recommendation. If you're returned to the
streets now, you'll be back in his courtroom in no time at al, probably on amore serious charge. That's
assuming you even survive."

For thefirst time since held been arrested, Jonah actualy dared to hope.

"Since His Grace has no wish to see you before him again, he's placed you in my care. Assoon aswe're
done here, I'm taking you to afarm outsde the city to live with other boyslike yoursdf. Thereyoull
receive clothes, food, shelter, and a decent education, and you can stay for just aslong as you need to.
All'l ak inreturnisthat you stay out of trouble.”

Asgood as hisword, the man took Jonah to a pleasant rambling farmhouse just outside the city limits,
and there he remained until his eighteenth birthday when held been apprenticed to the Emperor's
household Steward.

Jonah had lived and worked in the Imperia kitchensfor the past two years. Knowing he dared not
defend himsdlf, the Dowager Empress Irina's two teenaged sons, Hero and Gaius, baited him
incessantly. Then to add to hiswoes, he fell hopelesdy in love with Princess Eliane.

Investigating an odd sound in the garden one night, he found the little Princess crying her eyes out.



Eliane sobbed that she'd lost her heart to her brother's newly adopted ward, Titus, the orphaned Lord of
the Northern Shore. But the young prince only had eyesfor her flirtatious stepmother Irina.

Thelittle Princess soon convinced the sympathetic Jonah that he was her only friend, and the two of them
began meeting secretly after his day'swork was done. He'd bring her specid treats from the kitchen and
when the kitchen cat littered, he presented her with one of the kittens.

Elianeloved thetiny creature dearly and, to Jonah's chagrin, promptly dubbed it Titus.

Abruptly awaking from hisreverie Jonah saw he'd reached the Emperor's half-open door.

His bath completed, Julian sat with hisfeet up in an easy chair by the window. "Come over here. | want
totak toyou."

Seeing the young man's hesitation, the Emperor smiled. "How would you like to move upstairs and look
after me?'

"Oh, Your Mgesty! Do you redly meanit?'
"I'm in need of abody servant and you seem to handle yoursdlf quite wdll.”

Jonah flushed at the unexpected compliment. "Er, Your Mgesty'svery kind. His, er, Grace will be a the
reception between seven and eight and heinvites you to dinewith him &t ten.”

Julian fished aslver coin from hispocket. "Thismakesit officid. Tdl His Grace | accept, and inform the
Steward of your change in status as soon as you return. Move your belongingsinto the small room two
doors down from this one, and come back here at five. Oh, and Jonah?"

"Your Mgesty?'

"I need hep with my plantsand | might aswell Sart training you in. But you're to discuss what we do up
there with absolutely no one. My project could have far-reaching implications for Nublis, and our
competitorswould like to get their hands onit if they could.”

"l undergtand, Y our Mgjesty. Y ou can count on me.”
"I'll see you around five, then."

The door flew open with abang and, blonde curlsflying, Eliane literally bounced into theroom. "Oh
Julian! Isit true you got Jonah out of the kitchen, and he's going to live up here from now on?"

Her brother's eyes narrowed as he took in the white cotton shirt straining across his sister's breasts and
her tight-fitting blue pants. ™Y ou were eavesdropping again, weren't you?' Then hesighed. "Yes, amdl
fry, it'strue. But from now on, Jonah's going to be much too busy to be foraging for you in the kitchen or
bringing you presents. Asfor your midnight trystsin the garden, ther€lll be no more of those!™

When their mouths fell open, Julian had trouble containing his smile. Choking down the laughter bubbling
into histhroat, he continued in as stern atone as he could manage. "Don't you redlize | know everything
that goesonin thisplace? The very wals here have ears, and your moonlight sessions have been no
secret fromme! Jonah, | know how you fed, but it won't work. I'm satisfied that your friendship's been
harmless up to now, but everyone doesn't seeit that way. There have been whispers, and this
relaionship smply cannot continue. Ellies not only an Imperia princess but she'sthe heir to the throne.



Sinceit'smy duty to find her asuitable husband, I've decided to spesk with Tituswhen hereturns” He
frowned. "Do | make mysdf clear?'

Seeing Jonah's stricken face, Julian's voice softened. "It'sjust theway thingsare, son. And I'll bethe
first to agreethat lifeismost certainly not fair."

Fushed scarlet, the young servant looked fixedly at the floor asif hoping it would open up and swallow
himwhole.

When the Princess's eyes weled up with tears, Julian rounded on her. "That'senough, Ellie! Kindly
remember your position and dry your eyes. Now, get out of here, and for pity's sake, find something
more suitable to wear!"

The Princessfled and they could hear her pitiful wailing dl the way down the hdll.
Jonah started to follow but Julian held him back. "I'm not done with you yet."

The Emperor touched the servant's shaking shoulders, then turned the young man's face up toward his.
"I know you've done nothing wrong. Believe me, if you had, you'd be looking at the gallowsthrough a
barred window in the Archon's prison right now."

Jonah gulped and tried to lower his gaze but Julian hdd hischin firmly. "Y ou have more friends than you
know, son. It was one such who brought this business with Ellie to my attention and suggested | bring
you upgtairsto teke care of me. But I'mwarning you! 'Y ou must stay away from each other from now
on. If you're ever caught donewith her again, I'll have no choice but to turn you over to the Archon. Do
you understand?’

When Jdulian finaly released him, Jonah drew in adeep breeth.
"I-1-1 don't know what to say. Except thank you, Your... Your Mmm —*
"Y ou're most welcome. Now, if I'm not to be late, how about finding me something to wear?!

Hardly believing his good fortune, the young servant returned to the Templein adaze. Happily, only the
guard was around and he hightailed it back to the Palace asfast as hislegswould carry him. When the
Steward grumbled he was short-handed because of the upcoming reception, Jonah ignored the man's
complaints. After gathering his meager possessons from the kitchen a cove where he dept, he raced
upstairsto settleinto his new room.

* % %

Later that morning, the Archon poured his guest a second cup of coffee. Smply dressed in atan cotton
shirt and matching pants, he was much taler than Julian. Though they were the same age, Cassius
slver-threaded hair, lined face and degp-set dark eyes displayed the weariness of someone much older.

"Hey, thisisgood! Every timel come over here, | say you've outdone yoursdf. Thistime, you redly
have"

The Archon acknowledged the compliment with asmile. Hewas afirs-class chef, and in histravels,
Julian would congtantly seek out new recipes and foods for him to try.



"Wait until you see what I've come up with for dinner tonight. It'sarecipefrom anold Aretzan
cookbook cdled supremedevallalle. Youll likeit, | think."

"If it'sasgood asyou say, I'll spring it on the Palace chef. Itll give histiny mind something to work on
besidesthat junk Irinahas the nerveto call food!"

"Y ou have such ahappy family over there, | don't know how you stand it. Spesking of which, did you
get that lad out of Irinas clutches before she forced me to hang him from the prison galows?

"Thanksto your warning, | did. Then| put the fear of God into him and Ellie both. He's so terrified of
you, it didn't take much.”

"Poor littlesod! | should hateto think | went to al that trouble to get him off the streetsjust to end up
executing him for faling in love with thewrong girl."

"Hell get over it. 1'm sending him out on the tiles tonight, and with any luck, hell find some buxom young
thing to take hismind off histroubles. Speaking of which, I'd like your thoughts on a domestic problem.”

Putting his head in his hands, Cassusgroaned. "If | had agold piecefor every timeyouve said that... |
gtill couldn't get out of here, could 1?7 How many more years of thisare there? And why, in heavens
name, did they pick me?'

For once the Emperor was at alossfor words. "I honestly don't know. But evenif | did, it wouldn't
help." Taking hisbrother by the chin, helooked into hiseyes. "It happened again, didn't it? Damn! |
told the Mg or Domo to send for me!™

"| asked him not to. There were only a couple of seizures and | westhered them. It was probably the
grain of thislatest execution. He knifed hisvictim when she demanded her money up front. Then he
raped her as shelay dying. He was a batterer too, like that kid from Aretz."

"Don't remind me! Incidentally, Damon Veniston was aredly bad gpple: rapes, drugs, vanddism, you
nameit. Even so, hisfather's screaming human rights violations and trying to get us kicked out of the
Interplanetary Synod Assembly and the Trade League both, and that'sjust for starters. On the other
hand, the Trade League not only wantsto give you amedd, but they're trying to figure out away to ship
ustherest of the Synod's ddinquents. Oh, and the Assembly Vice-President sends his persona
congratulations. 1t seemsthe little bastard beat up his niece, then got away with it after hisold man pulled
sringswith thelocd judge. Incidentdly, isthe Mgor Domo getting in a second doctor to look &t you?'

"Hedready did, yesterday. Under theimpression | wasjust another felon with a habit, the new doc was
plenty blunt. After the usud tests, he came up with the same old conclusion: it's Sde-effectsfrom the
drugs, and if | keep it up, I'm not going to make old bones.”

"So how long did he give you?'

"A year or two, a most. After astern lecture, he handed me a stack of pamphlets about some program
he runs and told methat | could live another twenty yearsif I'd just straighten mysdlf out. The Mgor
Domo wouldn't even look mein the eye after heleft. And no, Julian, there's not a damn thing you can
do. If I object, hell just tie me down and shoot the stuff in anyway because that's hisjob. But that's not
why you're here, old buddy. What did you really cometo ask me?'

The Emperor told him what Ellie had said.

"Hmm. Now things are coming clearer. That Irinawould try to marry Ellieto one of her sonscomesas
no surpriseto me. She's nothing, if not ambitious, and you're in more danger than you know. Fortunately



for us, she's showed her hand too soon." Then he looked almost angry. "Don't you redize Irinawould
become Regent if anything were to happen to you? Young Titusisnext in line after Ellieand hésno
more of amatch for that witch than your sister! 'Y ou haven't been taking her serioudly enough and that's
abad mistake on your part. Irinawantsto stay on the throne so badly she can tasteit and you're
gandingin her way."

The Emperor started to say something but the Archon held up hishand. "Let mefinish! The day your
father cut Irinas daughter out of the succession, he asked my help in dissolving their marriage. That he
hadn't done so sooner was because he was under the impression you were Myrasfather. Hefinaly got
around to looking at her genetic test and found she wasn't Sired by ether of you.”

Julian sat speechless with his mouth open.

"Since the divorce was just amatter of filing paperwork with the lower court, Janus saw no problemin
having me prepareit. He was planning to order you home the moment it wasfiled. | should haveinsisted
he do it sooner because it was on the following morning that he broke his neck.”

"l wishyou had."
The Archon nodded. "Things are moving faster than | expected and you must act now."
"What am | to do?'

" Speed up your marriage and get yoursdlf an heir. Y our designated bride isfrom a powerful family.
They'll brook no nonsense from Irinaif anything happensto you.”

"Aslong asyouretdling medl this, who ismy bride?'

The apartment's outside door opened before the Archon could reply.

"Julian. | had no ideayou were dready here.”

The Emperor'stone was very soft. "Tell me, Mgor Domo, are you my friend or my enemy?"
The Archon interrupted. "He'syour friend. But protecting you is not part of hisjob."

"Wheat of the guards?’

"They'reloyd too. It'swithinyour own household you must look, my friend, and the fal se face you see
will not necessarily be the one you expect.”

Cassusrosefrom hischair, wincing alittle. The Mgor Domo moved to help him, but he impatiently
waved him away.

Julian frowned. "Isit worse?"

"It comes and goes but the heat aggravatesthe pain. Julian, | swear, if you don't do something about the
ar-conditioning in that rat trap of yours... I'll probably lose five pounds tonight just walking between the
door and the throne.”

Julian glanced at the padded gray robes on a nearby stand and the monstrous stilt-like boots beside
them. "I have but it's pretty well overwhelmed by the crowd. A thousand people throw off alot of body
heet, you know." Helooked pointedly around the antique-filled room. "And kindly refrain from referring
tomy placeasarat trgp. After dl, look at whereyou live! |'ve seen dog-kennelswith more style.
Yecch!"



Evidently accustomed to such banter, the Mg or Domo pulled up achair and poured himself acup of
coffee without comment.

Julian glanced a him and their eyesmet. "'l hear you got in another doctor.”

Cassus snorted. "Who said theusud! A chronic condition peculiar to addicts and Archons. And the
reason none of uslivevery long, if you can cdl thisalifel”

The Mg or Domo looked at the clock onthewall. ™Y ou're duein court in afew minutes, Julian. And
Y our Grace, you have casesto read up on before this afternoon.”

Along with his other duties, the Emperor functioned as a magistrate, arbitrating land and custody
disputes, reviewing crimind indictments, and ruling on referrdsto the Archon's court. He extended his
hand and the Archon held it for amoment. ™Y ou've given me alot to think about."

Julian embraced him. "Y ou need your rest before this afternoon’'s sesson. Mgor Domo, aword with
you." Outsde the door, he frowned. "If he has another seizure, youreto send for me at oncel And |
gppreciate your getting a second medical opinion.”

"You know how | fed. Ashisjailer, I'm supposed to shackle him at night, but | don't. There arethose
who would say I'm taking a chance helll commit suicide or try to escape, but he's given me hisword he
won't do ether.”

"Hell keep it and | appreciate your consderation. There's no need for him to suffer any more than he
doesdready."

"Thank you, Your Mgesty. I'll keep that in mind."

Asthe Magor Domo dipped back inside the gpartment, Julian waved at his waiting bodyguard and
together they headed for his office at the other end of the complex.

At five that evening, Jonah knocked gently on the Emperor's door. Hearing no answer, he cautiousy
opened it, but the room was empty. After hanging Julian's brocaded silk robe in the ornate antique
clothes press, he took out the brilliantly enameled coronet and its matching belt with the intention of
polishing them for tonight's reception. Inspecting the jewel -toed boots and gauntleted gold-embroidered
gloves, he decided they were clean enough and blowing on the Emperor's grest ruby ring, he carefully
shoneit up with hisdeeve. Finaly, he climbed the sairsto the rooftop Conservatory where he found
Julian absorbed with his plants.

"It's after five, Your Mgesty."

Setting down histools and brush, the Emperor wiped his hands on his dusty cotton pants. "Oh. Right. |
hadn't realized it was quite so late, and | can't host areception dressed like this, can 1?7 See what you
can find for meto wear while| take abath.”

Julian's tone was deceptively casual when they entered the vast bedroom. "Did you get moved into your
roomdl right?'

"Yes, Your Mgesty. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to serveyou.”

"Yourewelcome. From now on, Jonah, your job will beto keep people like my dear sepmother and
her bratty children away from me, remind me of my gppointments and keep your mouth shut about my



persond affairs. If you can do dl that, you'll be worth your weight in gold.”

A couple of hours later, the Imperial Steward rapped his slver-headed staff againgt the marblefloor. All
conversation and music ceased, and every head turned toward the veiled figure standing in the entrance
to the glittering ballroom. Topping his scarlet-clad Mgor Domo by at least afull head, the gray-robed
Archon was SO massive as to make the largest man present look small. Beside him, the dightly built
Nublianslooked like children.

"Your Mgestied" intoned the Steward, "His Grace, the Archon of Nublis!”

Julian dipped in aside door at the ballroom'sfar end. Hewas clad in ablack velvet tunic, silk twill pants
and matching soft boots, and his only touches of color were hisbrilliantly enameled coronet, its matching
belt and the enormous ruby adorning hisleft hand.

In marked contrast to her Imperia stepson, Her Mgesty had as usua overdone the jewelry. Between

the ruby diadem atop her elaborate blond curls, the blaze of diamonds cascading around her throat and
dangling from her ears, and the assortment of pricel ess baubles encrusting her dimpled arms and every

availablefinger, the Empress resembled a store window mannequin whose dresser had gone berserk.

Cut so low asto cause gasps among the ladies and keep male attention firmly riveted on her al night,
Irina's decolletage definitely erred on the Sde of vulgarity. Dutifully kissing his ssepmother's outstretched
hand, Julian speculated idly about what was keeping those creamy mounds from popping out atogether.

When Irinas hard blue gaze met his, he remembered the Archon's warning and wondered, not for the
firgt time, what hisfather could possibly have seenin her.

Sweeping back her ebony slk skirts, the Empress returned his bow with agraceful curtsey. Much to
Julian'srelief, if not that of the anxioudy watching courtiers, her abundant bosom remained firmly
anchored within bounds.

Straight-faced, he offered her hisleft arm, and the two of them advanced in stately fashion to greet their
guest.

At the ballroom's entrance, the Emperor released his stepmother, then he bowed and kissed the
enormous emerad on the Archon'sleft hand. The Empress followed suit, asdid Princess Eliane, elegant
in simple white organdy and pearls.

Being commoners, Hero and Gaius stood aside.

Flanked by hisMgor Domo and the Imperid family, the Archon proceeded dowly through the crowd
toward three ornate thrones set againgt the far wall. While the Nublian ladies curtsied and their men
bowed, the visitors merely gaped. Once the Archon was seated, the Emperor took the throne to hisright
and the Empressto his|eft.

His Grace signded to the Mgor Domo, who trandated, " Please continue with the reception.”

An hour later, after the Archon had |eft, the Emperor was bidding his stepmother a courteous goodnight
at thefoot of the gairs.

Watching him hand his coronet, belt and ring to anearby servant, Irinaflared with anger. She'd just seen
one of the Emperor's favorite whispering in his ear, and she knew the dut's wed thy husband was
conveniently off-planet.



"Arent you dining with us?'
Fearing her stepson's uncertain temper, she said nothing more.
Julian's silver eyes mocked her. "My regrets, maam, but | have other plans.”

His banquet appearance had been canceled, leaving him an hour to kill before his gppointment with the
Archon.

Noting Irinas scowl, he decided to take the luscious little Countess up on her offer. Beckoning to a
scarlet-armored guard, he strolled down the Palace steps and out into the Starlit night.

It was alittle after nine and the Palace roof was deserted. Fitful moonlight silvered the red-tiled floor and
the plant-crowded benchesin the deserted Conservatory. As Ellie tiptoed inside, only the rustle of the
leaves on the big plants near the entrance and the sigh of the wind disturbed the heavy silence.

"Jonah? | got your message! Jonah? Areyou there?' Hearing asound, she looked over her shoulder.
"You'renot Jonah! Whereis—’

Something dropped over her head, muffling her shrieks. With her lungs starving for air and her heart
about to come out of her chest, Ellieflailed her aamsblindly. Shetried to run, but ahand around her
ankle brought her crashing to the marble floor. Rough fingersripped her dressfrom throat to wast,
exposing her breaststo the night chill. Scrabbling, they scratched her skin asthey forced her legs apart.

A sharp hiss penetrated the silence. "Here! I'll hold her for you."

Vagudly she heard someone yell, athunderous report, then the weight holding her down was suddenly
gone. Handsfreed her from the smothering cloth, and she looked up into Jonah's worried face.

Gasping and choking, she struggled to get up, and he put a steadying arm around her shoulders. "It's all
right, Ellie Itsal right!”

Too late, she saw the upraised arm between his head and the sky. When it crashed down, Jonah's head
impacted her chest, knocking her breathless. He dumped and lay till, while two more reports shattered
theslence.

She dimly recognized them as shots.
Something thudded to the ground beside her and running feet pounded away.

Then she found her voice. She kept screaming, even after the guards arrived, until her voice was
completely gone.

Suddenly, Julian wasthere.

Hetook her in hisarmswithout aword. His breath warmed her face and Ellie drew in the scent of his
light cologne like a benediction. Ashe carried her down the stairs, she grabbed him tightly around the
neck, burrowing her head into his comforting shoulder.

In the darkness of his bedroom, he wrapped her in a soft blanket, then held her close, stroking her hair,
murmuring endearments and rocking and soothing her like an infant for what seemed like hours. Only
when hefet her trembling cease, did hefinaly lay her down.



"Y oumay comein now."

As heturned on alight, she gave atiny moan and closed her eyes.

"Sweetheart. Can you hear me?"

Throat sore, she was barely able to whisper, 'Y es."

"The doctor's here, hon. He needsto examine you."

"Stay withme"

His cool touch brushed her fingers. "Take my hand.”

She gulped, struggling, and he put his ear against her mouth. Y ou're asking about Jonah?”
Mutely, she nodded.

"Jonah'sdl right, love. What we need to do now isworry about you."

Asthe blanket was pulled away, she curled into abdl, hugging hersdf and whimpering.
"Ellie, thedoctor'sjust trying to help.”

When she dill ressted, voices murmured. Softness enfolded her, something jabbed her arm and shefdll
along, long way into nothing.

Three hours after the attack on Ellie, the Magor Domo's voice crackled over the prison's speakers. " Get
the doctor! And notify the Emperor!"

Asyet another seizure racked the Archon's body, he started an intravenous line, eyeing the wall monitors
al thewhile. Scrabbling around on the table next to the bed, he located aneedle gun. Then he placed it
againg his gasping charge's neck and fired.

Almost instantly, the blood pressure and heart indicators dropped back into their normal ranges, the
gpasms and rigidity subsided and the Archon began breathing normaly again.

The Maor Domo was removing the clear plastic mask when the cell door opened.

The doctor looked over his shoulder and grunted. "This must be avery important inmate to demand your
persond attention twicein oneday. What did he take thistime?”

"He's very important and I'm not sure.”

The doctor took askin scrape and checked it on his portable toximeter. "Oh, my! Thisisa potent nerve
poison and it'snot hisfirst time. Tremendoudy powerful stuff. Sharpens the senses and does who
knowswhat to the brain. Very big with theintdlectud set." After passng asmdl device up and down
Cassius body, he shonealight into each of hiseyes. "H€ll live thistime. The gases have normalized
and he seemsover theword. It'sadamn shame when someone thisyoung starts throwing their life
away. Did helook a the pamphlets| gave him? | can get him into the program in aminute if he shows
any interest.”

A guard whispered something to the Mgor Domo and he proffered his hand. "Thanksfor coming so



promptly. Inanswer to your question, he threw the pamphlets away, but after this, we might persuade
him to reconsder. Do you have any ingtructions?'

"Just keep him quiet. He should be back to normal in acouple of days. Y our prompt action saved his
life and he doesn't need any further medication.”

Shortly after the doctor left, Julian entered the cell. "Bad reaction? Or was the reception too much?!

"A combination, probably. Thetoxicity rangefor the drugsis extremely narrow, and the fact that he had
to wear those heavy robesfor so long didn't help matters. When we get him back to his quarters, I'll see
what | can do to make him more comfortable.”

"When did he collapse?!
"About twenty minutes ago. He wastaking to me and just fell to the floor.”

Asthe Archon dtirred, then Iapsed into unconsciousness again, Julian looked down a him thoughtfully.
"What did the doctor say?"

"He's stable and should be up and about in acouple of days."
"Do you need help taking him back?'
"No, | haveit under control.”

The Mg or Domo pressed a button on adevice in his hand, and the cell's back wall rolled aside to reved
the Archon's quarters. He guided the bed with its deeping occupant into the other room, and once they
were safely insde, thewall closed again.

"Very convenient,” said the Emperor.

"lsntit? Your late father was afine engineer, and he and | worked it out together. Wedid alot of work
on thisplace, and it has secrets you wouldn't believe.”

The Mg or Domo gestured through a nearby archway toward agleaming kitchen. ™Y our father set that
up for him when he wasfirst designated. He spent alot of timefiddling with it and adding new gadgets as
he came acrossthem. Thereisn't abattle cruiser in the entire Synod that has one any better.”

"l had noidea”

"Y our father spent agreat ded of time with the Archon during those four years after you left to live on
Aretz. Many an evening, the Archon would cook for us. Then the two of them would play chesswith
your music in the background. Irinathought Janus was with one of his mistresses but he was usualy
over here”

Pulling off hismask, the Mgor Domo sighed. "Since your father's desth, the Archon's been unusudly
depressed. He never used to complain the way he does now and his seizures are becoming much more
frequent and severe. Thislast doctor gave me something to control them and I'm going to start
adminigtering it regularly. When the sedativesfailed, | administered abolusand it did thetrick. The
trouble isthe stuff's got its own set of sde effects and some of them are quite unpleasant. But if it gives
him somerdief and helps him tolerate the heat, it'll beworth atry. The doctor thinksit could extend his
lifeand he's had congderable successwith it in his detox program. It's still experimenta whichiswhy |
hadn't come acrossit before.”



The Mg or Domo hooked up the bedside monitors and checked them. "The new literature will help me
fine tune the dosages and mitigate the side-effects. Of course, the doctor had no ideawhy | wanted it."

Julian wasimpressed. "Y ou seem to know agreat dedl about the subject.”

"I've dways had an interest in pharmacol ogy, and your father arranged for me to take some courses. But
neither of us ever anticipated this. We just thought it would be auseful skill for the Captain of the Guard
and it helped me with my productive work requirement. The Archon'saready lived longer than most of
his predecessors and my skills may have had something to do with that.”

"Isthere anything | can do to help?’
The Maor Domo shook his heed.

The Emperor looked at the clock. "Theinvestigators are waiting. Can you let them know I'm on my
way?'

The Magjor Domo pressed another button and spoke into an intercom that seemed to appear out of
nowhere.

"Does the Archon know about that?' The Emperor's tone was al innocence.

"No, hedoesnt! And you're not going to tell him either. Now, get out of here. After you're done with
theinvestigators, go get some deep. You'd best go out by way of the cell or the guard's gonna think you
canwak through walls"

Chapter 3--TheBride

"Core-ery! Core-ey! Whereareyou?

Glancing up from her book, the young girl took another munch from the cake in her hand and hunkered
down again.

Thevoiceinssted. "Corre-e-y! Your father'sherel Wherever you are, please come herel”

Pushing her companion off her ssomach where he'd been settled in perfect happiness, she looked around
infrugration. "Oh, | suppose!"

Thelittle gray cat squeaked aprotest.

"Sorry, Mingus, but I'd best go see what's got Martain such an uproar. If Father's here, it must be
important.” Obliviousto the cat's grumbles, Corey scrambled to her feet, picked him up by the scruff of
his neck and swung one-handed down the barn loft ladder.

At the kitchen door of the rambling manor-house, Marta took one despairing ook at her sunburned
charge'sragged shorts, bare feet, and the straw sprigs tangling her auburn hair. "Wheréve you been?
Y our father's just come from the capita with agroup of important gentlemen. I'm to get you into your



best dressimmediately, but how we're to make you presentable in this short atime, | don't know. Come
on! WEll haveto do the best we can. Oh, and from now on, we're to refer to you as Lady Cornélia
Hislordship says Corey ain't dignified.”

After chivvying her upstairs to be bathed and curled, Martalaced Corey into an elaborate formal gown
her father had given her the previousyear. Until today, sheld never worn it and once Marta was finished,
shefaced her full-length mirror and assessed the result. With her chestnut hair piled on top of her heed, a
green ribbon threaded through it, and long dangly emerad earrings to match her eyes, she found the
reflection interesting, to say theleast. But it didn't ook abit like her.

Asfor thisridiculous gown! Inafutile attempt to make them look bigger, the bodice's boning pushed
up her small... correction, very smdll... breastsdmost beyond the limits of decency and yanking at it
didnt help.

Shefdt apulling at the full skirt's hem and looked down at Mingusflexing hisclaws. With a sense of
something ending, Corey swept thelittle cat into her arms. She kissed the top of his head and suddenly
fdt afrad.

The bedroom door opened and in bustled Marta. "Now, Corey... Lady Corndia... remember what
your dancing teacher said about wakin' gracefully.”

Corey kicked the door shut, blocked it with achair and straddled it with her hands on her small hips.
"Not until you tell mewhat'sgoing on!"

With her double chinswobbling and her gray hair askew, Martas pae blue eyes darted around the small
bedroom. "Oh, dear, thisisal very distressin’!"

Corey'sgrowl grew ominous. "Wel? Arewe going to stay hereforever? Or what?'
A sharp rep dartled her off the chair. "Corndia. Thisisyour father."

She debated for all of one second. Martamight be one thing but her father was quite another. Swinging
the chair toward her mother's prized marble-topped dresser with its silver-trimmed triple mirror and inlaid
porcelain medallions, she dipped the lock.

Resplendent in roya blue velvet robes, with the Parliamentary chain of office gleaming on his substantial
chest and afaint trace of gray dusting his deek black curls, the redoubtable Lord Rollo looked every inch
the political leader he was.

His apparent amiability and smiling blue eyesworried Corey far more than his customary displeasure.
After looking her over like one of his prize livestock, hislordship grunted his approva and proffered an
arm. Shetook adeep breath and bunching up her long green skirtsin one hand, she gave her father the
other.

Together they advanced down the polished wooden staircase.
When they reached the dark-paneled hall below, he released her.

Remembering to keep one knee firmly locked behind the other and trying not to wobble as sherose,
Corey swept the waiting company a deep curtsey. Gentlemen of obvious distinction, they wore the same
robes of office as her father, and were either gray-haired or balding.

Lord Rallo led her forward. "Cornélia, may | present the leaders of our Houses of Parliament.”



A corpulent white-haired individua in brown velvet bowed in reply. "1 am Crispin Colvert, the Speaker
for the Lower House. The Emperor Julian hasinformed us that he wishesto marry and you've been
selected to be hisbride. We're to have the honor of escorting you to the capital, my lady."

Oh, no! The Emperor'sold! I'm barely eighteen and he's got to be thirty at least! Oh, please!
This hasto be a mistake! Maybe it's the stuff of dreams in books but thisisreal life. Itisn'tinthe
least bit romantic! It'sawful! She blurted out the first thing that came into her head. "Can | take
Mingus?'

Her father's rumble broke the stunned silence. "And who, may | ask, isMingus?'

Her black skirts crackling, Martacurtsed. "My lord, he's Lady Cornelids pet cat. She'svery attached
to'im."

Crigpin Colvert's hazel eyestwinkled down into Corey's green ones. "We can certainly take Mingus, my
lady."

"Marta, find some sort of basket to carry him in, and get acouple of the maidsto pack her things.”
"Martas going too?"

"Of course, my dear. Since you're without amother, having no chaperone would be improper. Were
expected in the capita tonight and you're to be the Archon's guest in the Temple until the wedding.
Theres astate funera tomorrow for amember of the Imperid Family and that'll give you and Martaa
chanceto settlein and see some of thesights. Y ou're to be formally presented to His Mgesty and the
Court on thefollowing morning.”

"Asto the wedding date," interjected the Parliamentary leader, "that will haveto wait until the Archon's
recovered from hisillness. I've been informed that should be quite soon. The delay, my lady, will give
you a chance to become acquainted with your future husband not generally accorded Imperia brides.
The Emperor Julian isacharming person and he has ayounger sster who's amost your age.”

Corey barely heard him. Her somach was clenching and unclenching and shefdt faint.
Noting her distress, her father led her to achair.

"I know thisisashock, Cornelia, but | saw no reason to tell you your name had been submitted. The
Emperor had originaly planned to wait the statutory two years and it never occurred to meyou'd be
consdered. Jugt thismorning, His Mgesty notified Parliament he wished to marry immediately. Y our
name was drawn and the law isthe law."

When Corey awoke in the Temple on the following morning, none of the furniture looked familiar.
Especidly the gold and crimson hangings on the enormous carved bed.

She wondered where she was, when afamiliar scratching came from the direction of the door.
"All right, Mingus. I'm coming. There'sabeautiful garden out there and it should do.”

As she rummaged through the enormous mirrored closet for a cotton shirt and pants, the scratching grew
more urgent and she decided she could manage without shoes. It was early yet, and by the time Mingus



had done his business, they should be back in the apartment again with no onethe wiser. Martawas ill
happily sawing logs at the other end of the hall and she saw no reason to wake her.

Oncein the garden, Corey reckoned without her cat's curiogity. Ignoring his mistresss pless, he legpt
onto alow bacony onits opposite sde. With aflick of histail, he disappeared inside.

"Mingusl Comeback! You can'tgointherel Oh, dear." She hesitated for amoment and decided shed
better go after him. She had an ideathe rooms on that side of the garden were offices. It wasearly yet
and, with any luck, there'd be no one around.

After dipping over the balcony railing, she stood for amoment, wondering what to do. Savefor the
room'stal windows, there was no other place Mingus could have gone.

"Where did you spring from? And just what do you think you're doing on my desk?"

Corey knew Mingus extreme fondnessfor playing with papersonly too well. Not to mention his habit of
chewing them up.Now we'rein trouble. Well, | might aswell get it over with.

After politely rapping on the side of the window, she stepped inside the room.
As her vison adjusted to the interior dimness, the voice spoke again. "And just who might you be?’

Corey blinked. With his slver-blond hair, golden skin and gray eyes, the man at the huge carved desk
was actudly quite handsome. Helooked kind too.

To her horror, Mingus was flopped in the middle of his papers. While the man caressed him amost
absently, thelittle renegade just lay there purring, waving his pawsin the air and begging for more.

"Er. Oh. Wejust arrived last night. 1'm so sorry. | didn't think. He needed to go out and he got away
fromme. My name's Corey —er Rollo."

"Andthisis?"
"Mingus. HEsahe"

"So | noticed. Wdll, I'm pleased to meet you, MissRollo, and —er Mingus. My name'sJ—er Jon de
Raven, and as you can see, | work here.”

"Wdl, aren't you amite early? | meanit'sonly five. | thought the office people didn't get here until seven
alesst”

"That'strue, but | got behind on my work and sneaked in to catch it up. | was about to order breakfast.
Aslong asyou're here, would you and Mingus care for some?"

"I'm not going to get you in trouble, am 1?7

Heamiled. "l should hardly think so. What do you and Mingusliketo eat?' After shetold him, he
pressed a button on theintercom. When held given his order, he asked, "Aren't they going to missyou,
the people you're staying with?"

"Theresonly Martaand | left her snoring. She's good for another couple of hours, at least, and shelll
never know | wasgone."

In answer to aknock on the door, the man opened it, then maneuvered awheedled cart through the
doorway and over to the window. Mingus jumped to the floor and followed him, keeping aclose eye on



the cart. Their host started lifting silver covers from the steaming dishes and Corey's mouth began to
water.

The officé's outer door opened and a scarlet-robed masked figure hurried in. "Jdulian, | =" He saw Corey
and stopped in mid-sentence.

With a gulp, she recognized the Archon's Mg or Domo, and he evidently recognized her too. Oh, desr,
here she was, aready in trouble and she hadn't even been hereaday. If she kept it up, Parliament would
probably pick someone else and what her father would do then, she didn't even care to contemplate.
Thenit hit her. "Julian? He said his name was Jon de Raven!”

The Mg or Domo bowed. "My Lady Corndlia, thisisHis Mgesty, the Emperor Julian. De Ravenishis
family name. Why he should say hisnameis Jonisamystery that perhaps he would careto explain.”

They turned to look at the Emperor who, for oncein hislife, couldn't think of athing to say.

Mingus jumped on the cart. He knocked over one of the dishes with aclatter and the avkward moment
passed.

Julian was obvioudy relieved. "What wasit you wanted to see me about?"

"The problem's solved. Lady Cornelia's chaperone awoke a short time ago and found her gone. She's
quite agitated. We've been looking for you al over the complex, my lady."

The Emperor pressed the intercom and spokeintoit. "I'll send someoneto let her know the Lady
Corndiais having breskfast here."

""She shouldn't be here without a chaperone!™

Julian picked up thelittle cat and rubbed hisears. "Ah, but she has one. His namésMingus. And now
you're here, Mgor Domo. What could be more proper than that?*

"You'reincorrigible" said the Mgor Domo, after Corey had been hurried away by her distraught
chaperone, "but perhapsthisis going to makethings eesier dl around.”

"She's quite charming,” reflected the Emperor, "and I'm not sure married life is going to be so bad after
al. What'sthe news on Jonah?"

"He'sfindly awake. Weve obtained legal counsdl for him asyou requested. | waswaiting to question
him until you got there.”

"Has he been charged?’

"Attempted rape and murder. There's some question about the rape but the murder will probably stick.
Magidrate Cato is preparing the indictments and they should be ready to go to the Archon any time. The
pressis descending from al over the Synod and | doubt there's aroom to be had between here and the
Northern Shore.”

"That'swhy | was hiding out here. They haven't figured out how to get past Temple security but the
Paace Guard ispretty lax. Half my household staff is on the payroll of sometabloid or other and | can't
go to the Consarvatory because the investigators are still working.”

" Speaking of which, what'sthe stuation with Ellie?"



" The doctors examined her while shewas sill under....." Words failed Julian, and he clenched and
unclenched hisfists severd times. Then he swallowed hard. "Theresno DNA evidence because the
rape wasincomplete.”

"What about Irina?"

"The doctor have had her sedated. | never thought I'd feel sorry for her, but I do. Right now, she's
trying to pull herself together for the funerd. 1've been trying to write the eulogy and can't think of one
positive thing to say about that boy, except that he was murdered. If my suspicions are correct, Jonah
should be getting amedd instead of lying shackled in aprison cell awaiting his death sentence from the
Archon."

"The Archon may be our only hope. Hisingtinct for the truth is absolute and with dl this publicity, hisis
probably the only Court in the Synod cagpable of an impartid trid.”

The Mgor Domo opened the office door and stood aside. "After you."
When they reached the prison, Julian frowned at the doctor. "How bad isit?"

"He'sdill critical, Your Mgesty. We did emergency surgery to relieve the pressure on hisbrain. Barring
complications, he should bedl right.”

Julian glanced a the Mgor Domo. "We haven't been ableto get athing out of Ellie. She's <till sedated
and it's going to be awhile before she can be questioned. | have meetings for most of the day and two
banquetsto attend. My secretary has a copy of my agenda" He rubbed his burning eyes. "Titus caled.
He's on hisway back to the capital and the funeral’s scheduled for the day after tomorrow. | don't
imagine the Archon's going to be back on hisfeet by then so I'll haveto officiate in his place.
Congdering al the complications, it would probably be better if he knew nothing about thisat al.”

"The Archon's better, Your Mgesty. He's been asking for you.”

Julian's sharp tone conveyed hisirritation. "Youll just haveto put him off! Sincethiswhole messis
ligbletowind up in his court and I'm personally involved, you understand why | have to distance mysdif,
don't you? Theré's something about this... | can't put my finger onit. Hetold meto look within my own
household and that the false face | would see might not be the one | expected. | know the answer's
there, if | canjudt figureit out.”

"Did Your Mgesty get any deep at dl?

"No! | got some adrenaline from the prison doctor to get me through today and cleared tomorrow's
appointments so that | can get some rest before the funera .”

From the way he was buzzing, it occurred to the Mg or Domo that Julian must aready be on the
adrendine. He started to say something, thought better of it, and decided instead to have aquiet chat
with the head of Archon Security.

A medical attendant came out of the cell and spoke urgently to the doctor. He beckoned. "Come, Y our
Maesty. Youll want to hear this"

Jonah's eyes were wide open, and he struggled so hard against the restraints it took al the attendants
strength to hold him down.



"Get awvay from her! Ellie! Elliel It'sdl right, Ellie. Ellie..it's..dl...right. Youll be... they...." His
voicetralled off and helay ill.

The doctor glanced at the monitors. "Thisisnot a unusud. Hisbrain patternsand vital functionsare
within norma ranges and hisleve of consciousnessisfairly high. He knows'Y our Mgesty'svoice and
might respond better than he would to mine.”

The Emperor's tone was authoritative. "Jonah, can you hear me? Jonah!"

The young man's eydidsflickered, his hand twitched, and he muttered something unintdligible.
"| think that's al were going to get for now."

"If there's any change, notify the Mgor Domo. Hell know whereto find me."

Asthey wereleaving, the Mgor Domo said, "Since we don't want to take any chances of his hearing
something he shouldn't, I've administered a chemical neura block to the Archon. It causestemporary
deafness.” Hesaw Julian'shorrified look. "The block's perfectly harmless...and reversible. How acute
hishearing redlly is, | don't know, but I've suspected for some time that the drugs have acumulative
effect. He said as much the other night. Right now, he's deeping most of thetime, so dl it will doishelp
him to rest better.”

"I hope you explained why you gave him that neura block. Otherwise, | suspect heldd be out of hismind
by now."

"I had to writeit out. He'stotally deaf, and you don't even want to know what he said back. He hasan
incredible command of sign language and he certainly used it on me. He sends hisregards, by theway,
and islooking forward to seeing your bride. What time'sthe funera?"

"Three. Between now and then, | have to dodge the press, return to the Palace, pay my respects and get
ready to officiate.”

"l have some spare robes and a mask you can borrow. I'll stay out of sight until you're safely away.”

When they returned three hours later, Jonah's peaked face under the bandage looked even thinner than
usual. The shackle on hiswrigt rattled as he plucked at the sheet. Julian nodded to the gray-haired man
near thebed. "I'm glad you're here, Master Ludlow.”

At the sight of the Mgor Domo's scarlet robes and masked face, Jonah gasped and shrank back. Ashis
advocate put out areassuring hand, the Mg or Domo spoke. "The doctor tells me that the prisoner's well
enough to be questioned and His Mg esty's asked to be present in an unofficia capacity. Isthis

acceptableto you?'
"Aslong as he's not to be called asawitness.”

"Since His Mg esty's well-known to the Archon and can contribute nothing of any materia vaue, he's
been excused from these proceedings. He's recused himself asalower court judge and from taking any
part in the prosecution or the defense”

"Inthat case," said the advocate, "His Mg esty may remain. Now Jonah, you've been charged with some
serious crimes, which carry the death pendty. But you're considered innocent until the prosecutor
furnishes absolute proof of your guilt. Until you appear before the Archon, and it'snot at al certain you



will, you don't have to say anything. The Mgor Domo can ask dl the questions he wants but you don't
have to answer. However, if you do, everything will be recorded on that camera. It can be playedin
court and used againgt you."

Jonah |ooked hopefully up at dulian but the Emperor's face remained expressionless. "I'll answer his
guestions, sir. | haven't done anything wrong and | didn't do what they say | did.”

"All right, Jonah," said the Mgor Domo. "I want you to tell me, step by step, exactly what you
remember.”

The young man started to speak but the advocate put out awarning hand. "Don't answer! Mgor
Domo, you know better than that. Henceforth, please refrain from fishing expeditions, and confine
yoursdlf to specific questions based on what you have. But before you begin, there's something Jonah
needsto see."”

While Julian understood the Mg or Domo's frustration, he appreciated the advocate's skilful protection of
Jonah's rights and was thankful held ingsted on his presence.

The guard placed asmall viewscreen at the foot of the bed and when he saw himsdlf appear, Jonah
Started.

"Thisisdl that they know at present,” continued the advocate, "and it's hardly an admission of any guilt.
But evenif it was, it's dtill the prosecution'sjob to furnish proof. Without that, you couldn't be convicted
no matter what you confessed. Do you understand what I'm saying?'

Jonah took a deep breath. "I think so. And I'm ready to answer your questions, Mgjor Domo."

* % %

The Archon looked up from his book in response to the Mg or Domo's touch on his shoulder. He
garted signing, remembered Julian couldn't understand, and reached for the date instead.

"Welcome, stranger,” he wrote. "What do you want thistime?"
Julian gasped. ™Y ou haven't taken his powers of speech aswell!”

"Unfortunately, yes. Thistype of neura block dso pardyzesthevoca cords. Whichiswhy | don't useit
any morethan | haveto."

Obvioudy impatient, Cassius erased the date and wrote again, "Well?'
Julian took it from him and wrotein histurn, "'l just came by to say hello.”
The Archon signed to the Mgor Domo who trandated, "That'salikely story.”

He signed again and the Mgor Domo continued. "The bride. Isshe pretty or isshea... warthog? |
hope she'sawarthog...because that's...what arat like you deserves.”

Julian thought for aminute. "Tell him she's...beautiful. No, don't trandatethat. Just tell him she's pretty.”
The Archon shook his head.



"Therésno judtice,” trandated the Mgor Domo. "Would you care to have dinner with me tonight? The
Major Domo's a bore and I'm sick of his company. How about agame of chess afterward? If you
dill...nave the brainsto play."

"Tdl him | can dill beat him with one hand tied behind my back."

Julian was overcome by awave of such sadness, he dropped his head to keep the Archon from seeing
hiseyes.

A hand tapped his shoulder and he looked up.

Cassusheld out thedate. "What isit, old friend?'

Julian smiled wryly. He wiped the date and wrote, "How did you know?"

The Archon replied, "1 know you." Then he signed rapidly.

The Mgor Domo said, "There's something you're not telling me. What's happened?”

"Tdl him... | don't know what to tell him." Sinking into achair, Julian put his head in his hands, and the
tears he'd been holding back for so long broke through. He felt atouch on hisarm, and looked up to see
the Archon again holding out the date.

"| undergand.”

He rubbed his hands over hisface. "Tdl him I'll be back around ten for that dinner, and it had better be
good. Tel him-"

The Mgor Domo sighed. "I know exactly what to tell him.  And right now, I'm not sure which one of
you needs the other more.”

Mindful of the pressinfesting the great square, Julian decided to return to the Paace via one of the
sarvicetunnds. Helooked around for his customary escort, then remembered that, for oncein hislife, he
hadn't thought to bring one. Until he entered the echoing stone passageway, he hadn't redlized it was
quite o lonely and he shivered dightly. Much cooler than the summer air outside, the tunnédl’s silence was
absolute and he felt isolated after the bustle of the Temple complex.

Halfway between the Palace and the Temple, Julian heard footsteps behind him.
When heturned to look, a blow glanced againgt his head from the opposite direction.

Ingtinctively, the Emperor ducked. Then he whirled sharply, kicking back and upward with hisright foot
a the same time. Histoe connected with a crack and he heard a sharp grunt.

The assallant threw up hisarms, thudding to the dusty ground like asack of potatoes.

A shot cracked from behind them, and Julian whirled again, just in time to see a second body hit the
ground.

A dender youth with smooth black hair and brown eyes came walking out of the shadows.

Hewas astranger to Julian, who ingtantly assumed afighting stance.



The young man raised his hands in agesture of surrender. Once Julian relaxed, he stooped and picked
up aknife near one of the bodies. He held it up to the light. "Do you seethisdiscoloration? All he
needed to do wasto nick you."

Julian recovered hisbregth. "Whoin the hell areyou?'

"Archon Security on specid assgnment for His Grace. 1've been shadowing you for sometime.” Pulling
asmall device from his deeve, the agent spoke rapidly into it. "Don't worry about the bodies. Well teke
care of them.”

Bodies?wondered Julian. Belatedly realizing that his head was at an odd angle, he glanced down at the
gtill form of the man he had just kicked. When he looked up again, hewas all done.

As soon as he reached the Palace, Julian went straight to Ellie'sroom.

Hewasjust raising his hand to knock when the door opened and the motherly medical attendant
curtsed. "Oh, Your Mgesty! My lady's been asking for you."

"Would you be good enough to get the Princess and me sometea? Then you can leave usaone.”

Asthe attendant bustled off, the Emperor drew up achair. The kitten's smal black form was curled up
on the bed next to his mistress and when she saw her brother, Ellie began to cry.

He held her until her sobs subsided and findly she lifted her head from his shoulder.
"Oh, Julian! Your shirt'sal wet!"

"Thatitis But I've plenty more shirtsand only one Ellie. Look! Herée's our tea and some good-looking
cakesaswel." He made agesture of dismissal. "Thank you. I'll cal youinalittle while."

As he poured her acup, Ellie frowned. "Have you seen Jonah? | keep asking, but no one will tell me
anything! They just give mefunny looks."

The steaming tea soothed Julian's parched throat and he sat for amoment savoring it. ™Y ou can blame
mefor that. I'm sorry | couldn't come sooner, sweetheart, but 1've had alot to do."

Her brow wrinkled. "Something's happened to Jonah! | just know it. Whereishe? Why doesn't he
come?'

Helad afinger across her mouth. "If you'l just hush, I'll tell you. Jonah hasn't come because he'snot al
right. Infact, he needs our help desperately.”

