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CHAPTER 1
As the execution drew near, the muted roar of the crowd grew louder in the cramped arena as spectators crowded into the aisles and walkways, making passage nearly impossible. The aristocracy gathered at the mid-level balcony seats, separated from the common hordes by a thick layer of armed guards, who moved through the place scowling as they shoved and kicked back the crowd as if they were feral dogs.
On this occasion, it was imperative that order be maintained. The most prominent citizens of Nethic would be in attendance, including those of the ruling house. Indeed, His Royal Grace, Crausin Van Laven, the Grand Duke of Nethic, would oversee the proceedings. He would naturally be accompanied by his wife and their three grown sons.
As their transport vessel descended into the midst of the arena, their eldest son, Lord Comron Van Laven, stood tall at his father’s right shoulder and gazed soberly upon the execution platform. It was an ugly, primitive structure of wood, rusted iron, and thick braided ropes. Bloodstains from executions past darkened the stage and rickety stairs. The metal slab and gleaming control panel seemed grossly out of place in this ancient setting. Nonetheless, the audience’s visceral connection to the archaic structure guaranteed its continued presence for generations to come.
Six shackled men stood at the center of the platform. Four were military officers stripped of insignia and rank; the other two were well-known political officials. One of the prisoners was stretched out on the metal slab, stoically awaiting his punishment.
Comron surveyed the throng of spectators. Their animated expressions were varied as were their vocalizations, demonstrating the mixed nature of their sentiments.
“Kill them!” shouted some.
“Free them!” cried others.
As the royal transport touched down, trumpets blared and drums began to beat. The nobility responded by rising to their feet; the rest of the crowd surged forward against the unyielding wall of guards. Their eyes turned toward their sovereign as he approached the vessel’s podium.
Comron stood back, watching his father, knowing the speech so well he could have delivered it himself. The ingratitude of their subjects had incensed the heir to the Nethicaen throne. How quickly they’d forgotten the horrible conditions they’d endured before his father began his reign. It had taken enormous pain and sacrifice, but Nethic was once more an economically viable state and a major contender in their sector of the Sellusion Empire. No one doubted that it was his father’s genius that had propelled Nethic to the upper echelons of the minor houses and yet some would have Crausin on the rack instead of the prisoners.
“Good citizens of Nethic, I bid you welcome!” the duke cried out and the crowd erupted with an equal measure of cheers and groans. “We have gathered for an event that deeply troubles my spirit. It saddens me tremendously to see the once protectors of our great and glorious kingdom,” he extended his hand toward the prisoners, “become its enemies.” He raised his voice over the howling of the crowd.
“My council has worked tirelessly over the past several years to address the needs of the people. For we understand that certain fundamental parts of our system are broken due to neglect, causing a great number of our citizens to suffer. But there is no simple solution, profound change cannot come overnight.” As Crausin waited for the cries to subside, he glanced over at Comron—he stood nearly a head taller than most men and possessed a fierce look in his striking green eyes, while his raven-black hair contrasted sharply against his fair skin—he was the very image of his father.
“The economic and social restructuring required to adequately serve the needs of our citizens necessitates sound methodology and planning. Full implementation of these initiatives requires your patience.” Again, he was met with a mixed response from the crowd. “We are committed to delivering on all of our promises.” He raised his fist. “I swear, we will not claim victory until each and every citizen of Nethic benefits from the bounty and prosperity of our labor. I’ve sworn to raise all of Nethic, so that all of Nethic will be glorified. But to accomplish this, I need your support and absolute loyalty.” His voice thundered, “Nothing will derail us; traitors to Nethic will not be tolerated!” For the first time, the roar of the crowd was overwhelmingly positive.
He signaled to the executioner to man his station. “For the glory of Nethic!” he shouted.
The crowd responded as one, “For the glory of Nethic! For the glory of Nethic!” He signaled to the guards, who responded by herding the prisoners up the stairs of the execution platform.
The drumbeat grew louder and the throngs stomped their feet in unison. The duke and Comron exchanged knowing glances as they shared a singular thought.
The delicate balance has been shifted. It is the prisoners’ blood the people demand, not ours.
The duke nodded his consent for the torture to begin.
The executioner passed his hand over a gray control panel. A blood-curdling scream pierced the air and a hush fell over the crowd as they watched the prisoner’s body buck and convulse under the assault of the disrupter charge. After a few seconds, the executioner lifted his hand from the panel. Despite the prisoner’s earlier bravado, he now whimpered in remembrance of the agony.
Comron glanced to the duke’s left where his mother stood in statuesque beauty. Her face was a mask of practiced tranquility. Even at the crack of the new cries, she barely flinched, demonstrating her full support of her husband’s authority.
The grueling episode repeated itself once more, before the executioner stepped up behind the quivering prisoner, wielding ominous ostako swords in either hand. The jagged, spring-loaded shafts remained enclosed within the main blade. He awaited the duke’s signal to administer the death stroke. When the signal came, the executioner deftly drew the blades across the prisoner’s neck, tripping the ostako switch so the blades shot out severing the prisoner’s head from his shoulders. The audience cried out in horror as the bloody head hit the ground, then bumped and tumbled down the rickety stairs.
The moment it reached the bottom, the crowd cheered lustfully for more. The decapitated corpse was removed from the slab and the next prisoner was dragged forward.
Comron noted the duke’s weary expression and shared his discomfort.
True, Comron projected his thoughts to his father, it is such a waste of competent officers, but now that they’ve turned traitor, they are no longer of any use to the crown.
He watched absently as the executioner’s assistants worked the restraints, securing the new prisoner. Therefore, the next scene was quite surreal for Comron. Three of the escort guards turned and opened fire on their fellow guards. The shackled military officers swiftly moved into action retrieving the weapons of the fallen guards as the crowd erupted in total mayhem.
As a single unit, the royal guard poured in around the duke and his family. But Comron glanced up in time to see a projectile strike the force field surrounding them. The field crackled and hissed before completely evaporating, leaving them exposed and vulnerable to attack.
“Get us out of here!” Duke Crausin barked over the deafening roar of the crowd.
“Sire, we’re trying, but navigation has been taken off-line,” shouted the commander.
“What in the blazes!” Crausin said. “Switch to manual operation.”
“Aye, sir.”
The vessel lifted unsteadily and pitched forward, spilling them unceremoniously to the floor. The duke cracked his head against the wall.
“Shield the duke!” Comron ordered, before grabbing a blast rifle and leaping over the side of the vessel down into the melee.
“Comron!” Crausin yelled as blood streamed down the side of his face. But the guards encircled him, cutting Comron off from his sight.
Before Comron hit the ground, he’d already managed to drop two of the prisoners and one of the rogue escort guards by blast-fire. He moved swiftly for a man of his height, keeping a cool head in the chaos. As three of the traitorous guards rushed him, he leaped into the air and twisted. His foot struck the guard’s head and snapped it. He came down and drove the butt of his rifle into the face of the other. Blood gushed from his nose. He kicked the third treasonous guard in the chest, sending him sprawling back and gasping for air. Comron grabbed the man’s neck and gave it a sharp twist.
One of the remaining prisoners fired his weapon at Comron but he dove to the ground, barely avoiding the projectile. Off to the side, one of the duke’s guards joined him and fired on the last rebel guard. The prisoner turned his attention away from Comron to assist his comrade. That was all the time that Comron needed to close the distance and engage the prisoner in hand-to-hand combat. While a shot through the head would have been more expedient, Comron had something better in mind.
The prisoner feinted to the left, but then slammed his heavy fist into Comron’s face and hammered another one into his gut. Even as he doubled over in pain, Comron admired the former military officer’s fierce and adept fighting skills.
Comron came up surprisingly fast with two jabs to the traitor’s left side before darting out of range. The prisoner stumbled back and braced himself. Comron dashed in again, landing powerful, lightning-fast blows, cracking the man’s ribs, and then slipped back out of reach.
As the prisoner stood stunned, Comron favored him with a taunting grin, beckoning him to attack. The prisoner growled and charged him. At the very last moment, Comron bent to the side and twisted to slam his knee up hard into the traitor’s gut, then drove his fist down across the prisoner’s back. As the man staggered away from him, Comron gazed up into the screaming throngs now barely restrained behind the iron barriers and the disorganized regiment of guards.
They were shoving and clawing at each other just to have a look at him, their valiant prince, fierce in the midst of battle.
Now was the time to act decisively.
He jumped up onto the execution platform and retrieved the ostako swords still dripping with blood and bits of flesh. He returned to the prisoner who was still upon his knees struggling to catch his breath.
Holding the swords aloft, Comron looked out into the sea of faces and a hush fell over the transfixed crowd.
“For the glory of Nethic!” Comron roared. The crowd erupted in a frenzy, as he drew the blades across the prisoner’s neck for a clean decapitation. He snatched the severed head by the hair and slung it out into the outstretched arms of his adoring subjects.
“For the glory of Nethic! For the glory of Nethic!” they cried till the rafters shook with their voices and unfettered revelry.
Elated, Comron grinned at the crowd until he caught sight of the duke’s transport moving toward him. The vessel dipped down, allowing him to climb aboard.
“That was a very foolish thing you just did,” his father said. “You could’ve been killed!”
“But I wasn’t,” Comron replied with a glint in his green eyes. “Further, it worked to our advantage. Listen to them!” He gestured at the sea of chanting throngs. “We have won their favor and reinforced our intolerance of treason.” He gave his father a self-satisfied grin. “We have also reminded them why House Van Laven itself is a force to be reckoned with.”
Comron saw the gleam of admiration in his father’s eyes and felt a strong sense of pride emanating from him. Nonetheless, he waited for the obligatory chastisement.
“Regardless,” Crausin snapped. “See that you leave the public dirty work to others.” He glanced up at the ever-present surveillance devices. “This little scene won’t play well before the Imperial Reserve Council as they consider our bid for a board seat.”
Comron laughed, still exhilarated from the rush of adrenalin. “The board is in grave need of a major overhaul. A few less heads might be precisely the cure.”
“Save your bloodlust for the faust fields.” The duke pulled his son aside. “I need you to focus on what just happened here and discern the real threat.”
“The real threat is that our navigation system’s codes were compromised,” he said without hesitation, “which means that the rebels have infiltrated the highest levels of our central security division.”
“Good, but what else did you observe?”
Comron’s brow furrowed. “There was something about the way the rebel guards moved ….”
The duke nodded. “Their fighting style was elegant, but blunted in comparison to the way Nethicaen soldiers are trained.”
Comron’s eyes widened. “You suspect off-worlders … House Bastionli?”
“I cannot be certain until we’ve interrogated the survivors. If House Bastionli is behind this, they will pay dearly for their meddling.”
***
That evening, after the day’s tumultuous events and the subsequent review of the intelligence gleaned from the interrogations, the Duke of Nethic sat alone in the darkness of his room. The glowing light from the viso-screen illuminated his face and he welcomed a bit of distraction at the late hour. The images on the screen were vivid and striking. Milky-skinned, naked bodies undulated rhythmically on black silken sheets, the male masterfully handling the flaxen-haired beauty who moaned appreciatively for him. As her verbal expressions of appreciation grew louder, Crausin became even more grateful that the observation room had been insulated for sound years ago.
Who knew the demure Duchess of Welbayne was such a boisterous vixen? he thought. The Duke of Welbayne, no doubt.
He recalled the duchess having approached Comron shortly after his astonishing display at the execution and, as usual, Comron had been only too willing to oblige the lady with a private audience.
And now, they would both gain carnal knowledge of the Duchess.
I will taste of her now. Crausin projected his thoughts telepathically to Comron.
As you command, my lord, Comron replied, never breaking his stride.
Crausin felt the subtle mind convergence, Comron letting him in to experience every sensation he did, to fully experience the pleasures of the Duchess of Welbayne. The duke tensed, sharply sucking in air as he gripped the arms of his chair. The Duchess felt even better than he’d imagined. The sensation pulsed through him, overwhelming him. For Frithe’s sake! They’d arch over the edge within seconds. He’d joined them not a moment too soon.
Welbayne’s moans reached a fevered pitch as did the relentless creaking of the bed. She feels like heaven, first heaven! Crausin thought as he lost all control ….
Simultaneously, Comron threw his head back and groaned aloud, his body shuddered, and then he collapsed onto the bed next to the duchess.
As Comron caught his breath, he stared up at the com-eye embedded in the lighting fixture and gave Crausin a grin of satisfaction. The duchess caressed Comron’s chest, running her fingers through its hair as she murmured words of admiration and suggested another go.
Will you take her tonight as well? Comron inquired.
Crausin’s chest heaved as he recovered from the joining. The powerful mental link they shared, combined with their remarkable physical similarity, made for plenty of bedroom amusement with the ladies of the court.
Yes … keep her warm for me.



CHAPTER 2
Vaush Bastionli, Honored Lady of Ti-Laros, struggled to remain focused as the sales agent droned on about the latest breakthrough in surveillance technology. If the captain of her guard nudged her one more time, she’d scream.
“As you are well aware, the industry in which we operate is highly competitive and prone to industrial espionage,” the Mobias agent said with a charming smile. “Therefore, we’ve developed this project outside our primary facility in favor of a remote location known only to a few of us.”
Acquiring this technology would be a major boon to her house especially in the face of the rising discord on the home front and the rate of defection to the rebel lines. Still, she’d rather be out among the people, doing what she could to leave this world a better place than she found it.
“So, if you would be so kind as to follow me,” the agent said, gesturing for them to stand, “I will escort you to our transport, which will take us to our facility.”
“Consider it from this perspective, Your Highness,” said Captain Laney to Vaush. “You may never sit upon the throne of Ti-Laros, but close this deal and your father will view you as infinitely more valuable to him than your insufferable sister.”
Vaush gave her a half smile. “Careful, Laney, she is still an Honored Lady of Ti-Laros and well ahead of me in the line of accession. Nothing will change that.”
“More’s the pity. Of all your siblings, you’d make the finest ruler.” Laney’s eyes scanned the room, noting all the exits and any suspicious behavior. She motioned to the other guard to walk ahead to scout the area.
“They were born and bred for that purpose, and I welcome them to it,” Vaush said.
“So that you’re free to trudge off to the next god-forsaken hellhole to save the village. Yes, you’re right,” Laney said wryly. “You’d make a dreadful ruler. Who needs a selfless, compassionate monarch lording it over them? You are the best of House Bastionli. Truly.”
“You know I harbor no aspirations for the throne. In fact,” she looked down at her common business attire, a three quarter linen cape over matching blue slacks, waistcoat, and fitted sleeveless blouse. A smart pair of boots completed the ensemble. “I feel quite at home dressed this way.”
As they followed the agent down the corridor, Vaush caught sight of a tall Tellurian investor. There was something about his gait that set him apart from the others—the long, steady strides, squared shoulders and head lifted as if nothing below his line of sight was worthy of his consideration. As he moved through the group, the others gave way without him having to utter a word.
Vaush discreetly pointed him out to Laney.
“A member of one of the Great Houses, I suspect,” Laney observed.
“House Nostrom?” Vaush said. “Then again, the haughty air suggests Warbrenger.”
“Good choice of disguise,” Laney commented. “Unless he removes the helmet or speaks at length, we may never know. No matter, it needn’t affect your purpose.”
“True.” Vaush craned her neck to have a better look. “But how bright can he be? Marching around here virtually broadcasting his standing, he’s compromised his ability to negotiate a good deal.”
Outdoors, the roar of the transport engines made it impossible to converse any further. They followed the others across the lawn and into the mid-sized vessel. Within the cabin, the smell of new leather and carpeting suggested that the transport had been recently renovated. A kindly attendant directed them to their seats and Laney indicated that Vaush should sit between her and the other guard.
They were halfway to their destination when an attendant approached again, asking if she could refresh their beverages.
“I’m fine, thank you,” Vaush replied.
The cabin attendant smiled and moved on to the next row.
Vaush adjusted her seat to a more relaxing angle and stretched out her legs, reflecting on what her father referred to as the finesse of negotiations. Never let your—
Suddenly, the transport dropped sharply, jostling the passengers and spilling drinks. The startled cries finally died down though the anxious look in their eyes begged an explanation. The attendants scurried about calming the passengers and sopping up the spills.
“Look at them,” Laney said, eyeing the attendants. “They’re just as scared as the rest of us.”
“What was that?” Vaush turned in her chair. “Even the most basic nav-systems should’ve been able to handle turbulence.”
“That wasn’t any turbulence,” Laney replied as she leaned out into the wide aisle. “I don’t like this one bit.”
The Mobias agent pushed past one of the attendants and hurried down the corridor into the cockpit.
“That’s definitely not a good sign,” Laney said. She spoke into the communicator at her wrist, notifying House Bastionli of the situation.
“A bit much don’t you think?” Vaush said, trying not to sound nervous.
“Probably,” Laney said unconvincingly. “But your father would have my hide if I failed to follow protocol.”
The agent quickly emerged from the cockpit with a broad smile, but his shifting eyes betrayed him.
“Esteemed guests, I do apologize for the bit of roughness, but please everyone sit back and relax. We will be landing shortly.”
Vaush nudged Laney. “See, you heard him. We’ll be landing soon.” Vaush sat back with a light smile on her lips. “You’ve gone and alarmed my father over nothing.”
But Laney wasn’t convinced. “Is your restraint secure?” she asked, jiggling Vaush’s seat belt. “Use the shoulder harness as well.”
“Really, Laney.” Vaush looked around. “I’ll feel like a fool in the shoulder restraints when no one else is wearing them.”
Laney gave her a hard look and lowered her voice. “At least you will be a living fool. Shoulder restraints on now.” She pressed the button on the armrest and the shoulder harness extended down over Vaush, securing her to the seat. Laney would not lose a member of the royal house on her watch.
No sooner had the restraint clicked into place when the sound of a hundred thunderclaps erupted all around, plunging the cabin into darkness. Terrified screams filled the air as the vessel dove downward through the atmosphere. A cacophony of crunching metal rocketed through the cabin as part of the cockpit tore away from the transport.
Vaush screamed as the wind roared through the cabin and sucked the attendants through the gaping hole.
Laney yelled into her communicator and kept a death grip on Vaush. One by one, seats were ripped from the floor and flung from the cabin with the passengers still strapped in them. The row of seats in front of them held, but the force was too much and the occupants were quickly torn away to follow the others.
Laney and the other guard tried to activate their shoulder harnesses to no avail. Realizing that the system was malfunctioning, Vaush tried to help them pull their restraints down manually. The harness wouldn’t budge.
The guard on Vaush’s left was snatched from her seat and hurled through the whole. “Gena!” Vaush screamed as her hair whipped around her face. She turned to Laney who had her harness halfway down even as she was jostled in her seat. The powerful suction pulled at Vaush, but the shoulder harness held fast. She reached over to press Laney’s harness all the way down, but before she ever heard a reassuring click, Laney was wrenched from her seat and sucked through the hole.
“Laney! Laney!” Vaush cried, as the pressure pulled at her. “Gods, no!” A foot struck Vaush in the head as two more passengers from behind went hurling out of the transport. The serving cart shot out and struck Laney’s empty seat sending both zipping through the hole.
Vaush screamed as blinding pain rendered her world into darkness.



CHAPTER 3
In the midst of the Privy Council meeting, Duke Crausin Van Laven’s personal communicator unfurled at his ear. He recognized his son’s voice immediately in the garbled, truncated distress call—
“… transport … down … coordinates … ”
Ashen faced, Crausin leapt from his chair and left the council members without so much as a word.
The duke raced down the corridor toward his private chambers and burst through the doors. “Get me the Patheisan government on the line immediately!” he barked at his chief administrator.
“Yes, Sire,” said the gray-haired rotund man as he hurried to comply.
Crausin tried incessantly to raise Comron on his personal com-link but there was no signal. His line was dead. With growing agitation, he tried to raise the Mobias Technologies executives.
“Sire,” the administrator’s voice came over the intercom. “I have the Patheisan chief liaison on the line. Is there someone specific with whom you wish to speak?”
“I want the prefect of the eastern district!” the duke snapped.
“Yes, Sire.”
Crausin paced the floor with hands trembling as he waited to hear from the Mobias EIC. What in the hell had happened? His heart pounded and his palms grew sweaty. The call coincided with the time Comron would have been aboard the transport to visit the Mobias production site. But the cryptic message left much unsaid. What happened to the transport? Why couldn’t he raise Comron? He shoved his hands deep into his pockets to keep them from shaking.
“Duke Van Laven,” said the Mobias assistant.
“Yes!”
“I’m putting through our EIC.”
Just then the holographic image of the EIC appeared.
The EIC forced a smile. “Duke Van Laven, this is an honor—”
“What happened to the transport carrying the investors to the site?” Crausin interrupted.
Before the EIC could ask how Crausin knew about the matter, he added, “My son was aboard that transport; he was one of the investors!”
The EIC’s face drained of color. “W-we are trying to locate it now.”
“Trying to locate it? How is it that you lost it?”
Wringing his hands, the EIC replied. “To avoid the local authorities, we flew below the radar, which meant even we could not detect them. They are overdue for landing, so we are back-tracking from the facility to the place of origin.”
Glaring at him, Crausin said, “Comron called from the transport to say it was going down.”
The EIC lowered his head as he leaned upon his desk. “We received a message from the pilot saying the navigation systems had been tampered with. That was the last thing we heard from them.”
Crausin raked his fingers through his hair, grabbing fistfuls, forcing himself to think clearly. “Is the search party underway?”
“Oh, we’re trying to, uh ….”
“Listen, you blithering idiot. If I don’t find my son alive, I will rain down havoc upon your mortal ass!”
The EIC snapped to attention. “We’ll have the search party formed directly.”
“You make damned sure of it. Spare no expense. I will cover the cost for anything you need. Call in the local authorities and put every man that you have on it. I want a status report every half hour!”
“Yes, my lord Duke.”
“I am on my way as well. I will contact you the moment I arrive.”
The EIC’s eyes widened and he clenched the edge of his desk. “Very good, Your Grace.”
Crausin switched off the link and the hologram vanished.
“Sire, would you have me contact anyone else?” the chief administrator inquired.
“Get General Stland on the line,” Crausin replied, pinning his hands beneath his arms.
“Yes, Sire.” He started to leave, then said, “Several of your privy council are here inquiring into the matter.”
Crausin shook his head sharply, cursing himself for having sent Comron on that damnable trip in the first place.
“You said nothing of it?” the duke asked his administrator.
“Of course not, Sire!”
“Inform them that I’ve been called away on personal business, and that I will return in time for the banking conference. Say nothing of the prince. Now go.” Crausin knew he should have disclosed more but could not bear the thought of them spreading rumors of the crown prince’s demise making it all the more a reality. The very thought of it set off another fit of trembling. He gritted his teeth and fought to drive the grisly images from his mind.



CHAPTER 4
Vaush regained consciousness with a dull ache in her head, and every muscle in her body protested against movement. Slowly, sounds of her surroundings filtered through her awareness—the buzzing of insects and the whooping calls of a bird. She breathed in outdoor scents of lush greenery and heavy moisture.
Rainforest? Seneyla Island?
Her eyes fluttered open and adjusted to the light. Above her, a green canopy of trees spread out filtering the sun and providing some coolness in the tropical heat.
What am I doing here?
Despite the aches, she attempted to sit up, but something restrained her. She realized then that she was still strapped to her seat. Memories of the exploding transport came rushing back, overwhelming her.
“My God!” she gasped as she worked the buckles to release the harness. Her eyes darted about, searching for other survivors. “Laney? Gena?”
She tapped at the personal communicator on her wrist. It was dead.
“Damn it!”
The piercing screech of a bird jolted her to her feet. She glimpsed it flying out from the treetops. “Is anybody there?” She turned in a circle, taking in her surroundings: the tall trees and hanging vines, ferns stretching high, and all manner of fragrant vegetation.
If she survived, surely there had to be others. She set off in search of them.
She ran along, leaping through the foliage and swatting vines as she made her way through the trees. At such a pace, the forest soon felt like a sauna. Great beads of sweat rolled down and stung her eyes. As she wiped at them, she stumbled over something lying across her path. It was too soft to be a rock or a fallen branch. She turned.
“No!” She backed away, recognizing the Mobias sales agent. He stared out, eyes dull and unmoving. From the odd angle of his neck, she knew it was broken.
A stiff breeze wafted through the trees, cooling her skin. In the distance, something white was billowing in the wind. Curious, Vaush made her way over to investigate and discovered some type of large parachute attached to what was left of the ravaged transport. Her heart pounded wildly and her hands trembled. What sort of carnage would she find inside?
When she finally looked in, it seemed as if she were staring into the gaping mouth of a great metallic shark. Razor sharp, jagged metal surrounded the opening; debris and insulation hung from the metal shards like rotting flesh. In the belly of the cabin, lay the shredded remains of the transport seats and bin contents. But there was no sign of any of the other investors—dead or alive.
In the midst of her turmoil, Vaush heard a moan from the aft section of the cabin.
“Laney!” Maybe she survived the fall and crawled here for shelter. With her heart soaring, Vaush ran toward the back of the cabin, shoving aside the fallen chairs and debris until she found the injured passenger.
“You!” She sighed heavily and dropped down next to the tall Tellurian investor lying on his side. Carefully, she turned him over onto his back. At once, she saw the large metal shard protruding from his abdomen just beneath his ribs. Blood soaked through his shirt and doublet, pooling on the floor beneath him. He moaned again before slipping into unconsciousness. She had only seconds to act before life ebbed away completely.
Keeping her wits about her, Vaush quickly searched the overhead compartments for an emergency medical box. She shoved aside blankets and pillows until she found what she was looking for. She dropped down next to him with the medical supplies.
“The first thing we need to do is remove your helmet so you can breathe a little better.” Lifting his head slightly, she unfastened the helmet and slipped it off. His dark, sweat-soaked hair clung to his head, slightly obscuring his deathly pale face. She wiped the hair away gently. Despite its pallor, it was a decidedly handsome face with fine features. But it was also frighteningly familiar.
Vaush froze as recognition dawned. She scrambled away from him, her face twisting in contempt. “Comron Van Laven.”
She cursed the irony of the situation. House Van Laven had been the bane of her family’s existence for centuries. Nothing but bitter animosity existed between their worlds, and though Vaush was not prone to blind hatred, she was not immune to the dark history between their families.
But there was more to consider than their age-old feud. Comron Van Laven had proven himself to be a barbaric man in his own right. One should not be fooled by his angelic countenance or outward guise of gentility. He was a deadly foe. She recalled the most recent media images of him gleefully decapitating a liberation fighter and tossing the head into the crowd as if it were a sports ball.
What would such a vulgar and cruel man do to the daughter of his nemesis? They were all alone with no one but the heavens to witness any violence he did to her.
“You should’ve had the good sense to die in the crash.” She steadied herself against the bulkhead and climbed to her feet.
I must signal for a rescue, she told her herself. After locating a homing beacon in the debris, Vaush silently thanked Laney for alerting the duke of their situation. Surely, her father would have a search party underway shortly. She glanced back at Comron. She was equally certain that the Duke of Nethic would be just as eager to find his precious heir.
Having no desire to run into a foul band of Nethicaens, she decided to put some distance between her and the wreckage. She gathered some food rations, a water canister, the medical kit, and a blanket into a knapsack and then headed out of the cabin.
“Farewell Prince of Nethic,” she said with a flippancy she did not feel. Absently, she felt for the chain around her neck where she temporarily kept the ring with her family crest hidden. At that moment, she had a flash of inspiration. All members of the royal houses wore crest rings. What better trophy and proof of Comron’s death? For, short of death, the prince would never part with it. The Duke of Ti-Laros would probably have the crest ring gift-wrapped and sent to Crausin Van Laven with his sincere condolences.
Vaush returned to Comron’s side and took his gloved hand into hers. “Sorry, love, but I don’t think you’ll be needing this where you’re going.”
She removed his glove, taking note of his strong, masculine hand and considered how adeptly those same hands had recently shed blood. She stared down at him and the full import of what she was contemplating hit her.
“This is a vile act worthy of you, Van Laven.” Disgusted, she threw his hand down without removing the ring.
“Please ….”
Vaush turned to find Comron’s eyes opened to mere slits, as if that were all the strength he had. Her touch must have stirred him.
Something in his plaintiff cry struck at the very core of her, forcing her to question the conviction of the principles upon which she based her life. She entertained no delusions—if the situation were reversed, Comron would leave her to die without wasting a second to deliberate. But she could not conduct her life based upon how this immoral man would have treated her.
Would you really travel light years away to help orphans in need, but refuse to walk three steps to render aid to a dying man? she asked herself.
She groaned, knowing what she must do, though she shuddered at the thought of her father, or any other Ti-Larosian, finding her playing nurse to a Nethicaen prince. She would be condemned as a traitor or worse.
“Please … help me,” the prince said with more urgency.
Heaven’s sake! She raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Forgive me, Ti-Laros.”
As if in a trance, she watched her very own hands pulling away his shirt to examine the grisly wound. She administered a hypo spray of anesthesia to his lower chest before beginning the gruesome task of removing the shard of metal embedded deep within his flesh.
Despite the anesthesia, Comron grimaced as she pulled the shard free. Blood and guts gushed forth and Vaush fought to keep down the contents of her stomach as a wave of nausea washed over her. But, somehow, she managed to hang on and push much of it back into place. She administered an antiseptic solution before using the flesh mender apparatus to repair any organ and tissue damage, and to seal the wound, accelerating the healing process. It would do until he could be delivered over to medical professionals. Using some carbonated water she’d found, she tried her best to clean off the excess blood, for he was a horrific-looking mess. Finally, she pulled a large bandage from the kit and carefully placed it over the now rapidly healing wound.
“There,” she sighed and wiped a trembling, bloody hand across her brow. The word traitor stabbed at her. But then she remembered that there was no one here to bear witness to what she had done. Not even Comron would be able to identify her as the one who had provided his care.
She cleaned her hands and then gathered her knapsack, determined to put this whole ordeal behind her. As she approached the opening, she immediately noticed that the skies had turned purple and thick with clouds. Just then, a fat raindrop splattered onto her head.
“Not now,” she protested, gazing heavenward.
The drops paid no heed as they fell even faster and with such force that within seconds she could barely see three meters in front of her. Cursing the downpour, she withdrew into the shelter of the transport’s cabin. She glanced over at the Nethicaen prince as he rested. Already his face was regaining a healthy glow. It was just a matter of time before he regained consciousness, but it would be hours before he could readily move about.
Thank goodness for that because, until the storm let up, she was trapped with a deadly enemy.



CHAPTER 5
Horrific images of the exploding transport filled Comron’s awareness. He had been flung so hard against the bulkhead, that it had knocked him cold. Afterward, his consciousness ebbed and flowed. There was the excruciating pain in his gut, then darkness, the sweet scent of a woman, the soft touch of her hand, and then nothing.
His eyes opened slowly. He tried to focus, but all was a blurry haze with smudges of color. He moved his hands gingerly over his abdomen where the mind-numbing pain had been, but only bandages and a dull ache remained where agony had once dwarfed all else.
One of the survivors, the sweet-smelling woman, must have tended to his wound. Was she still here? He turned to the side, straining to focus but all remained a blur.
“Thank you,” he said in the uniform imperial tongue.
Someone stirred but made no reply. Only the steady drumming of the rain could be heard.
“I am in your debt, assuming that you are the one who provided my care.” He waited, wondering at the woman’s reticence to speak.
“Yes, I am the one, and you are welcome,” came the feminine voice. The odd accent made it difficult to identify her origins. Though her knowledge of the language, the ease at which she spoke it and the excellent diction indicated that she was likely a noblewoman who must have disguised herself as a common investor, just as he had.
The prince squinted, looking in her direction. “Bear with me, my vision is rather poor. I can’t make out a thing.” His accent was heavy with the Nethicaen brogue. Surely this noblewoman would have no difficulty in determining his place of origin.
“It’s likely a side-effect of the medication that I gave you. Your normal vision should return shortly.”
“How many other survivors are there?” he inquired. He imagined the floor covered with the patients she was caring for.
“You are the only other passenger that I’ve found alive so far.”
“Oh.” He considered the grim implication. “And you? Were you injured?”
There was a hesitation, then, “I am well. We were low enough to the ground when my seat was thrown from the transport with me still strapped to it.”
“Then I am thankful that you had the foresight to apply your harness.”
“It wasn’t my ….”
“Yes?” he prodded.
“My traveling companion insisted upon it, before securing her own.”
Now he understood the source of her melancholy and reluctance to converse. “I am deeply sorry for your loss.”
There was a heavy sigh and then silence.
If she needed to grieve, he would leave her to it. He turned his attention to the business of securing a rescue. He attempted to sit up and groaned.
“Careful, you’ll rupture the seal.”
Heeding her advice, he lay back. He’d try again after an hour or two. Gazing up at the ceiling, more of the images began to take form. The overhead bins were open and most of the contents had spilled out. The individual breathing apparatuses hung down like withered fruit. This was no simple mid-flight accident; it was a direct assault.
At length he finally said, “I believe that there was a bomb aboard the transport and that the Fetawa Consortia was behind the attack.” Perhaps it would do her some good to take her mind off her friend.
This time she didn’t hesitate to reply. “The Fetawa may be Mobias’ business rival, but I seriously doubt that they would resort to such acts of barbarism. If they were discovered, it would put them out of business for good.”
He decided that he liked the sound of her voice even as he attempted to place the peculiar accent. “They might if Mobias had stolen their new surveillance technology that would have revolutionized the industry and put them out of business in the process.”
“You knew the technology was stolen and yet you were willing to purchase it from them?”
Comron suppressed a grin at her judgmental tone, imagining her sneer. “Mobias was charging a much lower entry fee.”
“Which made endorsing their theft palatable?”
Comron yearned to see the look of disdain that he heard in her lovely voice. The blurred images began to sharpen. “Regardless of whether the buyer knew the technology was stolen, they would have been just as culpable in the eyes of the law.”
“On what grounds?”
He enjoyed teasing such a haughty thing. “For failure to conduct the proper diligence before embarking on a questionable business deal.” He wondered if she caught the mild rebuke. Why hadn’t she been smarter and performed the research?
She must have caught it because she changed the subject. “How long do you think it will take for them to discover we’re missing?”
He hid his amusement and let his gaze fall upon this feisty woman. She was seated in one of the remaining chairs about two meters away. He judged her to be of medium height, slender build, and dark haired. Still, her accent eluded him; it almost felt stilted or perhaps even faked. The thought unsettled him.
“That all depends,” he replied, more intent than ever to learn her identity. “Patheis has an unusual atmospheric disturbance. The sun’s radiation plays havoc with their communication systems, particularly near their equator.” The details of her face now became clear: the flawless sun-kissed skin, the dazzling hazel eyes, the high cheekbones, the tip of her slender nose slightly upturned in an eternal state of disdain, the lips full and sensuous. A thick mane of wavy, dark hair fell past her shoulders.
He never imagined his angel of mercy would be such a beauty!
“Basically,” he continued, “it means normal sensors won’t be able to readily detect us. The best solution is to get to the coast. The disturbance is not as strong there.”
So familiar, that lovely face … he knew it, but from where?
“In what direction might the shore be?” She had turned away from him to stare out into the downpour.
It saddened Comron that she might attempt to leave immediately in pursuit of a rescue. “We were traveling along the shore before we crashed, so I don’t imagine it can be too far off.” If she would stay until the rain let up, perhaps he would be well enough to travel with her. “The forest is riddled with rivers and creeks that run into the ocean. Nonetheless, it could be dangerous out there.”
She glanced at him and cocked her head to the side. “Well, you’re certainly in no condition to deal with danger and won’t be any time soon unless you give yourself a few more hours to heal.” She returned her gaze outdoors. “Not that either of us is going anywhere in this deluge.”
During that last comment, she’d relaxed her stiff accent long enough for him to hear the true one.
Ti-Larosian!
His heart jolted as the full recognition set in. The reason she looked so familiar was because she was the youngest daughter of Larrs Bastionli, Duke of Ti-Laros. He sat up and stared at her.
“Wouldn’t you—” her voice faltered when she saw him.
“Vaush Bastionli,” he said in an accusatory tone. “Honored Lady of Ti-Laros.” He had paid so little attention to Larrs’ youngest daughter over the years, no wonder it had taken him a moment to place her.
Her fingers tightened around the arms of her chair. “You are correct, Prince Comron Van Laven of Nethic,” she replied, leaving no doubt that she knew exactly who he was as well.
Shock, anger, and incredulity washed over his face. He looked down at the large bandage below his ribs, then back at her.
“Your father is behind this, isn’t he? What does he intend to do with me?”
“My father?” she asked with wild disbelief. “Just which part of this nightmare are you suggesting that he’s responsible for? The part where our transport is ripped apart in mid-air killing my closest friends? Or the part where I’m stranded in the middle of nowhere with a belligerent, delusional Nethicaen?”
He remained silent, keeping his eyes fixed upon Vaush. According to her, everyone else was dead and only the two of them had survived. That was highly unlikely.
“Think about it,” Vaush added, “if this were some grand plot to rid the world of you, why would I have bothered patching you up instead of letting you die?”
“So, let’s get to the heart of it, Ti-Larosian!” he said as if uttering a curse word. “Why did you sa— help me? Did Larrs figure out that I was worth more alive than dead?”
She would not let his slip go by unmarked. “Help is a woefully poor euphemism for what I did, Nethicaen. You were at death’s door, and I saved your life.”
“Why?” he hissed. Not since the days of the Great Unification Campaign had Bastionli done any good toward Van Laven. When Nethic had needed Ti-Laros most, they betrayed Nethic and aligned with Emperor Sellusion.
She would not meet his eyes. “I gave you medical attention before I pulled off your helmet and realized who you were. By then,” she shrugged, “the deed was done.”
Even a child could see that she was lying. What did they have in store for him? “Like all Ti-Larosians, you’re a piss-poor liar or daft as a stone.”
Her stunning hazel eyes lit up at him. “I liked you a lot better when you were dying.” She rose from her chair and slowly approached, looming over him. “Watch your tongue, Van Laven. I will not warn you again.”
Prince Comron stared smugly at her as if to say, and now Bastionli, you show your true colors.
Vaush flipped him a cavalier smile. It was dazzling.
“It pleases me that you should owe the rest of your pathetic, inconsequential life to a Ti-Larosian, Bastionli no less. Deal with it.” She turned on her heel and walked away, hips swaying as she did.
He let the matter go without another word. Only a fool would continue trading insults in his present condition. He brushed his thumb over the bandage once more. His brow creased with the question of why. Did Larrs Bastionli intend to hold him as a hostage and demand the world of Nethic? He knew without a doubt that Crausin would go to war to rescue him, surely that wasn’t Larrs’ objective. As much as Comron despised the man, he knew Larrs wasn’t foolish enough to risk interplanetary warfare.
Vaush dropped into one of the chairs near the opening and gazed outward.
Comron drew his left leg up, feeling for the sidearm harnessed at his calf. If Larrs were behind this scheme, he would discover that it was Comron who held his daughter as a hostage.
Vaush shifted around in her chair and met his gaze. “Now that we’ve clearly established our mutual disdain and loathing toward one another, might I suggest we call a truce? Because all I really care about is signaling for a rescue off this rock. I’ll stop with the insults if you agree to do the same.”
A truce between Van Laven and Bastionli? What sort of foul game was she playing?
“Well?”
“Fine.” He hated the idea of it, but until he learned her true motives, he’d go along.
“Good.” Vaush relaxed into her chair and closed her eyes as the rain drummed down upon the roof.



