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The night was as clear as it could be looking up through the dome covering the city. Lined with taverns, the street was bustling with the crew members that came in on several transport ships. Space sailors looking for something to wet their parched throats crowded the buildings with raucous laughter and jibes. The docked vessels sat peacefully under their domes except for one that sped into space. Dane watched as it disappeared into the nothingness that surrounded the planet.

He walked into the closest tavern, looking for information. Removing his earpiece, the symbol of his position, so that no one would know that he was with the High General's office, he looked for someone who looked like they might have the information he sought. Being Second-in-Command had rewards, but these people didn't need to know who he was. He was thinking about Rafe's sister, Benny, as he went.

Who knew Rafe's beloved sister, Benny, would turn out to be the traitor to the city? She thought she was in love, so she betrayed them all. Love, Dane smirked in thought. He'd told Rafe that he would rather have his hair pulled out with tweezers than fall into that trap, and he meant it. Dane thought it was a sick thing if it could completely consume a person.

When Dane was a small child, he lost both of his parents in a van accident. They had been out at a party across town and had gotten inebriated.

On their way, the van transport had careened off the road and hit a large tree. They had probably been fighting again, he thought. Love wasn't something he usually thought about until the problem with Benny. Benny was like a little sister. That was why Dane couldn't understand what had gotten into her. He mentally shook his head and returned to the business at hand.

Dane had been searching Alvarin for any word of the kidnappers that had been taking royal children. Through contacts, he had been led here to the spaceport. He looked around the tavern to see if there were any likely suspects to question.

Suddenly, his eyes landed on a Xendorian at a table in the far corner. Visiting Xendor was one of his training exercises in the academy, so he readily recognized someone from that planet. There was something odd about this man. The red streaks were there in the sideburns, the front of his black hair, and the light silver eyes were the usual color, but the blue in his hair was not one of the hues that were supposed to be there. That was what had made the man noticeable.

Dane moved closer to the table and listened to see if he could find out what had caused that oddity.

"If you're going to listen in on a conversation, you might as well have a drink." A deep, rumbly voice said.

Dane turned toward where his quarry was sitting and realized that the man had stood up. Dane was surprised that he had to look up at the Xendorian, who was at least six inches taller than his own six feet four inches. Smiling, he said, "What makes you think I'm listening?"

"Someone is always listening in this tavern. Have a seat, and I'll buy you a drink. What's your poison?" The Xendorian smiled back.

"Well, I'd be mighty unfriendly if I turned that down. I'll have a Jagua wine." Dane said as he walked to the other side of the table.

"Oh, a connoisseur, are you?" The Xendorian raised his hand, put his index finger to his thumb, brought them to his mouth, and gave a kissing motion. "Okay, Jagua wine it is." With that, he turned and yelled to the waitress standing by the bar, "Hey, Tamara, bring the man a wine!" He motioned for Dane to sit down, and they sat across from each other. The barmaid gave the man a nasty look and went to get the drink.

"So, that's the one that recolored your hair. Is the waitress a friend of yours?" Dane quipped.

"She wanted to be, but I told her she would have to wait until the next trip, too busy."

The barmaid brought the drinks then, and Dane thought the Xendorian would get another dousing. Tamara looked at the man momentarily and said, "humpff," and walked away swinging her hips as if to say, "It's your loss."

" Dane's the name, what's yours?" Dane asked, extending his hand.

"Korbius. What kind of information are you looking for? I have been asked ten thousand questions already. I'd be rich if I could get paid whenever someone asked me something." Korbius complained, shaking Dane's hand.

"I heard a rumor about a ring of guys taking children from other planets. I was looking to get in on the profits. I was told they make a lot of money. You heard anything about it?" Dane asked.

"Funny, you should ask. The only thing I've heard about children, and I don't know if it is related, is that a Proenician complained that his planet had shut down all travel from there. They only allow their ships to come in; all are being recalled. The Proenician captain left in a hurry for his return trip. He hadn't gotten any cargo, which he was complaining about." Korbius explained.

"That must have been the ship I saw leaving before entering. Did the Proenician say why?" Dane asked as he drank his wine.

"No, he didn't have time. When they recall, it is immediate." Korbius answered, drinking the last of his beer. "I don't know what would be so important that all their cargo vessels got summoned home."