"I knew it! Something terrible has happened to him. | didn't dreamit, did |?*

"No, you didn't. Sweetheart, | want you to do something for Jonah and me, and you must listen carefully
without interrupting.”

Desperately tired after the attack in the tunnel, Julian wished he could lie down next to Ellieand just go to
deep.

Instead, he sat Sraighter in the chair, took a deep breath and stretched hisarms. "Ellie, some people are
coming in hereto ask you some questions and they'll be recording everything you say. Starting with why
you went to the Conservatory in thefirgt place, you must tell them exactly what happened, what you saw



and heard...and physicaly felt. They'll let you take your time. I'll beright over there but you aren't to
address me or even so much aslook in my direction. Do you understand?”

"Isthisgoing to help Jonah?'

"l think so. Canyoudoit?'

"Of course. Jonah saved me from those men and I'll do anything in my power to help him."
Satisfied, Julian opened the door. "Y ou may comein now. She'sready for you.”

When the Emperor returned to the Archon's quarters|later that night, the Magor Domo met him at the
door withagrin. "Youwereright! Something doesn't add up and the Archon spotted it in less than two
seconds. He kicked the indictment back to Magidtrate Cato after covering it with dashing notations and
he's ordered him to redo the whole thing if hewantsatria date. Cato isn't happy but Master Ludlow
seems quite pleased.”

Julian smiled in return. "He's going to be even more pleased when he reviews Elli€s testimony.”

The Maor Domo looked at him sharply. "He aso threw out the rape charge and wrote some salty
comments Magistrate Cato won't soon forget.”

"Hal | won our bet then! Y ou can pay up any time. How is he otherwise?"

"Resigned to the deafness. In fact, he saysit even hasits advantages. Now if he doesn't want to pay
attention to me, al hehasto do isclose hiseyes. And believe me, he doesjust that."

Seaing Julian'slipstwitch, the Magor Domo sighed. "I think he's actudly enjoying the fact that theré's at
least one small aspect of hislife | don't control.”

"Theré's dways going to be something, Mg or Domo, and your constant battle of willsiswhy he hasn't
goneinsaneor killed himsdlf by now. If heredly wanted to end it al, you know held find away. Much
as| hateto say it, the old Archon knew what he was doing when he designated him. So did my father
when he designated you."

"Thank you. | think. Incidentally, what'sthis| hear about an attack in the tunnd ?*

"Asif you didnt know! Well, at least dl of your martial artslessons paid off. You'vedrilled mesowell |
gtill work out every day, no matter what."

"So doeshe. Every morning.”

"Whose ideawasit to shadow me?"

"His. He's had someone on you for months.”

Julian shivered. "If he hadn'... do you have any ideawho attacked me?"

"Professondss, and it wasn't random. One scratch from that knife and there's no way we could have
saved you."

"I don't think there was anything random about the attack on Ellie either. But were just going to have let
that one play itsalf out and see whereit goes. 1'd originaly thought Hero's desth unintended. Now I'm no



longer even sure about that.”
"What does Prince Titusthink of dl this?'

"We haven't discussed it. Asamatter of fact, | haven't told anyonein the family because I'm just not sure
who'swho any more."

Sounds of activity issued from the kitchen and the Mg or Domo smiled. "He's been cooking ever since
you left. And hisfood'sso hard to resst, I'm gaining weight.”

Julian shouted with laughter. "I told you heldd find away to get a you. He has, hasn't he?"
The Mg or Domo looked chagrined. "Aswell as| know him, | never thought of that.”

The Emperor put asympathetic arm around his shoulders. "Told yal"

Chapter 4...Cross-currents

In her apartment on the other side of the Temple complex, Corey surreptitioudy lifted her right foot to
rub it againgt her |eft shin. Shewobbled and dmost fell off thetable.

Dropping her scissors with an exclamation, the dressmaker stepped on Mingus tail.

An outraged squall issued from beneath the tablecloth's fringe and when Corey turned to look, apin
suck herintheside.

Martashrieked, "Be carefull”

Corey burgt into astorm of tearswhile her old nurse and the dressmaker |ooked at each other
helplesdy. "That'sit! | don't want to be presented! | don't want to be married! | wannago ho-o-ome!”

"Can | help?"

A lady stood in the open doorway. The height of elegance in asted-blue velvet jumpsuit, she carried a
matching coat over her arm and abriefcase in her hand. With green eyes a shade deeper than Corey's
and acloud of copper hair whose brightness challenged the dimming light, her ddlicately classic features
could have graced any antique painting.

The lady's husky, dmost musical voice matched her looks. "I was just passing and wondered if there was
something | could do."

While Corey sniffled and Marta and the dressmaker stood open-mouthed like the silly geese they were,
the lady offered ahand to help her down. "My name's Galia Alazne and | work for HisMgesty. You're
the Lady Corndlia, aren't you?' Then sheturned to Marta. "This child'sexhausted! Why don't | get us
al something to drink from the commissary? Then we can St for amoment and give her abresthing

Tl



GdiaAlazne was Julian'slong-time court secretary and she'd just been transferred to the Mgor Domo's
jurisdiction to hep him ded with the influx of press during Jonah's upcoming murder trid.

Shewas glad to be away from the Emperor in his present mood. Something was troubling him and he
was quite unlike hisusud pleasant sdf.

Along with the rest of the Temple staff, she knew al about Corneliaand Mingus early morning escapade,
and she'd been glad for Julian. He desperately needed relief and from what she'd heard, they'd certainly
provided it.

Galia hadn't expected to like the Mg or Domo whose dave-driving reputation was well-deserved.
To her surprise, shedid.

Hed let her get on with the organization of her new office without interference or officious suggestions.
Sheld been impressed with his equanimity and good humor as he juggled an awesome range of
responsibilities and at one point during the day, sheld actualy found hersalf speculating asto what redly
lay under those red robes and whether her new boss was bound by the same rules of celibacy asthe
Archon.

Galiaand Julian had once been lovers and their monogamous affair had lasted for four happy sun-filled
years.

Her world had come crashing down the night he'd departed for Aretz without aword of explanation.
After her initial grief subsded, Galiavowed that no man would ever hurt her like that again, and then
determinedly moved on with her life.

When sheld returned to work for the Emperor after his coronation, the Temple staff assumed their affair
had started up again. But contrary to the gossip, her relationship with Julian remained grictly platonic.
While they never discussed it, she knew that was far more her doing than his, because it was obvious
Julian il loved her.

Being the kind of person he was, he never pushed it, and had he even tried to explain or ask her
forgiveness, things might have been different.

But he never did.

Although she retained more fedings for him than she cared to admit, Galias stubborn pride wouldn't
permit her to ask. Intheface of Julian's continued silence, her refusal to give him what he so obvioudy
wanted had become amatter of salf-respect. Even so, there were nights when her resolve would weaken
and shedd have dl she could do not to cal his private number. Then shed remember the terrible night he
left her and her heart would harden again.

By the time Galiareturned with the promised drinks, the atmosphere in the gpartment had calmed
considerably.

Corey was curled up in the big chair, with her knees drawn up and Mingus nestled on her ssomach while
Marta and the dressmaker commiserated with one another at the table.



Handing out the refreshments, Galia asked briskly, "What are we trying to accomplish here?"

Innotimeat al, she had Corey up on the table again and the dressmaker back to her measuring and
pinning.

When the now-beaming Marta displayed her charge's limited wardrobe, she shook her head. While
Julian might carelittle or nothing about fashion, the lacquered ladies of the Imperid Court were something
elseagain. They'd belooking for any excuse to make hisyoung bride miserable and they could do it too.

If the Lady Corneliawas going to be any match for them, let alone the formidable Irina, something had to
be done about her clothes.

Gdiafrowned at the elaborate green silk dress. "This absolutely won't do.”

Martas chinswobbled in agitation. "What's she to wear to the presentation then? Thisisal wevegot.”
Gdiapointed to along-deeved tunic of thin white Aretzan silk. "Show methat again.”

"Butitssoplan.”

By way of an answer, Galialooked inquiringly at the dressmaker. "What do you have with you?' Riffling
through the stack of fabrics, she chose abalt of blue-gray velvet. "Now let me see your designs.
Marta? Show me her shoesand jewdry."

Sherapidly leafed through the dressmaker's patterns. "How long would it take you to run up this cape?’
"Oh, not long, MissGdlia. It'ssmple and I've dready got the measurements.”
"Let'sdoit, then."

While the dressmaker snipped and pinned and worked her magic, Galia searched through the remainder
of Corey's modest wardrobe. Finally she selected a pair of flat-hedled white shoes, sapphire beads on a
chain so fine asto be dmogt invisible, and ddlicate earrings shaped like snowflakes.

When the dressmaker finally announced she was done, Galia helped Corey down from thetable. "Now,
let's see how thislooks.”

Martafussed around them. "Aren't we going to curl her hair?"'

Gdiashook her head. "It's perfect just theway itis”

By the time they were finished, the antique clock on the wall was striking midnight.

When she saw hersdlf in the mirror, Corey gasped, "1'm beautiful!”

Gdiaseyesmet hersintheglass. "That you are, little one. And don't you ever forget it.”

Overcome with emotion, Corey flung her arms around the older woman's neck. "How can | ever thank
yw! n

Tearsfilling her eyes, Gdiaswalowed hard. "Sweetheart! Youjust did!"

The Emperor had just finished dressing on the following morning, when he heard aknock on his bedroom
door. A scarlet-liveried servant poked in his head. "Therés alady asking to seeyou, Your Maesty.



She says her name's Galia Alazne and that it's urgent.”
Julian frowned.

Gdia? Indl the yearsthey'd known each other, she had never come here, and what this particular vist
wasin ad of, he couldn't begin to imagine.

Figuring he might aswell find out, he told the servant mildly, "Please show thelady up. Whileyou'reat it,
removethistray and bring afresh one."

Gdids amile never failed to uplift Julian's spirits and today was no exception.
Hereturned it and looked at her inquiringly.

Her answer wasn't long in coming. "I'll comeright to the point, Your Mgesty! | just spent haf the night
putting your new bride together for the presentation and she needs help.”

Julian raised an eyebrow. "Ah! Y ou do comeright to the point. And just what do you suggest | do?!

Aware she was on dangerous ground, Galia nevertheless ploughed on. "The Lady Corndliahasno
mother. The only people she hasto care for her are ahdf-witted elderly chaperone, afather who's never
there, and asmal cat caled Mingus. They were going to dress her, excuse my language, likea
marketplace whore and -

"Y ou want to help her?
"Wadll, I...dready did. At least for today's ceremony.”
"Thank you." The Emperor'stonewasdry.

Hisreaction flustered Gdlia. "Oh, dear! Thisisal wrong! | shouldn't have come! It'sjust that the poor
little thing wasin tears and sheredlly hasno one.... | gpologize for having disturbed you, Y our Mgesty!
I'd better go! Maybe the EmpressIrina...after you're married...."

Julian pointed to achair. "Stay! Because you're absolutely right. The Lady Corneliaisgoing to need
help and | appreciate your bringing it to my attention. But thelast thing | want isfor the Empressirinato
becomeinvolved. She's cost mefar too much dready.” Hetook her handsin his. "Oh Galial She cost
meyou! | loved you so much! When | |eft for Aretz that night, | couldn't tell anyone why. | wanted you
to join mein theworst way but it just wasn't possible!’ After | came back, | hoped...but you'd moved
on. And who'sto blameyou? Oh, why isit that everyonel loveistaken away from me?'

Gdiahad never seen such desolation and she certainly hadn't expected it of Julian. Without quite
knowing why, she asked, "Does this have anything to do with the Archon?’

Hewas obvioudy dartled. "What?'

"Well, doesit?'

"Why do you ask that?"

"Something about the Archon's troubling you. It's troubling the Mg or Domo too."
"Isanyone ese saying this?"

"Why, no, Your Mgesty. It wasjust athought | had. It al started at about the time of that tourist's trial



and execution and it's continued ever since. And I'll be honest with you, you've changed so much in the
past few days, | was serioudy considering taking another position.”

"Why didn't you?'

Sheamiled. "l like working with the Mgor Domo."

"You prefer him to me?’

"Er—yes, 1 do."

WEell, score one for the Major Domo."Don't you want to come back to work for me?"
"I'm not sure. Why don't we wait and see?’

The Emperor smiled. "Gdia, | redly gppreciate you bringing this businesswith the Lady Corneliato my
attention....and for helping her prepare for the presentation. With everything else that's been on my mind,
| hadn't stopped to think what it must be likefor her. If you can help her, please do. Infact, | can't think
of anyone I'd rather have looking after her right now. Thank you."

On animpulse, Gdliaput her aams around him. Shefdt hisarousa, but when he started to reciprocate
she pulled away.

After shewas gone, Julian stood looking after her for along time. Then he collected himself, because
there was something he needed to do. Unpleasant though it was, he figured held better get it over with as
soon aspossible.

Irina's dramatic sob echoed through the sudden silence.
"Well, | hardly think that's reasonable.”

Resplendent in a high-necked ebony chiffon house-gown with her blond curlsveiled in jet-trimmed black
lace, the Empress was artfully arranged in arose brocade wing chair with her feet on amatching hassock
and amountain sable wrap across her knees. Shetrailed a black bordered silk handkerchief from one
delicate hand.

Lavishly embroidered with the Imperia arms of the hammer and the sword, Julian hadn't seen it before.

Asdarkly handsome as his brother Hero had been ugly, Irinas twelve-year-old son, Gaius, scowled
from one corner of the lavishly furnished room and Irina's young lover, Titus, hovered solicitoudy next to
her chair.

As she dabbed a her eyes, the Prince took her other hand in his.

Julian frowned at the gesture. "Thisisadifficult timefor &l of us, but the fact remainsthese arethe
Empresss apartments! As such, they must be prepared for my bride! The wedding'sto take place just
as soon asthe Archon's up to performing the ceremony and I've just been advised he'sfeding much
better.”

"But thisismy home! It'swhere my daughter was born and...." Catching sght of the Emperor's
thunderous expression, Irinas voice trailed off.



The Princeroseto hisfeet. "lsn't there some way -

To the young man's surprise, Julian turned on himin an absolute fury. " Stay out of this, Titus, or you'll live
toregretit! I'mjust about to the end of my patience with you!" Out of thetail of hiseye, he saw Gaius
movein hisdirection. "Don't even think it!"

Titus made asif to spesk.

"For the last time, Sit down and butt out! Iring, thisisavery large Palace with plenty of room for
everyone! |'ve ordered the east wing opened and the decorators are on their way! They're to work
overtimeif need be and you can do anything you want. But you absolutely have to be out of here by the
end of theweek! If you're not gone by then, I'll have you forcibly removed! Understood?”

Titus gtarted up again but Julian shoved him back. "Don't tempt me!™

Hearing the noisg, five-year-old Myra came running from the other room. Dark-haired and hazdl-eyed
like her brother, when she saw the Emperor, she started to wall.

Julian's voice softened. "It'sdl right, Myra. Y ou haven't done anything wrong. Now go to your mother.”

Asthelittle girl fled acrossthe room to bury her face in Irina's voluminous black skirts, the Empress
cried, "Julian, how can you be so crud? Can't you see we're still in mourning? And what about Eliane?
Isn't her room part of the Empresss suitetoo? Or are you going to play favorites and let the dut stay?"

The Emperor'sfist came up and she gasped and shrank back. Dropping his hand at the last second,
Julian stood there, breathing hard.

"So help me, Iring, if you ever say anything likethat again, I'll kill you! And aslong aswe're on the
subject of moving, there's one morething! Someone will be here this afternoon to collect the Imperia
jewels If so much as one stone comes up missing, you'd better be prepared to account for it!"

Titusjumped to hisfeet, shouting, "Thisis outrageoud!”

The Emperor gave him adisgusted look. "Titus! In my room!"

The young man hesitated.

"NOw!"

Julian sketched a perfunctory bow, then turned on his hedl. "Madam, I'll wish you good day."
Asthe gpartment's outer door closed behind the Emperor, Tituslooked uncertainly at Irina

Still holding the handkerchief to her eyes, shewaved him away.

Handsome even by Nublian standards, but none too bright, the blond blue-eyed Prince Titus had been
orphaned very young. Raised by apair of over-indulgent grandparents, held inherited their vast fortune
and even vadter estates with no restrictions while still in histeens and by the time Julian returned to Nublis
five yearslater, the young profligate had managed to make asizegble dent in hisinheritance.

Fortunately, there'd been plenty left and the new Emperor had taken the erring scamp firmly in hand
before he could dissipate therest. Seeing how much the prince loved the seaand sailing, Julian had
apprenticed him to the Imperial ocean fleet. As apparently sweet-natured as he was handsome, the lad



had done whatever his new guardian had told him.
The trouble had arisen during the Coronation.

Fresh from her humiliation at Julian's hands, Irina's eye had dmost ingtantly lighted on the unwitting Titus.
One of Nublis most eigible bachelors and dmost as vauable atrophy as the Emperor himsdlf, the young
Prince of the Northern Shore had been far from unwilling and it had taken Irinaless than twenty-four
hourstored himin.

As he opened the Emperor's bedroom door, Titus heard Julian'svoice. "Comeonin."

Indicating achair near the window, the Emperor took the one opposite. Then he busied himsdlf with the
tray between them. "Coffee?'

Titus shook his head.

"Wel, | think I'll have some, and one of these ddlicious-looking rollstoo." Julian poured himself acup
and took histime selecting apastry. He brokeit into small pieces and took abite. "Delicious! You
know, I've hardly seen you since you got back. How wasthefishing?'

Titus opened his mouth and closed it again. Then he gathered his courage. "Y ou shouldn't talk to your
sepmother likethat. It'snot right.”

"Oh?" Taking histime, Julian buttered a second piece of pastry and popped it in hismouth. He chewed
for amoment, then swallowed. "How should | talk to her, pray tell?"

"Y ou should treat her with more respect. After dl, shes...."
"She'swhat?'

"Wdl, she'sthe Empress. Your father'swidow. Sheé's—er -
When the Emperor laughed, Titus didn't care for the sound at al.

"Let'scal her what sheis, Cousin. A commonwhore! No, St down! You redly aren't good enough to
takeme. Although | rather wish you'd try. When the tabloids reported that Irinatried to get into my bed
the night of the Coronation, they weretdling thetruth! But that'snot dl."

Julian'seyesweretwinice-chips. "Five and ahdf years ago, | wasworking alone one night in my
Conservatory. Without any warning, Irinaflung hersdf into my arms and gave me a passionate kisson the
lips. My father was right behind her. Convinced we were secret lovers, he wouldn't believe anything |
said. That wasthereal reason | left for Aretz and refused to come back for five years. But until acouple
of daysago, | had no ideamy father believed Myrawas my child. It wasonly yearslater when he
learned she was Sired by neither of usthat he cut Myra out of the succession. He was preparing to
divorce Irinaon the very day hewaskilled."

While the young Prince sat in stunned silence, Julian began to pace.

"After what that witch has done, you expect meto treat her with respect? Oh, she'sa piece of work, all
right! On the hedls of her fiasco with me, she went straight to your bed without missing abeet! Granted
my stepmother's a clever, fascinating woman and you're little more than a boy, the only possible excuse
for your conduct isthat you're naive and newly comeinto thisfamily. Hell, she even managed to ensnare



my father! When hetook Irinafor his mistress, he'd had plenty of experience and was nobody'sfooal.

Y et, she persuaded him to wed her after her divorce, wasn't in the Palace aweek before she began
pursuing me, and managed to lead him around by the nose for over fiveyearsl Under other
circumstances, | might even have succumbed, but it just so happened | had a gorgeous mistress of my
own. | loved her dearly and for whatever it'sworth, Irinacost me that relationship too! Well, Titus?
Have you nothing more to say? Then this conversation'sat an end. Kindly close the door on your way

With his handsome face expressonless and hisfull mouth set in an uncharacterigicdly tight line, the
Princeroseto hisfeet. As he opened the door to leave, Ellie camein. Shelooked curiously up at him but
he brushed past her without aword.

"Julian, can wetak?"'

Seeing the kitten in her arms, the Emperor couldn't help himself. "Only if you change the name of that
damn ca!"

"What are you talking about?'

"His Highnessis not one of my favorite people a the moment and I'd just as soon you didn't have a cat
that was his namesake."

"Widl, I'm not inlove with Titus as much as| thought and I'd just as soon not marry him if you don't
mind. | think | prefer Jonah."

Julian put hishead in his hands and groaned. "It'sway, way too early in the morning for thiss What do
you want, Ellie?"

Shegiggled. "I don't know what you said to Irina but theré's ahuge flap going on. She clamsyou're
gticking her in some hovel in the courtyard to make way for your bride. Isthat true?’

"l wish! Unfortunately, it'snot. I've assgned her the gpartmentsin the east wing that used to belong to
our grandmother. When our father married for the first time, his ssepmother had to move out too, you
know."

"Well, am | going to haveto go too? | like my room and | don't want to be at the other end of the Palace
with Irina"

"Well, if you do haveto move, sweetheart, | promise you it won't be to the east wing."

Hethought for aminute. "Did you know that you and the Lady Corneliaare just about the same age?
And that shelikes catstoo?' Thenit hit him. Until that moment, it hadn't occurred to Julian that Corey
might consider him old. But there was that seventeen-year difference. When he wasfifty, she would
be... good griefl She'sonly eighteen! Isthiswhat it was like for my father?

The clock's chime interrupted histhoughts. If he wasn't to be late, he'd better get ready for the
presentation of his bride.

"...of astunning smplicity," burbled the announcer, "the Lady Corndiassmple hair style and eegant blue
and white ensemble were a utterly refreshing change from the e aborate fashions currently prevalling at
the Imperid Court.”



The camera zoomed from an overhead shot to aclose-up. "The Emperor is shown greeting the Lady
Corndliaand her Temple escort at the top of the Palace steps. After kissing the hand of his bride-to-be,
he led her inside to be presented to the dowager Empress, the Imperial Family, members of the Court
and various Nublian and foreign dignitaries.

"L eaving the Palace, the couple then entered the roya coach. Smiling and waving to cheering crowds,
they proceeded to the Parliament's Upper House, where they were met by the bride's father, Lord Rollo,
the powerful Minister of Finance. During aspecid joint session, they received a stlanding ovation and
then attended aluncheon hosted by Parliament and city leaders. Following atriumphal tour of the city, the
radiant couple returned to the Temple, wherethe Lady Corneliais staying as aguest of the Archon. The
Emperor Julian then bade his bride goodnight. Because the Imperia Family istill in mourning for the
EmpressIrinas elder son, Count Hero du Mercier, the remainder of the festivities have been cancelled.”

Let's be thankful for small mercies. Hero was actually good for something after all!

When Corey stumbled on the top step that morning, Julian caught her hand to steady her. Asthey'd
touched his, her fingers had been ice-cold and trembling. Stammering her thanks, his designated bride
raised her huge green eyesto his, and when he looked into them, hewas|ogt.

Nothing in Julian's experience had prepared him for this.

Every love song he'd ever heard took on awhole new meaning. Suddenly, he understood Jonah's anguish
over Ellieand hisfather's bottomless grief when Cassius mother died, and he ached to the depths of his
being for both of them.

To hisintense frustration, he and Corey would never be permitted to be done with one another until after
thewedding. She was being guarded like the state treasure and there'd be no more escapades like
yesterday's.

How his bride-dect fdt about him, Julian had no idea, but if shedidn't love him in return, he didn't think
he could bezar it.

He snapped off the viewscreen and stretched. Then he walked, yawning, over to the window. He must
have made abdiever out of Iring, he reflected, because lights burned in the east wing and distant
hammering echoed across the night-scented garden.

Hearing alight tap on the bedroom door, he opened it to find the Steward standing there.

With him was one of the Palace's scarlet-liveried servants and aluggage cart piled high with an
assortment of gilded, leather, and carved wooden boxes.

"Here are the jewels you requested, Y our Mgesty. Where would you like them?”
"Over by the window will befine. Incidentally, I have something for you."

Curious, the Steward followed the Emperor to asmall inlaid desk in the corner, where Julian took a cash
card from one of the drawers. "Thisisin appreciation from mysdf and the rest of the family,"

Unableto believe his eyes, the Steward looked again. Then he counted the zeroes. "Oh, Y our
Magesty! Thisisfar too much!"

"l don't think 0. But it's more than the Synod's Chief Justice is paying you, | suspect. All of asudden,
you don't look very well. Would you careto St?



With amuttered epithet, the Steward raised his hand. Before he could strike, the servant behind him
caught hisarm. Ashetwisted it up behind the Steward's back, aknifefell to the carpet and lay glinting in
the lamplight. Julian bent to ook when the servant snapped, "Don't touch that! 1t's probably poisoned
too."

Startled, the Emperor recognized the young man from the tunndl. Gingerly retrieving the knife, he took it
over tothelight. "You'reright. It's got the same discoloration on the blade.” Then he smiled sweetly.
"Why don't wefind out for sure?"

The horrified Steward began to struggle.

As he opened his mouth to yell, the agent clamped hishand over it. "Quick! Find something totie him
with!"

Between the contents of Julian's closet and the bathroom, they soon had the prisoner secured. Then the
Emperor went outside, and spoke to the guard in the hdl. " The Steward will be unavailable for awhile.
WEell be going over the jewe inventory and after that, | don't wish to be disturbed until morning." Closing
the door again, he remarked, "That'stwo | oweyou. Tell me, i, do you have aname?

"I have many names, Your Mgesty. Asaisasgood asany.”

Julian looked down at the hapless Steward. "I understand. Well, Asa, the night isn't getting any younger
and | imagine you have work to do."

The agent pulled ablack briefcase from the bottom of the cart. He removed asmall package, which he
shook it out into asilvery sheet of some waterproof materia. Carefully spreading it over the brocade
bedspread, he smoothed it out. Then hetook severa other items from the case and set them on a nearby
table.

The Steward strained, but couldn't see what they were.
Julian watched the agent complete his preparations. "Are we ready?"
"Aswell ever be”

Julian frowned at the Steward. "When | untie you, you'll go straight over to the bed and lie down. 1If you
try anything...." Heheld the knife close to the captive's face.

His brown eyes wide with gpprehenson, the Steward nodded vigoroudy as Julian diced through his
bonds. Then the Emperor followed his prisoner across the room, knife at the ready.

As soon as he was stretched out on the bed, Asa strapped the prisoner's wrists to the headboard. Then
he wound a cord around his knees and ankles. " Comfortable?’

Taking asmdl instrument from the table, he passed it back and forth over the Steward's body and spoke
into adevice on hiswrigt. "Haveyou al got that? I'll be hooking up the monitor and linein afew
minutes"

"That'samazing,” marveed Julian.

Asashrugged. "The Temple equipment's better. But on Site, one hasto make do.”

Taking up aglittering surgica scalpd, he bent over hiscaptive.

His screams muffled by the gag, the petrified Steward could only gurglein histhroat. Eyesbulging, he



bucked franticaly, thrashing his head from sideto side.

The Emperor raised an eyebrow. "Oh, my! He does seem amite upset doesn't he? Would it helpiif |
held him down?"

"I'd gppreciateit, Your Mgesty. | redly don't want to cut him any more than | haveto."
Julian cheerfully climbed on the bed. "Glad to be of service!”

With the prisoner subdued, the agent dit the embroidered silk tunic from collar to waist and laid his
subject's chest bare. Hefound avein, deftly inserted a needle and hooked it to aline running from the
bag he'd hung above the headboard. After adjusting atiny valve, he watched carefully asthe bag's
contents began to drip. Satisfied, he taped the needle in place, and dropped a smadll instrument onto the
Steward's bare skin. Then he said mildly, "Stay very, very sill now or | redly will cut you.”

Fedling his captive relax, Julian let go and stood up.

Asa peeled back one of the Steward'seyelids. "He's passed out. At this stage, they normaly do. It
take awhile for the stuff to get into his system, so why don't you settle down in that chair and get some
rest? I'll wake you when he'sready.”

The Steward came to, blinking. Then he heard the Emperor'svoice. "I'm taking this off now and you
aren't going to make asound. Understand?’

As Julian removed the towel from the prisoner's mouth, the agent passed the instrument over his body.
He took a skin scrape for atoximeter reading and nodded. "He'sdl yours."

Four hours|ater, Julian stretched his arms and walked over to thewindow. A few birds deepily chirped
early morning greetings and the sky had lightened to afaint rose. "It'sgoing to be aclear day.”

Yawning, Asadtirred in hischair. "I'll get us some coffee. You look asif you need abresk and | know
| do."

Julian glanced at the dtill figure on the bed. "That soundslikeagoodidea. Certainly, he'snot going to
give usany moretrouble. Why don't you stop by hisroom and pick up a spare tunic whileyou're at it?"

"Good thought. Ther€ll befewer questionsthat way."

A short whilelater, Asareturned with aloaded tray. After setting it down, he disassembled the drug
apparatus and removed the monitor from the Steward's chest. Then he freed him from his bonds and
tossed him afresh tunic. "Put thison! Wedon't havealot of time."

Sitting up on the edge of the bed and rubbing his aching wrigts, the Steward |ooked from one of them to
the other in surprise. ™Y ou aren't going to kill me?"

Asagrunted. "It'sathought. But, no. Not a the moment."

Julian poured a cup of coffee and st it on the nightstand. ™Y ou'd better drink this! But don't look so
relieved, because we're not done with you yet. Fortunately, I'm law-abiding, which iswhy you're not
dead right now or worse. But from this point on, you're going to be working for me. 'Y our former
employer won't know that, and you're not going to tell him. That way, he won't keep shopping for new



assassins until hefinds onewho succeeds. Y ou'll keep reporting to him just as you aways have, and
you're going to maintain your other contactsaswell. In other words, it'll be businessasusua.”

The Steward made as if to say something, but Julian shook hishead. "I'm not finished. Do you fed a
sore spot at the base of your neck?”

He guided the man'shand. "Right there! Now canyoufed it? Good! While you were adeep, this
gentleman gave you an implant which not only monitorsal your conversations, but also containsa
capaulefilled with one of the moreinteresting poisons.”

The Emperor's smile reminded the Steward of acat playing with amouse. "Asasnot nearly as
law-abiding as| am. If you do or say anything he doesn't like, hell trigger that capsule and giveyou a
painful, messy death.” Then he set the cash card on the bed. "Thisis more than your present master is
paying, and | don't expect you for work for nothing. Now you and | need to go over those jewels.”

"The Emperor's sent you something. What do you think it is?"

Corey looked curioudy at the package in Martas hand. Setting aside her breskfast plate, she tore off
the gilded paper to reved aflat, faded crimson velvet box. After fumbling with the antique catch, she
pushed back the satin-lined lid to reveal apool of green flame.

Nestled initsbed of ivory satin, the ancient necklace's heavy golden settings gleamed asif newly-minted,
and in the heart of each of its massive water-clear gems shimmered avivid coruscating fire.

Martas breath caught in her throat. "Why these are the Imperial emeralds! Oh, Corey! They'reasold
asNublisitsdf! And herésacard.”

The plainivory square read smply, "To match your eyes.” It wassigned "J."

Corey sat speechless because sheredly had no ideaif the Emperor liked her or not. He had scarcely
looked at her when held bidden her good night and while held smiled at her from time to time throughout
the day, it had been with the courtesy of a stranger.

But there had been that one moment when she'd stumbled on the steps. Julian had caught her hand to
steady her and she'd seen something in hiseyes. But the moment passed and she'd wondered later if
shedd only imagined it.

The Empress Irina was supposed to be such a beauty but her blond curls had looked artificia to Corey.
The older woman's dark blue eyes had a hard expression in them and for just for amoment, Irinahad
looked at her in away that actually scared her. When sheld bent to greet little Princess Myra, the child
had shrunk away and her older brother had just scowled.

Princess Eliane, on the other hand, had seemed genuinely happy to see her. When Corey shyly offered
her hand, she'd given her ahug and whispered, "Y ou're pretty! And were going to have so much fun!”

Corey had expected the Emperor to frown at this, but instead he'd just smiled.

Galiahad been as good as her word. She'd asked permission to help Corey and the Emperor had said
yes. The dressmaker wasin Galias office right now, going over some designs and they'd be by later to
show her what they'd come up with.

"What with this big murder trid and al, they've postponed the wedding,” Marta said happily, "and that



givesusmoretime.”

At the thought of the dressmaker, Corey looked at her wedding gown on its mannequin in the corner.
Part of the officia coronation regdia, the glittering dress had been worn to the dtar by countless Imperid
brides.

So 4tiff it could amost stand up by itself, the gown was so encrusted with re-embroidered lace, gold
thread and jewd s as to render the underlying silk dmost invisible. When Marta and the dressmaker had
dipped it over her head the previous night, the wedding dress had been so heavy, she'd dmost staggered.

"That'snot dl my lady," the dressmaker had told her. "Therés Hill the cloak, the gloves, the jewds, and
the miter. Well, you won't have to worry about the miter until the end of the ceremony, and therell be
pagesto carry thetrain and help you in and out of the carriage.”

Sheld unfurled the Imperia cloak and clipped it to the gown's shoulders.

Brilliant scarlet slk and lined in dazzling white, the twenty-foot train glittered with jeweled embroideries
depicting the Imperid sed of the hammer and the sword.

When it dropped around her ankles, Corey realized ingtantly that she wouldn't be able to move unless
someone was holding the damn thing up. And heaven help her if the pages ever dropped it. 1t would
probably pull her over backwards and she'd fall flat on her....

Apparently oblivious, the dressmaker continued. "Y ou'll have new gloves madeto fit and the rubies and
diamondswill be ddivered under guard on the morning of the wedding. Ther€lll be acoronet, a
necklace, two bracelets, aring and abrooch for each shoulder of the cloak. The Temple attendants will
bring the miter over the day before and adjust it to your head size. After the ceremony, the Emperor will
remove your vell and coronet. Then you'll knedl before the Archon and helll crown you with the miter.”

Corey had blinked then and wondered how she was even going to be able to stand up, let alone walk.
Asfor kneding! Surdly, they had to bejoking!

Reassured by Julian's words, she took the emeralds from their case. As she ran them through her fingers,
the ancient stonesfelt like water and they seemed to pulse with awarmth of their own.

"There are many legends about these emerads,” said Marta. " Supposedly, they came from the heart of a
volcano, and Nubliss first Emperor gave them to his bride three thousand years ago. From what | hear,
the Empress Irinadidn't want to give them up."

Corey held the stones up to the light, turning them thisway and that. Then she dropped the necklace in its
case and pushed her chair away from thetable. "Mingus needsto go out and sodo|."

Martafollowed her into the other room. "While you find hisleash, I'll get the guard.”

Out in the garden, Corey waited patiently while Mingus poked around in the bushes. She noticed a
bal cony she hadn't seen before, and half in the shadows, she saw the figure of aman. He waslooking
down at her and it gave her an odd fedling.

She asked the guard, "What's that?"

"Oh, them'sthe Archon's quarters, my lady. No one's permitted in while he's there save for the Mg or
Domo and HisMgesty."



"No one? Thenwho'sthat on the balcony?'

The guard took alook. "I don't know, my lady. | sure don't see anyone. The light must have been
playing tricks on your eyes."

The Mgor Domo observed his charge. Lost in thought, he was watching Corey in the garden below.

Sensing his keeper's presence, the Archon turned around and in response to the frown and beckoning
finger, he Sghed and | eft the bal cony. Resignedly, he went over to the waiting bed and lay down.

After the Mgor Domo had him secured in the restraints, he put afinger under Cassius chin and turned
hisface toward him. "I'm putting you under to remove the neura block and I'll administer the drugs at the
sametime. Do you understand?'

While he was placing aclear plastic mask over the Archon'sface, Julian camein. "Isthisabad time?

The Mg or Domo finished adjusting the mask. Then he checked the dids and fiddled with a couple of
controls. "No, it'snot. Infact, you can help meif you would. Wash your hands and put on those
gloves" Laying out asdection of indruments, he remarked, "I gather you had abusy night.”

"You could say that. Actualy, | cameto thank you both for your help but it looks asif I'm too late to
tak tohim."

The Mgor Domo glanced at the monitors. "No, he's till awake."

When he removed the mask and gently tapped him on the cheek, the Archon's dark eyes opened.
Julian took the date and wrote, "Good morning.”

Pointedly, Cassius |ooked at the restraints on his hands.

"Tdl him | cameto thank him and that he wasright."

"He dready knows."

"Tdl him anyway."

Asthe Mgor Domo signed to him, the Archon smiled.

"Now, that needs no trandation,” said the Emperor.

The Mgor Domo signed to the Archon again, who nodded wearily. Then he put the mask over his
patient's face and adjusted it once more.

Julianwas curious. "What are you doing?"

"Putting him to deep. Assoon ashe'sunder, I'll reverse the neurd block. Thisisavery delicate
procedure for which he hasto be absolutdly ill, and it needs to be done while hesunder. I'll administer
the drugs a the sametime. To mitigate the Sde effects, | give them asdowly as possble over a
twenty-four-hour period, and to keep him from hearing anything he shouldn't, | plan to keep him under
until thetrid.”

"Good," said Julian, "Because he may be the only chance Jonah'sgot. The publicity's become a



nightmare and it's getting worse. Every InterPlanetary channel last night had something about it. Most of
the mediastried and convicted him adready, and dl they're arguing about now isthe method of
execution. Hanging, strangulation and the knife are the current hot favorites and the officia oddson
conviction areahundred to one. If you can believeit, one of thetabloidsis actualy offering one million
Synod creditsfor thefirst picture of Jonah's dead body! Asfor Irinas interviews about her martyred
son... well, the less said about them the better. Even the advocate's gotten caught up init. He's ill
doing agood job of preparing Jonah, but the boy has me worried. He'sterrified of the Archon because
he keeps flashing back to hisfirst appearance before him. And he doesn't remember what happened.”

While Julian was talking, the Mg or Domo had connected the Archon to the monitors and hooked up an
intravenousline. He listened to his breathing, made an adjustment and removed the mask. "I'm ready to
reverse the block now, and heréswhere | can useyour help. Just turn hishead to oneside. Yes, like
that. Hold it absolutely till. Perfect. Now, herewego.”

The Mg or Domo took atiny instrument and gently inserted it into the skin just behind the Archon's ear.
He did something, but exactly what Julian couldn't see. Then he straightened up with asigh of relief. "It's
done. Now I'll start thedrugs. It'salong dow process, and there's not much to do except wait. Let's
go over there and get comfortable. Then you can tell meall about last night.”

"Did you train that agent?"

"Asameatter of fact, | did, and hesone of our best. | gather everything went satisfactorily, including the
implant.”

"Except for my not getting any deep. We squeezed the Steward dry and some of it wastotally
unexpected.”

"Myras parentage for one. He's Myras father and quite proud of it. 1t seemsour Irinaand her faithful
Steward have been loversfor along time. Hero and Gaius were probably hisget aswell. The attack on
Elliewas Irinasidea, because one way or another, she was going to get her out of the succession to clear
theway for Titus. Irinaplanned to marry Titus, who would then befirst in linefor the throne."

Julian smiled histhanks as the Mg or Domo handed him adrink, then he continued. "The degree of Titus
involvement isafair question and the Steward said nothing that would tie him into this."

"Goon."

"Hero's death appears to have been unintended. After he strangled Ellie, he was supposed to shoot
Jonah and then claim he came too late to save the Princess. But the plan went wrong when he decided
to rape her first. It threw off the ns timetable and Jonah arrived sooner than expected. When
Jonah ydled 'Get off her!" Hero's accomplice fled, and the two of them were struggling for the gun when
it went off. Jonah was bending over Ellie to help her when someone hit him from behind. The
accomplice apparently returned and shot Hero where he lay on the ground. But he apparently didn't
have a chanceto kill Ellie and Jonah because the guards were aready coming up the stairs. An
eyewitness claims he saw Jonah standing over Hero and firing into his body. According to Ellie, theré's
no way he could have done that because Jonah was unconscious and on top of her when the second set
of shotswasfired."

"Wheat's the problem then”?’

"Nothing we got out of the Steward isadmissible. Jonah himsdf thinks he may be guilty and his



fingerprints are the only ones on the gun. The prosecution says Ellie's biased and that undue influence
was brought to bear on her before shetedtified. They haven't actually accused me, but they've come
damn close. Jonah never stood a chance with the lower court because he doesn't remember what
happened and there's no evidence of any second accomplice. | think the eyewitnessislying and I'm
equally certain Elliestdling thetruth. It'sal going to hinge on the Archon and it's hard teling what he's
going to hear and sense when Jonah testifies”

The Emperor leaned back in the chair and there was redl discouragement in hisvoice. "I'm afraid I've
faled. The Archon may have beenright in the past but theresadways afirgt time. By tdlling Jonah to put
histrust in him, | may have helped send the boy to his death. We're relying on blind justice here and
maybeit'stoo blind."

The Mg or Domo shook hishead. ™Y ou'retired, Julian, and you're not thinking straight. Y ou've survived
two attempts on your lifein the past forty-eight hours and you're operating without deep. Right now, you
have appointments to keep and after that, | strongly advise you to get somerest.”

"Y ou're probably right, and now | do haveto go." On hisway out, Julian stopped by the bed and |ooked
down at the deeping Archon. "Take good care of him. Jonah'slife dependsonit.”

The Mgor Domo sighed. "Bdieveme, | know."

It was early evening, and Jonah was dumped on the edge of the bunk with his head in his hands.

Magter Ludlow sighed. "Thetriad istwo daysfrom now, and I'll be honest with you, Jonah, it doesn't
look good. Probably the best we can hope for isthe third verdict.”

"What's that?"

"Guilty but not proven. Whileit'snot as good as an acquittd, the effect isthe same. Areyou absolutely
certain you can't remember?”

The young man began pacing the floor asfar asthe shackles on hisankleswould let him. "I'vetried and
tried! There's something just out of reach. | dmost had it, but it'sno use! It just won't come!”

Master Ludlow frowned. "Wdll, thereis something | can do. Thetroubleis, | need the Archon's
permission, and he's reportedly unavailable from now until thetria. However, it'sworth atry! I'll have
to hurry though because we don't have much time.”

Just as he was preparing to call the guard, the cell door opened to admit the Emperor.

The advocate stepped aside. "If Y our Mgesty will excuse me, there's something | need to do. If |
succeed, it could make dl the difference.”

"By al means, Master Ludlow. Don't let me keep you."
Jonah was curious. "What isit you want to do?'
"I don't want to get your hopes up until I'm sure. And now, | redly must go."

Julian followed the advocate outsde. "Surely you cantell me. Maybe| can help.”



"Maybeyou can at that. | want to try hypnosis. But without the Archon's permission, there'sagood
chance he won't admit the result into evidence."

"Hmm. Too bad you didn't think of it sooner. | haveit on good authority that the first shot was
accidental, the other two were fired by someone other than Jonah and that everything happened exactly
asthe Princess said. Unfortunately, you can't use it because this information wasn't exactly obtained -

The advocate raised hiseyebrows. "You cameby it illegdly?!
"Something like that."
"Ah. Would you careto divulge your source?"

"I would not. But | cantell you thismuch. Princess Eliane and Jonah were victims of a congpiracy and
shewasthered target. Since she owes Jonah her life, it would be poor repayment on my part to alow
him to be condemned and executed without afight. Whilel can't do anything directly, | may be ableto
get a postponement for aday or two. Would that help?”

"It most certainly would, Your Magesty! That boy isinnocent and I'm doing everything in my power to
savehim.”

"I know, and believe me, | gppreciateit.”
"Thank you, Your Mgesty. Now | redly must go!"
The advocate hurried off, and Julian re-entered the cell.

Jonah had dumped down again and was staring at the floor. As he sat next to him, the Emperor noted
that the bandage on his head was smadller and that his color looked better.

"Jonah, Ellie sends her love.”
"Huh? Your Mgesty! What are you saying?'

"I'm saying...but I'm not promising, mind you...if you get out of this, something can possibly be worked
out between you and Ellie. She owesyou her life and for what it's worth, she's even renamed her damn
cat after you!"

Jonah blinked. "Y our Mgesty, | don't know what to say."

"Then don't say anything. Incidentaly, your friends from the orphanage have been asking about you.
What do you want meto tell them?”

Jonah gave him ahdf-amile. "Tell them, when| get out, | want the biggest party thistown's ever seen!”

"That'saded!" said dulian. "I'll furnish the food and entertainment and you can haveit in the square.
Incidentaly, I'm getting married and | need you back as soon as possible to ook after things."

"I'll il beyour body servant? After this?'

"Why not? The problemis, you've now become so famous your old job might not be good enough any
more."

Jonah'sthin facelit up with awide amile, and Julian recdled the Archon's eerily prophetic words. "I
should hate to think | went to al that trouble to get him off the Streets, just to end up executing him for



fdling inlovewith thewrong girl."
Merciful heavens, hethought,Please don't let it be true!

Aloud he said, "Jonah, | have to go see the Archon." He gave the young man a pat on the shoulder and
sgnded to the guard. "If you need anything, let me know. Inthe meantime, you'd better start planning

that party.”

"No, Julian!" snapped the Mg or Domo, "I will not wake him. Nor will | postponethetria.”

Muittering a couple of epithets under his breath, the Emperor turned sharply on his hedl and started out of
the Archon's apartment.

"However...." the Mgor Domo's voice was sharp.
With his hand on the door, Julian stopped and looked back.

"However," repeated the Maor Domo, "the Archon was way ahead of you. He prepared thislast
night."

He held out a document.

The note read, "Y our interest in this caseis trangparently obvious, and the defendant's memory loss
needs to be addressed. Gotoit."

Attached to the note was a signed order authorizing the hypnosis.

"Arent you working alittle late?"

Gdliajumped and the papers she was carrying scattered al over thefloor. Faling to her knees, she
gathered the muddled pile into some sort of order. "Oh! Y our Maesty, you Startled me.”

He assisted her to her feet and their eyes met.

"Julian! What'sthe matter? Isthere something | can do?"

The Emperor turned away without answering and started toward his office.
On animpulse, shefollowed him ingde and found him standing on the ba cony.
He had his hands on the railing and was |ooking into the moonlit garden.

Dropping the papers onto the corner of the desk, Galiawent to join him. She touched hishand and Julian
opened hisarms. Asthey went around her, he gave agreat shuddering sigh, and just as she used to do
whenever he was depressed, she gently ran her fingers up and down his spine.

"ian?'
"Oh, Gdia Just keep doing that. 1t helps. Y ou don't know how much it helps.”
He bent hishead asif to kiss her, but then dropped his arms and turned away.



Whatever had been between them was irrevocably gone.

After afirst faint pang of regret, Gdiafdt utter relief asaburden she had been carrying for too long finaly
dropped away.

Shefollowed his gaze toward the garden’s opposite end and suddenly redlized... "Oh, Julian! You'rein
lovewith her!"

He actudly looked embarrassed. "lronic, isn't it? Me, of al people! One of the greatest cocksmen in the
Synod, felled by the green eyes of an eighteen-year-old girl who hardly knows | exist! Oh Galia, she's so
young! | don't know what to say to her! | don't even know how to approach her! | can hardly eat or
deep for thinking about her and | ache from wanting to bewith her! But | can't even get near her until
after the wedding and with the way things are going, who knows when that will be? And whenwefinaly
aremarried...what if sheloves me no more than my mother did my father? What if she doesn't love me
back?"

Gdiadidn't know whether to laugh or cry. "Oh, Julian! Don't you know how easy you areto love?

Y ou're one of the most romantic men I've ever known and | doubt there's awoman anywherein the
entire Synod who can resist you. But you need to spend time with Corey before the wedding and you
deserve abreak from whatever's been wearing you down."

He suddenly remembered the Archon's note. " Speaking of which, theré's something | must do! It only
take aminute but it'simportant. Will you wait here until 1 get back?"

"I'll do better than that. Meet me by the fountain in half an hour.”
"Areyou saying what | think you are?"
Gdiagave him agentle push. "If you know what's good for you, just be therel™

At that moment, they heard aknock on the office's outer door. "Y our Mgesty, are you there?' It was
the advocate.