CHAPTER 6
Two more hours crawled by, but the rain continued intermittingly. Comron remained in a deep, restful sleep as Vaush paced the cabin. This time Ti-Laros had arrived in time to save Nethic, she thought. Three hundred years ago, Ti-Laros was devastated to discover that upon reaching Nethic, there was nothing left of their comrade’s world to defend. Without their staunch ally fighting at their side, Ti-Laros had no other choice but to accept the emperor’s terms of surrender. What Nethic deemed as abject cowardice and betrayal, Ti-Laros called pragmatism and survival.
Growing restless, Vaush approached the ragged entrance and peered out. A dark figure moved between the trees. Her heart jumped and her hazel eyes widened as she tried to make out the shape in the pouring rain. Was there another survivor out there in need of shelter? Could it be Laney? Why did they choose to remain outdoors?
“Hello,” Vaush called out. “Is anyone there?”
She could hear nothing over the driving rain and there was no further movement. After a moment, she began to wonder if she had seen anything at all.
She groaned. “Will this infernal rain ever stop?” She had to put as much distance between her and Comron as possible to conceal the truth about what she’d done.
Follow the water flow, the Van Laven had said. That was perfect, now she’d have to place her trust in a Nethicaen for her survival. If only she’d been quicker to help Laney with her harness. Dear fiercely devoted Laney … you were far more than the captain of my guard; you were my closest friend and confidante.
Before her grief could overtake her, Vaush retreated back into the dryer parts of the vessel. She nearly jumped out of her skin upon finding Comron standing on his feet, leaning against the bulkhead.



CHAPTER 7
“Ach, you’re still here,” Comron said with a wary look.
The prince’s bloody shirt hung open, the clean bandage indicating that his wound was healing well.
She gestured at the rain. “Perhaps you’d like to brave the monsoon now that you’ve recovered?”
Just as the words left her mouth, a lightning bolt flashed and crackled loudly, sending her darting from the opening toward Comron.
“Just a frightened little girl in a storm, aren’t you?” Comron said with a throaty laugh as he walked over to a chair and lowered himself into it. “Not surprising considering your cowardly heritage.” Despite their truce, he would provoke a truthful response from her. “Poor Larrs. What a grave disappointment you must be to him.”
Vaush planted her hands on her hips. “I thought we’d agreed to stop with the insults.”
“Of course I agreed in my vulnerable state. But, as you can see,” he cocked a dark brow, “I’m fully recovered.”
“I should have expected no less from you,” she said, turning away in a huff.
The sight of it pleased him.
“So where exactly did the old man go wrong with you?” He intended to pick at the mental scab until he discovered why Bastionli would save the life of a Van Laven if it weren’t for treachery. “Or did he simply choose not to waste his time educating an addle-minded female?”
Vaush wheeled around, her hazel eyes flashing angrily. “I knew you were a knuckle-dragging cretin when I found you lying there, but I thought saving your life might make you a more tolerable person. Obviously, I was wrong, you mouth-breathing ingrate.”
His grin spread devilishly. “Why that’s quite a mouth you have there.” He placed his hands on his firm thighs and slid his hands upward, guiding her gaze. “I can think of far better uses for such a pretty mouth.”
Outraged, Vaush gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. But then her gaze fell to his groin, she squinted conspicuously, and then tossed her head back with laughter. “That might pass as adequate on Nethic,” she said, gesturing at it, “but we, Ti-Larosian women, prefer our men with a little more … well … just more.”
Forgetting his purpose, Comron’s smug grin fell away and the color rose in his face. He had half a mind to show her exactly how much more he had than any male she’d ever encountered. Part of him wanted to take her right there on the floor and make her scream his name in ecstasy.
And damn that alluring smile of hers! The way she moved as if she had no idea what it did to a man.
With enormous effort, he remained in his chair, glaring at her. “I’d prove you wrong, wench.” He eyed her figure with a false look of disdain. “But you’re not worth my time.”
“Me … or women in general?” she smirked. “Guess the rumors were true, eh?”
Comron’s eyes flew wide with indignation and rage. He shot from his chair and briskly grabbed her by the arm. “How dare you suggest such vile perversity when—”
She belted him in the gut, doubling him over.
“Mother of bitches!” he growled, fearing his wound had been ruptured.
“Don’t ever put your hands on me!” Vaush shouted and hurried to gather her things.
Before he could recover from the pain, she dashed out into the downpour, vanishing from sight.
Astonished, Comron stood there holding his gut. Without Vaush, he would have no leverage in the event that Larrs should make an appearance. And if Larrs never showed, it meant Vaush had acted on her own, and now he would never discover the reason why.
Ignoring the gnawing pain, he started after her until he noticed the bright red stain on the white bandage. If he didn’t treat it now, the wound would become infected and fester under the hostile conditions. He gazed out into the downpour and wondered how far Vaush would go before reason prevailed and she returned to their shelter. Reluctantly, he withdrew into the transport to treat the wound and consider his next move.



CHAPTER 8
Vaush awakened with a start and lifted her head from the damp earth. She couldn’t remember how long she’d run in the pouring rain, or when she had collapsed from exhaustion; all she remembered was the fear that raced through her when the Van Laven grabbed her. She’d suspected what the violent and vulgar brute had in mind and, based upon what she had observed of him down below, contrary to her disparaging remark, she had every reason to be fearful.
Of all the passengers who could have survived, why did it have to be an arrogant, chauvinistic, virile pig—the very embodiment of all things Nethicaen?
Testing her strength, Vaush slowly rose to her feet. Her head began to swim and she realized that in the day’s excitement, she had forgotten to eat a meal. She rummaged through her satchel until she found the food rations.
She sniffed the contents and frowned. According to the label, it was still edible. Left with no other choice, she begrudgingly spooned a bite into her mouth.
“What is this?” she grimaced, forcing herself to swallow it. She was just finishing when a twig snapped.
She rose and turned in the direction of the sound.
“Comron?” She waited, but no one entered the clearing. Could it be the same person she’d seen hunkering in the shadows while back at the transport?
“Who’s there?” With heart pounding, she remained rooted to her spot.
What if it wasn’t human at all? There had to be all sorts of feral creatures this deep in the wild.
As if in answer to her question, a low growl rumbled through the air. Vaush dropped the food container and took slow steps back. She fumbled at her pocket for the surgical knife, having no other means of protection against whatever lurked in the underbrush.
The bushes parted slightly, and a huge gold paw with razor sharp claws pushed its way through the tall grass and sank into the soft earth.
“Oh my God!” Vaush gasped. The golden panther emerged from the brush, standing a meter and a half tall at the shoulder. Large orange eyes glared out from underneath heavily hooded lids. With hackles raised, it let out another growl, revealing large saber teeth.
Vaush quickly scanned the area for shelter. Only trees and dangling vines surrounded her and she knew the panther would be adept at climbing those. She cautiously reached down with her free hand and picked up a fallen branch. She held it aloft, gripping it tightly.
The predator’s eyes locked with hers as it leaned back on its haunches. Vaush watched in disbelief, refusing to accept that her life would end this way, here on some backwater planet, in such an ignoble manner.
Vaush gritted her teeth and her pulse pounded in her neck. She checked that her grip was firm and stared at the cat without flinching. As the anger grew inside her, she was determined that she wouldn’t go down without a fight.
With lightning speed, the panther leapt forward, snarling as it hurtled through the air toward her. Vaush put the full force of her rage into a single blow to the beast’s head, before it landed on her, jolting her backward under its weight. The beast rolled to the side, confused by the blow. The force of the impact struck the limb clean from Vaush’s hands. She scrambled wildly for it, clutching the knife in her other hand. Just as she reached the limb, the panther pounced on her back, flattening her to the ground.
“Nooo!” she screamed. The panther’s large paws knocked her about like a rag doll, ripping at her flesh with sharp claws, drawing blood. Vaush squirmed around and drove the surgical knife down into the panther’s paw.
It drew back with a howl, then batted Vaush across the face. She lifted her arm to fend off the attack as it lurched forward and sank its sharp teeth down into her forearm. Her screams pierced the air as she fought desperately.
It finally released her arm. The great face of her attacker loomed before Vaush, bloody fangs slavering as it prepared for the fatal strike.
A loud bang cracked through the air, the panther threw up its head, and gave a harrowing roar before leaping off of her. Vaush gasped for air and her whole body trembled, waiting for the next attack. She dared to lift her head and saw that the panther’s attention was drawn elsewhere.
Straining to turn over, she glimpsed Comron Van Laven a few meters away, his firearm trained on the panther.
Vaush watched helplessly as the dazed creature mustered its strength and charged Comron.
Stalwart, Comron stood his ground and unloaded three more rounds into the beast’s chest. With all its momentum and weight, the golden panther sprang forward, knocking him to the ground. But Comron quickly rolled out of the way of the panther’s flailing claws. It continued thrashing about, blood pouring faster with each movement, until it moved no longer.
Vaush shuddered, the weight of what just happened hitting her hard. Tears burned her eyes and rolled down the side of her face as she fell back to the ground. Only shock prevented her from feeling the full measure of her pain as she lay there, bleeding profusely.
Comron’s face moved into view, his expression decidedly grim. His eyes were such a brilliant green and so intense that they sent a jolt through her. All at once her body began to shut down; her eyes drifted shut.
Her head began to spin, as she felt her body being lifted off the ground. She wondered if she were dying and her spirit were leaving her body. But then she felt strong arms enclosing her, and her head being pressed gently against a warm chest. She opened her eyes to discover the truth, the Crown Prince of Nethic had rescued her and now cradled her in his arms, carrying her away to safety. She swallowed down the lump in her throat and forced back the tears.
This couldn’t be the same brute that had treated her so contemptuously earlier. These thoughts faded from her mind as the gentle rocking motion of his long, steady strides lulled her to sleep.



CHAPTER 9
Concerned that more predators would be drawn by the carcass, Prince Comron put considerable distance between it and them, finally coming to rest near a fresh-water basin. Gently, he laid Vaush upon the ground next to it and removed the medical kit from his satchel.
Delicately, he loosened her bodice and pulled her bloodied arms from the torn sleeves of her waistcoat. He tore a few strips of material from his cloak and dipped them in the water to clean the blood from her wounds.
Vaush’s eyes flickered open. Instinctively, she tried to cover herself.
Comron held her arms still and spoke softly. “Hold still. I need to stop the bleeding.”
Her body went limp once more, and he continued the delicate work on her torso and arms. Once satisfied, he utilized the same flesh mending apparatus Vaush had used earlier on him. Within minutes, he sealed all of her wounds. All that was required now was some much-needed rest, and he admonished her to do so when she started to stir.
Having completed his work, he sat back and ran his fingers through the strands of his raven hair. And that’s when the hard reality hit him—I’ve just saved the life of Larrs Bastionli’s daughter!
He’d been making his way through the forest when he heard her screams. On impulse, he’d dashed toward the commotion and happened upon her just as the panther reared back to strike. In that horrific moment, the old hatred held no sway, only the compelling desire to protect her remained.
Even as he told himself he had only saved her to use as leverage against Larrs, he knew the attack was not part of Larrs’ plans and that, in fact, none of it might be.
As Comron watched the Ti-Larosian sleep, his eyes inevitably crept along her flat stomach and narrow waist, then up to the mounds of her breasts restrained under her satin-lace brassiere. Its light cream color contrasted exquisitely with her smooth complexion. She was a naturally bronzed beauty if he had ever seen one, with silky, soft skin beckoning to be kissed, caressed, and more.
Uncomfortable with feelings stirred by the enticing image, Comron covered her with his cloak and turned away. What would Crausin make of his actions? If discovered with her, he’d explain to Crausin that he thought it was best to keep her alive in case Larrs showed up. It didn’t matter that he no longer thought Vaush was in collusion with Larrs. For whatever reason, she’d overcome her hatred sufficiently to nurse him back to life, and now he wanted to remain with her to keep her safe.
She is Larrs Bastionli’s daughter!
The thought abruptly cooled the warm feelings growing inside.
Vaush stirred from her slumber, and her eyes came to rest upon him. “Thank you for helping me back there,” she whispered, as if speaking any louder would break the spell he was under.
“I saw the opportunity to repay a debt, and I took it,” he said curtly.
“Fair enough.” Her voice was sleepy, even so, she attempted to sit up, but never made it an inch off the ground.
“You’re in shock,” Comron said gruffly. “You should remain as you are and rest.”
“I am very tired.” She yawned, squeezing her eyes shut. A second later, those hazel eyes flew open. “What if another one of those creatures—”
“Nothing is going to harm you while I’m here.” He could hardly believe the words were coming out of his mouth. “Now sleep.”
Vaush’s eyes narrowed with skepticism, but Comron held her gaze until her eyes drifted closed and a light smile graced her soft lips.
***
When Vaush awakened a few hours later, the harsh reality of her circumstances set in. She was stranded in the middle of nowhere, Laney was gone, she had no means of signaling her whereabouts, and she’d been brutally attacked by a wild animal. But then she remembered the most unexpected part … Comron Van Laven.
She turned her arms over, examining them and her torso. Apparently, he’d made expert use of the flesh mender. Only minimal signs of any trauma remained and she felt no pain.
She spotted him a few meters away, surveying their surroundings as he consumed a can of rations. This Nethicaen had acted with more kindness and grace than she had ever imagined possible.
He glanced over at her. “Good, you’re awake. Do you feel ready to travel, or do you require sustenance?” he asked, pointing at the survival pack he’d carried.
“Thanks, but I’ve had enough of … whatever that is.” She slowly rose to her feet with his cloak wrapped around her. Locks of her dark, curly hair fell onto her face. She reached for one of the dried strips from Comron’s long cloak and fastened her hair back.
When she looked up at Comron, he was staring back with those mesmerizing green eyes. Her breath caught in her throat.
“We’d better be on our way,” he said.
“We?” Vaush said hesitantly. “So our truce holds?”
He nodded. “Until we reach the coast, anyway.”
“I’d be a fool to refuse your company in light of my recent attack.” She looked back at the place where she’d been lying and saw her tunic and leggings hanging on a branch to dry. The bloodstains had been effectively rinsed out, leaving only the tears to testify to her attack.
“You washed my clothes,” Vaush said in surprise. “Thank you.”
“The scent of blood would have attracted more predators,” Comron replied quickly.
“Well, thank you just the same.”
As she dressed, Vaush peered out of the corner of her eye to find Comron looking quite preoccupied. She chuckled to herself as she fastened her bodice. Seeing him out of context, out of his natural regal setting was rather revealing. For the first time, she looked upon the Nethicaen prince, not as the loathsome brute, but as a man of feeling and surprising kindness.
That Comron was one of the most handsome men she had ever laid eyes on only complicated matters.
He is still Van Laven, son of the vile Duke of Nethic, AND engaged to be married in four weeks.
That thought quickly tempered her burgeoning feelings. She snatched his cloak from the branch and advanced toward him.
“I’m ready to travel,” Vaush announced.
He stuffed his cloak into his satchel and briefly met her eyes.
“We still have a couple of hours of daylight left,” he said, as the color rose in his cheeks. “If we make haste, we can still cover a good bit of territory.”
She waved her hand. “Lead on, Lord Comron.”
Neither took note of the dark figure lowering his sniper rifle as they moved off.



CHAPTER 10
Dusk was upon them and Comron was guiding them away from the stream they’d been traveling along. The nocturnal creatures would most likely gather near the water, some to drink, and others to prey on them. It was best to avoid them.
In the thick, sweltering atmosphere, they were both drenched through as they maintained an aggressive pace. Eventually, they reached a small clearing Comron judged to be adequate enough to accommodate two people with a modest degree of propriety. He stopped and peered out, surveying the land. Vaush pulled up alongside him breathing heavily.
“I estimate another day-and-a-half’s travel to reach the coast,” Comron announced.
“Two more days of this,” Vaush said, catching her breath.
He glanced at her and moved off. Though he believed Vaush was innocent, he still hadn’t made up his mind whether or not this whole situation had been concocted by Larrs for some nefarious reason.
“Even if we had the means, it wouldn’t be prudent to light a fire,” Comron commented, hoping to avoid any uninvited guest.
Vaush gazed at the darkening sky. “No matter, we’ve got a clear sky and two full moons.”
Comron made no reply. He flipped the lid off his water canister and tilted his head back, taking several long swallows. He removed his shirt and poured the remaining water over his head, cooling his body. He felt Vaush’s eyes upon him, but when he looked, she abruptly turned away and drank from her own canister.
Larrs Bastionli’s daughter! He reprimanded himself, trying to extinguish the pleasure he felt at catching her staring.
He pulled a blanket from his satchel and stretched it out at the base of a tree. Vaush followed suit at the opposite end of the clearing, as far away as the space would allow. That he felt offended by this annoyed him.
He checked his wrist chronometer. Certainly, by now, Crausin would realize something had gone wrong and would send a search party for him. A slight beeping noise from his chronometer signaled an incoming message. He tapped the device to view the message. Unfortunately, it was merely a reminder of an upcoming appointment. Just as he had suspected, no communications could be received or sent.
The appointment was with a design engineer for the final approval on the remodel of Comron’s new home, the Tristain Hall estate. Crausin had observed Comron admiring the property one day and thus decided to make it a gift to him for his upcoming nuptials. The grand estate rivaled the Van Laven ancestral home in many ways. Indeed, it was a property fit for a Duke but, more importantly to Crausin, it was adjacent to the Northridge Castle estate, which would make them neighbors. Comron would remain as always, under Crausin’s watchful eye and constant control.
Even his betrothal had been scrupulously arranged by Crausin, every single detail of it. He shut his eyes against the rising bitterness. I must do this to obtain the Eskridge holdings.
Love was not a factor in the betrothal negotiations, the transfer of wealth and invaluable assets was all that mattered. In fact, Crausin had gone to great lengths to ensure that Comron would never come to love his future bride.
Initially, Comron had been enraged by Crausin’s cruel betrayal but, in the end, he understood that his father had simply wanted to expose Spira’s true lascivious nature before Comron had the misfortune of falling in love with her. Despite the humiliating indignity of it, the marriage would proceed as scheduled, for House Van Laven required the coveted banking deposits held by Eskridge. The grand wedding would be nothing more than the celebration of a lucrative business deal.
He touched the oath medallion that hung from his neck. I sacrifice myself so Nethic may gain a seat on the Imperial Reserve Board, and from there, a place among the Great Houses. I will toast to the glory of Nethic.
When Comron suddenly saw the humanoid figures emerging from the brush, he grabbed Vaush’s arm. Was Larrs finally making his play? The two figures staggered out into the clearing wearing tattered, bloodstained clothing.
Comron glanced at Vaush. “It appears we’re not the only survivors.” Now there would be witnesses to the collaboration between Van Laven and Bastionli.
“So it would seem,” Vaush replied.
When she started to rise, Comron seized her arm. “Don’t mention our names; they may not realize who we are.”
Vaush nodded her understanding and rose to greet them. “Hello, are you injured? We have medical supplies.”
Comron recognized the middle-aged Ballarian merchant. The heavy-set man’s dark hair was plastered to his brow, his dull gray eyes were haunted, and his face was smeared with grime. The woman with him still wore her lavender attendant’s uniform, though the left sleeve had been torn away. Her flaxen hair was a horrendous mess upon her head, most of it having escaped the clip that normally held it secure. She wore only one shoe; the heel had broken off it. Her expression was equally lost and shattered, though there was some life in her eyes at catching sight of them. Would the two newcomers recognize them as well? This could be trouble.
“Oh, thank Zelo,” said the Ballarian as he let Vaush examine the gash on his forehead. “We were afraid we were the only ones who survived. We ran across a few bodies on the way here.” He shook his head. “It was horrible, just horrible.”
After saturating a strip of cloth with water from her canister, Vaush glanced at Comron. “I need to clean the wounds. I could use more water, please.”
Comron hesitated; it was one thing for him to repay his debt to a Ti-Larosian when there was no one to witness the act, but to continue working with her now was a different matter entirely.
Vaush cast him a scathing look. “Never mind.” She rose and headed off to retrieve it herself.
Comron sighed heavily and went after her. “I’ll do it,” he said, taking her canister as he moved past Vaush. Given time, perhaps there would be another way to deal with this inconvenience without incurring her wrath. Why should I care what this Ti-Larosian thinks of me?
“I-I can help,” said the female attendant, hurrying to catch up with Comron. She peered up at him, looking a little less rattled and eager to be of assistance.
As they made their way back to the creek, Comron considered the implications of the new development. The fact that he and Vaush weren’t the only survivors gave more credence to the theory that Larrs Bastionli wasn’t behind this whole mess. Was it all just exceedingly bad luck?
“I’m Halyn,” said the attendant as she knelt next to Comron, filling her canister.
Comron glanced at her. Though he mostly saw fear in those clear blue eyes, there was also something else. “Yes, I remember you from the transport. You refreshed my drink.”
She smiled sheepishly and there was the look—the look most women gave him—the one Vaush had not.
“I’m glad you made it,” she said brushing a few strands of hair from her eyes and returned her attention to the canister.
Comron glanced back into the brush and considered how simple it would be to rid himself of one of his problems.
“What is your name?” she asked, screwing the lid back on the water container.
Damn it. “Rhence,” he replied, giving his younger brother’s name.
“Rhence,” she repeated and extended her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”
He accepted her hand and cocked a brow. “Not the best of circumstances.”
The sober look returned to her eyes. “I know … I wish I could have done more to help the others. It all happened so fast.” She shook her head and gave him a look of utter helplessness. “They trained us, but I wasn’t prepared to deal with anything like this,” she fretted.
Thank goodness you weren’t the one who happened upon me, he thought. Only then did it occur to him how greatly Vaush differed from Halyn. From the beginning, Vaush had proven herself to be levelheaded, feisty, and fully competent in rendering aid to the injured.
“I’m sure you did all you could,” Comron said as he rose from the bank. “We should get back to the others.” He suspected that there were many perils in this place that would lend themselves fairly well to relieving him of this inconvenience.
Vaush had managed to clean most of the dirt from the Ballarian’s face and was ready to make use of the flesh mender. Comron watched as Vaush tended to him, saw the earnest and kindness in her manner. He imagined her as she had tended to his wounds. Had there been a hint of animosity as she healed the wounds of her family’s enemy? Why had she helped him when she could easily have let him die?
“Here you are,” he said, handing Vaush the water. When she glanced up with those amazing hazel eyes to thank him, he saw genuine warmth and gratitude. Caught off guard by it, he naturally reciprocated the gesture until he noticed Halyn watching him. Immediately, he moved away from Vaush.
Resentment filled him as he found himself wishing the two had never joined them, needlessly complicating the situation. Why wasn’t Vaush equally concerned? Didn’t she fear Larrs learning of her treasonous acts?
Finishing her work with the Ballarian, Vaush approached Halyn. “That cut on your leg. We’d better do something about it before it becomes infected.” Halyn nodded and followed Vaush over to the fallen log where the Ballarian sat.
Comron returned to his bedding and sat with his back against the tree trunk. Night was falling rapidly, and they would need their rest for tomorrow’s journey. Perhaps Halyn and the Ballarian could be bribed into silence. If Nethic ever learned of his dealings with Vaush, he could never hope to become its ruler. Though the confrontation had occurred centuries ago, the hatred burned brighter than ever before between their people.
By the age of five, every Nethicaen could recite the tale of how the Ti-Larosians had betrayed Nethic and left their world to be burned by Emperor Sellusion during the Unification Campaign. He recalled how Nethic had held out for months under siege, hoping beyond hope that Ti-Laros would honor their pledge-bond as they had in the past and fight alongside them. They sent messenger after messenger, calling on Ti-Laros, entreating them to hurry before all was lost.
Ti-Laros hadn’t arrived until after the last of the great Nethicaen cities was reduced to a charred cinder, and their great army was completely decimated. At that point, Ti-Laros surrendered to Emperor Sellusion, and they were generously rewarded for bending the knee without a fight.
Though Ti-Laros made feeble attempts to win back their favor, Nethic staunchly refused any aid that Ti-Laros offered to rebuild their world or to hear any of their cowardly explanations for failing to come to their rescue. Nethic finally exacted their revenge by assassinating the Grand Duke of Ti-Laros, and thus started the recriminations and cold warfare between the two, once strong, allies.
But today, Ti-Laros had arrived in time to save his life despite the bitter history between them. Comron sighed heavily and glanced over at Vaush.
She was kneeling, applying the antiseptic to Halyn’s calf. Halyn jumped in fear, knocking the device from Vaush’s hand. When Vaush abruptly reached down to retrieve it, Comron heard the blast-fire whiz through the air and saw Halyn’s head snap back and splatter.
“Whoa!” Comron exclaimed as he dropped down and drew his firearm. He peered out from behind the tree wondering who the hell was firing at them.
More blast-fire erupted into the air. Vaush jumped to the ground and instinctively scrambled toward Comron. The Ballarian followed suit as Halyn’s lifeless body fell backward over the log she’d been sitting upon.
Comron dove to the ground just as two more shots hit the tree trunk, cutting it in two. Comron turned to Vaush and motioned for them to follow him out of the clearing into the brush. Scurrying on their bellies under the hail of automatic blast-fire, they hid in the thicket.
Vaush started to speak, but Comron covered her mouth and pointed in the direction from which the shots were fired. He attempted to activate the radar on his blast gun but, as he guessed, the atmospheric disturbance interfered with its operation. He’d have to shoot blind. He felt around on the ground for a stone, then slowly rose and tossed it several meters to the left. There was sudden motion up ahead and Comron reacted quickly, bringing his weapon to bear and squeezing off three rounds in the general direction.
They heard a sharp cry of pain, a bit more commotion, and then they heard the soft rumble of an engine as the assassin sped off on a single hovercraft.
“My God! Who was that?” Vaush said, peering up over the brush. “Why are they shooting at us?”
Comron clenched his jaw as he considered the question. He was certain that the shot that took out Halyn was meant for Vaush. But was the shooter only after Vaush or was she simply the first target? And where the hell did the shooter come from? Had he been a passenger aboard the transport? Comron moved off in the direction of the shooter.
“What are you doing?” Vaush hurried after him as the Ballarian remained behind in shock over the loss of Halyn.
“Hush! He might come back,” Comron said.
“Do you think this is wise?”
“You can stay back there with him.”
“Without a weapon? I think not.”
She followed him as he searched the area where the shooter had lain in wait. After a moment, Comron squatted down, brushed some leaves aside, and then reached for a small metallic object. He held it up, squinting at some writing on the side of it.
“A shell from one of the rounds he fired,” Vaush observed.
“So it would seem.”
“A bit sloppy of him to leave it behind.”
“I hit him. He panicked.” He turned the shell over until he found what he was looking for.
“Poor Halyn,” Vaush said sympathetically. “I have a feeling that first shot was intended for me. I’ve made so many enemies in my line of work, there’s no telling who might be after me. But what I can’t figure out is how they could’ve possibly known that I’d be marooned here?”
Comron slipped the shell into his pocket and stood. “You weren’t the target, just the bonus.”
“How could you possibly know that?” She tried to keep up with his long strides as he headed back to camp.
“You’ll just have to trust me,” he said over his shoulder.
“There’s someone out there trying to shoot me. I think I deserve to know who it is.”
Comron’s mouth drew to a firm line.
“You recognized the markings on the shell, didn’t you?” Vaush pressed.
He cut his eyes at her, admonishing her to lower her voice. The Ballarian was off to the side lamenting over Halyn’s body and Comron didn’t care to have anyone overhear their discussion. How could he confide in a Ti-Larosian that a Nethicaen assassin had been sent here to kill him? The markings on the shell were Nethicaen and indicated they were off the latest production lines, which meant someone very high in rank was behind the attack. He had no doubt the same person who orchestrated the assault on the imperial transport back on Nethic had likely tampered with the navigation system on the Mobias transport as well.
If only he could communicate this information to Crausin.
“The shooter will need time to treat his wound and possibly remove the projectile. We should move off, find somewhere else to camp before he returns.”
Her hands planted firmly on her hips. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what you know.”
Comron glanced at the Ballarian whose eyes were now upon them. “Then stay here and take your chances,” Comron barked and moved past her to gather his things.
She huffed at him, but went to retrieve her gear. “Come, Wensel,” she said to the Ballarian. “I’m sorry for your loss, but we need to be on our way.”
Wensel looked up at her with wet eyes. “Please, just a moment more.”
Vaush nodded and moved off to join Comron. In a low voice, she continued her inquiry, “If I wasn’t the primary target, who was? And why would I be considered a bonus?”
Comron pulled his doublet on over his bare skin. The corner of his mouth tugged to the side as he held his silence.
But Vaush wouldn’t be deterred. “Only Nethicaens think of Bastionlis in those terms.” Her eyes widened with the sudden realization. “The assassin is Nethicaen, isn’t he? And he’s been sent here to kill … you.”
His jaw twitched, he shot her a hard look. “That’s dangerous information for a Ti-Larosian to possess.”
She leaned in closer and spoke sternly, “No more dangerous than you possessing knowledge that a Ti-Larosian intentionally saved the life of a Nethicaen prince. Royalty or not, they’d split me on the rack and run me through with a disrupter rod if they ever learned of it.” She inclined her head in earnest. “You keep my secrets, and I’ll keep yours.”
The tension visibly dissipated from Comron as his instincts told him he could trust her. The conspiratorial bond forming between them was a nuanced thing he was slowly warming to. Now that he knew for a certainty that Larrs Bastionli wasn’t responsible for the attack on the Mobias ship, he concluded that Vaush Bastionli had chosen to save the life of her worst enemy simply because it was the noble thing to do.
Clearly, this was a woman of noble character, a person unlike any Ti-Larosian he’d ever had the misfortune to know. Still, discretion was warranted.
“Look, our truce still holds,” Comron said. “But we can’t have the Ballarian witness any unduly cordial behavior between us. You understand, don’t you?”
She looked away. “Of course.”
“It’s for your own good. You yourself stated what could happen to you if Larrs were to get word of it.”
She nodded reluctantly. They both turned as Wensel approached.
“I’m sorry,” Wensel said. “I thought it improper to just leave her there that way.”
“It’s all right,” Vaush replied. “I also lost a dear—”
“Unless you both want to end up like the girl, I suggest you get moving,” Comron said as he headed off. “Come on!”



CHAPTER 11
After trudging through three more kilometers of dense forest with nothing but the silvery light of the moon to guide them, Comron found a new clearing in which they could break camp for the evening.
The clearing was smaller than the previous one, forcing Vaush to place her bedding a little closer to Comron than she would’ve liked. It wasn’t that she feared he’d act inappropriately toward her. After all, Wensel was here and, despite his initial actions, Comron had proven himself to be a gentleman. It was her own feelings that gave her pause.
Try as she might, Vaush couldn’t banish the image of his tall, sculpted frame from her mind—the broad, rounded shoulders and muscular chest, the rippled abdomen where the water had cascaded down over his lower parts …. His strong, sinewy arms had felt wonderful wrapped around her when he’d carried her after the panther attack. She’d never felt so safe or cared for when she’d slept knowing he would remain there, watching over her.
Even now, with the assassin out there, she felt safe with Comron near. Vaush hated that he felt obliged to maintain their distance for appearances’ sake. She would have liked to pass the evening talking to him, to take advantage of the rare opportunity to know the man, this Nethicaen prince. She lifted her eyes to him and found it to be like gazing upon a planet-bound god. Her mouth twisted—a planet-bound god engaged to be married in four weeks!
She turned away and noticed that Wensel had already finished eating and had bedded down for the night. With his extra weight, the poor man wasn’t doing well in the sweltering heat and the unrelenting pace at which Comron drove them. No wonder he’d passed out so quickly. Perhaps she would have too if it weren’t for the exhilaration coursing through her. Again, she found her gaze drifting toward Comron about a meter away, his long legs stretched out before him.
You have no right to entertain such thoughts, he is promised to another woman!
“Is something wrong?” Comron asked in a tone that suggested he was bored. He reclined against the trunk of a tree and folded his arms behind his head.
“Pardon me?” Vaush said surprised he was speaking, but then she heard Wensel’s gentle snores.
“You look … perturbed,” Comron said.
Her faced burned shamefully at being caught in the midst of her carnal thoughts. She parried nonetheless, trying to right herself. “I was contemplating whether or not we would be rescued before the Murkudahl Treaty Hearings begin.”
His expression fell abruptly.
“They start in five days, you see.”
“I’m well aware of that,” he replied curtly, though keeping his voice low so as not to disturb Wensel.
“I may attend the hearings with my father,” she said, fabricating further.
Comron chuckled softly at that notion. “Only two delegates are permitted per territory. I seriously doubt your father would choose you over your brother, Skarus, or any of his senior advisors.”
A wave of humiliation and jealousy washed over her as she tried to figure out whether the barb was a compliment to Skarus or an insult to her. She knew that Nethicaen society held women in fairly low regard, celebrating them as glorified breeding vessels and providers of pleasure, but not much else.
So, deep in thought, she almost started when Comron said, “You bruise far too easily.”
Vaush could already hear his next words, which shouldn’t surprise me, being an inferior female. Though he didn’t actually speak the words, she could see it in his smug countenance.
“If Larrs chooses Skarus over me, it will be because my father and I do not share the same opinion on the matter.”
Comron’s green eyes lit up beautifully. “Then you are in favor of overturning the emperor’s edict?”
“No, I support the edict, but for altogether different reasons than my father.”
“Oh,” Comron said, disinterested.
“Father cares nothing for the welfare of Murkudahl. Guarding his share of the power-generation industry is all that concerns him.”
The spark returned to his eyes. “And who knows what sort of innovations will be discovered once we open trade negotiations with them?”
She shook her head and smiled condescendingly. “The Murkudahl have no interest in engaging in trade with our system. They want nothing to do with us and have plainly stated as much.”
“They don’t know what we have to offer.”
“It doesn’t matter. Thirty years ago, after they nursed the crewmembers of the damaged ship back to health, they made it perfectly clear that they wished to be left alone. The emperor’s edict assures that the Murkudahl wishes will be honored.”
He cocked a brow. “The emperor is dying as we speak. Once his son is enthroned, his first order of business will be to overturn the Murkudahl Edict.”
Her cheeks burned. “And you see nothing wrong or immoral about that?”
He favored her with a faint grin, his green eyes so entrancing she nearly lost her train of thought.
“Oh, aren’t you the brave one, storming off to exploit a pacifist society,” she chided. “You’d think twice if the Murkudahl ever had a mind to defend themselves with their vastly superior technology.”
“At least then they would earn my respect.”
“You think them cowards.”
“What would you call someone who stands idly by while others take what belongs to him? A man defends and protects what is his. If he won’t, he doesn’t deserve to hold on to it.”
“Perhaps what they truly treasure cannot be stolen by common thieves,” she retorted.
“Splendid. Let them hold onto what they value, and we’ll take the rest.”
“And, in the process, potentially rouse the wrath of an ancient alien race that has petitioned to be left alone. Did it ever occur to you that they are doing it for our good, not their own? Given their technological superiority, I suspect that if the Murkudahl ever had a mind to, they could rise up and squash our sad little civilization like a bug.”
The look in his eyes told Vaush he had considered this very thing. The Murkudahl were far more advanced than any civilization they’d ever encountered. Yet they stood aside and allowed themselves to be exploited by lesser beings.
The question of why had to be on the mind of any person of intelligence and good sense.
But, if common decency wouldn’t dissuade him from the course, perhaps fear and shame would. “You will be consumed, to the point of annihilation, by your own pride and avarice. There is a primal rage rising amongst the masses and when it is unleashed in its full fury there will be nothing and no one left standing in its wake.” She would not be quieted by his mesmerizing gaze. “And, instead of dealing with this like the grand statesmen you all purport to be, you cower like frightened children in search of bigger sticks, amongst the Murkudahl no less, to fight off your worst fears.” And now it was apparent that she had found his weakness.
“We are the ruling class,” his tone was arrogant, his manner full of divine right. “The way we govern will not be dictated by a bunch of rabble. My father has done a tremendous amount of good for Nethic, has turned it around and established it as a major contender in the financial sector. All Nethicaens should fall on their faces before him and laud him for the prosperity he has brought to them instead of fomenting rebellion and dissent.”
“Obviously, a significant portion of your citizens do not share in this prosperity. Why don’t you try listening to your people? You might find that all they really want is their right to—”
“They have no rights but what we grant them!” He said in a harsh, biting tone.
They both turned at Wensel’s stirring. Once Vaush was certain he was sound asleep, she spoke softly, “And yet you wonder why your own people sent an assassin after you.”
Her words struck him like a smart slap in the face. He looked away, fuming and sullen. Vaush’s heart raced with the exchange as she awaited his retort, but none came.
The prolonged silence that followed saddened her; she had so enjoyed the verbal sparring.
And you thought I bruised too easily.



CHAPTER 12
Profound hatred blazed within Crausin upon learning that Ti-Laros was also in orbit around Patheis as Larrs Bastionli’s daughter had also been aboard the fated Mobias vessel.
Fearing a bloody confrontation that would surely ensue between the warring factions, the Patheisan government insisted that the two parties remain in orbit while the authorities conducted the search on the ground. Each of them could send down a small, unarmed party to assist with the search.
After several hours of meticulously searching every bit of the intended landing site, the first signs of the wreckage appeared. Floodlights illuminated the area surrounding one of the transport seats that still had a body strapped to it. A few minutes later, a series of flares were set off to notify the team that the transport had been found.
Word was immediately sent to both parties and the com-link established. On the large viso-screen, Crausin caught sight of the horrific wreckage spread out across the forest and he nearly collapsed from his anguish.
“Frithe have mercy.”
The search team unleashed silver mechanical dogs and sent them into what remained of the transport. No humans were allowed for fear they might contaminate the site, jeopardizing the work of the forensic team. The metallic skeletal structures pranced lightly around the transport with sensors on high alert to detect even the most miniscule scrap of evidence.
Within the hour, the forensic director was ready to deliver his preliminary report. The conference lines were opened, and the director’s face appeared on the screen in the main window, Larrs Bastionli’s in a smaller one.
Crausin gritted his teeth as his anger broiled. A quick wave of his hand over the controls wiped Larrs’ dark, brooding face from his screen.
“We found substantial traces of blood and tissue specimens in the vessel indicating severe trauma and loss,” said the fair-haired, middle-aged man. “The weapon used was a deuterium-based bomb, commonly used in guerrilla warfare scenarios. The initial attack targeted the navigation system but, when the pilots quickly circumvented the problem, the attackers chose to detonate the bomb. It seems the initial blast from the bomb ripped away the cockpit exposing the rest of the transport—”
“Enough with the science lesson,” it was Larrs’ rumbling bass voice interrupting the director. “Where in the blazes is my daughter?”
From the brief glimpse of him, Larrs was just as Crausin had remembered—a tall, barrel-chested man with dark, curly hair rapidly graying at the temples and sideburns. But his reddish-brown skin remained free of the wrinkles that should accompany a man of his age.
Under the weight of Larrs’ aristocratic tone, the forensic specialist became flustered.
“Y-Yes, Your Grace. I was just getting to that.” He looked down at his comp-pad, tabbing the pages, seeming to have lost his place. “Here we are. We did find small traces of her blood, indicating that while she was aboard at the time of the attack, she was not mortally wounded as a direct result of the explosion. However,” his eyes fixed upon Crausin. “We found substantial amounts of Prince Comron’s blood on the floor of the transport, indicating that he sustained severe injuries in the attack.”
Crausin suddenly couldn’t breathe and the room began to spin. “But his body, my son’s body isn’t among the wreckage, is it?”
“No, my lord, it’s not, which is the mysterious part. The blood that flowed from his wound had been exposed for about thirty hours, yet twenty hours ago he was able to leave you this message.” The specialist showed Crausin the metal serving tray. Written in blood were the words, “Crausin, going to the coast. Find me there. 1250 hrs 3143.”
Crausin’s eyes glistened with unimaginable joy and relief. Comron, I’m here! Just as you knew I would be.
Already, he could feel the specter of his father, Edred, shrinking back, cursing in the darkness as he withdrew into the mental abyss.
He took a slow deep breath. His tone was even, restrained. “So, he survived the crash and is making his way toward the shore. Excellent.”
“Yes, Your Grace,” the specialist said. “But the evidence also clearly indicates there must be at least one other survivor.” He seemed to be offering Larrs some hope, however small it might be. “My guess is, Prince Comron was severely injured, and one of the other passengers administered medical aid to save him. Look.” He fed more data into the com-link, and a three dimensional model appeared. “There are shoe prints in his blood, far too small to belong to the prince, so we can assume they belong to the person who tended to him. But we only see one set of shoe prints outside of the transport. They’re larger. I think they belong to the prince.”
“What happened to the smaller prints?”
Crausin could hear the scowl in Larrs’ voice.
“I don’t know. But given that there is no one inside the transport, I would say the smaller passenger left as well. There are no signs of a struggle or trauma beyond the immediate wreckage. It rained about twenty-five hours ago in this area. It’s very possible the smaller passenger helped Prince Comron and then left before or during the rain, therefore his or her prints were washed away.”
“In which direction have they headed?” Larrs asked.
“I’m hoping the mechanical dogs will pick up their scent soon and give us some indication. But, with the atmospheric distortion, their abilities are substantially curtailed.”
“Well, I’m taking my men and heading to the coast,” Crausin said full of optimism.
“Unless the dogs pick up a scent indicating otherwise, I recommend we follow suit,” said the specialist.



