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​INTRODUCTION
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The universe that serves as the backdrop for this story is parallel to ours. It differs in its name for the planets, the size and quantity of its solar systems, and its stars names and locations. However, all elements of life, from the force of gravity and the rotation of the planets, to the life-sustaining qualities of oxygen and water, are as necessary as they are on Earth. Likewise, just as time is measured by the tilt and rotation of the Earth’s axis, it is also measured and recorded in the same increments, i.e. seconds, minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, and years.

There are no monsters, no mutant beings. The planet called Earth does not exist. Neither does the universe as we know, but its concepts and life forms are exactly the same. Therefore, a cat is a cat, a jungle, a jungle, jungle and winter, winter. Each region does, however, have animals and vegetation indigenous to its respective climate. The most profound of which, in this story, are the Golden Willows of Ismay.

The economy is based primarily on interstellar trading, and space travel, and is accelerated as a result of the technological advances applied to communications, medicine, hygiene and military defense. The raiment and system of government is based upon the ancient Egyptians and Roman constructs. The primary difference is that most rulers do not consider themselves gods as the Pharaohs and Caesars did. Instead, there is one God, the Holy Creator, and there is The Deceiver.

As evil is universal (just like good), so is it here. Some may consider this concept separate, ancient and earthbound, but nothing spiritual is earthbound, only the physical. As for being separate and ancient, I suppose it depends upon the reader and their beliefs. I believe in God and in Satan, therefore, they are in the book.

According to the Bible, until man began building the Tower of Babel, everyone spoke the same language. Because God originally intended men to speak one language, so is it with the universe in this story: one universal language.

These are the concepts which build the foundation in the story you are about to read.

Enjoy!

M. L. Huey
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​A GUIDE TO PRONUNCIATION
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Seatie: Sea-tee

Aloe: Ah-low

Lotoe: Low-toe

Rasha: Rah-sha

Louish: Lew-ish

Lucrenzia: Lou-cwren-za

Elaxiar: El-lex-are

Kentie: Ken-tee

Teara: Tear-ra

Marzon: Mar-zon

Zuki: Zoo-key

Czarus: Czar-us

Juto: Jew-toe

Ismay: Iss-may

In memory of my mother and my father

Thank you!
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​LAMENT
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Oh night of faithless world,

Hurling on the wind.

I’m waiting anxiously,

For my life to begin.

For time is traveling on,

And I am still alone.

Forsaken and forlorn,

To an empty throne.

Am I to be forgotten?

And left to grieve in pain?

Must life be forever spent?

In the solitude of rain?

Is love just eluding me?

Is it really real?

Or am I simply blind,

And incapable to feel?

Oh please, oh quiet night,

With your gentle, waxing moon.

Please grant me redemption,

From the loneliness and gloom.

Please help me find a dream,

One cherished in my heart,

Help me God oh please!

Before I fall apart.

For life is worth nothing,

Without a happy home.

And I am still here,

Forsaken and alone.
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​Prologue
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My frame was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place. When I was woven together in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed body. All the days ordained for me were written in your book before one of them came to be.~ Psalms 139: 15-16 NIV

The weather outside matched the mood of the crowd inside. Large, dark, ominous clouds rumbled across the sky, obliterating the sun’s cheerful rays. Sharp bursts of wind howled through the mountains and across brown meadows before the smooth, manicured lawns of the impending palace took command. Bushes swayed in time with the hearts jammed in the hall where justice had been dealt throughout Czarian history. None present were ignorant of the scheduled proceedings. It had been a long-awaited day.

A shrill blast of a trumpet was followed by silence. Spectators watched as a door appeared in the marble wall opposite them, allowing four men entrance. Three, by code of dress, were soldiers, officers dedicated to the sovereignty of Czarus. Proudly, they positioned themselves at the sides of a lavish throne. In its bed, the fourth man sat. A moment’s silence prevailed, then, with a quick nod, the day’s event began.

King Seatie appeared emotionless as two guards forced the offender before him. “Read the charges,” he said to the officer on his right.

Lotoe faced the accused. “Kentie, Fourth Commander and one time friend of Czarus, you are convicted of treason, a crime Czarus hasn’t known in four hundred years.”

Kentie stood with a haughty indifference. Force-beams held his arms behind his back and his ankles were shackled. Black hair swept back to reveal a furrowed forehead. Seatie peered into Kentie’s equally black eyes.

“You’re guilty, but before I pass judgment, I must know why you disgraced our sacred governing body, The Relam, and our friendship.”

Kentie raised his head scornfully. “Don’t call me friend, for I’ve never considered you anything but an enemy. You ask me why? You’re a fool not to see how my arms ache to hold what is mine. I curse the day Helena wed you and I swear any child born of this unholy union won’t have a planet to rule. I am shamed, yes, but only because I failed.”

Lotoe withdrew his synergy gun. “Let me kill him, Sire. No man insults my king.”

But Seatie shook his head. Rising, he faced Kentie.

“As Commander, you know the penalty for treason is death, but it is too final. I want you to live—to live with the image of golden hair and crystal blue eyes, to live for the unattainable until you go mad. You are hereby banished. You’ll be given a pilot starship and enough provisions for a week. Should you return, you’ll be killed. Lotoe, escort Kentie to his ship and follow until he leaves the Relam.”

Seatie sat. The guards advanced. Kentie made a wild lunge at the king and swore an oath.

“You may be rid of me now, but I swear I’ll return! I won’t rest until I get revenge!”

It was enough. Swift as a snake, Lotoe withdrew his dagger and laid open half of Kentie’s face. Kentie’s scream of pain died when the weapon found a new mark in his chest. Seatie rose and knocked the weapon from his Commander’s hand.

“Enough, Lotoe! I should punish you too, but I share your anger. Set Kentie adrift in the heavens. If he’s not dead yet, he will be soon.”

As they left, a soldier handed Seatie a message. The crowd grew quiet when he raised his hands.

“Citizens of Czarus! This day brings great news! The Queen Helena has just delivered a son! Czarus’ future is secured!”

Thanking the Creator for seeing his wife through childbirth, Seatie left. Czarus’ prince would be named Aloe.
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​PART 1
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THE BEGINNING

What we are is God’s gift to us.

What we become is our gift to God.

~ Anonymous
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​Chapter 1
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Aloe stood and walked to the window. The sun cast an amber glow on the valley below, while the breeze carried the faint aroma of the sea. It was a scene he liked yet today, it didn’t alleviate the burden on his mind.