"It might be something in their royal house, a kidnapping or assassination attempt." Dane finished his wine and ordered them two more drinks.

"That would do it, but I haven't heard any rumors about anything unusual." Korbius winked and took his drink from Tamara. "You better watch it; she might just try to color your face blue the next time," Dane said, leaning back a little away.

"She's a testy one," Korbius said with a scowl. "She reminds me of the prince on Proenicia. I heard that he was haughty and spoiled. I'm told he goes through governesses faster than they can hire them. If there's a female you don't particularly like, I'd recommend her for the job."

"There's not a female I don't like," Dane smiled, lecherously grinning. “There is one that I recommend, though. She thought she was in love and almost got her brother killed. If that's true love, I'd have all my fingers nailed to this table than fall victim to it."

"Love isn't for the likes of us. We are free spirits spreading happiness throughout the galaxy." Korbius made a comprehensive sweeping motion with his arms. He had begun to slur his words. Dane wondered how long Korbius had been here drinking tonight.

They downed their third glass and ordered two more. The drinks were coming quickly by this time. Dane wondered what Benny would think when he suggested she take the governess position to a spoiled prince. He could appeal to her love of children and her guilt at what she had done. It could be a fitting punishment. Besides, she would hear rumors or learn something that could help them in their search.

Both cities were locked down because of her. This would prove her loyalty to Alvarin, which was now under question. Rafe was the only thing keeping her from being banished. The council was reconsidering its ruling for some reason. Knowing she was safe somewhere outside the council's reach would take a weight off Rafe's mind.

Dane and Korbius drank for hours, and Dane asked questions in between rounds. Korbius got up from his seat to the relieving chamber and bumped into the chair behind him. Unfortunately, it was occupied by an angry Andrean.

"I can't believe they let a clumsy bastard like you in here," the man said, adding, "I can see they don't teach any manners on that worthless planet you're from. Why don't you go back to it? Your smell is ruining my drink."

Korbius jerked the man out of his chair and punched him in the jaw. The Andrean crewman flew over the table and into one of his cohorts sitting on the opposite side. Both men got up off the floor and went for Korbius simultaneously.

Three men had been sitting together, and the third ran straight toward Dane. Out of the corner of his eye, Dane saw a fist flying toward his face and ducked, then planted his fist in the assailant's stomach. When the man doubled over, losing his breath, Dane followed through with a left hook to the man's chin. He went down in a heap, and Dane looked up just in time to duck another blow.

At that point, everyone was in on the fun.

Korbius was holding his own against the two Andreans, which ended up being Korbius and Dane against everyone else in the tavern. The barkeep watched with an expression of horror on his face as his establishment was demolished. Men were flying over tables, and most of his best furniture was broken when bodies landed too hard on it. The barmaids scampered out of the way, breaking glasses and mugs as they went.

Several chairs were broken in half upon the backs of his customers. When the melee finally quieted, Dane and Korbius stood in the middle of the room, looking around at all the unconscious bodies and broken furniture. Korbius reached into the pocket of the Andrean who had started the fight and found a wad of bills. He tossed it to the barkeep, assuring him that it would be enough to cover the damage. The barkeep caught it in mid-air with a smile of satisfaction on his face.

"That was exhilarating. Shall we go?" Korbius said as he staggered over to Dane.

"We'll probably be sore in the morning, but for now, I feel great. A little exercise never hurt anyone." Dane agreed as he and Korbius put their arms on each other's shoulders to help steady them as they staggered out of the tavern, loudly singing a bawdy tune... off-key.

They sang as they piled into Dane's van transport and drove to Lisa's estate in the country. That was what Rafe heard coming up the stairs to his door. He opened it to see Dane and another man sadly inebriated and barely able to stand up.

Their clothes were all askew and torn in places, and their eyes started to blacken and swell.

"I see you were out information gathering. What was it this time, a disgruntled barmaid or cryptic remark?" Rafe asked as he helped them into the living area. Lisa, Olivia, Rhin, and Benny all looked up to see what the commotion was.

Dane and Korbius remained standing as Rafe sat next to Lisa.