CHAPTER 13
Comron stared up into the night sky. The stars sparkled like brilliant diamonds against a velvety black canvas and the sounds of the night seemed to animate the evening. Under the right circumstances, he could find Patheis to be a wondrous place of solace but, as it was, the questions surrounding the day’s events would give him no rest.
Who had sent the assassin? Was the entire royal household the target or just him? Was it the work of a lone rogue-rebel or was it orchestrated by the core of the resistance movement? The nature of the off-world attack led him to believe that it was a well-designed, coordinated strike involving resources beyond Nethic.
He sighed heavily. Crausin, where are you? You need to know what I’ve learned.
With the assassin still hunting them, he didn’t imagine he’d get a wink of sleep. He was grateful that the shooter had been overly confident and given himself away by firing first at the girl. That costly mistake had been the difference between life and death for them. In addition, the act had removed one liability, now he only had Wensel to worry about.
Perhaps, on tomorrow’s journey, fate would present him with another set of circumstances that would make for swift disposal of the man. If he had to help it along, so be it.
He suddenly felt Vaush’s gaze upon him. His eyes drifted to his left where she laid upon her side, head propped by her hand. A light smile touched her lips and something within him melted at the sight of it.
“I really wasn’t trying to antagonize you earlier,” she said.
Even in the moonlight, he could see the gold flecks in her hazel eyes. They seemed to glow from within.
“Then you have a great deal to learn about diplomacy.”
“Ah, diplomacy, the art of keeping the peace, until you can find a big enough stick to take what you want.” She sat up. “I suppose there are certain subjects that push my buttons.”
“So I gathered.” He crossed his long legs at the ankles. “Actually, it should come to me as no surprise that you feel the way you do. It is quite common for the idle rich to turn to ideas of social reform and philanthropy, especially the ones who’ve never had to work for their wealth.”
Her smile faded. “Idle? You presume to judge me?”
“You’ve expressed your mind on the matter, and I’ve had sufficient association with your type to put forth the theory.”
“What exactly is my type?”
“Bored aristocrat.”
Her mouth dropped open.
“When it really comes down to it, the sense of philanthropy is born out of boredom, too much time and resources on your hands. Despite all your posturing and eloquent speeches, you would never let your manicured hands become soiled by those you claim to aid.”
“That,” she jabbed a finger at him, “may be true of the pseudo-philanthropists that move in your circles, but you couldn’t be further from the truth about me.”
His pleasure at needling her was thinly veiled. “Let me guess. Once or twice a year, you organize some exquisite fundraiser championing the affliction of the day where you milk your acquaintances for every drop they can spare. Then you haul in some wretched soul from off the streets, and clean him up, of course, so that you can tolerate his stench for the day. You do all that so you may publicly bestow your gifts upon him. And then, you and your crowd go home feeling smugly superior and pleased with yourselves.”
“Have you always been this cynical?”
“Do you deny it?”
“I categorically deny it. Ever been to Midress … visit the new orphanage there?”
He frowned. “No, I haven’t.”
“I didn’t think so,” she said as if she just scored a major victory. “But you’ve been to Seneyla, no doubt.”
He nodded reluctantly, sensing he was being set up again.
“It figures.” She rolled those lovely eyes. “Mind if I tell you how I spent my spring holiday three seasons ago?”
He shrugged his consent.
“I wanted to treat my attendants to a much-deserved three week holiday in Seneyla. While there, we decided to venture out and see the local life. Needless to say, we were shocked and dismayed to see the deplorable conditions in which the natives lived, especially within five kilometers of the most extreme opulence. Even the locals who earned a living working at the resorts barely made enough to survive. It was appalling.”
His bored expression remained unchanged.
“After we’d been walking through the city for about an hour—”
“Wait … walking?” he asked with a look of incredulity. “Even you can’t be so naïve as to expose yourself to that sort of danger. You could’ve been robbed or killed, and you would’ve deserved it for such gross imprudence.”
She folded her arms across her chest and leveled him with a stare.
“Just an observation,” he muttered. It astonished him how easily she unnerved him with a mere look.
“Naturally, we disguised ourselves in the native garb. And, furthermore, my companions were no mere attendants. They were highly trained and skilled professionals, my personal guard.” She paused a moment and then looked away. “Two of them were with me on the transport.”
He nodded. “I am sorry for your loss.”
She shook her head, bouncing her silken, dark curls. “As I was saying, we happened upon a crowd forming in the street. All the commotion was over a child who had stolen a loaf of bread. Poor thing was nothing more than skin and bones.”
This was no surprise to Comron, but finding himself desiring her approval, he furrowed his brow as a show of compassion.
“Apparently, their laws were quite antiquated and the storekeeper was adamant that they be enforced. The child’s mother pleaded for mercy for the punishment was that the boy should lose his hand.” She paused for effect.
“That’s typical in an underdeveloped society. What did you expect?”
She ignored his question and continued. “The authorities asked the mother if she could pay for the shopkeeper’s loss, which was ten times more than what the woman could earn in a week. Left with no other choice, the officer started to carry out the punishment.
“I called the officer in charge, and I ordered my attendant to pay the shopkeeper and had the boy released to his mother’s custody.”
“Other than saving the boy’s hand, what do you think you accomplished?”
“I wasn’t finished with the story.”
“Dear gods, there’s more.”
“I realized that most of them suffered the same plight as the boy. Some of them wore aprons or uniforms, so I knew that they weren’t lazy or idle, but workers of some sort. I bought the butcher and baker’s entire stock. All who could demonstrate that they had worked that day were given a warm meal.”
He inclined his head, smirking. “And the statue they erected in your honor, was it made of bronze or platinum?” Privately he conceded she had gone above and beyond the obligatory display of charity, but he refused to give her the satisfaction of admitting he was wrong about her.
Vaush fixed him with another frosty glare but continued. “For two weeks we remained and did the same each night.”
As he listened to her go on, it occurred to him that this sort of work came as easily to Vaush as breathing. Saving the helpless was her passion, her mission. Even if Crausin himself had been lying on the transport floor dying, Vaush would have saved him too. Strangely, it disappointed him that there was nothing unique or exceptional about what transpired between them. He was simply her latest charity case.
“So, what happened to your fattened wards once you left?” he asked, endeavoring to stave off his melancholy.
“I established a foundation to continue the program but only to feed those who’d proven they’d worked that day, no matter how menial, so as not to encourage a sense of entitlement or sloth. So there is that.” She hid a smile. “And I acquired one of the smaller Seneylian resorts. I employ several of the townspeople and pay excellent wages. Despite the expense, it still generates a healthy profit which is reinvested into the town to build decent homes, schools, and municipal facilities.” Her mouth twisted to the side, “Unfortunately, there are so many causes and never enough funds to go around.”
Comron was forced to admit that there was still a great deal of mystery to this woman. She was breathtakingly beautiful, naturally so, without all the trappings. Being the daughter of one of the most powerful and wealthy families in the sector afforded her immense privilege and luxury – she could have the whole world eating out of the palm of her hand, noblemen tripping all over themselves to win her heart. But such frivolous endeavors were not worthy of her time or attention.
He couldn’t help feeling naked in her presence as if nothing he had to offer would ever impress a woman like Vaush. Not that impressing her was his intention. Inevitably, his mood darkened.
“Larrs must be so delighted with you trudging around on backwater worlds, risking life and limb for people your father wouldn’t bother to spit on.” He wondered at her sudden change in disposition, as if he had mentioned something troubling to her.
“My father and I see eye to eye on very little.”
“Yet, he allows for your various foundations and charities.”
“So it would seem.”
He watched her as she gazed up into the night sky pretending to be fascinated by the glittering stars.
“Either that or you’ve been rather clever in concealing your operations from him.”
Her eyes revealed her trepidation at the thought of being exposed.
“Seems we have another secret to put into the vault.”
Her hazel eyes glowed with gratitude. The corners of her mouth turned up slightly, only hinting at a smile. How many different smiles did this woman have? He wished he were at liberty to find out.
He shook the thought from his head.
“With the sniper still out there, we should sleep in shifts,” Comron announced, thinking it best to end their discourse before he betrayed Nethic altogether. “Why don’t you rest now, and I’ll wake you in a couple of hours.”
“Very well,” she said agreeably and turned over onto her side with her back to him. “Good night, Comron Van Laven,” she whispered.
The sound of her voice pleased him immensely, particularly the way she spoke his name. Her tone was deceptively soft, witty at times and, just then, astonishingly … sultry. He closed his eyes and tried not to think about her narrow waist and the luscious curve of her hip, or the perfect roundness of her sweet ass.
He clenched his jaw and fought the powerful urge to move over and draw close to her, to touch her and feel her body against his ….
Damn! It was going to be a long night.



CHAPTER 14
The next morning, Comron kept them moving at a fast clip through the dense foliage, making it as difficult as possible for the assassin to get a clean shot at them. The heat from the morning’s sun turned the thick air into an oven as Vaush and Wensel struggled to keep up with Comron’s grueling pace.
She didn’t dare ask for a break. From the moment she’d awakened, he’d been in a particularly foul mood, barely speaking, and only then to growl orders at them.
She wanted to be rescued just as badly as he did, but she saw no reason to be so belligerent about it, or act as if he couldn’t get away fast enough.
Each time he turned to look at them, his expression was so full of annoyance she wondered why he didn’t abandon them altogether.
Vaush knew they were slowing Comron down considerably but, despite repairing Wensel’s injuries, he was in no condition to undergo such a physically exhausting endeavor. And, with the heeled boots Vaush was wearing, going any faster was simply out of the question. Her explanation did nothing to improve Comron’s mood.
Up ahead, she saw him kneeling next to something on the ground. Upon closer examination, she realized it was another one of the investors from the fated flight. It was a female corpse and Comron was removing its shoes.
“Have you gone completely mad?” she asked aghast, Wensel appeared equally appalled.
“She doesn’t need them anymore.” He held up one of the shoes, a flat sturdy ankle boot. “Looks about your size too.”
“I’m not wearing a dead woman’s shoes!”
“You will wear them, or I’ll leave you behind to fend for yourself.” He removed the other one. “Here, put them on.”
“You’re really going to make me do this?” she asked in utter disbelief. “This is wrong on so many levels. It’s sacrilegious; it’s stealing.”
“So, leave her your boots in exchange,” he said exasperated. “I mean it, Vaush. Put the damn shoes on and let’s go.”
She glared at him, but he met hers with an equally unyielding stare.
“Put them on now,” he growled.
“Please, just do as he says,” Wensel said, looking frightened that an even more unpleasant confrontation would arise.
She snatched the shoes from Comron. “Fine, but this is unforgivably profane,” she muttered as she flopped to the ground and began pulling her heeled boots off.
“Hurry unless you want the sniper to paint the forest with your brains.”
“Oh,” Wensel groaned in memory of Halyn.
“For Frithe’s sake, man,” Comron exclaimed as he began helping Vaush lace her ankle boots. “You just met the woman twenty-four hours ago. What could she possibly have meant to you?”
“Comron,” Vaush said in alarm.
“What?” he replied impatiently. “I want him to stop moping around and you to move faster so we can get the hell out of this place.” He stood and hauled Vaush to her feet. “Now let’s go, double time.”
Despite the macabre aurora, Vaush had to admit that the shoes felt far more comfortable. But she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of saying as much as she fell in behind him. Wensel pulled up the rear.
Comron gave her a knowing look nonetheless. “You’re welcome,” he said over his shoulder.
After two more hours of traversing the forest, there was still no sign of the sniper as they proceeded alongside a widening stream. By now, Vaush was soaked clean through in the sweltering heat. The cool crispness of the shimmering water beckoned to her as the sunlight danced across the surface. What she wouldn’t give to take a quick dip in the coolness of it.
Further ahead, Comron stood at the bank waiting for them.
“What is it now?” Her eyes scanned the forest for the shooter.
He turned his empty canister upside down. “Water break.”
“Thank heavens,” Wensel said, all bent over and panting.
Vaush reached for his water canister. “Wait here. I’ll bring you some water.”
“Heaven bless you,” Wensel said and collapsed onto the ground, looking pale and clammy.
Vaush followed Comron down to the water’s edge where they both knelt to fill their containers. Comron remained vigilant, surveying the area. “He has to be somewhere close.”
Vaush cupped the cool water and splashed it onto her face, letting it run down her neck. It was so refreshing.
“Stop.” Comron latched onto her wrist as his eyes scanned the area.
“What’s wrong?” She followed his gaze into the brush.
“Listen, do you hear anything?”
She strained, but could hear nothing, not even the ever-present sounds of the woodland creatures. “Other than the gurgling of the stream, nothing.”
Comron drew his silver sidearm. “That’s what I was afraid of. Where’s Wensel?”
She hitched a thumb over her shoulder. “Probably passed out back there. You’re driving him too hard. Maybe you could—”
“It shouldn’t be this quiet,” he said, cutting her off. “Get down.” Crouching low, they made their way back toward the large trees hunkering down next to one.
“The vibration of the shooter’s hover cycle must have disturbed the forest,” he said.
Vaush pressed in closer to Comron and was surprised at how her heart raced at their close proximity. He peered over his shoulder at her, sending a rush of exhilaration through her, making her feel like a lovesick schoolgirl.
He continued scanning the forest for the assassin. She forced herself to do likewise, but saw nothing to betray his location.
“We need a better vantage point.” He pointed at the tree branches above them. “I’m going up. Wait here.”
“No, it’s too dangerous. What if he sees you?” she asked with a little more feeling than she had intended.
“We can’t remain here like sitting ducks; it’s time we went on the offensive.” With that, he tucked his gun into the back of his waistband then leapt up to the lowest branch and deftly climbed the tree.
Vaush sat below, watching him ascend to the highest branches that would support his weight. She looked out into the forest—still no movement, no sign of the shooter.
A moment later, the screech of a bird pierced the air. She glanced up at Comron who was stretched out across a branch with his blast gun drawn. His eyes locked with hers, he placed his finger against his lips, and then shifted his body out of sight. Her mouth clamped shut even as she began to tremble in panic.
First, she saw the black barrel of the high-powered blast rifle slicing through the brush. Then a heavily armored, camouflaged man stepped into the clearing with her. It was all Vaush could do to keep from looking up at Comron, which was the absolute worst thing that she could do. And where was Wensel? Not that he’d be of much help.
With her back against the tree trunk, Vaush slowly rose to her feet, directing her eyes to gaze out into the brush as if searching for Comron.
The man approached tentatively, eyes vigilant, glancing up occasionally in search of his primary target.
“Where is the Van Laven?” he barked in a heavy Nethicaen accent.
Her heart thumped loudly in her ears. “I-I was slowing him down. He abandoned me. I am Ti-Larosian of House Bastionli.”
He spat on the ground. “Your stench gave you away.”
“My father, the Duke of Ti-Laros will be searching for me. If you harm me in any way, he will hunt you down like the miserable dog you are.”
His lip curled into a sneer, white teeth shown against a face painted in green and brown camouflage.
“You don’t need that kind of trouble, do you, Nethicaen?”
His dark eyes continued scanning the area but the rifle remained trained on her.
“Do as you wish with the Van Laven, Ti-Laros will never whisper a word of it,” she said, seeking to allay his fears about leaving a witness.
“Which way did he go?”
She pointed behind her. “That way, he moves quickly but if you leave now you could catch him.”
“Do you really expect me to trust a dirty Ti-Larosian not to squeal?” His finger rested upon the trigger.
“Whatever Nethic is paying you, I will triple it.” She inclined her head at him. “Face it, you’ll never be able to return to Nethic. You’re too much of a liability to your backers. But we could set you up off-world in the lap of luxury.”
Something landed with a thud a few yards behind the assailant. The sniper wheeled around and Comron dropped from above right on top of the man. The sniper’s rifle flew out of his hands and Vaush was quick to grab it.
Comron threw two quick punches, breaking the assailant’s nose. The man produced a jagged knife and slashed Comron’s arm. As the prince recoiled, the sniper lunged at him again with the blade, but Comron twisted away and scrambled to his feet. The two men were of equal height and stature but the shooter wore combat armor while Comron remained vulnerable with his arm bleeding.
The sniper growled and charged the prince. Comron shifted at the last moment, grabbing the man’s wrist, using his momentum to flip him over onto his back. Still holding his arm, Comron twisted it.
“Arrg!” The man struggled to get free, but Comron planted his knee in his chest, applying his full weight.
He wrenched the serrated blade from the assassin’s hand. “Who sent you?” Comron demanded.
The man glared up at him with eyes dark as coal. “Your father!” he laughed.
Comron swung the blade down impaling the man’s free hand to the ground.
Vaush winced as the man howled in pain. Just then, Wensel darted into the clearing with eyes wide and frantic. “Dear gods!” he exclaimed before Vaush pulled him aside. They both watched as Comron continued his assault.
“Who sent you?” Comron’s voice was low and deadly. He twisted the blade, shoving it deeper into the shooter’s hand. “Now, I’m going to break every bone in your body starting with this arm.” He began applying pressure to the limb while twisting it.
When Vaush heard the bone snap, a cold chill ran down her spine at the realization that Comron fully intended to make good on his threat. She couldn’t see the man’s face, but his cries of agony told her everything. Wensel turned away in horror.
“Branson, his name was Jules Branson,” the assassin cried.
“Who does Branson work for?” Comron pulled the blade from the man’s hand eliciting another shriek of pain. He placed the tip of the blade at the corner of the man’s eye.
“I-I don’t know, but he carried the Undersoll sigil.”
“You’re lying, dog!” Comron said, nicking the man’s eye with the blade.
Vaush backed away at his cries, frightened at how far Comron might go to extract the truth from this man. Wensel covered his ears and squeezed his eyes shut.
“I swear. I saw the red hawk on the fool’s kerchief when he held it to his brow.”
Comron appeared stunned by the revelation and Vaush felt relieved that the crisis had been averted. The shooter was no threat to them injured and weaponless.
Nonetheless, Comron persisted. “Where did you meet Branson?”
Vaush couldn’t see what Comron was doing, but the man’s garbled cries bore witness to the continued torture.
“At the Black Crown in the northern province of Ruboris!” he howled.
“When?”
“Arggt!” The shooter’s legs kicked and bucked.
“For Zelo’s sake,” Wensel cried. “Just answer him, please.”
“A fortnight ago! No more, please!”
“What was your mission?” Comron said, not letting up. “Am I your only target?”
“Yes, arrhg!” His heels dug deep grooves in the dirt. “I was sent to finish you if the crash did not.”
“Mother of bitches! Did they provide a reason?”
“None, just the money,” the shooter groaned.
“How much was your sovereign’s life worth, traitorous dog?” Comron flung the jagged knife aside.
The man’s body trembled with agony. Comron’s armed cocked back, slamming down twice. “How much?”
The shooter spat out blood and his legs convulsed.
“Five hundred … thousand ….”
Comron grabbed the man’s head. “Receive your payment in full.” He twisted it sharply. Vaush heard the clean snap.
“Comron!” Vaush cried. Wensel fainted.
Comron shot her a feral look, his tone was filled with venom, “You heard his confession. That was justice.”
As he loomed before her with traces of the shooter’s blood on his doublet, Vaush stepped back, but she would not be silenced. “You have laws and courts to deal with these matters. Or is vigilantism the rule of law in Nethic?”
“Do you see any laws or courts out here?” The vitriolic sarcasm dripped from his voice. “I am the Crown Prince of Nethic, which makes me judge, jury, and executioner. Furthermore, this is none of your affair.” He moved past her down to the water’s edge to clean himself up and tend to his arm.
Such arrogance! Vaush fumed as she checked Wensel’s pulse. How could Comron be capable of such vicious brutality and surprising tenderness? He terrified her and drew her in, all at once.
She watched him kneeling upon the bank, struggling with the flesh mender to get the proper angle to heal the gash.
Vaush went to him, knelt next to him, and held out her hand. “Let me have it.”
He hesitated a moment before surrendering the mender.
The cut reached around to the back of his arm, he lifted it slightly at her urging, his taut muscles flexing with the movement. Vaush steadied herself and focused on the task.
“There, now you just need a bandage.” She pulled one from the medical kit. He was staring at her when she placed it upon his arm and smoothed it against his flesh. She saw the emotion welling in his eyes. Her breath caught in her throat.
“I’m … sorry that you had to witness that back there. I allowed my anger to get the better of me.”
She found her voice. “Well … he did try to kill us. I’m not sure I can blame you for being so angry.”
“It wasn’t just that.” He looked away from her. “House Undersoll … it is my maternal house.”
“Your mother’s house?” she said, suddenly understanding his sense of betrayal. “Surely, you don’t think she—”
“No, the queen herself is completely loyal to us,” he stated confidently. “But I cannot say the same for her relations.” He raked his fingers through his raven hair. “I must get word to my father. We’ll push hard and hopefully reach the coast by nightfall.”



CHAPTER 15
Duke Crausin Van Laven stood in the center of the room staring at the hologram of Vice Chancellor Dorian. The man had the classic Van Laven look, the fair skin, raven black hair, and the brilliant green eyes. Though he was nearly ten years Crausin’s senior, the duke would always remember him some thirty years ago standing in the corridor of Northridge Castle with Edred on their way to go riding. For it had been cousin Dorian who’d accompanied his father on the day of the horrific visitation by Champion’s ghost. Only now, Crausin knew it was merely a sadistic prank orchestrated by his father, but he always wondered if cousin Dorian had played a part in it.
“Sire, per your wishes, I haven’t breathed a word concerning Prince Comron’s situation to the rest of the council,” Dorian said. “But they are demanding to know whether you will attend the Sector Banking Conference.”
Since the last report, Crausin had learned that Larrs’ daughter had been attacked by a panther and that the same panther had slugs in it fired by Comron’s weapon. Likely, Larrs’ daughter was the one who had administered aid to him and now they traveled together toward the shore. Though the idea galled him beyond measure, he could forgive Comron this under the extreme circumstances. Still news of his collaboration with a Ti-Larosian could never leave Patheis, not if Comron ever hoped to rule Nethic.
“Of course I will attend the conference,” he snapped as if it were preposterous to think otherwise. Everything hinged upon their attendance where they would make a formal bid for a seat on the board. That and their marriage alliance with House Eskridge would all but guarantee their position as one of the most powerful Houses of the Second Tier.
“Even if you don’t find your son today?” Dorian pressed.
“I will find Comron, and we’ll both attend as scheduled. Now if there is nothing else.”
Dorian stared at Crausin in that irritating manner that he had. It was a mixture of concern and regret. In a word, pity.
“As a contingency plan,” Dorian persisted, “I could make arrangements to attend … in case of any eventuality, however unlikely.”
Crausin approached the Vice Chancellor’s hologram and spoke in a low, menacing tone. “Haven’t you already done enough, cousin Dorian?”
Dorian’s eyes narrowed, but then the pitiful look returned.
Crausin would endure no more of it. “You will not attend the conference. Now leave my sight, you rancid sack of shite!”
Dorian’s mouth dropped open just before his image vanished from the room.
Crausin inhaled deeply endeavoring to steel himself against the onslaught. He could already hear Edred’s voice taunting him, humiliating him, calling him by the pejorative “Lamb.”
“Go away. Go away,” he said through gritted teeth. Comron where are you?
You had to send him on this trip. You destroyed him just assuredly as you killed your mother and me. You destroy all that is good in your life.
“No!” Crausin raked his fingers through his hair and clutched some, nearly ripping it from his scalp, to shut out the voices. “You’re dead, go away.”
Remember Meglyn? Good lord, what you did to that poor girl. You’ll burn for that. You will burn for all the misery you’ve caused.
Crausin fell to his knees and clamped his hands over his ears, trying to drown out Edred’s voice. “Please, no. Not her, not again. Please ….” He slumped over as the room spun around him. He was slipping again, uncontrollably, and there was no one to fend off Edred’s attack … all faded to black and then—
***
The flaxen-haired woman draped across Duke Edred’s arm smiled sweetly and spoke in hushed tones. Her shimmering gown swayed softly with the lithe movement of her hips. Seventeen-year-old Prince Crausin Van Laven followed a few paces behind the two down the dimly-lit corridor. He walked with shoulders hunched and eyes lowered to avoid the curious stares of passersby. The air was thick with the scent of jasmine and exotic spices, reminding the prince of the many women who had frequented Northridge Castle as guests of his father, the duke. He could hear the sounds of music and merry-making emanating from behind the closed doors; an occasional sound of pleasure broke forth. He had been brought here for one purpose alone.
“You are seventeen today,” his father, Edred, had said earlier that morning. “It is high time that you pulled your nose out of those books and started learning your way around a woman. Consider it your birthday gift.”
The flaxen-haired woman giggled at something the duke had said. “You should be ashamed of yourself for saying such things, Your Grace,” she cooed.
With his mother deceased ten years now, Crausin had no one to argue compassion on his behalf, not that Cristalla would have taken up his cause. Why would she when she preferred death to being his mother? Ten years had passed but his heart still wrenched at the thought.
Please, no melancholy thoughts of her, not on your birthday, said Comron.
“Where have you been?” Crausin whispered fiercely.
What does it matter? I’m here now, aren’t I?
Crausin clenched his jaw.
Oh, stop looking so severe. You’ll scare off the girls and ruin everything.
“This place is perverse and obscene, I would save myself for my future wife, but he’s forcing me to this,” Crausin said, glancing at his father then back to Comron. “Why are you grinning? Angels have no interest in such carnal vices.”
Comron chuckled. I never told you that I was an angel, at least not the sort that you would find in one of the scrolls you’re always
poring over. Comron gave him a sly grin. I am the sort that feels whatever you feel. When you touch them, I will be touching them. When you lay with them, I will be laying with them and when you finally enter them, I will—
“Stop it!” Crausin snapped, garnering a vicious glare from his father and a curious look from the woman. As usual, no one could see the Comron of his mind and would simply think Crausin mad. “I’m sorry …,” he said staring back at them. He’d learned long ago to make up excuses for such outbursts. “It still troubles me to see my father with anyone other than my mother.”
Duke Edred shook his head sharply, warning Crausin that he had no patience for any foolishness tonight.
“Oh,” said the woman before returning her attention to the duke. They continued on their way.
You see, if I stay, I will only cause you more trouble, said Comron. They can’t see me; they don’t understand.
Crausin’s eyes pleaded for Comron to remain.
No, Crausin. You must simply trust that I am with you, as always. He lingered a few seconds longer before fading away.
The party reached their assigned suite, the Emperor’s Chamber. Crausin entered behind his father, keeping his eyes to the floor until the flaxen-haired woman bid them farewell and excused herself. Duke Edred had already moved forward, warmly greeting the cadre of enticing young women awaiting them, calling each of them by name. The prince shrunk back, hoping to go unnoticed as he had in the past when his father dragged him to such events.
Crausin closed his eyes attempting to summon Comron to no avail. He opened them upon hearing the chorus of laughter being directed at him. Mortified, he went for the door only to find it locked soundly. One of the girls held up the key mockingly before dropping it down her blouse between her breasts.
They spoke of him as if he were not there, laughing and making sport of his discomfort. When one dark-haired beauty with large almond shaped eyes sauntered over to him, he grew afraid that he would knock something over from his trembling. She stood before him smiling disarmingly and moving to the music playing in her head. She drew closer, until her breast brushed against him. Unsure of how to respond to her overtures, he simply stood there as she pushed him back against the wall. All the while, Edred and the party made merry, shouting words of encouragement and instructions as to what he should do in response.
He looked down at the girl; his large green eyes searched hers for some sympathy, some sign of understanding. “Please,” he whispered to her, “I-I’ve only read about … I don’t really know what to do.”
To his horror, she turned to the others, her mouth wide with bawdy laughter. “The prince-son doesn’t know what to do. Are you certain he is of your loins, Sire?” she inquired of Edred.
Crausin’s face drained of color and his palms grew sweaty. He thought of tearing through the place and pulling down the candles to set the room ablaze. But the dark-haired girl was upon him once again.
“I assure you, Your Grace,” she said, as her hands slid down to his waist, “that you will not leave here tonight without knowing precisely what to do.”
She unfastened his belt and worked the closure of his pants, slipping them down from his hips until they dropped to the floor. Her eyes fixed upon the finely chiseled features of the prince’s face, his wide set eyes, high cheekbones, slender nose, and full lips. She smiled as her hand crept into his underpants, touching him in ways that slowly caused his anger and frustration to melt away.
She deftly worked him to full arousal, her eyes widening appreciatively at the look and size of it. She turned to their audience, taking a bow as she waved her hand toward the evidence of her endeavors.
Edred laughed heartily. “It seems the boy has inherited something of me after all.”
Crausin was too traumatized by the public humiliation to properly cover himself with his shirt.
“What a beauty it is! And he’s got a handsome face too,” the golden-haired girl said as she crept toward the edge of the bed.
“ ’twould be a grievous shame to waste all of that, y’Grace!” said another girl with short ginger hair. “Poor cub, doesn’t know what to do with it.”
“About damn time he learned,” Edred said, turning to the buxom, red-headed girl called Meglyn. “Let’s give him a good show, shall we?”
“As you wish, Sire. But when we’re through, may I have the honor of deflowering the cub?” She asked as she slid her milky white legs around Edred’s waist.
“Be my guest,” he answered to the objections of the other girls. “Oh, quiet down. You will all have your turn unless you wear the boy out.” Duke Edred’s words were met with expressions of delight as their eyes gazed hungrily upon his son.
With no other choice, Crausin watched as the duke provided visual instruction as to how a man satisfied himself upon a woman. As Edred thrust and twisted rhythmically between Meg’s sinuous legs, Crausin tried to turn away in disgust but found that he could not tear his eyes from the undulating, hypnotic movement of their bodies. Soon his own blood was rushing forth filling his member till it ached and his heart pounded loudly in his ears.
When it was over, Edred climbed out of the bed and donned a robe before beckoning Crausin to come forward and have a go at Meglyn. When Crausin hesitated, the dark-haired girl took him by the hand and drew him to the bed.
“Come, darling,” Meglyn said, holding her hand out to him, her skin still pink from Edred’s exertions. “Look at you, so beautiful, you are. How sweetly you blush.”
Crausin looked into her lively green eyes, at her rose-colored lips, and then at the way her red hair fell about her shoulders. Suddenly his eyes grew large at the realization—Meg was the very image of Cristalla, his deceased mother! Was this some perverse joke that Edred intended to play on him? How did he imagine that Crausin could lay down with her? Horrified and repulsed by the prospect, he turned to run away but Edred was quick snatching him up.
“Damn you! For once in your life, act like a man,” he commanded, shoving him down upon Meg. “Just take her!”
“A different girl, please.” Crausin begged as he tried to get up. “Not her!”
Edred’s hand flew hard across the side of his head, knocking him back down. “Do it now or I swear I’ll cut it off! I swear it!”
Crausin’s ear rang from the blow and the familiar taste of blood filled his mouth. But he knew that this was nothing compared to what the duke would do if he failed to obey his command.
Meg gazed at Crausin, her eyes were softer now and her smile sympathetic as if she didn’t feel the collective stare of all upon them.
You must know how greatly you resemble my mother, Crausin thought, you are just as cruel as he is.
The prince pushed Meg down and moved over her, determined to unleash seventeen years’ worth of his anger and degradation upon her. He refused to accept any affection that she attempted to offer in exchange for his innocence. Fueled by rage toward his father, anger toward his mother, and resentment at the demands placed upon his life, he drove into Meg, repeating the act that he had witnessed Edred perform. He hated Edred for humiliating him this way. He hated Meg for looking so much like his mother. He hated Cristalla for abandoning him as a child when he had needed her most. And most of all, he hated his own body for betraying him by taking pleasure in the obscene act. He prayed that the whole place would burn down around them, bringing his hellish existence to an end. But, as his pleasure mounted, crowding out all other thoughts, it pleased him immeasurably that this time Cristalla could not elude his touch, that this time she would stay for as long as he needed her, until he was satisfied. To his shame, this thought quickly carried him to the most sublime release.
But, the moment it was over and reason returned, he could not bring himself to look at Meg. Disgusted with the memory of her still clinging to him, he moved away from her.
“Now there’s a good lad,” Edred said, clapping him on the back. “Well done, boy. Well done.”
It was the first and only time Crausin had heard any words of praise from his father’s lips.
This is what it took to win your approval?
The room seemed to spin around him as the emotions battled for control—pride at finally having pleased his father, guilt over the vulgar indulgence, and anger over the humiliation. He managed a weak smile as the other girls pressed in, caressing him and boasting about their talents, enticing him to lay with them next.
Crausin could not deny the allure of the exquisite pleasure, but what had triggered the powerful response in his body? Was it the feel of Meglyn’s supple body writhing beneath his, or was it the thought of possessing Cristalla—the object of his father’s affection—the beautiful young mother who had abandoned him as child? The answer made Crausin want to draw Cristalla’s dagger across his own wrists.
***
When Duke Crausin opened his eyes he was grateful to be back in the present and free of that painfully paralyzing memory. But he knew they would come more powerfully and with greater frequency without Comron to help keep them at bay.
Comron! his mind cried out.



CHAPTER 16
Comron glanced at his wrist chronometer. It was the third hour of the afternoon and the coast was nowhere in sight. Comron’s head ached as the thoughts kept tumbling over in his mind. His maternal house had intentionally sabotaged the Mobias transport and sent an assassin to put a bullet through his head. Sheally was innocent, of this he knew. She practically worshipped Crausin and adored all of her sons. She’d sooner throw herself off a building than ever conspire against her beloved family.
Sheally’s uncle, General Lugen Undersoll, was a different matter altogether. It was no secret that great animosity existed between Lugen and the duke. Lugen’s orthodox views of the holy faith and matrimony were diametrically opposed to the way Crausin had conducted his life, in particular, the way he treated Queen Sheally, Lugen’s cherished niece. More importantly, Lugen had been held in check by Crausin limiting military expansion and his own popularity in the assembly.
Lugen’s attack at the execution was directed at both Crausin and Comron. He’d intended to remove them both from power likely believing he’d have less difficulty controlling Rhence or Gavin.
He gazed up at the cloudy sky. Crausin, time is against us. You must find me soon.
The sector banking conference would begin tomorrow evening. If this incident caused them to miss out on the rare opportunity to advance Nethic, Crausin would have Lugen’s head on a stick, regardless of House Undersoll’s position in the realm.
If he were traveling alone, he could have made much better time but, as it was, Vaush and Wensel were like an anchor weighing him down.
He turned back, giving Vaush a harsh look. But he knew they were doing their best and had barely complained about the grueling pace. Guilt began to gnaw at him; they had scarcely stopped to rest since ridding themselves of the assassin nearly five hours ago.
Comron waited for them. Wensel was a raw bundle of nerves as Vaush pulled him along. She was drenched in perspiration and aggravated as hell. Even still, she looked incredible.
“We’ll break for thirty minutes.” Comron swung the backpack and blast rifle off his shoulder. “Get some water and rest your legs,” he said as he proceeded toward the stream to fill his canister.
They joined him, filling their own. Vaush took a few hearty swallows and gazed out onto the sparkling water.
“Do you think it would be safe to take a dip?” she asked.
Visions of Vaush frolicking bare skinned in the crystal-clear water flashed before Comron’s eyes, quickening his pulse.
He looked away from her. “We hardly have the time.”
“Just ten minutes would be heavenly.”
“I really don’t advise it.” His tone was firm.
She shrugged. “Then don’t.” She got up and slipped away to undress behind the bushes.
He and Wensel exchanged glances. “H-how much further do you think we have to go?” Wensel asked.
“How the hell should I know?” Comron snapped and moved away, irritated that Vaush would force him to endure this. Seven hells! This was the last thing he needed.
He turned his back to Vaush and forced his thoughts down a different path. Crausin must be going out of his mind by now searching for him. Comron did his best to help the duke keep his mental afflictions under control. But when they were parted for too long, Crausin would often lose the battle for his sanity. The stress of not knowing whether Comron was dead or alive would certainly send him over the edge. And all of this was on the eve of the sector banking conference!
The sounds of splashing water and Vaush’s elation caught his attention.
The Prince of Nethic allowed his gaze to drift toward the forbidden Ti-Larosian woman. The water rose to her collarbone, the straps of her brassiere indicated that she wasn’t completely naked. Her dark silky curls were slicked down her back. Her hazel eyes were dazzling, her smile playful, her lips inviting ….
Kraiten in the sea! Why must she torment me this way?
Wanting the Ti-Larosian this way was every bit as treasonous as the assassin’s murderous intentions. He would not betray Nethic, not for a fleeting moment of bliss. But there was something that he feared more … that a few moments with Vaush Bastionli would not nearly be enough to satisfy him. He’d spent the previous night more worked up and bothered than a hormonally charged teenager. And, from this morning, he remembered the swell of desire that rushed through him when she pressed in close to him. Her sweet scent, the way her hand felt upon his flesh, the way her enigmatic eyes drew him in and held him captive.
He even found himself wanting to confide in her, to share things with her he’d kept locked away from the rest of the world. Though she was Ti-Larosian, he instinctively knew that his secrets would be safe with her. That his very heart would be safe with this wondrous creature ….
The thought brought him up short. How had these feelings developed so quickly? The longing he felt for her ran far deeper than lust. The word love kept darting around in his mind, as alien as the concept was to him. As a result of Crausin’s draconian tutelage in matters of the heart, Comron could honestly say he’d never been in love. Lust, yes and often, but love, never.
From his early adolescence, Comron could hear his father repeating the lesson, “Romantic love is just an illusion we create to rationalize the effort we go through to have sex.” He taught Comron to avoid the trappings of romantic love at all cost. At the age of fifteen, Crausin presented Comron with a young courtesan for the sole purpose of deflowering him. Wanting him to be no stranger to the wiles and mysteries of women, Crausin saw to it that Comron had regular visits from a host of skilled courtesans, lest he develop an attachment to any particular one.
In fact, Crausin encouraged Comron to bed as many women as he desired. His only prohibition was against forming feelings and attachments. For that would be a strict violation of their oath. To this end, Crausin had Comron scrupulously followed and monitored. Not a moment of Comron’s personal life went unobserved by Crausin. If ever he noticed Comron developing a fondness for any particular woman, he would order Comron to share the woman with him or end the relationship immediately. Complications were to be avoided.
With a growing sense of disquiet, Comron recalled the one crucial incident that occurred some eleven years ago. It was during his first year abroad at university. He’d developed a fairly casual relationship with a young woman named Rachel. The speed at which Crausin learned of it was astonishing. Immediately, Crausin insisted that he bring the girl to him or end it. Desiring to exert his independence, Comron refused and continued to see the young woman. It wasn’t a week later before he found himself, along with Rachel, trapped in the south wing cellar of Northridge Castle where Crausin violated the girl and sadistically tortured her for days, forcing Comron to watch. She died three days in.
Witnessing Crausin’s diabolical insanity for the first time had been the most frightening and terrifying thing Comron had ever experienced. Was that the price one paid for real genius, the inevitable strain of insanity lurking beneath the surface?
The traumatizing episode had left its indelible mark on Comron, searing the lesson deep into his psyche—Honor thy Duke-Father. Obey him in all things or unleash his demon from the darkest pits of hell.
Comron knew that from all outward appearances, it seemed that Crausin indulged Comron exceedingly, spoiled him beyond measure by granting him his every desire—every desire but one.
It was the most splendidly crafted gilded cage, one where Comron’s freedom to love was merely an illusion.
And now the bars of the cage pressed in upon him, the tension building with his frustration. If he didn’t leave Vaush soon, he would go out of his bleeding mind.
“Crausin, where the blazes are you?” he muttered.
At that very moment, Vaush rose from the water like some bronzed goddess emerging from the sea. Helpless to do otherwise, Comron watched her, in all her curvaceous glory. The water ran down her bare skin, tantalizing him as it moved down her breasts, over her flat stomach and down between her thighs. His physical response to her was powerful; his heart pounded wildly and his breathing grew heavy as the blood rushed headlong to his groin. He placed his water canister over his lap, trying to hide the evidence of his arousal. How the hell had he gone all those years without noticing her when every ounce of his being cried out for her now?
It pained him to see her duck behind the bushes, but he was equally grateful that the blood could finally return to his brain and reason could prevail.
“We leave in five minutes,” Comron said irritably. Wensel was off to the side looking equally floored over the sight of a beautiful, scantily clad woman.
Vaush’s head popped up over the bushes. “You said thirty. I still have fifteen minutes left.”
“Make that four.” He marched off toward the water’s edge to cool his heated flesh. He doused his head with water hoping it would wash away the images of her from his mind. He didn’t need this sort of complication in his life.
His mind carried him back once more to the cold cellar, and Crausin’s hideously contorted face loomed large before him. Rachel’s mutilated body lay off to the side. Crausin’s deranged voice howled in Comron’s ears, shattering his mind. All the while, Rachel’s lifeless corpse stared at him from dark eyeless pits, begging to know why he let this happen to her.
I didn’t know, I swear, I didn’t know.
“Comron?”
He wheeled around, hands trembling and beads of sweat on his brow.
She knelt beside him. “Are you ill?”
“No,” he snapped and rose to his feet. “Let’s go. And no more stops until we reach the shore.”