Pivoting, he stared at the room he had known since embarking upon the art of learning as a child. The Literary held all the answers his instructors needed with ease. Type a word into the computer and the memory machine spit the titles and locations of the books in which the solutions lay. It could supply the answer but that was all father allowed him to use it for. Computers were nice but they led to dependence. As Prince, Aloe had to look up and store the information in the complex computer called a brain.

He let his eyes travel the room. The inlaid wood beneath his feet was covered by rows of books. Their presence darkened half the floor. Aloe used to call them: Prison Guards. They kept him safely in the net of his so-called ‘status’.

White marble walls, streaked with bronze, rose twelve feet, stopping at an equally white ceiling. Only two windows occupied the room. Usually they were closed, as King Seatie didn’t want distractions. Today, however, they were open and Aloe leaned upon their sill.

To his right, was a row of computers. They seemed out of place in the Literary wrought from Czarus’ past. History prevailed despite the obvious advancements. Space travel was as common as ancients on horseback, yet life ran pretty much the same since the government’s birth thirty-two hundred years ago.

The universe wasn’t strange but a well-defined map . . . at least, a sizable portion since only the Creator knew where the stars ended, if at all. Man had conquered the land, the skies, the seas, the heavens. War was almost a thing of the past. Czarus was a planet well respected and feared. The only planet to feel her wrath these past four hundred years was Theo.

Then again, Aloe thought, Theo wasn’t particular about whom she bothered to offend. Piracy was what her homelands bred, a race of men too lazy, too ignorant to recognize any other way of life. They’re a nuisance to be disposed of once I become king. Another example on how easy solutions can be. Then why is the answer so difficult now?

Aloe clenched his fist at the obvious truth: the data he needed could be supplied only by himself and there was none to find, much less produce! Although written about in many forms, love wasn’t about to pop from the stories and into his life . . . and that’s what he wanted yet never seemed to find.

A soft gust filled the room with cries of frenzied gulls circling for prey. Majestically, they swooped down until the once peaked sky was emptied. Aloe cast their untamed beauty a passing glance. Frustrated, he stalked to table and scooped up his forgotten goblet. The wine floating within reflected a pair of eyes mesmerized by despair.

Curse the saints and all that was holy for allowing such a law to exist! Because of it, he would have to spend the rest of his life with a woman he didn’t love. Of all the stupidity! Who would have thought he’d be enmeshed in the dilemma of formality? Then again, who would have thought love would elude him as it has these past ten years? Certainly not he, yet here he was, alone, and approaching his twenty-eighth birthday.

The goblet slammed on the table. Aloe sank into a leather chair, sighing. It was early January. His only consolation lay in the fact he had until November in which to find a bride, one who would love him - not his title and wealth. Can I be so lucky? He shook his head. The odds were not in his favor so he might as well conform and marry before his twenty-eighth birthday when the law decreed he must else lose the crown. Such a waste!

A sudden pang pierced his heart as he rose for a scheduled bout of swordplay with Nicholas. Better to unleash his demons in the throes of an imaginary battle than to brood over them here without a shred of hope. He had always known this day would come. The fact it was sooner rather than later, was his only regret.

King Seatie sat in his study going over the day’s accounts. It was a large room, the walls a rich wood bordered by ivy covered with gold leaf. Leather chairs sat about to accommodate visiting dignitaries, or officers. The pale blue floor was partially covered by an area rug.

It had been a busy day. Stacks of papers awaited his signature. He reached for one when the intercom buzzed. Another interruption! He pressed the switch. Rasha, Second Commanding Officer, appeared on the desk screen.

“Yes,” Seatie snapped.

Rasha inclined his head in a bow. “Sire, we have a signal from Juto. Since you’re a close friend of King Louish, I thought you might want to take it.”

“You’re right. Enough heartache has befallen Juto. Patch it through.”

Rasha faded and the image of Alexander, First Commander of Juto’s forces, appeared. “Greetings, King Seatie.”

“And to you also. How may I help you?”

“King Louish requests your aid. We have just returned from our search only to find our heavens riddled by the Theos. It seems they have recovered from their defeat at your hand five years ago and are back to their old tricks.”

Seatie clenched his fist. “The fools! They were warned the last time. Do they think because they don’t openly attack Czarus, they’ll be allowed to raid? Haven’t they yet learned who the master of the stars is?”

Alexander smiled. “Apparently not. Our historic enemies attacked five of our trading cruisers and relieved the crews of their cargo. King Louish is angry.”

“I should say so. Request granted. Aid shall be sent tonight.”

Alexander bowed. “Thank you, King Seatie. I shall inform King Louish. Over and out.”

The screen faded. Of all the stupid ploys! Couldn’t the idiots have waited to test fate? Seatie pushed the accounts to the side of his desk, rose, and poured himself a number. He’d send them to The Underworld this time!

Who to send, he wondered, taking a deep drink. He couldn’t go. The Queen was ill and he feared for her life. Modernization hadn’t wiped out death. Many lived, but many died. It was the way of life. First Commander Lotoe was vacationing on Monopolis. That left Aloe and it bothered him. Still, he had no choice. Rasha would go with him. After all, Seatie owed King Louish a moral obligation.

Aloe was in the arena practicing his swordsmanship when he received his father’s command to meet him at once. As the Prince spoke to Xerox, Nicholas contemplated his chances of salvaging the match. He struck forth with an unexpected blow when Aloe started back. Aloe parried the strike and Nicholas cringed when he recognized the spark in Aloe’s eyes. Laughing, Aloe returned the thrust in a shattering blow, sending Nicholas to the floor. He peered sheepishly at Aloe’s grinning face.

“That’ll teach you, but thanks for the practice.” Aloe held out his hand. Nicholas grabbed it and pulled himself to his feet.

“It was underhanded of me, but I saw it as my only chance to win. I’ve yet to beat you.”

“And I’ve yet to let you.” Aloe set the sword in its case. “Ahhh,” he said with a sigh. “I really love the swords of old. It takes more skill to master a blade than the pointing of a synergy gun.”

“Is that so?” Nicholas asked. “Tell me. Which would you prefer when facing an enemy? A sword or a synergy gun?”

“You got me there. A sword is no match.”

Xerox began to fidget. “Please, Prince. Your father awaits.”

“I haven’t forgotten, Xerox. Tell him I’m freshening up first. I shouldn’t be long.”

Aloe took longer than a minute. Seatie was fuming by the time he arrived, still, as Aloe approached, his anger turned to pride. Ahhh, he is a fine man, a warrior both in spirit and in body. None who saw him can deny the royal blood flowing in his veins.