"None of the above, honest. Some Andrean said something Korbius here," Dane motioned toward his new friend with his hand, "didn't like and I had to help settle things down. We settled the whole tavern till they were all knocked out, didn't we?" Dane patted Korbius on the shoulder.

That sums it up. The bar patrons were very relaxed when we left. Not that we'll remember too much in the morning or whenever we come to again."

Korbius had barely uttered the words when he and Dane hit the floor together.

The women laughed as Rafe said to Rhin, "Come on, let's get these galoots into bed. I think I'll talk with Dane when he is awake about his undercover work. He seems to be taking it a little too seriously, the drinking part, anyway."

He grinned at Lisa, still laughing with the others, and heaved Dane over his shoulder. Rhin reached under the Xendorian's arms while Benny took his feet and staggered up the stairs under his weight. Rafe dropped Dane onto the bed in the room that had belonged to Rayne and his friend Soran. Korbius was placed not too gently in the other bed on the far wall. Benny left the room while Rhin and Rafe stripped down their two snoring guests and checked for broken bones.

"Look at all the bruises. They're going to be sore in the morning. Should we wrap any ribs, you think?" Rhin asked, noticing all the discoloration on the skin around rib cages and faces.

"No, I didn't feel anything broken, so we'll see when they wake up if they are in enough pain to warrant healing bandages. For now, we'll let them sleep it off. I have a feeling they are going to be in more pain from the hangovers they'll have rather than whatever fight they were in." Rafe said as he and Rhin returned to join the ladies.
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The following day, Dane tried to open his eyes. When he, at last, raised his eyelids, the sunlight came crashing violently through his eyes and straight to his brain. That was when Dane noticed that his head felt two sizes too big and pounded a steady rhythm of pain. He quickly raised both hands to keep it securely fastened to his body. As he tried to sit, his stomach roiled and tossed. He lay back down for a moment, but only for a moment. Reeling toward the bathing chamber, he knelt on the floor before the septic device. When he was finished throwing up his insides, he would not have been surprised to see some of his toenails in the bowl. After he patted water on his bruised face and rinsed out his mouth, he staggered to bed and flopped down on his back in the middle.

"Did you find any body parts in there? I could have sworn I saw a piece or two of my liver when I got done." Dane heard a deep voice rumble from across the room. He opened one eye to see Korbius sitting in bed, looking at him with two black eyes.

"Sheesh, did we have that much fun last night? You look like I feel." Dane said and closed his eyes.

"If you feel as bad as you look, we probably are about the same.

Unfortunately, I was told we will live through this by a beautiful red-haired elf."

"That would be Lisa, Rafe's wife. Don't let her near your chest when she is in a temper. I'm surprised Rafe's chest isn't dented as much as she pokes him with her tiny finger." Dane attempted to chuckle but came out a gas roan.

"I see the two of you are awake. If I were you, I'd watch out for my chest. My 'tiny finger' has an urge to poke someone." Lisa said as she entered the room while both men scrambled for covers. "I have a concoction that should make you guys feel better. It's an old Earth remedy my grandfather used to make when under the weather... so to speak."

"You wouldn't honestly make us drink those, would. you?" Dane moaned while Lisa handed them a glass of something they couldn't identify.

"Go on, chicken, it won't hurt you. Drink it down the hatch in one gulp, and then you won't taste too much."

She stood in the room as the two men sniffed their glass, shrugged, and drank the potion. The grimaces of distaste were comical, and Lisa wished she had remembered to bring her camera from Earth. She gathered the glasses, placed them on the tray in her hands, and left the room, saying on her way out, "You will feel better in a couple of hours. It serves you right for getting that way in the first place." Her voice faded as she walked down the hall.

Dane grunted and heard Korbius do the same. His eyes closed, and soon, he was asleep again. When Dane next awoke, the pain in his head had subsided, and the roiling in his belly was gone. He sat up and looked around. Korbius was just waking up and beginning to stir. "Feeling better?" he asked as he swung sideways off the bed and attempted to stand.

"You know, I do. I wonder what was in that stuff that the woman gave us." Korbius said as he, too, swung his legs off his bed.

"Trust me, you don't want to know. I have never asked." Dane replied.

"By the way, where are we? I remember most of last night, but it is sketchy as to how we got here."

Korbius was on his feet by this time, though a little unsteady, and getting dressed.