CHAPTER 17
Vaush collapsed in the center of the clearing as if grateful the grueling trek had come to an end. Comron knew he’d pushed them hard, but spending another tortured night lying next to Vaush was the last thing he wanted to do. As it stood, dusk was once again upon them and the shore was nowhere in sight.
“How much further do you think we have to go?” Vaush asked on Wensel’s behalf. After the shooter incident, Wensel was terrified of Comron.
“Maybe ten to fifteen more kilometers,” he said and glanced at Vaush. “I’d have reached the coast today if I’d been alone.”
“Correction,” Vaush said, moving closer to him and letting her gaze fall conspicuously to where the metal shard had been imbedded in his belly. She whispered, “If you were alone, you’d still be lying on the transport floor with a jagged piece of metal sticking out of your gut. In a word, dead.”
He winced as she walked off to set her bedding. “Ach, at least now I’m beginning to see why it is that you’re not married yet.”
Her hazel eyes flashed at him. “Pardon me?”
Wensel suddenly looked nervous. “I’ll go get us some water,” he said and headed for the stream.
Comron laid out his cloak and sat upon it. “It’s that saucy little tongue of yours. It should keep you unattached for a very long time.”
“Just as well as I’d refuse to marry an insecure weakling who felt threatened by a woman who speaks her mind.”
“You believe a man shows strength by tolerating disrespect.”
“I believe a truly wise man is not threatened by a woman of intelligence and discernment. His equal.”
“So incredibly rare is such a creature, how would he know to recognize her when he saw her?”
She cocked a pretty brow. “The saucy tongue is a dead giveaway.”
“And yet you’ve found no man who recognized those qualities in you?” He opened a can of food and swatted at a mosquito.
“As a matter of fact, I have and I would have married him had my father permitted it.”
The jolt of jealousy surprised him. “Why did your father disapprove of the match?”
Vaush sniffed her food then set aside her container. “Because the man in question was a commoner. An esteemed and gifted physician from a respectable family, but a commoner nonetheless.”
Had he finally found a kink in this angel’s armor?
“So the elitist in you finally emerged, and you cast him aside,” he said with a particularly snide smirk.
“No. Father allowed us to continue seeing each other under the condition that we never marry or start a family.”
Comron’s brow furrowed at this development. Crausin never would’ve permitted him that much freedom.
“But Grantham, that was his name, wasn’t content with that arrangement. He gave me an ultimatum, defy my father to become his wife or I was to pack my things and leave.”
“You were living with him without the benefit of matrimony?” he asked in a judgmental tone, though what really galled him was the thought of this angelic creature sleeping serenely in another man’s arms, in another man’s bed.
She hesitated. “His residence was our home base. But much of the two years that we spent together were out in the field where we volunteered our services. Grantham had a very successful practice, which provided him the freedom to engage in a great deal of humanitarian work, providing free medical care in underdeveloped regions. I accompanied him and organized volunteer workers from my foundation to set up vital services in the communities.”
His jaw twitched at the nauseatingly happy little picture she painted. Of course, the esteemed do-gooder, Doctor Grantham, was the only sort of man Vaush could ever love. He conceded that someone like himself wouldn’t stand a chance of winning Vaush’s heart. The only way to alter her opinion of him would be to become involved anonymously in one of her damnable charities. If he became a generous donor, her gratitude would overcome any aversion she felt toward him when he revealed himself to be her wealthy benefactor. Only then could he confess his deep admiration and ….
Stop tormenting yourself. Crausin would never permit it!
The bars around him tightened, and he felt as if he’d suffocate under the pressure.
“So you packed your things and left the poor sod,” he said, fighting off the rising anxiety.
“I packed my things to join him on our next mission trip. I was planning to tell him that I accepted his proposal.”
Again, his gut convulsed with jealousy. “Then why aren’t the two of you together?” That’s when it occurred to him. “Are you still with him?” He held his breath for the answer.
She shook her head. “I was to meet him at the hangar bay if I accepted his proposal, if not, it meant I had declined.”
“What happened?”
“I showed up at the last moment but stood there watching him board the transport. I told myself that if he turned around to look for me, I would let him know that I was there. But he never looked back, and I took that as a sign to let him go.”
“Without a word to him?”
She nodded.
He glared at her feeling Grantham’s pain. “Do you find some particularly perverse pleasure in being cruel?”
“Cruel?” A slight smile curled her lips. “That was me at my kindest. Grantham was a truly wonderful man who deserved someone who would love him with everything they were. I wasn’t that person, only I hadn’t realized it until that day standing there in the hangar bay.”
A wave of melancholy washed over him. “How good of you to figure it out after two years.”
A pensive expression fell over her. “When I watched him leave, I was truly sad to see that chapter of my life come to a close, but I also sensed that the fullness of my life wouldn’t be significantly diminished by his absence.”
Why did he feel as if he’d been kicked in the stomach?
“You see, if he had been the one,” she said, staring earnestly at Comron. “I wouldn’t have been able to breathe at the thought of him leaving.” Her gaze lingered upon him, drawing him in until she casually shrugged. “But I was breathing just fine.”
And how would she feel when they parted ways tomorrow? Would she shrug so nonchalantly, pleased to see this miserable chapter of her life come to a close? Did it matter to her that the thought of their parting made him ache inside?
She smiled wanly. “Not all of us can be as fortunate as you, Prince Comron.”
His eyes fixed upon her with the unspoken question.
“You have found the woman of your dreams.”
Had he been that transparent?
“In less than four weeks, you will be the envy of every man in the Sellusion Empire when you wed the fair Honored Lady of Garonne.”
His mouth twisted, his nostrils flared. First Crausin’s bloody oath and now the sham of a wedding to that rabid whore; it was all too much to bear alone.
He assured himself that Wensel hadn’t returned and then boldly declared, “I don’t love her.”
“What?” Vaush said, looking more confused than anything.
“I’m being forced into this accursed marriage.” There was no regret in his confession, only relief at confiding in her.
“But all of the society journals and holographs depict the two of you as blissfully beautiful and happy. You’ve reached that iconic status, where every couple wishes they were you and Spira.”
“It’s all a charade, an elaborate facade orchestrated by my father and Spira, which I am forced to comply with as stipulated by the betrothal contract. Every word, every touch, every gesture is a scripted falsehood.”
Vaush could not have looked any more shocked than if she’d witnessed a Nethicaen declaring his love for a Ti-Larosian. But with the confession, he had removed one of the barriers between them.
Her expression turned solemn as she finally spoke. “How horrible for you. Your duty as Crown Prince virtually precludes the possibility of you marrying for love. I truly hope that what House Eskridge is offering is worth the price of your happiness.”
Comron heard the farewell in her words. He could already see her walking away with a casual shrug. Something inside of him was dying.
“What if Grantham had been the one you couldn’t breathe without?” he inquired as his eyes scanned the area for Wensel. “Would you have defied your father over him?”
“Not only my father.” Her hazel eyes narrowed and her tone was deathly serious. “Nothing in this entire universe would have kept me from the man I loved.”
Her words rocked him to the core—to be the object of her passionate desire consumed him. He wanted desperately to know what it was to be loved by her.
Vaush smirked and rolled her eyes. “Of course, I’ve yet to meet this fictitious man. Meanwhile ….” She shrugged as Wensel entered the clearing. “I’m married to my work.”
With that, the door slammed shut in his face.
The prince’s spirit sank even deeper into the murky depths as the stark truth stared him in the face. After Patheis, Vaush would soar away like some exotic bird, so beautiful and free … while he remained earthbound, trapped behind the bars of his gilded cage.



CHAPTER 18
“Vaush, wake up!” came the fierce whisper and the not-so-gentle nudge.
“What?” she asked groggily as she opened her eyes. Her body ached all over, and it was still dark out. “It can’t be time to go; the sun’s not even up yet.”
“Someone was here.”
She shot up, bumping into Comron. “Another assassin? Striker’s stars, how many did they send after you?”
He cut her a look. “If it were an assassin, we’d all be dead right now.” He roused Wensel from his sleep.
“Who else could it be?”
“I don’t know,” Comron replied, hastily stuffing her belongings back into her satchel. “But we need to be on our way.”
“Huh,” Wensel said, rubbing his eyes. “What’s happening?”
“Comron thinks he saw someone,” Vaush explained. “Maybe it was another survivor.”
“Then why would they run?” Comron replied.
“Did you say something snarky to them?” Vaush asked, pulling on her boots.
He shook his head. “I didn’t have time to say a word. I sensed their presence. When I woke up, I only saw them slip away.”
Vaush frowned. “Maybe it was a native.”
“No, too tall and they wore hooded cloaks.” He slung his satchel onto his back and strapped the rifle onto his arm. “I don’t know who the hell they were. But you two have five minutes and then I’m leaving.”
“I’ll be done in four,” Vaush said hopping to her feet.
She quickly performed her morning rituals, not venturing too far for fear of running into whatever it was Comron saw. It obviously had him rattled.
When she approached them, Comron handed her his sidearm.
“Seriously?” Vaush said.
“I don’t know what’s out there,” Comron replied sternly. “If you see anything move, shoot first and we’ll sort it out later.” He leaned in, showing her how to remove the safety. “You know how to use one of these, don’t you?”
“Sure, finger to this lever thingy, right?”
He turned to Wensel. “What about you? Are you a good shot?”
“I’m just teasing,” Vaush interjected. “I can handle one of these just fine.”
Comron gave her a steely look then turned away. “Come on. We make the coast today or die trying.”
By late afternoon, Vaush was ready to drop from exhaustion, her legs burned with fatigue. She’d run out of water long ago, but not once had she asked for a break. Even that wasn’t good enough for the indomitable Prince of Nethic who remained sullen and moody.
But how could she blame him? After five days cut off from civilization in this backwoods world was enough to make anyone testy and highly anxious to be rescued.
Just when she thought that their circumstances couldn’t get any worse, a fat raindrop splattered on top of her head, followed by another and another.
“Perfect,” she muttered. Spira gets to have him in some luxurious romantic spot, while I get him in this rat hole … in the middle of monsoon season.
But Comron doesn’t love Spira; it’s all a show! Did that revelation give her permission to feel for him, to stop the mental battle raging within? She couldn’t remember ever feeling so powerfully drawn to a person. It made her sick to her stomach to know that she’d never see him again, not in this capacity. Somehow, she’d come to care deeply for the man and even felt heartbroken that he was being forced to marry a woman he clearly despised.
Nonetheless, she reprimanded herself, it’s his duty to marry Spira, and I have no right to feel anything but gratitude toward him.
Comron had stopped up ahead and was waiting for them to join him. “We’re rapidly losing daylight,” he said staring at the thick, purple clouds. “If we pick up our speed, we can still reach the coast.”
The heavy raindrops were falling harder and faster. Wensel pulled alongside Vaush and ducked his head down under his coat. Vaush shielded her eyes and looked at the sky. “You’re asking us to pick up speed in this?”
Comron turned a cold eye on her. “Listen, I am sick and tired of this place. I intend to do everything in my power to reach the shore today, with or without you two.” Having his say, he took off into the downpour.
Stung by his words and curt manner, Vaush didn’t move. Wensel touched her arm. “He’s the necessary evil that’s going to get us to the shore. Don’t let him get to you, dear,” he said with a fatherly smile. “Come on, we can’t lose him.”
It was all they could do to keep from stumbling through the underbrush or to avoid running into low hanging branches. Within minutes, the drops had turned into an unrelenting sheet of rain. Vaush could barely see Comron a few meters ahead of her.
“Hurry!” Comron called out.
Vaush quickened her pace, fearing they would lose sight of him altogether. The wind picked up, driving the rain hard into their faces. Without warning, Comron came to a dead stop, causing her to run into him.
“Look,” he yelled over the pouring rain and pointed downward through the branches before them. “The rain washed out our path.”
They were bordered on one side by the stream and on the other by dense forest. She turned her back to the rain and faced Comron.
“Now what?” No sooner had she spoken the words before the ground gave way beneath their feet. She reached for Comron, and he latched onto her arms, but her momentum carried them both down into the gulf along with Wensel.
Vaush screamed as they slid and tumbled downward in a thick mix of mud and foliage. They landed with a splash in the river below.
Comron popped up out of the water that rose chest high. He waded toward Vaush and Wensel.
“Are you hurt?” Comron inquired with genuine concern.
“I’m fine,” she said though a little shaken.
“Me too,” Wensel added.
Comron glanced at their supply bag floating downstream. He made after it, allowing the current to sweep him along. The strap hitched onto a stump sticking out of the water, and Comron easily retrieved it.
Letting the current carry her, Vaush drifted toward him, but then stopped when she saw something behind the prince making its way toward him in a serpentine fashion.
“Comron, behind you!”
He wheeled around just in time to see a huge reptilian creature swimming rapidly toward him. Its heavily armored skin and spikes were clearly visible. A crogodan. It had to be at least five meters long.
Comron leapt out of the way, scrambling up onto a large boulder to his left.
He turned to Vaush. “Get out of the water! There’re bound to be more of them.”
Wensel wasted no time making his way to the bank but Vaush remained in place. The crogodan temporarily lost sight of Comron. It circled the boulder in confusion, until its keen sense of smell detected him. With blinding speed, it lurched up out of the water, hurling huge snapping jaws at Comron. Instinctively Comron jumped backward barely escaping the powerful jaws. But the boulder only stood half a meter out of the water. It would be seconds before the crogodan heaved its bulk up onto the boulder.
Again, the crogodan struck dangerously close. Comron retrieved the rifle and aimed.
Still waist deep in the river, Vaush took a step back but hesitated as she watched the crogodan continue to circle the boulder. Comron opened fire and Vaush jumped as the shots rang out, three in all, but the crogodan maintained its relentless pursuit.
It heaved itself up onto the boulder with Comron, knocking him backward into the water.
“Comron!” She raised her blast gun and charged ahead splashing loudly in the water, yelling to get the crogodan’s attention. It took no note of her as it closed in on him, cornering him against the boulders. Its large snout rose up at Comron as he remained trapped.
“No!” Vaush screamed. She unloaded two shots at the crogodan, snapping one of its spikes.
The crogodan whipped its large head around, but her relief was short-lived when it dove back into the water and gunned for her. Panic-stricken, she tried running for the riverbank but was impeded by the strong current working against her. Its power virtually held her immobile as the crogodan bore down on her.
“Vaush, run!” Comron shouted from behind as he continued firing on the crogodan.
Vaush turned and the crogodan opened its jaws wide, revealing blunted teeth intent on bearing down on her. She twisted away just as she fired into the beast’s mouth. The projectile struck but did nothing to slow the attack. It lurched at her in a flash and Vaush screamed as the powerful jaws clamped down around her waist and dragged her under for the death roll.
Her world spun out of control. As the water bubbled around her, her lungs burned and she pounded futilely on the crogodan’s snout. Another body moved next to her, a moment later three muffled shots sounded. Instantly, the crogodan released its death grip. Strong arms wrapped around her, dragged her from the water and up onto the riverbank.
Coughing up water and gasping for air, she leaned against Comron. He supported her and brushed the hair back from her face.
“Vaush,” Comron said anxiously as he stared at her. “Let me look at you. Are you all right?”
Trembling, she let him examine her torso. The crogodan’s teeth were more designed for grabbing and holding, rather than tearing and severing. Other than bruises and scratches, no serious damage had been done. She glanced back at the water, now red near the floating crogodan carcass. Comron must have shoved the barrel of the rifle down the beast’s throat and fired the shots. She rested against him, afraid her legs would give out.
“That was very courageous of you,” Wensel said guiltily. “Surely, Zelo had you under his wing.”
“Shut up!” Comron shouted and turned to Vaush. “What in the blazes were you thinking doing such a foolish thing?” His voice was angry with concern. “You could’ve been killed!”
She felt his heart pounding as madly as hers. “I don’t know. I didn’t think.” She lifted her eyes to his. “I just … I couldn’t let it hurt you,” she said softly.
Comron’s brow furrowed as he stared intently at her. She felt the deep emotion shared by two people who’d proven themselves willing to sacrifice their self for the other. But then he glanced at Wensel and the moment fled.
“Ignore my orders again, and you’re on your own,” Comron said in a harsh tone, but darted his eyes at Wensel.
Vaush saw it but was growing impatient with Comron’s need to maintain this fiction. If they simply explained the situation to Wensel, she was certain he’d understand and keep the matter to himself.
They all turned at the rustling in the brush. Vaush stepped back and something crunched beneath her boot.
“Egg shells?” Wensel said. The ground was covered with them and several mounds of dirt with hollowed out tops.
“Mother’s bitch!” Comron said. “We’re in their damned nesting grounds.”
The baby crogodans emerged from hiding, hissing and wailing to alert the adults to the intruders. Behind them, water splashed and they turned to see three more large crogodans rapidly making their way up the bank toward them.
Comron clutched Vaush’s hand and ordered Wensel, “Run!” Vaush was nearly yanked off her feet when Comron dashed ahead with her in tow. Blindly they dashed through the forest in the wind and rain. They knew that the crogodans were just as deadly on the ground as they were in the water, especially when their young were threatened. Vaush spared a quick glance over her shoulder; behind Wensel were five or six crogodans in hot pursuit, hungrily flicking their tongues.
Comron’s grip tightened around Vaush’s hand as he darted around a tree and leapt over a fallen log. Vaush struggled to keep up nearly tripping over it, but Comron pulled her up and kept them moving.
Wensel cried out in terror as the crogodans closed in on him. Only then Vaush realized she’d lost her blast gun in the river, not that it would have done much to stop a charging crogodan.
The ground ahead sloped upward impeding their progress but, thankfully, it had the same effect on the crogodans. But they kept up their pursuit hissing and snarling at Wensel’s heels.
“Run, Wensel!” Vaush called out. The incline gradually increased to a slippery vertical wall, but, with the crogodans at their backs, they had no other choice but to climb it.
“They can’t follow us there!” Comron said, lifting Vaush up onto the wall and guiding her hands to strong holds. He turned to Wensel as he began his climb. “Come on!”
Wensel leapt up onto the wall, his hands thrashed madly for a grip as he cried in terror. “Help me, please. Help me!”
“Climb, damn it!” Comron said as he looked down at him. “Keep going,” he ordered Vaush.
Vaush clung to the cliff side, carefully choosing her next move. But she inevitably looked down and saw Comron extending a hand to Wensel. Relieved she started up the cliff hopeful that they would all escape a horrible death.
“Wensel!” Comron yelled in panic.
Vaush turned in time to see Wensel fall into the midst of the hungry crogodans. His horrified screams rose up as the crogodan’s erupted into a vicious feeding frenzy, clamping down on limbs and ripping them from Wensel’s body. His cries stopped abruptly when one of the crogodan’s snapped his neck.
“Oh God!” Vaush cried and trembled in fear.
“They’re still down there. You’ve got to keep moving,” Comron told Vaush. “Follow me.”
Vaush took a deep breath to steel her nerves and then began the climb again. The rain made it nearly impossible to find a solid foothold; even those holds were slick with mud. Regardless, Vaush’s rugged determination kept her fast on Comron’s trail up the embankment. But at well over two meters tall, Comron’s reach exceeded Vaush’s, causing her to improvise where she couldn’t reach.
Halfway up, her arms and legs burned from the strain. Her foot slipped, sending debris cascading down into the gaping jaws of the angry crogodans. Hardly any sign of Wensel remained.
“Keep climbing!” Comron admonished her.
The crogodans seemed to know that her strength was waning and she would soon fall. Their tails began wagging in agitation and their enormous heads swung back and forth, flicking out their tongues in anticipation of another warm meal.
“No,” Vaush muttered under her breath as she stretched to grab hold of a root jutting outward. With her last bit of energy, she took hold of it and pulled herself upward.
A horrific snap sounded and she slid roughly downward along the bank toward the crogodans.
She screamed and Comron turned as she clung to the wall just above the snapping jaws.
“Vaush!” Comron cried as he rapidly descended the embankment. “Don’t move. I’m coming.”
One of the crogodans’ tongues touched her foot, and Vaush jerked her knees up, causing the branch to give even more.
“Damn it, Vaush!” Comron yelled. “Stay put, I’m almost there.”
Within seconds, he was at Vaush’s level. The crogodans grew more agitated. Comron secured his grip on the embankment and then reached his hand out toward her. “Give me your hand.”
Suddenly, Vaush remembered Comron doing the same thing with Wensel. Comron didn’t want him around as a witness. Was it possible that he caused Wensel to fall?
Vaush glanced down at the crogodans.
“Give me your hand!” Comron barked the command.
The power of his voice was like the crack of a whip, demanding her attention. She saw the depth of fear in his eyes.
Without further hesitation, she stretched toward his hand. Comron grasped hers firmly and then pulled her sharply toward him. Terror gripped her heart as she was forced to release the root and, for a split second, she was suspended in midair over the crogodans. But Comron pulled her in, pinning her firmly against the embankment.
For a long moment, they remained that way, both breathing heavily from the exertion. Pressed between Comron and the wall, she could feel the steady rise and fall of his chest and the pounding of his heart. An overwhelming sense of security enveloped her, as if being in his arms was the safest place in the world. And yet the intimacy of their positions sent fiery heat through her body. She could feel Comron’s warm breath upon her cheek as his lips grazed the top of her ear. “Are you ready?” he whispered.
She swallowed. “Ready?”
“To climb.”
The fog lifted from her head. “Yes, yes of course.”
“You go first this time. I’ll direct you.”
Under Comron’s direction, they slowly progressed up the embankment and over the top to flat ground. His sense of relief was overwhelming as the tension melted from his neck and shoulders. He peered out over the edge and watched the crogodans disappear into the forest.
“They’ve given up,” he said.
“Poor Wensel.” Too exhausted to say anymore, she rolled over onto her back, closed her eyes, and allowed the rain to wash away the mud.
Comron turned to gaze at her as she lay next to him. Seeing the sublime look of serenity on her face, he could have believed her to be an angel who’d lost her wings and fallen among the mortals. He could spend an eternity here with her in this moment.
“Comron,” Vaush said, then opened her eyes and looked directly into his. “Thank you for … for everything. I am forever in your debt.”
He held her gaze but made no reply as the rain poured down. There was no appropriate remark that he could possibly make without completely betraying his feelings for her. All of the years of training couldn’t forestall the onslaught of crippling fear he felt at seeing Vaush fall toward the crogodans. It was as if time had stopped and all that mattered was saving her … as if his life depended upon it.
I am not permitted to feel these things!
He sat up abruptly and spoke tersely, “We’ve wasted enough time. We should be on our way.”
Reluctantly, Vaush climbed to her feet and stood next to him. “I’ll do my best not to hinder you any further.”



CHAPTER 19
In silence, they covered six more kilometers before dusk arrived. He finally surrendered to the idea that they would not reach the shore today, meaning he would miss the opening social engagement at the banking conference. But, even worse, it meant he’d be forced to spend another miserable night laying so close to Vaush, but unable to touch her. Never before had he experienced such intense desire for intimacy, to know her and to be known.
How has she affected me so quickly? She’s like a drink so sweet to the taste, but deadly to the body.
“We’ll camp here for the night,” he announced gruffly as they emerged into a clearing.
“Good, I don’t think that I could’ve gone another step.”
She glanced over at him and noticed that the bandage on his abdomen had a pinkish-brown stain on it.
“Comron,” she said, reaching for him. He backed away. “Your wound has been aggravated. Does it hurt?”
He pulled away his shirt to examine the spot just below his rib cage. “I’m fine,” he muttered, though he winced upon touching it.
“No, you’re not. Let me help you.” But, when she reached toward him again, he clasped her wrist in an iron grip.
“I said I’m fine, and I don’t need your help!” he yelled before thrusting her aside out of his path.
She stood astonished, holding her wrist. She’d never encountered anyone with such dichotomy of manner. How could he, in one instant, show such selfless compassion and then treat her so atrociously in the next? Wensel was no longer here to bear witness to their truce. What else could explain his erratic behavior? Why did he still feel the need to force this distance between them? After all they’d been through, his cruelty hurt her far more than she was willing to admit.
She watched in silence as he repaired his wound with the mend-tech. He was right; he was perfectly capable of taking care of himself.
Resigning herself to this, she decided to get some much needed rest and hoped she’d be able banish the images of Wensel’s last moments from her mind. But as soon as she took a step toward Comron to lay her bedding down, he waved her off. “No! Sleep over there,” he ordered. “I don’t want you anywhere near me.”
That was it! “Why the hell are you being such an enormous ass!” she fired at him.
His eyes lit up and his face contorted in rage. “Because I’ve had enough of you!” he roared. “You’ve been nothing but an anchor around my neck this whole time. You’ve no idea what lingering with you has cost me. But maybe that was the Bastionli plan all along, to cause Nethic to lose the board seat!”
She forced down the pain his words inflicted upon her and let her own rage supplant it. “For all your bravado and courageous acts,” she said with disgust, “you’ve got to be the most cowardly man I’ve ever met.”
Her insult landed like a stiff slap in the face.
“How dare you—”
“Now that you’re so close to being rescued and being back with your own people, you’re suddenly ashamed of our truce and that we have taken care of each other. So you’re being intentionally belligerent to push me away, you despicable coward!”
He glared daggers at her and spoke derisively, “I haven’t taken care of you. All I’ve done is repay a debt. If your silly little mind reads more into it than that, it’s your fault.”
Vaush tried to hide her anguish as she weighed the truthfulness of his words. But then she remembered the terrified look in his eyes when he’d almost lost her. The hell he hadn’t cared for her! “You’re a pitiful coward and a piss-poor liar. And that is all I will remember of you when I leave this place.”
It gave her some pleasure to see how her words cut him. Nobody spoke to the Prince of Nethic that way.
“You ungrateful, tiresome little—” he raised his hands and shut his eyes as if struggling for control. “You know what? As I told you from the start, you’re not worth it. Tomorrow morning we’ll reach the coast, be rescued, and never lay eyes on each other again.”
How could he say that and not be as torn apart at the prospect as she was? Why did he have to persist in being so cruel and intractable when this was the last night they would have together? It was too much for her to bear after all they’d endured.
She hastily snatched up her belongings and then called to him. “I’m through being an anchor around your neck. Consider your debt paid in full, Van Laven.” With that, she turned and headed into the thicket.
“What are you doing? We stay here for the evening.”
“No, you’ll stay here for the evening. From this point on, I’ll take care of myself.”
“You’re being ridiculous,” he said following her a few steps.
“So now I’m ridiculous and an anchor around your neck. It’s all the more reason you should be pleased to be rid of me,” she said before she dashed off into the foliage.
“Senseless, mule-headed woman. To hell with you!”
Comron groaned aloud in his mounting frustration. He paced anxiously as he considered what to do next.
Why did I have to lie and hurt her that way? Would spending one more night next to her have been worse than this?
A piercing shriek cut through the air.
“Vaush!”
He couldn’t clearly discern if the sound had come from a bird or a human. He waited but heard nothing until a flock of birds rose from the treetops.
He groaned again, raking his hands through his hair. All she wanted was to help me, to care for me the way I want to care for her. He stared out into the growing darkness. The thought of her out there alone, angry, and frightened tore at his soul. Before he realized it, he found himself gathering his things and making off in the direction she had gone.
 
Vaush stumbled through the darkness, hoping to find another clearing where she could rest for the night. She didn’t imagine she’d roam far from Comron, just far enough to make her point. Let him call after her all he wanted. She could survive one night without him. She didn’t need him. She didn’t need anyone so out of touch with his feelings. How could he be so deep in denial that he couldn’t admit that they shared something akin to friendship or more? Or was she the one in denial, refusing to believe him? Maybe his outburst contained the truth and all his acts were motivated strictly by a code of honor.
The thought stopped her dead in her tracks. What if she’d run off in vain? What was it that compelled her to read more into his actions? Was it the memory of what it felt like to be held in his arms, feeling the warmth of his body against hers, the way his piercing green eyes captivated her, the way her heart almost stopped whenever he flashed that cavalier grin of his?
She clasped her hands over her mouth and looked up into the darkening sky.
This can’t be happening!
She’d fallen hard for him and he thought of her as nothing more than an aggravating burden that had cost him a board seat. The pain and humiliation of his rejection ate at her till she grew angry. Even if he didn’t care for her, he didn’t have to be so obnoxious and cruel about it. All she had tried to do was help him. How she could have fallen for someone so diametrically opposed to everything she stood for was beyond her.
It did nothing to mitigate the bitter pain growing inside.



CHAPTER 20
Darkness was setting in fast as Comron hurried through the forest on the path Vaush had taken. “Vaush,” he yelled, as fear propelled him forward. “Where are you?”
But when he was greeted only with silence and growing darkness, hope began to fade. Despite the moonlight, it was nearly impossible to see in the dense wood. Navigating with any speed was proving to be more treacherous. It occurred to him that he might never find her, that he might never see her again. Unspeakable pain welled deep inside.
He entered a small clearing and his eyes darted around. “Vaush!” he called out with an ounce of hope. He waited but there was no reply. With final despair he yelled, “Damn you, Vaush! Where the hell are you?” But still his only reply was the stirrings of the night. Now anxiety was usurped by anger. Was she just toying with him? Tormenting him? His fists clenched into balls. He desperately needed to find her, but whether it was to hold her or throttle her was debatable.
At that moment, she emerged into the clearing. “Why are you following me?” she asked, devoid of emotion.
Seeing her unharmed, a sense of relief filled him and then abated, giving full reign to his anger. “You can’t stay out here on your own. We have to stay together.”
She looked incredulously at him, “We? We don’t have to do anything.”
Apologize to her and end this!
“If you had any sense in that head of yours you’d stop arguing with me and accept my help.”
“Look, I don’t know who the hell you think you are, but I thought I made it clear that I am no longer your burden.” She turned to walk away, but spoke over her shoulder, “Even if I were in the very clutches of death, I’d refuse to call for your help.”
“Stop!” The command in his voice paralyzed her. “You are my responsibility until we reach the shore. You’re not going anywhere unless I say so!”
Indignant, she clenched her fists and fixed him with a blistering glare. “Since when does House Bastionli take orders from Van Laven!” she screamed and took off into the night.
She didn’t get far before she heard the sounds of Comron crashing through the woods after her. She sped up, frantically wiping angry tears from her face.
“Vaush!” Comron grabbed her arm, spinning her to him.
She fought wildly. “Leave me alone. Take your hands off me!”
“Damn it, stop this.” He pulled her forcefully into his arms, leaving her little room to struggle. “Do you really want me to leave you alone?” he asked in a harsh tone, gripping her even tighter to end her struggle altogether.
Caught completely off guard by the maneuver, a gasp was the only response she could manage. Anger and desire battled for control as she felt the length of his body pressed firmly against hers.
“Do you really want to leave me, Vaush?” His tone softened, he moved closer and breathed into her ear. “Or do you want to know what I feel for you?”
The huskiness of his voice made the area between her thighs quiver; she would have collapsed had he not held her so tightly. All of her anger and resentment fell away in the gravity of the moment. As she looked up into his smoldering eyes, his mouth hovered temptingly within a breath of hers.
“This is killing me, Vaush,” he said in anguish as he brushed his lips against her cheek. “Please tell me you want this as much as I do.”
I must be dreaming! Before she could awaken, she grabbed his face, pressed her lips to his, and felt the exhilarating charge throughout her body. This was no dream!
He parted his lips to hers and they engaged in a slow deliberate kiss. She savored the feel and taste of him, breathing in his masculine scent. She couldn’t kiss him long enough to satisfy her, only an eternity in his arms would do. The slow burn heightened her need and urgency until it kindled a fire. Vaush opened her mouth wide at his urging. She drowned in his unrestrained passion, the stubble of his unshaven face grating wonderfully on her skin.
There was nothing else in the universe for her but the two of them eagerly exploring the wonders of each other. She felt herself melting into him, surrendering all her will to his hungry caresses.
It was a kiss that lasted forever, but ended all too soon.
It took Vaush a few seconds to realize that he’d stopped. Her eyes fluttered open to find him peering down at her. He never looked more enticing than he did at that moment, she was his; there was nothing she would deny him now.
“Do you have any idea of what you’ve done?” Comron whispered, kissing her face and neck. “You will be the end of me.”
“So this is all my fault,” she teased, arching her head back as his warm mouth drew kisses along her neck. “As if you can’t walk away from this.”
He paused a moment and she saw the troubled look in his eyes.
“Comron.” She tried to kiss him again, but he pulled back, withdrawing from her.
“Comron?” she asked, the sense of panic growing.
“I swear; I won’t let him hurt you. I’ll keep you safe.” He looked at her with painful longing. “I can’t go back to that life … not without you.” He closed the distance between them, holding nothing back as he pressed his mouth to hers, kissing her hard, slipping his tongue deep into her mouth. This time, she wouldn’t let him go, not for the world.
His breathing grew heavy as his hands roved her body with abandon. She pulled his shirt aside, kissing his chest, running her fingers through its hair. She never remembered feeling so ravenous and unrestrained. She wanted to devour him whole.
Arching her back, she pressed her breasts against him. His hand slipped under her shirt grabbing a breast, his hot mouth moving down to tease it for a bit. He grinned seductively when she moaned for more. She felt his large hands slide down her waist and around her hips, grabbing the fullness of her ass, squeezing handfuls. She thought that she would go mad with desire, and nearly did when he held her tight and tilted his hips forward against her, letting her feel the full hardness of his arousal against her flat belly.
She moaned appreciatively at the impressive feel of it. Looking up at him, she was startled by the predatory look that declared unmistakably, there would be no turning back, not now, not ever.
He spread his cloak upon the ground, then took her by the hand and drew her down to lay next to him. Held spellbound by the fervor in his eyes, she lay there as he gently moved over her, caressing her body, kissing her all over.
“You’re so beautiful,” he murmured softly. “So damned beautiful.”
Her pulse quickened when he unfastened her shirt and brassiere, moving his hungry mouth down to her breasts, his hands massaging and squeezing them. The tip of his tongue teased her nipples stiff, before he opened his mouth wide taking in her breast, sucking ravenously. She arched her back and moaned in response to the pleasure point pulsing below. His body writhed against hers. She felt his hardened member rubbing up against her thigh, letting her know how eager he was to sink it deep inside her. Her hands reached down, feeling him straining against the fabric of his pants. Her hands had a mind of their own as they quickly liberated him and grasped his shaft.
He moaned softly at her touch. Her eyes widened at its impressive size.
“Well, at least that rumor is true,” Vaush said in a smoky tone as she ran her fingers down the length of it.
Comron flashed her a wicked grin, then wrapped his large hand over hers, encouraging her to stroke him firmly. His eyes were closed, his expression was sublime, and his breathing was shallow. Abruptly, he pulled her hand away, determined not to peak too soon.
His hands moved to the closure of her pants. With a single, well-practiced move, he peeled off her pants and panties. He looked deep into her hazel eyes, holding her gaze, while sliding his hand slowly down between her thighs. His fingers slipped into her moistness, finding the bud already firm with anticipation. His fingers moved rhythmically over it, luring her toward ecstasy. He shifted his body, draping his leg over hers, rubbing his member against her bare thigh in time with the movement of his hand. His mouth eagerly returned to her breasts, tending to them masterfully.
As Vaush crested toward the peak, she was grateful and surprised that a man like Comron would be so skilled in the art of pleasuring a woman. She moaned and ran her hand down the length of his muscular arm, resting it on his hand as he stimulated her. Her fingers touched his family crest ring, reminding her that Comron was Nethicaen royalty, heir to the throne, sworn enemy to her house. Forbidden. That knowledge only served to heighten her arousal, and sent her careening toward ecstasy as he deftly brought her to climax.
Before Vaush could recover, Comron mounted her with a great sense of urgency. Her body tensed as she felt him open her and slide his shaft in deep, filling her to capacity. She braced herself, as he slowly began stroking inside her. Gaining a little confidence, she began to relax, which Comron seemed to take as an invitation to quicken the pace, sending himself even deeper inside her. As his momentum built, she tried to steel herself against his exertions.
He must have seen her squeezing her eyes shut. He panted in a gruff voice, “Am I hurting you, Vaush?”
“No,” she lied, determined to let him satisfy his need, thinking it probably would not get much more vigorous.
That was a mistake.
Comron shifted his weight, going deep and hard inside Vaush. She gasped and grabbed his hair roughly, which only served to heighten his arousal. Each of his powerful thrusts was punctuated with a grunt of satisfaction, sending wild sensations through her. Her body tensed around him as she watched his face, a portrait of sheer pleasure, magnificent in its singularity. She clung to his broad shoulders and commanded herself to relax.
And that’s when she really began to enjoy it, as her body gradually adapted to his size and force. She wrapped her legs around his waist, her hips rocking forward, keeping pace with his long, powerful strokes. She marveled at his stamina and control, as pleasure supplanted pain. As if growing desperate to achieve release, Comron drove harder into her, his hips hammering away like well-oiled pistons, as if he couldn’t go deep enough or fast enough. She felt his large hands firmly gripping her hips, driving them down hard, as he rammed into her. They both moaned loudly as their bodies pounded hard into each other, thrusting and rolling about in frenzied fits of passion, driving them both madly over the edge.
She reached it just before he did. A true master! Her whole body convulsed, screaming in sublime ecstasy.
“Ahh!!” he cried out as he came hard into her. She felt his pulsing release as he held her hips tightly, keeping himself buried deep within her. The sheer ecstasy continued to echo through them both, as they remained locked together savoring the pleasure.
So that’s what it’s like to be cocked Van Laven style, she mused, her head still reeling from the wild ride. Feeling the cool wet ground beneath her, she looked about, realizing that in the throes of passion they had moved a considerable distance from where they had begun.
She grinned, knowing that they were light years from where they had begun.
Comron lay there inside Vaush, remembering the strong currents of emotion that flowed through him as he made love to her. He experienced an overpowering need to possess her, to make her his, to penetrate her, both physically and emotionally. He needed this memory to be imprinted on her mind for life. With each powerful stroke, he sought to claim her, to boldly declare that she was his.
His to what purpose? All these thoughts led him to one inescapable conclusion.
In the quiet calm of the afterglow, he spoke the words in his native tongue, “Ji su naseo, Vaush.”
Her expression said she understood but could not believe he’d said it. “What did you just say?”
He lifted his head to look down at her with those piercing green eyes. “I said I love you, Vaush.”
Her mouth opened, but no words followed. She broke from his gaze, as if struggling with some internal conflict.
That’s when it occurred to Comron that while he’d wanted to give himself to her completely, all she’d been interested in was a farewell fling. He tried to hide his profound hurt and embarrassment. “It’s all right,” he said, finally disengaging himself from her. “You don’t have to say anything.”
She sat up, grabbing his arm. “Yes, I do.” She searched for the right words. “I’m … I’m overwhelmed.” She shook her head then smiled beautifully. “Ji su naseo, Comron. I love you too.”
His chest heaved and his eyes sparkled with delight. He took her face in his hands and kissed her tenderly. “Oh, Vaush, sweet angel.”
“Comron,” she said between kisses, “you do realize … our families will literally kill us if they find out.”
He stopped abruptly; his expression was stern and determined. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I’ll keep you safe.”
“And who’ll keep you safe from Larrs? He hates you with an intensity that could melt the hull off a battle cruiser.”
“I’m not afraid of Larrs,” he said dismissively.
“What about your father and your people?” she added, “How thrilled will they be to discover their future Duke has been cavorting with Bastionli?”
He gathered her into his arms. “Great discretion will be required on our part, but we will be together … always.”



