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  Chapter 1  Planet Meridian Six


  I'm not interested in preserving the status quo; I want to overthrow it. ― Niccolò Machiavelli


  Sergeant Marcia Devin opened the saloon door slowly at first, until she was sure there was no one on the other side. The poorly lit room was filled with exquisite aromas, noise, and overall good cheer from the patrons within the drinking establishment. It was a welcome sensation as her eyes adjusted from the bright sun to the darker room. The environment was in stark contrast to the bright, sandy road she had traversed to get here, even though shed been dropped only meters from the door. The air-conditioning and cool breeze, in comparison to the still heated air outside, dried the sweat on her exposed skin within seconds. And while she was out of her royal guard uniform and full tactical gear, she was still sweaty from the one-piece battle dress uniform she wore. The plan was to be unobtrusive and draw only the attention of her guest, whom she was sure would recognize her.


  All was good until the door closed behind Devin. Her vision was adjusting even though she could feel the patrons eyes all over her. The noise level dropped off to the clinking of ice and drinks being placed on the table. Devin looked around and knew she was persona non grata. With very little in the way of weaponry, she could see that the number of antiroyal, antigovernment customers far outweighed those loyal to the royal family and kingdom.


  What do you want? the barwoman said.


  Not very inviting, Devin thought.


  Im here to meet someone.


  Here? Do you know where you are, soldier? a patron at the front of the bar said.


  Devin had a sudden flashback to an earlier conversation shed had with her team about the nature and place of the meeting. All had been opposed. Their logic both then and now was not without merit.


  I know where I am, Devin said. She walked defiantly toward the bar. The few people in her way moved aside as if she had some flesh-eating disease. The man who spoke to her looked uncomfortable, but she could see he would be the type to throw the first punch. She was sure the barwoman had one hand on her weaponthe only weapon allowed in the bar.


  She sure does know where she is, a young female voice from the other side of the bar sang out. Devin felt the corners of her mouth curl up. The voice was older than she remembered but the tone and the beautiful quality of it were unmistakable. Devin made sure to put both her hands on the bar as an indicator of being unarmed, respecting the planets local customs about no weapons in the presence of food and drink. It took her just a moment to see the young woman approach. She wore her hair long in an elaborate braid and was dressed in a skintight two-piece outfit that displayed the smooth, pale skin of her midriff and too much cleavage for Devins liking. Devin narrowed her eyes and frowned in disapproval. Her expression did not go unnoticed by the young woman.


  I havent seen you in five years. You give me a days notice of your arrival and I get that look? Whats up with you, Marcia? The tone, though firm, was not angry.


  I just think that a young woman with such a gift of beauty doesnt need to flaunt it so much. I mean, really, Regina. What would your mother say?


  The woman rolled her eyes and the exchange elicited some laughter from the patrons. Their jocularity ceased when the young woman raised her hand up and made a tight fist. The room fell silent as a tomb. Devin found the response remarkable. The only time she saw that kind of response was when she was in the field with her team on some operation that required stealth.


  I see. This is a bit more than the usual bar, Devin said as she looked a bit closer at the faces and then boots the patrons wore. The male faces were either clean-shaven or had well-manicured facial hair. The womens hair was pulled back in tight buns while the intersexthose having both gender characteristicshad very short hair. Regardless of the length of their hair, they all appeared to be clean on a sandy, dirty planet. Their boots were all a dull black, the same dull black as her own. Devin was smiling as the woman came within three feet of her. Her crew was right. She had walked right into a trap.


  So. As I live and breathe. Captain Marcia Devin, royal guard, black ops specialist and questionable loyalty to king and crown. Well, have you and your team finally come to your senses and want to sign on the right side of history? Maybe fight for justice and equity rather than maintaining the status quo of those bastards?


  The woman folded her arms, which only enhanced her slender figure and her large breasts. Even though Devin was taller than her, the younger woman oozed her own authority and power.


  Its sergeant now. I was busted down several ranks for not following orders, Devin corrected. She was still not used to her drastic demotion.


  The woman remained silent. The bar was still as if waiting for a more accurate response.


  Im fighting the enemy from the inside. More will be accomplished that way. But I may need to be more bold and come out from the shadows in this next move, Devin explained...