Julian switched on alight and Gdiahid hersdlf in acorner of the balcony.

Masgter Ludlow stood uncertainly by the desk. "Y our Mgesty, | apologize for disturbing you, but I've
just come from the Mgjor Domo. He says he gave you the Archon's order.”

"Yes, advocate. | haveit right here." Detaching the note, Julian handed him the document.

The advocate glanced at it and opened hisbriefcase. "I'll set it up first thing in the morning. Right now,
I'm going back to his cdll to give him the good news. Maybeit'll help him deep.” Then he looked at the
document again. "But thisis dated yesterday!"

"Yes, itis. The Archon had cometo the same conclusion and it was there waiting, already signed.
Unfortunately, | couldn't get the postponement.”

"Well, thismay be enough. And now I'll bid Y our Mg esty goodnight. I'll close the door on my way out.”

Julian shook hishead as Gdiacamein from the bacony. "He could smell your perfume and thinks he
interrupted an assgnation.”

She sniffed. "Why should that surpriseyou? He works here after al and your richly deserved reputation
ishardly asecret around the Complex. Now | must go. I'll seeyou later in the garden.”



"Oh, MissGdlia," cried Marta, "are those the designs?’
"| think the Lady Corndiawill likethem. Whereis she, by theway?'

"She's in the bedroom trying on the emera ds the Emperor sent her. Shel's wondering what to wear with
them that would please him. Do you have any ideas?'

Galiahad avery good ideawhat would please Julian but having no wish to shock Marta, she thought it
wiser not to reply. Instead, she handed her the dressmaker's designs.

"Why don't you look through these and see what you think? In the meantime, the Lady Corneliaand |
will take Mingusfor awalk."

Martafluttered. "Oh, Miss Galia, youre so kind. I'll find hisleash and tdll the guard.”

"Don't bother him. Therésafull moon. The garden'svery secure and | won't let Lady Corneliaout of my
sght.”

As shewas latching the garden door, Corey said, "The Emperor scaresmealittle. Do you think he likes
me?'

"He'sright over there so why don't you ask him? Go on now and don't look so nervous. Julian only
wantsto tak to you and believe me, hé's very nice."

"Hello, Corey," said the Emperor. "Why don't you come sit with me?”
She hegitated, then joined him on therim of the fountain.

He st trailing hisfingers through the moonlit water. "Thefish in thisfountain are sacred to the Archon.
They're colored like jewels and live to be dmost ahundred. Each one has aname, comeswhenit's
called and is hand-fed by the keeper every day. According to the legend, these sacred fish were given to
thefirst Archon athousand years ago and they've been here ever since. They're found nowhere else on
Nublis and no one knows exactly where they came from. There, do you see?’

A foot-long graceful shape was following the Emperor'sfingers back and forth in the water.
"Here, youtry it."

Corey put her hand next to Julian's and moved it back and forth in the same manner. Shefdt afant
touch, like athrill, and something bumped gently againgt her fingers.

"There! Youvemadeafriend. If I'm not mistaken, that's Doria. Y ou can't see her color inthe
moonlight but she's the most incredible shade of blue. They say the Temple guards armor was copied
fromit. Incidentaly, the Archon'sfish arefed at saven every morning and believe me, it'squiteasight.”

"Oh! I'll be sureto be here! Would Mingus bother them do you think?!

The Emperor smiled. "I doubt it. They're just about asbig asheisand | think it's more of a case of
would they bother him."

As her eyesfollowed the movements of the fish nibbling at her hand, Julian looked down at Corey. He



wanted nothing more than to take her in hisarms, but he didn't touch her.
She smiled up a him, and he could resist no longer.

As he moved toward her, something splashed and a spray of water hit them both.Dann! he thought,
Even the fish are against me!

"That's Doria. She has atendency to do that when she thinks she's being neglected.”

Corey looked around. "Oh, here come Gaiaand Mingus! Martas going to be wondering what's taking
usso long and it'sway past my bedtime. Thank you so much for telling me about the fish.”

Once shewas gone, Gdiasighed. "After dl thetrouble | went to, you talked about fish? Oh, Julian,
what am | going to do with you?'

"Wdll," he said, somewhat sheepishly, "she was so damn nervous. She's scared to desth of meand |
don't know quite what to do about it." Then he sighed. "Heaven only knows what's going to happen on
our wedding night, and it's no wonder our Imperid brides care so little for their husbands. Thewhole
damn thing's barbaric, and I'll have no more choice in the matter than my father did. She's not prepared!
None of them ever are! All they'll tell her isthat she hasto submit and sheredly hasnoidea.”

"Would you like meto talk to her? She has no mother or femderdativesand | can't think of anyonein
your family who would be of the dightest help.”

"Now iswhen | wish my mother was il dive. Or even my grandmother. They went through it and they
could at least give her somewarning. Ellies mother never forgave our father and it findly drove her

mad. But it wasn't hisfault! 1t wasthe damnablelaw! Oh, Gdlia, if you only would. But | don't know
how even you can get her to understand it's not my doing.”

She put her hand on hisarm. "Wadll, Julian, at least she's had a chance to see and talk with you before
thewedding. And who knows? She may fall inlove with you yet."

"Even if she does, how arewe ever going to get past it? Why did | haveto go and fall in love with her?
If | didn't care about her it would at least be easier to have her hate me the next morning! Now itll be
unbearable.”

"Wdl, I'll try," shesad. "Good night, Julian.”

The Emperor nodded and, without looking back, walked dowly toward his office at the other end of the
moonlit garden.

"Julian, don't! Pleasedon't! I'm right here beside you. I'm not really dead! Oh, no, please! Don't!"

The Mgor Domo |eft the balcony and hurried insde. He checked the restraints, repositioned the pillow
under his charge's head, looked at the monitors, and made anotein hisbelt computer.

The door opened and Julian camein. "I heard him. Isit dwayslikethis?’

"Yes. Hedwaysdreams. One of the drugsisapowerful halucinogen that produces mystic visons. The
old priestsused it in thelir religious ceremonies and it's consdered to have specid powers. The Archon's
dreamsare hislink to Nubliss past and the key to hisunderstanding of its present. They tell him why the
sacrifice of hislife and freedom was necessary and he learns from them to accept the fate chosen for



him. He'sthe dark Emperor and it's dways been thus since the first Archon.

"There's dways one dream which comesjust before he wakes. He's standing in an underground cavern
with ariver running through it. The sameriver that runs under the trgpdoor in the corner of thisroom. He
follows apassageway from the cave and emergesinto abrilliantly illuminated crystdl hall. All the Archons
arethere on their thrones. Onethrone, his, isvacant. He stands before them on a bridge he may not
cross until the old Archons give him the name of his successor.

"They'vetold him that the surviva of the Archon system, and possibly even Nublisitsalf, may depend on
the case he'sabout to try. The defendant'sin the eye of astorm of incredible evil involving not just
Nublis but the entire Synod. 'Y ou and the Archon himsdlf are part of atiny band of defenders holding
back this storm. Together the defenderswill prevail, separately, they cannot.

"Theold onestold him you werein danger and from whom. Even with the neural block and no contact
with the outsde world, he knew dl of these thingd!

"I don't pretend to understand it, but | have to believe they gave him the name of your bride, because he
told me who she was|ong before Parliament made its selection.”

Recdling Cassius words, Julian sank into achair.

"The bride picked out for you by Parliament is from a powerful family who will brook no
nonsense from Irina if something were to happen to you."

But her name hadn't even been drawn because Julian had yet to notify Parliament that he was ready to
marry.

The Archon had not only told the Emperor to watch out for his enemies but he'd known better than Julian
who they were.

"It iswithin your own household you must ook, and the fal se face you see will not be the one you
expect.”

When he heard Cassius voice from the bed, the Emperor started.
"lian?'
He started to answer but the Magjor Domo motioned him back. Then he put afinger to hislips.

"Julian! She's beautiful and you did right to give her the emerads. Shélll wear them like the first Empress
and they'll protect her from harm. There's a shadow. . .there's a shadow watching her. Stay between her
and the shadow, whatever you do." The Archon's voice died away into silence.

But | never told him about the emeralds. | never told anyone and there's no way he could possibly
have known.

Theweariness Julian had been fighting off al day overcame him.

Asthe Emperor's head dropped forward, the Mgor Domo lifted his degping form from the chair. He
laid him on a couch near the Archon's bed and covered him with a blanket.

The only sound to be heard for the rest of that night was the fountain's gentle splash and in the garden
below, the Archon's sacred fish swam back and forth like living jewelsin the moonlight.



"It never occurred to me the Steward'simplant might actudly be entertaining,” said Julian.

He and the Mg or Domo were in the Emperor's comfortable book-lined office, listening to arecording
from the previous afternoon.

A door opened and footsteps tapped across the parquet floor.
"Oh, Magnus dear."

ThevoicewasIrinas.

Julian cocked an eyebrow. "Magnus dear?"

"Would you comein here and hook me up?"

Something rustled.

"Why love-bug! What'sthe matter? Give me akiss. There's no one around and we just havetimefor a
quickie! Oh, come here, sweet baby. | want you so badly. Why are you looking around like that?
Magnus, honey. Come back here!™

Feet ran across the wooden floor and the door closed, cutting off Irinasvoice.

Julian howled with laughter. "Turn it off because| can't sandit! | just hopethe Archon's agent hasa
sense of humor."

"Oh, he does, which iswhy he thought you'd enjoy this. It occurred to him at thetime he put in the
implant that you might find the Seward's dilemmaamusing.”

Julian wiped hiseyes. "Oh, indeed | do. The questionis, what are we going to do about it? Magnus
dear, indeed!”

"Well, the tabloids do pay dearly for that sort of thing. But more importantly, what are you going to do
about Irina? She's been giving alot of impassioned interviews about her martyred son, the low-classlittle
rapist who shot him down in cold blood, and her arrogant stepson using his wedlth and influence to
purchase an acquitta for his murderer. Shetold oneinterviewer you made her homeless, another that you
stripped her of her wardrobe and persond jewds, athird that you and Jonah are in aperverted
relationship and afourth that your affection for Ellieisincestuous.”

Julian shot upinhischair. "Shesad WHAT?'
"If you'd been paying attention, you'd have heard it. Certainly, everyone else has.”
"That'sIT!" ydled dulian. "Shesfindly gonetoo far!"

The Mgor Domo smiled to himsdlf. "Waéll, in my humble opinion, Y our Mgesty, Irinadid that quite
sometime ago. Y our patience with her has been nothing short of remarkable, and | must confess that
until you evicted her and repossessed the Imperia jewe s | was beginning to think you'd becomethe
Palace doormat.”

"Doormat? Mgor Domo, you're skating on very thinice!"

Julian thought yearningly about some of the exotic pendties available to hisancestors. They'd had a
remarkably low tolerance for contentious Empressesin those days and had dedlt with them in some

urprigngly imaginative ways.



"The Steward isthe father of Irinas children. Correct?’
"Well, of Myra, certainly. Julian, you have that ook in your eye.”

"Mgor Domo, do meafavor. Get meagenetic test on Gaius. Since Irinas first husband was a member
of the nobility, histest as Gaius putative father should be on record. Then get me one on the Steward.”

"We dready have one on the Steward, Your Mgesty. The Archon's agent did it when you and he were
having your little tete-a-tete the other night. In anticipation of your request, aminor accident was
arranged for Galuslast night. | havetheresult in my office. 1t doesn't match Irinasfirst husband, but his
genetic pattern matches the Steward's.”

"Ah!" said the Emperor.

From long experience, the Mg or Domo knew where that expression of benign innocence on Julian'sface
was lidble to lead and gave afleeting prayer of thanksthat hisformer partner in mayhem was safely out of
the picture until the following morning. Hewas under no illusonsthat age and maturity had dimmed the
Emperor's capacity for mischief. All that growing older had ever done for Julian was to make him even
more imaginative and devious than he aready was.

The Maor Domo thought of hisfriend Janus and the pride held taken in his two sons, the one so dark
and sengitive and the other pure quicksiiver. But Janus, being Janus, couldn't tell them how much heredly
loved them, even though they'd been the center of hislife and the joy of his existence and only the Mgor
Domo had known the persona cost to him of that terrible day when Julian had |eft for Aretz.

Even when held understood the wrong held done him, the late Emperor's stiff-necked pride wouldn't
alow him to ask his son'sforgiveness. Instead, held agonized in silence, waited until it wastoo late. . .then
died too soon.

All because of Irina.

The Mgor Domo said, "Whatever you have in mind, count mein." Then he bresthed aslent prayer,
Janus, old friend, wherever you are, this one's for you.

Jonah watched nervoudy as the hypno-therapist set up her equipment. The advocate had explained what
was about to happen, but he till fdt asif it was somekind of magical procedure with little relation to
redity. At thetherapist'srequest, the guard had unlocked and removed the shackles on hiswristsand
ankles and whenever he moved hishands, hisarmsfet unnaturdly light.

The hypno-therapist was dight and blond, and Jonah guessed her to be about thirty. She wore a sober

dark dresswith no jewe ry and moved about the cdll in an efficient professiona way, checking the lights
and the recording camera over the door. She assessed the bunk, which wasthe cell's only furniture, and
frowned. Then she rapped on the door.

"Guard! Isit possibleto put two chairsand asmal tablein here? If not, perhapsthere's aroom we can
use with more space.”

The guard moved off down the hal, grumbling to himsalf. He came back with an attendant and opened
the cell door. Together, they dragged in the table and two chairs she'd requested.



Asrequired by prison ruleswhenever acdl door was open, Jonah spread-eagled himsdlf facedown on
the bunk.

"Isthat necessary?'

"Oh, yes, maam. Especidly when aprisoner's charged with aviolent crime. Are you sure you want his
shackles off? Although | must say he hasn't given me abit of trouble. Infact, | wish dl of them wereas
well-behaved. He'sakind of afavorite around here, heis. Well, he goesto tria tomorrow morning, and
oneway or another, he'sgoing to be gone. If | don't see you again, young fdler, I'll wish you al the best,
because you'll bein court by thetime | come back on duty. Weve got apool going in this section of the
jail, and I've bet you're going to get off."

The guard patted Jonah clumsily on the shoulder and went outside, locking the door behind him.
A few moments later, he opened it again to admit the advocate and the Mg or Domo.
Master Ludlow looked around the cell. "It'sabit crowded in here, isn't it?"

The Mg or Domo turned to the hypno-therapist. "How long will this procedure take? If it's not too long,
| think we can manage.”

"It shouldn't be more than an hour," she replied, and motioned to Jonah to St a the table. The advocate
made himsalf comfortable on the edge of the bunk while the Mgor Domo chose to stand againgt thewall.

The hypno-therapist signaled to the guard to turn on the camera. A short time later, she tapped Jonah
lightly on the cheek and passed her hand back and forth in front of his eyes.

"He's under and I've regressed him back to the night of the murder. Y ou can begin your questions now."
"Jonah," said the advocate, "you have a message to go up to the Conservatory. Who gaveit to you?'

"One of the servantsfrom downgtairs. It's odd, because he'stight with the Steward, and he never did me
any favors before.”

"What isthe message?!
"The Emperor wantsto seeme. I'mkind of surprised.”
IIWMI

"Because the Emperor told me he'd be gone dll evening. When | asked the servant about that, he said
His Mg esty had come back early, seemed upset about something, and wanted me to come up to the
Conservatory right away."

"What timeisit?'

"Around nine-thirty."

"Can you identify the servant?'

"Yes, hisnameisMicah. Heworksin the reception areadowngtairs.”

The advocate made anote. "All right, Jonah. Now, you're coming up the stairsto the Conservatory.
What do you hear?



"Nothing."

"Dont you find that odd?'

"No. The Conservatory'susudly pretty quiet. That'sthe way the Emperor likesit."
"Now, Jonah, you're at the top of the stairs. What do you see?'

"Wadll, thefirgt thing isthat there are no lightson. If the Emperor's here, there should belights. But |
don't seehim. Heisn't here!l What's going on?

"What do you see, Jonah?"

"l see something near the entrance. There's something... oh, someone on the ground and two... two
people bending down over them. It'sagirl! Her dressistorn and | can't see her face. They're doing
something. One of them'sknedling, holding her down. The other has his pants... hesraping her! Hey,
you! Get off of her! Get away from her, you son of abitch! One of them's running away! Helooks
familiar but | can't see hisface. The other'strying to, but his pantsare down. It'sHero! That filthy
bastard! There's something in hishand. He's pointing it at me. 1've knocked him down. I'm grabbing his
glove. It'sagun! Hesgot agun! Werewrestling onthe ground. I'm trying to twist it away but he's
holding on. Therésanoise. HEsgone quiet... he'slying till. The poor girl! She's struggling, trying to Sit
up. She sounds like she's choking... can't breathe. | unwind the cloth and pull it away from her face.

Oh, my god, it'sEllie! Ellied Ellie, itsdl right! Ellie. I'mhere! I'm -~

Jonah's head fell forward and he dumped onto the table.

Master Ludlow cleared histhroat. "Maam."

"Yes, Advocate?'

"|sthere any way you can get him to recall thiswhen you bring him back?*

"| cantry, but there are no guarantees. Thistype of injury can betricky, and it al depends on the cause
of hisamnesa”

"Would it help if hewereto view therecording?”

"It might."

"May | ask him aquegtion?"

"Certainly. Just aminute.”

Gently sheraised Jonah'shead. ™Y ou're going back now to where you see them bending over the girl.”
Jonah sat up, his eyes wide open.

"Please bring him forward to where Hero is shot.”

"I'm taking you forward to where the gun went off."

"All right.”

"Go ahead, Advocate.”

"Jonah," said the advocate, "how many shots were there?'



"One. | had the gunin my hand and dropped it next to Hero."

"What are you doing now?"'

"I'mgoing to help the girl."

"Please bring him forward to just after he spoke with her."

"Jonah, youve seenit'sEllie. Now tdl uswhat's happening.

"Ow! Oh! My head'sexploded. I'mfdling. It'sal going black. Ellie, 1 -
Jonah's head fdll forward, and again he dumped to the table.

"Maam, can you give him acommand to remember this?’

"'l try."

"Y ou can bring him out now, because | believe we have everything we need. If he till can't remember,
the Archon's ruled this session is admissible and may be counted as his testimony, suitably edited of
course.”

Marta hurried into the bedroom. "Oh, Corey, look! It's an invitation from the Emperor to spend the day
with him tomorrow. He saysto dressinformaly and bring your riding clothes. Therésabig murder trid
and they're closing dl of the Temple offices and the commissary. Everyone except essentid staff and the
people at thetria hasto be off the premisesfirst thing inthe morning. That includesus. Thegirl who
brought our breskfast told meit hasto do with the Archon. She said the best thing about it isthe press
will finally be out of the commissary, and that we're lucky we haven't been bothered here. Well, the
guards seeto that, don't they?"

Shelooked at the letter again. "Galiawill be here at seven sharp to take us over to the Paace, and welll
be going through one of the tunnelsto avoid the press. My, isn't thisexciting?'

Corey held out her hand. "Let me seethat. But what about Mingus?'

"Oh, that'sall arranged. The Archon'sfish-keeper will be here. Apparently, he's quite taken with him and
he said held be glad to look after him. When Mingus started batting the water with his paw and that big
blue one splashed him, the keeper said he never saw anything so funny in hiswholelife. Especidly when
hefdl in."

"Wel, Mingusdidnt think it was abit funny. Did you sweetie?"

Corey picked up thelittle cat and nuzzled the top of his head, but he protested and squirmed so much,
shelet him go. As spacious and beautiful astheir roomswere, she was beginning to fed like aprisoner.
At home...and dl of asudden it hit her that it wasn't home any more...she had run free dl her life. She
had spent most of her time over a the barns housing her father's pride and joy, his prize livestock.

Justly famous for his herd, Lord Rollo had studied animal genetics and the great beautiful beastswere
better housed and cared for than most people.

Marta had told her once that he could have become rich just on them aone.

Motherless for most of her young life, Corey preferred the company of animals to people, and she had



planned to take up veterinary medicine before her selection asthe Imperid bride. Even asthe Empress,
she wouldn't be immune from the law requiring every adult Nublian to work with their hands at a
productive task for three hours every day. Shed till need a profession in order to meet her work
requirement and tomorrow, she decided, would be as good atime as any to broach the subject to Julian.

Shefrowned at hisletter. "When he saysdressinformally, do you think he means pants?’

"Well, hedid say to bring riding clothes, but until you change, adresswould probably be more suitable.
Aslong asHis Maesty gave them to you, | think you should wear theemeralds. Thisgreen dress
certainly would set them off but the settings are so plain, they'll ook well with just about anything. You
can keep them on with the white slk shirt in your riding ouitfit, then you won't have to worry about leaving
them somewhere”

Taking the heavy necklace fromits case, Corey dipped it over her head. The huge stones felt silky
againg her skin and dmost seemed to glow. For thefirgt time since her mother died, shefelt warm and
loved and safe, dmost asif apair of great wings was enfolding her. The emeralds seemed so natural
when shelooked at hersdf in the mirror, they might have been made for her, and when she went to take
them off again, she decided not to.

"Would bedl right if | kept on wearing them? Y ou know, just to get used to them.”

"That's part of thelegend, Corey. It saysthat once you put on the Imperial emerdds, you'll never want
to remove them. These stones are supposed to have magica propertiesthat protect the wearer against
evil and they look so beautiful on you, dear, | don't seeany harminit.”

At that moment, there was a knock on the door.

It was Galia, and when she saw the necklace, her eyeswidened. "Oh, Corey! I've heard about the
Imperid emerddsall of my life, but until today, I've never seen them. They're beautiful and they look as
if you and they belong together. There'sawonderful legend about these stones and the first Empress.
Would you like to heer it?"

"Oh, tedl me! Marta, why don't you stop fussing with that and come over hereand listen?”

Martasat in the rocking chair and took up her sawing while Corey settled on the window seat with
Mingusin her lap, and Gdiabegan.

"Three thousand years ago, there was aterrible civil war on Nublisthat had gone on for amost a hundred
years. It had ripped the planet and its people apart, but one day, it was over. On the site of the final
battle, the high priests crowned the victorious general Nublis first Emperor and decreed that he should
take abride immediately and produce an heir."

"Well, nothing much has changed there," muttered Corey.

As Marta shushed her, Galia smiled and continued. "The surviving rebel leaders had been captured and
brought before the new Emperor. He wasjust about to pronounce sentence on them when an old, old
priest from the North came forward and asked if he would hear what he had to say. Since the Emperor
was well-brought up and naturally courteousto hiselders—"

"Like Julian,” murmured Corey.
"Ssh!" hissed Marta

With another smile, Galiarepeated, " Since the Emperor was well-brought up and courteousto hiselders,



he beckoned to the priest and asked what he had to say.

"The old priest stood in the center of the camp and cried out in aloud voice, There's been enough
killing! Nublis needs no more of the fire and the axe, and the deaths of these few men will contribute
nothing to the general good! It'stimeto heal the wounds of our suffering people, bring them together as
one and forge toolsinstead of swords!’

""What would you have me do? asked the Emperor.

""Sparethem!’ cried the priest. 'Sparetheir lives! But you must do even more than that, Y our Mgesty!
Free these men to return to their homes, and give them whatever they need in order to rebuild their
shattered lives!

"Andif | do dl that, old man,' asked the Emperor, who was nobody's fool and did not believe in doing
something for nothing, ‘what will you give mein return?

"The old priest held up anecklace of great green stoneslike clear water. When heturned it in the light,
the Emperor could see that each gem possessed, within its core, aglistening, shifting fire.

"This, Your Mgesty! Thesejewelscome from avolcano in the North, and are the children of the
planet's heart. They possess healing properties and the power to protect their wearer from harm. If you
show mercy to these men today, Nubliswill know nothing but peace from this day forward.’

"Since the Emperor was sick of war and degath, he gladly accepted the priest's offer. After freeing the
rebels, he gave them generous amounts of food and money, and told them to return to their homes. In
payment for his mercy, the old priest gave the Emperor the necklace. Then heleft the camp and was
never seen again.

"Therebd chief progtrated himsdlf before the Emperor and said, 'In thanks for my life and those of my
men, Your Mgesty, | will give you the hand of my only daughter for your bride!

"Now, therebd chief's daughter was beautiful and spirited. .. not unlike you, Corey... and she wanted
no part of the Emperor.

"For asfar back as she could remember, she had lived, marched and fought with her father'sarmy. She
owned agreat black horse on which she would race like the wind, and two snow-white hounds that ran
besdeit. And sheliked nothing better than to ride with them up to the mountains and camp out beneeth
the sars.

"When her father informed his proud daughter that she was to be the Emperor's bride, she cried, ‘No!’
She would sooner die! But sheloved her father and their people. After he convinced her that her
marriage to the Emperor was the price for their freedom, she agreed to do as he asked, albeit with a
heavy heart.

"Asshewaited in her father'stent for the Emperor's men to come for her, the rebel chief's beautiful
daughter wept bitterly for theloss of al her hopes and dreams. Then she heard a sound at the tent's
entrance.

"Shelooked up and saw a young man standing there. Meanly dressed and walking with the aid of a
gtick, hewas nonetheless very fair of face. Thinking he was arebd soldier who had managed to evade
capture, she brought him into the tent and hid him there. Then she began weeping again asif her heart
would bresk.

"The young man asked her what was the matter. When she didn't answer and continued to weep, he



took her in hisarms, stroked her hair and comforted her. Then he bent her head back and gently kissed
her on the mouth.

"Therebe chief's daughter had never been touched by aman before and this was anew and wonderful
sensation to her.

"The young man took her in hisarmsand carried her to the bed. Helaid her down and proceeded to
make passionate love to her through the rest of the night. They awakened shortly before the dawn and
he reached over to where his clotheswere lying.

"In the darkness, the rebel chief's daughter felt him press something into her hand. "Thisismy gift to you,
he said softly. ‘It will keep you safe from harm and remind you dways how much | loveyou.’

"She began to weep again. 'But what of the Emperor? Hismen are coming for me, and | have no choice
but to go with them for my father's sake.'

"Hetook her in hisarms and soothed her. 'Go to the Emperor because you must. But to show that you
love me, will you wear my necklacefor dl to see?

"'Oh, | will!" she breathed. 'And I'll wear it dl the days of my life!
"The young man kissed her good-bye, then |eft the tent as quietly as he had come.

"When the Emperor's men camein the morning to fetch the rebd chief's daughter, she went out to them
with her proud head held high and one of her snow-white hounds on either side of her. But when they
brought her before the Emperor on his high throne, she kept her eyes downcast and kneeled before him
in humble submisson.

"The Emperor asked sharply, 'What isthat necklace?

"It wasagift, Your Mgesty, fromtheman | love. | promised him | would wesr it al the days of my life.
Despite anything you choose to do to me, | will keep my word.'

With her hand on the necklace and tears running down her face, the chief's daughter bowed her head and
waited for her punishment.

"A dead slencefdl over the camp.
"Then the Emperor spoke. 'Lift your head and look at me."
He came down from his high throne and raised her to her feet. When she saw hisface, she gasped.

"The Emperor smiled. ‘Because | had no intention of taking you againgt your will, | cameto you last night
asan ordinary man. These are magic emeralds born from the planet'sfiery heart, and even though you
might diefor it, you've proved your love for me by wearing them as| asked.'

"He married the rebel chief's daughter that very day and crowned her his Empress. Trueto her word,
sheworethe emerddsfor the rest of her life and from that day forward, Nublis has been at peacejust as
the old priest prophesied.”

"Oh, Gdia" breathed Corey. "lIsthat why Julian gave me these emerads? Was he saying he likes me?
That | actudly pleasehim?"

Gdiasmiled. "Oh, theré's no question about that, sweetheart. Infact, it's safe to say that you please him
very much.”



Chapter 5...Second Thoughts

"Julian! Have you cometo apologize?"

The Emperor's smile was disarmingly benign. "Perhaps, madam. Y ou've had agreat loss, after dl, and
the whole family's been under terrible stress. People often say things at such atime that they later regret.
IsTitushere?

"Why, no. Ever since he had that talk with you, he hasn't been around much. Right now, he'sgone
fishing with the Captain of the guard. He seemsto be fishing or hunting or some such thing al thetime
now, and | hardly see him anymore.”

"What of Myraand Gaius?"

"Galusiswith histutor; he's having so much trouble with mathematics. And | sent Myrato stay with my
mother on Silver Idand. She sees so little of her grandchildren and she's very upset about Hero's degth.”
Gulping and sobbing, Irinareached for her handkerchief...and dropped it.

Julianretrieved it. "May | Sit?"
"Why, certainly. Would you like some refreshment?”
"That would be very nice."

Irina pressed the intercom next to her chair. "Please bring up some cold drinks." Then her tone grew
suspicious. "Julian. why areyou redly here?”

Hisgray eyesweretotdly guildess. "Do | haveto have areason to come and seeyou, Irina? Let'sjust
say |'ve been concerned about you, and wanted to see how you are. By the way, what is the progress
on your new gpartments? Arethey going to be ready in time?”

"Er, yes, they're going to beready. The workers have been putting in alot of overtime. They'll be quite
nice, and | think | will be comfortable there.”

Julian, who had seen some of the decorating bills, thought that was quite an understatement.

Asif sheld read hismind, Irinasaid somewhat tensdly, "Well, you did say to spare no expense, that |
could do anything | wanted...."

Her voice died away when the Steward came in with atray of drinks. As he placed it on the table next to
them, Julian nodded to him.

When they were done again, he remarked in a casual tone, "The Steward....he's been with you along
time. 'Y ou brought him with you when you first came here, did you not? Wasn't he your first husband's
Steward too?"

"Well, yes" she heditated. "Yes, hewas."



"Hmm. Irina?"

She played with her handkerchief. "Yes?'

"Would you mind if | ask you a persona question?"

"No. If | dontlikeit, | just won't answer."

"Fair enough. How old were you when you married for thefirst time?"

"Almogt fifteen. My father had run into some financid trouble and Count du Mercier made an
arrangement with him."

That caught Julian'sinterest. "How old was the Count?’
Irinalooked a him sharply. "Julian, what isthis about?"
"Please bear with me, Irina. How old was this Count who bought you when you were only fourteen?'

Shelooked down at her hands and took adeep breath. "Garamond Du Mercier was sixty-two. H-he
liked very young girls. Boystoo. S-sometimes he liked them both together.”

"Did you know that when you married him?'

"| f-found out on our wedding night. Therewasaparty and...and I...." Shesghed. "l wasthemain
atraction. Thegueds, they...well, they shared me. All night."

"Wasthat when you met the Steward?' Julian's voice was very gentle.

Irinadrew in adeep shuddering breath. "Yes...n-no. Well, | mean...hewasn't the Steward then. He
was just a house servant and he came upon me the next morning, after the...er, party. The Count and his
guests had dl passed out. | wasinthe corner. M-my dresswastorn and | was crying. | didn't even
know where my bedroom was and there was no oneto ask. He...hetook care of me."

Julian took Irinas handsin hisand looked deep into her eyes. "1 see. Exactly when did he become your
Steward?'

Obvioudy uncomfortable, shetried to pull her handsaway. "Why are you asking me dl these
questions?'

The Emperor held them firmly. "Answer me! When did he become your Steward?”

She looked back at him almost defiantly. "Wh-when Hero was born. Garamond was so pleased hehad a
son, hetold me | could run the whole household from then on. When Gaius was born, he presented me
with ten strands of diamonds and a carriage of my own."”

"Thenyou met my father?'

She nodded. "It wasn't long after Gaius. We were at aPalace bal and Garamond was in another
room...probably molesting one of the pages. | was ditting donein acorner and Janusinvited meto
dance.”

Julian'svoice was not unkind. "Then you became hismistress. When did my father decide to marry
you?"



Irinalooked straight at him. "After he was divorced from Ellies mother, Janus made some kind of
financid arrangement with Garamond to let me go. But it took quite awhile for them to cometo an
agreement.”

"My fatherbought you from Count du Mercier?'

Irinadropped her eyes again and Julian let go of her hands. "Well, | never quite thought of it that way.
But, yes, | suppose hedid.”

The Emperor sat thinking. Whatever held expected, it was surely not thisi Then he stood up and formaly
kissed her hand. "There are some things | need to consider and for right now, I'll bid you avery good
day. Tomorrow evening after you're settled in your new gpartments, may | cal on you?

"Er, yes, dulian, certainly. Incidentally, these gpartments will be available to you tomorrow afternoon.”

"Thank you, Irina. I'll beintouch.”

"Comein, Steward. You can set thetray over there. No, please stay. Infact, | want you to come over
hereand sit."

Asthe Steward took the chair opposite him, Julian redlized that he had never really looked at him at all.
Not asahuman being... and certainly not asaman.

The Steward wasn't much older than his stepmother. Sightly built with smooth dark brown hair, hazel
eyes, and skin that had amost an olive sheento it, this man was the father of Irinasthree children. Asa
mere house servant, held risked everything to comfort aterrified and abused fourteen-year-old girl to the
best of hislimited ability and the two of them had forged alasting rdlaionship. With nothing going for
them but their wits, they'd managed to outfox two powerful men, one of whom was an Emperor, and
together with their children they'd risen to the highest possible socid pinnacle.

Had he been in their shoes, Julian wondered if he could even have done hadf aswell.

The Steward seemed to have gone beyond fear. His gold-flecked eyes calm, he seemed resigned to
whatever fate had in storefor him.

"Magnus? That isyour name, isn't it?"
The Steward nodded.

"Y ou'rewondering if | know about the conversation between you and my stepmother yesterday
afternoon?"

The Steward looked down at the table asif seeking an answer that would satisfy the Emperor.

"Theanswer isyes. Every waking moment, you remember that | hold your lifein my hands. | hear
everything you say, everything that's said to you and know all thereisto know. You'relikeamouse
being played with by a cat-and I'm the cat. Correct?"

Julian lifted the Steward's chin and forced himto look into hiseyes. "Am | correct?'

"Yes, Your Mgesty. You're correct.”



"Right now, the only other choice you haveisto die. But for the sake of your children and their mother,
you've decided to live and try to find away out of this. Am | right?"

The Steward straightened in his chair and looked steadily back. "Yes, Your Mgesty. Believeme, it
would befar easer to diethan to continueto live likethis. 1've thought ahundred times of just ending it
because, heaven knows, it would be smple enough. What stops me each timeisthe thought of what
would happen to my children and Irina. Irinaand |, we did what we did and if need be, we should suffer
for it. But we have a son and daughter who had no part in our crimes. If we're gone and our names are
disgraced, what's to become of them?"

"What indeed? Magnus...may | call you that? | have aproblem. Y ou do seethat, don't you?'
"Y-yes, Your Mgesty, | think s0."

"Theré'sayoung man who meansagreet deal to me. Hegoesto trid tomorrow in the Archon's court
because he' s accused of killing your son. Y ou're the prosecution's chief eyewitness, and even though I'm
the Emperor, | can say and do nothing that might in any way influence your testimony. | won't be there
tomorrow but you know my agent will be watching you, and you're expecting meto tell you what to say.
Y ou're convinced that if you don't say what | want, you'll die. The problemis, you'll be testifying before
the Archon and hell spot it if youlie. All thishasyou on the horns of aterrible dilemma. Am | correct?

"YS"

Julian smiled faintly. "I thought so. But I'm not going to tell you what to say. | expect you to go into that
courtroom and stick to your story. Infact, you'reto tel it exactly asyou have up to now. Inthisone
matter, | haveto trust the Archon'singtinct for the truth. After you testify, your fate will bein the
Archon's hands, not mine."

"You mean...."

"Yes, Magnus, that's exactly what | mean. It's not the Archon's business to ferret out what actualy
happened and his only purposein thisisto judge the defendant's innocence or guilt. Once he's heard the
testimony, hell either condemn the accused or let him go, and it'sunlikely helll do anything to you. If |
wereto interfere with your testimony at this point, I'd be putting myself on your level and Irinas and that
would render our system of law utterly meaningless. Sowhat I'm telling you isthis. 'Y ou have my solemn
word that your testimony in tomorrow'stria will not result in your death. But when it comesto our little
cat-and-mouse game, | strongly suggest that you let it continue, if only for the sake of Irinaand your
children. If youtry to end it prematurdly, | promise you they will suffer. Y ou've been doing very well so
far and | have no complaints. Inthe meantime, I'm going to give you something to think about. If | can
bring this matter to asatisfactory conclusion, I'll let you, Irina, and your children go freeto make
whatever you can out of therest of your lives.”

"Your Mgesty, areyou saying...?"

"Exactly. 1'm giving you achanceto escape thetrap yourein and if | were you, Magnus, I'd go for it.
But you need to know this. Until avery short time ago, | wasn't prepared to show either you or my
stepmother the dightest mercy.”

"What changed your mind?'
"Youdid, Magnus. Youand Irina."

"Y our Mg esty, whatever do you mean?"



"That's for me to know and for you to find out. Now our conversationisat an end. Y ou need to tend to
your duties and | have thingsto do. Good day."

Julian waved at them to enter and Corey breathed in the fragrances near the Conservatory doorway .
"Thisiswhere | work on my plants. Would you care to see them?”
Shefollowed him to hiswork table. "What arethose? They're absolutely beautiful.”

Julian held up one of his specimensfor her to examine. "These are native wild silk plants. Since they
grow naturdly in many different colors, the fabric made from them doesn't have to be dyed.
Unfortunately, they're so rare and fragilein their wild sate, their production isvery limited.”

He handed her aburnished deep blue square. "Thisisthefina product.”
Corey stroked the delicate materid againgt her cheek. "Thisisso soft! It's absolutely beautiful .

"Itis, isn'tit? Because of their extreme rarity, the output of these plants has always been dtrictly reserved
for roya and ceremonia robes. 'Y our wedding gown, vell and cloak, for instance, are dl Nublianwild
slk. What I'm attempting to do is cross-breed these plants with their cotton cousinsin order to make
them sturdier and easier to grow, but dl 1've achieved so far are cotton plantsin different colors. While
that till has acertain commercid value, it's not what I'm looking for. However, I'm getting afiner and
finer texture dl thetime and eventudly I'll succeed. But thiskind of work requiresinfinite patience. I've
been working on this project for ten years now and am till nowhere near a breakthrough.”

When Corey started to return the scarf, he brushed her hand aside. "Keep it! The color goes well with
your har."

Heled them toward a flowered terrace where an e aborate buffet had been set up. "Ladies, | don't
know about you but I've been up sincefive and I'm starving. Unfortunately, Princess Ellie couldn't be
here. She's stuck over at the Temple and they weren't certain when she would be called.”

Despite his apparent good cheer, Julian's face was drawn and his eyes were shadowed. He'd
deliberately distanced himsdf from Jonah'strid but Galia guessed that he would fret about it al day. She
resolved to find a portable interphone before they left, so that she could check on the proceedings.

Sheamiled a him. "Well, it'sniceto have aday off, Y our Magesty, and | gppreciate the invitation.”
"Oh, | had an ulterior motive. Martadoesn't ride and you do.”
"Well, it'sbeen awhile. But | did bring my riding clothes as you suggested.”

Corey looked up a him shyly. "Your Mgesty. | want you to know how much | lovethe emerdds. Gdia
told usthe story of the first Empressand | can seewhy sheworethem dl thetime."

Julian thought of the Archon'swords, and shivered. "Isthat what you want to do? Unfortunately, it's
too late for meto cometo you in disguise. Y ou're wearing them now, | see, and they suit you very well.”

A shadow fdl across Corey's chair, and he looked up.

Titus was standing between her and the sun.



Jumping up, Julian set Corey's plate aside and drew her to her feet. "Corndia Go into the
Conservatory! There's something | want you to see.”

As she obediently moved away, he remarked in a casua tone, "Why hello, cousin. We're going up to the
farm for apicnic and aridein the hills. Would you careto join us?"

In al the years shed known him, Galiahad never seen Julian behavelikethis. Looking at Titus, his
expression had been amogt fearful and it seemed asif held ddliberately moved Corey away from him.
And when the young man declined hisinvitation, the Emperor had actualy seemed relieved.

Why should Julian be afraid of hisyoung ward?

There's more going on here than meets the eye, she thought, and wondered what it was.

The Mgor Domo looked down at Cassius face, and in it, he saw the features of his dead mother.
Watching her son deep, he remembered his sster's dark beauty and the caming effect shed dways had
on her beloved, mercurial Emperor. The doctors had warned Marjolaine repeatedly about the dangers
of trying to have achild, and to this day, he bitterly regretted keeping his promise to her never to tell
Janus. But they'd al been so young then... and full of hope. When held seen the happiness on Janus
face and Marjolain€'s quiet joy over her pregnancy, he'd managed to persuade himsdlf the doctors were
wrong, and kept right on telling himsdlf thet, all the way up until the agonizing night Cassus was born.

Julian's birth afew weekslater did little to assuage the Emperor's massive tearing grief. For fear he
would harm himsdlf, the Mgor Domo watched him closaly, especidly at night. But with a superhuman
effort, Janus managed to bring his emotions under control and get hislife back on an even kedl.

Seeing her husband's disinterest in his newborn heir, the cool slver-haired Empress Lyriahad displayed a
wisdom beyond her years. Knowing where Januss heart redlly lay, she'd adopted Marjolaine's son and
raised the two boystogether. She had loved Cassusfully as much as she did Julian, and for the next
fifteen years, the Palace had been ahappy, abeit noisy, place.

Recalling the boys endless mischief and how one of them would invariably cover for the other, the Mgor
Domo smiled to himsdlf. Their angdlic expressions had been a consistent barometer of their countless
misdeeds and most of hisgray hairs had come from trying to keep them out of trouble during their
turbulent teen years.

When the Empress died suddenly in their fifteenth year, he'd been touched by the way the boys had
supported each other in their grief. Even Janus mourned hisfirst wife's passing and the Mgor Domo
shared the family'slossin full measure,

By that time, he himsalf had been promoted to Captain of the Guard. Held met and loved his share of
women, any one of whom would have been glad to have him as ahusband, but he/d long since concluded
that married lifewas not for him. Julian and Cassius had been dl the family held needed and Janus was
the older brother he'd never had.

A couple of years after Lyrias death, the Emperor had taken a swest, shy Princess from one of the
idandsin Nubliss southern ocean for his second wife. Deeply traumeatized by their wedding night, the
new Empressfdl into a severe depression. Her illness escaated into madness after Ellie's birth and
fearing for the baby's safety, Janus had findly sent hiswife back to her family. Then held divorced her
with aheavy heart.



When the old Archon had designated his son Cassius to be his successor, the distraught Emperor had
begged Aaron to be hisMagor Domo. The previous Archon had been cruelly maltreated by his keeper
and he wanted to take no chances of such athing happening again.

In the eleven years since, the Mg or Domo had done his best to mitigate the more brutal requirements of
his job, and he and the Archon had eventually achieved a degree of mutua respect.

Then Janus had been killed and Julian had returned home.

A knock on the gpartment's outer door interrupted histhoughts. 1t wasa Temple guard to tell him the
witnesses were assembled and that al wasin readiness for Jonah'stria. Thetime had cometo prepare
his charge for court and he couldn't put it off any longer.

Asthe Magjor Domo unlocked the restraints, he saw the Archon's eyes were open and wondered how
long he had been awake. "Good morning.”

"Why'sthe Temple so quiet? The prisoners are locked down and even the commissary isclosed. Well,
thefish arein thefountain, at least, and their keeper's il here.”

Long accustomed to the extraordinary acuteness of the Archon's hearing after the administration of the
drugs, the Mg or Domo was unsurprised.

"Except for essentid staff, we've cleared everyone out of the Temple complex, including the bride. The
witnesses are sequestered in a soundproof room, the observers are under strict ordersto maintain total
slence and the press has been told to remain quiet under pains of being gected from the planet. You're
probably the only person in the entire Synod who has no knowledge of what has become an extremely
sensational case and we aim to keep it that way."

The Archon gave awry smile. "Theway Julian's been behaving, I'd surmised as much. Whereis he, by
theway?"

"| told him to make himsalf scarce and suggested this might be agood day for apicnic and aridein the
country. He'soff in the hillswith his bride and her chaperone.”

Cassusdghed. "Lucky Julian.”
"Maybenot. He'sfalen madly inlove with his designated bride and the thought of the wedding night....."
"Uh-oh. Maybe he's not so fortunate, at that.”

The Maor Domo helped his charge Sit up, then handed him some documents. ™Y ou'd best read these
while| get your bath ready. These are Magistrate Cato's amended pleadings and here's the report on the
defendant's hypnotherapy sesson.”

"Julian did ask for it, then."

"Hesuredid. After | gave him your signed order, he apologized for what he said when | refused to wake
you."

The Archon grinned. "Our Julian actually lost histemper, then had to pick crow feathers out of his
teeth? That | should like to have seen.”

"Well, for Julian, he lost histemper. Most people wouldn't have thought twice about it. He came back
later that same night, went to deep in the chair and stayed here until morning.”



"They told me. Then they instructed me to warn him....something about the new Empress.”
"Do you remember thewarning?'
"Oddly enough, | don't. Should 17!

The Mg or Domo patted him on the shoulder. "Y ou don't remember because you adready gaveit to him
that same night. But for amoment there, | thought you were awake, so did he. And now, my friend,
we'd best get you ready for Court.”

"Maam?'

Gdiagarted guiltily and shoved the interphone into her purse. She'd managed to reach Master Ludlow
and he'd promised to contact her whenever there was a break in the proceedings.

The pilot was holding the door and she could see the others were already inside.

Unlike the smal five-seater Julian used for his persona trips out of the city, thistransport was alarge
luxury modd with afull galley and a couple of servants aboard. Martawas up front talking to one of the
attendants, while Julian and Corey had settled for a pair of opulent armchairs at the rear of the spacious
cabin. Assoon as Gdiawas safely seated, the pilot raised the steps. Then he swung himsdlf aboard and
gave athumbs-up sgnto Julian.

The dectric motors started with a hiss, and they listened to the pilot proceed through his preflight
checks. The spaceport's clearance signd chimed and with awhoaosh from the powerful thrusters, they
were arborne.

The transport's shadow raced over the city below. They reached the silver ribbon of the river and the
pilot turned north. Asthe city fell away behind them, Galialooked affectionately down at the farm
country where she'd beenraised. She dozed for the remainder of the three-hour trip and woke abruptly
asthe transport settled to the ground.

Taking Corey by the hand, Julian went toward the dowly opening door. He caught Galia's shiver through
her thin dress and motioned to one of the attendants. The man offered her afleecy jacket which she
gratefully hugged around hersdlf.

The Emperor caled over his shoulder, "Don't worry about your bag, Gdial They'll bring it up later.
Comeon, Corey! Let'sgo seethe horses.”

The two of them took off for the stables like acouple of kidslet out of school and Galiastarted walking
toward the rambling stone house.

Marta stood for amoment, uncertain.
"Miss Gdlia, don't you think...."

"L et them go! Corey couldn't bein safer hands and neither the pilot nor | isgoing to tell onyou. Now,
why don't we go St by anice warm fire until they get back?'



"All risefor His Grace, the Archon!"

Intotal blackness, Cassiuswaited for the Mgor Domo to tell him which way he should face. Fedling
utterly helpless, hesgned, "Whereareyou?' At last, he felt the reassuring touch.

Asthe Mgor Domo guided his hands toward the hammer and knife, the guard spoke again. "Be
seated! The Archon's court isnow in session!™

He could hear the movements and breathing of those already in the courtroom and the 'snick’ of the lock
on the witnessroom door. A faint whisper, ingtantly hushed, was followed by the rustle of the guard's
clothing, and Cassus heard hiswegpon's click as he looked sternly in the direction of the offender.

"Call witness number one for the prosecution!”
The Archon sensed them coming.

They reached the front of the courtroom and stood nervoudly, trying not to move or even breethe, and he
could smell therr fear.

"Prosecution witness number one will make his opening argument!”