CHAPTER 21
Convinced that Comron was steadily making his way toward the coast, Crausin decided to relocate the majority of his search party to Paitu Beach, the spot where Comron would likely show up.
Growing anxious to see the search come to a close and to greet Comron in person, he joined the team on the surface of Patheis there at Paitu Beach.
Tall palm trees dotted the shoreline, their branches swaying lazily in the early evening breeze. The twin moons shone brightly even as a patch of heavy clouds moved steadily westward across the darkened sky.
As Duke Crausin stood on the silvery shores reflecting on the past few days, he absently felt for the chain upon which the oath medallion hung. He pulled it out from beneath his shirt. For eleven years, it had remained around his neck and would remain so for all of his days.
Even though his dearest companion would marry in four weeks, it posed no threat to their oath. Lady Spira Eskridge would be nothing more than a lovely face on his arm and the bearer of Comron’s children. She would be a thing tolerated for the sake of a betrothal contract, but Comron would never love her. Crausin had made certain of that by turning Spira into his own ravenous little whore while compelling Comron to look on as he defiled her.
Stupid girl thinks I’m in love with her!
It was a necessary arrangement for, much to Crausin’s dismay, Comron occasionally exhibited a resentful attitude toward the constraints of their oath. As astute as he was, Comron failed to appreciate that the oath served as a protective hedge about him, preventing him from suffering emotionally the way Crausin had. The duke, for his part, had no difficulty honoring their oath for his experience with Meglyn had left him numb and desolate, incapable of feeling a thing in that regard. Only she could have revived such romantic passions in him again, but Meglyn was ruined now, gone. He and Comron had personally seen to that years ago ….
Comron. He broadcast his thoughts, spreading them out like a net over the sea. I’m here waiting for you. What in the blazes is keeping you?



CHAPTER 22
Vaush endeavored to make sense of all that had transpired in the last few hours—the fear, the anger, the surrender, and the ecstasy. Had she not just made passionate love to the Crown Prince of Nethic? Had he not just declared his love and devotion for her and insist that they continue their relationship beyond Patheis?
It was sheer madness!
Yet she craved Comron desperately and knew she’d do anything, even risk the wrath of her father to be with him. Their feelings were so raw and intense in the moment, but how would they feel about each other in the sober light of day when they returned home to their respective worlds? Would their fire still burn as brightly? Would the ever-present fear of being discovered eventually overpower their desire to see each other?
As if sensing her turmoil, Comron held her tight and said, “We have no choice, my love. The path has been laid before us and I will not let you turn aside from it, or from me.”
She wished she shared his resolve and confidence. She found it astounding that a man like Comron could be so swept away by love. He knew full well the dire repercussions of this decision, yet he remained steadfast, ready to risk it all to be with her.
As they lay there in silent contemplation, he shifted his position so that their bodies were flush against each other. The gesture was intended to be one of comfort as he gently caressed her. As she snuggled into him, his confidence began to permeate her thoughts as, slowly, she began to believe that they could have a future. She had no doubt that she could spend forever here, entangled in his body, listening to the steady beat of his heart.
Her fingers traced his jawline. She felt the chain around his neck and looked at the medallion hanging from it. She turned it over and examined it. The elegance balanced by the strong masculine look of it intrigued her.
“It’s beautiful,” she said, still holding it. “Is it a family heirloom?”
“No.”
“Can I attribute it to your taste, or was it a gift?” A token from Lady Spira she wondered?
“It was a gift.”
“Oh, from whom?”
Reluctantly, he replied. “From Crausin.”
“Ah,” she said with a sigh of relief. “Well, your father has exquisite taste. Does it have—”
He pressed his lips to hers, giving her the distinct impression that she was being silenced. But it didn’t really matter as she became preoccupied with the business of returning his kisses and enjoying the urgency of his caress. Her own breathing grew heavier and her hunger for him eclipsed all reason.
She let herself drown in the euphoria of his embrace, the taste and feel of him driving her wild. How could she ever do without him? How could any woman surrender him after having been with him? That’s when she remembered.
Spira! Comron was due to marry her in four weeks. The thought hit her like an ice-cold shower.
“Comron.” Vaush disentangled herself from him, sat up, and pulled her shirt closed over her breasts. “You’re to be married shortly.”
He felt the anchor of the betrothal weighing him down when he wanted nothing more than to soar freely with Vaush. “Yes, but you know I don’t love her. I swear; she’ll never share my bed.”
“But Spira will still be your wife!” Angry tears sprang to her eyes.
He sat up alarmed at her emotion. “In name only. You will be my true wife, the woman my heart belongs to and with whom I’ll spend my nights.” He stroked her arm, but Vaush shrugged it off.
“I won’t share you with another woman and play the mistress whore!” she said in fiery indignation.
“Vaush, you know that I have no control over the matter,” Comron argued. “My Duke has ordered this marriage. None of it has anything to do with us.”
“Really?” She flashed a rapier smile. “Then I’ll take a husband in name only and keep you on the side as lover.”
He grabbed her firmly by the arms. “You will do no such thing! You are mine alone.”
“Then you must be mine alone, or you will be nothing to me!” Vaush leveled him with a steely glare that cut right through him. “I am no man’s whore, Comron. Not even yours.”
He could feel her pulling away, erecting a wall that would stand between them forever if he didn’t tear it down. They were at the hangar bay and Vaush was waiting for him to turn around … to make the bold gesture to save them.
“Why is it so easy for you to speak of walking away when the mere thought of it is shattering my mind?”
“Easy? Your wedding day will be like boiling acid in my veins.” Tears spilled from her eyes. “But, even if it kills me, I’ll never see you again once you’re married.”
The sense of panic that coursed through Comron left him with no other choice.
“Now you listen to me. This love we share is more precious to me than anything I’ve ever known.” He took a deep breath and stared earnestly into her hazel eyes. “For this reason … I will defy my Duke and end my betrothal as soon as I return to Nethic.”
Vaush was clearly shocked by his declaration and was a moment in finding her words. “Is ... is that even possible?”
“The legalities are complicated, the monetary penalties are prohibitive and, more importantly, we’ll lose the Eskridge depository holdings.” His brow lowered at the prospect. “But there are alternatives to the Eskridge assets. It can all be sorted with a bit of cunning and swift work.” He wouldn’t dwell on Crausin’s response, lest he lose his resolve.
Vaush lowered her eyes. “I’m asking too much of you, aren’t I?”
The corner of his mouth tugged to the side as he considered the demands he would make of her in return. “Yes, but it’s no more than I will be asking of you.”
She cuddled next to him, more demure and pliant after having won that battle. “I’m sorry to make such demands of you. But I won’t compromise or defile another’s marriage, whether it be real or in name only. Besides, the thought of another woman having a legal claim to you makes me see red.” She scowled and curled her fingers like claws. “I already want to rip Spira to shreds.”
He chuckled softly and stroked her hair.
“Vaush, is there anyone that you’ll need to break off with when you return home?”
“No one of consequence. My work has kept me so busy of late I’ve had no social life to speak of since Grantham.”
“Good, then there will be no rivals for me to kill off.”
She laughed. “No, that won’t be necessary. As if anyone could rival the formidable Prince Comron Van Laven.”
He propped himself up on an elbow and gazed down at her. “I love the way you say my name … especially when I’m inside of you.”
Something below spasmed within her in anticipation and trepidation. His needs had been so demanding and relentless the first time.
His hand slid down her back, coming to rest on her bare bottom. His gentle kisses now grew more insistent, prodding her to part her mouth to his. As his tongue slipped in, he moaned with pleasure anew. Already she felt his flaccid member growing stiff with the imminent prospect of more lovemaking. Her body tensed in response.
Comron relented and deftly maneuvered her on top, allowing her to set the pace for this round.
He looked so stunningly handsome laying beneath her, staring up, so eager for her. She ran her hands slowly over his muscular shoulders and chest. “You have the body of a Mythran god,” she said admiringly.
“Thank you,” he replied in a husky voice as his hands stroked her thighs straddling his waist. She could feel the heat from his shaft behind her against her bare cheeks. She knew he was dying to lift her onto it. But she couldn’t resist making him wait for it. She grinned at him and then leaned down to kiss the tip of his nose, then his lips. His hips rose, while he nudged her hips backward.
“Not yet,” she whispered, ignoring the lustful pleading in his avid green eyes.
His expression became tortured. “Please, my love,” he moaned, squeezing her buttocks firmly as he ground his hips against hers. A gasp escaped her at the anticipation of the pleasure his body would soon bring her. She allowed him to pull her down, taking a breast into his mouth. Hearing her own throaty moan, she knew it would only be seconds before she gave in.
His breath was hot in her ears. “Don’t you want me inside you?”
Dizzy at the mere thought of it, she exhaled, “Yessss.” She lifted her hips and pulled his shaft forward. She slowly slid down the length of it, letting it fill her. They both moaned with deep satisfaction.
He gripped her hips firmly and undulated his body rhythmically beneath hers. “Mmm, you’re so hot inside, angel.”
She arched her back and his hands slid up to her breasts and squeezed them hard as she rode him, hips rocking back and forth, rising and falling in slow controlled motions.
She wanted to memorize the glorious expression on his face. He was sublime with teeth gritted and muscles taught in his struggle to maintain control. She grinned and quickened her strokes, steadily driving him toward the edge, toward release.
As if determined to see her surrender first, he kneaded her nipples between his fingers tips. She sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh … damn.” It would be a close finish again, she thought, clenching and releasing her inner muscles with each measured stroke. His moans grew louder, letting her know unmistakably that she was driving him out of his mind.
She continued stroking away for all she was worth.
Suddenly, his undulating body went still beneath her. Triumphantly, she awaited the pulsation of his release. But it never came.
“Oh, shite!” Comron exclaimed, abruptly lifting Vaush off him.
“What’s wrong?”
He pointed skyward. “Your father’s here.”
“What?” she asked completely bewildered, looking up just in time to see the burst of light against the dark sky. The bright colors formed the Bastionli family crest. Fear chased away any remnants of desire. “Frithe’s gate!” she exclaimed, instinctively grabbing her shirt to cover herself.
“We must be closer to the coast than I thought,” Comron said, scrambling to pull his pants back up. “Crausin is likely there as well.”
“What if they’ve sent scouts out here to look for us?” Vaush looked around anxiously as she fastened her brassiere. “Comron, if my father’s men find you ….”
“I know how to take care of myself.” He slung his satchel over his shoulder and drew his firearm. “Please hurry, love. We can’t risk them moving off without us.”



CHAPTER 23
Moving briskly, they covered two more kilometers, navigating through the darkness. They came to a rest at the top of a waterfall. Carefully, they climbed out to the edge and peered down over the steep cliff. For the first time since being marooned, they saw the silvery outline of the coast stretching out before them.
Comron quickly spotted the fiery light at the far end of the beach.
“The Bastionli camp.”
Vaush nodded, though her excitement was dampened by the knowledge that they must soon part ways.
“It’s less than a kilometer away,” he observed. He continued to scan the beach in search of another camp. “There!” He pointed north of the Bastionli camp. “Another one, it must be Van Laven.”
“And no battle raging?” she asked, trying to conceal her disappointment over his elation. “Maybe there’s hope for us after all.”
He scoffed. “Don’t be fooled. They’re temporarily distracted by the rescue mission. Once they’ve found us, I doubt they’ll play so nicely.” He scanned the cliff side. “Come on, I’ll guide you down.”
Vaush followed, listening carefully to Comron’s instructions as they descended. When they finally reached the bottom, Vaush was mentally and physically exhausted. She nearly collapsed, doubling over with hands on knees. “Give me a minute.”
He rubbed her back. “Take slow deep breaths … that’s it.”
“All right,” she finally said, standing erect. “Let’s finish this.”
“Vaush.” Comron inclined his head to the side. “It is finished, our journey together ends here.”
Her voice caught in her throat, from somewhere deep inside came the sound of wailing in her ears. She bit her lip to keep it from trembling.
“It’s likely that Larrs will have scouts about patrolling this area in search of you,” Comron explained. “You understand that we can’t be found together.”
“Naturally,” was all she could manage as she fought to match his composure.
“They’ll likely find you before you reach the shore, but I want you to continue along this stream through the clearing, then follow the shoreline to your father’s camp. I won’t leave Patheis until I have confirmation that you’re safe in the Bastionli camp.”
She managed a tremulous smile. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine.”
“I know you will.” He glanced out toward the shore. “Well ….”
“W-we should say our farewells now.” Squaring her shoulders, she extended her hand. “Thank you, Comron, for everything you did for me back there. I never would have survived it without you.”
He stared at her hand as if she held a snake in it. “What is this?” he asked irritably.
She dropped her hand to her side. “I was … I don’t know.”
He closed the distance between them. “Is this how we are to part?”
She looked away, wishing she could make her escape before the tears started to fall.
“What’s wrong?” He tilted her chin up to look at him. “Can’t I hold you one last time before you go?”
“Yes,” she said, throwing herself into his arms and burying her face in his chest. She wanted to savor the feel of him, burn him into her memory in all his rugged, glorious perfection.
He squeezed her tighter, resting his head upon hers. “My sweet, sweet angel. What am I to do without you constantly by my side?”
“Comron, I’m so afraid.”
“Everything is going to be fine,” he said softly. “Soon you’ll be home safe in a warm bed.”
She looked at him. “No, I’m afraid we’ll never see each other again.”
The hurt and anger in his eyes made her want to weep.
“I don’t want to hear that,” he said sternly. “Of course we will.”
But she persisted. “Once you return to your home to confront your father and your duty, will you still feel so strongly about us? What if they refuse to release you from the betrothal?”
Comron’s brow furrowed and his jaw clenched. “The betrothal will be broken, and I will send for you. If you do not come to me, I will go to you. Even if that means going all the way to Ti-Laros to demand what is mine.”
The notion of Comron on Ti-Laros frightened and exhilarated her beyond measure. Would he really be driven to something so insane just to be with her?
“Know this for a certainty.” There was a hint of menace in his voice, “Nothing will keep me from what is mine. Not Larrs, not Crausin,” he pulled her roughly to him, holding her immobile as he laid a devouring, all-consuming kiss on her. He breathed in her ear, “Not even you.”
Dazed and speechless, she could only watch as Comron walked away into the night.
****
“I knew you’d find me … eventually,” Comron said and laughed as Crausin nearly squeezed the life out of him with a hearty embrace.
“I set out the moment I received your message.” Crausin drew back and smiled broadly at Comron’s five-day beard, unruly hair, and ragged clothing. “God’s teeth, you look like hell.”
“And you look like you haven’t slept in days.”
“Not a wink since I got your call. I never should have sent you on this bloody trip.”
“No, to the contrary, it worked to our advantage.” He glanced around at the escort guard then nodded for Crausin to walk with him.
“What is it?”
“I found out that General Lugen Undersoll is most likely the mole. He arranged for the explosives on the transport and sent an assassin after me.”
“An assassin!” Crausin’s eyes flew wide. “Then it wasn’t industrial espionage. How do you know this?”
“The assassin confessed it all. Well, at least that house Undersoll had contracted his services to kill me if the crash didn’t.”
“Fucking hell, Com, he came so close!”
“I’m fine, Crausin, and now we finally have some answers.”
Crausin scowled. “I’ll have that bastard’s balls raked across the coals before I have his head on a pike.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “But you’re right, now we know how they gained access to the nav-systems. He’s coordinating his attacks with the rebels as cover. Damn it, we still need to understand how deeply this goes so that when we cut him down, we eliminate everyone associated with him.”
“So we let him run free for now?”
“We’ll put a tight security detail on him and monitor all of his communications.” He glanced back at the forest, “What happened to the assassin?”
“After the interrogation I … administered justice.”
“Comron, he was far more valuable alive.”
They both looked up as Ti-Larosian transport ships roared overhead, illuminating the night sky.
Comron glanced at Crausin. “I’m guessing they found the girl.” The scouts had already mentioned that the Ti-Larosian were present searching for Larrs’ daughter.
“Yes, in addition to a Ti-Larosian guard found barely breathing.”
Crausin took Comron’s arm, and his green eyes grew dark. “I understand the Bastionli snatch had some part in saving your life.”
Comron bristled at the reference. “I was dying and even though she knew I was the Prince of Nethic, she saved my life. In return I was obliged to help her reach the shore.”
Crausin nodded. “The circumstances were extreme. You did what had to be done to survive. But just tell me one thing,” he said, eyeing Comron. “You still hate all Bastionlis don’t you?”
“Does Van Laven blood still run through my veins?” he replied without hesitation.
The questioning look in Crausin’s eyes sent a wave of alarm through Comron. He could feel the subtle mental probing, the hidden doors opening and closing.
But then Crausin smiled broadly. “Gods, let’s get you cleaned up. We’ve less than six hours to make the banking conference.”



CHAPTER 24
In the low lights of the night watch, Prince Comron Van Laven crossed the meadow below the south wing of Northridge Castle. His legs carried him as if they had a mind of their own and his head reeled from the whirlwind of financial dealings and heavy negotiations orchestrated to offset the impending loss of the Eskridge deposits. Every detail had been carefully coordinated and every piece had been put into place. All that he awaited was Crausin’s consent to release him from the betrothal contract.
He groaned aloud and balled his fists at the prospect. He knew no matter how meticulously he planned the alternative, Crausin would not easily surrender the Eskridge deal. It was his brainchild carefully crafted over the years. Lady Spira had been duly compromised and was Crausin’s willing tool, designed to keep Comron in check. And now Spira—the unabashed tart—sought an audience with him tomorrow morning, no doubt to insist that their lewd bedroom antics resume. The notion of it sickened him and the thought of Vaush learning of it petrified him.
In all his frustration and angst, he wasn’t the least bit surprised to find himself standing before the military combat training facility. It was the perfect place to vent his anger and emerge from his dark moods. He entered the building and ran his hand past the sensor; the lights popped on and flooded the gymnasium. Comron’s fingers danced across the control panel to call up the fighting drones lining the walls. He set them at the highest attack mode for maximum aggression, walked over to the weapons cache, and selected a heavy flanged mace.
The silver, mechanical humanoids came to life. Each one lifted its head with eyes glowing orange. In unison, they stepped down from their holding mounts. Orange eyes shimmered at Comron as the droids mustered into a circle around him.
Comron raised the mace, struck a fighting stance, and growled, “Attack!”
As they charged, he leapt into the air and drove the weapon down, smashing the arm off the nearest drone. He spun and hit the next one in the gut, doubling it over before he bludgeoned its head. A drone struck him in the back, knocking him to the ground, but Comron rolled forward with the momentum and swept his leg out to knock the drone off its feet. The second it hit the ground, he drove the flanged end of the mace through the drone’s chest, impaling it. Springing to his feet, Comron swung the mace up and connected with the closest drone’s head, knocking it off its shoulders. A metal foot caught him in the mid-section, he groaned as he stumbled back, but then ducked as a drone swung a battle-axe at his head. His foot shot out and hit the drone in the chest. Instantly, another one flew at him and bashed Comron’s face with the butt of its club. The pain only fueled his rage as he moved more rapidly to strike crippling blows and take them in turn. He battled through, working out his aggression and frustration, until there were no more combatants left standing. His chest heaved and perspiration trickled down his face as he stood in the midst of the shattered combat drones.
Let this war begin.
On his way to the drawing room, Comron spotted his mother at the bottom of the staircase.
“Ah, there you are, my darling,” Queen Sheally said cheerfully as Comron descended. “You know that it is not polite to keep your fiancée waiting, even if you look as dashingly handsome as you do,” she said examining his attire. He wore a white linen dress shirt with a cravat at the neck underneath a hip-length, well-tailored burgundy doublet with gold buttons down the center. Fitted black breeches and a pair of finely polished knee-high boots accented the cut of his thigh and the length of his legs. A three-quarter length black jerkin served as a sleeveless coat over his attire.
He tried not to resent his mother for being swept up in all the pageantry that Spira had created around their upcoming nuptials. Sheally had no idea what sort of depraved creature Spira was, Comron thought. But how could his mother see it when she’d grown so adept at turning a blind eye to all of Crausin’s indiscretions?
She touched his cheek affectionately. “What is it my darling, what has you troubled?”
He silently berated himself for letting his emotions show so readily.
“I’m fine, mother.” Before she could say another word, he kissed her cheek. “Now, I believe my fiancée is waiting for me.”
“Oh, yes. Come along, my dear.” She took his arm and led him down the hall and through the double doors of the great room. The place was an informal entertaining hall with high ceilings, polished wood floors, and an enormous fireplace.
In the center of the room, a couple of meters from the fireplace, was an antique divan flanked by two matching arm chairs. Sitting ever so gracefully upon the divan, with her back to the doors, was Lady Spira Eskridge. Upon hearing the doors open, she turned to peer over her shoulder. Her eyes sparkled like blue diamonds as they caught sight of Comron.
“Hello, sweet darling,” she said, as she gracefully rose from the divan like a great swan about to take flight.
To any other man, she was a vision from their fondest adolescent dreams. The neckline of her form-fitting gown was tastefully cut, revealing an ample bosom and the bodice tapered around her slender waist. A full mane of flaxen hair fell abundantly over her bare shoulders, framing a beautiful face graced with delicate features.
Comron was unmoved.
“Hello, Spira.” He approached her in the most detached, formal manner. For his mother’s benefit, he lifted Spira’s hand, kissed it, and let it go. He glanced up to see his mother smile and close the doors.
Spira gave him a playful pout that would have broken the will of the most puritanical of men. “Is that the best you can do when you haven’t seen me in nearly two weeks?”
“No, but I’m afraid it’ll have to do,” he replied unapologetically. “What do you want, Spira?”
She tossed her head causing her flaxen locks to bounce. “I wanted to check on the health of my betrothed. What is so suspect about that?”
“I have already informed you that I’m well.”
“Then you and your father will take dinner with me this evening?”
“I’m not hungry.”
“It’s only mid-morning,” she said, hiding her impatience behind a practiced smile. “I’m certain that you will have worked up an appetite by the dinner hour.”
“I’m equally certain that I won’t,” he said, folding his arms resolutely across his chest. “My father should be suitable enough dining company for you.”
She looked away, but not before he glimpsed the pained look in her eyes. Most curious, he thought.
“It’s been almost two weeks, Comron. It isn’t like you at all to be such a stoic in the face of certain depravations,” she stepped closer, in complete seductress mode. “Crausin assures me that you haven’t gone elsewhere to sate your desire since your return, therefore, you should be positively randy by now.”
I am, but not for you, he wanted to tell her. But instead he replied, “Don’t humiliate yourself any further, I’ve already told you that I’ll not be joining you for dinner this evening.”
Her shoulders set rigidly as she glared at him. “Your father won’t be pleased at all when I inform him of how reprehensibly you’ve treated me. I’m to be your wife!”
Her words choked him like a noose around the neck. Needing to be away from her, he headed to the bar and prepared himself a strong drink.
“I will have a glass of markana,” she said, pulling up alongside him.
“You know where the bottles are,” he said stiffly, never taking his eyes off his drink.
She huffed, but took the invitation to pour herself a glass, hoping that joining him for a drink might prove more effective in thawing her reluctant fiancé.
“So, Patheis,” she said, a smile in her tone as she sipped her markana. “It must’ve been a dreadful ordeal. No doubt it explains your lingering dark mood. You know that I’m an excellent listener and comforter … why don’t you tell me about it.”
It took all his self-control not to throw her out of the room for her vulgar duplicity. She only cared about alleviating his misery to the extent that it would draw him, and Crausin, back into her bed.
“I’d sooner set your headboard banging against the wall all night before I’d deign to discuss Patheis with you,” he said, the disdain dripping in his voice. “And I assure you, neither of those things is going to happen.”
Her azure eyes fixed upon him with a penetrating gaze. “My patience with your impertinence is wearing dangerously thin. A word to Crausin, and I could make life rather difficult for you. So let’s start again, shall we?” She took a deep breath and an arrogant smile touched her lips. “We’ll be expected at the studio tomorrow for the refinishing of the bride and groom hologram stills, and then we’ll—”
“We did those weeks ago,” he said tersely.
Her lips pulled taut across her teeth. “Well, we’re doing them again because you were in a cross mood and it showed. I’ll not have our wedding guests leaving with visuals of my groom looking anything less than euphoric.”
“The hell I will. Just edit a damn smile on my face, that way it’ll be just as fake as the one I would’ve given you.”
“Need I remind you that your attendance at these functions has been stipulated by the betrothal contract? Your failure to show will result in steep fines and penalties. So you might want to rethink your position … you contemptuous ass.”
He rose from the bar and glared down at her. “I don’t care if it costs me a Duke’s ransom. I won’t be at the studio nor will I be present for any of the other stupid shite you have planned.”
“Crausin will force you, even if he has to drag you there kicking and screaming!”
“He’ll have to kill me first.” He laughed at her. “But then you’d simply prop up my lifeless corpse and go through with the wedding anyway just to save face. Anything to keep them from realizing that you’re nothing but a high-born, well-primped whore that I’m
being forced to marry!”
She leaned in close and grinned in his face. “Crausin satisfies me in ways you never will and you can’t stand it.”
He sniffed her and recoiled. “Crausin’s right; you do smell like cod fish.”
She gasped. “He never said … you … vile, disgusting liar!” She flew at him with clawed hands, but he caught her arms before she could sink her nails into his face. “I’ve already warned you about this, haven’t I? The next time you attempt to strike me, I will hit back. Hard.” He thrust her away and turned to leave. “Go home, Spira. Nobody wants you here,” he said over his shoulder and then ducked as a glass vase flew past him and crashed against the door.
“You’ve no idea who you’re dealing with! You insufferable, arrogant, little prick!” she raged, throwing anything she could get her hands on at him. “You’ll pay for this. I’m going to make your life a living hell!” she screamed after him with such vitriol all of Northridge Castle must have learned that the picture perfect couple was anything but.



CHAPTER 25
For a moment, there was nothing but silence between the two men, so similar in appearance—more like twin brothers displaced by time, than father and son. It was not surprising considering that Crausin fathered Comron when he himself was merely a young teenager. It had amused Comron to think that looking at his father was like looking at himself in perhaps five to ten years’ time. And it pleased him greatly to know that he inherited the same genes that kept the signs of age at bay so well.
“The specialists have assured me that you’re well in both mind and body, despite your ordeal on Patheis, and yet you hardly seem yourself since your return,” Crausin said from across the great mahogany desk that had been in their family for five generations. His expression was earnest and unusually paternal. “I’m worried about you, Com.”
Relieved that Crausin hadn’t launched into a lecture over his recent treatment of Spira, Comron relaxed a smidgen in the large high-backed chair.
“Doctor Brewsmen was quite thorough in the psychological assessment,” Comron answered evenly. “You should trust his findings.”
His father fixed him with a marked look of skepticism. “I do to the extent that they don’t conflict with my own instincts. Doctor Brewsmen doesn’t have the advantage of our history.”
Comron held up under the scrutiny of his father’s gaze, maintaining the mental barrier that would keep Vaush walled off from Crausin’s penetrating mind sweep. Even now, Comron felt him diligently searching for answers.
“Have you received word from the governance council?” Comron asked, attempting to deflect the duke’s path when he veered too close to Patheis.
The smile the question produced failed to reach Crausin’s eyes. “The official word came, but you know it was a mere formality to initiate the vetting process.”
“Still, no Nethicaen monarch has ever accomplished such a feat.” His ingratiating tone sounded nauseating even to his own ears.
“Yes … you said as much when we left the banking conference assured of the bid,” Crausin replied with a hint of irritation in his voice. “Comron, something is obviously troubling you. Level with me so I might help you.”
With Crausin too impatient to wait for his reply, Comron could feel the inner recesses of his mind being violated as the doors opened and closed one after the other, moving inexorably closer to Vaush. Only one thing would be powerful enough to throw him off the trail.
“I don’t want to marry Spira Eskridge,” he announced boldly.
Crausin sighed heavily but otherwise betrayed little emotion as Spira had likely wasted no time informing him of Comron’s stinging affront. “You state the obvious,” he said evenly, “Why?”
“Because I want you to consider a new path in our pursuit of a board seat.”
Crausin looked askance. “We should be discussing the latest intelligence we’ve gathered on Lugen’s covert activities and my plan to trap him. But please, by all means, let’s discuss your wedding instead.”
“Lugen has made three attempts on my life, Crausin. Nobody wants to nail his carcass to the wall more than I do. But the wedding takes place in a week and therefore demands immediate attention.” Comron produced a comp-pad from his pocket and tapped the glossy surface. The visuals sprang to life hovering just above it. “In the Reyal Baddel sector, we could acquire Gelmere Inter-planetary Bank, Casraq Consortium, and Zeriston Reliant, which would increase our deposit holdings by more than 30%. And we could acquire them at the same price we’re offering Eskridge.”
Crausin listened with a mild look of astonishment on his face as the holographic visuals moved around at Comron’s bidding.
But Comron was undeterred. “All three of these entities possess a shared desire to expand into new markets but lack the capital requirements to fund their interests abroad. I know which of them would be willing to sell outright, as opposed to requesting a leadership role in the new organization. I’ve run all the numbers; I can put them before the principal barrister by the close of business, and we could have a deal before them tomorrow.”
Crausin turned away with a disheartened look as if greatly disappointed in how Comron had spent his time since returning from Patheis. “Com, your wedding is one week away, and we have an ironclad contract with house Eskridge.”
“This wouldn’t be the first time a wedding was called off at the last hour.”
“Just how hard did you hit your head in the crash?” Crausin chuckled. “We are not having this conversation.”
Comron’s green eyes grew dark and his jaw set firmly. “I am not going through with this wedding. The sooner we inform the Duchess of Garonne, the less pain there’ll be.”
“This is madness, Com. We’ll do no such thing.” He rose from his chair and came from behind the desk to stand next to Comron. “Now when did this bloody notion pop into your head?”
Comron looked him dead in the eyes. “The idea has been steadily forming ever since the day I found you jousting Spira’s throat with your cock.”
Crausin’s expression soured. “You would have preferred discovering she was a whore after the wedding?”
“I’d prefer it if you weren’t the one she’d been whoring with.”
Crausin scoffed. “We’ve shared most of our women, why should she be any different?”
“We don’t share our wives!”
“Only because my wife happens to be your mother,” Crausin said with only a hint of judgment. “But if she were not, I wouldn’t withhold her from you. So tell me truthfully, why are we rehashing ancient history?”
“You’d be amazed at how much clarity and perspective one gains when plunging toward the ground in a busted transport.”
Crausin pushed off the desk and headed toward the bar. “Did your little epiphany overlook the fact that we need Eskridge?”
“Haven’t you heard a word that I’ve said?” Comron demanded, following him over. “I’ve laid out a new strategy that doesn’t include their holdings.”
“At this late hour, your proposal is untenably risky.” Crausin poured a glass of brandy. “Why are you trying to derail our plans when we’re so close to achieving our goals?”
“Why are you forcing me into this wretched marriage when there is a viable alternative?”
“I won’t allow you to gamble on Nethic’s future with this half-baked plan of yours.”
“The deal is ready to be placed before the respective parties. All I need is your consent to move forward.”
“No, Comron—”
“I’ve queried the barrister governor’s office and they have confirmed that if we proceed immediately—”
“You’ve overstepped your bounds.” Crausin poured anther drink. “I never gave you the authority to make those calls.”
“I needed to know if it was even possible before presenting the plan to you.”
Crausin downed his drink in a single gulp. “I’m sorry, but you’re going to marry Spira for the good of Nethic. That’s final.”
“No, I refuse!”
“Frithe’s gates, Com. I’ll never take her to bed again. Your eyes have been sufficiently opened to what she is.”
Comron’s face twisted in disgust. “Bend the slut every night for all I care, just as long as I don’t have to!”
Crausin groaned aloud. “Wasn’t it enough that your little Patheis excursion took twenty years off my life? And now this?”
“Release me from the betrothal, and I will never give you another moment’s trouble.” He grabbed Crausin’s arm and entreated him. “I’m begging you. Don’t force me to marry her.”
Crausin looked deep into Comron’s eyes and his tone grew heavy with menace. “Perhaps if you tried telling me the truth I’d be persuaded to consider your business proposal.”
Comron briefly averted his eyes. “I’ve told you my reasons.”
“What? That you suddenly don’t feel like marrying her anymore? This marriage alliance has absolutely nothing to do with feelings,” Crausin said angrily. “It has everything to do with duty and obligation. I married to save our house from destitution and you will marry to gain our seat on the reserve board.”
“We can still—”
“Enough!” The color rose in Crausin’s cheeks. “You will do as your Duke commands!”
Comron’s heart thumped madly and his chest constricted under the pressure. He felt as if he’d been thrust deeper into his gilded cage. Vaush would never consent to be his mistress. Like Grantham, he would become just another casualty of Vaush’s lofty principles, lying there, run through by the broadsword of her virtue.
“If you force me to do this,” Comron said in a grating tone. “I’ll never forgive you for as long as I live. Oath be damned!” he spat.
Crausin looked as if he’d been mortally wounded. “Com … you don’t mean—”
“The hell I don’t. I should’ve had the good sense to die on Patheis,” he proclaimed before storming toward the door.



CHAPTER 26
Crausin hurried after Comron and slammed the door shut, preventing him from leaving. “What in the devil has gotten into you? You’re not going anywhere until I hear the truth.”
“I have told you.”
“You’re lying to me!” Crausin growled, teetering on the edge of sanity.
Comron backed away, unnerved by the warning tone that preceded Edred’s daunting presence. When Crausin slipped into that mode, the insanity could only be quelled by extreme measures.
“What has given you the temerity to speak to me with such impudence?” Crausin’s expression was dark and his tone equally so. “What could have possibly compelled you to turn on me this way?”
Comron could feel the specter of Edred lurking in the shadows, aching to strike out violently against him. “I’ll do my duty, Sire,” he said, lowering his eyes. “As you command.”
But Crausin’s eyes already glistened with madness. “Oh, I have no doubt you will do as your Duke commands. But first you will confess your transgression.” He took a threatening step closer. “I will have the truth out of you one way or the other.”
All at once, Comron saw himself at seventeen again, locked away in the cellar with a violently deranged madman. Fear and loathing gripped him, for he knew that as an adept fighter, he could overtake Crausin and escape the study, but only to face a squadron of armed guards on the other side of the door. Once again, he would be thrust back into the south wing cellar and left to the whims of ‘Edred’s’ sadistic mercy.
“Forgive me, Crausin. I will end it,” Comron said in a small voice.
The anger broiling in his father’s face fell into anguish at the confession.
“Who is she?” he asked just above a whisper.
“I will end it, and then it won’t matter.”
“Won’t matter?” Crausin hollered. “You were willingly to compromise Nethic over her!” He seized Comron. “Who is she? What is her name?”
Comron tried to break Crausin’s grip, though the duke’s berserk strength made it difficult.
“It’s not her fault. I’m the one to blame,” Comron pleaded.
Crausin cracked Comron across the face with the back of his hand. “Didn’t Edred’s lesson teach you anything? The girl pays!” He slammed Comron against the wall. “What is her name?” he bellowed.
Comron felt his father’s mind probing deeper into his, searching for the name his son refused to surrender. He could feel himself losing the battle; Crausin’s mind had always been stronger than his.
“Countess Emilia Brimfell,” Comron lied, yet she was still a memory Crausin could search out and verify as a recent tryst of his.
Crausin grabbed his face and squeezed it. “You’re still lying!”
“No, we started seeing each other at the start of the fall festivals. We were going to end it before the wedding, but after I returned from Patheis, she decided she could not part with me, and insisted that I marry her instead.”
Crausin released his grip. “What?”
“She threatened to go to you if I didn’t call off the wedding,” Comron lied as the duke continued to breathe fire, his face twisting in derision.
“How did you allow that pinched-faced bitch to manipulate you this way? You’re smarter than this.”
“I know now that I should have come to you with it, but after Patheis my mind was a mess. I-I panicked.”
Comron thought he saw a glimpse of empathy in Crausin’s eyes. Had he succeeded in holding Edred at bay? Comron held his silence, awaiting the verdict.
“What you’ve done is completely reprehensible on so many levels, but I should make allowances for your recent trauma. All will go according to schedule and we will never speak of this again.”
Comron could take no pleasure in the small victory. “Thank you for your understanding and compassion.” He tried to ignore the harrowing wailing inside as he felt Vaush slipping through his fingers; the pain was crushing.
Crausin staggered back against the desk as if he had been assaulted. His eyes narrowed in disbelief. “You love her.”
A dreadful fear came over Comron as he realized that in his enormous grief, he’d let his mental guard down.
Crausin’s expression soured incredulously. “Emilia Brimfell? Really?”
Comron’s emotions turned cold at the mention of her name and his expression registered his indifference toward the woman.
Observing this, Crausin’s eyes burned with rage and indignation. “You no more love Emilia Brimfell than you love Spira!”
Closing his eyes, Comron raised his mental defenses and prepared himself for the physical assault that was sure to come. There was only one comfort to him now. Vaush wouldn’t suffer; her identity remained hidden.
“I will permit you until the end of the week to end this accursed affair,” Crausin said.
Shocked, Comron stared cautiously at him in silence.
“End it or I will end her. Do I make myself clear?”
Comron nodded, unsure of what to make of Crausin’s unprecedented rationality. When he started to speak, Crausin cut him off. “I don’t want to hear another word out of your putrid lying mouth. Get out of my sight!” Crausin barked, jamming a finger toward the double doors.
Before the duke could change his mind or Edred could come forth, Comron made haste from the room and didn’t stop until he arrived safely at his apartments and locked the doors behind him. Left with no other choice, he began to conspire as to how he could permanently rid himself of Spira before their dreaded wedding day.