Aloe’s angular face and curved brows framed almond eyes. The sensuous tilt to his lips made Seatie understand why his son didn’t have problems finding women to warm his rester. Aloe brought pleasant memories of younger days. His were not as elite due the fact Seatie had brown hair and eyes, while Aloe took after his mother, Helena, who bore hair more radiant than the sun and eyes deeper than a sapphire sea. As his son drew closer, Seatie threw off the paternal pride and turned on one of rage.

“Do you know how long you’ve kept me waiting,” he demanded.

Aloe shrugged and plopped into a chair. “No, Father. How long have I detained you from another lecture on the advantages of marriage?”

The sarcasm wasn’t missed. Seatie sat behind his desk. “I’m no longer worried about the subject. In November, you’ll turn twenty-eight and you know the law as well as I. That’s not why you were summoned. I’ve a task for you.”

A task? Aloe raised a brow before taking a smoke from his tunic pocket. Silvery wisps of smoke drifted to hover like ghosts.

“Put that thing out,” Seatie growled.

“But Father. I like them, especially since our healers have removed the disease-causing components. Now . . . what is it you want me to do?”

Seatie replayed Alexander and his conversation. The thrill of what it meant caused Aloe’s heart to race in anticipation. A diversion! Just what I need before the axe falls.

“I see you’re anxious to again battle the Theos,” Seatie observed. “Ten mother star-cruisers are being prepared for your command. Our engineers are upgrading the synergy banks so you’ll have double the usual firepower.”

Aloe rolled the smoke between his fingers thoughtfully. “When will the cruisers be ready,” he asked.

“If you supervise the work, you could leave by nightfall.”

“Nightfall,” Aloe repeated, working the battle to his advantage. “First, I must say goodbye to Mother. She’ll be worried but I have a surprise.”

“Surprise? What surprise? You know your mother’s not well. Don’t upset her with talk of war. I’ll explain it to her.”

Aloe crushed the smoke out before meeting his father’s eyes. “No,” he softly said. “I don’t mean to encroach upon your role as husband but I feel I should be the one to tell her. I know of her state and care as much as you. Tact will be used. Have you forgotten my surprise?”

“And what might that be?” Seatie breathed, exasperated.

“What else but marriage.”

The word blindsided Seatie. “Marriage? But . . . who?”

“That’s something I’ve yet to decide but the time has come, not that I’ve much choice. Since Mother has to spend her time getting well, you’ll have to handle the details.”

“Are you serious?” Seatie still couldn’t believe he was hearing correctly.

“Quite. It’s now January. I think July’s a nice month, and time enough to defeat the Theos and find a bride. The twentieth sounds nice. What do you think?”

“I think it’s excellent. What I don’t understand is why. I envisioned you fighting it until the end.”

Aloe’s first response was a derisive chuckle. Sobering up, he stared at his father with a mixture of regret and helplessness. Finally, he shrugged the mood aside.

“I can’t explain it either. I honestly believe some underworlding has taken possession of my mind. Does it really matter why? Isn’t my concession enough?”

“To me, yes. To your mother, no.”

“Then she needn’t know. To her, I’ll have a blushing bride awaiting my return. Just have everything prepared. I promise to be back long before the twentieth with my bride in tow.”

Seatie eyed him a moment. “Very well,” he conceded. “I’ll let you tell your mother. Just remember you promised tact. Where I lack patience, you sometimes lack finesse.”

Laughter bubbled forth. “Be assured . . . when a situation warrants it, I can be extremely tactful.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Seatie agreed, joining his son with a chuckle. “Shall we drink on it?”

Aloe shook his head. “I must decline. There’s a lot to do if I’m to leave by nightfall.”

“Your logic is annoying. I’ll start on the wedding. You start looking for that bride.”

The humor fell from Aloe’s face. “I’ve never stopped.” Quickly, Aloe hid his regret behind a well-worn shield. “Now I must go. Farewell, Father.”

“Good luck son,” Seatie said, rising and offering his hand. “Both at Theo and at love.”

Aloe clasped the pro-offered hand. “Thank you, Father.”

“Be careful, Aloe. You know, like your mother, I’ll worry.”

Aloe merely smiled. “No need to,” he replied with a wave. “It’s child’s play.”

Seatie watched him leave. The bright tune Aloe hummed as he walked out the door repeated itself in his mind long after his son was gone.

Helena’s room was quiet when Aloe opened the door and stepped inside. The long windows were blacked by shades. Aloe found the room was more than dim. It felt lifeless as well. A tremor ran through him and he looked at his mother, hoping her bright smile would dispel the gloom. There was no such consolation. Only the steady beep of the body sensor assured him his mother was alive.

The care attendant glanced up upon hearing the intrusion. She rose in a dignified flurry and hurried over. “Yes, Prince?”

Aloe eyed the still form lying on the rester. “How is she?”

“Not well. The fever has settled in her lungs. Harmond is worried she might succumb.”

“Die?” Aloe asked, pulling his eyes from his mother and to the care attendant.

“Yes. I can only tell you what our healer fears and he fears for her life.”

“I refuse to believe it. Give me a few moments alone with her and, when I’m done, you’ll see the first signs of improvement. I guarantee it.”

“But she’s sleeping!”

“Who’s there,” drifted the frail voice of Helena.

The care attendant took it as her cue. Bowing, she backed out of the room. Aloe made the last steps over and stood by his mother’s side.

“It’s me, Mother,” he said, enveloping her hand. The difference in size was considerable and Aloe found himself caressing it lovingly.

She broke into a weak smile. Aloe’s confidence drooped when he saw how hallow her cheeks had become. Dark rings dominated her eyes. Even the blue looked dull and lifeless. Forcing the fear Harmond may be right to the back of his mind, Aloe gazed down with demand, and yet there was softness to it.

“I’ve come to talk to you, Mother.”

“And what do you wish to talk about, Aloe.”

Her voice was barely audible. He continued to caress her hand. You won’t die, he thought, willing her to hear and listen. You can’t!

“My words are demanding ones, Mother, for I’ve come to ask you to get well.”

“I am trying, Aloe, but it’s hard. Almost too hard.”

His caressing fingers stopped. Even in her deadened state, Helena could see the turbulence in his matching eyes.

“Then will it,” she heard breathed with conviction. “I know medicine isn’t the sole reason for recovery, but attitude as well . . . your own desire to see your grandchildren and Lily married with little ones of her own.”

“What are you telling me? Have you found a bride?”

The expression on her face was one of puzzlement, yet, beneath the surface, a spark flashed. Aloe saw it. Confidence returned.