In the open space in front of the Archon's throne, Jonah made ready to fight for hislife. The massive
gray form loomed above him on the dais, with the Mgor Domo's scarlet form to hisright.

Behind him, the audience was ranged in two rows of about twenty each. In front of them stood two plain
wooden tables and four chairs, with Magistrate Cato at one and Master Ludlow at the other. At the
courtroom'srear, apair of blue-armored Temple guards stood at attention in front of the enormous
double doors.

Asthe Steward concluded his opening statement, Jonah glanced up at the Archon. But he sat till asa
statue and made no sign. The print on the page shook dightly as Jonah cleared histhroat and Master
Ludlow gave him an encouraging nod. Moisture trickling down his spine, he cleared histhroat again and
pulled himsdlf together.

"Witness number one. When you came up the stairs, just exactly what did you see and hear?"

Sweat beaded the Steward's brow. "I heard what sounded like shots from the direction of the upper
floor...er...roof. | shouted for help and ran up the stairs. The moon was up and the scene was very
clear. Something lay on the ground. As| camecloser, | saw abody with someone bending over it.
Another lay nearby. Seeing the first one dive and struggling, | picked up acandleholder and hit the
assallant ashard as| could. Then | ran downgtairs, shouting for help.”

Jonah frowned. "Y ou said you heard shots when you were & the bottom of the stairs. How many?'
"At least one”

"Did you hear more shots after you ran back down."

"Therewasalot of noise. The guardswere coming. | don't think so. I'm not sure.”

Despite the fact that he was telling the truth, the Archon could smell the prosecution witnesss fear.

"Were you acquainted with any of the people on the roof ?



llYall
"Who werethey?"

"Thebody | saw struggling was the daughter of the household. The body lying ashort way away was a
son of the household. The assailant —

The advocate signaded to Jonah and heinterrupted. "Objection!™
The Archon held up hishand. He whispered to the Mgor Domo who asked, "What is your objection?”

Jonah swallowed hard. ™Y our Grace, | object to the term "assailant.” The witness had no knowledge that
the person that he hit was the one who'd committed the assault. He only assumed he had.”

The Archon signed again and the Mgor Domo trandated. "Y our objectionisuphed. Thewitnesswill
kindly rephrase.”

The advocate smiled at Jonah and signaled, "Yes."

Jonah turned back to the Steward. "Y ou were about to identify the person you hit."
"I hit the defendant. He was a household servant.”

"Did you observe the defendant shoot the son of the house?!

"No."

"Did you see what the defendant was doing to the daughter of the house when she was struggling on the
ground?'

"No."

"Might the defendant have been trying to assist the girl rather than assaulting her?"

"l don't know."

"Did you see or hear anyone else on the roof a the time you hit the defendant?’

"No."

"Did you see anything on the ground near the defendant and girl at the time you struck him?"
"No."

"Do you have any knowledge of the defendant's rel ationship with either the daughter or the son that might
condtitute amotive for an assault on ether of them?”

"Yes. | had witnessed the son and the defendant in an atercation shortly before the assault. 1t had to do
with the daughter of the house.”

The Archon held up his hand and began signing to the Mg or Domo, who asked, "Wasthere a
relationship between the defendant and the daughter of the house?"

"YS,"

"Wasit friendly?’



"Wes"
"Did the son object to this relationship?”

"es"

"Was this the only dtercation between the son and the defendant?’

"No."

"Would you say there was bad blood between the son and the defendant?
"Definitely."”

"What was the relationship between the daughter and the son?”

"Familid or persond, Y our Grace?"

"Either."

"The daughter and the son were not physicaly related through their parents. They issued from marriages
by their parentsto others.”

"And persondly?’

"The daughter did not like the son.”

"Was there ingppropriate behavior on the part of the defendant toward the daughter of the house?”’
"l don't know."

"Was there ingppropriate behavior on the part of the son toward the daughter of the house?"

"Er... no. Not that I'm aware of."

The Archon sensed the last two answers were lies and caught a sudden increase in the prosecution
witnesssfear level. He beckoned to the Mgor Domo and whispered in his ear.

"Witness number one," continued the Mgor Domo, "do you have any reason to believe there might have
been someone else on the roof when you hit the defendant?”

"Er... no. It'spossble, but | didn't see anyone.”

Again the Archon signed to the Mg or Domo, who said, "I will repest the question, do you have any
reason to believe there might have been someone € se on the roof 7'

Puzzled, Jonah looked over at the advocate. The advocate held up his hands and shook his head.
"Er...no."

The Archon lowered hishead asif ddliberating. The prosecution witness was definitely lying, and hisfear
had become outright terror.

Cassius sgned to the Mgor Domo again. "Witness number one, you are excused.”



The interphone buzzed. After looking around to see if anyone wasthere, Galiaanswvered it. "Yes,
Advocate? How'sit going?'

"They just adjourned for an hour because the Archon wants to review the pleadings. Something about
the Steward's testimony bothered him.”

"What wasit?"

"He asked him twice if he had any reason to believe there was a second assailant. The Steward said no
both times, and the Archon excused him. He questioned Princess Eliane repeatedly about the number of
shots and exactly when the gun was thrown on the ground. He aso questioned Jonah about the number
of shots. Since Jonah couldn't remember anything, we played the audio of hishypnosis sessonin place
of histestimony. It was powerful stuff. Oh, theréstheguard! | haveto go. I'll call you back just as
soon as| can."

"Thanks, Advoceate."
Gdialooked up just as Julianwalked in.
Helooked inquiringly &t theinterphone. "What's that about?"

"Wadl... knowing you were worried about thetrid, | arranged for the advocate to cal me whenever there
was abreak."

"Did you, now? And have there been any developments?

When Galiatold him what the advocate had said, Julian looked thoughtful. "Did he say what bothered
the Archon about the Steward's testimony ?*

"He asked him twice about the second assailant. That'sal | know."

"Interesting. | always thought the Steward was the second assailant. Maybe he's not. But he probably
knowswho it was. Wasthere anything more?”

"No. Did | doright?"
"What? Oh, er... yes, Galia, you did."
Shelooked around. "Your Mgesty, where's Corey?"

He shrugged. "Down at the stables. She got into alongwinded discussion with the head groom about
eugenics. Sinceit'snot one of my favorite subjects, | left.”

Gadiamade amove toward the door.

"Don't bother! Martas already gone down there. The cook told me lunchisready. We can have her
pack it up and rideto the lake for apicnic.”

Remembering certain idyllic afternoonsin the past, alook of affection passed between them. "It was
good, wasn't it, Galia?"

"Yes Julian, it was."

He put afinger under her chin and looked into her eyes. "No regrets?



She looked steadily back. "None."

Watching Corey approach the house with Marta, Julian's cheerful mood evaporated. Turning away from

the window, he went over to the fire and stood warming hishands. "If thetrid keegps going the way it has
so far, they may haveit al wrapped up by tonight. Then we can set the date. Have you had achanceto

talk to Corey?"

"I'vetried...but she keeps cutting me off. She says she grew up on afarm and relations between men
and women are no mystery to her. She also says shetrustsyou and isn't afraid.”

Hesighed. "Y ou've obvioudy done your best and theré'sno moreto be said.”

The transport leveled out and as it headed south through the darkening sky, Galia gpproached Julian with
theinterphonein her hand. "Your Mgesty, it'sMaster Ludlow. For you."

The Emperor put the phoneto hisear. "He cameinwith averdict dready? Yes, | agree, thatisa...
Right. Would you do me afavor and put Jonah on?" Helistened again. "Y es, Jonah, | understand and
I'll bethereassoon as| can. Let metak to the advocate again.”

By now, Corey had woken from her nap.
Gdlia, on tenterhooks, shifted from one foot to the other.

Julian ignored her distress. "Keep the press away from him, whatever you do. Y es, thank you, |
appreciate everything you've done and I'll comeassoon | can. No, that'sal right. Just stay with him
until | get there. Arehisfriends.... That'sgood. Princess Eliane said what? No, that's perfectly al
right. If shewantsto see him, shehasmy permisson. Be sureto tell him that.”

As he snapped the interphone shut, Julian closed his eyesfor amoment.
Fear lanced through Galia. "What's happened? It'snot...."

He opened them again and sighed. "The best the advocate had hoped for was guilty but not proven. But
the Archon did better than that! He's acquitted him! Right now, the press has the Temple under sege
and they've discovered the service tunnels. Too bad Jonah's not as big asthe Mgor Domo! If hewas,
we could borrow his extrarobes and spirit him out that way. Well, welll think of something.”

Noting Corey's puzzled expression, he patted her hand. "We can talk about thislater. Right now, we
have awedding to plan.”

Chapter 5...Wedding Night

"Come, Your Mgesty," said Marta. "They'rewaiting for you."

Corey looked up at Julian where he sat next to her at the high table but he turned his head away.
Throughout the banquet, he'd eaten little or nothing and as the evening proceeded, hisface grew
progressively darker. Now he seemed amost angry with her but she couldn't figure out why.

Wondering what she/d done wrong, Corey went over the whole day in her mind.



After the Archon placed the miter on her heed, there was that moment when she'd tried to stand up.
Sheld stlaggered and would have falen had Julian not wrapped asurprisingly strong arm around her
waist. Ashed lifted her to her feet, hed looked down into her eyes. Then held smiled in away that
made her fed ddicioudy warm dl over.

Taking her in hisarms, hedd held her so close, she could fed his heart beating againgt hers. Then hed
given her along degp kiss.

When sheld felt Julian's questing tongue between her lips, Corey had responded instantly. Moved by the
surprise and delight she saw in his eyes, sheld flung her arms around her bridegroom's neck, amost
knocking the Imperia miter from hishead in the process. Then sheld opened her mouth and kissed him
back hard.

With the Temple bells booming overhead, the wedding guestsrose to their feet, their gpplause and cheers
amogt drowning out the choruss hymn of exultation.

After what seemed like an eternity, Julian released her, and the two of them stood for afew moments
catching their breeth. He'd turned her to face the people, whose cheering grew even wilder, and finally
they'd faced the dtar again.

Then the Archon bound her left wrist to Julian's right with a golden cord.

"Thisjoinsyour soulsforever," intoned the Mgor Domo, "and it will link you together throughout thislife
until one of youisdead. Now my beautiful children, go forth in peace and prosper.”

With flowers raining down on them from every direction, Julian and Corey had proceeded dowly down
the sanctuary aide and out through its massive jeweled doors.

Only at the end of the magnificent eight-course banquet was the Archon's golden cord findly severed.
Corey pleaded, "Jdulian, what isit?' But he continued to ook away.
She saw her attendants approaching and her voice broke. "Can't | stay just alittle longer?”

Julian turned his head in response to her tears, but histone was chillier than awinter night. "It'stime.
Takeher."

"l don't want to leave you! Please Julian. Not likethis!"
"Corndia Youmust! | order you!"
"What isit? Oh, my love, pleasetdl me. What have | doneto offend you so?"

The Emperor's gray eyes softened. "Y ou've done nothing, my sweet. How could you when you're such
aninnocent? But you'rethe Imperid bride, and it's our wedding night." Then hisvoice brokein turn.
"Mease, Corey! Judt... go!"

Ashesat at the high table looking after her, they camefor him. He saw his honor guard waiting and
sghed. Then he stood and held out his hands. ™Y ou may take me now"

After the Emperor |eft, the Archon motioned for silence.

Lifting agreet jeweled cup, he poured it out asthe Mgor Domo said, "Gentlemen! Ladies A libation!
May tonight be afruitful harbinger of yet another three thousand years of peace. To Nublig”



"To Nublig" replied the assembled company.
The Archon turned the empty cup down on the table.

"Thenight isgtill young,” said the Mgor Domo, "and thewineis plentiful. The Imperia couple thanksyou
for your company and begs you to continue with the celebration.”

Instead of taking her to her new apartments as she'd expected, Corey's escort of scarlet-armored guards
and maidens | eft the Palace and proceeded across the moonlit square to the Temple's brooding mass.
Footsteps echoing in the silence, they led her down an ancient stone passageway. Stopping at the
iron-banded door at itsfar end, they knocked.

It slently opened and they ushered her into aroom she'd never seen before,

When shetook Corey in her arms, tears shone in Gaias eyes. Letting her go, she kissed her on the
forehead. "Just remember,” she whispered, "heredly doesloveyou." Then she gestured to Corey's
escort.

Asthe guards s uted, the maidens flushed, refusing to meet her eyes. Then they turned as one, leaving
her donein the candldit room.

A velvet-draped bed loomed in the center of the stone-flagged floor, each of its carved and gilded
posters the thickness of aman'sarm. An intricate depiction of the Garden of Lifein every color of the
rainbow, the silken coverlet's design seemed to move in the flickering light. For aslong as shelived,
Corey would see those picturesin her mind's eye as clearly asthough it were yesterday.

Through the tall open windows, she could hear the boom of the sea. Outside a couple of straight-backed
chairs, an ornately carved wooden chest and afew shelves, the room contained no other furniture.

A group of white-swathed hooded figures awaited her near the bed.

When she saw them, Corey gulped. She stood uncertain, wondering what to do next when one of them
beckoned. Hisvoice was colder than winter frost. "Come, Your Mgesty. We must prepare you for the
Emperor.”

As Corey stood trembling, they silently removed her miter, cloak, gloves, jewds, wedding dress, shift
and underclothes and placed them in the chest. Then they bathed and dried her. Findly they led her,
naked and shivering, to the great bed. After removing the coverlet, they placed her carefully in its center
among theicy linen sheets and arranged the pillows around her. Then they ranged themsdlves against one
of thestonewadls.

Corey was afraid to move.

After what seemed an interminable wait, the door opened. Wrapped in agreat crimson cloak and
surrounded by scarlet-armored guards, the Emperor entered the room. Then he stood with his head
bowed.

After hisescort saluted and left, one of the hooded figures opened the Emperor's cloak. The crimson
fabric dropped to the floor to reveal that Julian was as naked as she. With hishead till bowed, he
remained slent, hisfindy muscled body agilded statue in the candldight.

Her assurances to Galia notwithstanding, Corey had never seen anude man before. She saw hiserection



and gasped aoud, and Julian raised his head. Breathing heavily, his eyes glowed red in thefitful light. He
looked at her as though she was a stranger and his voice was harsh and thick.

"Madam, we're here to make an heir and won't be permitted to leave thisroom until we've succeeded.”
Corey unsuccessfully tried to keep the tremor from hers. "Aren't they going to leave us done?'

"No. By law, the guardians must observe us couple, note the moment of conception and report the heir
istruly mine”

Hetook astep toward her. She shrank away and made asmall sound in her throat.
"Madam! If you'l just submit, it'll be easier for both of udl™

Julian climbed on the bed, then shoving her legs apart, he thrust himsdlf into her without any further
preamble.

Throughout that seemingly endless night, he penetrated her again and again. Periodically, the watchers
would stop him, give him something to drink and he would fdl ingtantly into a deep deep.

While he dept, they would examine Corey, draw blood from them both and pass an instrument with
colored readouts on it over their bodies. Then they'd take her into the bathroom, give her something to
drink and place her back onthe bed. After that, they would waken Julian, give him another injection,
and it would al begin again.

Asthe sea continued its relentless booming, the dawn came up. The hours passed and Corey watched
the sun sat through the open windows, and il the nightmare continued.

Hafway through the second night, one of the watchers held up awhite-gloved hand. Y ou can stop
now. She'spogtivel”

Chest heaving, and with hislegs shuddering, Julian instantly moved away. Hetried to stand, then fel like
astone.

Just before he hit the floor, two of the watchers caught him in their arms. Wrapping himin his great
crimson cloak, they lowered him gently to the bed beside Corey. One of them went to the door and
opened it to admit apair of blue-garbed medical attendants and awheeled stretcher. Without looking at
her, the attendants transferred Julian's limp body to astretcher and covered it with ablanket. Then they
|eft as Slently asthey'd come.

Martaand Galia hurried into the room.

While Gdiabrought abasin of steaming water and towels, her old nurse put acomforting arm around
Corey's shaking shoulders, clucking al the while like an agitated mother hen. The two of them sponged
and dried her, then wrapped her in afleecy robe they'd brought with them and dipped soft shoes onto
her feet.

When they werefindly done, one of the hooded watchers approached with a steaming silver tankard.
Corey held it for amoment, savoring its fragrant warmth. Then shetook asip. "Thisisgood! What is
it?'

"Aninfusion of rare mountain herbs and wild honey, Y our Mgesty. Y ou must drink it every morning until
your childisborn." Hemadeasif tojoin the others.



"Who areyou? Will | seeyou again?'

"We're the Guardians, Your Mgesty. When the heir's ready to be born, well come again. Then the
circlewill be complete.” Taking her hand in his, he opened her pam and placed something within it.
"Thisisfor you, my lady, from the Archon." He closed her fingersaround it and hurried after his

departing colleagues.

Asthe door closed behind them, Corey opened her hand to see an exquisitely enameled fish with
jeweded eyes and scales of brilliant blue. The pendant hung on ahandwrought golden chain and as she
gazed a it, she heard aman'svoicein her ear. "Corndia. Remember the fountain.”

Startled, shelooked around. "Who's here?'
Gdialooked at her, puzzled. "Just us."
"Well, who wasthét, then?'

"Who waswhat?'

"That man! Didn't you what hear he said?"

"l didn't hear anyone. Did you, Marta?' Her tone softened. "Corey, hon, you're exhausted. Y ou've just
been through aterrible ordedl and you've had no deep. Y ou must haveimagined it.”

"No, | didnt! And why did no one warn me?"

"I tried, but even | had noidea.... Oh, Corey, I'm so sorry. Julian had to do it. Now you're pregnant,
you won't haveto.... Y ou do understand, don't you? Please say you do.”

Martabegan to cry.

Corey stood up from the bed and took a tentative step. Then shewinced. "No one ever told meit
would belikethis."

"Itisnt, hon. At least not for ordinary folk. Oh, Corey, you must forgive him! Helovesyou dearly. He
redly does."

Corey dowly made her way to the open window and stood looking out at the moonlit sea. "They
drugged him to keep him potent and they made him go on and on until | was successfully bred. It'swhat
they do to my father's champion bulls. I've seen it so many times and never once stopped to think what it
must be likefor them. Well, now | know! That'sal weare! Pedigreed Imperid livestock! Oh, |
understand it dl very well!"

"But how do you fed about him?' Gadlias eyeswere anxious.

Looking down at the Archon's gift, an image of Julian by the fountain came unbidden into Corey's mind.
"Thiswasn't the man who kissed mein the sanctuary. Hewasatotd stranger.”

"But can you love him, fter this?"

Corey'ssmall brow wrinkled. "I don't know. And | won't know how | fed until | seehim again...and he
touchesme."

"Then you will see him again? And let him...touch you?'



Her green eyesflashing, the new Empresslifted her tiny chin. "Kindly inform His Imperid Mgesty that
he'sto cdl on me the moment he's on hisfeet! Under the circumstances, that's the very least he can do!™

Gdlids cheeks glistened with tears. "Oh, Corey! Y ou'retruly wonderful!”

"I know! And now if you don't mind, I'd just as soon go to my new home. | haven't had any deep for
two days. | want aproper bath, and I'm hungry!"

* * %

The doctor dammed his medicd pack against the table.

"I regpect our ancient rites as much as the next man, but thisis crimina! Those fools brought him to the
point of desth, and for what? A three-thousand-year-old tradition?' He checked the monitors over the
bed again. "With dl our wisdom and technology, you'd think they could have come up with something
less barbaric by now! Well, asamatter of fact they did, and even the Archon supportsit from what |
hear. But those damn traditionaistsin Parliament want no part of it! Every timethe changeis proposed,
the fundamentalists go into an absolute frenzy. It'sagaingt nature, they say. Asif this barbarism was
naturd! To hear themtdl it, the moras of the young, the surviva of our species and who knows what
else, depend on things being done just the way they dwayswere. If it was good enough for our
ancestors, it should be good enough for us. Wéll, then, why didn't they just finish the job and dash his
throat with a golden scythe the way they used to do in the old days? Then they could burn his heart on
the sanctuary dtar, scatter his blood over the new crops and bury whatever's|eft at the foot of the sacred
mountain under afull moon! After dl, that'swhat they used to do!' Or would that particular part of the
ceremony betoo uncivilized?'

As he spat the words out, the doctor noticed Jonah's expression. "I'm sorry. But when | see some
supidity likethis, | get so wound up | don't know when to stop!"

Theyoung man smiled. "Asamatter of fact, | agree with you one hundred percent. Do you have any
ingructionsfor me?*

"Well, hefinaly seemsto be stable. But while hisbreathing's much better, he's sill extremely wesk. 1've
rehydrated him and given him something for the pain. Even o, it'll take at least two daysfor those
dimulantsto clear out of hissystem. The next twenty-four hours will be especidly critica because
seizures are quite common with this class of drugs. In Julian's current state, a seizure would be especidly
dangerous. He's so physicdly depressed, we daren't sedate him. If the seizures didn't kill him, the
sedativeswould.”

The doctor held up an amber vial. "The Mgor Domo gave methisto usein the event of an emergency
but I don't want to unless| absolutely haveto. The Mgor's had alot of experience with overdoses a the
prison and my colleagues spesk highly of him. He sayshell comeif we need him, but | pray we won't.
Did the medics show you how to use the equipment and adjust the gases?”

Jonah nodded and the doctor continued. "If he getsinto the dightest difficulty, apply the mask before
you even cal me. If hefights, just hold it until he settles down. He's probably too week to give you any
trouble. Hereésalist of symptomsto watch for. If any one of them occurs, no matter how dight, call

me. I'd rather answer afd se darm than take any chances. These levels should tell you if anything's
wrong before any physica symptomsoccur. Right now, hisreadingsare dl in the normal range, hisvitals
are good and he seemsto be doing fine. Oh, and I've arranged for someoneto relieve you in about four
hours."



Just as he was leaving, the doctor turned. "Oh, and there's one morething. | looked in onthe Empressa
whileago. For al shessotiny, that'sastrong girl. Right now, she seemsto bein awhole lot better
shapethan heis. If Julian wakes, tell him sheld like to see him as soon as he's better. That should cheer
himup. And now, I'm going to try to get some deep.”

Jonah quietly closed the door and took up his station by the bed. He could see the monitors clearly and
the breathing mask and intercom were within easy reach.

When Ellietiptoed into the room afew hourslater, the sky outside the window was just beginning to turn
pink.

Jonah put afinger to hislips.
"How ishe?" she whispered.

"Very, very sck. Butif he makesit through the next twenty-four hours, helll bedl right. The doctor
finaly went to get some deep.”

The voice from the bed was so faint, Jonah thought at first héd imagined it. "Ellie? Isthat you?"

When Julian began coughing uncontrollably, he punched the intercom with one hand and shoved the
mask over hisface with the other. By the time the doctor arrived, the coughing had subsided and the
Emperor's bresthing was normal again.

The doctor removed the mask and his eyes were stern. "Don't talk! Y our lungs aren't up to it and once
you redlly start coughing, you may not be ableto stop. 1'm going to give you something that'll help, but
you absolutely must not talk." As he took aneedle gun from his pack and shot something into Julian's
neck, he muttered to Jonah, "Thiswas the other thing | was worried about." Then he frowned at the
Emperor. "The Princess can only Stay if you behave. And that means no talking. Do you understand?”

Julian smiled faintly and moved his head on the pillow.

"I'll take that asayes. And now, if you don't mind, I'm going back to deep.”

Ellie eyed her brother speculatively. "We can say whatever we like and he can't talk back?"
Thedoctor half-amiled. "Within reason, but | don't want him getting upset.”

The Princess looked pensive and it suddenly occurred to Julian there was more of their father in her than
held previoudy thought.

Asif heéld read Julian's mind, Jonah pointed out, "'On the other hand, His Mgesty's condition isn't going
to last and he does have avery long memory.”

Elliesghed. "You'reright. | suppose | shouldn't say anything | might regret later.”

Watching them smile blissfully at one other, Julian recalled his promise to Jonah beforethetrid. She'san
Imperial Princess and he's only a house servant. What in the hell am | going to do?

Out of nowhere, an image of Corey invaded hismind. Remembering how he'd last seen her, the
Emperor closed his eyes and wegpt.

* % %



"What are you two whispering about?'
Galiastarted and looked around. Corey's eyes were open and Marta hastened to help her sit up.

After plumping up and rearranging the pillows, she hurried for another blanket, and smoothed it over the
bed.

"Oh, Marta, will you quit fussng! I'm not sick!"
Theold nurse burst into tears. "It'sthe Emperor! Oh, it'sjust terrible!™

Corey grabbed her by thewrist. "What'sterrible? You tdl methisingtant! Or so help me, I'll break
your arm!”

She can do it too,thought Gdia. "Let go of Martaand I'll tell you. Julian'svery sck.”
"Y ou mean he could die? Why didn't the doctor say anything?"

"He was concerned about you. Wed just brought you back from the Temple and he wasn't sure about
your state of mind.”

"My mind'sjust finel Now, what'sdl thisabout Julian?"

"The drugs the guardians used on him are dangerous and they may have given him too much. If Julian
goesinto asaizure, he could die. He'sawake but he's not alowed to talk.”

Corey promptly siwvung her legs out of bed. "Marta, find me something besides this stupid nightgown! |
have afew thingsto say to my husband and | don't want him dying on me before I've had the chancel ™

Oh, my! thought Gdlig,and he can't talk back! | wouldn't miss this for the world.
When she knocked on Julian's door afew moments later, Ellie openedit.
"Corey! Should you be up?'

"I'mjust fine, Ellie. Now, what'sthis| hear about Julian? Ah, you must be Jonah. He'stold mealot
about you." Taking Julian'shand in hers, Corey inspected the medica pargpherndia. "What'sal this?"

The Emperor started to open his mouth. Then he saw Jonah pick up the breathing mask and closed it
agan.

Corey sniffed. "Oh, that'sright. Y ou not supposed to talk. Wdll, | can and there are afew things| have
to say to you."

When he saw Galia, Julian closed hiseyes and sighed. He should have guessed there'd be adamn
audience. What werethey doing, for pity's sake? Sdlling tickets? Why didn't they get the whole friggin'
city up herewhile they were at it? He opened hiseyesagain. That's funny, why's the light changing
like that?

Jonah took onelook at the monitors. Shoving the startled Corey aside, he punched the intercom, and
then hejammed the bresthing mask over Julian'sface. "Doctor! Something's happening!”

The doctor raced in, ripping open hismedica pack ashe came. "Get back and give me some room!"
He loaded the needle gun, and injected Julian in the Sde of hisneck. "Gdlia, cal the Mgor Domo
because hel's sarting to seizure! Ellie, keep that mask on!' Jonah, help me hold him! God, even now,



hesstrong!”
"l shouldn't have come!" wailed Corey. "It'sdl my fault. 1 did thig”

Her cdll finished, Galiaput an arm around her and led her to achair. "No, sweetheart. You didn'.
Julian'sgoing to be dl right. They know what they're doing." Watching the doctor work, she prayed her
words weretrue.

When the Mgor Domo arrived, everything was quiet.
"What happened? When | got the cdll, Gadiadidn't say much.”

The doctor met him outside the Emperor's door and closed it behind him. "Let'stak here. Incidentdly,

that young man should consider going into medicine because hesanatura. At one point, Julian looked
asif hemight arrest but your medication stopped it cold. He'sadeep, findly. The Empresswas here. |
gave her amild sedative and she's back in her own bed. But she made one thing very clear before she

left. If he doesn't pull through, she's going to have my head. And do you know something? There may
be hopefor that marriage yet.”

Corey was so absorbed with the fish nibbling at her hand, shefailed to hear Julian's approach.

He watched her for awhile, gppreciating the setting sun'slightsin her hair, the brush of her lashes against
her cheek and the way she caught her lower lip between her teeth when she was concentrating.

Asif in greeting, asecond fish roseto join the first and Corey looked up. Forgetting all about thefish,
she abruptly stumbled to her feet and backed away.

Her obvious shock and distress twisted Julian's heart. At alossfor words, he dropped his handsto his
sdesand just stood there. Findly, he found hisvoice. "Corndia. | -

"Theres nothing you can possibly.... Dammit, why didn't you warn me? Surely you could have said
something. Here, | thought you loved mel" Dissolving into tears, she turned away. "Waell, you got what
you wanted, Y our Mgesty. Y our precious succession is secure and now if you don't mind -

"I domind and | haven't given you leaveto go."
"I need your permisson now?"'

"Yes. No. Of coursenot. It'sjust that | couldn't.... You haveto understand. Protocol dictates that the
Imperia bride know nothing. A blameless sacrifice to Nublissfuture, she must be atota innocent.
Outside of the formal presentation, | wasn't supposed to see you before the wedding, et done kiss you.
Had they known what | intended, the Guardians would have stationed soldiersin the sanctuary to prevent
me from taking you in my arms."

Her mouth dropped open. "They would have donethat? "
"Certainly. Lovehasno placein thefirst Imperid coupling and physica affection isforbidden until after



the deed isdone."

"Butwhy?'

"It has been ever thus and maybe it would have been better if | had followed the rulesMy ancestors were
wiser than | knew and | redize now that | should have followed their example. Without love, thereisno
pain, and inamarriage such asours...." He broke off and stood looking into the water. With an
obvious effort, he continued. "Of course you may go. Infact, | wish youwould. Outside of forma
functions, you don't ever haveto see or talk with me again. Within reason, you'refreeto live asyou wish
and associate with whomever you please”  His shoulders dumping, Julian sank to the fountain's rim and
tralled hishand in thewater. "Please, Corey. Judt... go."

Her voice was so soft, he could barely make out the words. "What do you mean, without love there can
be no pain? Areyou saying you love me?"

"What doesit matter? Ourswas an arranged marriage in which you had even less choice than | and
there's no reason for both of usto be miserable. Y ou've done all that was required of you and more.
Oncetheheir issafey born, I'll set you free. That ismy promiseto you."

"Youll give meadivorce?'

He gritted histeeth. "Yes"

Corey fell to her knees and took hishand in both of hers. "What if | don't want it?'

"Y ou would gill be the Empress with everything that implies.”

"Julian. Look a me. Do youthink | give afig about being the Empress?*

"Butisn't that —’

"For aso-called man of theworld, you're not very bright.”

Afraid to hope, heturned his head and looked into her eyes. "What are you saying?"'
"Arewe alowed to love each other now? If you embrace me, will the guards come to separate us?'
"Only if they don't valuetheir lives™

Her arms did around his neck and she pulled hisface down toward hers. "Can we do this?"

Julian abandoned the fish and tumbled to the grassbeside Corey. Thankful for the gathering darkness, he
enfolded her in hisarms and began covering her eyes, nose and mouth with increasingly urgent kisses.
"Andthis. Andthis”

When they findly came up for air, she asked softly, "Are you well enough? | mean it'sonly been afew
days"

Histeeth flashed in the darkness. "We de Ravens are ahardy breed. Otherwise, we'd never survivethe
wedding night. But if you want to give me some help, | wouldn't say no."

"Here?'

"My officeisjust beyond thosetrees. It hasagreat big couch and it seemsto me you've climbed my
bal cony before. "



Shegiggled. "Only thistime | don't need my cat as an excuse.”

Julian growled and buried hisfacein her hair. "No chaperone's going to rescue you either.”

"Mmm. If you want some help, you'll have to show mewhat to do. I'm atotal innocent, remember.”
"Not for long, you won't be. By the time I'm through with you, my dear, you'll be atotd, shamelessdut.”

Wriggling herself around to a more comfortable position, Corey wound her asams around his neck. "What
areyou waiting for? My permisson?’ She pressed hersdf againgt him. "1 don't think you need much
help. Or have the Guardians been dosing you again?"

"That isnot only lese mgjeste, it'sabasdessdur. Such disrespect, Madame, is about to be punished
severdy and I'm not sure it can wait until we reach my office.”

She jumped away from himwith asqued. "Y ou'll haveto catch mefirst!”

"Dammit, Corey!" Julian took off after her through the trees and caught up with her as she reached his
ba cony.

Without giving him a chance to catch his breath, she was over the railing and through the half-opened
windows. "Ooh, it'sdark in here! Now, where's this famous couch you keep telling me about?"

Julian vaulted the balcony rail and joined her. "1 know my way around herein the dark, and that's when
it'sthemost fun. Y ou've never undressed a man before, have you?'

"Of course not.”

Ashetook her hands and guided them to the top of his shirt, he felt for the couch with hisfoot. When he
reached it, hefell backward, pulling her down on top of him. "I'm suddenly fegling very tired and unable
to do athing for mysdf."

Corey sniffed. "Likey story. All right, I'll play your slly game. Ooh, that tickles. 1... um. What, may |
ask, do you think you're doing?'

"Unlikeyou, | have undressed a partner before. While you're figuring out how to remove my shirt, why
don't | demongtrate the proper technique?

"It's not your shirt I'm worried about,” muttered Corey.

Suddenly, they were skin on skin without her quite knowing how they got there and Julian was
demondtrating to her complete satisfaction that the de Ravenswere, indeed, ahardy breed. Obvioudy in
no need of either her help or the Guardians drugs, he still took histime and approached her with dl the
gentle tenderness that had been lacking on their wedding night.

"If thishurtsyou,” he whispered, "tell meimmediately and I'll stop.”
With asigh, she opened herself to him and he dipped inside her and possessed her completely.

Finaly at onewith Julian and not knowing where he ended and she began, Corey hung in some formless
void. A nameless ar, utterly at peace and knowing that, for aslong as he lived, shed never be dlone

again.



"Twins?" shrilled Irina, "What do you mean, twins? |an't that overdoing it alittle, even for Julian?’

"Well, that'swhat | heard," said the Steward. "She's going to have twins. And the two of them have been
mooning around here like a couple of lovebirds ever since he got back on hisfeet.”

"A nice girl would have been thoroughly upset and not let him near her again after what he did! She must
have ataste for rough sex, thedut! Magnus, why are you shushing me? It isnt asif anyoneslisening!”

Julian grinned as the Mg or Domo switched off the machine.
"l think it'stimefor the Steward to let Irinain our little secret, don't you?”'

The Emperor disagreed. "We still need to find that second assailant and | don't think it's the Steward.
Hewouldn't have stood over his own son and pumped bulletsinto him. | think he honestly believed
Jonah did it, but he dso knows something he's not telling.”

""Should the agent have another chat with him?"
"No. But | think it'stimefor another heart to heart with Irina. What'sthe Archon'stakeon dl this?

"Why don't you ask him yourself?' said the Mg or Domo as Cassius emerged from the bathroom,
yawning and gretching.

"Ask mewhat? I'm making mysdf some breakfast. Do you want some?"
"No thanks."

"Oh, | forgot! You'reliving onlovethesedays. Twinsindeed! No wonder it took you twice aslong as
anybody else. Mgor Domo, do you want something?"

"Just some coffee, thank you."

"Incidentally, Julian, the Synod's Chief Jugticeis il after you for the execution of hisson. He'sjust filed
an officia protest againgt you, and now he's demanding amotion of censure by the Synod. | reviewed
my post-trid analysis again and drafted aforma answer yesterday.”

"So that's what that was. When | saw my nameoniit, | pleaded conflict of interest and tossed it to
Magigrate Cato."

The Archon wasirritated. ™Y ou know Julian, if you do that to Cato one moretime, hésgoingtofilea
nonfeasance complaint against you. He'saready caled my officetwice. The Mgor Domo told him I'd

speak to you."
llArﬁ?l

"Congder yourself spokentol TheMgor Domo told Cato that even though you're probably the laziest
son of abitch he's ever seen, he should blame your current derdliction of duty on possible brain damage
from your wedding night!"



"Now, wait just adadblamed minute! That's not exactly what | said.”
"Well, what did you say...exactly?'

"That you've had alot on your mind lately and are till on your honeymoon.”
The Emperor grinned. "What did Cato say?'

"He snorted something about twins being no excuse. He said he's got three daughters and two sons at
home and still does his share of thework. And that furthermore, he getshisin on time."

"Well, | suppose| have been abit lax lately. | assumethisisareprimand.”

"Youredamnright, itisl Magistrate Cato'sagood man even if his sense of humor isamite warped.
He's till smarting over Jonah and he's convinced you influenced me on that rape charge. He isn't about
to forgive ether of usany time soon and | don't want to go through al the nonsense of aformal complaint
and ahearing. Especidly when | think Cato'sright. So do me afavor and catch up your paperwork.
And the next time you get a mad impulse to shove one of your cases onto him, clear it with mefirs.”

"Ouch! Was hethat bad?'
"He certainly wad"

The Archon continued in amilder tone, "L ook, Julian, if you want to spend time with Corey...and | can't
blameyou for that...bring her over here. Shelikes the garden and the fish, and I'm sure we can find her
something to do. Now, what was it you wanted to ask me?"

Julian told him histheory about the Steward.

"| agree. Most of thetime, he wastelling the truth, but not about the second assailant. The problem s,
no one saw the man except Jonah and he doesn't remember. There's someone we're overlooking here
because weretoo closetoit. | have anideawho he might be, but | want you to figureit out for
yoursdlf. Incidentaly, | have someone on Corey al thetime now. She'sone of my best operatives. And
no, she'snot Gdia"

Chapter 6...TheBargain

"Aaargh! Therésanother one! | think it'stime." Corey held her swollen abdomen, rocking dightly back
and forth.

Julian reached for the intercom. "How long between them?”

"Ooof! There'sanother one. About three minutes apart. No, that one came faster. They're not
sopping! Juliasaan!”

"Doctor, please get in here! The medics are on their way but something isn't right. Here, Corey, let's get
you back onthe bed. I'll put these pillows under you. Doesthat help? Put the mask over your face the

way they showed you. Good girl. Now take adeep breath. Hold it. Let it out. Now breathe in again.

And start counting. Corey? Corey! Breathe! Please breathe!”



Someone shoved him aside. "Julian, go over thereand Sit! Galia? Y ou see that emergency pack? Give
me the monitor. And the needle. Now hold her! I'm putting thisin her chest, and she's going to jump!
Corey! Do you hear me? Comeon, Corey. Good girl! Y ou seethat indicator, Gaia? Tl meif it goes
over thered. Aslong asit's between thesetwo lines... right, that'swhere | want it."

Astwo Temple medics came in with a stretcher, the doctor looked up. "Thereisn't timeto take her.
We're going to haveto do it here.”

"But the Guardians..."

"Screw the Guardiand  If they want to observe their friggin' ritual, they can get their friggin' asses over
herel What equipment have you got?"

One of the medics grabbed a pack from the Stretcher.
Thedoctor glanced at it. "Start prepping her! | want to start in ten minutes!™

While the medics worked on Corey, the doctor sat opposite Julian and looked Straight into his eyes.
"Your Magesty, it'satoxemiaso rareI've only seen it once before. The only chance she and the babies
haveisif wetake them now. Right now, she's breathing normally and the babies vitas are good. But any
of her mgjor organs could shut down at any minute and | don't know what her chances areiif they do. As
soon as the babies are out, the toxemia should subside. But just aslong asthey'rein there, it'sgoing to
keep on and she'sliable to start convulsing. Don't you think it would be better if you went into another
room?"

Julian shook hishead. "I'm staying right here.” Then he continued in alow monaotone, "1'm not leaving.
Go do what you haveto! I'll be—" Hisvoice caught. Then he cleared histhroat. "I'll bedl right.”

Rising from the bed, Corey hovered for amoment, watching the doctor and the medics at their work.
Then she went to the tall windows and stepped onto the balcony. The Archonswaited patiently below, in
the moonlit garden. Looking back over her shoulder, she recalled afountain where colored fish swam
back and forth in the moonlight and her eyesfilled with tears.

She went over to Julian, where he sat done with hishead bowed. Putting her face closeto his, she
whispered, "Good-bye. I'll dwaysloveyou."

Julian looked up, and his gaze was steady. "I need you too much. You can't go."

Corey stood for amoment, uncertain. Then she turned away.

The doctor beckoned to Julian. "The surgery was successful but she won't waken. While we've done dl
we can, therésonething left totry. Cdl her name and keep caling her. It might bring her back.”

Corey was through the ba cony door and halfway down the stairswhen she heard Julian'svoice. His
tonewas so indgstent, it compelled her to answer.

Deciding that the Archons would just have to wait, she opened her eyes.

"Can't you see I'm busy? Honey, what isit? Why are you looking a me like that?"



With one of her handsin both of his, Julian kneeled by the bed. Hisface streaked with tears, he was
repeeting her name over and over like alitany, until the doctor told him to stop.

Out of habit, Corey pressed her other hand against her somach. Shefelt abandage, then it hit her. "I'm
flat!" Hailing and fighting, she spiraled into acomplete panic. Shefell back yeping, her chest aflamewith
aviolent tearing pain. "My babies! What have you done with my babies?'

As Jdulian'sfingersinterlaced with hers and squeezed, a deep voice overrode the dimness above her
head. "Corey, I'm your doctor. We took the babies—

Then sheredlly lost it. She legpt up from the bed, fell back panting...and sensed movements next to her
followed by atiny squesak and faint sucking noises. Julian's mouth brushed her ear. "L ook, sweetheart.
Our son and daughter. They're beautiful.” Raising her handsto hislips, he kissed each one of themin
turn. "Oh Corey, my lovel Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

The doctor cleared histhroat. "I hate to break up thistender scene, Y our Mgesty, but we have to move
the Empress and the babies. The Templesfacilities are better and we need to get them over there.”

"Oh, no!" ghrilled Corey, "Not until I've seen my babies! Givethemto me! Pleasa!"
Julian shrugged helplesdy. "Y ou'd better do what she wants'

The doctor resigned himsdlf to theinevitable. "All right! Corey, bend your knees. Put this pillow under
her shoulders and that one under her arm. Y ou've got exactly five minutes, then we're taking you out of
here. Your Mgesty, you takethisone...."

As he handed her thefirst baby, Corey meekly fluttered her lashes and Julian choked down alaugh. Then
she unwrapped the blanket to ingpect her red, wrinkled son.

Armsand legswaving in protest when the air's coolness reached his skin, the baby closed hiseyesand
mewed. Hethrust aminutefist in hismouth and commenced sucking on it vigoroudy.

Ignoring her son's outraged squawks, Corey removed the fist and counted hisfingersand toes. She
carefully examined the rest and rewrgpped him in hisblanket. "Hesaboy dl right! And helooks exactly
likeyou, dear. Especidly the—’

The Emperor'svoice was sharp. "Corey! There are people herel™
Shewas unabashed. "Wdll, it does! Now give me hissister.”
While shelooked at their daughter, Julian held his baby son for amoment.

As he reluctantly handed him over to the attendants, the doctor said "Time'sup!” Then he looked at the
Emperor more closdly. "Galia, get him to bed before he collgpses! One patient a atime is quite enough,
thank you. And between you and me and the gatepost, this has been avery long night!”

Now what?wondered Julian, asthe doctor hurried out the door of Corey'sroom. Inside, he could hear
hiswife's raised voice. When the doctor saw Julian, he stopped.



"Your Mgesty! | dmost knocked you down."

"| can see you have something on your mind. Obvioudy, you and the Empress are having a
disagreement. What'sgoing on?"

"She'safinewoman...."

"BUE?"

" She's as stubborn and contrary asa..."

"An Aretzan mule? | know dl about it. Corey's strong-willed al right but I can usualy talk her around.”
"Strong-willed isan understatement!  She's even got the Guardians upset!™

"Now, thet I'd liketo see. Cometo think of it, | wouldn't mind upsetting them mysdlf. What'sup?'

"It'sabout thefeeding, Y our Mgesty! Y our wifésvery smal, and the twins are big hedlthy babies. She
wants to breastfeed them but | don't think she'sup toit. I've obtained an excellent wet nurse but she
won't let the woman anywhere near her or thetwins. She actualy threw abedpan at me! Fortunately,
shemissed.”

Being panfully familiar with Corey's perfect am, Julian controlled his smile with some difficulty. "Areyou
going to be around for awhile?"

"I came out hereto cool off before | said something | would regret.”

When Julian opened the door, he could see Corey wasin tears.

The white-robed Guardians were trying to soothe her, unsuccessfully.

"Oh, dulian!" shewailed. "They won't even let me hold them!"

Taking hiswifein hisarms, the Emperor looked up a the Guardians. "Isthat true?!
"Wdl, Your Mgesty -

"You won't even let her hold them?'

"Well, theritud requires—’

Gently setting Corey down, Julian stood up. Helooked so menacing, the Guardian backed away in
terror.

When the Emperor spoke, hisvoice was very quiet. Y ou don't want to know what | think of your damn
ritud. Thisismy wife and these aremy children! And you can take your friggin' ritua and shoveit!
Now, get out before | throw you out. Doctor! Please comein here!™

Asthe doctor entered, the Emperor continued. "The guardiansareleaving! Please arrange for some
qudified, pleasant attendants for my wife. And onemorething! | want her and the children back in the
Paace just as soon asit can be arranged. Do | make mysdlf clear?”

Even Corey was respectful. " Julian! | thought -

The Emperor set his son next to her. "Here's one baby for you."



Then he picked up his daughter.

The baby's small damp head was covered with fine chestnut curls and her fearless eyes gazed steadily up
into his. Fringed with impossibly long dark curling lashes, they were the same deep clear green asher
mother's. When her tiny hand curled around one of hisfingerslike aminiature rose-colored shell, Julian
fdl helplesdy in lovefor the second time.

Corey'svoiceinterrupted hisreverie. "ls something wrong?"

Reluctantly, hetore his eyes away from hisdaughter'sface. "Oh, no! | just hadn't realized she was quite
90 beautiful .

"W, beautiful or not, she's probably wet! 1n case you hadn't noticed, my dear husband, you just threw
everyone out of theroom! Areyou going to change her?"

"l think | will. You'll haveto tdl mewhat to do but I'm sure I'll catch on fas."

Just as Julian was finishing, the door opened and there sood Gdia. "Do | seewhat | think I'm seeing?
Julian, isthat actualy you? Oh, | don't believeit!"

Rewrapping the blanket, the Emperor set his daughter next to her mother. "I have more talents than you
can possibly imagine. Now, what can we do for you?"

"l don't know what you said to the Guardians, but it'sall over the news that you refused to let them
performtheir ritual. Thetabloidsare having afield day”

He shrugged. "Let 'em! Where are those attendants?”

"They'll be herein afew minutes. | don't know what you said to the doctor but he seemsto havea
whole new respect for you."

"Good," said Julian. Then heturned to Corey. "Now tell me about the feeding.”

When things had settled down, Julian beckoned to the doctor. "Can we have aword?"
The doctor followed himintothe hdl. "Wel?"

"| think we have acompromise and on this| defer to my wife's considerable knowledge of livestock
breeding. Corey wantsthe babies to have the benefit of her first milk and the wet nurse's product is not
the same. She knows she can't sustain the twins by herself and iswilling to accept the nursefor that. But
onthefirst milk, she'sadamant. I'm aware her chest is il terribly bruised and that it's going to be
uncomfortable. But | also know Corey. She's determined to doit and | think you'd bewiseto let her.”

The doctor nodded. "We have afew hours before her milk comesin and I'll make her as comfortable as
| can. Thank you, Your Mgesty."

Asheturned to leave, Julian remarked over his shoulder, "By the way, Doctor, if Corey missed you with
that bedpan, she did so on purpose. | happen to know from persona experience that Her Mgjesty has
an absolutely perfect am.”

* % %



"Go on out there," said the Mgor Domo. "Heswaiting for you.”

His hands on the bal cony railing, the Archon stood looking into the moonlit garden. "Maor Domo,
would you leave us?'

When they were aone, Cassius took Julian's hand. He pressed a button and a section of the balcony
wall did asdeto reveal aset of stairs. Asthey descended, the Archon took a deep breath, savoring the
night fragrances. Then he went over to the fountain and sat onitsrim.

Trailing ahand in the water, he said softly, " She was prepared to go when you called her back but
they've agreed to let me crossthe bridgein her stead. All that remainsto me now isto designate my
successor."