  The womans demeanor became serious and her eyes looked deep into Devins, as if she was looking for the truth. After a brief moment, she sighed and leaned in to hug her. The embrace was not a surprise except that her grip was stronger than Devin expected.


  We have all missed you, Marcia. Your mother and father are after me all the time to see if I can find out what youre up to. And Mom is guilting me to death to drop my efforts, find you and get the hell out to the distant colonies.


  Devin hugged her back and took in the strong smell of her younger cousins perfume. It was a mixture of an ancient smell of something she remembered as cocoa bean and cinnamon.


  I missed you, too, Regina, was all Devin could say. A flood of memories overtook her for just a moment, of a simpler time when she and her family all lived together in a farming community. Warm winters and hot summers were filled with hard work, lots of playtime at night, drinking, driving, and sex. All great times. As Regina pulled away so did the memories of a time long gone. Shed been conscripted into the Royal Special Operations Team and Regina and the family had gone underground. Shed gone on to protection detail for the royal family and become disillusioned. Regina had joined the succession efforts to make a living and supported the Xenon invasion. After years of not seeing each other, a chance meeting several years ago had revealed more similarities than differences. Above all, theyd agreed that there would be loyalty to family first and foremost. Whenever one needed the other, all they had to do was ask. Regina, for her part, made far more requests than Devin did. This was the first favor Devin was going to ask. It was a big one.


  Everybody! This is my cousinMarcia!


  The hostile crowd burst into shouts of joy and appreciation. Devin was surprised at the sudden turn of good cheer and the slapping on the back she received in addition to several thank-yous. Regina guided her through the crowd to the back of the bar. As the crowd thinned out in the back, she found herself sitting at a table where there were two pints waiting. The barwoman placed some kind of cooked meat and side dishes on the table just as Devin sat down.


  Thank you so much, Sergeant Devin. The money you sent built my business back up and I got my family tickets to get out of here. Thank you, the woman said with a strong hug and kiss on the lips.


  Devin was surprised at how quickly the woman moved and receded before she could even respond. She looked at Regina, still in shock.


  That black operation you dialed us in on before the Dauntless showed up meant a cache of not only much needed medical supplies but precious metals, currency, and royal minted coins. My entire crew remembers that. That barwoman was my navigator for five years. I had to convince her to stay back here with her family and two children. She did, but she sent her girls and husband to the outer worlds for safety and she stays here as a base of operations. She likes both men and women, so if youre interested, shell be more than happy to oblige, Regina said with a smirk. Devin was still taking it all in as she watched her thin cousin take a stab at her meat and pull a large piece off to eat. Devin took a moment to pull herself together before she spoke again. Even as Regina chewed her food and drank her ale, she continued talking throughout.


  Mom says that shes pissed at your dad for making her leave the core planets for the outer worlds. The good news is that my dad plans to get her and my brothers out next month. Theyll be together soon. You ever think about bugging out and leaving the shit behind to be happy, Marcia? And it looks like you lost a lot of weight.


  Yeah. Lost some weight.


  Noyou lost a lot of weight. Id say it was the food, but I know your first officer there, Dias, can make animal waste taste good, so I know its not that. Are you coming off of some spec ops or some miserable assignment?


  Nope. Ive asked for a protection detail for a prince on the planet Pax.


  Thats the university planet. All the smart ones go there. I thought the royal family got their smarts from their cortical AIs? I hear they use real books and papers on that planet with all kinds of intergalactic news agencies from all sectors. Kind of a free-thinking place, Regina said all in one breath. Devin marveled at her speed of talking and her immediate ingestion of food and drink.


  Yup. Hes different. My contact there got word this prince was to be rejoined with his family. Hes different from them, from what Im told. A possible new beginning. He needs help, though. My contact is convinced that this prince is perceived as too dangerous by his older brother, Prince Ramsey, Devin said in a low voice. Even though her immediate surroundings appeared friendly, she felt the need to keep her voice down and remain discreet.


  They all suck, Regina said aloud. You ever really think about putting all of this cloak-and-dagger palace intrigue behind you? Im ready to retire if you are. Half my crew will be happy to leave. Most lost their entire lands and families to the crown.