“Yes, but there’s something I must do. Juto’s heavens are plagued by the Theo’s and King Louish has requested aid. Lotoe’s on vacation and Father refuses to leave your side, which is right. I must go and I relish the thought. Those pirates were warned last time. Now they’ll pay the price for not heeding the word of a Seatie.”

At once, the spark flared into a distinct concern. Aloe wanted to overwhelm the anxiety so the will he tried to instill could grow.

“Don’t worry,” he assured. “Nothing will happen to me. Father’s already lectured me and I take his advice quite seriously. Who knows,” he added with a chuckle, encouraged by the soft smile forming on her lips. “I just may find a bride on Juto.”

No sooner had the gest rolled off his tongue, than Aloe realized his error. At once, the delicate smile was gone.

“Oh, Aloe,” came her weak protest. “I want you to marry but not into a loveless one, not into one you may one day regret.”

“I won’t,” he lied. “I was joking when I said it. If you must know, there’s a woman I like. I’ve yet to ask for her hand, but I don’t fear a refusal. Her actions portray a definite interest.”

“Who is she? Tell me of her?”

Aloe found he couldn’t openly face his mother. The lie, though small, made him feel guilty so he looked to the headboard instead. He let his vision blur as his mind formed the woman of his dreams.

“She’s divine, with hair to her waist, a soft brown with gold highlights, but her eyes are what fascinate me. They change colors, magically, as if she correlates them with her gowns. Her stature is similar to yours and she is beautiful, both inside and out.”

He said it with such vehemence, that Helena believed and the small spark burst into a flame. “Your news pleases me, Aloe. I promised to get well. You’ve just given me the strength.”

“Good. That’s why I came. Now, I must go. I’ve a lot to do.”

“But Aloe,” Helena protested. “You haven’t told me her name.”

“It will be my secret until I return.”

She pouted. “That’s unfair.”

Aloe smiled down at her. “You’ll find out soon enough. Concentrate on getting well. That’s all I care about right now.”

A delicate smile was her response. Aloe kissed her cheek.

“Goodbye, my son. May the Creator go with you.”

Aloe squeezed her hand, pleased with the results. “Goodbye, Mother,” he said, rising.

Helena nodded and closed her eyes. When she drifted back asleep, he went to the connecting door and rapped lightly with his knuckle.

“Watch over her well,” he told the care attendant as she stared in disbelief. Moments ago death was knocking. Now, a new life flowed through the Queen’s veins.

“Did I not guarantee it?”

Winking, Aloe left his mind at peace with the lie. His mother would live and that was enough.

“But Father! Why can’t I go? I’ll behave and I can even help. Didn’t Lotoe teach me to fight the way he did Aloe? Please say yes!”

“And I told you no, Lily.” His refusal was firm.

Lily pouted. She looked resplendent in a satin gown of mauve. A thin ribbon, which gave the impression of stars, trimmed the curved neckline and belled sleeves. The seamstress cut the dress full and added a crystal belt to contour the folds beguilingly over Lily’s tiny waist and slender hips.

Long tresses of deep brown hair framed the heart-shaped face that was tilted to meet her father’s forceful stare. The sleek column of her neck shone like alabaster, and Seatie winced when he read the pleading in her liquid brown eyes. He was even more remorseful when he saw how her full, red lips quivered from the response she knew he would give.

He was as proud of her as he was Aloe, and, even though he knew she could hold her own as well as any man, she couldn’t go. Wars were for men. As she stood before him, he realized he had been too lenient with her. He should never have allowed that angelic look of hers talk him into letting her learn these arts. His sentiment softened. Gently, he drew her to his heart.

“You know you can’t go,” he said. “You are my daughter and I love you too much to ever think of letting you go with your brother to war. If something happened to you, I’d never forgive myself.”

That was the last excuse Lily wanted to hear. She jerked from her father’s grasp and glared accusingly at him. “Bah! It’s because I’m a woman that I can’t go. I hate the day I was born female instead of male! Then, I could have all the excitement my soul craves without a scandal. You men have it made. You can do whatever you want and people will laugh and nod. But, if a woman takes lovers, or fights, or dares to speak her mind then everyone whispers and labels her as ‘bad’. It’s not fair!”

Frustrated, she stared at the floor in an attempt to stifle the tears forming in her eyes. Seatie frowned. Striding over, he grabbed her chin and forced her to look into his eyes.

“I can’t help it you were implanted female, Lily. Ranting and raving will not change your sex. Your mother and I already had a son and we wanted a daughter. Was it so wrong for us to want that?”

Lily’s anger wavered to guilt. Seatie digested the change. “It’s not your place to fight but your brother’s. You shouldn’t have eavesdropped. Besides, I need you here. Your mother is critically ill and she needs you too. Help me make her well again, Lily. Forget this talk of war.”

Two sets of brown eyes clashed. Seatie propelled every ounce of anguish in his plea and Lily heard. Defeated, she broke the stare. Father was right. She knew it and despised the fact. The truth was hard to bear. She had always been envious as Aloe breezed through life, while she had to embroider, dance, sing, run a household, and be perfectly poised like some silicone statue. She lost track of how many times she wished she had been born before the implanting of embryos became normal. Now, she was destined to spend long boring days tending to nothing but menus, guests, and babies. A moan escaped.

“You’re right and I know it,” she admitted. “You’re also correct when you say Mother needs me. I was being selfish when I spoke. Please forgive me.”

Seatie smiled, relieved. “Thank you, Lily. Go say goodbye to your brother. He may be gone for some time.”

A glint of remorse flashed. “Yes. I will. Right now, in fact. Excuse me.”

Lily was still envious when she entered Aloe’s rooms, unannounced, to see Aloe slapping Saundra on her rump. The girl cast him a dreamy eyed stare before slipping out the back way. Lily noted her brother’s scantily clad body and the rumpled rester. Stifling a giggle, she went to the rester and proceeded to tidy up.

“What carnal pleasures did Saundra and you engage in Aloe?” she asked in a loud voice.

Aloe whirled about. His face flared crimson when he saw what she was doing. “How dare you come in here without knocking! And what do you know of carnal pleasures?”

Lily laughed. “Oh really! I’m seventeen. You can’t expect me to stay a baby forever.”

“No, but that doesn’t give you the right to spy on me. Or, perhaps you were hoping to learn something?”

That got her dander up. “And what do you suppose I could learn from you? How to be an animal?”

She was surprised when Aloe laughed and plopped on the rester. “Then you didn’t watch, or else you wouldn’t be calling me an animal.”

“Ohhhhhh! You are a beast!”