Julian looked a himin horror. "There hasto be some other way! | can't bear to lose you twice!"”
Cassus smiled asif he hadn't heard. "Do you know the legend of thisfountain?"
Mutely, Julian shook his head.

"Thesefish were given to the first Archon after he was blinded to ease his grief for al that he had lost.
Night after night throughout his long imprisonment, his Mg or Domo would undo his shackles and bring
him to the garden. When hetrailed hisfingersin the moonlit weter, the fish would cometo kiss his hands
and comfort him. Here hewould stay until dawn, breathing the perfumes of the night and feding the soft
breezes on hisskin. For athousand years since, every one of his successors has done the same.

"When thefirst Archon was designated, the Emperor took anew bride. Despite the rigors of the wedding
night, they loved each other more than lifeitself and she gave him ason. He soon tired of her and turned
to other women. But she continued to love him faithfully. One day, when her heart was particularly heavy,
the Empress was visiting the Temple and she wandered out to the garden. She cameto the fountain and
began trailing her fingersin thewater. The biggest and oldest of the sacred fish cameto bewith her. His
scales were pure gold, his eyes glowed the color of rubies, and his name was Pharos. Asthe Empresss
tears dropped into the water, Pharos tasted them and fell madly in love with her. That sad world isno
placefor such asyou, hesaid. ‘Cometo meand I'll comfort you.'

"Later that night, the Emperor went to visit hiswifein her gpartments and found her gone. He searched
everywhere, cdling her name. Findly, he cameto the garden. Looking down into the water, he saw her
face, and he suddenly understood what he had lost. 'Come back,' he pleaded. 'Come back to me,
please.

"Sadly, she shook her head. 'Y our sad world isnot for such asl. But | still hold you in my heart and I'll
aways be herefor you.'

"The Emperor mourned her bitterly for the rest of hisdays. When he died, his servantstook out his heart
and buried it next to the fountain so that he could always be with her. After | crossthe bridge, thisis
where!'ll befor aslong as you need me."

The breeze died, the fountain's splashing froze in mid-air and the Archon looked up. "Do you see them,
Julian? They'redl around us."

In the sudden silence, the Emperor saw the shining forms of the Archon's predecessors, and felt their
terrible patience. "Why are you doing thisto me?' he cried. "Why do you exact thisterrible price?’



Cassus answered, "Because you are the Emperor and you have so much. If you can justify calling Corey
back, they'll let me go. If not, | must crossthe bridge that same night.”

"I accept their offer, but | need timeto prepare.”

"Y ou have one month from today."

Theair around them changed and the fountain splashed once more.
"They're gone!™

The Archon smiled. "I know, and they've put an end to my sentence. One monthisal | have left to
serve, then my long incarceration will be over. One month from tonight, you'll open the trapdoor, put the
golden weights upon my feet and release meto theriver."

"And I'll befreeto beaman again," said the Mgor Domo as he came up behind them. "Don't look so
gartled, Julian. Did you never stop to think that I'm his prisoner too? Holding the key to the Archon's
chains does not make me hismagter. 1I'm his subject fully as much as he's mine and, for eevenlong
years, we've been bound together in the same yoke. His mother Marjolaine was my sister and your
father, Janus, wasthe brother | never had. The thought of losing either of you is enough to tear my heart
out and if you were my own sons, | couldn't love you more. | heard the Archons offer. One month.
That's how long they've given you. If you prevail, you'l be extending our captivity. If you lose, wego
free, heto theriver and | to the world outsde. Unlessyou can find some other way."

"Then I'll find another way! And | have one monthinwhichto doit!"

Chapter 7...The Shadow Falls

It was after midnight and Julian sat aonein his Conservatory. Looking at the calendar, he saw the
Archon'samileinhismind'seye.

"One month from today, you'll open the trapdoor and let me go. Unless you can find some other
way."

As Cassius wordsrang in Julian's head, he remembered something else. The Mgor Domo had
recounted one of the Archon'sdreams. “Y ou and the Archon himsalf are part of atiny band of
defenders holding back this storm. Together the defenderswill prevail, but separately, they cannot.”

A small band of defenders? But who?

"The surviva of the Archon system, and possibly Nublisitsalf, depend on the case he'sabout to try. The
defendant’ s standing in the eye of astorm of incredible evil involving not just Nublis but the entire
Synod.”

Jonah! Jonah'sin the eye of the storm.
"Y ou and the Archon are part of avery smdl band of defenders.”

A band? Jonah, Corey, Ellie, Galia. Add to them, the Major Domo, the Archon and me. Are we



the defenders? Isthat what the Archons are trying to tell me?
Hearing a sound, he turned.

Standing there in the moonlit Conservatory, with her soft hair faling over her shoulders, Corey wasa
visoninwhite. "Whatever it is, my love, you don't haveto go through it done. I'm hereand there are
otherswho will stand with you. All you need to do isreach out your hand.”

"Corey, isthat redly you? Or am| dreaming?'
"It'sredly me. Takemy hand."

Julian took Corey in hisarms. Crushing her to him, he held her so close hefdlt her fluttering heartbesat
againg his. Fastening his mouth on hers, he gave her along hungry kiss and they stood like that,
seemingly forever.

Hisarmsloosened dightly. "Come gt with meinthischair. | achefor you but it's much too soon.”

She chuckled in her throat. "I know. But it won't belong now. I'm hedthy and | asked the doctor, just
to besure”

Helaughed softly. "Areyou not anicegirl, Corey? How can you let me near you after what | did?"

She played with a button on his shirt. "Why, Julian, you know I'm nothing but adut! Inaweek or so, I'll
be yoursfor the taking, then you can do anything you like with me."

Shetook hisface between her hands and looked into hiseyes. " Something's going on you're not telling
me about and | can see you're carrying some terrible burden. Y ou have friends, my love, and theré'sno
need for you to shoulder it done. Y ou've dways been there for others. Let them betherefor you. If
you need someone to share your load, al you needto doisask.”

"A band of defenders" he murmured, haf to himself. "A smdl band of defenders holding back the
sorm."” Hesaid the names again asif reciting alitany, "Jonah, Corey, Ellie, Galia, the Mg or Domo, the
Archon and me. Together wewill prevail. Separately, we cannot.”

"Julian, what's going on? Doesthis have anything to do with caling me back?'

"Yes, Corey, it does. The Archons summoned you and | interfered. Theresapriceto pay unless| can
persuade them otherwise.”

"Oh, no, dulian! Not the babies!"

"Hush, my love. Thebabiesaresafe. You're safe. Someone's agreed to take your place and unless|
can persuade them | did right to call you back, the Archonswill take him asthey planned to take you.
They've given me amonth, but two weeks of that are dready gone. | said I'd find some other way to
save him but | can't see any!"

"Maybethereis. You said something about aband of defenders, then recited our names. That must
mean something.”

"I don't know, Corey! 1 just don't know!"
"What doesthe Archon say? Have you asked him?"

"It was he who made them the offer and | who persuaded them to wait. And the old ones have said,



together we will prevail, separately we cannot.”

"That'sit, Julian! That'swhat they meant! Y ou can't do anything aslong asyou'redone. Together,
that's another matter." Shelooked thoughtful. "The onewhao'sto goin my place. It's someoneyou love,
isn'tit? That'swhy you've been looking so haunted and have been coming up here night after night.
Wedll, well just haveto think of something and between al of us, wewill."

AsJulian put hisarms around her again, Corey ran her fingers up and down hisspine. Shefdt the
tension in hisbody relax and reached in the pocket of her robe. "Julian, takethis. It'sthereason I'm
here now and why | turned back when you called my name. After they took you away that night, one of
the guardians gave it to me. Hetold meit came from the Archon. Then | heard aman say 'Corndlia.
Remember thefountain.'” And I did remember! | thought of the moonlight and the fish following my hand
in the water, the expression in your eyes, your smile and our kissin the sanctuary. And that'swhen |
knew | had to give us another chance."

As Julian opened his hand and looked at the enameled fish, Corey took it from him. She unclasped the
handworked chain and looped it around hisneck. "I think the Archon intended it for you al along. |
have my emerdds and now you havethisfish. Come, my love. We gtill have two weeks left and
tomorrow is another day. Y ou're exhausted and you need to Seep.”

Obediently, Julian followed Corneliadown the gairs, and somehow he knew he would.

The following morning, the Emperor decided to take hissmal flyer and go up into the hills because he
could dwaysthink better there. Heleft anote for his deeping bodyguard, telling him where he was going
and when he planned to be back. Then before anyone €l se was awake, he stole up to the rooftop.

Just as he was fastening his seat harness and preparing for takeoff, Titus came pounding across the roof.
"Ho! Julian! Take mewith you!"

The Emperor reached for the lever next to his seat and opened the door.
The Prince threw in his hunting gear, and swung himself up into the cabin, panting.

Julian nodded briefly and pointed to the co-pilot's seat. He switched on the motors and started his
pre-flight checks. The moment the spaceport's clearance signal chimed, he took the smal craft into a
sharp climb. Then heleveled off and whedled sharply away from the Pal ace roof.

Titussruddy complexion had taken on adightly green cast. "Whooo! Y ou do like fast takeoffs, don't
you?"

"| assume you had the wits to fasten your seat-harness, Cousin! That'swhat it'sfor, you know! And
yes, | do liketo take off fast! 1'm not Sightseeing, and | want to get whereI'm going! If you don't likethe
way | fly, you can dways use the Empresss transport!”

Astheriver camein sight, Julian made his course correction and turned north. After switching on the
autopilot, he unbuckled his harness, stretched a couple of times, and headed for the small gdley inthe
rear. Hewasturning his head to offer Titus some coffee, when the world exploded and everything went
black.



Julian cameto lying on the ground, his head aching and unable see or move. Hetried to open hiseyes
and redlized he wastightly blindfolded. His hands were bound behind hisback. Hetried to move his
feet and something tightened around histhroat.

A lightly accented voice came from somewhere above him. ™Y ou might aswell quit struggling because
you'll only strangle yoursdlf. It'san old Aretzan trick, and very effective for someonelike you."

"Who areyou?' gasped Julian. "And whereinthehdl am1? Titus?'

The Prince chuckled. "I'mright here, Cousin! This gentleman works for the Synod's Chief Justice and
he's been after you for avery long time.”

"That | have," said thefirst voice, "and oh, my, but you're adippery one. Y ou've given us no end of
trouble and my master doesn't likeyou at al. Y ou and your bloody Archon system! Besides hisson,
you killed two of my best men and for that, | oweyou. If it were up to me, you Imperia son of abitch,
I'd cut your throat right now. But my ded with the Prince hereisthat your precious blood not be shed.
Something to do with your Imperia successon and acurse.”

"What do you mean, succession?'

"Why the throne, dear cousin, and everything else that goeswithiit! It'stoo bad you had yoursdlf that
nice little family because now that's something else | haveto clear out of my way. Shesapretty little
thing, your Cornelia. Spirited too! It'stoo bad about the babies after dl she went through. MaybeI'll
have her fird, after I've convinced her that'll save'em. Oncel've had my fun, I'll drown 'em like kittens
while shewatches. Then I'll drown her too! That should amuse Irina"

Julian'sfigts clenched and he struggled againgt hisbonds. The cord around his throat tightened and he
Sarted choking again.

"Don't do that!" admonished the spy. "It'snot time yet.”

Titus prodded the Emperor with hisboot. "That rooftop caper should have worked! 'Y ou thought | was
on the Northern Shore that night, but | wasn't. When | caled you the next morning, | was actualy in the
city and never once did you suspect | wasthe second assallant. The timing was perfect until that dumb
bastard, Hero, decided to have himself some action. His mother's till convinced Jonah killed him and
I've never told her different. Why | went dong with that stupid rape, I'll never know. But it wasmy
mistake. Now I'll just have to marry your little Sster instead.”

Julianwent cold al over.Oh no! Thiscan't be. I've got to get out of this somehow. ['ve got to keep
him talking while | think. Come on, dammit! Think!

He heard footsteps and something thumped to the ground beside him.

"Wdl, hereheidl Actualy he'sone of ours but you wanted him, Y our Highness, and my orders areto
accommodate you. He's pretty well outlived his usefulnessto us anyway."

The prince snorted. "Irinas sick to death of him and so am |. He'sonly aservant and besides having
nothing to offer, he could become afuture embarrassment. | promised her I'd take care of this particular
problem at the sametime| dispose of good old Julian here. My perfect, oh so Imperia cousin! 1'd love
to shed your regal blood, Y our Mgesty. Oh, you don't know how much. But | daren't because of that
friggin' cur”

Julian heard agroan.



The Seward! Theimplant! By now, the Archon's listening post must have heard everything.
They'll have his position triangulated and Temple security should be arriving any time. Slently he
urged Titus. Keep talking, you misbegotten braggart! Whatever you do, Titus, just keep on talking.

Almost as he read the Emperor's mind, the Prince's tone waxed petulant. Y ou're awfully quiet al of a
sudden! Why aren't you pleading with me? At the very least, you could beg for your children'slives!
Say something, dammit!”

Julian replied with acoolnesshedidn't fedl. "I've been listening. Besideswhat isthereto left to say?
Theway you've been running off a the mouth, you lippy bastard, | couldn't have gotten ablipin
edgewise, anyway!"

Julian's head exploded in pain from asudden flurry of kicks. Involuntarily, he struggled and began
choking again.

"Dammit! How can you possibly be so cam? What it's gonnatake to make you finadly loseit? Y ou got
ice water in those veins or something?'

Stifling hisgasps, Julian kept histone even. "Since you've dready taken everything | have, | can't imagine
what more you could possibly want from me. But if you expect meto give you some sort of rush by
groveling and begging for mercy, you can think again, you stupid bal-bearing c...."

Merciful heavens, therethey were!

"Ah, no!" screamed Titus. "Thiscan't be! Therésnoway in hell they could have found usl Well, blood
curse or no, Cousin, you're sure as hell not getting out of this! If | go, you'refriggin' well going with me!”

Julian heard aclick. It wasfollowed by a sharp report and something rammed into his chest like a
hammer. Hisfeet jerked, cutting off his breath, then there was nothing.

A pirate ship skulked in orbit over Nublis.

A tal graying man in hislateforties, Lord Ethan of Sirius gazed down at the wreeth of cloudsringing the
planet'sface. Thanksto his ship's sophigticated cloaking devices, the Black Wolf's Commander had
managed to avoid the planet's defensive probes, but he knew his time was running out.

"My lord, theré's amessage from the surface.”

Without turning, the pirate chief held out hishand. Hislieutenant was abouit to |eave the observation
deck when Lord Ethan erupted with a string of oaths.

Heturned back. "Isthere anything | can do, my lord?"

As he perused the message screen, Ethan continued to curse. " Get me the Chief Justice on his private
band. It seemsthat our guest isn't coming after dl.”

"| thought they dready grabbed him? Thesgnd said they did!"
"Oh, they had him dl right and | sent the shuttle immediately. According to this, they'd gotten alittle rough



but you can't be too careful with aNublian. When it comesto martia arts, Nublians are among the
deadliest fightersin the Synod and, contrary to popular belief, not al that amiable. HeEd aready killed
two agents and the Justice's men were taking no chances. Histransport wasfar away, they had him
well-secured and there was no beacon on him. His people shouldn't have been ableto find himina
million years but they beat usto the pickup Site by lessthan acouple of minutes!  Luckily, our crew
veered off without being spotted. But | don't understand it! The rehearsal went perfectly and we have
our guineapig to proveit. So, what in the hell went wrong?”

The lieutenant started to say something. He thought better of it asthe Commander continued. "It gets
worse! He was shot during the rescue and our agent was taken dive. The assassination attempt on his
wife and the heirsfailed and now the entire friggin' Synod'sin an uproar.”

Asthey reached the bridge, the communications officer held up ahand. "My lord, | have HisHonor for
you now."

The Commander sank into hischair. "Put him on the PA! Then you can dl appreciate how much trouble
werein.”

The officer hit aswitch and aharsh voice crackled from the speaker. "Ethan? Areyou there? What in
the bloody hell happened?!

The Commander winced. "The screw-up was on the ground and his people beat our crew to the punch.
How, we don't know."

A violent expletive erupted from the spesker, then nothing.

The communications officer began hitting switches. "He's hung up and wed best get off the air
oursalves. The Nublians have started double-probing for transmissions, their defenses have gone on full
dert and therésafully rigged beattle cruiser inthe area.”

"We're outta here!" snapped the Commander. "Lieutenant! Go to Condition Red, and preparefor a
triple skip. Assoon aswe're clear, set course for Alpha Centauri.”

The Commander pulled up astarmap and started plotting coordinates. As he fed them to the navigator,
the executive officer issued astring of ordersinto his headset.

A console operator on Nublis's surface picked up the pirate cruiser's blip but when he went to scramble
the fighters, the intruder'simage winked off the screens. Hoping to pick up a scent, the operator notified
ahovering Trade League cruiser of an interloper over Nubliss northeastern quadrant. But the canny
pirate chief had covered histrackswell. By thetime the cruiser picked up atrace, thetrail was cold.

Oncethe Black Wolf was safely clear, Ethan leaned back in hischair and yawned. "1 think I'll go havea
chat with our guineapig. Being Archon Intelligence, he probably knows something. If | can pry it out of
him, thiswon't have been atota loss.”

"Good luck on that, boss. He's an officer in their dite security force and those birds are tough. Y oull
have about as much chance as—’

"That'll do, Lieutenant.” Ethan glanced at hisexecutive officer. "Take over for me. I'll bein the forward
cabin on the observation deck. We've dodged the Leaguer for now but you never know. Keep a
wegther eye out for strays. Otherwise, we're clear.”



When Ethan reached the observation cabin door on the upper deck, the guard saluted and stepped
asde.

Ethan turned off the miniature forcefield, and released the lock. Asthe door did open, he said, "Stay
directly behind me with your wespon cocked. If he makesthe dightest move, disable him. Don't shoot
tokill. 1 needthisonedive”

A dight figurein asted-blue uniform wasin one of apair of luxurious chairs next to the cabin's glass
wall. He saw the Commander enter out of thetail of hiseye and proceeded to gaze pointedly at the
panoramaoutside.

Ethan took the other chair and sat watching the spectacle while the Nublian continued to ignore him.
Then he glanced at the manacles holding his prisoner'swrigtsto hischair'sarms.

"Sorry about those but you people have areputation and you've certainly made abeliever out of me!
Y ou put two of my men in the infirmary and killed athird, and that was after we relieved you of your
amor. To put it mildly, Sr, you weren't easy to bring in."

The Nublian swiveled around. He half smiled at the pirate, then turned back to the window again. The
guard's weapon clicked but Ethan motioned "No."

He continued, mildly, "From your insgnias, | gather you're adeputy Captain in the Archon's dite guard.
Am| correct?’

The Nublian continued to look silently out the window.

"According to the ordersin your transport, you were on your way up to the mountains and won't be
missed until tonight. Halfway there, you responded to an emergency apped for help and landed to
investigate. Y our wrecked transport will be found many miles from where we picked you up. Therewas
abeacon on it but none on you."

Ethan sat in sllence for amoment, contemplating the prisoner. "Do you know why we kidnapped you?'

His green eyes expressionless, the Nublian swiveled to face him. "No, Commander, | don't. But I'm
sure you're about to tell me”

The pirate smiled. "Ah, soyou do have avoice. That'sgood because| hate one-way conversations.”
He looked around the luxurioudy appointed cabin. "These quarters were set up for avery specia guest
who's unfortunately not here. Since he didn't makeit, I've given them to you. 'Y our kidnapping was
actually arehearsal. Like yours, hiswent exactly as planned. It was only after we had him secured at the
pickup point that something went wrong. When we took him, he was done. He had no beacon on him,
any morethan you did. Y et your forces reached him less than two minutes before our shuttle arrived.
They shouldn't have been able to find him, and perhaps you can enlighten me asto how they did."

"Perhaps. But then again, probably not. Who was he anyway?"

""Was may be the operative word. He was shot during the rescue and may not have survived. Our
target was your Emperor Julian. Ah!' That startled you, | see.”

"What was he doing alone? He's never supposed to go anywhere without his security.”

Ethan snorted. "For reasons best known to himself, Julian ducked his bodyguard and decided to take an
unscheduled trip to your northern mountains. But he wasn't done. Prince Titus of the Northern Shore
waswith him. Julian underestimated his cousin'sjed ousy and he had no idea how badly he wanted the



throne. Titus has been an agent of oursfor quite sometime and the Emperor played right into his hands.
Unfortunately, the Princeis no longer with us."

"He's dead?"

Ethan nodded and the Nublian continued. "Commander, | have no reason to lieto you. Y ou can give me
al the drugs you want and you'll find I'm telling the smpletruth. | haven't the dightest ideahow Temple
Security found the Emperor.”

"We did have another prisoner. But he wasin no shapeto tell anybody anything.”
"Who was he?'

"The Emperor's household Steward, Magnus. We'd agreed to take him with us as afavor to the prince.
Though the man was soft and no fighter, someone. ..not us.. . had tortured and then beaten him to a pulp.
Asddefrom afractured cheekbone and afew contusions, you're in awholelot better shape than he was,
and that's despite the fact you gave us so much trouble.”

The Nublian's eyes flashed and he looked away. But not quickly enough to fool the Commander.
"Ahal Y ou do know something! Now, how are we going to do this?'Y our choice.
The young man looked calmly back. "No, my lord. Yours."

Ethan sighed. "I don't suppose | could persuade you to come work for me? Y ou'd be atremendous
asset to my fleet and you could enrich yourself beyond your wildest dreams. Y ou Nublians are the only
race in the Synod not represented on any of my crews. Would you care to break with tradition and be
thefirg?'

His prisoner laughed. "Thank you, Commander, but | don't think s0."

"Pity. | don't suppose torture would work either, soit'll haveto bethedrugs. I've got anew one. The
troubleis, by the time were done using it, you won't have abrain left or much of anything else. Areyou
sure you won't reconsider?”

"I can't tdll you what | don't know. Y oull find that out when you use the drugs.”

Asthe Commander reached for the intercom, the Nublian lifted the chair's arms with his manacled
hands. Then he hurled himsdf forward.

The guard's weapon barked twice.

The prisoner's chest bloomed scarlet and the chair skidded backwards. It cameto rest against the glass
wall. Held to the chair by the manacles, the Nublian's body sumped forward and was lill.

Ethan checked the sllent body and found no pulse or any other sign of life. Then heloosed off aentire
catalog of oaths. "I told you not to kill him! There's no way he could have hurt me, you moronic son of
a....Get some medicsin hereon the doublel” Gently, he closed the Sightless green eyes. "I gottahand it
to you, you son of abitch! 'Y ou knew something and got away the only way you could. What a
damnablewaste. | wouldn't really have used that drug on you. 'Y ou were much too valuable. Besides
that, you interested me. Actualy, | was planning to take you back to my base and study you at my
leisure. But the lieutenant wasright. 1 had no chance of getting anything out of you. One of these days,
I'm going to take another one and next time I'll keep him dive. Damn Nublians Smartest racein the
Synod and | still haven't figured how to get them to work for me! But I'll find their priceyet! Everybody



hasonel And then we'll seel™

In a sub-basement far below the Temple, an Archon Intelligence officer frowned at hisscreen. "Mgjor
Domo, look at this. A tourist ship just spotted the deputy Captain's transport. It'sway up in the hills, but
theré'sno sign of him. No body, nothing. The crash must have happened three or four days ago. But no
one knew he was missing because he wasn't due back until tonight."

The Mgor Domo glanced a acaendar. "Before the Emperor's kidnapping and virtudly, word for word,
the same story. Interesting. Keep searching, Lieutenant. He's got abrand-new wife and ababy on the
way and | don't look forward to facing her if we don't find him. See what wasin orbit at thetime and if
there were any odd transmissions.”

A week later, Augustus Veniston met the pirate in his private office. Located at the end of one of the
back corridors of the sorawling Interplanetary Synod Assembly complex in Aretz's capitd city, Parisia,
the anonymous suite was a convenient hideaway and the Chief Justice's true home.

"Well, Ethan. Y ou may aswell comein and take aload off. Y ou look like the wrath of God. Y our
Nublian diewithout tdling you anything?'

"Hedied dl right and | got nothing out of him. | gave him afunera with full military honors and shuttled
his body to Nubliss surface under safe conduct. No one started shooting until we were out of orbit

agan.”

The Chief Justice's sumptuous surroundings left Ethan with his usua sense of suffocation. Therewasjust
too damn much of everything. Too much gilt, too much panding. And too damn many dead eyes staring
down from thewadlls. Hisfriend Augustus was a doughty hunter and autographed pictures showing His
Honor on safari with dignitaries, celebrities, captains of industry, politicians and sports stars took up
every available space on three of the oak-pandled walls. On the fourth, behind the judge's enormous
antique desk, paraded dozens of elaborately framed diplomas.

"What'l you have?'
"Judt fruit juice, thanks'
"Why? Areyou on the wagon or something?"

Ethan stretched hisarms and sighed. "Just tired. 1've been dodging Trade League and Aretzen battle
cruisersfor seven days straight. Thanksto the current uproar, they're out in force al over the Synod and
I'm not too keen about being arrested right now. The League's got a<tiff price on my head and some of
their ships are carrying deeth squads. For such asmal place, Y our Honor, Nublis has become one
colossa headache. Revenues are down al over because we can't hijack any cargoes and most of our
drug customers are either laying low or on areform kick. Human nature being what it is, this sate of
affarswont lagt. Inthe meantime, my expenses and payrollsare draining medry. If my revenuesare
down, Y our Honor, yourswill betoo. If any of my crews get arrested, the attorney fees aone will break
me, let donethe payoffs. And if the death squads take so much as one of my shipsand kill itscrew, |
can't afford to replace either.”

Augustus paced back and forth in front of the desk, then rounded on the pirate lord. "It'sal your faullt,
Ethan! Y ou and that screwed-up kidnapping! That's why the Synod and the friggin’ Trade League are



behaving asif they actualy have bals. So what are you going to do, my lord? Areyou gonnalet a
bunch of fat-assed merchants and wimpy politicians run you off the map? Or do you plan to shove 'em
back where they belong?"

Dropping into achair, Ethan hoisted his booted feet onto the judge's elaborate antique desk. "What do
you mean ‘me,” Y our Honor? Lest you forget, you and | arein thistogether. Without my commissions,
you might actudly haveto live on that pittance you cdl asday. Andif the Synod ever catches on to our
partnership, you'll belucky if you can get ajob emptying the courthouse trash bins. That's assuming you
manageto stay out of jail. Hell, you might even haveto eat your friggin' trophiesingtead of mounting
themonthewalls Cometo think of it, | might have to make an honest living too. Y oureright,
Augustus. We have to do something, and we haveto do it now!"

"I'm way ahead of you. I'vejust caled in abunch of favorsfrom acodlition of businessmen, political
leaders and trade associations called the Sons of ISis. For their own reasons, these particular pillars of
society have no morelovefor the reformersthan we do. It took some arm-twisting on my part but
they've come up with this" Augustus handed the pirate acash card. "That should keep you going for a
while”

Ethan whistled. "What did you do? Blackmail ‘'em? Thisis serious money!"

"We'rein asarious Stuation and this state of affairs cannot continue! Come on, Ethan! Y ou'rethe
drategist. Think man! Think!"

The pirate turned the card in hisfingers and chuckled. "Oh, | dready have. All I've been lacking isthe
money and you just took care of that. 1've been needing anew basefor sometime. Something out of
the way with asolid financiad and civic structure. A pleasant planet with agood climate that's easy to
defend. And aplace the League and the Synod wouldn't want to blow up on abet because of al their
investmentsthere.”

"Areyou saying what | think you are?"

For thefirgt timein that interminable week, Ethan felt like smiling. "That'sright, Y our Honor. 1'm about to
put an end to our Nublis problem once and for al. At the same I'll teach those Trade League pissants a
lesson they won't soon forget. Desth squads, my asst How soon can you get therest of the lords

together?"
The Chief Justice looked down at a picture on his desk.

Filled with al the innocence and promise of afuture that would remain forever untold, his son Damon's
blue eyes smiled out from the jeweled frame.

"They'redready here. All | ak inreturnisthat you deliver the Archon of Nublisto me. Aliveand in one
piece”

Swimming upward through layers and layers of murky green water, he never sopped to wonder how he
could breathe. Hejust kept going up and up and up.

Then he heard something.



Digtant and vague & firgt, the muffled murmuring grew clearer and finaly became distinguishable words.
"The bullet'sout of hislung but weve left the one near his heart. One millimeter further over and that
would have beenit. Wetook him off the respirator a couple of hours ago and he's breathing on his own.
Try talking to him. Even when they're unconscious, they can still hear. Say anything. Tak about the
wegther, your children, whatever."

The murky green color had changed to white and the water had become...air? Then it wasal whiteand
much, much brighter. What was that hissng? A snake? No, snakes don't sound like that.

Hefdt coolness on his skin, then asharp sting. Hisarm was dropped again.
"Julian? It's Corey. Canyou hear me?"'

"Corey! Ligentome! Titusistheone! Don't believe anything he saysl HE's going to drown them
anyway. Security'scoming. Hold on...gottakeep himtalking. Keep talking. | put it on autopilot. Was
getting coffee. Titus?No! Ah! That hurtdl™

"Doctor! Hemoved! He's saying something.”

Hands touched hisface and pedled an eyelid back. The flash was so brilliant, he flinched.
"Hmm. Leve of consciousness has come up, | see. Good."

Corey'svoice sounded in hisear. "Jdulian. If you can hear me, squeeze my hand.”

Hetried but his hand wouldn't cooperate. He could move hisfinger, so that'swhat he did. Trying to get
away from the pressure on his chest, he groaned and opened his eyes.

A pink blurry shape svam intheair. Ashe blinked, the shape took form and became Corey's face.

"Why areyou crying? | just snesked off for an early morning flight to thefarm." Then he remembered.
"Titusl Theagent! They're going to kill you and the babies. Drown the babies! The Steward! What
happened to the Steward? Wheream 17

Hands pushed him down and a patch of red appeared. He blinked again and recognized the Mgjor
Domo.

"Dammit, Julian! Whatever possessed you? They had someone watching in the Paace, and that's how
they got Titus up to the roof sofast. A couple of them were following you in another transport. A pirate
shuttle was on itsway to retrieve you, and who knows where they were going to take you after that?
We'd never have found you if they hadn't taken the Steward! Maybe thisl| teach you, once and for al,
never to duck your bodyguard again!”

Julian closed hiseyesfor amoment, taking it dl in.

"Tituswaskilled trying to shoot it out with Temple security. And good riddance! The kidnapper'sin
custody, with your bodyguard working on him. The Steward'sin the next room and we've arrested Irina.”

Julian moved his head dightly and opened his eyes.

The Mg or Domo looked down at him with real concern. "As soon as| realized what was happening, |
adminigtered aneura block to the Archon. Because he hasto try that...that...!" For amoment, words
faled him. Then he continued. "The pressisin afeeding frenzy and the Archon suspects you had
something to do with it. He keeps asking when he's going to seeyou. I'vetold him your transport



crashed and that you sustained some pretty bad injuries. Which istrue enough, | suppose.”

Corey darted to say something but the Mgor Domo held up hishand. "Let mefinish! Someonetried to
get at thetwins. Thelr nursery attendant was one of the Archon's operatives and she broke the n's
neck. Corey wantsto give her amedd. I'vetold Her Mgesty asmple ‘thank you' will suffice.”

Julian Sghed hisrdlief and smiled faintly up at hiswife.

"All right," said the doctor. "That's enough! Mgor Domo, Corey, | want you both to clear out. Julian
needsto rest, and I'll let you know when you can come back.”

"What'swrong with me?' asked the Emperor when they were done. Then he coughed.”Ouch!”

The doctor checked him over. "Bequiet. Asto what'swrong with you, you took two bulletsin the
chest, one of whichisdill inthere. Along with that, you have a collapsed lung, severa brokenribsand a
large assortment of colorful bruises and contusions. Y ou look asif you've been run over by aherd of
wild horses and between being concussed, strangled and shot, you're lucky to have survived at al. Right
now, I'm about to tell the pressyou're going to live.”

"Rather you than me," said Julian faintly, then coughed again.

"I thought | just told you to shut up! Now, get some deep, dammit! I'll be back in alittlewhile.”

"Two minds with but asingle thought, | see," said the Mgor Domo two morningslater. "And how are
you today?"

Corey looked distracted. "Oh, very well and the babies are thriving. The doctor told me not to stay last
night. He promised held call if there were any changes.”

The Mg or Domo reassured her. "The chest tube came out this morning and he's been upgraded from
critica to serious. They're going to get him up today and walk him around the room.”

Sheamiled. "I know he's better because hislist of complaintsisaready amilelong. He says histone's
flabby because he can't work out. He hatesthefood, isbored silly with being in bed, and is sick to death
of the clinic decor. If he never sees another CyberSpace game, it'll be too soon, and he wantsto go
home. Buit thisll teach him not to duck his bodyguard. He was getting very cardess and I'd dready told
him about it several times. Now he just looks shegpish and says, Y es, maam, no maam. Anything you
say maam."'

The Mg or Domo shuddered. "When Julian sarts behaving like that, he's up to something, and | know
only too well what he's capable of when he'sbored. If he hasto stay here much longer, | don't even care
to imaginewhat hell do.”

"Well, I'd best get him home, then. Isit true they decided to leave the other bullet?!

"It'd beriskier totry totakeit out. At thisstage, the doctors would rather not cut on him any more than
they haveto.

"lan't that dangerous?’
"Only if it moves and the doctors say that's unlikely. But they'll keep an eye onit anyway."

"How's the Steward?"



"About the same. He's conscious and we got a statement from him early thismorning. But it'sunlikely
hell makeit into court. Besidesthe broken bones, he'sgot dl kinds of internal damage, and helll
probably never walk again. I've seen some atrocitiesin my time but never anything quite thisvicious.
Titusand Irinatortured him for who knows how long, just for their own amusement, apparently. To get
rid of him, they gave him to the kidnappers. And saved Julian'slifein the process.” The Mgor Domo
sghed. "Tituswas every bit asbad as Irinaand they fed on each other's corruption. 1t started when he
was very young and inherited al that money. Hefell into bad company and there were few vices he
hadn't tried. Julian thought he could straighten the kid out, but Titus wastoo far gone by the time he got
tohim."

"Speaking of Irina, what's her satus?’

"Weve moved her to aVIP cel and the trid's tomorrow morning. 'Y our Majesty had so little contact
with her, you won't be required to testify. Even before your marriage, Julian ordered Irina not to come
anywhere near you. He can be very forceful when he wants to be and he certainly made abeliever out of
her."

Corey vividly recaled the episode with the Guardians. Then she heditated. "Mgor Domo? There's
something | want to talk over with you after we've visted Julian, and | need your help.”

"I want to thank you for coming,” said the Empress, afew dayslater. Shetold the hovering servants,
"That will bedl, thank you. Well serve oursdves, and I'll ring if | need you."

They bowed and withdrew, closing the dining-room door behind them.
"How ishe?" asked Gdia

Corey sghed. "When they brought himin, they weren't even sure hewould live. By thetime Temple
Security got there, he was breathing so faintly they thought he was dead. Held been shot in the right lung,
was bleeding from his mouth, and the second bullet had just barely missed hisheart. He'd dso been
clubbed on the back of the head and kicked intheface...." Recdlling the sght of Julian on the stretcher,
with his chest amass of blood and bruises and cuts al over hisface and throat, Corey shuddered. She
took a deep breath and continued. " Security had brought aMedEvac transport and the emergency
medica team began working on him immediately. Helost so much blood, they ran out of plasmaand
had to do alive transfuson before they reached the Temple."

As she stopped speaking and closed her eyes, Julian's bodyguard, Asa, took up the story. "According
to awitness at the scene, he refused to plead for mercy or cry or beg for hislife, even when hewas
ordered to. Interestingly, the Chief Justice's orders were to kidnap but not physically harm him and the
Strangulation and shooting were not part of the original plan. The kidnappers were waiting for a pirate
shuttle when the rescuers arrived. But it got away before they could intercept it. Apparently, he was
supposed to smply disappear and never be found.”

"I can seewhy," reflected the Mgor Domo. "To be accused of aterrorist act against apopular Emperor
and his attractive family isthelast thing the Chief Justice would want. On the other hand, Julian's
mysterious disappearance would have fueled endless speculation. With due respect to Y our Mgesty,
when it comes to women, the Emperor's reputation is nothing short of legendary, and he's made no secret
of hisdistaste for the Imperid trappings and the never-ending publicity and gossip that go with them.

He's never done and he no longer hastime for hismusic or thework heredly prefers. 'Y our husband
had aready left thislife onceto live as a private citizen and only returned to Nublis under duress. Since
he'd done his duty and secured the succession, he might very well have chosen to go back to the smpler



life he preferred. Such adisappearance would have been very bdievable, especidly to anyone who
doesn't know His Mgjesty aswe do. Thelords of the Siriun pirate fleets and the powersthat be at the
Interplanetary Judiciary are no fools. Rather than killing him, Julian's kidnappers had probably planned to
lock him up on some agteroid and throw away the key. If hewere il aive, the Chief Justice and his
cronieswould then have ameans of controlling his successor. Dead, he would have been of no vaueto
them.”

Corey nodded her agreement and indicated that the Mgjor Domo should continue.

"The attack on Y our Mgesty and the children was another matter entirely and | believe that was part of
the plan. The Chief Justice and his cronies needed you out of the way, Y our Mgesty, because you
would most certainly have been named Imperial Regent until your son'smgjority. Not only areyou as
popular as your hushand but you come from an extremely powerful family and you would have had
strong backing from the Parliament. The Chief Justice sent one of his other assassinsrather than use
Titus because of the severe gtrictures againgt any heir who sheds so much as one drop of areigning
sovereign's blood!™

Ellie gasped and Corey gave her areassuring smile.

The Mgor Domo went on. "With you and the twins gone, Irinawould have been named temporary
Regent. Theattack on Ellie was part of their origina plan because she was next in line to succeed Julian.
But thistime, instead of killing the Princess, Titus planned to marry her. Ellie's death would have been
occurred soon after her Coronation, and the way would then have been clear for Titusand Irinato wed."

"Magor Domo," said Corey, "l see why Julian has so much respect for you. Now | know | did right to
ask you to come."

Ellie spoke up. "Why did you invite us here today?'

Corey told them what Julian had said in the Conservatory. "And that's what it's about,” she concluded.
"He repeated our names over and over like alitany. Then he added his own, the Mgor Domo's and the
Archon's. He's been so strong for al of us and he's been trying to carry thisterrible burden on his own.
Nublisis an ancient, haunted place with more mysteries than anyone can count and thisis only one of
them. Someone Julian loves dearly has volunteered to go to the old onesin my place, but you tell meit's
none of you. He's been agonizing over it and that was why he decided to go to the mountains that
morning. Tothink. Julian says he can come up with no argument to persuade the old ones not to take
hisfriend. But | have and he shouldn't be |ft to face them alone. There's been adream of acoming
storm that threatens not only Nublis but the entire Synod and he said Jonah's standing initseye. He
gpoke of asmall band of defendersto hold back the storm. Hisfina wordsto me were, * Together they
will prevail. Separately they cannot.’™

As Corey paused, Gdiaspoke. "Isit coldin hereor isit just me?’

A cloud had passed over the sun and the room wasfrigid. The candles on the table dimmed, flared, then
dimmed again. A sudden stillness descended, oppressive and heavy.

"Quickly! cried Corey, "join handsdl of you! Formacircleand hold on!”

The dining room windows blew open and behind the swirling wind stresked aball of fire. The unlit
chandelier blazed sudden brilliance on their pae upturned faces and darkened again. Then everything fdll
Qui€t.

Corey's gentle voice broke the silence. "Areyou with me?"



Letting go of each other's hands, they looked first at her and then each other. And one by one, the
defenders spoke. "Until death, my lady, and beyond.”

Isolated in hiswdll of sllence without even the solace of the fountain's splashing water, the Archon was
utterly done. The Mgor Domo's hand touched his shoulder and he put his own over it, holding it there
for amoment. Then he looked up and signed. "Why can't hejust let me go? I'm sotired. All | wantto
doistofal adeep and never wake again.”

The Mgor Domo replied inkind. "Hetook histransport and went alone to the mountains. It crashed
and he's badly hurt. Can't you persuade them to postpone?’

The Archon shook hishead. "I don't know. | cantry. The old ones say the defenders are coming
together. But | don't know who the defenders are or what that means. They told me Julian stood
between the Empress and the shadow. It fell on him instead of her and now helies closeto death. Is
that why he needs more time?"

The Mgor Domo'sfingersflashed. "Julian needs you right now as he never has before. We must help
him prepare his argument to the old ones even if it means we cannot go free."

The Archon's heart turned to lead and his shoulders dumped. “I'll dowhat | can. But | wish héd let me
go." Heglanced at the stack of documentson thetable. After studying them al morning, held just set
them aside.

The defendant was awoman. |f he convicted her, the penalty would most certainly be deeth. After the
trial was over, she'd be the only living person on Nublis, besides the Mgor Domo and the Emperor, to
ever seehisface or hear hisvoice.

Aswas his custom, hedd sit with her throughout her fina night, unmasked and unidentified. During those
last lonely hours, held encourage her to talk out her fears and furnish whatever comfort he could. Only
when the finad moment came, would hetell her, as gently as he knew how, that he was her executioner.
Likeall the others, shed storm and cry and plead. Then held offer her the drugs, hoping she wouldn't
refuse. During thefind preparation, he'd soothe her and wipe away her tears. When she was ready,
he'd look deep into her eyes, give her theritua kissand carry out the sentence.

Once imposed, adeath sentence should be mercifully swift. He considered any delay of theinevitable
with endless, futile gppealsto be utter and sensaless crudty to victim and condemned dike. Besides
being an outright offenseto justice.

It wasn't lost on the Archon how few of the rich and powerful € sewherein the Synod ever reached the
executioner'schair. Especialy in comparison to the disproportionate number of the poor and
disadvantaged who did.

In the case of this particular accused, Magistrate Cato's pleadings were faultless and he could find no
flawsin theindictment. He made afinal notation and signed to the Mgor Domo. "This caseisready for
trial. Go ahead and scheduleit.”

The Mgor Domo nodded. "I already have, for the day after tomorrow. Now | must put you to deep to
removethe neura block. ThistimeI'm going to administer the drugs over alonger period of time."



The Archon signed back. "Tell dulian I'll help him. But even if he prevails, he hasto let me go.”

The Mg or Domo locked the restraints on his chargeswrists. "I'll tell him, | promise. Now here comes
themask. Don't fight it."

The Archon nodded wearily. Then he closed his eyes and thought about theriver.

Three mornings later, a scarlet-clad figure rapped on the door to the Archon's quarters.
The Mg or Domo opened it from theinsde. "How did it go?"
Cassus pulled off the silken mask and robes. "Excuse me. I'll beright back.”

When he came out of the bathroom, his pale forehead shone with perspiration. He sank into the easy
chair and the Mgor Domo brought him acup of herb tea.

Hespped it gratefully. "It never getsany easier! For most of the night, she was so cadm she must have
believed she was going to be rescued. She accepted the drugs, but the real trouble started when |
showed her the axe. Assoon as she saw it, she went berserk, and she struggled and screamed so much
| was forced to knock her out and gag her. Oncel had her prepared, | woke her for theritual kiss.
After thet, it was mercifully quick.”

He drained the cup and the Mgjor Domo refilled it. "Of al the methods we use, beheading's got to be
theworst. Thiswasonly my second and | hopeiit'll bethelast. Her mother was waiting and she's taken
the body back to Silver Idand for burid. Poor Irinal Was sheamongter or avictim? | gill can't make
up my mind."

"A bit of both. Julian'stold me her history and the Steward's. Incidentaly, he died thismorning at just
about the same time you executed her. It was asif he wanted to go when she did, poor soul.”

"Probably. Theman redly cared for Irinaand their children. Did you know Julian was planning to let
them go free?'

"That soundslike him. But evenif he had, Irinawouldn't have stuck with the Steward. Sheliked being
Empresstoo much.” The Magor Domo bent over the Archon and checked his pulse. ™Y ou don't look
well and it's more than aftermath, isn't it? Do you want meto cal the doctor?"

"I don't know. It's probably just Sde effects from the medication. | fed sotired all thetime and now I'm
having trouble getting my bresth." He coughed a couple of times, then leaned back and closed his eyes.

The Mg or Domo checked hispulse. "I'm caling the doctor right now. Come, let's get you into bed.
I'm moving you out into the cell.”

The doctor completed his examination and beckoned. "Let'stak out there."

Asthe Mgor Domo followed him into the hallway, he saw the doctor was flushed and angry. "1 don't
know who thisfelon is or why he's so important to you and I'm not sure | want to. But I'm going to tell
you something. Even though he'sonly in histhirties, thisman's heart'sstarting to fail. That'swhy he's
tired and having so much trouble getting his breath. He's coughing too, isnt he? It'samystery to me why
he's even messing with those drugs because he can't possibly be getting anything out of them. Even o,



he'slived longer than | ever thought hewould. Infact, he's survived longer than any addict in my
program. The only thing keeping him diveisthe anti-se zure medication and I'm not surewhy that is"" He
handed the Mgor Domo agreen vid. "Inject thisevery morning with the anti-seizure medication. It'll
help his breathing, raise hisenergy level and stop the nausea. But he needs an implant to regulate his
heart function. Without it, hesnot going to livelong. Inserting the implant'sasmple procedureand | can
doitright hereinthecdl. Firg, I'll put in aminiature camerathrough acannulaso | can watch what I'm
doing. ThenI'll insert asmdler needle into the cannulaand shoot intheimplant. The deviceitsef isquite
tiny and the camera staysin there permanently. It'shandy if we want to take another ook which we
probably will. Hell have amagor bruise and a certain amount of discomfort for afew days, but that'll be
al. A couple of my patients have had theseimplantsfor years and are still going strong. Shall we go ask
him?'

"Hell tell you 'no’ but | want you to go ahead anyway. He'sbeen award of the sate for yearsand al
you need ismy consent. |f you wish to see the paperwork, it'sin my office."

The cell door opened and footsteps approached the bed.

Cassius closed his eyes and turned hisface toward thewall. "I heard you, Doctor, and the answer's
'no." | don't want that friggin' implant and | won't cooperate. So leave methe hell done!”

Ignoring the doctor's shocked protest, the Mgor Domo flipped the Archon onto his back and dapped
him hard. "My jobisto keep you dive! Whether we do this the hard way or not is up to you but you're
getting that implant! Do you understand?’

"Yes, gr," whispered the Archon.
"Areyou going to cooperate? Answer me!™
Eyes 4till closed, the Archon bresthed, 'Y es.”

"What'sthat? | didn't hear you! Look a mewhen I'mtalking! Open your eyes, dammit, or so help me,
I'll open them for you!"

Open wide now, Cassius dark eyesflared with anger and shock. "All right! I'll cooperate! Areyou
satisfied now?" He began coughing and was unable to stop.

Muttering under his breath, the doctor grabbed hisarm and jabbed it with a needlegun.
The coughing gradually subsided and the Mg or Domo snarled, " Apologize to the doctor!”
"Mgor Domo, | don't think -

"Doctor! You put in that implant right now or I'll get someonewho will! Thiscaseisclassified but | can't
explain because you don't have the right clearance! And in case you hadn't noticed, thisman's suiciddly
depressed!" The Mgor Domo's voice softened. "I it eases your mind any, I've never struck him like
that before and it'sunlikely | ever will again. Now, let's do what we need to do."

The Maor Domo locked the Archon's handsin the restraints on the sides of the bed, then laid his chest
bare. Not ungently, he adjusted the pillow under his chargeshead. Finaly, he hooked him up to the
waiting monitors and switched them on.