  I sure do think about leaving, but I need your help on this one. It may be the last one I do as a guard for king and crown, Devin said. It was easy to see that Reginas expression was that of total shock. She managed to swallow a large piece of meat and some kind of mashed material before she spoke next.


  Seriously?


  Yes, Devin said. The civilian protesting quelled on Oceania and her moons was enough for me.


  The silence was palpable. The unfiltered images from two months ago, of the royal guards and infantry with heavy weapons and tractor vehicles, still hung in her head. Devin realized that she was looking down at her uneaten food. Shed stopped eating then with the sole exception of rations, the only thing she could keep down. She swam in her uniform even after Dias had taken it in herself.


  So its the Oceania uprising that got to you. I hear they were looking for more rights to elect leaders. Three million citizens killed. Is that where you lost your commission? Regina asked.


  My entire team did. Other commanders did as well. Even a vice admiral. Compared to four million killed, our lost commissions and ranks were nothing, Devin explained.


  Four million? The reports said three and a half.


  Three and a half million killed outright. Another half million from subsequent injuries. Scores more injured. And it wasnt over rights to vote. It was over food and water, Devin said.


  What! Reginas voice carried and the patrons looked. She looked back at them and they continued to go about their business. What do you mean, food and water?


  I mean they wanted food and water, Regina. Just the basics that a local government should be able to provide. I was there.


  Are you bullshitting me? Were you part of the force to put them down? Devin could see real fear in her cousins eyes. It was obvious that she wanted her to say she was not.


  I was part of the force, but I refused to go. More silence filled the small table. Reginas eyes searched her, looking for clues.


  Thats treason.


  Sure is. But Vice Fleet Admiral Jana Virgil of the Fifth Battle Group refused to engage her ship and her troops. That made it easy for all of us to stand together.


  Reginas eyes widened in disbelief. If Devin hadnt been there to see the defiance of a direct royal order on a massive scale, she would never have believed. Devin went on to elaborate as her cousins eyes and slackened mouth made it clear that she was having difficulty believing such a massive treasonous act.


  We arrived on day four of the protesting. The planetary forces and three battle groups had started their assault. We were ordered to take the eastern sectors and make sure any ships fleeing were destroyednot captured or detained, but destroyed.


  No way!


  Yes…Vice Admiral Virgil announced to her fleet that she had no intention of harming the very citizens she was sworn to protect. We did not engage. We didnt stop the slaughter. We let all ships that came in our sector fly by. Two of the five ships in her battle group had mutinies, which were put down by those loyal to Virgil.


  And you all got away with it? What the hell?


  Devin felt she was far away from her cousin as images of the horrors that had occurred below kept her awake at night. The admiral had not engaged, but she had allowed the hell to happen. Devin knew Virgil. She knew that it ate her up to sit and do nothing. Devin remembered what her cousin said after a moment of distraction.


  Well, we all were punished. Those who mutinied were advanced in rank. And those who were officers and supported the admiral were demoted, she said. Regina waited for her to finish.


  I was reduced to sergeant, stripped of my commission and relegated to support staff, backwater missions and protection duties of low-ranking officials. Vice Admiral Virgil was busted down to commander of His Majestys Ship Rising Sun, an outdated, heavy cruiser a day away from being decommissioned. Shes not even a captain and she was assigned a crew that is loyal to the crown, not her.


  Shit…


  Yup. The Rising Sun is a third-tier heavy freighter that is thirty years old. Not much to look at, for sure. Anyway, Commander Virgil requested me and my team to provide protection of a prince to be transported from the planet Pax. At first I said Id rather walk in front of a firing squad. But then she said if I took the job and kept the prince alive, Id probably get in front of a firing squad, since this prince is somehow different. So rather than just leaving I took the assignment.


  Youre serious, arent you? Youve seen more shit than anyone. Forget this prince and lets go now. Well stop by and pick up Dias and any of your team that wants out and take off right now, Regina said. She was wiping her mouth and moving out of her seat to get going. Devin placed her hand on hers to keep her in the booth.