Lily scooped up a pillow and threw it at him, smiling triumphantly when the pillow found its mark. Aloe tossed it aside and grabbed her wrist. Before she understood his intent, he pulled her down and pinned her to the rester. Lily gasped and let her eyes travel to those of her brother’s. Aloe answered her with a feigned passion.

“What would you like to know?” he asked. “I could show you if you like.”

Lily turned red. “You wouldn’t dare!”

Aloe let a sensuous smile spread. “Wouldn’t I?” he breathed, his will sorely tried not to laugh in her face. He waited until the doubt was planted. “Well,” he asked, moving closer.

Lily squealed and tried to wiggle free. Then she stopped. After seventeen years, she should have known. Once again, Aloe had gotten the best of her. More embarrassed than anything, she screamed, “You are an animal. Now, let me go!”

Aloe let her go. “Oh really, Lily. I was only teasing.”

Lily wasted no time rising. Shaking the wrinkles from her gown, she shot him a look of annoyance. “I know. You made me mad anyway.”

“I’m good at that,” Aloe smirked, rising to grab his robe and slip it on. “What brings you here anyway? If you’d have come minutes earlier I would have been embarrassed since you don’t know how to knock.”

Lily giggled at the thought. “Yes, it would have been rather amusing to have seen your face when you found me at the foot of the rester while Saundra and you were entwined in each other’s arms.”

Aloe narrowed his eyes. Reaching down, he scooped up his tunic, and then headed for the reliever. “You’re disgusting,” he commented to Lily on his way.

“Me?” exclaimed Lily, following until the door was put in her way. “There wouldn’t be anything disgusting to talk about if it weren’t for you, brother dear.”

Aloe chuckled and threw his tunic into the fabric smoother. Then, he stepped into the body refresher. The tunic was clean and wrinkle free by the time he appeared five minutes later. He slid it over his head, ran a quick comb through his hair, and then he put on a stern face before opening the door.

“And it better remain that way,” he said, walking to a chair. On it, rested a bag containing items for his personal use.

Seeing it, made Lily forget her retort. “Where are you going?”

Aloe made a survey of the contents. Everything checked. He closed the bag. “Nowhere,” he evaded.

“Nowhere? Then why’s your bag packed?”

“Who says my bag’s packed?”

Lily stomped her foot. “I’m not an idiot, Aloe.”

“And neither am I. You know where I’m going. I saw you trying to hide behind the ferns when I left father’s study. What do you take me for? A fool?”

Discovered, Lily scowled. “Sometimes I wish you were. Maybe then I’d get to go.”

“So that’s it. You know it’s impossible.”

“Yes, but that doesn’t stop me from yearning.” A fanciful hue radiated on her face before reality returned. “Anyway, I’ve come to say goodbye and to wish you Godspeed in wiping out the Theos. They must be pretty stupid to pirate again after father warned them the last time.”

“So it seems but I’ll take care of that. If I had my way, I’d blow their planet off the face of the universe.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Lily cried, excited by the thought.

Aloe shook his head. “I’ve a plan instead.”

“For Theo’s sake, let’s hope it works.” She giggled.

“I’ve a feeling it will.” Aloe left the bag and went up to her. “Well,” he inquired when Lily remained silent. “Have you nothing to say to the intended groom?”

Lily found nothing happy about it. Her brown eyes turned into ones of distinct concern. “I think what you’re doing is wrong. You’ll ruin your life marrying a woman you don’t love.”

“I’ve already promised Father. I can’t go back on my word. After all, there is such a thing as honor.”

“Don’t hand me that honor stuff. It’s that damnable pride father instilled in you. You’re making a big mistake by allowing it preference. You don’t even know who your bride will be.”

True . . . still . . . “It doesn’t matter. You know the law. What difference does it make if I marry in July instead of November?”

“Because you’re giving up. Why not wait until November? You may get lucky. The thought of spending the rest of my life with someone I don’t know, much less love, is repulsive.”

“I understand your concern, Lily, and I appreciate it. However, it’s not going to be like that. She’s out there. All I’ve got to do is find her.”

“Oh, she is, is she?” Lily scoffed. “How do you know?”

“Because I can feel her. Sometimes I can almost see her standing in the shadows. Every time I draw near, she eludes me but she’s there just the same.”

“Did you tell Mother this, or did you lie as proposed?”

“I lied and don’t you go breaking her peace of mind by a slip of the tongue.”

“I won’t. I hope you do find her. I want only happiness for you.”

That brought a smile to Aloe’s lips. “Thank you, little sister. Your wish is what I need to hear. Goodbye, Lily. See you when I return.”

The remark sent an unexpected chill up Lily’s spine. “And when will that be?” she asked, every hair on her body electrified.

Her concern puzzled him. Totally unlike Lily. Frowning, Aloe took hold of her trembling hands. “Not long . . . maybe five, possibly six months tops. I’ll take care of the Theos and return with my bride in one piece. Don’t worry. Have I ever let you down before?”

Lily searched Aloe’s face. The warmth of his hands, the calmness of his voice, drove away all pretenses to fear. “It’s nothing,” she said, feeling foolish. “I think all this talk of war has set my nerves on edge. You never went without Father before.”

“Well, I’m a big boy now.”

“I know. It was stupid of me. No one beats you.”

“I wouldn’t say that, but it’s sure nice to know you have that much confidence in me. Be prepared to meet the most beautiful woman in the universe. Keep a special eye on Mother and let me know her progress.”

“I’ll keep you informed,” Lily promised. “Now, there’s nothing left to say but goodbye. May the Creator go with you. May He give you more than a victory. May He also give you love.”

Standing on her toes, Lily kissed him. Then she backed away. Aloe smiled and squeezed her hands, his blue eyes thanking her more than words could say. Turning, he retrieved his bag and left. No sooner had he gone, than the terror returned. Lily clutched her heart.

“Be careful Aloe,” she whispered, praying her words reached him. “Be careful.”
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​Chapter 2
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The viewer showed all ten-mother star-cruisers traveled in neat unison. Home port was vacated two hours after Aloe joined the crew. The first seven days of the two-week journey proved uneventful. Aloe was hoping to run into a few of the Theolian renegades. Instead, on the fourth day out, the traveling army hit an ion storm. Major damages were affiliated to three of the star-cruisers causing a two-day delay. Because, Aloe was irritable. The two days were recovered. A secure orbit around Juto was less than twenty-four hours away.

Aloe sat in the captain’s chair and lit a smoke. All was clear; the stars sparkled like diamonds sprayed across eternity. It felt good to be in them again. He loved the infinite sense of freedom their unending paths portrayed. Lost amongst eternal nature, all life ceased to exist. It was the elements and he - no men, no women, and, sometimes, even no Czarus.