The Archon watched the doctor lay out hisinstruments. "Isthisgoing to hurt?"



"Yes itwill. Alot."

Their eyes met and the doctor's werefilled with pity. Then he nodded at the Mg or Domo. "You'd best
hold him down."

Asthe needle plunged into his chest, the Archon's body jumped.

When he heard his charge's agonized scream, the Mg or Domo gave silent thanks his mask concealed the
tears of shame and pity running down hisface.

* % %

A few days later, Julian woke from a sound deep with the Mgor Domo's hand over his mouth. "Sssh!
Here are your robe and shoes. As soon aswe're out of earshot of the attendant, I'll tell you what's going
on."

Asthe Mgor Domo unlatched the garden door, he whispered, " The storm clouds are gathering and
they've moved up your deadline. Julian, you must prevail tonight because you cannot release the Archon
totheriver."

The Emperor looked around him, puzzled. "What are they doing here?"

The Mgor Domo replied softly, "The Archon's just above us on hisbacony. When you and | have
joined the group, the band of defenderswill be complete. The coming storm will break over Nublisfirgt.
If wefail to turnit back, ahail of destruction and death will rain acrossthe entire Synod. But before the
storm comes, there are certain things we must do and it's essentid to act quickly.”

Just afew feet from the fountain, the Emperor stopped in wonder.

Ranged in agrest circle, the old ones stood before him.  Shimmering in the moonlight, they waited
patiently, rank upon rank.

The circle parted at his approach, then closed again.

When Julian reached its center, another hand took his and he looked down into Corey's sparkling eyes.
Radiant in her wedding dress, with her chestnut hair streaming over her shoulders, the Empressstiny
figure glittered like some fantagtic jewe from Nubliss shadowed past.

Myriad glistening bodies broke the water's mirrored surface and lay rolling in the moonlight. Asif in
answer toits cousinsin the fountain, the Archon's enameed fish warmed againgt hisskin, pulsing asif
aive. Then, soft asaruffling breeze, he heard his brother'svoice. "I'm here, Julian, and I'll stay for just as
long asyou need me."

When Corey released his hand, utter silence fdll and the air in the garden hung as still as death. Asshe
stepped forward, Julian moved to stop her.

She shook her head. "Thisissomething | and | done must do.”

The Empress opened her mouth to speak but the chief of the old ones held up atranducent hand. When
he spoke, his voice was distant thunder. "Y our Mgesty need say nothing. It isthanksto you that the
band of defendersis complete and your husband did right to call you back."



Suddenly the garden was empty save for the defenders. A dight breeze came up and the flowering trees
again scented the night air. The water's surface was ablack mirror once more and only the fountain's
gplashing disturbed the gentle silence.

Then Corey cried out. "They'regone! Oh, Julian, where did they go?"

Chapter 8...Invasion

A week |ater, the defenders sat in Julian's rooftop Conservatory, studying the lists the Mg or Domo had
giventhem.

Herapped on the desk for attention. "Arewedl clear on this? The Archonand | will beinthe
mountains. Well take turns manning the listening post and maintaining communicationswith Aretz. Gdia
will remain on duty in her office in the Temple Complex, aswill the magistrates and the rest of the S&ff.
Jonah will coordinate communicationsfrom here. The Temple and Paace guards, security forces and the
military have aready dispersed into the genera population. Their wegpons are safely concedled and
they'll remain in twenty-four-hour contact with Galiaand the Archon. Our intelligence serviceison full
dert and will function asusud, and Parliament's key members have dlready |eft for Aretztoforma
government in exile. With the exception of those belonging persondly to the Emperor and Empress and
afew essential emergency units, al ground, seaand air transports have been dispersed across the planet.
The Imperia jewels and regdiaare on their way to the sacred mountain and the Archon'sfish have been
moved to safety.”

Then he turned to the two waiting agents. "A pair of Trade League battle cruisers and their escorts are
waiting in orbit, one for the Prince and the other for the Princess. As soon asyou're aboard, you'reto
proceed at warp speed to Aretz. Theroya heirswill remain there under Trade League protection while
our emissaries plead Nubliss case to the Synod Assembly. Julian, you will receive asurgica implant that
will dotwothings. First, well always know where you are. And secondly, well be able to monitor al of
your conversations.”

The Mgor Domo sighed. "And yes, therell be amute button on the control as you requested. Just
remember to turn it off when you're done. And Corey? Sinceyou insst on staying, you'll receive an
implant with the same features as Julian's. Ellie, youreto remain at the Palace with Julian and Corey and
help entertain our unwanted guests. Y ou'll dso bethe official messenger between the Temple and the
Pdace. Jonah, asImperidsteward, you'll bein aposition to watch and listen to everything. Therefore,
you too will receive animplant. And now we must go. The transports await and speed is of the
essence." Beckoning to their bodyguards, the Mg or Domo shepherded the gray-robed Archon toward
oneof thewaiting flyers,

Julian gazed down into his daughter's eyes. Handing her over to Corey, hetook his son from the waiting
attendant and kissed the top of hishead. "Goodbye, little Cassius. Take care of your baby sster.”

"Goodbye, Deborah," breathed Corey. "Keep your big brother out of trouble.”
One of the agents shifted impatiently, then took thetiny Prince from his mother. "Godspeed, Y our



Maedties, until we meet again.”

While Ellie cried quietly on Jonah's shoulder, Julian and Corey linked arms and watched from the roof's
edge until the last of the transports disappeared over the horizon.

Gdiacoughed politely. ™Y our Mgesties, Jonah, the doctors are waiting. Ellie, why don't you go see
about breskfast? Then well al meet back herein two hours.”

Leaving the remainder of the battle force to wait in nearby space, the heavily cloaked Black Wolf dipped
gedthily into Nubliss orbit. Ethan's communications officer flipped his console switches and listened.
"My lord, theré's something odd down there.”

"What do you mean odd?"

"Therésno traffic, chatter, communications. Nothing!"

Ethan grabbed a spare headset. "Mafunction?!

The officer switched channds. "Therésnorma chatter everywhereese. Only Nublisisslent.”

It was the executive officer'sturn. "There's no ship traffic or surface activity either. And dl of their
defense shiddsare down.”

"Make apass over the spaceport! And try the tower!"

"Yes, my lord. Horizon Three cdling Nublistower. Horizon Three caling Nublistower.
Acknowledge."

"Wdl?'

"Nothing, my lord. They're not answering.”

"Make another passand go to visud."

Pictures of the planet's surface rolled across the opposite wall.
"Zoomin!"

Astheimages grew larger, Ethan could plainly see there was nothing moving, either inthear or on the
ground. "IsNublison normd time?'

The communications officer punched hiskeyboard. "Yes, my lord."

"Then, where the blazesis everyone? Thisismid-morning on aworkday! They don't know we're
coming and they were plenty busy when we were here before. How about defenses? Weaponry?

Anything?'
"No, my lord. Nothing."

"Tel Lord Micah to comein asback up and signal the rest of the fleet to stand by. We may aswell land
and seewhat'sgoing on."

"The spaceport docks are empty, my lord. Which one would you prefer?



"That one"

"That oneitis, my lord."

"The moment the area's secured, tell therest to come on in. And check for gases.”
"| dready did, my lord. It'snegative."

"All right, then. Open the doors."

As Ethan stepped onto the sunlit dock, it swayed gently. Outside afew flags sngpping in the breeze, the
spaceport showed no sign of life. The gates stood wide-open but the complex was deserted.

Weapons at the ready and fanning out asthey entered, Ethan's troopers followed him into the deserted
building. Asthe pirate's eyes adjusted to the dimmer interior light, he spotted a dender tan-clad figure
standing aone at the concourse's far end.

He tapped hiscommunicator. "Thisareas secure. Tell Micahto comeonin.”

Coming closer, Ethan recognized aface held seen pictured countlesstimesin the Synod's omni-present
tabloids. A pair of cool gray eyeslooked back into hisand their owner camly raised hishandsin
response to the hundred cocked weapons suddenly aimed at his chest.

"Stand down!" barked Ethan. Then he switched to Nublian. "Y ou're the Emperor Julian, | presume. I'm
pleased to make Y our Mgjesty's acquaintance at long last.”

The Emperor lowered hishands. "Y ou must be Lord Ethan of Sirius. Thank you for returning my deputy
Captain.”

"Hewas abrave man, Your Mgesty. | regret hisdesth.”

"Not nearly asmuch as |, my lord. Not to mention hisyoung wife and unborn child. But enough of that.
Thisisobvioudy not asocid cal, so why are you here?

The pirate smiled. "Ah. Y ou do come straight to the point, Y our Mgesty. | happen to be shopping for a
new base and Nublis seemslike anided location. However, asalongtime admirer of your planet and its
people, | have no particular wish to damage either.”

"That's good to know. Would you mind telling me just what your intentions are?"

"Y ou've cost me and the other Siriun lords agreat dedl of money and we wish to be indemnified for our
losses. And you yoursdlf, Y our Mgesty, have personally caused me no end of trouble.”

"Havel realy? Lord Ethan, because of you, | took two bulletsin the chest, one of whichisdtill in there!
| dso suffered aconcussion, lost an excellent deputy Captain, saw someonetry to kill my wifeand
children, and now you'reinvading my planet! What do you cdl that, my lord? Aninconvenience? And
aslong aswe're on the subject of indemnification, your agents wrecked two expensveflyers, one of
which happened to be my persond five-seater! Areyou going to pay for them?”

"Hmm. | seeyour point. Isthere some less public place where we can continue this conversation?”

"Certainly, my lord. My wife's expecting usfor alate breskfast at the Palace. In the meantime, if you
wish to make disposition for your men, my Steward will be happy to work with your officers on the
arrangements. Until then, they can make themselves comfortable here or ese remain on their ships. And
now if you'll be so kind, please follow meto my transport. Sincel'm driving myself today, theré'sroom



for at least two of your men and their wegpons.”

As dulian pulled away from the curb, the pirate remarked, "Y ou've obvioudy been expecting us. How
did you know?'

"l have agood intelligence service."

When they entered the city of Cyrenia proper, Ethan looked around curioudly. "1 see everything's
closed. Whereiseverybody? Andwhy are the streets empty?”

"| declared aholiday and told them al to stay home. There'sless chance of amishap that way."
"Why's the spaceport deserted? Where'sdl thetraffic?"

"We got everything out of here severa days ago and notified our trading partnersto stay away until
further notice. We kicked the press out yesterday afternoon. They |eft on the last shuttle.”

"Why did you not defend yourselves? Y ou had plenty of weaponry when | was here before.”

"We dtill do but not where you'll findit. We'reavery smadl planet with absolutely no inclination toward
war. Trying to withstand aforce like yourswould only have resulted in usdless carnage and dead
heroes. Whether we resisted or not, the end result would have been the same. Even if we have to put
up with your unwanted company indefinitely, Lord Ethan, it'sworth it to me to keep my people and their
homesintact. I'd far rather do that than see them blown to bitsfor ahopeless cause. That'sif you intend
to leave them alone and not pillage the place.”

"I may beapirate but I'm not avandd. Sincel intend to make Nublismy home, | have no intention of
despailing your beautiful planet. 1've admired your art and ancient culture for avery long timeand | find
the Nublian peopletruly fascinating. Asl told your late deputy Captain, it irks methat of al theracesin
the Synod, yoursisthe brightest and the best, yet it's the only one not represented on any of my crews.
When | offered him acommisson, helaughed in my face. Then he, quite neediesdy, provoked the guard
into killing him. For whatever it'sworth, Y our Mgesty, the man respons ble has been severely
disciplined. | didn't even want to hurt your deputy Captain, let donekill him. Infact, | had every
intention of giving him back to you in one piece. After I'd had achanceto study him for awhile.”

"Didyou, now?" Julian spoke softly, dmost to himsdlf, and aslong as Lord Ethan was doing al the
talking, he decided to take the long way around.

They findly entered the great stone square, and drew up to the Palace steps. "Herewe are. And there's
my lovely wifewaiting to greet us."

When Julian was followed out of the transport by agraying, heavyset manin hislateforties, Corey's
knees went weak with relief. She'd expected a black-skinned purple-eyed Siriun, but this man's skin
was as golden as hers and she wondered from what fregbooting ancestor he'd inherited his sapphire
eyes. Shelooked anxioudy up at her husband, but couldn't read his expression,

"Madam," he said noncommittally. "May | present Lord Ethan of Sirius.”
"Your Mgesty. I'm truly honored to make your acquaintance.”

The pirate lord brushed hislips across her extended hand and Corey shuddered. "My lord, | wish |
could say the same. Unfortunatdly, | can't.” Shelooked up at Julian again, half-accusing. "You'relate!
What kept you?'



The pirate dmost purred. "Oh, that'smy fault, Y our Magesty! | asked the Emperor to give us abrief
tour of the city and he obliged. Later, if hed be so kind, I'd like him to take me over to the Temple and
introduce meto your legendary Archon. If that's not aproblem.”

Julian smiled lazily. "1t might just be. HisGraceisn't here”
"What do you mean, he's not here?’

"Well, it'slikethis. When His Grace heard you were coming, heleft. Our chief judgeisan extremely
private individual and he considersyour interest in him unseemly. Asfar as| know, he's off-planet
somewhere.”

Approaching the steps from the opposite side of the square, two of Lord Ethan's men caught the last of
Julian'swords. "It'strue, my lord. Wevejust come from the Temple and the Archon's quarters are
swept clean. We could find no guards or servants anywhere. Even the fish you told usto look for are
gone. Theclinic and commissary are open with afew regular staff on duty and one or two clerica
people are working in the offices. Outside of that, the placeis deserted.”

"What about the jewels and regdia?’

"Gone, my lord."

"Air trangports?”

"Except for acouple of MedEvac emergency units, they're gonetoo."
"Ground trangports?”

"One, my lord. Wetook it."

Obvioudy displeased, Ethan took in adeep breath and let it out again. "Well, | haveto hand it to Y our
Maesty. Would you careto enlighten us as to the whereabouts of your Imperial jewels, regaia, and the
Archon's sacred fish?'

Julian smiled again, thistime apologeticaly, and held up hishands. "Asamatter of fact, | can't becausel
haven't the faintest ideawhere they are. The Archon made dl those decisions before he left and hefailed
to share the information with me. He said my family and | would be better off not knowing."

"Speaking of your family, Your Mgesty, I'd very much like to meet your beautiful twins. Arethey here?’
"Regrettably, no, my lord."
"Arethey with the Archon?'

"No, my lord." Julian squeezed hiswife's hand and whispered in her ear, "The sgna came through.
They arrived ssfey.”

Closing her eyes, Corey breathed a prayer of thanks.
"What wasthat, Your Mgesty?' The pirate's voice was sharp.

Julian's gray eyes danced with mischief. "I put my tonguein Her Mgesty'sear. Shelikesit, don't you,
my love?'

Corey blushed to theroots of her hair. "Julian!”



Thistime, the Emperor'ssmilewasal innocence. "Hislordship asked aquestion and | answered it.
Shdl | doitagan?'

Ethan noted hismen's grins. Score one for you, Emperor. Game, set and match.
"Er, no, Your Mgesty. That'snot necessary. Y ou said something about bregkfast?!

Julian looked around. "Here comes my Steward now. After breakfast, perhaps you'd care to see my
Conservatory and take atour of the Paace. If you wish to stay here, it'll give you an opportunity to pick
out your persond quarters and decide whereto billet your men. With the Palace and Temple guard
gone, theré's plenty of room in the barracks."

Jonah's hand brushed Julian's and dipped something into it. The Emperor palmed it quickly. Asthe
pirate lord and his men walked ahead of him into the Palace, he turned up hishand. The noteread,” The
rabbit has ears, " and he heaved aslent Sgh of reief.

It meant the Archon's group was safein their mountain refuge, the listening post and communications links
with Aretz and the city were established, and everything el se was proceeding according to plan.

It wasthe Siriuns first meeting since the pirate fleets arriva and astunned silencefell around thetable.
"Y ou want usto pay for everything instead of just taking it? Y ou can't be serious?’

"Micah, I'm deadly serious. Since I'm planning to make my home here and use Nublisasamain base, |
don't want to inflame the loca populace any more than necessary because then I'll have to spend as much
time defending my back as| will my perimeters. I'missuing aspecid scrip inlieu of part of their pay to
thetroops and | strongly suggest you do the same. The crews are to use this scrip to pay for everything
up to and including the pleasure paaces. The scrip will be submitted by the vendorsto me. After taking
my cut, I'll redeem the remainder in Nublian coin. Our war chestisample and | plan to writedl the scrip
off againg it asan expense. Plusmy cut which I'll then collect twice."

"I must say that sounds very feasible," said Micah. "And now that you've explained, it makes sense.
Especidly the cut.”

"It could eventually be as profitable as hijacking because I'll be getting a piece of dmost every business
here. Incidentally, the legal associationswant to set up shop as soon as possible and I'll be getting a cut
from them too. The Archon's unavailable and there's no one to police the streets or try Nubliss crimina
or civil cases. Since we need a properly regulated society, were going to bring in outside judges and set
up agtandard legd system, feesand al. Chief Justice Veniston isinterviewing the eager candidates right
now. Also, thereésalot of big money here. But just aslong aswe keep my hands off the mgor banks
and outside corporations, it'll look the other way and stay put. The beauty part isthat we can pioudy
justify thisinvasion on the grounds we're transforming aformer police state into ademocracy. By the
time our lobbyists and spin doctors are done, the entire Synod will be hailing usasliberators. Hell, they!ll
even be writing folk songs about how we freed the ancient empire of Nublis from the Archon's
oppression. But we need to |eave the Emperor and hisfamily alonefor now. They're the stuff of
romance and we certainly don't want to create any martyrs. The officia linewill be that the cowardly
thieving Archon abandoned the Emperor in his hour of need and looted the Imperid treasures and took
them with him. The Emperor and Empress could have left too. Instead, they nobly choseto stay with
their beloved people after sending their children to safety. Now, there'sto be no rape either, Micah, and
I'm counting on you and the other lords to keep the troopsin line. Nublianstake adim view of rape and
| see no point in stirring them up. With the amount of consensual sex around here, there's no need to be
taking anyone by force. I'm getting oninyearsand | want to settle down. Nublisisavery pleasant place



and | may even become respectable.”
"You, Ethan?' Micah shook his head.

"Yes, me! I'm giving seriousthought to taking awife and starting afamily. In case you hadn't noticed,
there are some redlly gorgeous women around here. Especidly one particular redhead over at the
Temple,

An ade tapped Ethan on the shoulder and handed him anote. "Ah! The Emperor'sinvited the five of us
to dinner thisevening. | hope héll play afterwards. Julian's afine musician and composer in hisown right
and he's made quite afew commercidly successful recordings.”

"Even | know that," said Micah. "But bethat asit may, | still plan on bringing afood taster. For dl their
smooth ways, | don't trust these Nublians any further than | can throw them.”

Ethan'slaugh rumbled in histhroat. "Oh, | dready have minedl lined up. She'sthe Emperor'slittle
Sde.”

Three months later, Galia Alazne's secretary knocked on her office door. "L ook boss, more flowers!
Rareonestoo! Thistimeit'sair orchidsfrom Srius. Aren't they beautiful? They say you can put them
anywhere and they'll live forever. Where do you want them?”

Frustrated, Galia surveyed her cramped office. Every flat surface already boasted an daborate floral
offering. "Dammit! Thisthingisway out of control! Here, Anya, put them on your desk and give methe
card. If any more come, send them over to the Archon's maternity home. Just save the cards and write
on them whatever they were."

She read the latest message. "I'll go to the ends of the universe and back just to seeyou smile.” It was
dgned"E"

Ethan! | wish you would just die! Or at least go away and never come back.

Not since Julian had |eft her dl those years ago, had Gaiafelt lesslike smiling and up until now she
wouldn't have believed she had any tears|eft to shed.

When theinvaders had set up the new legd system, they'd appointed her to head their Judicid Assistance
Program. Whatever that was!

Every day found her dedling with afresh tide of financid misery while she struggled to find affordable
representation for those of her people unfortunate enough to become enmeshed in the new legdlities. It
wasn't that there weren't any lawyers available.

If anything, Nublis now boasted asurplus. Attracted by tales of vast fortunes and easy pickings, legd
hucksters from al over the Synod flooded into Cyrenialikefliesto ahoney pot. Vadt asit was, the
Temple complex was actudly beginning to run out of room. Every available space had long since been
partitioned and some of the imports were operating two and threeto adesk. The problem wasfinding a
practitioner who was even remotely competent, let done affordable.

The Siriun lords guidelines and schedules had been posted above Gdias desk, right next to therigid
means test formula her applicants for assstance were required to meet. In her opinion, the new regime
should have listed the bribe schedule aswell. Sheld heard the same litany so many times, she could recite
it off thetop of her head. Not only did she know the price of every verdict and servicein the new system



but aso how much each onewasliableto vary.

As hefought hisway through the crowds infesting every halway, Julian would just shake hishead. Hed
take refuge in his quiet book-lined chambers, only emerging when it wastime for him to go to Court.
Those fortunate enough to come before his Court could aways count on afair hearing and appealson his
findingswererare. Occasiondly, he'd plead a case for one of Galia's more desperate clients. But with
his own schedule becoming more and more crowded, the Emperor had been finding it increasingly
difficult to help her out.

Early on, held hired a couple of associates from the new crop to assist him with hisworkload. Hed fired
them dmost immediatdy in disgust and consdered it richly ironic that the pirate lords would try to get
their own cases assigned to his calendar rather than trust the imported judges. But whenever Ethan
would make him yet another offer of untold millionsto take him on asaclient, Julian would give him the
same answer. "If you'd pleasetell mewhat it is about the word 'no' you fail to understand, I'll be more
than happy to clarify it for you."

Seemingly unoffended, the pirate just kept upping the ante to apoint whereit finaly became ajoke
between Julian and Gdlia

Gdialooked at the card in her hand and the flowers al over her office. Then shesighed. Theword 'no
didn't seem to bein Ethan's vocabulary.

As she dropped the card in the wastebasket, someone rapped on her door.

Julian'ssgter Ellie poked in her head. "How about having lunch with me by the fountain? Do you think
Julianwould careto join us?'

Galianodded. "Why don't | cal the commissary and order something?'
Mindful of the ever-present listening devices, Elliesmiled. "I'll go seeif he'sfreeand I'll be right back."

Ellie normaly never cameto Galias office at thistime of the day. 'By the fountain’ was code for
something urgent from Aretz and if Julian wasincluded it had to be big. Gaias commissary order would
confirm to her people that contact had been made and put Nublis's hidden army and weagpons systems
onimmediate dert.

"Good news," said Julian. After relatching the garden door, he shepherded them over to the silent
fountain. AsGdiadistributed the food, he continued. "According to Archon Intelligence, our emissaries
didit! Hedoesn't know it yet but the Synod Assembly is about to refuse Ethan's request for diplomatic
recognition. Not only have they declined to condemn the Archon but they're recognizing our government
inexile! Thisgivesusthe status of an invaded realm and officidly entitles usto Synod protection. Right
now the Assembly's executive committee is debating how best to proceed. Ther€sno pointin
sanctioning Ethan and the other lords because they're outlaws anyway. And the Synod forces don't want
to mount afull invasion from outside because it would probably cause the planet to be blown up. Their
military leaders think we should try to take Nublisfrom theinside, and | agree. Starting tonight, the
Trade League will begin ferrying commando and intelligence unitsinto the mountains. Once on the
ground, they'll coordinate with the Archon's people. The guards herein Cyreniaare dready on full dert
and acombined Synod/Trade League fleet isunder way. Their current ETA isthe day after tomorrow
and they'll stay cloaked and out of range until we signd. By that time, we should have al the key

ingtd lations secured and the planet back under our control."



He paused asif turning something over in hismind. "Thisiswhere| need you, Galia Ethan'sbeen
pursuing you for how long?*

"Three months and the man never letsup! It dl started the night of that damnable dinner party! Food
tastersl Can you imagine? Julian, the single worst thing you ever did to mein my life, bar none, was
introduce meto that man. 1've been wondering ever sncewhat | could possibly have done to deserve
such maltreatment.”

"I had my reasons. As| rather hoped he would, Lord Ethan has fallen head over hedsinlove with you.”
Galiacouldn't believe her ears. "Areyou saying what | think you are?"

"Yes, Galia, | am. You'reasworn member of the defendersand I'm giving you adirect order. You'reto
say 'yes to Lord Ethan this very afternoon and give him anything hewants. And | mean anything! We
need to get him up to the farm and keep him distracted there until the day after tomorrow. 1've aready
sdted the mine and he'sinterested in seeing the place. Corey and | are going with you and I've checked
theweether. It'sgoing to be absolutely perfect for a couple of idyllic afternoons at the lake. Ethan will
want to bring at least two of his men and well encourage him to take more. My bodyguard, Asa, will be
piloting and the two fema e cabin attendants, who are physicaly gorgeous and won't be wearing much,
will digtract hisguards. They're Archon agentslike Asa"

The painin hiseyes smote Galiato the heart. "Ethan's only weaknessisyou. He'sfar and away the
smartest of the Siriun lords, and if he'sin the city, hell catch on to what were up to. Even now, he's
suspicious and he's considering imprisoning me on hisship. For insurance, he says. He'slidbleto do it
too, if wedon't distract him. You'rethe only hope | have. Canyou do it?"

Her response surprised him. "Yes, Julian, | canand | will! That murdered deputy Captain was one of
my dearest friends and we loved each other like brother and sister. When he went missing, | kept vigil
with hiswife throughout that entire night. I'll never forget the sound she made when they told her hewas
dead. Thanksto that murdering son of abitch, Galen never lived to see his child and his poor little
widow will mourn him for therest of her daysl Oh, yes, dulian, I'll doiit! I'll even kill him for you while he
deeps All you need doissay theword!"”

The Emperor'sjaw tightened. "It may cometo that. Well see.”

When Gdliareturned to her desk, an elaborately wrapped gift awaited her with a handwritten note. "I
actualy bought these instead of stedling them. Now will you talk to me? Please.”

She opened the silk-covered box and gasped.

Rivaling the afternoon sun, an elaborate filigreed necklace sat with diamonds and enormous Aretzan fire
opaswinked up a her from ablack velvet bed. Like starlight in amidnight sky, each multi-colored
gone blazed with itsown internd flame.

Just as she reached for the phone, her secretary looked in. "There's agentleman out here and he won't
go away. | think he'sthe one who's been sending you the flowers.”

"Show himin."

Gdiaextended her hand and he kissed it, then stood awkwardly in front of her desk. She sighed.
"Please 5t down, Lord Ethan. | was about to call you because we obvioudy need to talk.” When she
smiled, the expression in his eyes confirmed that she was having her usud effect. "Asarespectable



woman, | don't normally accept expensive giftsfrom men. Buit thisis...| don't know."

Ethan cleared histhroat. "Up until now, I've always taken what | wanted by force. Now for the first
timeinmy life, | can't. Not you and not these opals. That'swhy | felt it important that you know | didn't
sted them. Y ou probably wouldn't have accepted them if | had." He added, somewhat lamely, "I can
even show you thereceipt if you like."

"You'reright, | wouldn't have. Tell me, did you buy al these flowerstoo?"

"Asamatter of fact, | did. Do you like them?"

"Yes. But asyou can clearly see, I'm running out of space. Please don't send any more.”
"Youll haveto tell mewhat you'd likeinstead? Nameit andit'syours.”

"Do you redly mean that?'

"Yes, | do. Whatever you want, it'syours.”

Gadlialooked down at her desk and frowned. ™Y ou don't really understand us Nublians at dl, do you,
Lord Ethan?"

"I'mtryingto." Hesounded alittle anxious.

Galialooked a him through her lashes. "Like most Nublians, | have smpletastes. Time spent in the
company of agood friend isjust as preciousto me asthese opas. | like sunsets, birdsong, thewind in
my hair. And | loveto ridein the mountains, breathing that cold, clear air that tastesfor dl the world like
finecrigpwine. Oh, | wish| wastherenow! 1'm so weary of al of these people, thisanthill city and the
never-ending hustle bustle of the complex. | grew up in the country and there are times...you don't begin
to know how | missit!"

"Isthat what you want? To bein the country and away from al these people? To ridein the mountains
with thewind inyour hair?"

"Of course! But | might aswell wish for the three moons of Betelgeuse! It'sjust not possible. | mean,
just look at this place and dl thework | haveto do!"

"Anything'spossible! And just to proveit, my dear, I'm going to take you away fromit al thisvery
afternoon. Y ou seemto forget, my lady, itis1 who rule Nublis now and what | say goes. Now, give me
that phone! Please”

Emerging from the eevator onto the Palace roof, Ethan saw Julian'swhite-gold hair glinting against the
black steel sde of the trangport. The Emperor bent his head, and his wife turned her face up to his. Then
they kissed.

Ethan suddenly had asense of al held missed and felt astab of envy.

Julian looked up. For just asecond, the expresson in hissilver eyes chilled Ethan to the bone. A giant
minotaur had looked at him like that once, itsdesire to kill to him bordering on lust. The Emperor smiled
and Ethan could dmost persuade himsalf hed imagined it. Almost. But not quite.

Wi, that wasit, he decided. Assoon asthey returned, held confine Julian on the Black Walf. In
chains, if necessary. Henceforth, the Emperor would livein the specia quarters that had been prepared



for him. Luxurious beyond belief, they included everything Julian could possibly need or want....except
hiswife, of course. With him standing out in space and her on the ground, he'd hold Julian and his

bel oved Empress as hostages to each other's good behavior. Oncein awhile, out of the goodness of his
heart, he might alow them aconnubid vist. Maybe. That'd teach Julian to say no to him!

The more Ethan rolled the ideaaround in hismind, the better he liked it. He only wished heid thought of it
Sooner.

One of his captains had been eyeing thelittle blonde Princess. Ellie, that was her name. When he got
back to the city, hed award her to him in payment for hisloyalty. Shewasanicelittle thing and the man
would treat her well. That particular Captain was generdly good to hiswomen, and if she played her
cardsright, he might even marry her.

Which brought him back to Galia, who stood patiently at hisside. Well, hed finaly found her price and
he was going to make damn sure she wasworth it. Those opals had cost him aking's ransom and he
was going to have one hell of atime expensing them against the war chest without the other lordsfinding
out.

Ethan had decided to bring six men and one of his own armed trangports on thistrip, and they waited
next to the Empresss craft.

Julian greeted him with a handshake and kissed Galia on the cheek. "L ord Ethan, I'm delighted you
decided to come. Shdl we get on board? This transport has room enough for everyone, but it'sup to
you."

Ethan consdered for amoment. "No, welll take both.” He signaled to two of his men to take the fighter,
and accompanied Galia up the steps and into the cabin. The Emperor and Empress came next, followed
closaly by the four remaining bodyguards. With athumbs-up sign to Julian, the dim young pilot raised the
steps. Then he went to his seat and began his preflight checks.

Ethan chose an opulent armchair toward the back of the cabin and Galiatook the one next to him. The
Emperor and Empress stayed up front with the guards nearby, their weapons at the readly.

Oncethey were al settled, the seatbelt sign chimed and changed color. The thrusters rumbled and the
electric motor hissed. The spaceport's bell-like clearance sgna chimed and they were off.

Walking his horse close to Julian's on the following morning, Ethan could hear his mounted bodyguards
following close behind. "I haveto say, Y our Mgesty, this place is everything you described. | can
understand why you like to come up here so much. | would too." And | will. But you won't. Ever
again.

He pointed hisriding crop at anearby peak. "What'sthat?'

"The sacred mountain. The most hallowed and haunted spot on Nublis. My ancestors used to practice
human sacrifice there during the full moon. When you walk on its dopes, you can fed theweight of all
the ages pressng down on you. The mountain holdsthe spirit of al the Archonsinitsheart. Wecall
them the old ones, and they St on golden thronesin acrystd cave. Theriver flowing into the cave hasits
source beneath the Archon's quartersin the Temple, and it emptiesinto agreeat lake at the foot of the old
ones golden thrones. That lakeisthe great pooal of life from which each Nublian soul comes at birth and
to which they return after death.”



"That'sal very poetic, but how trueisit?"

"Y ou'd have to ask the Archon because he's the only onewho really knows. But he's assured methat it's
0."

"Have you heard from the Archon?"
"No, my lord. | haven't."

"Don'tlieto me, Your Mgesty. Therésaglint in your eye when you talk about him that wasn't there
before. Fromwhat I've heard, you and he were very close and it's obvious you misshim."

Julian looked amused. "And just how would you know that?'

Ethan ignored the question. "What's more, | don't believe the Archon was ever off-planet! | think he's
here

A voice sounded behind them. "Youreright. Heishere.”

Ethan heard aclick asif aweagpon were being cocked. When helooked over his shoulder, he saw only
the greenery through which he and Julian had just come. He turned to ask the Emperor about the voice
but he wasn't there. Nor were his bodyguards.

Ethan's horse stamped its foot and switched itstail. He was suddenly aware of the forest's deep silence
and thefact that hewas all done.

The click sounded again, then another and another. All at once, they were dl around him.

"Get down and put up your handdl" ordered the voice. "If you don't, well shoot you right out of the
saddle”

Ethan shifted angrily. "Don't you know who | am?'
"Oh, yes, indeed. We've been expecting you, my lord. Now, get down from there, or well shoot!"

Ethan dismounted. As he threw the reins over his horse's neck and raised his hands, ablue-clad figure
emerged from the greenery behind him. Then another...and another. Each masked figure held awesgpon
and every one of them wastrained on his heart.

Finaly came aman in scarlet robes. Hetoo was masked. "I'm the Archon's Mg or Domo. And you're
right, Lord Ethan. He'shere"

One of the blue figureslowered its weapon. "Cross your hands behind your back. Then go over to that
tree and put your face againgt it."

After Ethan's wrists had been bound, he flexed his hands and tested the knot. It had obvioudy been tied
by an expert. "Who areyou?'

He heard alow chuckle. "Like the Mgor Domo, we work for the Archon. That'sal you need to know."

"Follow me," ordered the Mg or Domo. "I'm taking you to meet His Grace. He doesn't like what you've
been saying about him and he needs to decide what to do with you. Now I'm going to cover your eyes.
My colleague here will put his hand on your shoulder and guide you."

"Wheres Julian?'



He heard another low chuckle. "Julian, isthat you?'
Therewas no answer. Then something was wound around his eyes and tied tightly.

As Ethan stepped forward, he tripped and stumbled. A firm hand guided him forward, and they waked
for awhile on a path that seemed to be going upward. Then they stopped.

When the blindfold was removed, Ethan found himsdf standing at the mouth of afirdit cave. A handin
the small of hisback shoved him forward. Ashefdl to hisknees, he looked up a amassive figure
seated above him.

It had no face.
"Who... what areyou?"

The Maor Domo replied, "Thisis His Grace, the Archon, who is aso known asthe Dark Emperor of
Nublis. HEsglad to see you knedling. It seems appropriate. He knows full well who sent you and he
wants your foot removed from Nubliss neck. Then he wishesto see you and your rabble gone."

The figure raised a gloved hand and beckoned.
"Come closer," said the Mgor Domo. "His Grace has something to say to you."
Hishands till tied behind him, Ethan scrambled awkwardly to hisfedt.

A hoarse whisper issued from the cave. "Y ou've defiled my Temple! 'Y ou've fouled my beautiful planet
and you've violated my sacred lawsl  Even after you're gone, we still have to cleanse Nublis of the
pestilence you brought with you just aswe did athousand yearsago! Now begone from my presencel
I'm weary of your facel”

"Y ou're not going to kill me?"
"No!" whispered the Archon, "I have ausefor you yet."

Asthe Mgor Domo was blindfolding him again, Ethan heard a scuffle behind him. They waked for what
seemed like an hour, then the blindfold was removed.

"Agang thetree!" hissed one of his captors.
Something diced through his bonds and when he looked around, he was aone.

When Ethan findly found hisway back to thetrail, Julian was waiting with their horses. "Whereinthe
hell have you been? | found this poor beast wandering around and your guards have been looking for
you everywhere. If | may say so, my lord, you look absolutely terrible. We'd best get you back to the
house."

"But you werethere! Y ou saw those masked figures and the Archon! You had to! Y ou're part of it,
dammit!"

Julian's gray eyes opened wide. "What are you talking about, my lord? Did you get bumped on the head
when you fdl off your horse perhaps? Y ou sound for dl the world asif you've been dreaming. With dl
duerespect, I'll tell you once again. His Graceis off-planet and | haven't the faintest ideawhere heis.”

When Ethan's bodyguards came crashing out of the greenery, the Emperor looked relieved. "Thereyou
are! 'You'd best tend to your master, gentlemen. He'staken anasty fall from hishorse and he's saying



some rather strange things.”

Without giving them achance to respond, Julian mounted. As he cantered away, he called over his
shoulder, "I'll see you back at the house!"

Leaning on hisebow, Ethan looked down at Galias deeping face. He dowly traced theline of her
cheek with hisfinger. Ashe bent to brush hislipsagaing hers, she stirred. Then she said something, and
turned on her side.

Listening to her quiet breathing, he wondered how he could stand to be in aworld where she was not
and, idly, he wondered how old shewas. Latetwenties? Early thirties? 'Y oung enough to bear children,
certainly, and give him the son heéld never had. What was her history? And did heredly care?

He thought back again to this morning's ride and its aftermath. Why had the Archon let him go? Hed
whispered,”| have a use for you yet." But what could that possibly be? Maybe Julian wasright and
he had indeed been dreaming. But that failed to explain the rope burn on hiswrists, and he had surely
not imagined that.

Y et his bodyguards had seen and heard nothing.

As soon as they'd reached the house, Ethan ordered up additiona troops from the city. They'd searched
the areathoroughly but to no avail.

Where Julian was concerned, he findly decided enough was enough. In the face of Corey's anguished
protests, he angrily ordered the Emperor confined to the farmhouse's cdllar, in chains and under heavy
guard.

Dinner had been aslent avkward affair. Hed findly grown weary of Corey's accusing eyes and bidden
the distraught Empress amocking good night. Then held led an obvioudy reluctant Gaiaupgairs.

Aloneintheir opulently appointed suite, he talked softly to her as only he knew how, mendacioudy
assuring her no harm would come to the Emperor and that his imprisonment was only temporary.

Findly, sheraised her huge green eyesto his. "Do you give me your solemn word on that?"
"Of course." Then held gentled and soothed her and led her over to the bed.

At firgt Galiawas cold but Ethan had many skills. Despite his habit of taking what he wanted by force,
there wasl little about the art of lovemaking he didn't know. It had taken him awhile but eventudly his
patience and skilful fingers had won out.

When she redlized Ethan had no intention of forcing her, Galidslast barrier of resstance had falen.

During their previous night's encounter, he'd found she was no virgin. Even so, her innocence surprised
him. Obvioudy no whore, shed known nothing of even the commonest tricks of the trade. When he
asked her to do one particular thing that pleased him, she reacted with shocked amazement. Which
meant that she was elther the best actress held ever seen or her previous experience with men had been
severdy limited.



Now, watching her deeping face, heredized held falenin love with her.

Asherested beside Galiain the moonlit bedroom, life had never seemed sweeter to Ethan. He'd never
known anyone quite like her and he was beginning to see thingsin awhole new light. What wasit shed
sad? "Like most Nublians, | have simple tastes. Time spent in the company of a good friend is
just as precious to me as these opals.”

All Ethan had ever known was brute force. First asareceiver and then asagiver.

Kidnapped at the age of eight, he'd been pressed into service on a Trade League battle cruiser asacabin
boy and plaything of the Captain. When the Captain tired of him, he'd been passed from hand to hand,
dreaming hopelessly of the day when held befree. Then by some miracle, held escaped from his
tormentors and become a homel ess vagabond.

When hewasfifteen, a Siriun pirate lord found him deeping in an dley in some forgotten space town and
took him hometo hisship. Normally, Ethan would have declined the invitation but he was desperately
cold and hungry and, despite his black skin, the man seemed kind.

After they'd bathed and eaten, the pirate opened a great carved chest and told him to pick out some
clothes. Later that night, hed shown him to an alcove in his spacious cabin, but he never touched him.

When Ethan asked why nat, the pirate lord laughed. "I love women too much!™ By way of explanation,
he continued, "With no family of my own, | fed the chill of winter closingin. | need someoneto tak with
during thelong nightswhen | can't deep.”

During the next eighteen years, the pirate taught Ethan histrade and eventualy held made him his
second-in-command. Along the way, he taught him to read and write and cipher and how to fight. Then,
asonly aSiriun knew how, he schooled him on how to love awoman.

Before the old pirate died, he named Ethan his successor and aworthy one he had been. Hisfleet was
ten timeslarger than his mentor's and despite hislight complexion he was the most feared and powerful of
al thepiratelords. The Srriuns had just elected him their chief and now he owned a planet.

"Not for long," came awhisper from the window. "He wants your foot removed from Nubliss neck and
you and your rabble gone!”

Ethan started. "Who'sthere?"

The only answer was Galias quiet breathing in the darkness as she dept on.

Chapter 9...The Emperor Fights Back

"My lord, | show activity in the northwest quadrant.”
Lord Micah waked over to the communi cations screen.

Wheat |ooked like shuttles were going back and forth from the planet's surface.



"Goto visual and let'stake apass over it."

As pictures began rolling acrossthe wal in front of him, Micah pointed. "Freezethat! Now zoomin."
He grabbed a spare headset. "Timon? | show unauthorized traffic in the northwest quadrant. Air and
ground. Confirm."

"Timon to Micah. Confirm, northwest quadrant. | see an Aretzan cruiser, third class, light armament,
with troops and weapons on ground, and three shuttles.”

"Horizon Two to Nublistower. Acknowledge."
"ThisisNublistower."

"We show unauthorized activity northwest quadrant. Raise shields and scramblefighters, stat! Repest.
Scramblefighters, gat!”

"ThisisNublistower. Sorry, we didn't get that. Say again, Horizon Two."

"Jonah to Archon. Jonah to Archon. Thetower issecure. Repeat. Thetower issecure. Moving to
take concourse.”

"Archon to Jonah. Rendezvousfifteen hundred hours. Repest. Rendezvous fifteen hundred hours.
Acknowledge."

"Jonah to Archon. Confirm fifteen hundred hours. Over and out."

"Nublistower, thisisHorizon Two. We show unauthorized activity in the northwest quadrant. Get those
friggin' shields up and scramble the fighters, sat!™

"Horizon Two. ThisisNublistower. Say again. You're bresking up. Say again.”
"Horizon Four to Nublistower. Acknowledge.”
"Thisis Nublistower, Horizon Four."

"Horizon Four to Nublistower. Thisisan emergency! Scramble the fightersto the northwest quadrant,
dat! Repeat. Scramble the fightersto the northwest quadrant, stat! Over."

"Horizon Four, thisis Nublistower. Say again. You're bresking up. Say again.”
"Horizon Oneto Nublistower. Give status. Repesat. Give status.”

"Horizon One, thisis Nublistower. Horizons Two and Four have acomm mafunction. Tower statusis
clear. Weshow dl quadrantsclear. Repeat. We show al quadrants clear!”

"Horizon Oneto Horizon Two. Acknowledge.”
"ThisisHorizon Two. | hear you loud and clear.”
"Horizon Oneto Horizon Four. Acknowledge."

"Horizon Four to Horizon One. Aretzan cruiser, southeast quadrant. Repeat. Aretzan cruiser, southeast
quadrant. Unauthorized activity, northwest quadrant! Air and ground! Acknowledge!™

"Horizon Oneto Nublistower. Acknowledge."



"Horizon Onethisis Nublistower."
"Horizon Oneto Nublistower. Give quadrant status.”
"ThisisNublis Tower. Say again, Horizon One."

Micah threw down the headset. "What in the blazesis going on down there? Where are the friggin’
shields, and why aren't the fighters scrambling? And what in the hell's the matter with the tower?"

"They say they can't hear us, my lord."

The communications officer listened for amoment. "Horizons One and Four say the tower can't hear
them either. Horizons Five and Three are docked. Shdl | check with them?”

"Get me Lord Ezraat Horizon Five."
"Jonah to Archon. Acknowledge."
"Archon here

"Jonah to Archon. Concourseissecure. Repeat. Concourseis secure. Moving to take docks.
Repeat. Moving to take docks."

"Horizon Two to Horizon Five. Acknowledge.”

"Horizon Two thisisFive. What'sup?"

"Horizon Five, thisisMicah. Get Ezra, at."

"Micah, thisisEzra What'syour problem?’

"Micah to Ezra. We can't raise the tower. Check tower status.”

"Ezrato Micah—

A burst of gtatic came over the speaker. Then silence.

The communications officer began flipping switches. "They got cut off. I'm getting nothing.”
"Try Horizon Three. Ethan should be there."

"Horizon Three, thisisHorizon Two. Acknowledge.”

"Horizon Two, thisisHorizon Three. Over."

"Horizon Two, thisisMicah. Get Ethan. Stat!"

"Horizon Threeto Horizon Two. Sorry, no can do. Ethan's off-base. Repesat. Ethan's—
Another burst of static was followed by silence.

"Jonah to Archon. Acknowledge.”

"ThisisArchon."

"Jonah to Archon. The spaceport is secure. Repeat. Spaceport is secure.”



"Horizon Two, thisis Nublistower."
"Horizon Two to Nublistower. Give datus. Repeat. Give datus.”
"Thisis Nublistower. Say again, Horizon Two. We can't hear you. Repeat. Say again.”

"Go to battle stations," ordered Micah, and he picked up the headset. "Timon, thisisMicah. Red dert!
Red dert!"

"Timon to Micah. Alert acknowledged. Have goneto battle stations. Aretzan cruiser at four o'clock.
Repeat. Aretzen cruiser at four o'clock. Evading now!"

"Horizon Two, thisis Aretz Four Ought Two. We have you in our sights. Repeet. We have you in our
sghts. Stand down!™

"Horizon Two to Aretz Four Ought Two. Message received and understood. We are standing down.
Repeat. We are standing down."

"Aretz Four Ought Two to Horizon Two. Preparing to board. Open your docking bay. Repeat. Open
your docking bay. Acknowledge."

"ThisisHorizon Two. Message received and understood. Docking bay isopen. Repeat. Docking bay
isopen.”

"Aretz Four Ought Two to Nublistower. Acknowledge."
"ThisisNublistower. Aretz Four Ought Two. Give gatus.

"Aretz Four Ought Two to Nublistower. Horizon Two issecure. Lord Micahisin custody. Repest.
Horizon Twoissecure. Lord Micahisin custody.”

"Thisis Nublistower. Comeonin, Aretz Four Ought Two. Dock seventeenisclear. Dock eighteenis
clear. Over."

"Aretz Four Ought Two to Nublistower. Well take seventeen. Horizon Two will take eighteen. We're
comingin. Over."

"L eague Seventeen Hundred to Nublistower. Acknowledge.”
"ThisisNublistower. Over."

"Nublistower, thisis League Seventeen Hundred. Horizon Oneissecure. Repeat. Horizon Oneis
secure. Over."

"L eague Seventeen Hundred thisisNublistower. Comeonin. Repesat. Comeonin. Docks nineteen
and twenty areclear. Over."

"L eague Seventeen Hundred to Nublistower. Messagereceived. Were coming in. Well take
nineteen. Horizon Onewill take twenty. Over."

"Aretz Seven Two Four to Nublistower. Acknowledge.”
"ThisisNublistower. Over."

"Aretz Seven Two Four to Nublistower. In pursuit of Horizon Four. Need assistance! Acknowledge.”



"Thisis Nublistower, Aretz Seven Two Four. Shieldsraised! Fighters scrambling now! League Ten
Ought Three deploying now. Give status.”

"Aretz Seven Two Four to Horizon Four. We haveyou in our Sghts. Stand down. Repeat. We have
you inour sghts. Y ou have thirty secondsto stand down!™

"Horizon Four to Aretz Seven Two Four. Go pissup arope!™

"Horizon Four. ThisisLeague Ten Ought Three. Maybe you ought to rethink that. \We have you in our
sights and are preparing to board. Repeat. We're preparing to board.”