"I brought us to Lisa's estate. I'll tell you all about it after we see what to eat. You can re-meet everyone. Come on, I think our legs will work now," he said as he put on his clothes and headed out the door, with Korbius close behind.

The rest of the family was gathered in the eating chamber when the two bruised and battered men entered.

"Well, I see you did live after all. Would you like some breakfast?" Lisa said as she spooned a bit of oatmeal into her son's mouth.

Mica sat in his highchair next to her. Dane watched him make quite a mess of his food, wearing most of it. "Mica seems to have grown an oatmeal mustache. Are you hungry, Korbius? We have some powerfully good cooks around here." He said as he took one of the empty chairs and motioned Korbius to do the same.

Korbius took up a plate and started filling it with selections from the table. "Did I meet everyone last night? I don't remember."

"Yes, you did, but we'll introduce ourselves again while you can think straight," Rafe said with a grin. "This is my mother-in-law, Olivia, and seated next to her is Rhin, her husband and the former High General of Alvarin." He motioned toward them as they inclined their heads toward Korbius. Rafe continued, "Seated next to Rhin is my sister, Benny, and next to me is my son, Mica. Lisa, my wife, is the lady who attended to you two this morning. I am Rafe, the High General."

"It seems that I have fallen into a group of high officials. I take it you are one as well." Korbius said, turning toward Dane.

"You're right, I am Second-in-Command. I've been looking everywhere for information on the slavers I told you about last night. You do remember that don't you?"

"Oh, yeah, I remember. Sorry, I couldn't be more help." Korbius said as he started to eat.

"Speaking of information, Korbius told me about the Proenicia prince. They are constantly looking for governesses for him." Dane mentioned and then settled his eyes on Benny. "How would you like to be one?"

"I don't know. I never thought about it. Why, Dane Morroe, are you trying to eliminate me?" Benny asked apprehensively.

"No, I just thought it would give Rafe some peace of mind if you were out of the council's range for a while. For some reason, they are rethinking your sentence, Benny, and this might let you prove yourself to them." Dane turned his head toward Rafe and asked between bites, "What do you think?

That might solve the problem." Rafe thought momentarily as Benny contemplated the suggestion and said, "It might just work out well. What do you think, Benny? I know that you love children. If we could procure this position, the council might forget about you briefly. That would give you time to prove yourself to them. You want to be in their good graces again, right?"

"I would like for them to trust me. I miss working at the council building. Do you think that we can arrange it?" Benny asked, becoming enthused about the idea.

"It might take a few strings being pulled. The planet is locked down right now. They have had an emergency and recalled all their ships."

Korbius interjected as he looked Benny up and down. "You could contact their high advisor. With your position on the council, they might consider it." He said to Rafe.

"That's an idea. I'll talk to the advisors today about whether you could go to Proenicia to governess the prince and contact Proenicia’s High Advisor, Benny. I will arrange a meeting with them to discuss it. We can go to whatever coordinates they give using a travel door. That will not interfere with their banning of ships."

"I would like that. I would love to work off-world if it will help erase this mistrust hanging over my head." She said, a little sadness in her voice.

"Then, I'll see what I can do," Rafe said, and everyone became quiet as they ate, except for Mica's gurgling noises. They were all deep in their thoughts.

Benny wondered if being away from Bazor would do any good. The council was indeed rethinking their decision not to banish her. If she could do something that would prove her loyalty to Alvarin, she was sure that they would stop even thinking of her. 

She was so deep in thought that she didn't notice Korbius staring at her through his lashes as he ate. Dane wondered if Benny saw the way Korbius was looking at her.

He knew that at one point, Rafe had hoped that he and Benny would get together. That wasn't going to happen. Dane thought of Benny as a little sister he never had.

He decided that he would not think about it too much and finished filling his stomach with the excellent food in front of him,

Later that morning, when Rafe got to his office, he settled behind his desk, wondering what would become of his sister. He would have never guessed that her strong sense of loyalty could be manipulated so wholly. Now that he had contacted the royal advisors on Proenicia, he had second thoughts about sending her there.

Serpitus, Alvarin's high advisor, was the man who had pulled strings to get the interview. Benny was to meet the king, Ray-Marcus, this afternoon. All the coordinates had been set into his travel door switch.