  No, Regina. The commander of the Rising Sun is of similar minds, but shes sure she has no loyalty of her command crew. She anticipates a betrayal to happen while in flight. Thats why she gave me these data chips with ship schematics, communications protocols and codes, and flight charts. If she is attacked, she wants me to get the prince to safety. Thats where you come in, Devin said as she handed Regina a handful of computer chips.


  Really? This prince is so special that they would orchestrate an attack on one of their own ships to kill him?


  The question was easy to answer, though it saddened her.


  Yes. Yes, they would. It eliminates a threat to the crown, gets rid of a pesky former vice admiral, and terminates a sergeant of an elite team of spec ops reduced to protection duty all in one swipe, she said.


  While the patrons in the saloon sounded as if they were in good cheer, they were quiet. Regina continued looking at the top-secret computer chips, which detailed plans of a royal capital interstellar starship. It was not lost on her that such an act, like so many others before, was high treason.


  Reginas family. Loyalty goes there first.


  Wow. The royal family really does suck to do that to their own.


  Yup. They do, Devin said quietly. She looked at Reginas plate and noticed she had finished her meat and everything else. How she managed to remain thin with little fat was surprising based on the amount she ate in one sitting. She did have fat in one areaher cousins ample breasts were nothing short of perfect.


  Regina? Whats the deal with your clothes? I mean, really? Do you need to have your breasts hang out like youre a sex worker?


  Regina dropped her head into her hand and closed her eyes in disbelief.


  I cant believe you. You tell me all of this shit and then you ask for my help to seal your death sentence for a fools errand, noble but doomed to fail, and your biggest concern is how I like to dress? For a moment it must have looked to Regina that she might have countered the argument well. The silence between them gave the impression of tacit agreement.


  Is it for attention? Youre a beautiful young woman. You dont need to flaunt it. Is it for a man or a woman or something?


  Reginas eyes blinked before answering. Eat something. Your mother will somehow blame me for your weight loss, and thats something I dont need to deal with.


  Devin nodded in agreement. She attempted to eat even though there was still no desire to.


  Chapter 2  Planet Pax


  Wisdom consists of knowing how to distinguish the nature of trouble, and in choosing the lesser evil. ― Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince


  Prince Victor Venture IX sat quietly on the oversize couch taking in the silence of his favorite library. He looked all around to see walls and cases of old, antique manuscripts called books, with actual pages made of paper and passages of written words. His entire learning life from age five to age twelve had happened here. While there were plenty of screens for constant galactic updates and interplanetary news, he favored the silent solitude of the great library. There were many libraries on the university planet, Pax, but none as big and ornate as this one.


  He took a deep sigh and stood up. It was physical education time, when a kata dance was conducted campus-wide. Kata was an ancient form of dance that mirrored actual combat fighting from ancient worlds. Normally, he would be out there with the thousands of other students on the campus, all moving in slow speed for two hours in the cool evening suns.


  Maybe there will be a breeze.


  His young voice was swallowed up by the carpets, cushioned furniture, and all the books. He took another long look at the stained glass that fractured beautiful streams of light all along the worship stations with heavy wood exterior and ensconced amber lights illuminating padded kneelers to pray. The chandeliers hung low, along with the solar lights that were dimmed. His gaze finally came to his stack of books neatly placed beside him. He took his time to remove his long brown campus gown and folded it neatly. His plain brown uniform void of medals, rank, and even the royal crest was as simple as the gown, which lay on top of his books and tablets.


  After another sigh, he moved toward the huge doors. As his pace picked up he finally was at the entrance looking out on the multicolored campus. As expected, there were endless rows of students of all classes making slow, precise movements perfectly synchronized with one another. He looked behind him at his favorite place one last time and then back out at his long-practiced kata that he was required to forgo for his preparation to depart.


  For king, crown, and cause, he said. It came out bitter. He shook his head as if it might shake the anger and enmity regarding his need to depart. It was time to occupy his station outlined from birth. His hand went to the new growth of hair on the left side of his skull. A central nerve microprocessor was now fully implanted, just waiting for its commands, pledge to the crown, and mission orders. After years of fostering questions, challenging mores and independent thinking, it was all to be pushed aside by a loyal artificial intelligence symbiont embedded into his frontal lobe that would help guide him within the parameters of his role and service. He felt his fist ball up in anger and then release. The sadness of saying good-bye to hundreds of fellow learners, teachers, and mentors flooded him. He pushed aside his angry feelings before he saw his first and last mentor in the distance. He conjured up a soothing prayer, an ancient one in an alien tongue of a long-forgotten language. He chanted it silently.