"Horizon Four to Aretz Seven Two Four. We're standing down. Repeat. We're standing down.”

"Aretz Seven Two Four to Nublistower. Horizon Four issecure. Lord Timonisin custody. Were
comingin. Acknowledge."

"Thisis Nublistower, Aretz Seven Two Four. Docks twenty-one and twenty-two are clear.”
"League Ten Ought Threeto Nublistower. Were coming in. Acknowledge.”

"League Ten Ought Threethisis Nublistower. Dock twenty-threeisclear. Comeonin.”
"Jonah to Archon. Mission accomplished. Repeat. Mission accomplished. Over."

"Archon to Jonah. Well seeyou at the rendezvous. Over and out.”

Sunlight beamed through the open window and a chorus of birdsong greeted the new day.
Ethan rolled over and opened his eyes.
Hedidn't normaly deep thislate but it felt good.

He smiled over at the other pillow but Galiawasn't there. 'Y awning and stretching, he sat up, and |ooked
gppreciatively around the luxurious room. Then he reached for the intercom.

"I'd like some coffee.”
"Right away, my lord."

The door opened and to Ethan's amazement Julian camein carrying atray. Setting it on the bedside table,
he said, "Good morning, my lord. | trust you dept well."

The Emperor's tone was pleasant, but his eyes were cold.

Thetransport pilot followed Julian into the room. He wasin uniform, and set his briefcase on the edge of
the bed.

Ethan's hand moved toward hiswegpon but the pilot said quietly, "My lord, | wouldn't do that if | were
you." A gun gppeared in hishand, and he pointed it straight at Ethan's head.



"Hey! That'smine! What'sgoing on here? Wheres Gaia? And wherein the hell are my men?’

"Galids on her way back to the city!" sngpped Julian. "Asfor your men! The onestill divearein my
custody!" He continued in amilder tone, "It would seem, Lord Ethan, that | now have control of you.
So why don't you have some coffee?' He poured acup. "Here. You're going to need it."

Ethan knocked it out of his hand and the coffee splashed in Julian'sface. "Tsk! That wasn't very polite.
Where are your manners, Ethan? Now I'll have to go change. But before | do, we need to settleyou
down alittle Hefdt around in the briefcase and came up with aneedle gun.

He appraised Ethan for amoment, and picked out ared cartridge. "If you so much astwitch whilel'm
doing this, Asahere will shoot first your right kneecap, then your left. Now, give meyour arm.”

Ashejabbed him, Julian continued. "1 wanted to kill you, but the Archon disagreed. Areyou deepy?
Just liedown and relax. Asa, he'sal yours. Here. I'll hep you."

When he awoke, thefirgt thing Ethan noticed wasthe silence.

He had never known the world to be so ill. There was nothing, not so much afootstep, the chirp of a
bird, hisown breathing.... He couldn't even hear himsdlf breathe?

He cried out, "What isthis?' but heard no sound.

Hewas clad in alight blue cotton top and matching pants and lying on a cotton-covered mattresson a
sted bunk. The cell waslight and airy with abarred iron door and a cameramounted over it. A red light
indicated it was on.

When Ethan felt atouch on his cheek, he looked up to see the transport pilot.
The dark eyes|ooking back were not unkind.

Hisvigtor held out adate for himtoread. "My namesAsa. It'safternoon. Y ou can't hear and you
can't gpeak. Do you sign?’

The universd trade language of the Synod, Ethan used signing routingly with his multi-ethnic officersand
crews. He wiped the date and wrote, "Yes. Do you?"'

Asasgned, "Yes, | do."
"Good. Now tell mewhat's going on? What did you do to me? And wheream 17?7

As Ethan moved his hands, he saw he was wearing shackles. A light chain led from each oneto aring set
into the tonewadl. The chainswere just long enough to permit him ease of movement, but not to reach
the door. He moved his feet and noted that they were shackled too.

"Which do you want to know first?"

"Wheream 7'

"You'reinthe Temple, inthe Archon'sprison. ThisisaVIPcdl. If you need anything, just ask for it?’
"My freedom?"



Theyoung man smiled. "Besdesthat.”

"What did you do to me?"

Asawrote something and held it up. "We gave you aneura block."
"Whet inthe hell isthat?"

"A surgical procedure to deafen you and paralyze your voca cords. It'stemporary, harmless, and easlly
reversed.”

IIWI,.M?I
"The Archon ordered it."
"What's going on?"

"Y ou're under arrest. The night before lagt, the Allies dropped commando unitsinto our northern
mountains. They coordinated with our security forcesin Cyrenia. Led by the Imperia steward, our
guard unitstook al the key ingtallations, starting with the spaceport tower. Once we controlled the
tower, we could interfere with your communications. And believe me, we did. Then wetook the
spaceport, and al the docked ships. A combined Synod and Trade League fleet was waiting for our
sgnd. By thetimethe Siriun lords redlized what had happened, the big cruisers had them in their sights.”

Just as Asawas finishing, the cell door opened to admit the Emperor. Resplendent in the crimson uniform
of the Imperid cavary, dulian carried awicked-looking sidearm.

"Ah, | ssehesawake. Tel him the Synod has denied his request for diplomatic status. Thefleet's
arrived, and we're currently under martia law."

AsAsasigned, Ethan nodded his understanding.

"Hisofficers and crews were brought before amilitary tribuna this morning and found guilty of an entire
catalog of crimes againgt humanity. The four lords are to be hanged tomorrow morning in the great
sguare, and the crews and officers received life sentences with no possibility of parole. They'll serve out
their termsin remote asteroid mining colonies. The pirates assets are being tabulated and they'll be used
to indemnify their victims. I'veadready put in aclaim for my late deputy Captain'sfamily and
compensation for the two transports his men wrecked.”

"But what of me?'

"Y ou're being hunted across the planet even aswe speak. Y our transport will be shot down and you
won't survive."

"I'l belegaly dead?”
llYall
"Whet about Galia?"

AsAsadarted sgning, Julian sopped him. Instead, he started writing on the date and when hewas
finished, he handed it to Ethan. His messageread, "Galiawas my agent. The deputy Captain you killed
was her adopted brother.”

Ethan leaned back against thewall and heaved along sigh. "A honeytrap! The oldest trick in the book



and | fel for it. Julian got me out of the city deliberately, didn't he?!

"Y ou were suspicious and he didn't want to take any chances. He says you were smarter than the others
and would have caught onin timeto stop us"

"|sthat acompliment?’

"Yes

"Why was | spared?'

"Wedon't know. It wason the Archon'sorders.”

The door opened to admit the Mg or Domo. "Oh, thereyou are. The Archon's bidden the defendersto
dinner in hisquarterstonight.” Then he beckoned ayoung man into the cell.

At the sght of the Mgor Domo's masked face, Ethan shrank back dightly.

Asaspoke. "Since my work hereisdone, I'll bid you al good day." After sdluting Julian, he turned on his
hed and left the cdll.

The Mgor Domo signed to Ethan. "I'm going to examine you now. Pleaselie down and keep ftill. This
won't tekelong."

Hetook a skin scrape, read the toximeter and said something into the device on hiswrist. Heshonea
small light into each of Ethan's eyes, papated his neck and passed a small device with colored readouts
on it back and forth across his body.

"Haveyou got al that? Thoseare hisnormal levels. Yes, they look good. He'sin excellent shape,
especidly for aman hisage. Now I'm going to give him afull physicd.”

The young man unlocked Ethan's shackles and removed them. Then he signed to him. "Stand up and
drip.”

Ethan had never received amore thorough physicd in hislife. By the time the Mg or Domo was finished,
there wasn't an inch of his body, inside or out, that hadn't been pictured, poked or prodded. But even
though some parts of the examination were painful, it was so impartialy done he didn't fed violated.
When he was dressed and the shackles had been replaced, he signed, "What isthisabout? Thisissurely
not normal procedure.”

The Mgor Domo signed back, "No, it'snot. You'll learn the answer when the Archon wants you to
know."

He gestured to the young man at hisside. "This gentleman is one of the Archon's specia agents, and for
the sake of your continued good hedlth, | suggest you follow his ordersto the letter. Heknowssign
language and isafine chess player, and aslong as you don't upset him, you'll find him good company.

We can bring in aviewscreen if you wish and some booksto help you passthetime. All youneeddois
ask." Hepointed at the camera over the door. "The guards are monitoring you on this. 1f you need
anything, just tel your companion and helll rday it to them. Isthere anything € se you want meto tell him,
Your Mgesty?'

"Yes, thereis."

While the Mgor Domo trandated, the Emperor glared a Ethan where he lay on the bunk, and his eyes



were savage. "He was absolutely right! | wasthere and it was| who bound his hands and shoved him to
hiskneesinthecave! | asointended to dash histhroat from ear to ear but the Archon caught my hand.
It took al hismen's strength to keep me quiet until | got myself under control again.”

Ethan remembered the scufflein the cave.
"He actually went berserk and they've got the bruisesto proveit,” added the Mgor Domo.

Julian continued. "From the moment you arrived on Nublis, Lord Ethan, your fatewas sedled. Theold
oneswarned us of your coming and told us what we were to do. 'Y ou thought you could fathom our
mysteries and not get burned. But the price of such knowledgeis very high, and believe me, you're about
to pay for your curiogty infull.”

Hammering echoed across the crowded square. With the platform and traps aready completed,
carpenters swarmed over the gallows upper framework. There would be plenty of timefor the four
Siriun lords to see the waiting nooses through the barred windows of their cells before darknessfell.

But there should be five! reflected Julian bitterly. Why, oh, why, is he sparing him? After what that
man has done....

"Oh, dulian!" Corey raced down the Palace steps and launched hersdlf into hisarms.

When she barreled into him, something cracked in Julian's chest. He sank to the ground with an
involuntary yelp of pain. Clutching a his chest, hetried to catch hisbreath. Ashe doubled over, hefelt
his escort's firm arms holding him up.

Jonah and two of the Palace servants came running and just as Julian scrambled to his feet, a couple of
reporters raced across the square. One of them shoved acamerain hisface.

A scarlet-armored Palace sentry had also seen the Emperor fal. He shoved the offending newshounds
asde and the camerawent clattering.

The Emperor recovered hisbregth. "Just givemeaminute!” Collecting himself, he smiled up at the
guard. "Oh, it'sgood to have you people back! Y ou don't begin to know how much I've missed you."

Carefully maintaining hisimpassive expression, the guard saluted. "It'sgood to be back, Y our Mgesty.
Three months of civilian lifewasal | could take."

Julian was curious. "Sinceyou'redl back in your barracks, where are they putting the Allied troops?’

Jonah spoke up. "1 can answer that, Your Maesty. Weve set up atemporary commissary at the
spaceport and the troops are quartered on their ships. And now, we'd best get you inside and have the
doctor take alook."

"For pity's sake, stop fussing!" huffed Julian. He alowed them to lead him inside and settle him on asofa
inone of thereception areas. "I'm just winded, that'sall! Corey, get me acold drink...and quit looking
S0 damn gtricken!”

After hed examined the Emperor and shown him the image of his chest, the doctor said with ahaf-amile,
"It seems Her Mgjesty broke one of your ribs. | knew she was a handful but | hadn't realized that your



relationship wasthat intense. Y ou'll fed more comfortable after | tapeit. Thenif | wereyou, I'd get
somerest for acouple of hours. Here, | want you to takethis. It'samild sedative. Y ou've probably not
had any more deep than the rest of us.”

" Speaking of which," asked the Emperor, "what's the casudty situation?"

"On our side, virtudly nil. The opposition took some losses, mostly at the barracks and the spaceport
and a couple of their trangports were shot down. Including Lord Ethan's. Reportedly, hewaskilled.”

"Good riddancel" said dulian. | wish!

"Wdl, I'm off to seethe rest of my patients. And pleasetdl Her Mgesty to be abit lessenthusiagticin
the future. Y ou might know! Our side comes through with scarcely a scratch, and you wind up with a
broken rib. Wéll, the tabloidswill have funwithit, that'sfor sure.”

"I know. A couple of them wereright there when it happened and | think they even got apicture. Ah
yes, | can seethe headlinesnow! The baitling Imperialsl Julian and Corey Onthe Rocks! Juliana
Marita War Casudty! And of course, Corey Ribs dulian! 'Y ou know, Doctor, the only good thing about
the occupation was no press. Knowing my beloved people as| do, their greatest deprivation was doing
without their daily tabloid fix. Now they've got awhole three months of Imperia doingsto catch up on.
Ah, wel, thisisagood way to start the ball rolling, | suppose.”

Asthe doctor left, Julian looked pointedly at the archway. "Y ou might aswell comein here, Corey!
Therésamirror behind you and | can seeyou asplain asday. The doctor told meto go rest for a
couple of hoursand | think that'san excdlent idea. Especidly if you'll comewith meto lay agentle hand
on my fevered brow and alow me to show you the proper way to greet a husband coming home from
thewar?'

Chapter 10...Victory

Gdiainitidized thelast of the papers on her desk.

"Oh, comein, Mgor Domo. | wanted to get as much cleaned up as| could before—" She broke off.
"Who do | think I'm fooling? That'snot why | camein. I...l...I..."

As she darted to sob helplesdy, Gdiafelt the Mgor Domo's hand on her shoulder. Raising her to her
feet, hetook her in hisarms. Ashehedd her closeto him, shefdt hisquiet strength and took comfort in
it.

Sherested her head on his silk-covered chest. "What kind of apersonam |, that | could do such a
horriblething? | used that man's love for me to destroy him and how can that possibly beright? Aslong
asl live, I'll never fed clean again!”

The Mgor Domo'svoice was very gentle. "Yes, you will. Y ou were following orders and by doing
what you did, you helped save us dl. But | understand only too well what this has cost you. In other
circumstances, Ethan might have been aking and in hisown way, hewas. Like Julian, hewasaborn



leader, strong, ruthless and multifaceted. He had aformidable intelligence, tremendous drive and aredl
zest for living. Who knows what happened to make him apirate lord? Or what he might have been had
his circumstances been different? Because heloved you, Ethan showed you agentler, more human
aspect of himsdlf. Hetook great careto hide that side from the rest of the world and for very good
reason. For himto let his guard down as he did with you was the most dangerous thing he could have
done and the greatest gift he could have given you. Because heloved and trusted you, he never saw you
for what you redly were. Hisenemy. Through the listening post, | watched him and Julian take each
other'smeasure daily. Well-matched, they circled, each watching the other like ahawk and probing for
any sgn of weakness. Intheend, it came down to which onewould strikefirst. When Ethan hesitated,
Julian took full advantage and he went in for thekill. Y ou were Ethan's sole weakness and the only
wespon Julian had. Weweredl in the palm of Ethan's hand and he could have crushed us at any time on
awhim. Y ou don't begin to know the history of his misdeeds and some of them aretruly horrific. He
would blow aplanet like Nublisto smithereens without the dightest hesitation. Infact, he has. He wasn't
used to anyonetdling him 'no’ and Julian's constant refusasirked him. Ethan wastiring of their constant
battle of wills and he was about to imprison Julian permanently on hisship. After three months, his
civilized veneer had worn dangeroudy thin and histrue nature was about to emerge. To him, the universe
isdivided into prey and predators and believe me, he was the most savage of them al. For aman like
Ethan, to be ahdpless victim would be afate infinitely more horrible than any death we could possibly
have devised for him."

"dlian?'

Shifting againgt the pillows, the Emperor took one of Corey's auburn locks between hisfingers, and
began playing withit. "Yes, sweetheart. Which part of me do you want to attack now?"

"Besariousl When | saw you coming across the square....oh, Julian, he could havekilled you! There
wasagun right by hishand. Gdiatold me."

"I know. But hed just awakened and his guard was down. He was so busy watching me with the tray
he never noticed how close Asawas until he set the briefcase on the bed. By the time Ethan redlized
anything was amiss and reached for hisgun, Asadready had it."

"Did | redly bresk your rib?"

"Yes, my sweet child, you redly, redly did. It wasn't completely healed and you managed to hit mejust
right. Now the doctors want to take alook at the bullet. They say the blow might have shifted it, which
means|'ll haveto gointo the clinic for acouple of days. Buit | told them only on condition they givemea
room with alock on the door, agreat big bed and unlimited vigtation rightswith you. They sad, ‘yes,” if
that'swhat it would take to keep me happy.”

"Well, Julian, they've hardly forgotten the last time you were there. Do you know they're il getting
space porn on the security screens? And that was only one of thethingsyou did. | mean, redly!"

"| was bored slly and the guardsloved it. Well, are you going to come with methistime and keep me
out of mischief?'

"l suppose I'll haveto. And knowing how you fed about the food, I'll have some sent over that you can



edt instead.”

* % %

The nail studded doorsto the Archon's quarters were standing wide open and as the Emperor's party
came up the steps, the foyer blazed with lights. When they entered the foyer, a phaanx of Temple
guardsin glittering blue armor presented arms. The Emperor's scarlet-armored escort returned the
courtesy. Then they whedled around and marched out of the Templein close formation.

The Emperor returned the Temple guards sdute. "At easel”
The soldierslowered their arms and stood at rest.

The Mg or Domo came through the doors with his hands outstretched. "Comein, comein! The
Archon's been preparing dl day and | think you'll enjoy what he hasto offer.”

Asthe others went ahead and the great doors began to swing shut, Julian drew the Mgor Domo aside.
"How ishedoing redly?

He caught the other's hesitation. "What isit? What are you not telling me?”’

"He wantsyou to release him. Now it's over, he saysyou must let him go. His successor's been
designated. Inlessthan amonth, hell be ready to take his place.”

"Who isthe new Archon?'
"Youll learninduetime.”
"Y ou know, don't you?"

"Of course, because | haveto assst with thetranstion. Faceit, Julian. Inlessthan amonth, I'll put him
to deep for thelast time. Then it will be your sad duty to open the trapdoor, put the weights on his feet
and drop himintheriver. You havetolet himgo! He'sweary and heyearnsto befree. You must
release him. 'Y ou owe him that much.”

"And you too." The Emperor'svoicewasvery quiet. "I've been thinking so much about him, | forgot
you're aprisoner too. For that, you must forgive me, old friend. 'Y ou extended your own captivity for
my sake, just ashedid. Asyou yoursdf once said, once he's goneto theriver, you can return to the
world and beaman again." He looked thoughtful. "1 told you I'd find another way. | have dmost a
month inwhichto do it and thistime, | will."

"What are you up to, Julian? Y ou have that look in your eye."

"Never mind," said the Emperor. "And now we'd better go join the others.”

The Archon smiled behind his mask as he watched hisfellow defenders. When hisdark eyesfell on
Gdia, hefrowned.How could you let such a thing happen? Was it because he reached out to you
for comfort during that second night, like a child to its mother? Did you understand his fears?
Or was it because you knew he was about to die? The old ones say this is something that was



always meant to be. But | won't live to see you come to term, and he'll never know.

Helooked next at Corey's animated face.You're a child of the light, just | am of the dark. Along the
way, you thawed an Emperor's frozen heart and taught him how to love again. You don't even
know he's here, but | won't live to see your child either. After he comes, my spirit will liveonin
him, and he'll ease Julian's grief after 1'm gone.

Then he glanced at the Emperor himself. He stood in the corner, listening courteoudy to something his
bodyguard was saying.

Asheawaysdid, Julian sensed the Archon'slook and gazed straight back at him.

In response to the unspoken question in his brother's eyes, the Archon whispered, "Oh, no, Julian. Not
thistime. My successor's coming and I'm obliged to make way for him. Y ou'll do your sworn duty
because you must and you will, finally, haveto let me go. Not even you can find away out of thisone.”

The Emperor nodded as if he understood and turned back to his conversation again.

When the Mgor Domo's silk robes rustled beside him, the Archon looked up to see Jonah. He
extended his hand to dlow him to kiss hisring, then signed to the Mgor Domo, who trandated. "Jonah,
His Grace bids you welcome to hishouse. He saysyou're a credit to his program.”

Jonah bowed and replied gravely, "Thank you, Y our Grace,”
The Archon signed again. "Isthere something you wish to ask me?"

By now, Ellie had joined them. As shetook Jonah's hand, the Archon whispered something to the Mgjor
Domo. Then heragpidly moved hisfingers.

"Ah, | see" continued the Mg or Domo. "Julian doesn't know what to do about you and Ellie and he told
you to ask me. Would you excuse mefor amoment? | need to talk with both of them in another room.”

Rising to hisfeet, Cassus beckoned to Julian. Heled them into his private office and closed the door.
Dropping into the big chair behind his desk, the Archon pulled off hismask and gloves. Then heran his
fingersthrough hisdark hair.

"It'shot out there! Mgjor Domo, | need along cold drink.”
Hepointed to achair. "Julian. Sit. | have acouple of things| want to say to you."

As Julian sllently complied, the Archon took along swallow from the glass the Mgor Domo handed him.
Then he st it down.

"That's better."

The Mgor Domo had aso pulled off hismask. He sat in the other chair with his hands on his knees, and
looked at them both quizzically.

"We have afew problemsto resolve and you, Julian, are going to have to take most of the responsibility.
Ellie and Jonah areone. Galidsanother.”

The Mgor Domo and Julian spoke at the sametime. "Gaia?"

"Yes, Gdia Her rdationship with Lord Ethan, brief asit was, has had an entirely unanticipated result.
She doesn't even know it hersdlf but the old ones have told me."



Julian shot out of hischair. Leaning acrossthe desk, he put hisface closeto the Archon's. "That can't
possibly betrue! Galiaknows better than that. Sheld never let such athing happen!™

"Wadll, for somereason, shedid. And, little brother, you can sit back down if you don't mind. | had
nothing whatsoever to do with it."

"WEell, it's easy enough to solve, isn't it? Especidly if she doesn't know. All we haveto do is make her an
gppointment at the clinic for aphysica and they can take care of it."

"No. Youcantdothat. Theressomething very specia about this child. When she finds out, shell want
to keepit. You haveno right to takeit from her without asking and shelll tell you 'no.’"

The Maor Domo spoke. "I think | know why shedid it. In hisown way, Ethan wasasroya asyou. In
fact, thetwo of you are not unlike. But there's something else about him you need to know. When we
did Ethan's physical, we typed his genetic code. We thought he was from Siriuslike the other pirate
lords, but he'snot. He's one hundred percent Nublian. While we still had him under, we took his
history. Ethan was stolen when he was eight by a Trade L eague Commander who took afancy to him.
He doesn't remember where he's from, but under the drugs hetold us. He was bought and sold severa
times and passed from hand to hand around the merchant fleets until he got big enoughtoresist. A Siriun
pirate lord found him deeping in an dley when he was fifteen and made him his adoptive son and heir.
He has aburning hatred for the Trade League, his contempt for the Synod is absolute, and he considers
the Assembly an organization of pitiful, vacillating weaklings. Only Aretz and Nublis have ever
commanded his respect, and he has his doubts about Aretz."

"So that'swhy hewas drawn to us," said Julian dowly. "Thiswashishome. Isthere any way to find out
who heis?'

"We're checking that now. But it happened over thirty-seven years ago and that's along way to go
back. Y ou two weren't even born then.”

"Haveyoutold him?'

"Onmy orders, he's been told nothing,” said the Archon, "and for the time being, | want to keep it that
way. Now, on to other business, because my guests are going to be wondering what'skeeping us. As
to Jonah and Ellie, Jonah acquitted himsalf so well through the occupation and again last night, no one will
criticize you for promoting him to the highest possible office. Parliament's Upper House will be more
than happy to grant him atitle and Ellies wedthy in her ownright. Now you have thetwins, shell gladly
step out of the successon. Would that resolveit, do you think?"

Julian nodded absently. Hewas still trying to absorb what the Archon had just said about Galia.

Cassius pushed himself back from the desk. "And now I'd better get back to my guests.” He drew on
hisgloves, did the great emerdd over hisleft forefinger, replaced his mask and alowed the Mgor Domo
to hep himout of hischair.

After they left, Julian sat for afew minutes, lost in thought. Then he switched off the desk light and
followed them out to the other room.



"Leave ud" said the Mgor Domo.

The Archon's agent closed the door behind him and the pirate looked up at his visitor's masked face.
Still deafened by the neural chemicd block, he could neither hear nor spesk.

He dgned, "Have you cometo tell memy fate?'
"Not quite yet."

Before Ethan redlized what he was doing, the Mgor Domo snapped hiswristsinto the padded restraints
on each side of the bunk. Then he pulled astrap across his chest and straightened the pillow under his
head. Hetook Ethan by the chin and turned hisface toward him. "Now," he Signed, "your education
begins™

Without further ado, he took a bandage and covered Ethan's eyes.

The sllence and blackness were absolute. Ethan pulled dightly and felt the restraints resistance against
his hands. He moved one of hisfeet and savored thetingle againgt his hed as he rubbed it on the
mattress. Nerves began pricking againg his skin and he ran histongue over hislipsin an effort to relieve
itsdryness. When something cold and wet trickled into his mouth, he accepted it gratefully.

"Don't give him more than that at any onetime," ordered the Mgor Domo. "We don't want him to
choke. Touch him once every hour, but no more, and keep monitoring him for signsof stress. If his
levels begin torise, notify meimmediately. I'll be surprised if they do. HE'sbeen in hisshare of the
Synod's prisons and tough as heiis, | expect him to last the entire twenty-four hours and come out
fighting. It'll take more than thisto break him but at least we've made agtart.”

Twenty-six hours later, the Mg or Domo removed hismask. He accepted the drink Julian handed him
and joined the other two at the table in the Archon's palatia apartment.

"As| predicted, it didn't phase our boy onebit. Hisstresslevelswent up dightly after the sixth hour but
he lasted the entire time without even breaking asweeat. The moment his hands were free, he signed, 'Is
that the best you can do? 1'd say he'sfedling pretty cocky right now."

The Archon smiled faintly and ran dender fingersthrough hisblack hair. "Isthat so? Well, inthat case,
Major Domo, | want you to remove the neural block. After he wakes, alow Ethan to dressin hisown
clothes and encourage him to exercise. Later this afternoon, move him to more spacious quarters and
have the agent play chessand talk with him. Give him an interactive viewscreen, provide him with books
and music and stimulate his senses as much as possible. Julian, | want you to visit him tonight. Have
dinner with him and spend the evening. Just be your usud pleasant salf. Hell be expecting it."

"Why? Won't you just be undoing whatever conditioning you've achieved from the neura block?'

"Thereisn't any to undo. Ethan's suffered thistype of torture before and he knows full well he can beat
it. Theneura block was something new but he adjusted dmost immediately. Especidly after he learned
it was only temporary. When we removeit, hell fed even morereassured. Right now, hethinksthisis
just agame and heswon. Like most outsiders, he doesn't take Nublians serioudy. ™

"And tomorrow?"

"Thetank, for aslong asit takes."



"Would you please enlighten me? What in the hell isthe tank?"

The Archon looked down at his hands for amoment and sighed. "Thetank isan old device that was
originaly developed on Aretz to provide a means of tota sensory deprivation. It fell into disuse because
the experiments too often resulted in madness and death. 1n the tank, Ethan will be weightless and
disoriented with no sense of time, touch, fedling, taste, smell, hearing or sght. Only hismind will be
functioning. Hell befully awake and dert and no matter how long the process takes he won't be
permitted the relief of deep. For Ethan, the experience should be especidly excruciating because the
effect increasesin direct proportion to the subject'sintelligence. The question is not whether the tank will
break him but when and how badly. With theloss of his hearing and speech, Ethan till retained his
sght. When wetook hissight, he used his other sensesto keep himself oriented. The return of his
hearing and speech will make their lossinfinitely worse tomorrow and that will increase theimpact of the
tank tenfold. It'slikebeing buried divel When they findly take him out, helll do anything they say!

Anything!"
Shuddering, the Archon stopped. Then he put his head in his hands.

"I should have guessed! Y ou're not just describing this, are you? Y ou're remembering! Y ou know what
itll belike for Ethan because you've been there yoursdf. Isthat why you wouldn't let me dash his
throat?"

"No matter what you think, thisisn't revenge. Have dinner with Ethan tonight. Tell him thelegend of the
fish and show him the garden. 'Y ou can afford to be merciful, little brother. Tomorrow will be here soon

enough.”

Julian joined Ethan on the bal cony and they stood looking at the darkening garden and red-streaked sky.
"Well, my lord. Y ou seem to have moved up in the world.”

"Yes, Your Mgesty, it would seemthat | have. But something tellsmelifeisn't that smple. There's
another surprisein store for me tomorrow. Right?”

"Perhaps, and | think at this stage we can dispense with thetitles. I'll call you Ethan and you may cdl me
Julian. We're going to be seeing agreat ded of each other and it gets wearisome after awhile.”

"You're not wearing asdearm, | see.”

"I know better than that around you. But my guard and the agent by the door are watching every move
you make. They have ordersnot to kill, but they'll disable you painfully if you try anything."

"Point taken and understood. Now the civilities are out of theway, may | offer you adrink?’

Julian looked around the spacious apartment. "I see they've brought some things from your ship. The
Archon thought they might make you feel more a home. | congratulate you on your taste, by the way.
Those are some fine examples of our fifteenth century art.” He picked up an antique pistol from anearby
table. "Theseinlaysareexquiste. I've never seen anything quite like them.”

"| did theinlays mysdf and you can haveit if you like. It helped passthetime onlong voyages. | came
across an old dave who was askilled goldsmith on a League merchant we hijacked. He taught me his
tradein return for hisfreedom. Eventudly, | set him up in hisown little shop on Eos and heldd fence stuff
for mefromtimeto time. Hewaslooking forward to your jewels and regdiawith great anticipation.
He's probably il there, cometo think of it. But | don't think he's expecting me or the jewels anytime



soon.”
"l suppose you had abuyer for the fish too."

"Asamatter of fact, | did. A rarefaunacollector on Andromeda. Hetold me to be sure and bring their
keeper aswell. He'd seen the fountain once and went to enormous expense to duplicate it and the
Templegardenin detail. Now he's going to haveto stock it with ordinary fish. He was extremely put out
when | told him they were gone. When he demanded his downpayment back, | said ‘no.” What was he
gonnado? Sueme?'

"Well, thefish are back now and so istheregalia. The Archon was quite upset over your accusation that
he'd absconded with them.”

"Isthishisway of evening the score? This cat-and-mouse game, with mein the role of the mouse? Am
going to be set in some sort of maze tomorrow and have to run through it for my life?”

"No. You'renot going to have to run through amaze.”
"But left to yourself, dining with me thisevening isthe last thing you would have done. Correct?!

"Left tomysdf? You're probably right. Oddly enough, I'm glad | came. Asfor tomorrow, let's not think
about it. Youinvited meto dine, Ethan. So by dl means, let'sdo just that.”

After Julian left, Ethan sat for along time on the balcony, listening to the fountain's splash, savoring the
fragrances, and watching the leaves dappled shadows in the moonlight. Beforethis night, hed never
understood the sheer pleasure of just being, or afeding of physica connection to the sights and sounds
and scents dl around him. Remembering how it had been by the fountain, he smiled. When held fdt the
gentle bump of aliving body againgt his hand and tiny nibbles, like faint kisses, againg hisfingertips, a
wave of sheer pleasure had washed through every fiber of hisbeing.

For athousand years, these jewel -colored fish had been coming night after night to the imprisoned
Archon, to bewith him, to ease hisaching londliness and share his grief for all hehad logt. It wasas
though the fountain's very spirit had opened and taken him deep into itsdlf. With its present so firmly
rooted in its past and the continuity of three thousand years of peace till unbroken, Nubliswasindeed a
magica place. Hethought of the ancient Emperor's heart beneath their feet, till keeping vigil with his
vanished Empress, and he understood how she might have preferred the gentle world of the fountain to
her husbhand'sinfiddlities and the crudty of theworld outsde.

With agart, he saw aghodtly figurejust below him and behind it othersfaintly shimmering. Hefdt ther
terrible patience and soft as the faintest breeze, he heard their voices.

"Ethan. You arenow theleast. But someday, you'll be the greatest of usdl.”
He knew held just seen Nublissfabled old ones.

When helooked again, the garden was empty. Asther wordsrang in his head, he wondered what they
meant and somehow, he knew he was going to find out.

Asashaft of sunlight hit hisface on the following morning, Ethan stirred and opened hiseyes. For a
moment, he wondered where he was.

Then it cameto him.



The Archon's agent smiled down at him. "Good morning, my lord. 'Y ou have an appointment and the
Mgor Domoiswaiting."

Ah! What have they planned for me this time?

Briefly, he congdering resisting and the agent's eyes told him he understood. Slender and fine-boned his
keeper might be, Ethan entertained no illusions about the deadliness of hisskills or hiswillingnessto use
them.

The agent held out a short cotton robe. After held put it on, the door opened to admit two medical
attendants wheeling a stretcher. The agent told him to lie down on it and he obeyed. The attendants put
something over hisface. Then they covered him with ablanket and fastened the straps. They whedled
him out the door and, from what he could tell, down a stone-floored ha lway.

Suddenly they stopped. He heard the click of awesapon and the unmistakable chink of armor. Then he
felt arush of air asadoor opened. They went through it and the stretcher stopped.

When the covering over hisface was removed, he found himsdf looking up into the Mgor Domo's
masked face. "Good morning, Lord Ethan. Thisiswhere we continue your education.”

Asthe Mgor Domo undid the straps and helped him sit up, Ethan looked around. The porcelain-tiled
room contained no furniture other than a huge gleaming stedl tank. Next to it stood awheeled frame
from which hung four pulleys, each with aleather strap.

The Mg or Domo extended agloved hand. ™Y our robe."
Obediently, Ethan dipped it off. Then he opened his mouth to ask him aquestion.
"Bequiet and lie down," said the Mgor Domo.

Ethan watched the attendants whedl the frame over to the stretcher. They lined up the pulleys and
snapped the strapsin place around hiswrists and ankles. Asthey did so, the Mg or Domo turned
Ethan's head to one side and put something in hisear. Then hedid the sameto the other. After placing a
pair of small pads over his eyes, he wound a bandage around them severa times and fastened it firmly.

The earplugs were every hit as effective as the neura block had been and the blackness and silence were
absolute. When Ethan felt something being pushed into his nostrils and mouth, he started to panic until he
redlized he could il bresthe. How, hedidn't know. The strapstightened and lifted. He swayed in the
air, feding the frame move. Then the straps|loosened and dropped away, leaving him suspended
in...nothing.

How long Ethan hung in that black silence, he had noidea. With no sense of time or space, he was
totally disoriented. Unable to move, speak, see, hear, smell or fed, everything coaesced into the
pinpoint that was hismind.

Then camethevoices. Millions of them, crying out from their dying planet asit exploded. And behind
them, those of dl the men, women and children held tormented and killed throughout the years.

The pale green eyes of Galia's murdered foster brother looked deep into his as his chest blossomed red.
And like adeath knell, the chair to which he was attached dammed backwards into the glasswalled
panoramaagain...and again. And again.

When he could bear it no longer, the tears Ethan had never shed welled up in one grest flood. 1t spilled
over and he began screaming hel plessy into the void.



The Mgor Domo held thedoor. "Let'sget him onthe bed. The blanket belongs with the stretcher.
Thank you and goodnight.”

Asthe door closed, Julian stood up from his chair, yawning and stretching.

The Mg or Domo had turned on alight and was busy hooking up monitors and checking vita sgns.
Satisfied, he settled Ethan on the pillows, covered him and straightened the blankets.

"He's quiet now but you should have seen him earlier. We thought held never break. When hefinally
did, he poured out such atida wave of pure horror, even | couldn't bear to listen. Unlessyou want bad
dreamsfor therest of your life, you don't want to hear it either. The Archonwasright. Hell anything to
avoid going back in the tank."

While the Mg or Domo was spesking, Ethan opened hiseyes. "You wereright,” he whispered. "It
wasn't amaze."

"Bequiet!" snapped the Mgor Domo. "Close your eyesand rest.”
"Yes, gr. Anything you say." Obediently turning on his side, Ethan curled up and went to deep.
The door opened to admit the Archon's agent.

"Hell rest like that until morning,” said the Mgor Domo. "Use the extra bed and notify me the moment
hewakes."

The Emperor was puzzled. "What isthisal about?’

"I'm surprised you haven't figured it out by now. Ethan'sthe new Archon.”
"WHAT?'

"Ssah, you'll wake him! Come. I'll let the Archon explain.”

"Oh, he'd better! Of dl thethings I've ever heard, this has got to be far and away the most insane! First
Gdia...and now this?'

Asthe Emperor looked down at the deeping pirate, the Mgor Domo spokein hisear. "Don't even think
it. He'sonly one part of agreater pattern working itself out and hisfate's going to be worse than any
death we could possibly have devised for him. 'Y ou've seen what it's done to your brother and Ethan will
suffer even more. Come...well talk further in the Archon's quarters. Then you can come back and see
himinthemorning."

"And that'sit," said the Archon. "Ethan was designated before he ever invaded Nublis. The Mgor
Domo can confirm that | gave him the name the day before the piratesinvaded. And | have amessage
for you from the old ones."

"Whet isit?"

"It makesno senseto me. They said theriver sometimesforks. Does that mean anything to you? And if



S0, areyou going to tel me?*

"Yes, Archon, it does. But I'm not about to tell you, and let that be alesson for keeping secrets from
me. It'snot over yet and | said I'd find away to get you out of this." Julian lifted hisglass. "And now a
toast! Tofreedom!”

The Archon looked over at the trapdoor sunk into the corner of hisprison. Soon the Emperor would put
the golden weights on hisfeet. Then held drop his body into the river below to be washed out to sealike
all of his nameless predecessors. But even that escape was preferable to the hell of his current existence.

Touching hisglassto Julian's, he echoed hiswords. "To freedom! And theriver!”

"Jonah, I'm so glad you're here.”

The young Steward set down the clean towelshewas holding. "Y our Mgesty. | was checking to seeif
your new body servant was satisfactory.”

"He'sfine. But right now, | need to talk to you. Please come over here and Sit."

As Jonah took the chair opposite him, Julian realized how much hisformer body servant had grown up
and filled out during the past year. Since assuming the Steward's chain of office, Jonah's almost furtive
manner had given way to an air of solid dignity. Hislight green eyeslooked steadily into Julian'sand his
pale angular facewas cam.

The Emperor poured two glasses of wine from the carafe. He took one, handed the other to Jonah and
leaned back inhischair. "l won't mincewords. Y ou and Ellie have become a problem.”

Jonah took a deep bresth. Carefully setting his glass back on thetray, he stood up. "1 understand
perfectly, Your Mgesty. And now, if you don't mind, | have thingsto attend to."

"Oh, for pity's sake, quit jumping to conclusonsand sit! That's better. | assume the two of you want to
get married. Or haven't you gotten around to discussing that yet? Becauseif you haven't, you'd damn
well better. | know you've been meeting in the garden again and | expect you to do theright thing. Thisis
an order! You, Jonah, will make an honest woman out of my sster as soon aspossible.”

"Y our Mgesty, do you mean -’

"Of coursel do, you twit! And if you're to be my brother-in-law, there are one or two things we need to
discuss. Firg of dl, I'mfiring you."

As Jonah gtarted up again, Julian gestured him back. "Relax. It's not what you think. We need to find
something more gppropriate to your new gtation as Ellie's husband and amember of the Imperid Family.
Asyou know, there'sto be a big reception for the Allied troops next week. We'reincorporating an
awards ceremony and I'll hand out a bunch of medals and citations for contributions during the
emergency. That'swhen I'll announce your title in recognition of services above and beyond the call of
duty. If I know anything about our people, they'll instantly demand that | give you the Princessshand in
marriage and threaten to chase me off the planet if | don't. | rather enjoy theidea of thetabloids
gpotlight being on your romance for achangeinstead of Corey and me, and our problem with you and



Elliewill be nicdy resolved. Don't you agree?"
"Wdl...er—

"I'll takethat asayes." Julian handed Jonah acash card. "Thisisan advanceto buy Ellie abetrotha gift
and find yoursdlf a suitable placeto live. And now you'd better get out of here before the tabloids start
speculating dl over again about our perverted relaionship.”

After the door had closed and he was alone, Julian decided to go the Conservatory and work on his
beloved plants. It would give him achance to think about Galia and the new Archon, and do some
further reflecting about the fork intheriver.

Ethan finished reviewing the last document in the huge stack that was today's assgnment and thankfully
st it asde. If he had to decipher one morelega clause, held probably start seeing double.

As hegot up and stretched, Julian smiled. ™Y ou've done wedll and that redlly isthelast one. Youll find
tomorrow's session more interesting because well be reviewing the Archon'strial videos and analyses.
Y ou might even enjoy them.”

When the Mg or Domo had spoken of Ethan's education, hed meant it literally. With Julian ashistutor,
held first studied Interplanetary Synod law, then Nublis” During the past two weeks, from sunup to
sunsat, hedd found himself wading through one legd tome after another until he was seeing themin his

deep.

"Crimina law isour main concern,” Julian had told him, "so that's where well concentrate.” When Ethan
asked why, the Emperor ignored his question and smply told him to return to where they'd just |ft off.

Being alaw professor was hard work, thought Julian, even with astudent as mentally agile as Ethan.

But when it cameto history, held been impressed by the pirate's encyclopedic knowledge of art and
sculpture. Ethan had put together his collection of rare Nublian art objects over aperiod of many years
and he'd bought and paid for most of the pieces rather than steding them. However, hed goneto great
painsto ensure that none of his colleagues ever knew. If they'd ever found out, the consequencesto their
chief would have been serious, if not fatal.

To Julian's surprise, Ethan was dso familiar with hismusic. He had most of Julian's commercid
keyboard recordings, including the rare early ones the Emperor had made during hisfirst sojourn on
Aretz when he and his half-brother Cassius had been in law school.

At the thought of Cassiusand al those heedless years, Julian suddenly found himsdf reliving the pain and
horror of that moment at the spaceport on Aretz.

One by one, he/d watched the emergency workers bring the passengers and crew off the ship.

When they'd findlly answered his unspoken question, he stood arguing that it wasamistake. Even after



they led him onto the ship and showed him the site of the explosion, he dill said ‘no.” And he kept right
on saying 'no’ up to the moment when he'd broken down during Cassius eulogy. Hed been unableto
continue and hisfather Janusfinished for him. After that, Julian swore he would never again shed atear
or display any kind of private emotion in public.

Hed kept that vow ever since.

"Isanything wrong?' asked Ethan.

The Emperor shook himsdlf out of hisreverie. "Uh, no. Just something | was remembering.”
The Archon's agent brought them atray holding threetall glasses dripping icy rivulets of swest.

Julian shook hishead. "I haveto be going. My children are beginning to forget what | look likeand |
promised I'd be there before their bedtime.”

The Mgor Domo was just coming in and Julian waved at him as he | eft.
Ethan's eyes met those of his keeper and acold chill went through him.Oh, no. What now?

Then he saw the Mg or Domo wasn't done. He had ayoung boy with him, no more than nine or ten
yearsold, and Ethan knew in his heart what was coming next.

Asif held read hismind, the Mgor Domo said, "Youreright. Thisisyour fina test. To easeyour
conscience, Ethan, assuming you have one, you won't be violating an innocent. This boy worksin one of
the pleasure paaces.”

"l won'tdoit! Not thig"

"WEelIl see. Y ou have until tomorrow morning to make up your mind! 1f you haven't passed the test by
then...I think you know the consequences.” He beckoned the boy forward. "ThisisLord Ethan. If you
please him, I'll giveyou agold piece.”

Heturned in aswirl of scarlet Slk and was gone.
Ethan went out to the balcony.

Asthe boy followed and timidly placed ahand on hisarm, he turned in afury and raised hishand. The
child shrank back and when Ethan saw histerror, helowered it again.

"You didn't choosethislife, did you?'

"No on€'s ever asked methat before, but no, | didn't. Y ou don't seem to like me, my lord. Am 1 doing
something wrong?"

"No, you're not." Ethan sighed and echoed the words of hislong-dead mentor, "I just like women too

Abruptly, he turned and went back into the room.

The boy followed close behind until Ethan hissed a him, "Leave medone! Do you understand? Stay
over there, look at the viewscreen. ..do anything, but leave me donel™

The Archon's agent answered aknock on the door and returned with afood-laden tray. "I'll leave you
aonenow. Enjoy your evening and deep well."



Ethan looked at the fare but nothing appealed to him. He beckoned to the boy. "Get yourself aplate
and take whatever you want. After you've egten, get a blanket and settle down in that chair until
morning. 'l tell the Mgor Domo you pleased me. Then youll get the gold piece he promised.”

Returning to the balcony, he settled in the lounge chair. Listening to the fountain's splash and lulled by the
sounds of the night, he began to doze. Findly hefell adeep.

Ethan didn't hear the boy get up from the table or when he went to the door and spoke to whoever was
outsde. Nor did he stir when the Mgor Domo came out to the balcony and stood watching him as he
dept. He heard nothing at al, in fact, until he was awakened by birdsong and the early morning sun on
hisface.

Opening his eyes, he saw the Archon's agent and two of the Temple attendants standing over him.
Resignedly, he got up from the lounge chair and followed them insde.

There he saw the waiting stretcher. The Mg or Domo stood beside it with his hand on the boy's
shoulder. "My lord, are you sure you won't reconsider and spare yoursdlf this agony?"

"l can't." Hebowed his head and waited for hisfate.

Instead, he felt atouch on his shoulder and saw the Mg or Domo pointing to achair. As Ethan sat, he
gestured to the two attendants.

They left, taking the stretcher with them.

The boy approached Ethan and bowed. "When they assured me | had nothing to fear from you, my lord,
they wereright."

Asheturned to leave, the pirate said, "Wait! Y ou don't really work in a pleasure palace, do you?"
The boy smiled. "Oh, no, my lord. That's not permitted here."
Ethan looked at the Mgor Domo. "What if I'd said yes?!

"Y ou dready know the answer to that. And now you've passed the find test, Lord Ethan, I'll tell you
what thisis about.”

Julian asked somewhat impatiently, "Wdll, did he pass?’

"Of course. Weread him exactly right. Ethan's preparation isvirtualy complete and hell make an
excdlent Archon. When | told him hisfate, he didn't ssem surprised. He'd dready guessed something of
the sort and he said that now he understood the old ones message. They said because he was the least,
he'd someday be the greatest of them all.”

"So, how long have we got?*

"At mogt, another week. Whatever you havein mind, you'd best start implementing it now. Oh, and
while I'm on the subject, the Allied commanders have asked how much longer we wish to continue this
gate of martid law? Thelast of the prison shipsisleaving today and they fed their work hereis about
done."



"We il have to purge our system of the corruption the pirates brought with them. But I'm not surewe
want the Synod military as witnessesto that, do we?"'

"No, wedon't. Whichiswhy weve let things continue asthey have. Although | must say, it's getting
more irksome every day."

Corey noticed that Galiawas barely picking at her food. "Is something troubling you? Y ou've been so
quiet lately."

"What did you say? | was thinking about something e se."

"Gadlia, you've been thisway ever snce we went to the mountains with Lord Ethan. Y ou cameto care
for him didn't you? And you've hated yourself ever sncefor what you did. If you tell me, | won't repest
it to Julian or anyoneelse. But you haveto talk to someone. Y ou can't go through thisalone.”

"Corey, there was something about him during the second night. He woke me with akiss and asked me
to marry him. Then | used hisloveto send him to hisdeath. The Mgor Domo was right when he said
Ethan was not unlike Julian. They were two sdes of the same coin. Who knows, under other
circumstances, what Julian himsdaf might have been”?”

"That'strue. | might even have been another Ethan.”
Gdiafdt asif her heart would stop. "Julian! How long have you been standing there?"

The Emperor settled himsdlf on the couch beside hiswife. Then he gave her akiss. "Corey doesn't know
what's troubling you but | do. When did you find out for sure?!