CHAPTER 27
The morning after their heated quarrel, Crausin and Comron attended the high council meeting to discuss the tumultuous affairs of state. Rebellion was becoming widespread in the old country even as the great cities rallied in support of their duke. News of the emperor’s grave health only fanned the fires of rebellion; the last great advocate of the masses would soon depart this world.
“Just as swiftly as we round up the leaders, new ones spring up to take their place,” explained the minister of the interior, a frail-looking man with gray thinning hair. “There is talk of cessation and cries of independence.”
“The ignorant fools require a sharp lesson in our national history,” Crausin snapped. His mood had improved little since he’d last spoken with Comron. “How conveniently they forget the horrific days of civil war when the streets ran red with the blood of their brothers, the harsh famines, and the proliferation of disease. Is that what they want?”
“We still have the majority support, Sire,” the Minister of Holy Sanctum said. “The high church demands allegiance of the faithful, and the informal inquiries show support holding steady at sixty percent.” The tall, slender man leaned forward, elbows on the table, his priestly long hair pulled back from his face.
“At least that’s what they say to your face, Bishop Rayne,” Comron said. “But what do they say behind closed doors? Large numbers are flocking to the rebels. I dare say some of them sit in your pews.”
Crausin cast a dark stare at his son.
“To the contrary, Your Grace,” the Chief Bishop replied. “You’d be surprised how many confessions have resulted in the arrest of key members of the resistance.”
Comron nodded. “I am aware of that. Nonetheless, I urge you to avoid complacency and to remain vigilant.”
Rhayne gave a curt nod. “Naturally, my lord.”
“We require reinforcements, Sire,” said General Lugen Undersoll, the queen’s uncle and the man behind the attack on the royal family. “We have lost scores in battle and to defection.”
Comron glanced at Crausin. His father’s jaw clenched, his eyes narrowed a hair, barely registering the true extent of the blistering hatred he felt for the man. The general and his accomplices would all pay dearly for their high treason, but first Crausin would allow Lugen to become soundly ensnared by the elegant trap the duke had set for him. Then Lugen’s guilt would be fully exposed for all of Nethic to see.
“Then it is time we enact conscription for national service,” Crausin said. “All males between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five will be called.”
“Sire, the outcry.” The Minister of Societal Affairs was the sole female in the room. “Conscription hasn’t been enacted for nearly a century. The people already feel burdened enough and now to send their sons off to war?”
“Better a little pain now than the ravages of civil war later on,” Comron replied, before his father could. Crausin gave him a sharp look, but Comron chose to ignore it.
“Now that the Murkudahl Edict is sure to be overturned, we should gain some traction there,” said the olive-toned Minister of Natural Laws and Philosophy. “Parliament must approve the full funding of our endeavor. House Jen Tao will accept not a credit less.”
“They will have it,” Crausin assured the esteemed counselor. “The legislation will be ratified in the next parliamentary session.”
Eight billion credits was the entry price required to share in the scientific knowledge acquired during the Jen Tao expedition to the Murkudahl home world. Even then, they had only a fifteen percent stake in the venture.
Comron could not help reflecting on the conversation he’d had with Vaush. “Here’s to hoping we find a stick big enough to beat back our worst fears.”
“For eight billion credits, we’d better find something more than a bloody stick,” chortled Grimison Van Laven—the Minister of the Privy Purse and a close cousin of the royal family. They wouldn’t dare entrust the oversight of the treasury to anyone else.
Comron heard little of the last remarks. His thoughts were now consumed with Vaush and his plan to satisfy her demands. Soon he’d take Spira away on a brief holiday, ostensibly, to mend wounds before the wedding day, and while there, thieves would break into their suite and attack them, seriously injuring Comron but killing Spira. That was the arrangement—clean, simple, and effective.
***
At the noon hour, the duke’s administrator, Marbury, popped his head into the council chambers as the morning’s meeting adjourned. “Sire, Lord Overcrom is here to see you,” the older man said in an urgent tone.
“Lord Overcrom? I wasn’t expecting him.”
“He begs your pardon, Sire, but he said it is imperative that he see you immediately.”
Comron exchanged glances with his father. “What is this all about?”
“I have no idea,” Crausin said looking equally concerned. “I just spoke with him yesterday morning and he made no mention of a visit.” He glanced at Marbury. “Have him meet us in my private study.”
“Yes, Sire.”
“Whatever it is, I hope this won’t take very long.” Comron glanced at his wrist chronometer as they headed to Crausin’s private offices. “I’m scheduled to meet Spira in thirty minutes to finalize the plans for Tristain Hall.”
Crausin turned sharply to face him. “What sort of fool do you take me for? One second you’re cursing me to hell for making you marry her, and now you can’t wait to go pick out floral patterns with her?”
Comron nodded. “Forgive me for losing my temper with you. Sometimes I need to be reminded that my duty is to Nethic and my Duke. All else is inconsequential.” They entered the private study. Comron lowered himself into one of the finely appointed chairs. “From this point on, I will be all that Spira requires of me, at least until those deposits are legally ours.”
Crausin sat across from Comron, never taking his eyes off him. “If you’re going to continue insulting my intelligence with this subterfuge, I’d prefer you shut it.”
Comron held his silence.
“I only hope that one day the man I’ve called son all these years will finally return to me,” Crausin said somberly.
“I plan to redeem myself, Crausin,” Comron replied, “And I’ll start by mending fences with Spira.”
His father raised a skeptical brow.
“I’m taking her on an overnight holiday to Vagan Falls as stipulated in our contract. We leave in the morning. By our wedding day, she’ll be the happiest bride the world has ever known.”
They both turned when Marbury entered the room.
“Lord Overcrom is here, Sire.”
“This matter is not over.” Crausin’s eyes lingered on Comron before turning his attention to Telkuve Overcrom who entered with his usual aplomb.
He was a senior colleague of Crausin’s who hadn’t aged nearly as well. The gray at his temples, the wrinkles around his eyes, and sagging jowls betrayed his advanced years.
“Telkuve, this is rather unexpected,” Crausin said as he rose from his chair to greet the man with a curt embrace. He indicated he should be seated next to Comron.
“Lord Telkuve.” Comron nodded to him.
The man wasted no time on pleasantries. “I believe we’re in grave danger, gentlemen.” He took his seat, his face heavily creased with concern.
“And what is the nature of this danger?” Crausin asked, keeping the tension out of his voice.
“The Duke of Ti-Laros nature,” Telkuve replied.
Comron’s heart froze a beat. Had Vaush confessed their love affair to her father? Was that what had prompted Telkuve’s urgent visit?
“Earlier this morning I had an unexpected visit from Bastionli’s lapdog, Lord Fera Relledon. He’s in a state because it appears Larrs may be turning on him.”
“Really?” Crausin sat back, crossing his legs. “Do tell.”
“After the frightened idiot blathered on for a spell, he made the most interesting statement.” He glanced from Crausin to Comron. “Larrs’ youngest daughter is not his biological child.”
“You are referring to ….” Crausin snapped his fingers. “The one called Vaush?”
“Yes.” Overcrom glanced at Comron. “The one you recently encountered on Patheis. Apparently she’s his adopted daughter.”
Vaush, not of Bastionli by blood! Comron considered the possibility and what that could mean for their future.
“How did Fera come by this knowledge?” Crausin asked evenly.
“One night a few years back, Larrs had imbibed too much during a long game of doxise and disclosed this information to Fera. Not thinking anything of it, Fera just stored the information away. It was only in his rambling that he even mentioned it to me.” He handed a com-tablet to Crausin. “Here’s her DNA analysis. That girl is no more Larrs’ daughter than she is mine or yours.”
Crausin examined the data. “This is an interesting piece of trivia, but I hardly think it warranted a trip to Nethic.”
Comron was so elated to learn that he wasn’t in love with Larrs’ biological daughter that he failed to continue down the logical path.
“It’s when you consider the source of Fera’s anxiety. He’s afraid Larrs is planning something monstrous. It’s the way nothing seems to trouble him, even the overturning of the Murkudahl Edict left him undisturbed. He has never supported Thalonius’ enthronement and even speaks openly against the emperor’s son.” He looked intently at the two men. “It is my conjecture that there is a link between the two pieces of information.”
“Gods’ teeth, Telkuve. What more do you know?” Crausin said.
“Try thinking, Crausin,” Telkuve Overcrom said with the gentle chiding of an old friend. “Why would a crotchety old bear like Larrs Bastionli bother adopting a child to raise in his home as part of his royal household?”
“He already had sufficient heirs: Skarus, Hellena, and a close nephew,” Comron said letting his thoughts flow logically. “So what advantage could she possibly bring him?” He considered the nature of Vaush’s philanthropic endeavors. Was there some tie there? No, she kept that work hidden from Larrs.
“What does the child represent to him?” Crausin inquired and then answered, “Power of some sort.”
“Yes, but Vaush isn’t the one with the power, it’s her biological parents,” Comron conjectured.
“Very good.” Telkuve grinned. “That’s the smart question—who are this girl’s real parents? First, we’d have to determine what constitutes special to Larrs.”
“Anything that could help him advance his house by gaining more political power,” Comron answered.
“Particularly anything that could advance his position toward the imperial throne,” Crausin added. “Perhaps her parents were powerful members of the imperial court and she was the product of some high ranking official’s impropriety.”
“That is a distinct possibility,” Telkuve conceded.
Crausin shook his head. “It would be one thing to oversee her upbringing, but Larrs raised her as one of his own, gave her his name.”
“Which means he wanted her honor-bound to his family,” Comron concluded. “To feel a deep sense of loyalty to House Bastionli … in the event that—”
“That she may one day inherit the great power that her parents once held,” Crausin finished the thought.
“Precisely,” Telkuve nodded grimly. “I believe that girl would place House Bastionli very close to the throne—the imperial throne.”
That thought made all Van Lavens everywhere shudder. “You’re suggesting she’s the emperor’s bastard?” Crausin scoffed nervously at the idea. “Supreme Prince Thalonius is first in line. His mother saw to it that no one should precede him.”
“Yes, by murdering his primary wife,” Telkuve said. “Immediately after which, Emperor Sorren had her executed.”
“Your speculations are interesting, but irrelevant,” said Crausin. “Thalonius has been named the emperor’s heir. No bastard daughter could challenge that.”
Comron thought of Vaush’s flawless honey-toned skin, dazzling hazel eyes and long dark hair. The late emperor had been quite fair-skinned, blue eyed, and flaxen haired. “I have to agree with my father. Besides, there’s not a bit of Hrollaugr family resemblance.”
Telkuve gestured for Crausin to return his comp-pad. “Apparently, you’re forgetting what his primary wife looked like, not at all surprising considering the brevity of the marriage.” He tapped at the keys to project a holographic image. “Now cross the emperor’s likeness with hers and that explains Lady Vaush and how she could blend so easily into Larrs’ natural family.”
“He hid her in plain sight,” Crausin said soberly.
Comron stared at the lovely woman in the image with skin the color of warm caramel. She smiled beautifully, her delicate features frozen in youthfulness. Large, expressive, brown eyes gleamed brightly and dark wavy hair cascaded over her bare shoulders as she turned, glancing playfully over her shoulder at whoever captured her image. There was no doubt her exotic beauty and charm would have captured the emperor’s attention while she served as Imperial Translator in his court.
“No, no, no … this woman died before she had any children,” Crausin’s words were hurried. “Vaush Bastionli can’t be her daughter!”
“Why else would Larrs have adopted her?” Telkuve insisted.
“Lord Telkuve, if this woman never had any children, the point is moot,” Comron said, remaining unconvinced that Vaush was related to this woman.
Telkuve stood. “I admit that’s the part I find puzzling. I only know that Larrs believed there was something special about that child and that infant Vaush appeared on the scene very close to the time this woman,” he pointed at the image, “would have been carrying the emperor’s child.”
Comron stared at the intriguing young woman in the holograph, but could see no obvious resemblance to Vaush. But the next time the woman looked over her shoulder and gave a half smile, he caught a glimpse of Vaush that nearly stopped his heart.
Frythe’s gates! Could it be?
“We need more information,” Crausin said, his face pinched with worry. “You tested her DNA for a genetic match to Larrs, have you done so for the late emperor?”
“I’m waiting on the results as we speak,” Telkuve answered.
Crausin closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. “Do you have any idea what this could mean for Nethic?”
The reminder sent a shock wave through Comron. The rise of House Bastionli heralded the fall of House Van Laven. No doubt, Larrs would use whatever power in the mighty imperial arsenal to grind Nethic under his heel.
The blood drained from his face. What have I done? Had he sealed the doom of his world by falling in love with Vaush? By saving her, he had played right into Larrs’ hands and, in so doing, practically gift wrapped Larrs’ victory over Nethic. The guilt and humiliating shame was devastating.
“The irony is, Larrs almost lost the girl,” Telkuve commented as if oblivious to Comron’s pain.
“What’s that?” Crausin asked in his private despair.
“On Patheis.” Telkuve wagged a finger at Comron. “Too bad you weren’t privy to this knowledge while you were there. How easily you could have handed Bastionli a crushing defeat.”
Comron suddenly looked as if he would be physically sick and Crausin’s concern for his son overcame him. “Comron, you didn’t know. None of us even suspected.”
Telkuve’s com unit signaled at his ear. “Yes?” he said. “Excellent, give me a direct feed.”
Comron sat on the edge of his seat and waited for Vaush’s genetic results to feed into the comp-pad. Telkuve’s eyes rapidly scanned the data, but even before he spoke the words, the expression on his face said it all.
“Devil take us,” he gasped. Being a longtime staunch ally of House Van Laven made him a prime target for Bastionli wrath.
Crausin snatched the pad from his hands. Comron was quickly at his side, reading along.
“Mother of whores!” Crausin exclaimed. “How the hell did Larrs get hold of Emperor Sorren’s daughter?”
“I don’t know, I don’t know,” Telkuve said pacing the floor. “But the results show indisputably she is Hrollaugr’s biological child.”
Comron was too shocked at the revelation to speak. She has no idea! He was due to see her in a few days once he dispatched with Spira. With the imminent passing of the emperor, Larrs would certainly reveal the truth to Vaush at any moment. Where would that leave the two of them? And what would be the fate of his world?
“Who else knows of this?” Crausin asked, an intense look of concentration in his green eyes.
“I’ve only shared this with you,” Telkuve said. “Fera doesn’t realize what he has.”
“Is there any chance he’ll speak to Larrs about what he shared with you?” Crausin inquired.
“No. He’s scared shiteless. I told him to lie low, and we’d deal with it.”
“I imagine Prince Thalonius, the Emperor-Apparent, will have something to say about all this,” Crausin said. “He won’t stand aside idly while this usurper takes his throne.”
“Thalonius will be informed, but we can still offer our assistance to rid him of this particular problem.”
“Thereby garnering the favor of the Imperial House,” Crausin said, raking his fingers through his raven hair. “If we act quickly, we could turn this around to our advantage and beat Larrs at his own game.”
“It would be a master stroke!” Telkuve exclaimed. “We could make use of the current uprising against the ruling House of Ti-Laros. Arrange the strike so it appears that one of the insurgents hit them.”
“Yes, yes,” Crausin said with a glint in his stunning green eyes. “But we need only eliminate the girl. Larrs will probably slit his own throat after we serve him this defeat.”
Immobilized by the shocking news, Comron could say nothing as he listened to them casually discussing plans to murder the only woman he’d ever loved. He wanted to cry out to them to leave her alone and to find another way to defeat Larrs, but he could say nothing without betraying everything.
“Whatever we do, we must do it quickly,” Telkuve warned. “There are whispers that Emperor Sorren will be removed from the respirator this week, according to his own will.”
“Which means that within days Larrs will introduce the world to Vaush Bastionli—rightful heir to the imperial throne.” Crausin shook his head sharply. “Damn, that crafty jackal nearly pulled it off.”
Gripping Crausin’s shoulder, Telkuve recalled him to the moment. “This is too delicate a matter for us to handle on our own. We’ll have to call in some favors.”
At that moment, Marbury stepped into the room. “Sire, Colonel Fenlin is here to see you.”
“Not now,” was Crausin’s terse response.
“But, Sire,” the old man said tentatively, “you said when he had the isopherum findings to notify you immediately.”
Telkuve eyed Crausin. “Have you an answer on that matter?”
Crausin waved a hand in irritation. “Send him in.”
Comron watched absently as Fenlin opened the door and strode into the room. “My liege,” he said, giving a crisp salute, his cropped hair now graying at the edges.
“What news have you?” Crausin asked, eyeing the pock-faced man.
“We traced the shipment of isopherum rods to Vega IV. From there, we isolated them in the city of Meher. And there we discovered what appeared to be an abandoned shipyard.” He took a step closer. “My lord, it was merely a decoy for the operations going on beneath the surface. A fleet of ships were being constructed, all outfitted with the isopherum rods!”
Comron’s thoughts snapped into focus. A ship outfitted with isopherum rods meant only one thing. The ships were designed to breach the powerful force field surrounding the Murkudahl home world. Someone was staging a massive invasion, someone who hadn’t openly supported the reversal of the Murkudahl Edict. The crucial question now was who.
“It took some doing, Sire, but we have obtained substantial evidence proving the operation is being funded by none other than House Bastionli.”
The shroud of coldness that fell over Comron chilled him to the core. Larrs Bastionli was planning to seize the imperial throne and launch a full-scale invasion of the Murkudahl home world. With his daughter on the throne, upholding the Murkudahl Edict, no other faction would dare approach the Murkudahl home world. Larrs alone would have free reign to plunder the defenseless Murkudahl. The intricate set of plans within plans was ingenious!
Telkuve voiced everyone’s concerns. “Harnessing the powers of the Murkudahl would allow Larrs to build the ultimate fighting force for his personal army. With their weapons and technology, coupled with their superior strength, speed, and intelligence, they’d be unstoppable. Any who oppose him would be pulverized under the weight of his military machine. Need I mention who’ll be at the top of his list?”
Crausin thrust his hand at Fenlin. “Let me see your report.” But they all knew it wasn’t necessary. Captain Fenlin was far too astute to make such a claim without fully substantiating it.
Comron watched with quiet alarm as Crausin’s eyes scanned the words on the small com-tablet.
“My lords,” Captain Fenlin said. “You can imagine our shock. All along the Bastionlis have staunchly supported the Murkudahl Edict, yet they’re amassing an invasion force larger than all the other houses combined. Why the pretense?”
“To divert our attention,” Crausin said. He turned to Telkuve. “That man must be stopped at all costs. We need to inform Thalonius at once.”
Fenlin looked confused. “My lord, if the Bastionlis wish to deplete their treasury by overbuilding their fleet, why would you wish to stop them?”
“You’re dismissed, Fenlin,” Comron snapped, his mind still reeling with the revelations.
Vaush, we are all in great danger!
“I believe we’ll require the services of Recaban,” Crausin said grimly.
“Recaban!” Comron said.
Crausin cast a fiery look at him. “We can no longer afford to choose our allies. Recaban’s vast network will be invaluable at this time.”
“Recaban will exact a heavy toll,” Telkuve said.
“The toll for failure will be higher,” Crausin replied, pinching his fingers together. “Bastionli is this close to succeeding, and if he does, Nethic is fucked to hell.”
Telkuve heaved a heavy sigh. “I’ll put the findings into a report and make haste to Novoxos. You needn’t worry, old friend. Thalonius will know who’s doing all the heavy lifting in this endeavor,” Telkuve added. “House Van Laven will rise or fall with Overcrom.”
Dear gods, Vaush, they’re coming for you!



CHAPTER 28
Vaush stood outside the hospital room mustering her courage to go inside. Captain Laney Hunner, head of her guard and dear friend, had regained consciousness a few days ago and no visitors had been permitted. Reluctantly, Vaush opted to use her royal ties to remove the obstacles and open the way for a brief visit. But, seeing her dear friend now, so frail and broken, it was like seeing a mere ghost of who she was.
Enough of this! Laney needed her strength now, not some weepy-eyed creampuff. She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and marched into the room bearing a colorful bouquet of flowers.
“Sleeping on duty … slacker,” Vaush said upon catching Laney’s eye. She tried to ignore the frightening state of her friend as she lay in the bed with all manner of contraptions surrounding her. Laney’s back had been broken, along with two legs. She sustained a major concussion and internal bleeding. They said it was a miracle that she survived. Vaush said it was Laney just being stubborn old Laney. Though silently, she thanked the heavens for watching over her dear friend.
Laney’s face was purple and blue around the eyes and cheeks; the rest of her face was pale and lifeless. No use of the flesh mender would be made until they could assess the full extent of the damage and recovery.
“You really don’t … pay me enough,” she said in a weak, scratchy voice that unsettled Vaush more than anything else.
“Ha! Vintage Laney Hunner. You probably did this on purpose just so you could negotiate better wages. You know, you only had to ask. She pulled a chair alongside Laney’s bed and sat. “They say you’re making remarkable progress, and that they should be able to transfer you out of here in a few more days.”
“Yeah, you know,” she grimaced, “… me.”
“Hey, don’t try to speak. They’ve only given me a couple of minutes with you and I have a few things to say.”
She nodded, eyes closed. “Don’t … do girly thing,” she said dryly.
Vaush chuckled. “I won’t, but I do want to thank you for saving my life. You put my safety ahead of your own up there, and it nearly cost you your life.”
“They pay me,” she replied, coughing, “to do that.”
“Yes, well, we both know you’ve gone far beyond the call of duty on a number of occasions, and I want you to know that I don’t take any of that for granted. This time let me be the one to take care of you.” She glanced at the door. “When they transfer you out of the special care unit, I’ve requested that they send you to Gosselton Heights along with a couple of nurses, assistants, and all the equipment to care for you there.” Vaush shrugged when she saw the humorous glint in Laney’s brown eyes. “Right, so maybe it’s not exactly me taking direct care of you, but we do actually want you to live, so I’ll leave your care to the professionals.”
Laney stared at her.
“The point is you shouldn’t be left to recover here in some cold, antiseptic hospital room. You should be surrounded by people who care about you like family.” Vaush looked away knowing how much Laney hated all things emotional. “Because that’s the way I see you. You’re like the sister I never had.”
“But you have a sister,” Laney smirked painfully. “Hellena ring a bell?”
Vaush snapped off a flower and flung it at her. “You know what I mean, and you’re completely ruining the moment,” Vaush laughed, knowing that was exactly the point.
For the first time Vaush wondered where Laney’s true loyalty lay. She was not a true ethnic Ti-Larosian, though she’d spent most of her life there and had been in the service of House Bastionli for many years. But what of her sense of loyalty to Vaush? Laney had faithfully kept her secrets before, but would hiding her romance with Comron Van Laven prove to be too treasonous for Laney?
“Girly,” Laney said dryly and chucked the flower back at her.
“Oh, quiet before I reach over and do something completely awful like hug you,” Vaush said and rose to set the flowers in a vase on the nightstand. “Anyway, they’re going to chase me out of here in a minute, but I’ll be back to see you tomorrow.”
Laney nodded.
“So don’t give them any trouble, just do as they say so we can get you out of here soon. All right?”
“Yes … Your Grace.”
“That’s right, I’m ordering you to get better so you can come home where you belong.”
Despite herself, she saw the look of emotion in Laney’s eyes before she glanced at the flowers. “Nice.”
“You’re welcome. Get some rest, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Laney nodded and closed her eyes but Vaush could tell that her spirits had been duly lifted. Contented, she rejoined her private guard detail and headed back home to Gosselton Heights.



CHAPTER 29
The day after Duke Tekulve’s startling revelation, several key parties were assembled through eye-com conferencing to discuss how best to eradicate their mutual problem. Comron glanced at the quartered holographic screen. Telkuve Overcrom telecommunicated from Novoxos and represented Thalonius’ interest. Duke Fera of Relledon was still hidden away in fear of Larrs but had managed to join the call from an undisclosed location. The stout, pointy-bearded Ilian Brigune, Duke of Wostfall, joined from his home, seeking to capitalize on the opportunity to earn the good graces of Thalonius and to thwart Bastionli’s master scheme.
Several of the other houses, major and minor, gave their tacit approval to the plans to keep Bastionli off the throne, though they dared not show their faces at this meeting. Not only did they fear the notion of such a cunning and manipulative man wielding the power of the imperial throne, a cursory glance at Vaush’s record showed that she would neither be a friend to the establishment, nor would she overturn the Murkudahl Edict as Thalonius certainly would have. Whatever the cost, she had to be eliminated, and they, for their part, would gladly turn a blind eye to her demise.
The one member of the party who chose to attend in person was the fair-haired Count Recaban of Baynehall. He was the only member who had purchased his title through a rather dubious marriage to a large, hard-faced heiress, Countessa Dorotha. Incidently, Dorotha had died shortly after their wedding.
Crausin opened the meeting. “We all know why we are here and, more importantly, why we’ve asked Count Recaban to join us.”
“My lords,” Recaban said with a nod.
They all clamped their mouths shut, refusing to acknowledge him as their equal.
“We need to move quickly and Recaban is the only one who has resources in place to handle an operation of this scope and magnitude,” Crausin said, reminding them to climb off their high horses long enough to conduct business expeditiously.
Comron stared at Recaban. He was the royalty of the crime world, who had climbed and scraped his way to the top of the murderous, backstabbing heap. But what the notorious crime lord truly desired was the acceptance into the upper echelons of society: the aristocracy. Thus far, despite his marriage and acquired title, all doors into good society had been summarily closed to him.
Until now.
Recaban cleared his throat. “The uprisings on Ti-Laros have increased exponentially and have even moved into the capital city. The rebels’ rhetoric and action grow bolder with each passing day. We’ll take advantage of the turmoil.” He paused and looked at each of the noblemen in turn. “We’ll hit Gosselton Heights, the duke’s residence itself, and blame the rebel forces.”
“Are you mad?” Brigune said. “This is far too bold a plan.”
Crausin held up a silencing hand. “You have access to their weaponry? You must use the same mode of operation.”
“Who do you think supplies their weapons?” Recaban said smugly, clasping his hands over his flat stomach.
“No one will believe that the rebels would be so brazen as to attack the duke’s heavily guarded residence,” Fera chimed in. “Perhaps their ground cars would be a better target.”
“And how often does Vaush travel with the duke in his ground car?” Recaban inquired. “We must make it appear that they were gunning for the duke. Vaush must merely be a casualty of the attack.”
Comron’s white-knuckled grip on the chair bespoke his anger at Recaban’s casual manner in discussing Vaush’s death. He glanced at Crausin, aching to tell him Larrs was the only threat and that eliminating him alone would solve all of their problems. But the moment he spoke in Vaush’s defense, his father would immediately sense his strong feelings for her and launch a personal mission to destroy her.
“How soon can you arrange the attack?” Telkuve asked. Someone off to the side handed him a report. “We have reason to believe that Larrs intends to present the girl to Novoxos in a matter of days.”
“I have already moved most of the critical pieces into place,” Recaban answered. “We’ll be ready to strike in five days’ time.”
“So quickly?” Brigune exclaimed. “You’re bound to botch things up, going at it in such a rushed manner.” As the spokesman for the silent majority of nobles, Brigune was there to assure that the plan was well orchestrated, with no undue risks or ugly loose ends.
“This isn’t my first time at the ball, Lord Brigune,” Recaban replied. “I know precisely what I’m doing.”
“What exactly do you have in mind?” Crausin asked, studying the devious little man. “Give us the details.”
“Vaush typically spends a great deal of time abroad, but ever since the incident on Patheis, her father has, understandably, kept her close,” Recaban said. “The duke has gathered his entire household under his roof for some special occasion, so they’ll likely be present. We’ll transport the explosives into Gosselton Heights aboard the late evening delivery truck. It will be packed with enough firepower to blow Gosselton Heights clean off the map. Poof!” He spread his fingers like a starburst. “All of your problems gone.”
“And all fingers will point to House Van Laven as the culprit,” Crausin said with dissatisfaction.
“No,” said Recaban. “All the explosives have been hijacked from the rebels, along with one of their leaders, whose remains will be found in the driver’s seat of the delivery truck.”
“The rebels will take the fall!” Lord Fera clapped his hands.
“Such a sharp fellow,” Recaban said. “Did you deduce that all on your own?”
“You’re absolutely certain the girl will be present?” Telkuve pressed. “If we miss her and hit Larrs, we’ll lose our motive for any additional attempts.”
“She’s been home every night since returning from Patheis, and according to her cyber daybook, she has no plans to be elsewhere,” Recaban answered with a hint of irritation.
“Still we must be certain, or this is all for naught,” Crausin said.
“I’ll see to it personally.” Recaban gave them a magnanimous smile that failed to reach his eyes. “The device will not be detonated unless I confirm she is present.”
“Excellent,” Telkuve said. “I’ll inform the Supreme Prince, Thalonius.”
Crausin nodded to Comron and gripped his shoulder reassuringly. Comron heard the message—fear not, all will be sorted soon.
Comron’s head was splitting with pain.
How could this be happening? He had sworn he would never let Crausin harm her, and now he had sat there, helpless, listening to them plan her murder. If he managed to get a word of warning to Vaush, Larrs would learn of it and immediately force her to marry Skarus before rushing her off to Novoxos, permanently barring him from seeing Vaush as they waited for Nethic’s fall!
“Of course,” Recaban said in an oily tone, “there is the matter of my fee.”
Crausin’s lips drew into a firm line. “How much?”
“Twenty-five million credits.”
“That sounds reasonable.” Fera spoke too quickly, then cowered as all eyes turned sharply toward him.
“That is, twenty-five million credits from each of you present,” Recaban added. Gone was his cavalier smile.
“The whole operation couldn’t possibly cost more than a million!” Crausin snapped.
“Perhaps for the material and labor—it’s the facilitation fee that’s going to cost you,” he glared at Crausin and then Telkuve, “unless one of you cares to pop over to Ti-Laros to handle this for himself. Any takers? No? That’s what I thought.”
“You made your point, Recaban,” Telkuve snarled. “We agree to your terms.”
Recaban tapped at his comp-pad. “I have just sent you all the wiring instructions. Once I see the funds in my account, I’ll know you’ve accepted my terms.”
“And what guarantee do we have that you won’t abscond with the funds and leave us flat?” Lord Brigune said.
Recaban laughed genuinely. “And stiff you good men, not to mention Supreme Prince Thalonius? Really, Lord Brigune, I thought you were smarter than that.”
Brigune glowered at Recaban but remained silent.
“The funds will be transferred within the hour,” Telkuve said, glancing around at the others. “Agreed?”
“Agreed,” they said in unison.
“Will you produce a body?” Telkuve inquired. “Thalonius wants to ensure we don’t have a repeat of the debacle from twenty-four years ago.”
Recaban inclined his head. “Given the levels of intense heat the explosives will generate, I seriously doubt there will be a body left to produce. But rest assured the forensic examination will yield the necessary proof. After tomorrow evening, Vaush Bastionli,” he wagged his head, “Hrollaugr will be wiped from existence.”
Crausin turned to Comron with a look of bewilderment. Comron quickly suppressed the harrowing wailing inside him and was thankful when Recaban spoke up.
“There is one more thing, gentlemen.”
Comron suspected this “one” thing would be the perfect distraction for Crausin’s probing of his mind.
“And I trust that you will convey this message to His Excellency,” Recaban said to Telkuve. “In exchange for my services, you’ll each extend an invitation to me, as an honored guest, to attend the two major functions you’ll be hosting this year.” He ignored the collective gasp that escaped them and spoke over the round of objections. “From you, Telkuve, I expect an invitation to the annual Winter Ball and Grand Art Gala your lovely wife throws each year.”
“You go too far!” Telkuve said, his face beet red.
“And from you, Crausin,” Recaban said, adding insult by calling them by their given names, “an invitation to the Banking Summit and to the Summer Festival Games.”
“Are you completely mad?” Crausin asked. To hand over a small fortune to Recaban was one thing, but to be seen with him in public, in good society, was a different matter altogether.
“This is beyond the pale, Recaban. We’ll pay your fee plus a thirty percent bonus upon completion,” Telkuve said, his tone indignant. “But under no circumstances will there be any invitations extended to you.”
Comron held his breath, fervently hoping that negotiations would disintegrate from this point. This was the infamous crime lord’s true price: permission to ride their coattails into proper society.
“The invitations are non-negotiable, my lords,” Recaban said sternly.
“It is completely out of the question!” Brigune protested. “Everyone knows what you are. Our guests would turn their backs and flee the moment they caught sight of you.”
Recaban rose to his feet with face flushed. “Then it seems we have wasted each other’s time. You bloody hypocrites!” He shoved aside his chair and started from the room.
“Recaban! His Excellency the Supreme Prince Thalonius extends his invitation to you,” Telkuve announced. His jaw twitched and he gritted his teeth. “As do I.”
Crausin closed his eyes and heaved a heavy sigh. “God’s below.”
“I must have an invitation from all of you,” Recaban said, staring down at Crausin.
Comron shook his head as his father glanced at him.
“You have mine,” Fera piped up.
“And mine,” Brigune said begrudgingly.
All eyes turned to Crausin. Comron silently pleaded with him to refuse, but would not open a telepathic link lest Crausin see too much.
Crausin glared at Recaban. “You have ours as well.”
Vaush, your enemies are too powerful, they mean to kill you, my love.
The pain weighed so heavily upon him, he could barely breathe. Tears burned his eyes as he choked back the flood of emotion. She was standing in the path of a thundering behemoth, waiting to be struck down into oblivion and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.
He felt Crausin’s mental phasing, seeking the cause of Comron’s deep distress. Comron turned to him; the look of anguish in his eyes seemed to be an accusation.
Leaning over, Crausin whispered, “We sully ourselves so that Nethic survives.”
Comron withdrew from him, wanting to shout at them to burn Larrs to the ground but for Frithe’s sake, leave Vaush alone. Without Larrs, she could be reasoned with and a fair compromise could be reached. If only they would allow her a chance to live, if only someone would step in and intervene on her behalf … the way she had for him when he lay dying on the transport floor.
Suddenly, it became clear exactly what he needed to do.



CHAPTER 30
The stars streaked by the view screen as Vaush settled in for the voyage. When she received word that Comron had found a way to break his betrothal and that she was to join him on Patheis, a mix of fear and euphoria filled her. Despite all the looming obstacles she’d imagined, their love had survived beyond Patheis and, in less than an hour, they would be together again.
She reclined in the cockpit and breathed deeply.
Comron ….
How was it that after only five wondrous days, Comron had inexplicably come to feel like a home to her, the place where she belonged. Thoughts of him consumed her, creeping into her every waking moment. Regardless of how she attempted to bridle her emotions, they flooded in sweeping away all rational thought and reasoning.
She smiled to herself and whispered, “I desire you, Lord Comron Van Laven. No one else will do.”
She reclined back in her seat, ready to surrender to the memory of his ardent passion, the intensity of his brilliant green eyes, and the taste of his devouring kisses.
The com signal sounded drawing her attention. She glanced at the com screen and sighed heavily.
“Laney, you’re looking well,” Vaush said nonchalantly, as if she hadn’t just given her guard the slip and left them with no idea as to her whereabouts. “Though I’m guessing you won’t be cleared for duty for another week.”
“And you were counting on that, weren’t you?” said the captain of her guard, standing there in a blue hospital robe. “Where are you, Your Grace? Your father will have us flayed if he finds out we’ve lost you.”
“I’m fine and will be back in two days; Father need never know.”
“You think this is some sort of a game, don’t you?” Laney said, not bothering to hide her irritation. “You ditched your guard detail. Why?”
“Calm yourself, Laney. I just needed a couple of days to myself.”
“You know your father’s orders, especially after Patheis. You don’t take a shite without us being there to wipe your ass.”
“Two days is all I ask.”
“Not if your father learns of it.”
Vaush smirked. “But then you’d have to admit to him that you lost me.”
“I wasn’t on duty.”
“Do you think that will matter to my father?”
“You’d put my life in jeopardy over … over what exactly?”
“Such a flare for the dramatic. Nobody’s life is in jeopardy as long as you keep this a secret, just like you’ve kept all of our unauthorized adventures a secret.”
“Our being the operative word, Vaush,” she said, calling Vaush by her given name as an indication that she was appealing to their longtime friendship. “You’ve never pulled anything like this. What’s gotten into you?”
“I promise, I’ll explain when I return.”
“Sometimes it’s like you never really returned from Patheis. You told me I was like a sister to you, so talk to me like one. What’s really going on here?”
The soft touch wasn’t Laney’s style, Vaush knew she was buying time … time enough to trace her location.
“Does this, by any chance, involve some guy?” Laney inquired.
Vaush’s cheeks burned. “Don’t be absurd.”
“Not so absurd considering you spent the morning at the spa getting primped, buffed, and polished, never mind the way you’re dressed—like you’re hoping to knock some poor bloke on his ass. Damn it, Vaush, you know that we can be discreet. There was no need to run off like that.”
“I’m well aware of that, but I’m doing this for your own protection. Think … plausible deniability.”
“Deniability? Kraiten in the sea! Vaush Bastionli, what have you gotten yourself into?”
“I’m going to disconnect now before you get that lock on me. I’ll see you in two days, promise.
“Vaush, don’t you do it!”
“Try to get some rest, Laney.” She cut off the channel before she could say another word. Alone in the cockpit of the planetary cruiser, she tried to ignore the sense of betrayal gnawing at her. While it was true that leaving Laney in the dark would prevent her from having to admit having knowledge of Vaush’s whereabouts, she had a stronger motive for hiding the truth.
I’m not ready for you to look upon me as a despicable traitor.
What would Laney’s loyalties dictate under these circumstances? Eventually Laney would feel compelled by duty to report her treason to Larrs.
She dropped her head into her hands and wondered what she was doing. But there was no turning back now, not after Comron had called off his betrothal. He’d kept his word, how could she do any less?
The wheels had been set into motion. She would see her Nethicaen prince one more time— whatever happened beyond that, only heaven would know.



CHAPTER 31
Comron’s long strides carried him quickly across the clearing where Vaush descended from her transport. He’d carefully selected the rendezvous point on Patheis, not far from where their fated vessel had crash landed only four weeks prior. As he approached, his eyes fixed upon Vaush in astonishment. Whereas she had been beautiful before, she was simply stunning in a summery white linen dress with her hair flowing down her shoulders, her eyes radiant, and her smile mesmerizing. Her regal Hrollaugr bearing came shining through, accented by her mother’s exotic features. Fear gripped him anew—if she were crowned empress how many suitors from the Great Houses would be irresistibly drawn to this exquisite beauty? House Van Laven may possess wealth and a royal pedigree, but it was the pedigree of the minor houses. The grand old houses could buy and sell them a hundred times over. How could he compete against the highest echelons of society’s elite?
The question was completely erased from his mind when Vaush leapt into his arms and clung tightly to him, meeting his lips with a passion-laden kiss. When he finally set her back on her feet, she gazed adoringly at him.
“It’s even better than I dreamed it would be,” she said in that sultry voice of hers. She took a step back, examining him. “Look at you, all clean-shaven and dressed like a proper lord’s lord.”
He grabbed her hands and pulled her back to him. “So, you dreamed of me, love?” he asked in a husky tone.
“Only every night … and during most of the day. Each of those dreams started something like this.” She lifted onto her toes and planted another slow, sensual kiss on his lips.
He slipped his arms around her waist and savored the feel of her supple body pressed against his. Soon, he began to fear that he’d be driven mad by desire before he had the opportunity to carry out his master plan. Marshaling his will, he broke away from the kiss but held her close. “I want us to be together always,” he said. “I thought of nothing else the whole time we were apart.”
Her hazel eyes sparkled from within. The thought clearly delighted her.
“I am so hopelessly in love with you, Vaush. Seeing you now, I know that more than ever.”
She gave him a crooked smile that melted him like a warm fire on a cold winter’s night. “The moment I saw you across the field,” she said, closing her eyes dreamily. “I knew I’d sacrifice anything for the chance to be with you. I am yours, Comron Van Laven.”
Her words welled within his heart, and he fought the urge to give action to his desire. There would be time enough for that after the essentials. “Would you defy your father and all the world to be with me?”
“Yes, every last one of them,” she replied without hesitation, as she traced her finger along his strong jawline.
“Then you will help me break my betrothal.”
Her expression fell. “I thought it was already broken.” She reared back from him. “When you said you found a way to break it, I just assumed the deed would be done by the time we saw each other again.”
“It will be,” he quickly replied. “I can’t marry Spira if I’m already married to you.”
“Comron, what are you saying? I’m completely—” she paused as Comron went down on one knee. “Wait … w-what are you doing?”
He withdrew a small box from his jacket, opened it to reveal a spectacular ring that made Vaush gasp and clamp her hands over her mouth.
“Vaush … from the beginning of our journey together you have utterly delighted and amazed me. Ultimately, you have given me a love worth more than all the thrones and crowns in this world. I cast it all at your feet, everything that I possess, everything that I am I offer to you. I can think of no greater honor than to spend the rest of my life by your side as a loyal, loving husband, for as long as I draw breath. Will you accept my hand and become my wife?”
For a moment, he thought Vaush would cry, though whether from joy or anger he couldn’t tell.
“Comron, I don’t … I-I mean, yes, yes, of course! I want this more than anything, but our families, your position. We can’t just—”
“Do you love me, Vaush?” he asked in a sharp tone.
“You know I do or I wouldn’t be here.”
“Then dash all the rest of it because if we don’t marry now, my father will force me to go through with the marriage to Spira. Will you let that happen? Will you have another woman share my bed when it should be you?”
“No!” The fire in her hazel eyes pleased him. “Don’t say that, Comron.”
“Then marry me and take your rightful place at my side before the gods and men.”
“Comron, listen to me. My father will kill you if he finds out.”
“I’m not afraid of Larrs.” He bit off the words. “And I won’t let him hurt you either. As my wife, you will come under my protection.”
Upon hearing this, Vaush turned away from him. “Frithe’s gates, Comron. You’re speaking so calmly about this but it terrifies me.”
He rose to his feet. “The thought of not being with you is what terrifies me. My Father refused to release me from the betrothal contract so, short of me killing Spira, this is our only hope to be together.” He prayed this wouldn’t be the one time Vaush chose to compromise her values by conceding to become his mistress instead of his wife.
“You’d willingly risk your crown rather than let me go?”
“Letting you go is not an option,” he said incensed, knowing she failed to understand what he truly meant. “Either we marry this day or I’ll be forced to ….”
She looked sideways at him. “Forced to do what, Comron?”
He grew anxious for a moment, as he contemplated the unthinkable. But then he saw the look in her eyes that told him she was ready to take the leap with him, but just needed a little nudge.
“Vaush, we both know we’re destined to be together. From the moment you saved my life on that transport floor, you knew you were setting something into motion that was bigger than the both of us. This is the culmination of that moment.”
He moved in closer and stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers. The pitch of his voice changed to a more a seductive tone. “And now, you will marry me, so that I can spend the rest of my life filling your days with joy and filling your nights with more pleasure than your body has ever known.”
Vaush’s eyes glimmered and she favored him with her best come-take-me grin. “That’s a pretty tall order, Lord Van Laven.” She placed her hand on his chest. “But do you really think the promise of your … bed is enough to make me forget about all the trouble we’ll bring down upon our heads?”
He pulled her closer so that there was no space between them. “When you are in my bed, I assure you, there will be no room to think of anything but what you’re feeling in that moment.”
She moaned and drew his face to hers, parting her lips to his as a sign of her complete surrender. As their passion rose, so did his confidence that his plan would work and that he could save Vaush and preserve Nethic.
“Shall I take that as a yes?” he breathed.
She threw her head back with light laughter. “Yes, yes, I will marry you.”
“Good, now gather your things and let’s go.”
“Go where, I thought we were staying on Patheis.”
“No, we can’t risk it,” he said, taking her by the hand and leading her back to her transport. “We’ll go somewhere they’d never think to look—Ketherton Sound.”
They ascended the entry ramp. “Ketherton Sound? I’ve never heard of the place.”
“Precisely,” he replied. “More importantly neither has Crausin or Larrs.”
Vaush tapped in the security code and they entered the transport. “How long will we be there?”
“Just a couple of days. I’ve already arranged for a magistrate to be present to officiate at the ceremony.”
She turned to look at him. “So confident were you that I’d accept your proposal?”
“Not confident, just hopeful,” he replied. “Now please hurry, love. Just a few items will do.”
Vaush quickly packed her things into a cylinder-shaped blue valise. “I suppose whatever I’ve forgotten we can acquire while there.”
“You’ll be fine. Now let’s go.”