  He looked toward the sea coast, where the cliff overlooked a great ocean filled with all kinds of life, friendly and lethal. He nodded as he recognized a man sitting in flowing cloaks taking in the view. Victor finished his chant and walked slowly through the organized maze of students and professors as they moved through their forms. Two young women looked directly at him as he passed. He remembered both of their names and the classes they attended. They were a year older than him and whenever they smiled at him, he would blush and feel like mush. As predicted, they both smiled at him. He blushed burning-hot red on his face and neck, forced out a faint smile, looked down at the ground, and continued with other thoughts while he moved quickly. His brothers were legendary in the area of courting, romance and sex He was not. Somehow this very fact seemed to draw many more girls toward him. There were also males and intersex individuals who expressed interest as well, but he felt his rebukes were much better received. But with the girls, he just fell apart.


  He forced his mind to think of something elserelatively easy on a university planet. He pondered what it would be like to have an intelligent life-form sharing his brain. Many who had it said their symbionts were pretty devoid of personality, filled with several lifetimes of data and plenty of advice. After just a moment, he was fast approaching the man. He tried to put his hands in his pockets but they were folded shut. Forced to put his hands behind his back, he kept his vision on the man looking out over the sea as they both grew in size. He pondered why he had to leave.


  I was so quiet here. I thought they forgot about me. His hand went back to his healing scar. His thoughts of his brain being hooked up to a royal artificial-intelligence symbiont worried him greatly. After a week of pounding headaches from the easy operation, he obsessed about being brainwashed. As this very day approached, he had seriously thought of running away. But then there were enemies that would be glad to find him, and being brainwashed would be the least of his worries. He stood beside the older man. He could smell the sea creatures and flowers mixed in with sea mist. He had done the unprincely thing earlier; he had cried for hours in his bunk.


  Why does everyone hate me? The thought of running away to avoid his station, and then being killed by enemies to the crown, still stuck to him. It took Victor just seconds to utter the question. He was sure his mentor had an answer.


  Because you are heir to the throne. A young prince who may one day rule your own system. Maybe even king of all our known worlds. Maybe something greater than that.


  There are my brothers, too. Ramsey and Jason, and three others with other mothers, Victor said.


  Yes, the bishop said, but there will only be one heir to the kings throne. The one who wins the hearts and minds of the kingdoms citizens will win the governors, and the governors will choose the king-to-be. It has been that way for centuries. You could be greater than your brothers. Greater than the king.


  What could be greater than being King Talus?


  Even as he uttered his fathers name, it was distant and removed. His memories of childhood and growing were all on Pax.


  The one that brings a difference, a change. The one who ensures freedom of thinking changes the universe, Bishop Miles said.


  Something in Victor was resonating, as if he knew what his mentor said was important, life-altering, but he could not grasp it. He knew enough to know what was said was profound. He had no idea what it meant. In times like these, he recited in his head to store for later. Victor looked at his mentor in an attempt to remember him forever. He was a tall, pale man who wore his purple and scarlet robes well even as he sat on the bench. His red hair flowed in the sea breeze as his light blue eyes looked out over the deep green sea. Birds of prey soared high in the cloudless sky, catching the updrafts from the cliffs. The planets three moons were all visible at sunset of twin suns casting their own red and yellow rays. Victor looked at his hands. Soft, dark brown skin that matched his nondescript travel clothes. It was a completely different look than he was used to.


  You have come of age. Actually, you have surpassed your stay here by years, the bishop said.


  Im just twelve.


  And time for you to graduate from our tranquil world of learning to the Royal Academy with the other noble families.


  Where I can learn to be a soldier? Conquer new worlds and alien civilizations?


  No, my prince. To understand the science of war and diplomacy. To harden your body for the future rigors of leadership. To grow into your power.


  Cant they just download that to my brain?


  No, my prince. I wish they did, to have it all done, but it doesnt work that way.