Today, however, the vast eternity offered no solace. Aloe knew it wasn’t due to the anticipated battle but rather fear of the journey’s end. Once Theo was taken care of, he would have to marry. The six months allotted was little time in which to find a bride, no matter what assurances he fed Lily.

“Rasha,” he said, drawing his mind from the depressing fact. “Have you ever met King Louish?”

Rasha peered over his shoulder from the navigating panel in front of the captain’s chair. He had been a soldier for thirty years; twenty spent a Czarus’ Second Commander. His gray eyes were quizzical, his harsh mouth puzzled.

“Your Father and he are the best of friends. Of course, I’ve met him.”

“Tell me about him. I haven’t been as fortunate as you and only met the man once when I was ten. I vaguely remember a man with red hair and green eyes that roared like a lion. For father and him being the best of friends, the man’s pretty elusive.”

“That’s because your father and he can’t visit as they’d like to. Planetary affairs take preference. You’ll like him. Louish is an honorable man. I’m glad to be of assistance and shall relish crushing these pirates. King Louish doesn’t need the nuisance of the fools. He has grief enough already.”

“Grief,” Aloe echoed, sitting forward. “What kind of grief?”

Rasha’s eyes widened. “You mean you don’t know?”

“Know what? Why is it I’m the last to know and then it’s by the slip of the tongue?”

Rasha heard the exasperation and silently cursed for opening his mouth. Apparently, Seatie didn’t want him to know.

“Well,” Aloe demanded.

Caught, Rasha produced a weak smile. “Over a year ago, King Louish had a daughter. Lucrenzia was her name and she was beautiful. I know. I saw her a month before her abduction.”

“Abduction! You mean she was kidnapped?”

Rasha nodded.

Aloe sat back, digesting the news. “Where was she going when this catastrophe occurred? I don’t understand why Father never told me. It’s not like him.”

Rasha grimaced. No sense in lying. “Czarus,” he said. “She had been on her way to Czarus when it happened.”

“Czarus? But why?” Aloe pierced his helmsman with an accusatory look. “You know something, Rasha. Tell me.”

Rasha turned from those accusing eyes before answering. “Do you remember the trip your father made to Juto well over a year ago?”

Aloe drew his mind to that time. “Yes. Father said he was getting away to reminisce old times.”

“True, however it’s not the total truth. Seatie knew of Louish’s daughter and both men had dreams of uniting the two planets.”

The blue eyes dancing with suspicions widened. “Are you telling me she was traveling to Czarus as my intended?” Aloe sat back at Rasha’s nod of admission. “Why was I never told?”

“Seatie feared rejection. He wanted you married, one way or another. She was to come as guest, a friend Lily met at school and desired to see.”

“And Louish? He never found her?”

“Not even after a year of searching. He can only assume her dead.”

“And now the Theo’s. Double trouble and in more ways than one. I can imagine how he’ll feel, expecting Father and seeing me, the cause of his daughter’s disappearance. And I was looking forward to this!”

“You’re making it worse than what it is. A battle is a battle. The thrill will still be there and you’ve misjudged King Louish. He doesn’t blame you, or anyone else. What happened was fate and no one can change that, except the Creator. You just treat Louish as you would any ally and friend.”

Aloe glared at him. “It’s a good thing I did find out,” he shot, angered. “It’d be just my luck to have the subject come up and I’d do an excellent job at making a fool of myself by complete ignorance. Father should have warned me. At least now, I’ll know how to conduct myself.”

“There was never a worry over that.” Rasha didn’t want Aloe to beat himself up over something that wasn’t his fault. The prince sometimes did that . . . held things inside. “Look at your task as an act of retribution. You’ll be doing the king a great service.”

“That is one way to look at it. I’m going to my cabin. Notify me should we encounter any Theos.”

Rising, Aloe walked over to the ascender and pressed level three. He walked to his cabin in a confused jumble that didn’t leave even after he was resting inside, sipping a number. The computophonic played in the background. Aloe liked music. Usually, the melodies soothed him. Today nothing worked. He pressed the switch and the music died. Then he rolled over and propped his hands behind his head.

So . . . Louish had a daughter, a beautiful one in whom both fathers placed hope. She was to come to Czarus unannounced as his intended, but the scheme backfired. Louish’s beautiful daughter never made it. Instead, she vanished from the face of the universe. Aloe was still dumfounded by the discovery.

“Father never told me,” he uttered. “Did he hope I’d fall in love with her first?”

And what if he did? What if this daughter of Louish was the eluding woman of his dreams? But the girl’s gone! That would mean his final search would be in vain and, of all things, Aloe did not want that.

The remaining number burned down his throat. Aloe slammed the goblet on the stand then stretched. His temples throbbed. Man, but he was tired – tired of his promise to marry, tired of his obligations, and especially tired of looking for love. And now Louish’s missing daughter! Why couldn’t he forget them and get some sleep?

Expelling a sigh, Aloe closed his eyes. His mind, wearied from anxiety, and his body, drained from exhaustion, didn’t need another clue. Sleep came within minutes.

It felt like he had just closed his eyes when the intercom buzzed. Aloe glanced at the time and was surprised three hours had passed. He rolled over and pressed the switch.

“Yes, Rasha?”

“Six star-cruisers have been sighted sixteen kilometers ahead,” Rasha replied. “Two are disabled, but the rest show no signs of impairment.”

The unexpected news brought Aloe back to life. “Where are they from?”

“Three carry the insignia of the spider.”

“Theo,” Aloe exclaimed, cutting Rasha off. “And the others?”

“From Juto, for they bear the emblem of the lion. The two damaged star-cruisers are our ally’s.”

“Then our timing is perfect. Have Lucanus scan the area. I’m on my way. Over and out.”

Aloe jumped off the rester. Good, he thought. This distraction is what I need. Grabbing his synergy gun and dagger, he raced from the cabin.

The bridge seemed unusually bright when he arrived. The silver walls, alleviated only by colored lights on the instrument panels, didn’t come on as drab. Their sleek surfaces covered the room’s wall in a half moon. Two chairs where Rasha and Reiter sat held the same controls. Every instrument, or apparatus, on the bridge appeared to be a continuous monotony, yet each device had its own purpose.

The captain’s chair sat on a raised dais just behind the helm. In the center of the outside wall, was a large screen, or viewer. Aloe looked there first, verifying Rasha’s report. He went over to Lucanus, operator of the cruiser’s advanced computers and sensors.