"Find out what? Gdlia, what's he talking about?'

"Well? Do youwant to tell her or shdl 17?7

"But how could you possibly know? | only confirmed it mysdlf thismorning and I'vetold no one.”
"You didn't haveto. The Archon told meweeks ago, on the night of the victory dinner.”

"Oh, thisistoo much!" cried Corey. "Will you two please stop taking inriddies? Galia, he.... Gdia
Areyou pregnant?'

"Yes, Corey, | am."
"Areyou sureit's Lord Ethan's? Could it possibly be someone else?*

Gdiacarefully didn't look at Julian. "Corey, when | was no older than you, | fell passionately in love with
aman and stayed with him for amost four years. Then heleft me without aword of explanation. When
he returned, my heart had healed and | found | no longer cared about him except asafriend. So, in
answer to your question, it could only be Lord Ethan. There'sbeen no one dsesincemy first love.”

"Why didn't he marry you?'



"He couldn't."

Corey looked from one of them to the other and it was written al over their faces. "Oh, how could |
have not seen it? Everyone around here knew, didn't they? Everyone, that is, except me! Oh, | fed like
suchafool!" Then she burst into tears.

Gdlidseyesmet Julian's. "Maybe I'd better leave.”
"No, Gdlia, you stay!"

As Corey gtarted to run from the room, he followed and restrained her. She struggled in hisarms.
"Julian! Dammit! Let mego!"

Without relaxing his grip, he guided Corey back to the couch and sat her down beside him. Then he
released her and took her handsin his. "Corey, look at me! There's been no one else since the day you
cameintomy life. But you must redize, sweetheart, I'm thirty-seven and dmost twice your age. While
you may not have been my first love, yourethelast. Corey, | love you morethan lifeitsef and if you
don't love me back, | don't think | can bear it." Hewiped atear from her cheek with hisfinger. "Don't
cry. Therésno need.”

Then helooked at Galiaasif seeing her for thefirst time. ™Y ou never told me. 1'd assumed you'd moved
on and there was someone sein your life.”

"Not for want of asking, but none of them ever measured up to you. What Julian saysistrue, Corey.
There's been no one e se since the day hefirst set eyes on you, and al anyone around here knowsis how
much helovesyou."

Corey took a couple of deep breaths. "1 believeyou. It'sjust that it was ashock. Now we haveto talk
about you, Gdia, and what were going to do about this."

"Y ou mean my child?'
"Surely you don't mean to keep it!"

"It'sdl that | haveleft of Ethan. Thischildisan affirmation that, just oncein hislife, Ethan loved
unconditionaly and without reservation. Sending him to his desth was bad enough. | can't destroy his
childaswdl."

Julian remembered what the Archon had said. "There's something very specia about this child. When
shefindsout, shell want to keepit. Y ou have no right to take it from her without asking, and shelll tell
you 'no.’"

Corey'ssmadl face was thoughtful. "All right. I think | understand how you fed. Y ou made the sacrifice
that led to thisfor Nubliss sake. From thisday forward, you're under our officia protection and if
anyone has anything to say about it, they'll answer to me!™

Julian smiled. "Blessyou, Corey. | couldn't have put it better mysdlf.”

"Well, dulian,” she said, alittle shyly, "aslong as we're on the subject of babies, there's something esewe
need to discuss.”

Gdiagtood up. "Your Mgesties, now | know | must be going. And you'reright, | should have cometo



talk to you beforethis. | should have known you'd understand. Corey, thank you for lunch and
everything dse. Julian, I'll seeyou later a your office” Then shewas gone.

"What about babies, Corey? |Isit something about the twins?"

"Thetwinsarefine and don't you go disturbing them. They're napping.”

Hereached for her. "Well, in that case, how about you and me—"

Therewas adiscreet knock on the door and he exclaimed, "Damn!  Isthere no privacy around here?!

After the servant cleared away the dishes, Julian looked at the clock. "1 have aland dispute hearingina
half hour and amountain of paperwork to get through. But before | go, what's this about babies?!

"Oh! Wdll, it ssems Galiaisn't the only one who got caught up in the spirit of the mountains. Y ou and

|-
"Y ou're pregnant too?"
"Well, the way we behave, it would be rather surprising if | wasn't."

"My love, what can | say? I'm helpless around you, putty in your hands. Unfortunately, now | really do
haveto go. My land disputeiswaiting and | must pay attention to such things or the Archon will have my
head." He gave her adeep, long kiss. "Consider that adownpayment. I'll be around later to take care
of thebaance.”

Julian was going over his notes on the hearing that had just concluded when the Mg or Domo came into
hisoffice.

"Just let mefinish thisand I'll beright with you. You'd think it was amatter of ahundred thousand meters
ingtead of onelittle strip hardly wider than atablecloth. Well, thisll teach 'em not to move each other's
line markersaround! | think, even at our worst, Ethan and | were more civilized than thesetwo. At one
point, they got so bad | was ready to have the guards haul both them off and leave them cool their hedls
overnightinacdl." Hemade afina notation. "There, it'sready to be processed for my order. And
now, Mgor Domo, you can tell His Grace that my paperwork's up to date. What can | do for you?'

"Ethan's asked to seeyou."
"Now?'
The Mg or Domo nodded.

"Well, my cadendar's clear for therest of theday. Isthere any objection if | take Ethan with mefor a
quick trip up to the mountains? I'd liketo get out of herefor afew hours...and it might do him some

"Not aslong as you take enough security. Did they ddiver your new flyer yet?!

"That'swhy | want to go. It camethismorning and | told them to haveit fueled and ready. I'll bring it



over to the Templein ahaf-hour. All Ethan hasto do is go up the stepsto the roof and he's right there.
Just cover hiseyes and keep him manacled until hes safdly insde. Therésno sensein giving him any
more ideas about escaping than he dready has. And you and | know perfectly well, tank or no tank, hell
try itif hésgiven haf achance”

"| agree. I'll have him ready when you get here.”

Ethan looked around the cabin of Julian's custom five-seater. "Very nice. Did | buy this?'

"Asamatter of fact, you did. The Synod's been processing the victim clams asfast as possible and mine
was one of the early ones. Incidentally, | bought your ship when it went on the block, and I'm putting up
amemorid plaguein the quarters where my deputy Captain died. His son was born yesterday, by the
way, and he has hisfather's green eyes."

"Y ou never will believe that was a stupid accident, will you? Or that | never intended for it to happen.”

"The kidnapping shouldn't have happened. Y ou told me once that you weren't avanda, but that's just
exactly what you were! All you ever did was vanddize other peopleslives. My deputy Captain was an
innocent, at war with no one. By your own admission, you only got your hands on him because he
stopped to help someonein distress.”  Julian began flipping switches. "And now, if you'll excuse me, |
have to do my preflight checkswith the tower."

You do have a way with words, thought Ethan as they waited for the spaceport's clearance sgnd.

When it came, Julian turned on the thrusters and hit the booster switch. Asthey rose steeply from the
Templeroof and banked sharply towards the river, the Emperor remarked, "1 likethisflyer. It'seven
faster than my old one."

"Isthat 307" remarked Ethan dryly. "Do our somachs ever get to catch up? Or arethey comingon a
later flight?"

Julian laughed. "Oh, Ethan! Y ou practicaly wrote the book on high-speed takeoffs and from what |
hear, you'd make your passengers ears bleed every time! If | didn't know better, I'd be tempted to let
you give me alesson right now."

Bitterly, Ethan looked down at the manacles on hiswrigts. "Isthis an unsubtle reminder that my flying
daysareover? That I'll never again know the magjestic measure of the planets or voyage through the
blackness of deep space with its myriads of flaming stars. Becauseif that'swhat thisis about, youre
wadting your time. | livewith it every hour of every day and will do so for therest of my life. Where
once | would legp from one glittering gaaxy to the next on nothing more than awhim, my world will
henceforth be astone-walled room. And when my captivity finadly ends, my body will be dropped
through atrapdoor into the river and be washed out to sea.”

Like all of his nameless predecessor s, thought Julian.

"No, Ethan, that's not my purpose or intention. We're on our way to the sacred mountain so that you can
see the eagleswho guard it and walk upon its dopes before you go into your find prison. Asl told you
once, it's the most ancient and haunted spot on Nublis and within its depths, it holds the planet's heart.
Each new Archon comesto the sacred mountain just before hisinitiation. When his captivity findly ends
and he crosses the bridge to take his place with his predecessors, it's to the heart of the sacred mountain
that he's brought by theriver. And there helll remain forever on agolden thronein acrysta cave, with



the waters of the great pool of lifelgpping at hisfeet."

"Once | mocked you when you said that, but never again. Tell me something, isthat where the sacred
fish comefrom? Thegresat pool of life?"

"So they say, and they can't live anywhere else. The fountain's waters were brought with them when they
were given to thefirst Archon. Which iswhy, on Andromeda, they would most certainly have died.”
Julian switched on the autopilot and unstrapped hisharness. Then he stood up and stretched. "I don't
know about the rest of you, but I'm hungry and | need abreak. Ethan, to avoid temptation, please
switch seats with the guard. Then we can take those things off."

Asthey changed seats, Julian went to the back of the cabin and started rummaging around. "Weve got
mest pies, | see. And some pretty decent fruit wine."

When Ethan caught the pie tossed to him by Julian and asmdll bottle of wine, he suddenly realized how
hungry hewas. Then he remembered he hadn't esten since noon the previous day. Hislast mea had
been no more than alight snack as between bites hed doggedly worked hisway through the stack of
legd documentsin front of him.

With amest piein one hand and abottle of fruit winein the other, Julian made hisway back to his sest.
Then he strapped himsdf in again and checked the communi cations screen. ™Y ou can switch seats
again,” he said to the guard, "and no, leave the manacles off. He's not going to give me any trouble, are
you Ethan?'

Helooked out at the looming mountain ranges. "Do you seethat over there? The one with the pink
summit. I'm going to manua and well be down inafew minutes. Then well go in on horseback.”
Circling therosy peak, heleveled off and st the craft in the middle of agrassy meadow.

"Light asafeather,” said Ethan. "You fly well. Who taught you?'

"My father's Captain of the guard, Aaron Fortier. He taught me and my brother both. Aaron diedina
crash deven years ago a just about the same time my brother waskilled.”

"I've heard of him. Wasn't heamartia arts champion?’

"Hewas, and he won the Synod Supreme Trophy so many times they finaly barred him from
competing.”

Ethan grinned. "It seemsto me he once cleaned out an entire bar with his bare hands."

"That was after my brother Cassius and | had gotten ourselvesinto trouble. We'd been propositioning
someladies. They seemed to like uswell enough but the pirates to whom they bel onged took adim view
of what we were doing. To make along story short, they had ustied to a post in the center of the bar
and were about to finish us off when the Captain camein.”

"Ah, yes. | remember. | damn well should, because that happened to be one of my crews.”
"Wéll, the Captain didn't quite do it done. Assoon as Cassiusand | got loose, we hel ped.”

"l heard. The mayhem had to be seen to be believed and the whol e place was matchsticks by thetime
you were done. | wasforced to replace the entire crew because the few who lived to tell about it were
disabled for over ayear. Until then, I'd considered Nublians aslittle more than amiable lightweights and
it caused meto ingtantly revise my opinion of your people.”



Julian grinned. "We usudly are unless someone happensto upset us.”" He pulled the lever next to his seet
and opened the door. "Our horses are waiting. Ethan, after you.”

They werefar above the tree line when Julian pulled up his mount and stopped. Then he pointed to a
path leading up toward the summit. "Now wewalk. The horses can stay here” He handed thereinsto
one of the waiting grooms and gestured to the Archon's agent to follow him.

His keeper nodded to Ethan. "Come. I'll be directly behind the Emperor. Then you, then the guard.”
Ethan could tdll that the air was thinner but not uncomfortably so.

By the time he began to follow his keeper up the dippery shae path, Julian was out of sght. He cameto
aturnin the path and suddenly he was standing near the Emperor, right at the summit.

Below them, in every direction, towered the mountain ranges, their sdes clothed in soft green and their
slvery topswreathed in wisps of cloud. Off in the far distance, he could make out the distant sparkle of
the sea.

"That's the Northern Shore," remarked Julian. "It was once Titus principaity. Remember my virulent
cousn? Thetraitor who tried to take my throne?"

Ethan shaded his eyes and looked. "Oh, yes, | remember him. Not too bright, as| recall. Andhehad a
nasty attitude, especialy for aNublian. He got killed, didn't he?!

"It'smy sster Elliesnow. She's about to marry my former Steward, Jonah. He generded my troopsthe
night we took Nublis back and was the center of our resistance dl through the occupation. 1t washis
ideato take the tower first and mess up your communications.”

Ethan remembered the quiet Steward well. ™Y ou'll be telling me next that the cats and dogs were part of
the resstance too.”

Julian looked a him innocently. "I don't think so. But the cats wouldn't catch mice in the barracks after
your men were quartered there and my wife's cat Mingus, who's normaly friendly to everyone, would
have nothing to do with you. It'sagood thing she hid him after he scratched you. | think you would have
killed him, otherwise."

"Youvegot that right. If I'd caught the little bastard, | was going to strangle him. For some reason, my
hand became infected after your wife washed out the scratch. It took weeksto hedl.”

"Blamemy wifefor that. Luckily for us, you never had your surgeon check to see what sheredly used.”
Ethan was stunned. "The Empresswould do something like that?*

"Oh, yes. You have no ideawhat my wife can be like when sheredly gets going and she's absolute living
proof that the femaleis deadlier than themale. | havethe scarsto proveit.”

"I heard she broke one of your ribs. But | thought that wasjust atabloid story.”
"Oh, no, it'strue. Sheredly did."
"Areyou saying she's actualy dangerous?’

"Oh, ther€'s no doubt about it. Y ou'd have found out just how dangerous Corey can beif you'd



imprisoned me on your ship. Theresatiny mousdike creeture on Aretz caled ashrew. It'stotaly
fearless, has a poisonous bite and, despite its Size, hasthe rest of the anima kingdom thoroughly
intimidated. Corey'slike that shrew. Believe me, | have the greatest respect for her. 'Y ou should too."

"Hmm. | wasinanest of vipersand never knew it. And Galia What of her?"

Ethan stopped and looked up at the Sky. A cry echoed overhead and something circled above them,
higher and higher.

Julian pointed. "It'san eagle. And therésitsmate. The nest must be somewhere close” The Emperor
glanced at Ethan as he stood gazing up at the Sky. Then he gestured to the guard and the Archon's
agent. "Leaveus”

When they were alone, he touched Ethan on the arm and beckoned. "Come over here. I've something
to show you."

Ethan followed the Emperor to acleft in the rock with some bushes growing around it. AsJulian
crouched down and parted the foliage, he knelt beside him and |eaned forward.

"Takealook," whispered Julian.

Framed in atiny glade lined with soft pale mosses and fed by adripping soring, asmall pool gleamed.
Withinits crystal depths, afish with scalesthe color of pearlsflicked itstail and swam back and forth.

On the shore, with the head of one resting on the neck of the other, lay apair of exquisite miniature foxes
with snow-white fur and the bluest eyes Ethan had ever seen. Just a short distance from away their
parents, threetiny kits rolled on the ground, nipping at each other and playing and squesking,

Julian carefully replaced the branches. Asthey stepped back, he said softly, "Snow foxes are the rarest
creatures on Nublis. They'refound on the summit of this sacred mountain and nowhere e

Hewalked over to aflat rock nearby, heaved a deep sigh and gazed off into the distance. When Ethan
joined him, he said, "There's something | haveto tell you, but I'm not sure how to begin. 'Y ou mentioned
Gdiaearlier and | didn't answer. Now | will. It'strue she wasworking for me and that she betrayed
you. I'd put her inyour way deliberately in the hopes you'd do exactly asyou did. But Gdiasanything
but awhore. Sheloved only onemanin her life beforeyou. It was years ago, before she ever met you.
It was he who | eft her, not the other way around, and she would never have cometo your bed had | not
ordered her to do s0. At first, she wanted to avenge the death of her adopted brother and to that end
she even offered to kill you in your deep. Then something happened. For someinexplicable reason, she
fel inlovewith you. No one knowswhy, least of al me. But the fact remainsthat shedid. Y ou bared
your heart and soul to her during that second night and that's why she opened hersdlf to you."

"Areyou saying—"’

The Emperor looked him straight inthe eye. "Y es, Ethan, | am. Gdias not only pregnant but she's
chosento keepit. Shesaid 'It'sdl that'sleft of Ethan. Thisisan affirmation that just oncein hislife, he
loved unconditionaly and without reservation. Sending him to his death was bad enough. | can't destroy
hischild aswell." Thisisthered reason | brought you here. Y ou had aright to know."

Ethan sank down onto the rock. Then he drew in a deep shuddering breath and put his head in his
hands.

Julian walked a short way away and gazed off into the distance.



After awhile, he came back and touched him on the shoulder. "It's getting |ate and we should be going.”

Ethan sat slent during the three-hour flight back. Looking out at the darkening sky, he thought about all
that had happened that day. When they landed on the Temple roof, the Archon's agent went to replace
the manacles, but Julian shook hishead. He reached over to shake Ethan's hand, then closed the door.

Watching the Emperor's flyer rise and whed over toward the Paace, the pirate smiled. "Y ou wereright,”
hesad. "I did maketheir earsbleed. Every time."

It was aperfect day for the awards ceremony. Flags snapped in the light breeze, and the combined alied
bands tuned their instruments amid sounds of dissonance. Officias hurried up and down the Palace
steps, the VIP seats began to fill up and the festive crowd shifted back and forth behind the barricadesin
the great stone square.

A pretty news reporter began speaking into the camera. "ThisisVicki Monata coming to you from the
reception at the Palace for the commanders and troops of the combined forces that liberated the planet
Nublisjust two and one half weeksago. The Archon hasjust left and the Emperor's party ismoving
from the ballroom to the outside dais at the top of the Palace steps for the awards ceremony —’

Atasgnd from the music director, the bands raised their instruments. They struck up the ancient hymn
that was Nublis nationa anthem and the assembled crowd began to sing. Asthe song concluded, the
Imperial Family and their guests appeared at the top of the steps and from the other side of the square,
the great Temple bell peded twelvetimes. When they saw their Emperor and Empress, the crowd began
to cheer and the occupants of the VIP seats rose to give them a standing ovation.

Julian raised his handsfor slence. "Thank you, my friends. We are heretoday to—" He broke off,
looked down at Corey for amoment asif puzzled about something, put his hand to histhroat and
whispered, "1 can't bresthe. Help me.”

His knees buckled and Corey'sfather caught him ashefell.

"ThisisVicki Monata. Something's happening onthedaisl The Emperor started to spesk and then
stopped. He'son the ground. There are a couple Temple medics working on the Emperor. Now
they'relifting him onto a sretcher.”

She stopped and then continued. "They're rushing His Mg ety to the Temple through one of the tunnels.
Lord Rollo ismaking an announcement -’

Corey had taken off her high-heeled shoes and raced to keep up with the medics and the stretcher as
they tore through the tunndl toward the Temple. Then she redlized Jonah was running beside her.

"What happened?’ she panted. "Do they know?
"Something to do with the bullet in his chest,” said Jonah, between breaths. "Apparently it shifted and is



blocking something in his heart.”

Corey remembered what Julian had said when he broke hisrib. The doctors had told him the bullet might
have shifted and he was supposed to go into the clinic for acouple of days. But with al that had been
happening since, held kept saying he felt fine and would go in as soon as he could find the time. Why, oh,
why, hadn't sheindgsted?

As she and Jonah rounded the corner and headed up the ramp, Corey could see the medi cs disappearing
through the double doors. They followed, and one of the doctors came to meet them.

"Y our Mgesty, the Mgor Domo's on hisway over and they're prepping the Emperor for emergency
surgery. He'sin good hands and just as soon as we have the bullet out he should be dl right.”

A voice came over the paging system.
"That'sfor me," said the doctor and he hurried off.

Jonah guided Corey to achair. When he saw the outer doors open to admit the press, he grabbed the
arm of apassing attendant. "Find me aroom where Her Mgjesty can have some privacy.”

The Mgor Domo spoke from behind him. "Comewith me! 'Y ou can wait in Julian's office.”

Julian watched the agitation from his vantage point above the square. The medics were doing something
to hisbody asit lay at thetop of the steps. They lifted onto the stretcher and raced toward the elevator.
Corey was trying to keep up, with Jonah right beside her.

Asthey disappeared, he rose and whedled away, first toward the river, then north. When he reached the
sacred mountain's rosy peak, he dove right into it, then down and down and down through dl the layers
of rock to the crystal cave at its heart.

Just as he set foot on the bridge, he saw the old ones shining on the other side of the pool... and one
empty waiting throne. ™Y ou may come no further!" cried adistant voice. "Y ou're not the one were
waiting for."

Hefdl to hisknees. "Please"

"Y ou know your duty and you will do what you must do. But remember this. Though the river may
temporarily fork, it will dwaysreturnto usintheend.”

Likealinetugging, Julian could hear someone calling his name,

Before leaving the mountain top, he danced with the eaglesin the sky and swooped down to seethe
foxesin their mossy den. When he was no longer ableto resist the pull of Corey's voice, he returned to
the city and went down through the Temple roof and into the body on the bed.

Firm hands lifted Corey from where she knedled by Julian'sside. "Come, Y our Mgesty. You've done
al you can. Y ou must remember your condition and rest.”

As she suffered herself to be led away, Corey kept looking back, repeating Julian's name over and over
likealitany. Then she rushed back to the bed. "Get that thing out! Can't you see he'strying to talk?'



One of the doctors sighed. "We may aswell do as she says. He seemsto be breathing on his own now
and he probably doesn't need it any more."

"Where am |?" asked Julian as soon the tube was out. "What became of the ceremony and dl the
people?’ He saw Corey and tried to Sit up. Asthe doctors pushed him down, his voice grew agitated.
"What day isit? Pleasetel me. What day isit?

"Y ou've been herefor two days," replied Corey. "It's Saturday afternoon.”

"Corey, | can't stay here. Help me up, now! | haveto go! Please, it'simportant! Thereare only afew
hoursleft! | listened to you after the babieswere born. Now, please! Please, my love!l Return the
favor and ligen to me!™

When Corey saw one of the doctors pick up aneedle gun, she stopped him. "Let me find out what he's
talking about. | may be ableto help.”

"All right. But you have exactly five minutes. Hisstresslevelsarerisng and weve got to get them
down."

"Corey, tdl themtoleaveusaone! And whileyou'reat it, switch off those damn implants.”
"Jonah's here. The Mgor Domo too. Do you want them to come in?"

"Tell Jonah to comein. But whatever you do, leave the Mgor Domo outside.”

"...andasyou cansee, | hadit dl arranged. | wasgoing to tell you on Friday. .. yesterday that is. But
thetime'srun out and I'm stuck here. Do you think you can do it?"

Jonah smiled. "Of coursewe can. I'll get hold of Asaas soon as| leave. Don't worry, it'sas good as
done."

They heard aknock on the door. It opened and the Major Domo stood there.

"I don't know what you're up to, Julian, and | redlly don't care to guess. We need to talk privately about
what's going to happen tonight and the listening post would appreciateit if you'd turn those implants back
on. Jonah'stoo. They thought they were mafunctioning.”

After Jonah and Corey left, helooked at the monitors. "Well, whatever it was, it's brought your levels
back down. But you're not going anywhere. I'll haveto fill in, and somehow, I'm going to have to
explain why you're not there to say good-bye."

"Will you come see me &fter it'sover?'
"Of course”
"Then what will you do?'

"l don't know. Go up into the hills perhaps and learn to be aman again.”

* % %



Ethan looked up from hisbook. "Isit time?"

"There's been achangein plans. Asyou know, the Emperor can't be there. We're going to haveto
perform his part of theritual. Areyou ready?"

Ethan nodded.

"Hold out your hands."

He was sartled by the shackles weight. "These are solid gold!™

"They're S0 heavy, we only usethem for theritua. Theregular onesare much lighter.”
The Mg or Domo beckoned to the keeper. "Do you have everything?'

After ingpecting the robes, sword, bowl and branding irons, the Mgor Domo took asmall device from
hispocket. A pand did asdeto reved alighted passageway. "Come. The Archon'swaiting.”

Thethree of them entered the great stone-walled room to find the gray-robed Archon standing alonein
its center.

As Ethan bowed and kissed hisring, the Archon looked around, Signing impatiently.
"Julian can't be here" replied the Mgor Domo. "He's not well enough.”

Turning away, the Archon sghed. With hishandsin an attitude of prayer, he bowed first to Ethan, then
the agent and finally the Mg or Domo.

"Areyou ready, Y our Grace?'
The Archon spoke. "Yes. Y ou may begin theritual now."
The Mgor Domo raised the trapdoor. Then he returned to the Archon's side and beckoned to Ethan.

Silently, Ethan approached and bowed again. Then he removed the Archon's mask, ring, gloves, and
finally hisgray robes and boots.

Ethan surveyed the dim figure, standing naked as a sword bladein the lamplight.
So thisiswho you are! Well, His Honor is about to have hiswish. Too bad | can't tell him.

The dark gaze met his, unwavering. Faling to hisknees, the Archon crossed his hands behind his back
and bowed his head.

Ethan raised the jeweled sword high. Whistling down in agreeat arc, the glittering blade stopped less than
amillimeter from thewaiting neck. The Archon never flinched.

"My part isdone," said Ethan and he stepped back.

Putting an arm around his charge, the Mgor Domo gently raised himto hisfeet. Then heled him over to
the bed and laid him down. Ashe pulled off his own mask and robes and tossed them aside for the last
time, the dark eyeslooked up into his, calm and unafraid.

"Cassus. Areyou ready?'



"Oh, yesl Thistime, let medo it for mysdf.”

A short time later, the Mg or Domo removed the mask from Cassius face and listened to his breathing.
When he was satisfied, he beckoned to Ethan. "Come! Help me."

After they laid him down by the trapdoor, the Mg or Domo fastened a golden weight around each of
Cassus ankles. He hdd himin hisarmsfor along moment, looking down into hisface. Then hekissed
him on the forehead...and dropped him.

Heknelt for awhile, looking down into the dark swirling waters. Findly, he collected himsdf and stood
up. "Cassiusisfreenow. Ashisdesgnated successor, are you ready to take his place?"

Ethan raised his shackled handsin an attitude of prayer and bowed his assent.
"Since the Emperor's not here, I'll to take hisplace. Isthat agreeable to you?'
Again Ethan nodded.

"Let usbegin, then."

The Mg or Domo beckoned to the Archon's agent and motioned for him to knedl. Asthe young man
bowed his head, he touched the sword to the back of hisneck. Raising him to hisfeet, he directed him
to don the scarlet robes and the mask.

When the young man had done so, the Mg or Domo told him solemnly, ™Y our old lifeis dead and you no
longer have aname. From thisday forth, only His Grace the Archon or His Imperid Mgesty the
Emperor will ever seeyour face. On behdf of the Emperor Julian, | solemnly give the Archon of Nublis
into your keeping. Do you solemnly swear that you will keep him sequestered at dl timesfrom the
outsde world, that you will carefor him and no other, and that you will watch over him for every day,
hour and minute until he's ready to take his place with his predecessorsin the sacred mountain?'

"] do so swear."

The new Mg or Domo directed his predecessor to kneel and extend hishands. Then helifted the sword
and touched it to each of hiswrigs. "On the Emperor's behalf, | hereby release you from al your vows.
Aaron Fortier, you've discharged your duty faithfully and well. You'refreeto go."

Ethan's mouth dropped open. "Aaron Fortier? You were the Captain of the Guard? Then the Archon
must have been dulian's brother.”

The Captain's blue eyes were sad. "When Cassius was designated, the Emperor Janus chose meto be
hisMgor Domo. Julian never knew until heinherited the throne.”

"It was you who wrecked that bar and disabled my crew?"

"Cassus and Julian had gotten into something way over their heads through their own damn stupidity. |
made believers out of them as soon as| got them home.”

"I canwell imagine. Y ou made abeliever out of metoo.”

"And now, my lord, we must complete theritual. Sincethe Emperor's not here, I'll haveto stand infor
him." Aaron showed Ethan Julian's huge ruby ring. "Thisisthe symbol of the Emperor's authority, just as
theemeradisthe Archon's. Thisruby belonged to Julian'sfather, Janus, to Januss father before him and
to each of hisancestors, beginning with Nubliss first Emperor three thousand years ago. The ruby, the



emerad and an enormous diamond were presented to the first Emperor at his coronation. Reportedly
created at the time of the planet's birth, the ruby represents earth, fire and fertility, and the emerald, water
and spiritudity. Standing for air, life and love, the diamond belongsto the Empress. Asitsthird ruler,
sheisthe officia mother of Nublisand the guardian of its heart.”

The Captain removed the glittering shackles and let them drop. Then he ordered Ethan to strip and lie
down onthe bed. Hetook asheet of parchment, wrote Ethan's name on it and showed it to him. "Isthis
your identity?'

"Yes itis"

The Captain set the parchment on fire and dropped the ashes into the golden bowl. Mixing water with
the ashes, he dropped the bow! with its contents through the open trapdoor. "Now you no longer exist.
As nameless as your predecessors, you will, henceforth, obey every order given you by your keeper.
Should you defy him, he may punish you in any way he seesfit. And from thismoment on, noliving
cregture, save your Mg or Domo, the Emperor or those you have condemned to die, will ever see your
face or hear your voice until the day you're released to theriver.”

Ethan, who was no longer Ethan, closed his eyes and thought of what the old ones had said. Now
certainly, hewastheleast of them dl.

"Open your eyes and look at me," ordered the Captain.

Asthe new Archon did so, hisMgor Domo chained hiswrists and ankles to the corners of the bed.
Staked out and helpless, he watched the white-hot iron above him. When he tried to shrink away, the
Maor Domo's gloved hands gripped hishead. Just asthe burning tip began to scorch hisface, the
Captain withdrew it. Something hissed as though quenched and a bandage was placed over his eyes.

"Y ou're now as blind asthe justice you serve. Because you cannot see, you can ho longer distinguish
between rich and poor. Since dl will stand equa before your court, you'll be able to judge them with

perfect impartiality.”

When the Captain uncovered his eyes, Ethan saw ared-hot branding ironin hishand. 1t plunged the
symbol of the hammer and sword into his chest and he cried out.

"A branded nameess dave, you're now the least of dl creaturesin the universe. Understandingwhat it is
to have norights, you'l stringently guard the rights of others. Because you have nothing and have nothing
to lose, you cannot be bribed or influenced. All on Nublisare subject to your law. Asour chief judge,
you hold the power of life and death in your august hands, control vast wedlth and have countless minions
at your beck and cal. From now until the day of your release, you're the dark Emperor and second ruler
of Nublis. On behaf of HisImperid Mgesty and al his subjects, | hereby salute you, Y our Grace, and
bid you welcome to your new domain!™

As hiskeeper unfastened the chains holding hiswrists and ankles and helped him st up, the new Archon
looked down at his chest and winced.

The Captain examined the brand. "Y ou'll heal inafew days. Inthe meantime, your Mgor Domo will
giveyou something for thepain.”

The new Mg or Domo pulled off his mask and shrugged off the scarlet robes, and the Captain said with
obviousrelief, "Let'shaveadrink.”



Wearing the plain blue uniform of a Temple officid, the Captain dipped out of the Archon's quarters.
When he reached the Emperor'sroom, he told the attendant on duty, "I'm Captain Fortier. HisMagesty's

expectingme.”

The attendant looked puzzled. "Don't | know you? Y ou seem familiar somehow.”

"Sincel just moved here, | should hardly think so. Would you please let the Emperor know I'm here?"
Julian's voice came from the other side of the half-opened door. "Let himin."

Propped in a half-sitting position on the bed, the Emperor was done. He looked up from the tabloid
he'd been perusing. "How did it go?'

"Firg of al, dlow meto return your ring."
"Thanks. Can | order you something?'

"Thank you, no. | had adrink beforel left. And asto how it went, Cassius could be pretty
heartbreaking. He...." Hiseyes misting, the Captain stopped and took a deep breath.

"Y ou miss him dready, don't you?"'
"l dwayswill. Elevenyearsisalongtime...and it wasn't dl bad by any means™

Julian thought for amoment. "I'min dire need of an administrator for Ellie's Northern Shore property.
With your background, you wouldn't be overwhelmed or intimidated by the immensity of the principdity’s
affairs. 1t would solve a problem for me, get you away from here, and still keep you connected to our
family. Areyou interested?

The Captain was surprised and grateful. "Yes, | am. And thank you."

"No need. Itisl who should be thanking you. Had it not been for you, Cassius captivity would have
been infinitely worse, and | serioudy doubt that he would have survived aslong or done aswell under
anyone esg's care. Unlike Cassius, your sacrifice was voluntary, wasit not?"

The Captain sighed. "When Cassus was designated, Janus became absolutely distraught. When he
asked for my help, therewasnoway | could refuse. | failed to return from a hunting trip and the
searchers discovered my wrecked flyer in the mountains. My body was never found. Sincel had no
family, there were few questions and | was soon forgotten.”

"Not true. 'Y ou were amember of my family and | certainly never forgot. And Captain, theré's one
more service you can perform for me, if youwill."

"Nameit."

Julian dipped the ruby from hisforefinger. "Givethisto my wife for safekeeping. | told her you'reto be
my new administrator for the Northern Shore and that you just arrived from the southern idands. She's

expecting you."
"Inthat case, I'd better go. I'll be back first thing in the morning. Good night, Y our Mgjesty."
"Good night, Captain,” said Julian and he smiled to himsdif.

Alone once more, Julian returned to the story he'd been reading about Jonah and Ellie. Thetabloid's
entire center section was devoted to their biographies, complete with pictures. Public opinion was eighty



to onein favor of the star-crossed lovers and in the opinion of the story's author, if Julian didn't
immediately grant Jonah the Princess's hand, he should be tarred and feathered and run off the planet.

Well, Corey, hereflected,it scemsyou and | are yesterday's news. And helaughed out loud.
The attendant camein with aneedlegun. "Y our Mgedty, it'stime you got somerest.”

Julian obediently held up hisarm. When held given him his shot, the attendant lowered the head of the
bed and settled his patient under the covers. Smiling, the Emperor turned on his side and drifted

peacefully off to deep.

Over a the Palace, Corey smiled. "You seem so familiar. Y et you say you've never been here before.”

"I must have a double then because you're the second person who's said that to metoday. It'slate and
tomorrow will come soon enough, so with Y our Mgesty's permission, I'll bid you goodnight.”

Corey opened the door and spoke to someone outside. "Thisismy sister-in-law's fianceé, Jonah. Since
he's aso staying in the east wing, you can walk over there together. Y our bags arrived a short time ago
and one of the servants has already unpacked for you."

What bags?wondered the Captain. This hasto be more of Julian's doing.

When they reached the east wing, Jonah went to one of the bedroom doors and knocked. He opened it
and gestured to the Captain. "Go onin. There's someone who wantsto seeyou.”

As Cassius came toward him with asmile, the Captain shook hishead. "Why am | not surprised? So
that'swhat Julian meant by afork in theriver. | should have remembered that a branch runs under the
Palace too.”

"Yes, it does. Astohow I got here, Asawaswaiting in thewater. He caught mejust as| went under,
got meinto aboat and brought me here. | woke a couple of hourslater to Corey's smiling face. How did
therest of theritud go?'

"Fine. Ethan seems more resigned than you ever were and hisMgor Domo should treat him well. They
aretwo of akind, after al.”

"l agree. 1'djust transferred his keeper to my specia program and was trying to think of an appropriate
way for him to serve out his sentence when Ethan was designated. They should ded well together.”

The Captain nodded. "Asamajor dope dedler, there wasllittle he didn't ready know about
pharmacology or martia arts. Heldd been raised by criminas, and until we caught him, that was dl he
knew. He proved every bit as difficult to break as Ethan and wasin the tank for just about aslong. But
he hasastrong mord stresk and he passed hisfina test with flying colors. They'rewell-maiched. They'll
be taking each other's measure every day and their battle of wills should continue until Ethan goesto the
rver."

"And what of Julian? How well do you think hell ded with them?'

"Julian developed aredl rapport with Ethan after he took him up to the sacred mountain. Something to
do with fast takeoffs, he said.”

"Hasn't he outgrown that yet? | would have thought held have long since given that up. | learned not to



edt breskfast on the days1'd beflying with him."

The Captain smiled. "Fortunately for Julian, Corey's never experienced one of hisfast takeoffs. If she
ever did, | guarantee you held never do another."

"Hmm. Do you think it could be arranged?’

"Now that, my boy, iswhat | call rank ingratitude. Besides, whenever Julian goes anywhere with the
Empress, they take her trangport and afull crew. | can aready see what life around hereis going to be
like with the two of you on theloose again. Fortunately for me, I'm leaving soon and I'm just not going to
worry about it. But I'll give you oneword of advice. Corey's enough of ahandful asitisand Julian will
takeadim view of your putting any moreideasin her head."

"Hewould at that because he's very territorial where she's concerned. Where are you going, by the
way?'

"To the Northern Shore. Julian needs anew adminisirator and he's offered me the post. And now,
Cassius, while you've had some deep, | haven't. Soif you'll show mewheremy roomiis, I'm going to
turnin. And do you know something? For thefirst timein years, I'm actualy looking forward to getting
up inthemorning.”

"Captain?' Something in Cassius voice made him turn. Quickly, hetook hisformer chargesarm. "Lie
down." Helooked around for theintercom and pressed the button. "Would you get metheclinic
please?'

The doctor findly came ontheline.

"How soon can you get here? He's about to start seizuring and I've nothing hereto give him. Yes, he's
the same prisoner except he'shome now. No, | have no sedatives here...nothing. The Palace's east
wing...just as soon asfast asyou can. Bring some medics and equipment. | won't be here but they'll be

expecting you."

There was aknock on the door and the Captain called, "Enter."

It was Asaand Jonah. They looked from the Captain to Cassius and back again. "ls something wrong?'
"Yes, thereis. Isthere any medical equipment around here?"

Asathought for amoment. "The guard would know."

"Good thought." The Captain pressed the intercom. "Get methe duty officer. Stat.”

"Lieutenant Abner here. What can | do for you?”

"We have amedica emergency intheeast wing. A guestishaving aseizure. Drugs, | think. Thereare
medics and adoctor on their way but they might not get hereintime. Do you have an emergency
medical pack? Good. I'm just another guest but I've had some experience with thisbefore.”

"I'monmy way."

The Captain rolled up hisdeeves. "Help mewrap the sheet around him astightly asyou can. It
sometimes delaysthings. Now hold him."

Asthey waited for the lieutenant, he thought, Cassius, you can't do this! Not after all you've been
through.



Aaron tried to remember when held given him hislast dose. Since Cassius had had a court session only
two days before, the simulants must till be fizzing around in his system. But the medication had long
snceworn off.

The door opened and the lieutenant raced in, ripping open the medica pack ashe came.

"Over here," said the Captain. "We need some class A sedatives and astress monitor! Asa, hold him
down!"

Asthe lieutenant shot the contents of the needle gun into Cassius arm, the Captain assembled the
portable intravenous kit and hung the bag. While the lieutenant held the breathing mask over Cassius
face, he attached the monitor. Then he deftly inserted the needle and hooked it up.

"| seeyou've donethisbefore," remarked the lieutenant.
"I have anephew with some addiction problems. He liveswith me."
That's true enough, thought the Captain.

As Cassius moved his head restlesdy, trying to fight off the mask, he eyed the stress monitor. It was lill
within normal limits but the level was climbing fadt.

The doctor hurried in, followed by two medicswith astretcher. "Let's see what weve got. The Mgor
Domo caled but he said he wouldn't be here. Do you know anything about that?"

Jonah looked at the Captain sharply. When he started to speak, Aaron put awarning hand on hisarm.
"Il explain later!™

Meanwhile, the doctor had given Cassiusaninjection. "Well, wegot to himintime. | don't think we
need transfer him at this point but I'll leave this set of monitors and another dose, just in case. Y ou can
return them any time. Frankly, I'm surprised he didn't bring any medication with him. Surely the Mgjor
Domo knew better than that. 1'm leaving thisand an anti-nauseadrug. He needsto take one of each
every day and I'll leave astanding order at the clinic.” The doctor sghed. "Although | know it'san
exercisein futility, herésthe information about my program. Maybe one of these years, hewon't throw it
out. | assume he'sareative of the Emperor's.”

The Captain nodded.

"Well, | haveto begoing. Lieutenant, if there are any changes, cal me. And now, gentlemen, I'll wish
you goodnight...what's |eft of it."

"Lieutenant, | want to thank you for your help," said the Captain.

"Gladtodoit, gr. I'll send someone by tomorrow to pick up the pack and the monitors.” The lieutenant
saluted and was gone.

The Captain half-raised his hand and lowered it again.

"So you were the Mg or Domo," marveled Jonah. "I should have recognized your voice. Y ou werethe
Captain of the Guard before that, weren't you? And your nameis Aaron Fortier?"

"Correct."

"Prince Cassus was the Archon?'



"Correct again.”
"When | wason trid, it was you and he—"

"While he had no ideawho you were, something about the Steward's testimony troubled him. Even
though Julian knew the whole story, there was no way he could help you. It was Ellie who clinched it.
Without her testimony and your hypnosis session, | don't know what would have happened.”

Jonah shuddered. "Don't remind me. | had bad dreams about my execution every night | wasin that
cdl. Infact, | ill do."

"Cassius was troubled by your case from the first and was looking for somelegal precedent to avoid
imposing the death pendty. Fortunatdly, the question didn't come up. And when he found out who you
were, he wasn't surprised.”

"It wasthat close?'

The Captain smiled. "Fortunately for your peace of mind, you didn't see the way Julian was gyrating.
Cassius picked up on it because they adways were closer than peasin apod, and I'll giveyou fair
warning. Just be thankful you're no longer working here in the Pal ace, because you're about to find out
about their capacity for mischief. They once wired the passageway to the wine-cellar with eectric
fencing. The Steward was carrying a couple of bottles of the Emperor's favorite vintage when he
brushed againgt thewall. He got ashock, dropped the bottles, and hit the other wall. The wine went
flying and he bounced back and forth for who knows how long, yelling at thetop of hislungs. When
Cassius and Julian sneaked down to remove the wires, | waswaiting.”

"I think | should haveliked to have known them then."

"Oh, they haven't changed dl that much. It wasn't so long ago that Julian loosed adozen white rats
during one of Irinas receptions, and the last time he was in the clinic, they started getting nothing but
gpace porn on the security screens. Then the water in the doctors showers turned bright green.”

A quiet voice came fromthe bed. "Aslong asyou'reteling tales out of school, do you remember the
politician's wife who was supposedly desf?"

"Vividly. Cassiusand Julian were still quite young and the lady in question was adistant Imperia cousin.
The family suspected that her endless complaints about her hearing problems were merely an
attention-getting device and she had become something of ajoke. The boys decided to find out if she
was redly deaf during one of the Empresssfancy teas. Balancing cupsand platesin their laps, the guests
were being entertained by the catawauling of some soprano while she, asusua, was nattering on amilea
minute about how she couldn't hear athing. Thefirst explosion brought us on the run. Whilewe were
checking, two more went off and the moment | saw those angelic expressions, | knew. Then | noticed
Julian's mother. She had her napkin up to her face and was laughing so hard she couldn't stop.”

Cassius chuckled. "We proved the lady wasn't deaf because her crockery wasthefirst to go flying. And
since Mamahad bought the materials and put us up to it, that was one time you didn't get to discipline
lﬁ"



Gadlids secretary poked her head around the door. "I'm leaving now. Do you want meto tell the guard
youredill here?"

"If youwould. With dl the unsavory characters roaming the halsthese days, I'll fed better if he'sclose
by. Thanks. Andgood night."

Galiawent out to the smdll kitchen for somejuice, brought it back to her desk. .. and just about jumped
out of her skin. She grabbed for the intercom but the intruder got to it first. Then he switched off the
light. As shewhirled away from the desk and made for the balcony, he spoke. "Gdlia, don't you know
me?'

At the sound of that al too familiar voice, she stopped dead in her tracks. "Magjor Domo? Isthat you?
They said you were gone, that something had happened to you."

"It'sme, but I'm not the Mg or Domo any more. Now I'm just aman like any other.”
"Turn onthelight and let me see your face."

"I don't know if | want to do that. I'm not handsome like Ethan or Julian. All | amisan old battered
soldier getting ready to go out to pasture. I'm leaving in afew daysand just cameto say good-bye."

"Hold me again the way you did the night you came and comforted me. 'Y ou seemed to understand how
| felt...amost asif you'd been there yoursdif.”

"l have"

When she reached him, he put hisarms around her and held her close. Resting her head on his chest, she
listened to his breathing, felt his heart's steady beat and knew she'd come home to safe harbor. She
traced the contours of hisface and ruffled hishair.

Lightly brushing hislipswith thetips of her fingers, sheraised her faceto his. Ashisarmstightened
around her, his mouth found hers and her body responded to hisarousal.

Much later, sheremarked, "Y ou don't seem dll that battered to me."

He chuckled deep in histhroat, and ran hisfingers down her back. "Y ou haven't seen my battle scars.”
"Where arethey? Show themto me."

He guided her hand across his chest and down toward his stomach. "That's one and there's another.”
"Perhaps you are somewhat battered at that. What are they?”"

"A couple of knifewounds. The knotty one€'sabullet.”

"Mmm. | just had athought. Not only have | never seen your face, but | don't even know your name!
Tak about not being properly introduced!™

As he started to laugh, they heard aknock on the door. 1t opened and the guard stood silhouetted in the
light from the hdlway.

"MissGdia, areyou dl right?’



"I'm fine, thank you. It'sdark in here because | wastaking anap. I'll be out injust afew minutes."
The door closed again, leaving them in the dark.

"Gdia, will you marry me?'

"I'm not going to answer that until I've seen your face and learned your name.”

"Fair enough. My name's Aaron Fortier and | used to be the Captain of the Imperiad Guard. | can take
good care of you because Julian just appointed me his administrator of the Northern Shore.”

Asthe Captain reached for his clothes, Galiawalked to the other sde of the room and turned on the
overhead light. With her cloud of flaming hair, emerald eyes and ivory skin, hed never seen awork of
art aslovely asshe.

She stood unembarrassed, acknowledging his open-mouthed admiration with asmile and letting hiseyes
rove where they would. Hewent to cover himsdf but she brushed his hand aside. Then she appraised
him asfrankly as he had her from the graying curls on hishead to his muscular thighs and everything in
between.

"Y ou're handsome in your own way and maturity becomes you. I've often wondered what lay benesth
those scarlet robes and now | know. But are you sure you want to marry me? | am carrying another
man'schild.”

"It'syour child, Gaia That'sal thet redly counts.”

"Of dl the proposals I've ever received, thishasto bethe strangest. Yet it fedssoright. Yes, Aaron, I'll
marry you. Just tell me when and where."

EPILOGUE

Their reunion was a homecoming of asort.

As Cassius glanced around hisformer prison, his eyes met Aaron's. He wondered how his successor
was faring during the heavy days and londly pain-filled nights, and hisMajor Domo was no better off.

When held still been Cassius jaller, Aaron had once said, "Did you never stop to think I'm aprisoner as
much as he? Holding the key to his chains does not make me hismaster. We're bound together in the
same yoke and I'm his subject, just asheismine.”

Then he noticed the Archon signing to him. ™Y our throne till awaitsyou inthe crysta cave. But you
may not cross the bridge until your work isdone. Julian'sin your charge now. Guard himwell."

Cassusrepliedinkind. "He guards metoo."

Someday, Ethan's successor would legally die so that anew Archon could be born, and hisgrieving
family would never know that, just afew feet away, their loved one would be matching every tear they



shed.

That's the price we pay, thought Cassus bitterly,and these are the wages of justice.

TheEnd