  Victor had a sudden memory of his mentor looking on from the sterile shield and waving to him in a gentle fashion. And many more broken images of his medical teams taking care of him as he recuperated. This was unprecedented. While the universitys hospital did symbiont implantation routinely, for some reason his case was different. It had little to do with being a prince. Many more before him had it done without as much scrutiny and secrecy. His reaction and slow recovery were also far from the norm. While others took only an hour, his took several hours in the recovery room. While others were back in their classes in two days, he was out for a full week and was still weak.


  I guess when a simple symbiont implantation takes hours and wreaks havoc, a simple download is definitely out of the question, Victor said.


  Your procedure was different. Special. Thats why it took so long.


  Victor turned to look at the bishop. While he still looked out over the sea, he wondered if he should push the question. He had asked a number of times why his operation and sequela were different, only to be met with obfuscation and downright refusal to speak. Victor decided to talk about another subject that he knew would be more readily, though painfully discussed.


  But I want to stay here. Ive learned all the battlesground and space. If anything, the past repeats itself. Even the insurgents guerrilla tactics are old. Ive seen the reports from the outer colonies and inner worlds. Ive seen the reports from Oceania and their lunar colonies. The subjects…they hate us nobles.


  It was easy to see that this argument too was wearing on the bishop.


  They dont understand their positions in life. They refuse their appointed roles, rebel against the hierarchy. With life comes duty and with duties come responsibilities. All responsibilities require sacrifice. You are part of the royal family. You and your brothers have duties and responsibilities. And there is sacrifice.


  My sacrifice is to leave Pax. Again, his tone was bitter.


  Yes. You are the youngest. Your eldest brother left here twelve years ago. He too wished to stay, but he left. He is leader of Sagittarius Sector. He rules with an even hand. The bishops voice trailed off. Even as he said it, Victor could see that it made little sense.


  Mentor? I read reports that the greatest turmoil comes from his rule. You have always said that there is no end to ensuring free thinking. Even the Xenon broke a thousand-year truce because my brother starved an entire city…


  Silence, Prince!


  Victor dropped his gaze from the horizon to the ground. His eyes threatened to fill up with tears. He could see the blue-green grass and small flowers at his boots. The suns were setting and sending their rays to heat his dark skin and uniform. It was not unusual for Bishop Miles to get angry at him. It never lasted long. His entire life on the university planet was fraught with professors, clergy, and noble instructors warning him to remain silent.


  Your brother Prince Jason is of similar mind to you. The people love him. The governors love the prince just as the people do. If there is any good from this, it is that he is the one that has made a space in his court for you. He has even considered elections for his sectors leadership. It is his own people that insist if he is not to continue his reign forever, they want a royal groomed to continue his work. His choice to have you is quite wise.


  It is easy to see why his citizens love him, Victor said.


  Yes. There is little wonder to why he is loved by all. Duty, respect, even-handed leadership to his people. Remarkable.


  But why must I lead at all? I just want to read my books, Victor asked in hopes of a genuine answer that would leave him behind with his books and learning.


  Too many questions. Why the king and queen allowed you to stay here this long is beyond me. Similar to his other professors, the bishop was flustered by his challenging the norms. Victor felt the corners of his mouth curl up. He thought of yet another tack.


  I was sure theyd forgotten about me.


  The bishop gave a little laugh at the comment.


  Maybe. Please, Prince, rememberthe Royal Academy does not care for questions, challenges, or suggestions. You may be heir, but you are one in five.


  Then why dont they leave me here?


  Because you have been here too long. All nobles are to be here no longer than three years. You have been here much longer. Your free access to information, data, theories, and the outside worlds is impressionable for a youth in your adolescent stage. It is dangerous.


  Why?


  Because your mind is not as amenable to learning new things after age ten. Your adaptation to the academy will be compromised by the ideas you gathered here. Prejudgments are difficult to unlearn. After your ninth birthday, we assumed that you would remain. We all had hoped that you were going to stay.