“What are the results of the scans,” he asked.

“We’re in excellent position, Prince. Our synergy banks greatly exceed their primitive lasers. All we need is a little distance between the Theolian and the Jutain star-cruisers.”

“How much distance?”

“Three point two-hundred and eighteen kilometers to be precise.”

Aloe raised a brow. “Thanks for the accuracy. Cyria,” he called to the communications officer. “Open a channel to the fleet.”

Cyria complied. At once, all nine commanders appeared. Aloe took his customary seat in the captain’s chair and gave each commander a look before continuing.

“As you’ve noticed, we’ve three of the enemy to practice on. Nicholas,” Aloe began, talking to each man as he assigned tasks, “dispose of the Theolian on the left. Micron, take the one the right. I’ll handle the one in the middle. Zesta, Tolga, Jute and Naid, give aid to the disabled Jutain star-cruisers. Arzon, Jolos, and Ryan, position yourselves a close distance behind Nicholas, Micron, and me. Should one of us become disabled, take over. Another thing. Don’t disable these pirates. Destroy them. I want nothing left but cinders. Understand?”

When all nine commanders boomed, “Yes Prince,” Aloe smiled.

“Good. Go, and may the Creator be with you.”

The men faded as the heavens returned.

“Prince,” Rasha said. “We’ve been spotted. The Theos turn to battle.”

It was true. The pirates were leaving the Jutain vessels and turning towards theirs. Aloe turned to Lucanus.

“Have you derived the co-ordinates for the three point two-hundred-and-eighteen-kilometer distance?”

“Yes, Prince. I’ve already fed it into our computer. When the Theos reach the proper point, our synergy banks will fire.”

“How quaint,” Aloe sighed, lighting up a smoke. “I believe our advancements have taken the fun out of the game. Rasha, why don’t you put up the shields just in case.”

Rasha complied. Aloe sat idly smoking as the Theolian closed the distance. He did feel cheated when the synergy banks engulfed the enemy, paralyzing the doomed Theos. The ships glowed a vivid red, to crystalizing white, before dissolving into nothing.

“Direct hit,” Rasha cried.

“Of course,” Aloe returned. “Theo is no match against a Czarian star-cruiser. Turn off the shields. You can beam your pride to the commander of the remaining Jutian star-cruiser as you invite him for dinner.”

Rising, Aloe went to Lucanus. “Excellent calculating. Do me a favor and inform the preparer of the extra plates. Tonight, we’ll celebrate our victory proper.”

Lucanus nodded. “In response to the favor you know the answer is yes. However, in reference to the calculations, what else were you expecting but perfection?”

Aloe cracked a grin. “What else indeed.”

Chuckling, Aloe went to the ascender and pressed the switch. At least, the day wasn’t a total loss. For now, he would be able to forget he would be meeting Louish and stirring up heartbreaking memories. The Commander of the Genda was a perfect distraction. And, he could probably learn a few things about Louish too!

What the heck, Aloe thought as the door slid back and he entered. Whatever fate thought to throw his way tomorrow, at least he would have some peace tonight.

King Louish stood on the bridge and gazed at his disabled star-cruisers. The realization his cruiser was all he had left to fight with didn’t cause the stout, red haired man any anguish. Anguish came in abundance these days and wasn’t foreign to him. No. Louish didn’t fear more pain. What he couldn’t stand was the constant defeat being tossed his way. The thought of being made impotent by the low-life Theos was downright degrading. Yet, here he was, losing a battle to the lecherous fools! Only a miracle could save him now. His heart heavy, Louish marched to the captain’s chair and sat. Clear lines of defeat were etched into his chiseled face when Alexander cried:

“Sire! Look!”

Louish jerked his face up and stared in amazement as Aloe’s ten star-cruisers came into view. The miracle, the whimsical thought of a doomed man, was too impossible to understand when first struck. And yet, as he watched four of the cruisers veer sharply to the left while six, in two rows of three, advanced upon the Theos, his sigh of relief became genuine.

“They’re from Czarus,” Louish cheered. “At last, King Seatie has arrive.”

Alexander was grateful. “Sire, look! Already the Theos leave us behind. They’re fools if they think they can beat Seatie.”

“How right you are.” Louish smiled. “Let’s sit back and enjoy the show.”

Louish eased against his seat, a picture of victory upon his face. It was a welcomed sight indeed when the heavens burst a brilliant red, then a smoldering white. When the imposing light died, the Theo’s were no more.

Louish frowned. “Centa,” he said. It wasn’t like Seatie to disintegrate a star-cruiser. “Contact the Tightus. Seatie always travels on her.”

“There’s no need,” Centa replied, switching on the screen. Instantly, Rasha appeared and Louish’s heart rose at the sight of the old friend.

“Rasha,” he said. “Your timing is perfect. I was about to say my prayers.”

Rasha bowed. “No doubt, however, I didn’t call to listen to your undying gratitude. I’ve a dinner invitation from my Commander.”

Louish raised a brow. “And I suppose he told you that bit about the undying gratitude?”

Rasha tried to look contrite but failed. “Not exactly. He told me to beam my pride to the Commandeer of the Genda. How was I to know it’d be you? No offense was intended.”

“And none was taken.”

This time Rasha grinned. “Don’t worry about your damaged star-cruisers. Our men have transferred your crew aboard our cruisers and yours have been hooked up for the tow home.”

“Your commander sure is efficient,” Louish drawled, thinking of the disintegrated Theolians. “I’ll come. First, I have to change so tell Seatie. I wouldn’t want him to have a fit of impatience on my account.”

“Consider it done. Signal when you’re ready. Over and out.”

Louish faded. Rasha sat back, extremely pleased. Already, he was envisioning the surprise Louish would receive when he saw Aloe instead of Seatie. But it was the expression Aloe would wear once he learned he saved King Louish that won first place. Rasha couldn’t imagine the extent the shock would delve but one thing was for sure. There was no better way for the two men to meet.

Twenty minutes later, Louish stood before the mysteriously pleased Rasha. A lion embroidered in gold thread flashed Juto’s insignia in a fierce display on his emerald tunic. Nothing ordained his head, just an unruly mop of red hair. A gold belt was the only embellishment Louish wore.

Louish carried himself well for a man nearing sixty. The only hints to his age were the streaks of gray at his temples. A beak of a nose stood between two green eyes, and above that, two bushy red brows. His jaw was angular, his shoulders square and stout.

Rasha smiled when he saw him. “You look well, King Louish,” he said with a bow.

“That’s because something’s finally turned out the way it should have from the beginning. I’m tired of losing. Is it because I’m getting old?”