Serpitus also helped Rafe rebuild the bridge. Now that it was nearing completion, Rafe could send Dane on more thorough information-gathering forays.

Their sister city, Anemene, had commissioned several work crews to help with repairs. Benjine, their high advisor, was in constant contact with Serpitus as the two men took care of most of the supervisory matters. They had proven to be efficient, capable, and a great asset. At the same time, Rafe handled the issues of the bridge repairs and the kidnappers.

Rafe called Dane into Rafe's office, and they sat with a delectable treat: a soda. Rafe looked at Dane and spoke to him about what was on his mind.

"I will accompany Benny to Proenicia while you and Korbius travel his route to see if you hear anything about the slavers. Do you think Korbius will have any problem with that?" Rafe asked.

"I don't know," Dane answered, wincing as his soda fizzed in a few cuts on his lip. "I just met him last night. I can ask him, but that's all I can do."

"I think that is our best bet for now," Rafe said, broaching a different subject.

"Dane, you've got to stop getting so drunk. Is it time for you to be more grounded and serious? Don't you ever want to settle down someday?"

"I hadn't thought about it. I've been fancy-free for so long; I don't know if I can." Dane said with a look of surprise. "I get the job done, don't I?

"We've been friends most of our lives, and that's why I bring it up.

The council will start saying something about your drunkenness soon. I don't want that to happen. The job is getting done, but we must be cautious about how we do it. The ring could have spies everywhere; we don't want them to know we are looking for them. You know that that will impede our search, but the main reason that I say anything is that it's not good for you to always be intoxicated. I do worry about you from time to time, you know." Rafe said with a grin.

"You don't have to worry about me, boss. I'll get done what needs doing." Dane grinned back and then changed the subject with a more sober expression.

"How do you think Benny will do as a governess?"

"I have always felt she would be an excellent candidate for that occupation. She's well-educated, loves children, and usually has a patient temperament. Did Korbius mention anything about the prince?"

Dane looked down at his soda and drawled, "Well, he did say that the prince was a spoiled child. There was also mention of several governesses leaving faster than they could hire anymore."

He looked at Rafe to see a wry expression on his face.

"Dane, Dane, you and Benny have never seemed to get along, but I thought it was because you liked each other." Rafe met his gaze and saw a frown on his friend's face.

Dane scowled and said, "Benny is like my sister. The person you should keep an eye on is Korbius. He was pretty taken with her, and I wouldn't be surprised if she weren't attracted to him. You can leave me out of that, thank you very much."

"You think so? Have you learned anything about him?" Rafe asked.

"I know his papers check out, and the manifests on his ship are all in order. When I took him back this morning, I investigated."

"Do you think he'll have a problem with you tagging along?" Rafe asked again. "I don't think he'll have a problem if I bring a healthy supply of sodas. Lisa introduced him to it when she fed us again before we left. He and Benny had a long conversation about the prince so she would know what she was dealing with. He pulls out of port this afternoon. If it's all right, I'll leave then. I better go and get some things ready." Dane said, wanting an excuse to get away from this conversation.

"That sounds good to me. Make sure you stay in touch. You can buzz me if you find anything needing immediate attention."

"Okay, boss," Dane said and left the room.

Rafe watched Dane walk out the door, wondering if his friend would ever find someone to care about the way Rafe cared about Lisa.

***************
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Proenicia

Baylor yawned and turned over in bed. He had gotten in late and had time only for a quick meal and a little sleep when he had received a communique from his co-conspirators. He was so tired of being the one who was running here and there. Watching the High General on Bazor for days on end had proved fruitless. Now that the men he worked for had botched the attempted kidnapping of the prince on Proenicia, the whole planet was closed off to travel of any kind except those ships coming back. Luckily, he had just returned home when it was shut down.

He felt no loyalty to this planet or its king. He had been in his position of assistant to the high advisors for many years, and what did he get for his trouble? He had yet to get a promotion or raise in wages. That was a good reason to be a part of something that would pay him, like the kidnappers. He had made money since he had joined them. He knew he was being used but was also used in return.

Once he had enough money, Baylor could go anywhere he pleased and do what he wanted. No one could give him orders anymore.