CHAPTER 32
As Comron’s interplanetary transport sped toward Ketherton Sound, Vaush reclined in the co-pilot’s seat and let her eyes linger upon him. Even now as he read the monitors with his expression stern and resolute, Vaush found him to be disturbingly irresistible. So much so, it was quite the effort to refrain from hopping into his lap and having him there in the cockpit.
But she remained seated and spoke in an unaffected manner. “So, we’re really going to do this?”
His eyes remained fixed upon the monitors. “Yes, unless you can come up with a better idea.”
She raised a finely plucked brow. “If one of my acquaintances told me they were going to get married after spending only five days with their future spouse, I’d declare them certifiably mad.”
“Those weren’t just any five days.” He glanced at her. “We lived a lifetime in them and learned things about each other that would have taken years to discover.”
She nodded. “And now Houses Van Laven and Bastionli are to be joined in holy matrimony. Can you think of a more unholy alliance?”
His jaw twitched with distaste.
“Wait,” she said, pointing at him. “I saw that look. Are you certain you wish to marry me, Lord Van Laven?”
He didn’t hesitate. “Even more than I wish the crown of Nethic.”
She appraised him thoughtfully. “Who would have guessed that the wolf of Nethic possessed the heart of a romantic? I am utterly amazed by you. And I eagerly look forward to you fulfilling that rather … provocative promise of yours.”
That drew a sensuous smile across his lips. “As am I, my love.”
“That look …,” she sighed. “I believe I’d do anything you asked me to right now.” There was a small ache in her heart as she considered the risks associated with falling so hard for a man with Comron’s scandalous reputation. There had been so many women.
“I fell so quickly and deeply for you. I pray I never regret it.”
He appeared offended by the implication. “I vow to be exclusively devoted to you in every possible way. I will never give you any cause for regret.”
She thought it strange that he knew exactly what she needed to hear to soothe her in that moment. “Comron Van Laven … I can’t imagine my life without you in it. I don’t want to … not ever.”
He turned away from the monitors and faced her. “You haven’t said it yet.”
She looked curiously at him. “Said what?”
“That you love me. I want to hear the words from your lips.”
When she gazed into those marvelous green eyes, the Nethicaen words flowed easily from her mouth, “Je se nuseo, kir fenein, Erch Comron Van Laven.”
His eyes lit up in delight. “You’ve been practicing; your inflection was perfect.”
“I wanted to surprise you.” Blushing, she lowered her eyes and looked at the stunning ring upon her finger. “This is absolutely breathtaking.” She held her hand aloft admiring it.
“It’s one of the finest pieces from our crown jewels,” he explained. “Duke Rhaeghor had it crafted for his beloved queen-wife nearly two centuries ago, the value of which is incalculable.”
“Comron,” she said alarmed by the disclosure. “It’s a priceless state treasure. I can’t accept something of such value. It belongs to Nethic.”
“I’m the Crown Prince of Nethic, which makes it mine to give to whomever I please. And it pleases me immeasurably to give it to my beautiful bride.”
She thought of the rich lore that surrounded this legendary ring and the love that Nethicaens bore their esteemed Duke Rhaegor. There’d be open revolt if they discovered that it resided on the hand of House Bastionli. The weight of it was too heavy to bear.
“Really, Comron. Something less would do.”
“No,” he said firmly. “I want to give you the very best that I have to offer, to represent the depths of my feelings for you. To reject it is to reject my love.”
Only then did she truly understand its value to him and how she’d offended him by objecting to it. “Then I accept it in the spirit in which it was given, and I will cherish it all of my days.”



CHAPTER 33
The grand old stone manor stood as a solitary figure on the high cliffs of Ketherton Sound. Below, the waves crashed upon the gray shimmering sand, breaking against jagged rocks along the bleak shoreline. The manor had been built nearly a century ago by a retired sea captain who had planned to bring his family to Ketherton Sound only to lose them on the voyage over.
How tragic, Vaush thought as she peered out the window at the dreary overcast sky. To the east, the moors dominated the landscape, the heath spreading out across the craggy surfaces. It was every bit a remote and isolated location, a place time had forgotten and where souls escaped when they wished to be hidden from the world.
As promised, the town magistrate was present at their arrival. The modest wedding ceremony was witnessed by the house staff, all grim characters as stark as the host environment. After giving strict instructions to the servants, Comron whisked Vaush up the stone staircase to the master chambers where they spent the night consummating their marriage.
Several hours later, the morning light poured through windows, casting its glow upon Vaush’s face. Comron watched her. She lay asleep, naked and utterly spent, her hair tussled in a seductive mess. True to his word, he’d pleasured her masterfully and relentlessly until she could endure no more. That she hadn’t objected to his aggressive and domineering style gave him hope that he could eventually adapt her to all his needs, as he had every intention of honoring his vow of fidelity and, in turn, she would learn to satisfy her husband’s needs.
“You’re a Van Laven now, my love,” he whispered. Larrs would burst an organ when he found out, but not for the reasons Vaush imagined. All the years of Larrs’ ingenious planning and scheming were being summarily crushed by Comron. The heir to the imperial throne had aligned herself with House Van Laven against Bastionli. It was a true masterstroke!
His sense of triumph was short-lived when he considered the next step in his plan—confronting Crausin in order to enlist his aid in delivering Vaush to Novoxos. His gut wrenched at the prospect. His only sliver of hope was that Crausin’s desire to see Nethic advance by light-years would quench his inexplicable need to control and dominate Comron toward his will.
Damn it, Crausin will never agree to this!
He groaned aloud and Vaush stirred a moment before drifting back to sleep.
Their only other option was to make a run for Novoxos on their own. He almost laughed at the ludicrous odds of them reaching Novoxos with the combined forces of Thalonius, Recaban, and Crausin rabidly hunting them. It would be nothing short of a suicide run.
No, in order to save Vaush and Nethic, his plan had to succeed. The sooner he confronted Crausin the better. Growing restless with these thoughts, Comron rose naked from the bed and padded over toward the bathing room for a shower.



CHAPTER 34
Vaush awakened to an empty bed and the sound of running water. She blinked under the morning light and stretched her arms above her head. Thinking a shower sounded like an excellent idea, she sat up in the bed and felt a dull ache all over her body. She remembered how demanding and insatiable Comron’s needs had been last night. He’d kept her suspended in a heightened state of arousal, breathless and always on the cusp of going over the edge, and then plunging over it only to start the sensual marathon all over again.
Toward the end, it wasn’t just amorous passion she felt from him, there was something else, more like … rage. It simultaneously frightened her and heightened her own passions. After one particularly vigorous session, she could have sworn that he looked at her with utter scorn, as if he wished her harm. But she knew that could not be, for she also remembered the tender moments they shared, where he repeatedly declared his abiding love for her, his beloved wife.
She was certain that it was just the reality setting in. The reality that he would likely lose his title and throne, the reality that ending the betrothal would result in an avalanche of negative publicity and inquiry into his private affairs. Would the price they paid for their love ultimately be their undoing?
The thought robbed her of her spirit and she collapsed back into the bed. Just then, the water shut off and shortly thereafter Comron appeared, drying off with a plush beige towel.
“Ah, you’re awake,” he said, wrapping the towel around his waist as he crossed the room to her side. “Good morning, wife.” He leaned in for a kiss.
“Well … it is now.”
“Did you sleep well?” he asked, brushing back her tussled hair.
She stretched lazily, testing sore muscles. “Never better,” she replied and then perked up at the distinct aroma. “Is that suyan calleis I smell?”
“Yes, and breakfast will be ready soon.”
“Excellent,” she said, bounding out of the bed. “A quick bath and I’ll be right along.”
Dressed in a fluffy bathrobe, Vaush joined Comron in the sunroom off the master chamber. She examined the spread on the table. “Honey cakes, drogna sausage, khana eggs, and teaberry tarts. Darling, you’ll spoil me fat,” she laughed.
A diffident smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “I was starving after last night. I thought you might be as well.”
She eyed him as she sat down. “Sir, I do believe that you’re blushing.” She smirked, taking a bite of a teaberry tart. “It becomes you.”
“You become me,” he replied, his eyes full of earnest.
“Oh, no.” She waved a finger at him. “You stop looking at me like that or I’ll have you right here in the middle of the teaberry tarts.” They both laughed. “Then where would we be?” she said, tossing her dark coils back, her voice filling the air with laughter.
He watched her and delighted at the spectacle. “You do my heart good, Vaush Van Laven.” When her laughter abated and silence followed, he said, “Not exactly the reaction I was hoping for.”
“I’m sorry, darling, but it will take some time getting used to hearing that name associated with my own.”
“That name? You say it as if it dishonors you.”
“Comron, remember that on Ti-Laros, a person is required to spit or worse at the mention of your name.”
He winced at her words.
“Come now,” she chuckled. “I can only imagine what Nethicaens say and do at the mention of Bastionli.”
He preferred a generous bite of khana eggs to answering her challenge. It was hardly a laughing matter. If his plan was to succeed, Vaush had to embrace all things Nethicaen and reject Ti-Laros. From there his silence degraded into brooding. With so much at stake, Vaush’s unwavering allegiance had to be the one thing he could count on.
“Comron, where are you?”
He looked at her unaware he’d become so lost in thought.
She cocked her head to the side. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said, have you?”
“Of course I have. You were saying something about … some village … somewhere.” His shoulders sagged in surrender. “I’m sorry, really I am. It’s just that I have a great deal on my mind at the moment.”
“I’d hoped I would be the only thing on your mind at the moment.” She sank back in her chair pouting. “But you’d obviously rather be somewhere else.”
Though her tone suggested she merely teased him, he wouldn’t let it go by. “Never. My thoughts are consumed with securing our future so that we can always be together.”
“You worry too much, dear husband. We’ll figure it out as we go.”
Despite himself, his spirits lifted at her words. House Van Laven had been legally bound to House Hrollaugr, such a match couldn’t have hoped to have been made for at least three generations. And yet here he was, sitting across the table from his new bride, Emperor Sorren Hrollaugr’s daughter.
“As your husband, it is my duty to worry about you and see to your well-being.”
The sparkle in her hazel eyes quickened his heart.
“Lord Van Laven, are you always like this when you’re in love?”
His expression fell. “I’ve no means for comparison as this is the first time I’ve been in love.”
She laughed. “No, seriously. Your flame burns so brightly, I just hope it doesn’t burn out anytime soon.”
He couldn’t ever imagine a time when his passion wouldn’t burn for Vaush. It seemed a constant, something that had always existed within him, just beneath the surface.
“Will yours?” he asked and set down his beverage.
Her manner changed a degree, turning more introspective. “I know that we took our vows in haste, but I meant every word of them, Comron. I will be yours until I draw my last breath.”
Even after you learn that you are Emperor Hrollaugr’s daughter, and that I withheld that information from you prior to my proposal? He grew anxious at the thought. Would the sense of betrayal overshadow the love she felt for him? Would she forget that he loved her long before he knew her true identity?
“What is it, darling?” she asked. “Does the prospect sadden you so?
“You know that I have loved you since Patheis, don’t you?” he asked grieved.
“Yes, of course, I do,” she said and leaned across the table, taking his hand. “Tell me what’s troubling you.”
“Regardless of what happens next, I need you to remember that, and trust the sincerity and depth of the love between us.”
“Comron, what could ever make me forget that?”
He lowered his eyes to the table, wavering in his plan to keep the truth concealed until after he informed Crausin. But if she learned the truth now, she’d likely insist upon confronting Larrs to hear it from his lips. Letting her return to Ti-Laros where she’d fall back into Larrs’ clutches was simply out of the question. No, he would stick to the original plan.
Vaush squeezed his hand. “Our marriage has rendered your betrothal contract void, so you won’t have to go through with the wedding to Spira, will you?”
His brow furrowed in abhorrence. “Oh, gods, no. You are the only bride I ever intend to have.”
“Then there is nothing in this world that would ever make me doubt your love for me.”
“Because you know in the deepest parts of your heart that it is real and the most powerful thing I’ve ever experienced, yes?” he asked.
She beamed at him. “Yes, because it mirrors exactly what I feel for you. It’s almost as if we’ve loved each other forever, like ….”
“Like it’s a constant that has always existed, since the beginning of time?”
“Precisely.”
His confidence soared high with the knowledge that this was no ordinary love that could be easily derailed, even after he told her the truth. They would weather the storm together and come through stronger for it.



CHAPTER 35
An hour had passed since breakfast and Vaush had finished getting dressed and was brushing her long dark hair. With no dressing droids about in this technologically forsaken place, the young maidservant, Frieda, had offered her services. Vaush politely declined, believing that once someone reached the age of ten, requiring assistance in putting on one’s clothing was rather absurd and needy. Unless it was a particularly complicated gown, she was perfectly content to fend for herself.
Vaush glanced at the mirror and saw Comron leaning against the doorframe, watching her brush her hair. Her lips curved into the hint of a smile as she kept her eyes forward. “I’ll just be a moment, dearest,” she said, as she set down the brush and applied a bit of color to her lips.
“I could stand here all day watching you, sweet wife.”
She rose and smoothed the skirts of her green silk and lace day gown. “That wouldn’t be a very productive use of your time, now would it?”
He grinned mischievously. “Depends on what I’m trying to produce.”
As he approached, she greeted him with a chaste kiss. “And what shall we do this dreary day?” she asked, glancing out the window. “I don’t think it’s stopped raining since we arrived last night.”
“I’m sorry this place isn’t more to your liking.”
She shrugged. “I could be in a Brovargh dungeon and think it heaven as long as you were there with me.” She adored the way the formidable Lord of Nethic blushed just then. “I have absolutely no objection to remaining indoors with you. In fact, if I had it my way … we would never have left that bed.”
The look in his eyes sent a fiery blaze through her. Here was the man who had ravaged her all night, giving her body no rest until he had fully sated his desire, and now she could see it building again, matching her own unrelenting need for him.
He pulled her to him roughly, kissing her passionately, devouring her as if she were the final meal of a condemned man. She clung to him and playfully bit his neck, before peeling off his coat as he worked the closure of her bodice. She laughed to herself, wondering why they’d bothered going through the trouble of dressing when all they could think of now was getting naked.
They dropped onto the bed, and she slapped his hand away and unfastened her skirt latch before he could tear it open. As she shimmied out of it, he tossed his waistcoat aside, but something about it caught his attention and, just as quickly, the ardent passion in his eyes was replaced by apprehension.
“Darling?” Vaush sat up as Comron retrieved an envelope from his waistcoat pocket and moved off the bed. “Whatever it is, surely it can wait until afterward,” she said, patting the bed.
He handed the envelope to her, but refused the offer to return to bed.
She glanced at it and back to him. The anxiety and agitation in his eyes made her fearful … what exactly was in the envelope?
“Open it, please,” he said.
Taking a deep breath, she broke the seal and read the letter. Her eyes narrowed as she turned to him. “What have you done? Is this real?”
He nodded.
“You purchased the largest resort on Seneyla Island and have put it in my name? I own it?”
“Yes, as soon as I returned to Nethic, I made arrangements to acquire it for you as a gift. I wanted to show you how much I admired the work that you do and how I could support your endeavors in a practical, monetary way.”
“Comron!” she said and then screamed ecstatically as if it was the only appropriate response to such a generous gift. It had to be worth a hundred million credits easily. She remembered seeing the property listed as part of the appraisal report when she’d scraped together seven million credits to purchase the smallest of the resorts. She jumped out of the bed and ran to him. “I don’t care what they say,” she laughed. “You’re an angel!” she said, pelting him with kisses. “Thank you, thank you, darling. The people of Seneyla thank you. Do you have any idea how great of an impact this will have on their local economy?” She laughed again and clasped her hands. “You’re a financier savant, of course you do. You wonderfully brilliant man.”
He stood there wearing an apologetic smile that seemed to say ‘hold that thought.’
“Vaush, love,” he said quietly. “I’m afraid I have to return to Nethic … immediately.”
She grinned as she closed in on him. “You’ll do no such thing, dear husband of mine. At least not until I’ve had the opportunity to properly thank you,” she said, working the closure of his pants.
He groaned. “Vaush … stop, please.” He firmly removed her hand. “There is nothing I want more than to carry you back to that bed. But if I do, I’ll never leave, and I must go to take care of this matter.”
A little offended, Vaush took a step back. “You’re serious, you’re really leaving.”
“Vaush—”
“We haven’t been married twenty-four hours and you’re leaving?”
“I’ll be back soon, no more than two days.”
“I moved heaven and earth to spend this time with you,” she said with hurt feelings. “Why can’t you stay … please.”
He cradled her face. “I don’t want to go. Please believe me.”
“I will if you give me one good reason why you’re breaking both of our hearts by leaving so abruptly.”
“I have to go tell Crausin about us. It can’t wait a moment longer.”
“What?” Her eyes went wide with alarm. “Are you mad?”
“How else will I break the betrothal?”
“But do you have to tell him who you married?”
“He’s not a fool, Vaush. He’d figure it out easily enough.”
“Telling him is as good as telling Larrs, and I’m not ready to deal with that fallout just yet.”
“I know that, love. That’s why I brought you here so you wouldn’t have to deal with any of it.”
Vaush stared at him in disbelief as the pieces fell together. “You had this planned all along, the proposal, whisking me off to this place, and then blowing our worlds apart by dropping this bomb on them.” She backed away when he tried to calm her. “Did you ever stop to think about how I felt about any of this, or that I’m not prepared to have my world shattered so quickly?”
“My wedding is scheduled to take place in one week,” he said defensively. “When did you expect me to make the announcement? On the way down the aisle?”
“I never had a chance to think any of this through,” she retorted. “How could I when you just sprang this all on me and expected me to take it all in stride?”
“Look, you’re scared. I understand that, but we both knew this moment was inevitable.”
“Not this soon.”
Anger flashed in his green eyes. “You demanded that I end my betrothal to be with you, and now I’ll make my demands. We’re going public with our marriage, and we’re doing it today.”
“Great! That is just bleeding great!” She turned away, clasping her hands over her face. “Shite, this can’t be happening now. It can’t.” She could just imagine her father learning of it, followed by the royal household, and then Laney! What an unmitigated disaster. Larrs would split an organ before having her thrashed within an inch of her life. The worst of it is that he would have to hear the news from the man he loathed fiercely. It was enough to plunge the blade but another to twist it. She could at least spare Larrs that humiliation.
“I’ll pack my things,” she said resentfully.
“No!” Comron objected. “You can’t go back to Ti-Laros yet. Larrs will imprison you there and never allow us to see each other again.”
“You don’t know that and besides he deserves to hear the news from his daughter. Perhaps if I have the chance to explain how—”
“Explain how what? How you’ve been spreading your legs for Van Laven cock?”
Her mouth dropped open in mortification.
“I’m sorry, but that’s all he’s going to hear no matter how you try to convince him of our love.”
She groaned in frustration. “This is all my fault. I had to insist on you ending your betrothal, and now look where it’s landed us.”
“As husband and wife, just as it should be,” he said as he approached. “I’m not going to lie, the road ahead is going to be difficult, but we’ll get through this together.” He gathered her into his arms. “I promise.”
She let him hold her. The pounding of his heart matched her own; they were both terrified about what lay ahead. What the hell had she been thinking believing that somehow this would have a fairytale ending? Clearly, her love for Comron demanded she sacrifice all ties to Ti-Laros, at least for the near future.
Gradually coming to terms with it, she considered her next steps. She would contact Laney to inform her that her plans had changed and that she would not be returning to Ti-Laros anytime soon. “Well, if you’re leaving and I can’t go home, I suppose I’ll go spend some time in Senelya and inspect my new property.”
She felt his body tense at the suggestion.
“Vaush, please, I need you to remain here at Ketherton Sound until I return.”
She disengaged from him. “Whatever for? This place will be unbearable without you here.”
“But it’s safe. Neither Larrs nor Crausin would ever think to search for you here.”
“Why would your father be searching for me?”
He looked away and shook his head. “I just don’t want to take any chances where your safety is concerned. I need to know that you’re out of harm’s way.”
“I appreciate the concern, but I know how to take care of myself. You’d be surprised at how many scrapes Laney and I have managed through.”
“All the same,” he said testily. “You’re my wife now. From this point onward, it’s my duty to see to your safety. Laney’s valued service will no longer be required.”
Vaush stared incredulously at him. “Laney’s service? She’s also my best friend and confidante and, therefore, I’ll always have need of her.”
“In that capacity, yes,” he said dismissively. “Once this is all sorted, you can resume your communication with her. But for now, I need you to remain here at Ketherton Sound and contact no one until I return.”
Vaush chafed at his controlling manner. “I may have taken the Van Laven name, but I still value my sense of independence. You seem bent on robbing me of it.”
If his look of derision became any more condescending, Vaush would scream.
“Oh, this is not the time to launch into some feminist bullshite rant,” he said. “I’m simply asking you to cooperate with me for two days. Afterward, you can call the shots as you see fit.”
Maybe so, but her ire had been sufficiently raised after being repeatedly blindsided and ordered about. It was time to restore her equilibrium. “Very well.” She slipped back into her skirt and headed for the door. “I’ll give careful consideration to all that you’ve said, and I’ll let you know what I decide is the best course for me.”
“Where are you going?”
“I need some fresh air. It’s a bit stuffy in here.”
“We’re not finished discussing this. I’d prefer you didn’t leave.”
She turned the handle and opened the door. “Comron, I’m through talking, and now I need some time alone to consider my options.”
He charged toward her and slammed the door shut, blocking her exit. “Why are you making this so bloody difficult?” he shouted, backing her against the door. “The matter is settled. You’re not going anywhere until I return!”
Alarmed by the sudden outburst, Vaush was a moment summoning her courage. “Now you listen to me and get this through that thick Nethicaen skull of yours. You don’t own me, and you sure as hell won’t control me.” The vein pulsing at his temple and the feral look in his eyes warned her to stop there, but she was determined to drive home the point. “Now, you open that damned door, or I’ll have Larrs annul this marriage so fast it’ll—”
Vaush jumped as Comron’s fist slammed into the door next to her head, splintering the wood. “I’m trying to save your damned life!” he roared, his face looming large and angry before her. “But you dare threaten me? Siding with Larrs against me!”
“No, Comron!” she said frightened by his explosive temper. “I’d never do that.”
He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her hard. “Our marriage means nothing to you. You would betray Nethic!”
“No, that’s not true,” she cried as he thrust her back hard against the door.
“Death is all that awaits you out there,” his voice thundered in her ears. “But does it come at the hand of a stranger or my own?”
“Comron, stop this!” His hands moved to her collarbone, restraining her so she couldn’t move.
“Do you know how simple a thing it would be to rid Nethic of its greatest threat?” he shouted madly. “How simple a thing it would be to defeat Larrs!”
Even as he held her immobile, screaming violent threats at her, she refused to believe that this man was truly capable of harming her. But with such intense hatred for Ti-Laros and an all-consuming need to crush her father, how could he ever truly love her? Was she really just some pawn in his plan to hurt Larrs?
“Nethic will fall, because I lacked the strength to do what I must,” Comron yelled maniacally as he pressed down on her collarbone. “Don’t you see I have no choice?”
When she saw him trembling with tears brimming in his eyes and a distant madness staring back, she knew that he had come unhinged and might be prepared to do the unthinkable.
“Comron,” she gasped with mounting fear. “You know I’d never betray you. I’d rather die than do anything to hurt you.” The tears streamed down her cheeks as she stared into his soulless eyes. “Je su … nusea, mao … getem,” she said, quoting the words of a beloved Nethicaen poet.
As if the words possessed the power to break the mad spell he was under, Comron released his grip on her, and she crumpled to the floor in shock from the ordeal.
He fell to his knees before her with hands trembling. “Vaush, my gods. Forgive me, please.” He bowed his head in supplication. “I-I’m so sorry. Please tell me you forgive me. I would sooner kill myself, than ever hurt you. There is no life in me without you.” When he lifted his eyes to hers, his face was stained with his tears, his skin blotchy from his deep distress.
This more than anything frightened Vaush. Witnessing such dramatic mood swings in such a short timespan was terribly unnerving. Was he losing his mind? Or was this all an act to manipulate and control her with intimidation and then emotional blackmail? After all, hadn’t he achieved his objective? She was still in the room.
Her heart pounded fiercely as the flight instinct kicked in, prodding her to remove herself from the madness. But something even more primal compelled her to stay, to come to understand what powerful currents drove him to such extremes. Paralyzed by indecision, she didn’t move when he drew near, bowing his head in her lap, clinging to her.
“Please forgive me, angel,” he pleaded in earnest. “Please tell me you forgive me and you won’t ever leave me.”
Her hands were still shaking from the ordeal as she wiped her tears. Run or forgive? What would she counsel a friend to do? Run!
As if sensing her resolve, Comron held her tighter. “Please don’t leave me,” he begged. “I heard your words: we share one heart, one breath, when one ends so does the other.” He lifted his head from her lap. “Vaush,” he said resolutely. “I would follow you into death. There is nowhere you could go that I wouldn’t follow.”
The ardent look in those green eyes! Vaush began to weep now because she knew she was going to stay. She was inextricably bound to him, just as surely as he was to her.
Comron drew closer. “Frei songe mai serha,” he whispered and brushed his lips against hers. “Stay with me always.”
Vaush tasted the salt from their mutual tears. She feared it wouldn’t be the last time they’d cause each other pain and be forced to kiss away each other’s tears.
Comron’s kisses grew more urgent, his breathing tremulous and heated. “Don’t leave me, Vaush.” His hands went beneath her skirts, lifting them away. “Don’t ever leave me.” When he pulled her close, she felt his arousal, hard and ready. He guided her hand down, to take hold of him and stroke him. “I need you, love. You must stay with me always.”
“I will,” she said as she touched him, hoping that somehow lovemaking would soothe his anxiety.
He kissed her with abandon, biting her lip and neck a little harder than Vaush would’ve liked.
When he did it again, she cried out in pain, which seemed to trigger a visceral response in him.
He quickly turned her around and forced her against the door on her knees, her back to him. With her skirts lifted, he twisted his hand around the band of her underwear and snatched them away. With no further delay or warning, he drove his shaft deep inside of her.
“Oh-ah!” Vaush exclaimed as he slammed into her, thrusting her against the door again and again. His throaty grunts punctuated each thrust as he firmly pinned her against the wall and stretched her arms out above her.
Her body still ached from the prior night’s exertions but quickly adapted to the fresh assault. The combination of pleasure and pain from his powerful thrusts was beyond anything she’d experienced as all the emotion and fear of the earlier event left her senses heightened and raw.
“Tell me you love me,” he demanded in a gruff tone.
When she did not immediately respond, he thrust harder lifting her off her knees.
“I love you!” she cried. “I love you.”
His moan was deep and guttural. She thought he’d climax then, but he kept up the unrelenting pace.
He grabbed her hair, pulling her head back and twisting her to face him as he stroked deep and steady. “Don’t ever threaten to leave me!” he growled. “This is mine,” he said as he pumped harder into her. “You belong to me!”
“Yes! I’ll never leave you, Comron, ahh!” she gasped as he drove so hard into her she thought she’d break in two. This wasn’t love, she thought. It was pure punishment for even suggesting the annulment.
He gripped her hair tighter. “Leave me and I’ll fucking kill you!” In that instant, he came hard into her, breaking free of the rage and resentment that had been bottled inside. They both collapsed onto the floor, emotionally and physically spent. But even then, he wrapped his arms around her and held her gently. “Please don’t ever leave me, Vaush,” he whispered softly, “It would kill me.”



CHAPTER 36
Spira’s fair complexion was ruddy with anger as she stood with arms folded. “Why are you still at Northridge Castle when you should be here with me?”
Dealing with Spira was the last thing Crausin wanted to be doing during this turbulent time but, despite everything, they still needed the Eskridge assets. He longed for the day when Comron would finally marry her so he could finally tell her precisely what she could do with her petulant demands.
“Comron’s the one who made the plans to be with you, not me,” he said, endeavoring to keep the frost out of his tone. “I’m afraid it’ll just be the two of you this time.”
Her expression grew even more cross. “But I haven’t seen you in weeks, not since Comron returned from Patheis.”
“Nonsense, we saw each other at the solicitor’s dinner.”
“Don’t be coy, you know what I mean,” she gave him a smile that reduced most men to quivering puddles. “I miss you, darling. I was so looking forward to seeing you tonight.”
He had no time for this. “I never gave you that impression. You’ll have to content yourself with Comron. Remember him? He’s your fiancé.” Even he was growing disgusted with her vulgarity and disregard for his son. When she tired of Crausin, would she cuckold Comron by taking another lover? Not if she valued her life.
Her radiant blue eyes grew dark with loathing. “He’s over an hour late. How long does he expect me to sit around waiting?”
“He hasn’t arrived yet?”
“No, he hasn’t,” she huffed. “And he obviously lied about you joining us.” She tossed her head defiantly, bouncing her golden locks. “That’s it. I’m leaving. Tell him he’ll be fined another 100,000 credits for this latest infraction!”
“Silence!” Crausin barked. “Comron left here several hours ago. Are you certain there wasn’t a miscommunication as to where you were to meet?”
“I’m precisely at the location he reserved, the resort host was expecting us and even had the local media hounds on the premises to cover the event. Are you implying that your son’s a blithering idiot who can’t follow his own directions?”
Crausin bristled at her insult. “He is the Crown Prince of Nethic and your future husband. You will show him the proper respect and dignity due that title.”
“How can I show him anything if he’s not here?” she asked, clenching her fists. “I can’t believe I have to marry that insufferable lout. I deserve better.”
He’s far better than you deserve, you worthless slut. “Spira, love, please accept my apologies. He will … I will personally make it up to you, I promise.” Where the hell was Comron? The guards should have reported in if Comron had veered from his route to Vagan Falls.
Spira stood in a shimmering see-through gown, hiding nothing from him. “Don’t you miss me as much as I miss you?”
“You know that I do,” he lied, preoccupied with wondering where Comron could be at a time like this. Why hadn’t the guards reported in?
“When will you come to me, my love?”
“Soon, but I have to go tend to business.” His hand moved to cut off communications.
“When?” She stamped a foot impatiently and her breasts bounced.
“I don’t know,” he said sharply, “I’ll send word tomorrow.” With that, he cut off the communication and opened a line to Comron. After several attempts no reply came. He tried reaching Comron’s guard without any more success. He raked his fingers through his hair and grabbed fistfuls. “Where in the seven hells are you?”



CHAPTER 37
Comron checked his communications board. Though he’d only been gone for twenty-four hours, there were sixteen messages waiting for him in addition to forty-three attempted calls—all from Crausin. With each passing message, Crausin’s tone became increasingly heated and belligerent. The messages alternated between genuine concern over Comron’s well-being and enraged accusations about him being with his bloody, damned whore. The latter were always accompanied by vicious threats about what he’d do to the bitch once he found her. Each message ended with a plea for Comron to contact him. So he did.
He tapped the communication panel on the dashboard opening a private line to Crausin who responded instantly.
“What the devil is going on?” Crausin yelled at him, although Comron could hear the relief in his voice. “I’ve been trying to raise you for hours!”
“I’ve found the solution to our problems,” Comron stated evenly. “I had to go to finalize the details.”
“What sort of solution? Why didn’t you consult me on the matter?” Crausin said furiously.
“I will explain when I get there. I’ll arrive within the hour.”
“See that you do! Brigune and Recaban are already here, Telkuve is conferencing in from Novoxos, which means Thalonius will be listening in.”
“Recaban?” Comron said disdainfully.
“Need I remind you, we’re in no position to be selective about our allies?” Crausin looked confounded. “Why did you lie to me about Vagan Falls?”
“I’ll explain everything once I arrive. What I have to tell you is far too sensitive to discuss over these lines.”
“For your sake, you’d better have a damned good explanation.” He fumed, though Comron could tell that his curiosity had been duly piqued.
The royal guard nodded at their prince and opened the doors to the south wing conference hall. There he found Crausin sitting at the head of the polished oak table, Duke Brigune and Count Recaban sat on either side of him. A holographic image of Duke Overcrom’s head and shoulders loomed large at the other end of the table, a smaller holographic image of Lord Fera Relledon was also present.
“My lords,” Comron said as he entered the room.
Crausin spared a chastising glance at Comron, “So good of you to join us. Be seated,” he said, indicating the chair next to Lord Brigune. “We were just—”
“Your Grace,” Comron interjected, while still standing. “May I have a word with you in private?”
“No, you may not,” he jabbed a finger at the chair. “I’ll deal with your matter later.”
Fearing he’d lose his nerve, Comron persisted, “Crausin, I must insist.”
Instantly, all heads snapped around at Comron. No one called the Sovereign of Nethic by his given name. It was a unique privilege reserved for his closest associates and even then only in private audiences.
Crausin stood abruptly. “In my chambers, now!” he growled.
The two men adjourned to the anteroom off the main conference hall. The moment the doors shut, Crausin wheeled to face Comron. “Abuse that privilege again and I shall take it from you altogether!”
“Forgive me, my lord,” Comron humbly replied.
“My lord?” Crausin said mockingly. “What in the devil has gotten into you and why couldn’t this have waited until after the meeting?”
“Because the solution I’ve been working on precludes the necessity of us soiling ourselves with the likes of Recaban.”
The look of surprise on Crausin’s face encouraged Comron.
“Now some of this will be difficult for you to hear, but bear in mind that as a result of this unpleasantness, fate has presented us with the opportunity to advance Nethic’s position by at least three generations.”
“Damn it, Comron, what is it?”
Drawing a deep breath, Comron launched into his pitch. “By all rights, I should have died on Patheis. While I’m grateful that you rushed to my rescue, you never would’ve arrived in time to save me. You owe an enormous debt of gratitude to Vaush Hrollaugr.”
“Bleeding hell, the fate of Nethic hangs in the balance and you pick now to discuss this?”
“Just listen to me,” Comron snapped. “She’s the pivotal piece in all of this and … and during our time on Patheis, she fell in love with me.”
“In love with you, a Van Laven!” Crausin scoffed. “You were only there for five days, what could you have possibly have done to erase the hatred she has bred into her?”
Comron lowered his eyes. “I … I never meant for it to happen.”
Crausin’s eyes narrowed, then flashed with rage. “Mother of whores! You fucked her, didn’t you?”
He let his silence condemn him.
Crausin threw his hands up. “I was out of my bleeding mind searching for you, not knowing whether you were dead or alive, or whether we’d miss the banking conference. All the while you were laid up cocking that whore!”
“No, it was nothing like that, Crausin,” Comron explained. “We nearly killed ourselves trying to reach the shore before the conference.”
“Oh, I’m sure you tried your damnedest,” Crausin said, wagging his head. “But it was just asking too much of you to keep it in your pants for five whole days.”
Comron’s jaw clenched, annoyed at the turn of conversation. “You’re missing the point entirely. Think of what this could mean for Nethic.”
“If Larrs finds out, he’ll do to Nethic what you did to his daughter!”
“Only if Vaush were under his control, but she’s not,” Comron shot back. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. She has aligned herself with House Van Laven against Bastionli.”
A vicious bark of laughter escaped Crausin. “What? You think that you gave that Bastionli slut such a wondrous ride in the sack that now she’ll betray everything she is just to have another go at you? Really, Comron, your hubris knows no bounds.”
Incensed by his mocking tone and growing impatient, Comron played his ace. “She agreed to become my wife.”
The grin fell from Crausin’s face as he peered at Comron. “That’s where you went? To propose to that bitch!”
“I went to save Nethic by aligning our house with Hrollaugr,” he quickly reminded him. “I’ve neutralized the threat.”
“Why did you keep the truth of Patheis from me?” Crausin asked in a disturbingly calm tone. “Since you returned, you’ve been so distracted and unfocused. You haven’t gone near a single one of our courtesans and suddenly you’re repulsed by Spira. And, oh yes, the betrothal cancellation you tried to arrange … this was all over some dirty Bastionli snatch, before you even knew she was Hrollaugr!”
“Crausin, Nethic is no longer in danger, that’s the important thing!”
“YOU LIED TO ME!” Crausin roared, “You’ve been scheming this whole time to keep this treasonous affair going.”
“I did this for Nethic. I won’t let her fall on our watch.”
Crausin struck him hard across the face.
“You did this for yourself!”
“Then punish me for what I’ve done, but give Nethic this chance to advance. Place our banner over Vaush.”
At the mention of her name, something wicked gleamed in Crausin’s green eyes. And Comron suddenly felt his chest constrict in anticipation of what Crausin would say next. Whatever it was he knew it wouldn’t bode well for Vaush.
“Perhaps you were temporarily enamored with the girl, likely induced by the extreme circumstances of the Patheis ordeal. But now you’ve come to your senses and have recalled yourself to duty. Saving Nethic is the only thing that matters. The girl is inconsequential, a mere pawn in the game.”
Comron listened but made no reply as he waited for Crausin to finish laying out his trap.
“It was very clever of you to play upon the girl’s feelings so that you could spirit her away out of Larrs’ clutches. You filled her head with hopes for marriage and now she is ours to control. Perhaps in time we’ll even be able to wash the Bastionli stench from her and make her truly Van Laven.”
Though Comron knew he was being led down a dark path, he dared to hope that Crausin was beginning to see the possibilities.
“There is merit in your plan and I believe, in time, your transgression could be forgiven.” He stood before Comron. “I simply need you to do one simple thing.”
Comron gave him a cold stare. “What?”
“Bring me the girl, so that we may share her,” he answered in a licentious tone. “Afterward, I’ll gladly fly our banner over her and take her to Novoxos.”
Comron held his gut as if he were about to be sick, but he knew that if he told Crausin the truth—that he’d bash Crausin’s skull in if he ever touched Vaush—there would be no hope of garnering her a military escort.
“She would never consent to it.” He glared at Crausin. “She’s not Spira.”
“Who said anything about her consent?” Crausin grinned. “Pour enough spiced wine down her throat and she’ll hardly know the difference between you and me. We’ll have a grand time of it, just like we did with the Duchess of Welbourne and the other noblewomen of the court.”
Comron gritted his teeth. The thought of Crausin touching Vaush, defiling and degrading her in every vulgar way imaginable made him want to rip Crausin apart with his bare hands. But without Crausin’s support, Vaush would never see Novoxos. Was this the horrible price they’d have to pay to deliver her to the imperial home world?
He turned away from Crausin to hide his deep distress. He knew he could never forgive himself for violating Vaush’s trust that way and most assuredly, things would never be the same between them.
“Fear not, Com. She’ll never even know it happened,” Crausin said in his most persuasive tone. “Vaush earns a full military escort to Novoxos, you get the girl on the throne, and I get to share her with you. You see, we all get exactly what we want.”
Deep inside, he’d known that ultimately it would come to this. Crausin would want him to prove his loyalty to him by offering Vaush and thus demonstrate that there was nothing he’d withhold from him.
What other option did he have?
“Remember, the girl is inconsequential in comparison to the glorification of Nethic,” he said kindly, though there was cruelty in his eyes. “Do this for Nethic.”
There was a mocking quality to Crausin’s words that shed tremendous light on his true motives. Crausin merely toyed with him and had absolutely no intention of honoring any deal to escort Vaush to Novoxos. At best, he would capture this discussion on a surveillance eye and then show it to Vaush so she could watch her husband offer her to another man. He would do this purely out of spite and then kill her.
Infuriated beyond reason, he advanced toward Crausin and shouted, “That aspect of our lives is over. You will never touch her!” In that moment, he destroyed all hope of enlisting Crausin’s aid, but it was also in that moment that he realized Crausin would never have given it.
The look of shock and confusion on Crausin’s face was very telling, as if he completely expected Comron to offer Vaush to him willingly. Slowly, the disillusionment faded away to be replaced by something dark and sinister.
“Where is she, Comron?” he asked in a deceptively calm voice.
Here it comes, Comron thought and braced himself.
“You’re too clever to hide her somewhere myself or Larrs would think to look. But eventually she will be found. If Thalonius or Recaban find her, she’s as good as dead, but if Larrs finds her, Nethic is fucked.”
Comron shook his head.
“So you’re going to redeem your treasonous acts and cowardice by telling me where the girl is.”
“I can’t! Don’t you understand?” Comron pleaded.
“Understand what?” he barked.
“That I’d rather die than betray her.”
Crausin grabbed him and shoved him against the wall. “Do you have any idea what Thalonius will do to Nethic if he suspects a connection between the two of you? We’ll be the scheming upstarts trying to steal the throne from him, he’ll obliterate Nethic!”
Comron broke his grip and pushed him off. “Damn it, stop pissing your pants and do something daring for Nethic.”
“We can’t hold the fucking throne!” Crausin screamed. “Even with the imperial army at our command, we still wouldn’t command a force strong enough to fend off the threat of Nostrom, Warbrenger, or Dredfort. The girl’s advisors will counsel her to form a marriage alliance with one of the Great Houses to establish her military dominance in the empire. In their eyes, House Van Laven would be nothing more than an ambitious insect in need of a good swatting. You know all this.” He glared at Comron. “Stop thinking with your cock and see the truth of what I’m saying.”
Comron moved away from him and raked his fingers through his raven hair. He refused to concede defeat to Crausin. House Bastionli’s army was no more impressive than theirs, and yet Larrs seemed undaunted by the threat. But then Larrs had decades to plan his strategy and grease the skids, forming invaluable alliances. House Van Laven would have only a matter of weeks or even days.
“You have only one chance to save Nethic,” Crausin said through gritted teeth. “Hand the girl over to Thalonius.”
Comron’s head throbbed as he saw his plans disintegrating before him. But as long as there was Vaush, there was still a glimmer of hope that they …
“Guards!” Crausin shouted.
Comron glanced at the double doors just as the castle guards poured in. “Crausin ….”
“Take him to the south wing cellar and hang him from the rafters according to my earlier instructions.”
Comron backed away from the guards. “Crausin, don’t do this.”
“You will tell me where the girl is even if I have to beat it out of you!” He cut his eyes at the captain of his guard. “What are you waiting for? Seize him!”
As the men approached, Comron moved with a surprising burst of speed, tackling the captain and knocking him into the others. When he broke away, he raised the blast gun he’d lifted from the captain. “Back the hell off!” Comron said, knowing the guards wouldn’t fire on the duke’s son.
“Gods gates, Comron,” Crausin said, advancing toward him. “You won’t get past that bloody door.”
Fully anticipating this, Comron waved the piece at the guards blocking the door. If he could get back to his apartments, he could don the castle guard uniform he had stashed in his room. The helmet with a full faceguard might give him a chance to blend in long enough to escape in the midst of the chaos.
“I won’t let Nethic fall, I swear it,” Comron said as he turned the handle and started out the door. The blast shot hit him in the back of the thigh, jolting pain arched through him, ripping up his spine. He spilled to the floor unable to feel his leg or think through the blinding pain.
He saw Crausin’s face move into his line of vision, saw the blast gun in his hand still flashing green from having been fired. Crausin spoke but Comron heard no words over the paralyzing pain. His body was going into shock, shutting down his system along with all his hopes of ever seeing her alive again.
Vaush!