“It was fate,” Rasha supplied, “something no one can defy.”

“I believe you’re right.” Louish glanced about. “Where’s Seatie? I expected to find him pacing in annoyance. Such an impatient man.” And he chuckled.

It seemed impossible, but Rasha’s grin stretched wider. “He’ll be but a moment. Just went to change. You see, I didn’t tell him you were the Commander of the Genda. He’s in for a surprise.”

“Good,” Louish roared. “I can’t wait to see his face!”

“Neither can I. Shall we?”

Louish turned toward the ascender when it beeped. Rasha stopped behind him as the door slid open and Aloe stepped out, his attention on an armband that was proving to be difficult.

“Rasha,” he began, the armband sliding on, “has the Commander of the Genda arrived yet?”

“Yes, Prince,” Rasha said, stepping forward so he saw Louish’s jaw drop.

Aloe looked up upon hearing that. Shock coursed through him as he recognized the man before him. The flaming red hair, the sharp green eyes, and arrogant stance depicted royalty. He stared daggers into Rasha, angry about not being told his guest was the King of Juto no less! All thoughts of a peaceful evening vanished. At once, he felt closed, confined, and at a total loss of words. Oh well. It was bound to happen anyway. Just get it over with.

Aloe gave Louish his due and bowed. “I am honored to have you dine with me tonight, King Louish. Please forgive me if I seemed surprised. Truth is, I am.”

Louish didn’t reply. Trapped in shock, he could only stare. Dressed in a tunic of gold, a golden armband on each arm and a matching belt around his waist, Aloe parallel an ancient god. He looked like Seatie, was tall and shaped like him, yet there was more command in the Prince’s appearance simply because he had his mother’s gold hair and blue eyes.

As the shock ebbed, a deep sense of loss and longing took hold – the loss of reality and the longing of dreams. She was on her way to meet this man. She, his beautiful Lucrenzia, wouldn’t be lost if it weren’t for the dreams of two old men. Seatie was right, though. They would have made an excellent pair. Try though he might, Louish couldn’t prevent his feelings from showing.

Aloe saw and frowned. Going as imagined, still I have to say something. He forced a smile.

“I am sorry if the sight of me is painful,” he said. “Father would have come but Mother is critically ill. Lotoe is on Monopolis, so I took command of the moral obligation Czarus owes you. I was a main ingredient in your and father’s plan so it isn’t Czarus’ obligation but mine. I am honored to help you in any way I can.”

A soft red infused Louish’s face. “No! No,” he waved. “No one owes anyone a moral obligation. If anything, I owe you an apology. As you are surprised, so am I. You weren’t told of the contract and yet you know. How?”

“It was I,” Rasha admitted. “A slip of the tongue and he had me tell all. I’m sorry if I caused you any embarrassment.”

“Embarrassment? Yes, however, I’m glad it’s out. Never did like secrets and that’s what this affair has been from the beginning. Now, things are righted and I, for one, am glad.”

It was good to hear. “Thank you, King Louish,” Aloe said. “It will be an honor to dispose of these pirates before taking their planet.”

The disclosure astonished Louish. “But I don’t want their planet,” he protested.

“You’re referring to my earlier display. So unlike Father but something has to be done. Do you know how long Theo’s history of pirating goes?” Aloe asked while he pressed the ascender’s bio-gen pad. The door slid back and the three men entered.

“Over four hundred years,” Louish uttered.

“Exactly. You’d think in all that time someone would have stopped it.”

The ascender stopped at level four. Aloe waited until Louish and Rasha disembarked before leading the way.

Louish was interested. “What do you have in mind?”

“I did some research and was surprised to find an astonishing fact. Theo is un-resourceful. They don’t mine, grow, or produce anything productive. For four hundred years, Theo has allowed others to supply their needs. The time has come for a change. In order to do this, we must take the planet, wipe out the present regime, and then replace them with men of our own who can teach them how to be productive. They would be there only for as long as it takes Theo to become self-sufficient. Through them, Theo can use the gifts the Creator bestowed her and eventually create a peaceful trade.”

The explanation took Louish by surprise. Why didn’t he think of it? New respect shone on his face. “Your idea is excellent,” he applauded. “I’m envious I didn’t think of it.”

The compliment did wonders for Aloe’s spirit. “Thank you. I take it we’re in agreement?”

“Yes.”

More of the uneasiness vanished.

Aloe stopped and pressed his hand on the bio-gen pad next to a door. The barrier slid back. He let the others go first.

Louish wasn’t surprised by the luxury within. He had dined in it enough. The walls weren’t the usual silver but a pale blue. Panels were set at precise intervals and housed murals of Czarus’ past. The sculptors used sliver plate for the ancients’ armor, ebony for the sleek horses, brass for the chariots, and turquoise for the background. The people themselves were molded out of gold and various dyes made them as vivid as life.

Soft carpeting covered the floor like a sapphire lake. In its center stood a majestic table. Four of Aloe’s officers stood by ornate chairs. Rasha went and stood by a seat. Aloe led Louish to the head of the table, and then he went to the opposite end where he remained standing.

“Do you know everyone here?” he asked Louish.

A goblet of wine was placed before the king. “I know Rasha and Cyria but not the rest.”

“Allow me to introduce them. This is Lucanus, operator of the cruiser’s computers, weaponry, and sensors.”

A young man, with should length brown hair and pale blue eyes, stood and bowed.

“On your right is Actta, our chief engineer.”

A large man with hazel eyes and dusty blond hair also rose and bowed.

“And lastly,” Aloe said, indicating a man of small stature, “is Mikel, our healer.”

Mikel smiled before giving the customary bow.

The introductions done, Aloe sat a signaled the commencing of dinner. Two servants appeared with trays of soup.

“Feel at ease gentlemen,” Aloe said, unfolding his napkin and setting it across his knee. “We’ll be seeing quite a bit of one another as we deal with the Theos. Have you been plagued by them long?”

“Ever since I returned from my search three months ago,” Louish said.

“Did you search long?” Aloe asked, disliking the subject, yet feeling obligated. Father was going to hear about this.

“A year.” Louish sighed. “Not a trace did I find. If that idiot I left in charge had his wits about him, none of this would be happening.”

“But we’re here now,” Rasha said, “and your luck has changed. My Prince fights a good battle.”

“So I’ve heard. That and a few other things about his ‘wild’ nature.”

“Ahhh, yes,” Cyria said with a chuckle. “Our Prince’s infamous behavior follows him. Tell me. What have you heard?”

“Only about the string of broken
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