As one of the Royal Advisor's assistants, he could obtain the information needed to abduct the prince. The high advisors never really paid any attention to him, so he could come and go as he pleased in the palace.

Baylor didn't have to report to anyone daily during his duties. He rarely saw them during his assignments, so the advisors would never know what he was doing. His superiors in the organization of kidnappers should have waited for him to do the job instead of sending him to Bazor.

Now, he would have to wait until the security slackened to get off the planet with his prize.

There was no sense in delaying the inevitable, so he swung his legs off the bed and got up. They would be buzzing him on his communicator soon. He had never seen any of their faces, but they paid excellently. He was a rich man by the standards of Proenicia.

Knowing his employers' names and locations was important.

After dressing, he entered the kitchen and brewed a cup of rich Andrean tea. It was the best way to start his day. His cohorts had enabled this luxury, and Andrean tea was expensive. The signal went off just as he was sitting down at the table.

"Baylor here. What are your orders?" He asked into the device.

"We need you to finish the job we started. You have access to the prince where we do not. We want you to take him and any governess with him to Bazor. We can't supply any transport now, so you'll have to get off the planet anyway you can. The ransom demand will be sent from Melentis when we know you are successful." The voice said.

Baylor wanted to tell them that if they hadn't messed up the attempt to kidnap the prince, they wouldn't be in this situation right now.

He held his tongue, though, using a great deal of willpower.

"I won't be able to take him right away. We will need to wait until the security relaxes and the bans on ships are lifted. It will probably be three to four weeks before anyone but the royal family and advisors will be granted access to the palace. You will have to wait until then." He lied. Baylor knew he could enter the palace anytime, but this man didn't need to know that.

"We won't wait a moment longer, so make sure of your prediction.

You will be paid after the child is sold to the slavers we usually use." The voice said.

"I hear and obey your orders." Baylor ended the communication, thinking that was not exactly fair. He was the one who did all the work and took all the risks. Maybe he would demand more pay for his services when this abduction was completed.

They owed him his way of thinking, and he would get his due.

****
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Bazor  

Lisa entered the living area with Mica on her hip and Fannon, her little Kandog pet, following. Fannon and Mica had become close since Mica had started crawling. She spotted Benny seated on the couch and made her way to sit beside her.

"He's getting heavy for me to carry around." She said with a smile as she set Mica on the floor with Fannon.

"How are you feeling? Are you nervous about going to Proenicia?"

"I'm not nervous, exactly. I have been wondering how I can reach a prince who seems so contentious. I guess I'll have to wait until I meet him to know. I am more anxious about changing the council's mind than anything," she said as she watched Mica pull the long ears on Fannon's shoulders.

Lisa intervened by removing Mica's hands from Fannon's ears and saying no. "Well, if what I've seen of you and our little one here is any indication, you won't have a thing to worry about. Mica adores you and will miss you when you're gone. If anyone can make a difference in that prince's attitude, it would be you.

Patience is one of the virtues that you have in abundance. Have you got everything you need ready? I know it is only an interview, but I have confidence in you."

"Thanks, we are taking my clothes and personals with us just in case.

I gathered up everything and packed right after breakfast." Benny said.

"I had a long talk with Korbius before he and Dane left. He told me as much as he knew about the situation on Proenicia and the prince."

"That was nice of him. Do you like him, Benny?" Lisa asked with a hopeful voice.

"I think I am attracted to him. I don't know him well enough to know if I like him or not. His kind of life might not be the best for me to become involved in. I don't want to be too eager to fall into another relationship like the last one. The thought of spending so many years thinking that I was in love has me scared to try and find anyone any time soon. I'm always afraid they are lying to me as Mannon did." Benny confessed.

Lisa remembered the horrible time that she had when Mannon kidnapped her to exact revenge for her scarring his face and messing up his plans for sabotage. She put her arm around Benny and hugged her, saying, "I think you have learned a valuable lesson, dear, but don't learn the wrong one. Every man that you meet is not a demented maniac." They shared a quick grin. "You were young and duped into the way you felt. Give it some time, and you'll see someone out there for you.

You shouldn't be too eager but shouldn't be afraid of truly loving someone. You will know when it is right because of your experience."

"What would I do without you?" Benny said as she hugged her sister by marriage in return.

"That is what I am
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