  Victor could tell the bishop was sad. His tone of voice, his distraction, and even his lackluster argument about why he had to leave were all evidence of his sadness. His blatant anger at him earlier was more often a sign of fear and protectiveness than malice. Victor was still considering all these things when he saw a troop of armed imperial soldiers crossing the green-blue field. They marched with little regard for the practitioners of kata. It was easy to see the squad was from the Imperial House with their royal crest, bright uniforms, and heavy weapons. The crest was from the fleet of his middle brother, Jason. Of all the siblings, he was the least ambitious and said to be the most generous to his people, the most liberal of the royal families, and the least involved in politics and danger. He allowed many parts of his sector, Sagittarius, to self-govern, without requiring taxes. Food, medical supplies, and resources were all managed by Prince Jason personally. He had more regard for his citizens and depleted his fleet and military budgets to meet the needs of the civilians. He was even known to mingle among the poor and destitute to learn personally of their plight and to make a difference. The bishop referred to him often with one word: remarkable.


  Victor stared at the oncoming troops as they moved as one unit. He felt a firm, warm hand on his shoulder. He was surprised that Bishop Miles was standing behind him. He hadnt even seen him move.


  Remember, Prince. Your thoughts of equity and negotiations, while noble, are not of our time. Maybe someday, perhaps in Prince Jasons court, but not today. Your greatest strength to date has been to be silent, invisible, and to make friends carefully and cautiously. You are wise to do this. Continue this strategy. Listen, wait, watch, and act.


  Victor felt his heart sink and his stomach felt as heavy as lead. His entourage was mere feet from him when he spoke quietly to Bishop Miles.


  I will never forget you.


  We will never forget you, my dear prince.


  Victor was about to move when the grip tightened on his shoulder, and the bishop whispered in his ear.


  When all else fails and you find yourself in desperate need, say the Paternoster prayer with your heart and soul.


  I dont understand…


  Just believe. Have faith that when you chant this prayer in its entirety with all your heart, you will be answered.


  Victor felt his eyebrows knit in confusion. It was an ancient prayer. So ancient the precise meaning was long buried on the dead planet far away in the Origins Sector. No time to respond, Victor focused on the encroaching formation. He took a deep breath and moved away from his mentors grip. He moved with deliberate steps to meet the sergeant of the guard. She was a tall, pale female who towered over him just like all of the other mixed-gender soldiers. But her uniform looked ill-fitting, as if she had lost weight suddenly and had not been fitted with another one. The males were broad and short with dark beards to match their crimson armament. The females were taller, with long, braided hair, lighter weapons, and eyes everywhere. The intersex soldiers were the most striking, with their purple eyes, dark complexions, athletic bodies, and very short hair. They too carried heavy armaments and kept vigilant of their environment.


  The sergeant of the guards stood at ease as she looked at him. He could feel her gaze and see her piercing blue eyes cut through him.


  My prince, I will convey you to Rising Sun for your journey. It is a glorious day that another member of our lineage takes a step closer to the throne. You have kept him far too long, Bishop. Her voice was firm but relenting, respectful and commanding. And sad. Why does her voice sound sad? Almost as sad as the bishops?


  We had prepared for him to remain with us to become a scholar. Would that be possible still? Victor ears perked up at the faint hope that the sergeant might say yes.


  Sadly, we need our prince. We need him to ascend to govern. It is his duty, she said with very little zeal.


  His hopes dashed, he felt his stomach sink, and his heart felt weak and burdened. But it was her lack of enthusiasm which seemed aligned with his own mood that made him see her more favorably. The sergeant continued to speak, but Victor found he was again bitter about leaving. His hand went to his scar.


  Why is our prince dressed in cloistered garb? Where are his royal robes, his servants, and his consorts? He is of age to take a spouse, she asked as she snapped her fingers. Two of her soldiers approached with red, purple, and gold silk robes. If the bishop was going to respond, his chance was cut off.


  Sergeant. I do not wish to wear my garments. The breeze subsided and a bird screeched.


  But they represent your noble station, my prince.


  And they draw a large target on my back for anyone with a laser-guided projectile. I would prefer to remain in my plain attire devoid of rank and privilege. It is more likely my enemies will mistake me for a prisoner and move on to find the prince. Are we agreed? Victor did not wait for a response. He had read at least fourteen military science articles in the last week alone. He was clear on battlefield protocol
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