CHAPTER 38
The northern gale howled across the moors as the rain persisted into the early evening. Down below the angry waves battered the beleaguered shore. Within Ketherton Manor, Vaush remained vigilant at the window, feeling the chill creeping along her skin despite the roaring fire tended by an old gnome of a man. Growing weary of darkening gray landscape, she sat back in her chair and stared up at the cracked, plastered ceiling and wondered how in the seven hells she’d gotten herself into this mess.
Most assuredly, by now, all of Ti-Laros must know of her betrayal, of her treasonous love for a Nethicaen. Laney, she sighed, what must you think of me? Again, she regretted having promised Comron that she wouldn’t leave or even attempt to contact anyone until he returned. But what else could she do? When she had tried to leave their bedroom, he’d flown into such a horrific manic state, followed by an alarming emotional breakdown. And before she could sort the matter out he’d initiated a frightfully intense lovemaking session that had left her reeling.
She touched her bruised lip, remembering his passionate bite and how her cry had ignited something fiery in him….
“A shawl, m’Lady?”
Startled, Vaush turned to find a rather plain-faced young woman with straw-colored hair and bland gray eyes staring back at her. “Yes, thank you,” she replied as she let the girl place the shawl around her shoulders. “Frieda, isn’t it?”
“Yes, m’Lady.” She smiled as if pleased Vaush should trouble herself to remember her name. “Would you care to take your tea by the fire?” Her hair was pulled back, a few strands escaped the band framing a face that hadn’t seen the sun in ages. Her grey eyes appeared eager now, as if she truly hoped to be of service to her rather exotic-looking mistress.
Vaush rose from her chair. “Yes, I do believe I would.” She nodded toward the window. “Is this weather typical for this time of year?”
“Oh no, m’Lady,” Frieda answered readily. “It’s not nearly as pleasant as it is at present. The fates must be smilin’ on your arrival.”
Vaush stifled her amusement when she realized there was no sarcasm in Frieda’s answer. “How fortunate for me,” she replied as she moved near the hearth and warmed her hands.
“Is the weather so different from where you come from, m’Lady?”
Realizing the girl was likely quite curious about her, and that she herself, was desirous of a break from morose thoughts, Vaush decided to humor the servant girl. “Well, typically around this time of year, the weather is warmer and sunnier.”
“Ah,” Frieda nodded with understanding as she poured the tea. “That would explain m’Lady’s complexion, like golden honey it is. So pretty.”
Vaush smiled at her frankness and didn’t bother explaining that she was born with this sun-kissed complexion. “Thank you, Frieda.”
“Lemon and two lumps of sugar?” Frieda asked with a solicitous look.
Had Comron seen to all the details of her comfort, she wondered as she sank into a soft chair. “Yes, thank you.”
“Monne Biechmore baked fresh biscuits,” she said, gesturing at the plate. “Would you care for one? There are cinnamon, chocolate morsel, and apple crumb.”
Though Vaush had no appetite, she noticed Frieda eying them as if they were a great delight. “No, not at the moment. But please, won’t you sit down and have some?”
Frieda’s large grey eyes searched the room. “Ach, Monne Biechmore would have my hide. She says I need to scrub all the pots. They’re not dirty, mind you. She just wants everything properly shinin’ now that the master and mistress have come.”
Vaush leaned in. “Tell her that I insisted and let me know if she gives you any grief about it.”
Frieda glanced up at the kitchen then back to Vaush. “If you insist, m’Lady,” she said as she sat in the chair across from Vaush and selected the cinnamon biscuit. “My favorite,” she said, hoisting the biscuit with a toothy grin that suggested she hadn’t made regular use of a toothbrush throughout her life.
“Are you from the local village?” Vaush asked, suddenly curious.
Frieda nodded, wiping crumbs from her mouth with her sleeve, before remembering to use the napkin. “Yes, born and educated here,” she said before taking another generous bite.
“Do you enjoy living here?”
She shrugged, “It’s all I know. Wouldn’t know where else to live, except Gergman about fifty kilometers south of here. But I never much cared for the big city.”
“Big city? What is the population?”
Frieda shook her head and blew air out between her lips. “Land sakes, it’s enormous, nearly three thousand people at last count.”
Vaush’s faint smile was the only hint of her amusement. “And Ketherton Sound?”
“With the birth of Monne Biechmore’s granddaughter, we’ve just passed the seven hundred mark,” she said proudly. “Seven hundred and three with you and his lordship joining us.”
“Imagine our joy,” Vaush said dryly and immediately regretted her insensitivity. This isn’t like me, she chastised herself.
The girl hesitated a moment before taking another bite of the biscuit. “Do you run off from him much?”
“Pardon me?”
“Your husband, m’Lady. Is that why he’s locked us all in?”
Vaush glanced over at the heavy wooden door. Comron made it clear that she was not to leave, but did he really go to such lengths?
“We’re locked in?”
Frieda gave her a pitiful look as if she suspected Vaush might be a bit daft. “Until his lordship returns, we are all locked in the manor. No one is to leave … including you, mum.”
Vaush tried to hide her bewilderment. “Perhaps, you misunderstood. My husband is quite concerned about our privacy. He simply wishes to maintain our seclusion.”
“By keeping us locked away here,” Frieda said, taking another bite of her biscuit.
Suddenly Vaush felt that the girl before her wasn’t as innocent and naïve as she suspected.
“No one is locked away,” Vaush said curtly. “He simply doesn’t wish for anyone to learn of our presence here.”
Frieda hitched her thumb at the door. “Try opening it, m’Lady. Unless you have a magic key tucked away in that pretty dress of yours, yer locked in here with the rest of us.”
When Vaush remained motionless and silent, Frieda saw her error.
“You really didn’t know, mum,” Frieda said, slowly placing down the last bit of biscuit. “Beg your pardon. I was curious is all, but I wasn’t aware you didn’t know.”
Vaush rose abruptly from her chair as she began pacing the room. It was enough that Comron had forbidden her to contact her family, now he would make her a prisoner in this manor? And how humiliating to learn of it through the staff! She didn’t care if it was for her safety, she hated the feeling of being manipulated and controlled.
She turned to Frieda. “Where is the communications room?”
Frieda’s gray-eyed blank stare was her only reply.
Vaush spoke slowly, “What do you do when you wish to send a message to someone outside of the manor?”
Frieda frowned and seemed to carefully choose her words. “We … walk down the road … to their house and deliver the message.”
Vaush forced a smile to put the girl at ease. “And if you need to communicate with someone further away, like in Gergman?”
“Gergman?” Frieda’s mouth turned down in repugnance. “Why would anyone wish to send word there?”
Vaush closed her eyes. “Frieda … please answer the question.”
“We would go to the Higgins pantry and use his hand-com unit, I suppose,” she said, still dumbfounded by the question.
“This hand-com unit, are there wires connected to it that run to the wall?”
“Like a land unit? Oh, no. It’s some newfangled gadget. He thinks he’s quite something for it, what with him being the only one in town with one.”
“Do you think that he would let me use it?”
Frieda nodded with that unsettling toothy smile. “He’d be glad to, I imagine.”
“Will you contact him and ask him to bring it?”
Frieda’s eyes narrowed. “You’d be forgettin’ the whole part about us being locked in, mum,” she said, inclining her head at the door.
Frustrated Vaush exclaimed, “What kind of backward—” she caught herself before completing any culturally insensitive remark. “What would we do if this place caught on fire?”
“Ach! You needn’t fear such, but even so, Henrik would use his key and let us out.”
“Henrik the handyman?” Vaush asked, remembering meeting the strapping lad.
“Yes, the handyman, woodcarver, and gardener,” she said, blushing. “Keeps it in his front britches pocket, he does.”
Finally! “Excellent. Where might Henrik be at this time?”
She pointed toward the kitchen. “Helping with dinner, m’Lady, but he’s been given strict orders not to hand it over and you’d have a devil of a time wrestlin’ it from him. He’s Ketherton’s champion two years runnin’,” she said proudly.
Unbelievable! Vaush collapsed back into the chair. She loved Comron dearly but very soon they were going to have a serious discussion about his monumental control issues. She simply couldn’t live like this.
“M’lady, it’s only for a short time. I’ve seen the way his lordship looks at you. I’d be surprised if he managed to stay away from you for two whole days.” She shrugged. “Regardless, Henrik can give you the key after the two days.”
“Yes, yes, I know that, Frieda,” she snapped but, seeing the girl’s downcast expression, Vaush added, “I’m sorry. It’s been a long day, and I’m very tired.”
Casting a sly look, Frieda answered, “Who could blame you after his lordship kept you up all night. It’s a wonder you got any sleep at all.”
“Frieda!”
“Sorry, m’Lady, my quarters are just below yours, so I tend to hear … ah … well, sorry mum.”
Vaush’s cheeks burned and her lips pulled taut. First, the humiliation of learning she was being held prisoner by Henrik the handyman and now this?
Comron had better have a damn good explanation for all of it!



CHAPTER 39
In the south wing cellar, Comron hung from the rafters, his arms stretched above him, his ankles manacled below. Stripped of his dignity, only his under breeches were left to him as he shivered in the icy coldness of the dank, dimly lit cellar. He noted, with a degree of anxiety, that Crausin had made some recent modifications to the ancient cellar. A rugged wooden table to his left was covered with an assortment of vicious looking devices: razor sharp surgical knives, saws for cutting through bone, whips with shards of glass embedded in their straps and a large club. Most notably was one of his prized faust weapons, a heavy, spiked, metal mace designed to break the will if not the bones of his opponents.
He glanced around, counting four guards on watch, waiting for further instructions from their duke. Not one would meet his eyes or risk listening to any bribes Comron offered in exchange for his freedom.
Vaush! Forgive me.
He’d given Sneschem, the elderly manservant at Ketherton Sound, instructions regarding Vaush should he fail to return in two days. Sneschem was to give her a letter, the one Comron had written while she lay asleep in his bed. There, he’d confessed the whole truth about her parentage and apologized profusely for not being there to reveal these difficult things in person and for any perceived deception. He implored her to make use of the transport ship he had hidden away to travel to Novoxos and to utilize the small fortune in unregistered credits to secure her voyage.
He gave her the names of the officials she should seek out when she arrived there. He admonished her to trust no one, especially Larrs. And, if she were enthroned, to do what she could to protect Nethic. He ended by expressing how deeply and profoundly she had affected him, touching him in places he never knew existed. How eternally grateful he was that she had come into his life and that he would never be the same for having loved her. He was forever hers.
Damn it! He had hoped she’d never have to read that letter but Crausin would likely leave him down here for days just as he had ten years ago when Comron was only seventeen.
He yanked madly at the restraints, desperate to take Vaush faraway where no one could do them harm. But Crausin would hunt them relentlessly, as would Thalonius. Nothing short of Vaush’s death would satisfy either one of them. Despair consumed Comron and his head hung heavy with grief.
So deep in his gloom, Comron did not hear Crausin descend the cellar stairs, nor did he notice him move among the shadows to take up a whip.
It wasn’t until the snap of the whip cracked the air and the cruel lash set his skin on fire that he was alerted to Crausin’s presence.
“Do I have your attention now?” Crausin asked wryly.
“Yes!” Comron cried out. The tip of the whip had been laced with Kao acid, which ate at the flesh long after the whip had gone.
Crausin’s gaze remained fixed upon Comron as he spoke to the guards. “Leave us.”
The guards obeyed, sparing glances at Comron before ascending the cellar stairs. The second after the door shut, Comron felt the fiery sting of the lash and acid against his back.
“How could you defile yourself by laying with Bastionli filth? Did it matter not that the bitch was Ti-Larosian?”
When Comron failed to answer, Crausin struck him again, letting the shards firmly embed themselves into his skin before he yanked them out eliciting a sharp cry from his son.
“Answer me!”
“She didn’t care that I was Nethicaen when she saved my life!” he yelled in agony. “Should I have cared when I loved her?”
Crausin’s cynical laugh echoed in the cellar. “Love? When did you become so pathetic? You sound like the mewling lamb over there.”
Knowing there was no one but the two of them in the cellar, Comron stared at Crausin. His father’s eyes were completely glazed over with madness; Edred was in full sway and Crausin had withdrawn deep within, becoming the cowering lamb.
“But I know you too well, Comron,” he said, stalking around him. “The only thing that you love is power and fresh warm quinny to fuck.”
He walked around to face him. “All that Bastionli slut had to do was spread her legs and you betrayed everything you were to lay between them. Then you plotted to deceive us so you could continue your treasonous affair!” He drew his arm back to strike.
“What wouldn’t you have done to have Cristalla back, Edred?” Comron asked, angling to keep him talking. “What lengths would Crausin have gone to hold onto Meglyn?” He glared at Crausin. “I’m no different from either of you!”
The lash cracked across his legs, lacerating them.
“You were to be better than us! Not turn bloody traitor.” Crausin’s eyes danced with delirium as he drew close. “Thalonius is waiting to hear our plan as to how we intend to eliminate his problem. Where is the girl?”
Comron’s skin was already on fire, the acid burning and eating away at him. He glanced at the hideous devices on the table, knowing Crausin would use every one of them to pry the information from him.
He gasped at the fresh lash of the whip.
“The girl, Comron!” Crausin said and cocked his arm back to strike again. “Where is she?”
“Let me be the one to do it,” Comron said, trembling in his pain. “I will take care of it.”
Crausin stood before him peering deep within his eyes. Comron knew what he was searching for—any shred of evidence that Comron was speaking truth.
“Liar,” he hissed and unleashed another volley of savage lashes.
Comron twisted violently and groaned in his agonizing hell, feeling as if he were surrounded by broiling flames searing his body. And this was only the beginning of what Crausin planned to do.
“I thought there was a chance that …,” he cried out but his voice broke. He squeezed his eyes shut against the excruciating pain and tried desperately to shield his emotions from Crausin. “I-I was wrong. But I beg you, let me be the one to do it.”
An ugly laugh escaped Crausin. “What and give you the chance to betray me again?”
“I’ll take you to her and—”
“Where are you holding her?”
“I have to be the one!” Comron said, trembling under the strain of the torment. “I will take you there, but you have to let me be the one to kill her.” He couldn’t hide the onslaught of emotion, but he let it work to his advantage. “Let her die in my arms ….”
Crausin stood before him with whip ready to strike, but he let his arm drop to his side as he contemplated Comron’s request. Crausin’s green eyes were more focused now, the madness seemed to have abated along with Edred. Taking courage from this, Comron held his silence and let Crausin feel his profound grief at the prospect of losing Vaush. He wouldn’t let an ounce of hope surface.
“You will take us to the girl, and I’ll grant you your request,” Crausin said evenly as he walked over to the wooden table and dropped the acid-laden whip upon it. He picked up a wet towel and wiped the blood and sweat from his hands and brow. He glanced at Comron. “But first I must do something to extinguish any hope you had of being with her or ever betraying me this way again.”
The pain racking his body suddenly faded as Comron listened to Crausin and watched his hand move over the various torture devices. He had been wrong in thinking the worst was over … so very wrong.
“Your path is not yours to choose. I created you, Comron, for a purpose and you swore an oath to me and to Nethic in recognition of that fact. I’ve given you everything your heart desired: titles, estates, wealth, and more women than any man could bed in a lifetime. But still, you violated your oath and tried to deceive me in the worst possible way.” His hand came to rest over a large, razor sharp blade with an exquisite emerald handle. “I will take you to your woman to kill her, but first I will have a guarantee of your loyalty,” he said and grabbed the knife. “After all, how can you perform as her lover … if you have no cock?”
“Crausin!” Comron’s heart pounded wildly in his chest and he struggled madly against his restraints. “Don’t do this, please! I beg you!”
“You betrayed me and Nethic, and now you will pay the price for your treasonous insolence.”
“Forgive me, please. I’ll obey you in all things. I am yours to command!”
“LIAR!” he said as he came at him with the knife. “But I will have your loyalty by removing all temptation to defy me. You will serve the purpose for which I brought you into this world!” He raised the knife as he exposed Comron.
“No!!!” Comron hollered, turning away as Crausin started to bring the knife down. But the sound of hurried footsteps on the cellar stairs followed by a frantic voice interrupted the violent act.
“Sire!” General Straland said as he rushed in. “There is a vast Ti-Larosian attack force closing in on Nethic. Duke Bastionli is hailing you.” He looked on in bewilderment at Comron’s horrific state and exposed condition. “I-I made several attempts to reach you, Sire. The fleet consists of four galaxy-class warships, seven heavy planetary destroyers and at least seventy Targon single-combat fighters.”
Fury brewed in Crausin’s eyes and Comron braced himself for the assault that Straland had interrupted.
“Frithe’s blood! Look what your treachery has brought to our door,” Crausin growled. His hand tightened around the blade’s emerald hilt intent on finishing what he’d started.
“Sire,” the general said with more urgency as he pulled alongside the duke. “Bastionli will open fire unless you respond immediately.”
“Then open a damned channel!” Crausin said and glared at Comron. “Don’t go anywhere, eunuch.” He turned and raced up the cellar stairs while barking orders at General Straland.
If Comron hadn’t been securely strapped to the rafters, he would have collapsed from the trying ordeal. Even now, everything was rapidly spinning out of control. Larrs was in Nethicaen space searching for Vaush and threatening a full-scale war if they didn’t hand her over. She would be distraught at Ketherton Sound having no idea what kept him. After two days, she would leave and walk right into Thalonius’ murderous arms.
And there’s not a damned thing I can do about it!



CHAPTER 40
“It is merely a show of force,” Crausin replied, hiding his alarm as they hurried down the corridor toward the command center. When had Larrs discovered his daughter’s affair with Comron? To assemble such an enormous attack force, he had to have known at least a day before he learned of it. He hated feeling a step behind that infuriatingly despicable man.
“With all due respect, Sire,” Straland answered, “one does not assemble a force of that size and magnitude for mere saber rattling. Bastionli is loaded for bear and is blazing a path to our door.”
“Raise our defenses, assemble a counterstrike force,” Crausin ordered. Dear God, Comron what have you done to us?
“I can have full planetary shields raised in a quarter of an hour, all major cities in less.”
“I want it done in half that time,” Crausin commanded as the steel doors of the command center parted before them.
“Yes, Sire.”
The command center was alive with activity as the officers manned their posts speaking into their com units and reviewing the positions of their forces on the large holographic screens. Some of the officers glanced surreptitiously at their duke as if wondering if this weren’t some rather elaborate drill.
“Sire, I must reiterate that this is not proper protocol,” Straland said. “We need to move you and the royal family underground to Command Base One for your protection.”
“Northridge Castle is a fortress unto itself,” Crausin replied irritably. “I will remain here. Set up a private communication link in one of the conference rooms here.”
“But Sire.”
“Do as you’re told,” Crausin snapped. “Open a channel to the flagship. I will know the meaning of this dog’s impudence and gross disregard of inter-planetary law.”
Crausin had dreamed of a day when Nethic and Ti-Laros would face each other on the battlefield, but not like this, not under these ridiculous circumstances. It infuriated him that Nethicaen history would forever remember Comron as the traitor who instigated a war by crawling into bed with the Bastionlis.
He considered hauling Comron up from the cellar to face the calamity that he had wrought, but decided to leave him below so that he could focus his full attention on Larrs Bastionli.
General Straland informed him that the communication link had been established. Crausin watched as the large black screens that blinked to life displayed holographic images of the defense mechanisms erected all over the planet. The two screens at the center displayed the oncoming armada of Ti-Larosian warships.
Crausin’s chest heaved at the fearsome sight. But his pride was restored at the sight of the mighty Nethicaen fleet rising with its own impressive company of warships and world-class destroyers. Outnumbered two to one, it was enough to make Bastionli think twice about any rash moves.
“Sire, Bastionli is hailing you,” said Straland.
“Accept and provide visual,” Crausin replied, drawing himself up for the confrontation.
Instantly, Larrs Bastionli appeared upon the screen, plainly incensed and outraged. But it was Crausin who spoke first.
“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t blast you and your fleet straight to hell,” he said. “According to conventional inter-planetary law, I would be well within my rights to do so.”
“Where is she, you maggot-faced trout?” Larrs seethed, his dark eyes as piercing as daggers.
“Your wife? I sent her back home after she finished sucking me off,” Crausin gave the customary reply to such an insult.
“Look at your monitors, Van Laven,” Larrs fumed. “Do you think that I’m in the mood to be trifled with?”
“And you look at yours!” Crausin shot back. “Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to wipe your clan out of existence with the law fully on my side. You have five seconds to give me a good reason for violating Nethicaen space.”
“Since when does inter-planetary law defend kidnapping? I’m here for my daughter!”
Crausin scoffed convincingly. “What makes you think we’d pollute our land with Bastionli filth? Your daughter isn’t here.” Crausin was fairly certain that Comron had her off-world. “But according to the law, you have the right to search for her,” Crausin stated evenly. “You can scan the whole of Nethic, but you won’t find her here.”
“Then where is she? Tell me and this business will end as quickly as it began.”
Larrs’ legendary cool veneer was slipping and Crausin could hear the hint of fear in his voice. “How the hell should I know?”
“And since when did House Van Laven start falling on its knees so eager to lick Ti-Larosian slit?” It was Larrs’ turn to savor Crausin’s discomfort. “Granted, our women’s cream has always tasted better than wine, but damn … that boy of yours lapped it up like he’d never had anything so good.” His hawk-like eyes narrowed as the smile tugged at his lips. “Speaking of which, where is that freakish doppelganger of yours? I thought that you had him surgically attached at the hip.”
The color rose in Crausin’s face. “I am … dealing with him concerning recent events.” And when I’m through with him, his tongue will be the only thing he’ll have left with which to pleasure a woman.
“I don’t give a crag’s ass what you’re doing to him. Just give me back my daughter!”
Crausin leaned forward with his elbows on the table and his fingers steepled. “Poor, inept Larrs. All these years of meticulously plotting and scheming only to discover that in a single day you’ve been masterfully outmaneuvered by none other than House Van Laven.”
Larrs’ eye twitched as he glowered at Crausin. “Van Laven … still dwelling on that festering dung heap you call Nethic. It sickens me to be in your orbit, so foul is its stench. I’m giving you one last chance to hand the girl over, then I’m going to do to Nethic what Sellusion attempted to do three centuries ago—blast your world into oblivion. Let’s see you outmaneuver that … bitch!”
Crausin waved his hand dismissively at Larrs’ image. “See, now you’ve gone and bored me. If you think we have her, go ahead and scan for her. Meanwhile, I’m filing an official complaint with the imperial security council concerning this infraction.” His tone turned deadly, “So that when we blast you and your little shite-smeared fleet out of our skies, we’ll have full jurisdiction to do so.”
Larrs’ expression remained implacable. “Then you grant us clearance to launch derma-grade probes for the search?” he asked in an even tone.
Stalling for time to finish interrogating Comron, Crausin answered, “Launch your probes if you must, but know that you have one hour before we open fire on any unauthorized vessels in our orbit.”
“Agreed,” Larrs bit off the word before cutting the com link.
Crausin hurried out of the private conference room, ignoring the astonished looks on his officers’ faces at their stations. He would force the information from Comron and send Recaban’s men to kill Vaush before Larrs’ probes could finish their sweep.
He glanced up at the screens as he passed. The monitors zeroed in on the four orbs that shot out of the bow of the Ti-Larosian flagship. The diagnostic screen displayed the schematics revealing standard probes with no warheads or weapons attached.
General Straland quickly fell into step with Crausin while carrying a portable monitor. “Sire, it appears that he has launched Faren type II probes. Slightly odd configuration, but harmless enough.”
Just then, the screens flashed red and alarms began to sound. “What in the blazes,” Straland said as he read the schematics. His face was now ashen as he grabbed his com unit. “The probes!” he blurted out and hurried to a battle station. “Shoot them down! Shoot the bloody probes down!”
Crausin grabbed his arm. “What is it? What do you see?”
“EMP, Sire!”
“But there were no warheads on the probes!” Crausin replied.
“Our scanners were deceived,” Straland answered. “During your communication, Bastionli must have launched a virus that attacked our close-range scanners. We saw only what they wanted us to see.”
They turned to the monitors in time to witness a Nethicaen warship destroying two of the probes, while the other two detonated above the Nethicaen atmosphere sending gamma ray pulses through the air. Almost instantly, the electrical power grid failed, plunging them into darkness. But, within seconds, the secondary power sources that were shielded from such an attack brought the systems back on line.
The reports starting pouring in—those few seconds had given Ti-Laros all the time it needed to send in four Targon fighters to penetrate the Nethicaen force field and destroy the generators that powered the planetary shield array.
“They have taken down our shields, Sire,” Straland reported in an incredulous tone. “We’re completely vulnerable to their attack.”
The ground shuddered, punctuating Straland’s words, and bearing witness that the bombardment had begun.
“Assemble all of our forces!” Crausin barked. “A third of his fleet is no match against our full naval might.”
“General,” a young officer approached them. “Long-range sensors show another battalion of Bastionli warships en route to Nethic.”
“This was just the first wave.” Straland dismissed the officer and his gaze fell upon the duke. “What’s this all about, Sire? I must know in order to formulate the proper battle strategy.”
“Do your job and defend Nethic. That’s all the strategy you need,” Crausin scowled as he headed toward the corridor. “Send some men to locate the queen and my sons. Take them below to Command Base One.”
“Where are you going?”
“I’m going to get Comron,” he said, “We’ll join you at the base.”
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Just one more hit, damn it! Comron thought as one arm dangled precariously, the rafter having been cracked under the bombardment. Feeling faint from loss of blood and the poison acid, he marshalled his strength and pulled with all his might to wrench the rafter completely free.
“Arrg!” he groaned aloud and then heard the loud craaack of the rafter coming loose and crashing to the floor. The place rocked and shuddered again sending a spray of dirt and grime raining down upon him. He dragged the heavy wooden rafter over to the tools scattered on the floor from the overturned table. He grabbed one of the sharp spikes and proceeded to pick himself free of the wrist and ankle restraints.
Still shaken by the ordeal and covered in blood and grime, he rose unsteadily on his good leg and spotted his clothes folded in a chair. Gingerly he pulled the shirt over his mangled flesh and slipped into his trousers. Another blast sent him crashing into the wall as more of the rafters came down. Quickly, he made his way across the fallen debris toward the stairs.
The door above flew open and the light nearly blinded him. Voices shouted in confusion as someone hurried down the stairs. Comron crouched low to the ground and picked up a heavy piece of wood that had broken off from the rafters. Adrenalin coursed through his body, priming him for the attack.
“Look what you’ve done to us! I should kill you for this!” Crausin screamed as he and another guard reached the bottom of the stairs. “Where’d you hide the filthy bitch? Where—”
Comron swung the heavy board at Crausin’s head and knocked him out in one blow. The guard turned at the commotion and tried to signal for help, but Comron struck him hard and removed his com unit. He hesitated just long enough to ensure himself Crausin was still breathing then ascended the stairs to his freedom.
As he stumbled through the corridor, his head was spinning and he trembled uncontrollably. He feared he wouldn’t be able to make it to the hangar to find a transport. He stopped by the empty infirmary and rummaged through till he found some anesthesia and stimulants to dull his pain but keep him awake.
He made his way through the corridors amidst the bedlam and hid himself as servants and castle guards ran for shelter from the bombardment. Finally, he reached the south entry of Northridge Castle and hurried out toward their private hangar. There, he boarded a transport ship and, after deactivating the ship’s tracking device and initiating scanning shields, he laid in the coordinates for Ketherton Sound.
As the transport ascended and he saw the devastation being wrought on Northridge Castle and the surrounding area, Comron was compelled to do something to halt the attack. He accessed Vaush’s pre-recorded message to Laney informing her that she would be another day at the Wenham Habitat assisting the rescue effort for the flood victims. With a time stamp of less than eight hours ago, it should give Ti-Laros a new scent to track in their hunt for Vaush.
The message was off, Comron was certain that Larrs was monitoring all of Vaush’s private communications and would detect this message within seconds. But his body would not give him those additional seconds to see if his theory proved true. The poison acid overwhelmed him and began shutting down his traumatized system. The room spun around him and he fell unconscious to the floor as the transport sped on its way to Ketherton Sound.
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Upon hearing the momentous news that a space transport was descending upon the grounds of Ketherton Sound, Vaush convinced Henrik that it had to be his lordship returning and that the order to keep them locked inside had been lifted.
She raced out into the clearing and across the field, fully expecting Comron to come running out to greet her. Gone was the anger and resentment over being confined here. Her only desire now was to throw her arms around him and inquire as to his meeting with Crausin. She hoped against all odds that his early return boded well for their future.
When she came closer, she wondered why Comron hadn’t come out to greet her and why he travelled in a military vessel. She stopped in her tracks. Had she been too presumptuous in assuming it was Comron? What if things had gone just as poorly as she had feared and Crausin had sent his men to capture the Ti-Larosian who dared to seduce his son?
No, that wasn’t likely either considering no armed guards came out to apprehend her. Bewildered, she stood at the bottom of the landing stairs and gazed at the opening. “Comron?”
When no answer came, she trotted up the stairs and into the vessel. It was a stark, utilitarian vessel of gray and black. It had lots of equipment, but little in the way of comfort, quite the opposite of Comron’s luxurious personal cruiser that they’d initially arrived in.
Heading toward the cockpit, she was stunned to find the occupant lying on the floor next to the pilot’s seat wearing soiled clothing. “Comron?” She dropped to his side and turned him over. “Comron!” she screamed at the sight. He’d been severely beaten. His face was so swollen, she wouldn’t have recognized him had he not been wearing his oath medallion and signet ring. His whole body was marked by deep lacerations and dark bruises. A film of dried blood and caked dirt covered him.
“Comron!” She felt for a pulse, it was so faint she feared that he would die in her arms. “Help! Henrik, Frieda, help me!”
Just then she heard someone coming through the doorway.
“M’lady, what is—”
“Henrik, listen to me. We need a physician immediately. His lordship is very badly injured. Make haste!”
Getting a glimpse of Comron, Henrik didn’t hesitate. “Yes, m’Lady.”
“Send for Freida too!” she added, but before he could reply, the young woman popped her head through.
“I’m here, m’Lady.” Frieda squeezed in beside Vaush and gasped, “Gods be merciful, death’s at his door! Does he breathe?”
“Yes, but not for much longer if we don’t get him some help,” Vaush said in her grief. “Do you have any type of medical devices around, any flesh menders?”
Frieda’s brow knitted together in confusion. “Sorry, I don’t know of any such fancy things. But Monne Beichmore has some knowledge of green garden healin’ herbs. I can fetch her.”
“Hurry, he’s very badly off.”
“Yes, m’Lady.” Frieda was already on her feet and heading for the door.
Vaush brushed the matted hair from Comron’s brow and anger filled her breast. Had Crausin meant to kill his son? The beating was so savage and for Comron to be left in this state without receiving any medical attention was barbaric. Surely, he intended Comron to die.
“Oh, my darling,” she cried, “look what he’s done to you.” She tenderly kissed his brow and held him close. “Just hold on, love. I’m going to take care of you.”
***
With Comron washed clean and resting in a warm bed, Vaush contented herself to allow Monne Beichmore to tend to his wounds with her healing herbs while they waited for old Doctor Breckmein.
Vaush couldn’t help wondering if word had reached Ti-Laros by now. With the Duke of Nethic in a mad rage, surely he’d wasted no time informing Larrs of his daughter’s egregious conduct. Her guilt grew more profound. She owed her family some type of explanation for her seemingly callous and treasonous behavior. She had to make them understand that they were very much in love and ….
She sighed heavily. Comron was right; the wound was far too fresh for them to see their relationship in any kind of favorable light. For the near future, she was a despicable traitor who had sold herself cheap to Van Laven wolves.
She would endure that for the joy of being with Comron, but she couldn’t bear to have Laney think that of her a moment longer. She’d given her word to Comron that she would not communicate with anyone until he returned. She glanced at him and chewed her lip as she considered her predicament.
Technically, I’ve kept my word.
If she scrambled the communication signal, as Laney had taught her to, no one could triangulate their position. She’d be brief and wouldn’t disclose their location.
She rose from Comron’s bedside. “Monne Biechmore, I will return in one quarter of an hour,” she said to the woman as she applied more elixir to Comron’s wounds.
“Can I be of help, m’Lady?” Frieda asked, rising with Vaush.
“Stay here and assist Monne Beichmore. I won’t be but a moment,” Vaush said tersely, wanting no witnesses to her communication. She slipped out of the room, down the stairs and was soon racing across the rocky field where the Nethicaen transport waited.
She climbed into the cockpit and took a minute to familiarize herself with the controls before opening a scrambled communication signal to Laney’s personal com device.
Laney’s face appeared on the view screen, her skin was flush, perspiration dotted her forehead and her auburn hair was pulled back into her signature ponytail. She was moving on foot through some heavily wooded area.
“Damn you, Vaush! Delia, Shian, and Kep are all dead. Half your personal guard are dead, or does that even matter to you anymore?”
“What are you talking about,” Vaush gasped in horror. “What happened?”
“Your father had them executed for gross dereliction of duty! See what your little harmless stunt has cost them.”
“No, please, Laney,” Vaush implored, “I can’t believe he’d do that.”
“I’d be dead too if I hadn’t been on medical leave at the time and been tipped off to leave Gosselton Heights.” She jumped over some object and was jogging now. “But holy shite, I had no idea he’d turn completely psychotic over your disappearance. He killed them, Vaush, he bleedin’ killed them!”
“Seven hells, I’m so sorry, I never thought … damn it!” she said infuriated about all she hadn’t thought about when embarking on the relationship with Comron.
“And that’s not all Vaush. Kraiten in the sea, I don’t know what the hell is going on but your father just mobilized two thirds of the Ti-Larosian fleet and is attacking Nethic.”
Vaush’s head began to throb. Dear God, Comron, what have we done!
“What in heaven’s name for?” She had to find out how much Laney already knew.
“Bloody hell if I know,” she glanced over her shoulder. “I’m just trying to keep myself alive. Larrs wants your whole guard dead.”
“Look, Laney, you get somewhere safe and lay low until I can send help.”
“What kind of help?” Laney snapped, hunkering down. “I’m being hunted by the Ti-Larosian authorities. There’s no one you can call to help me. I’m fucked proper.”
“I’ll think of something,” but even as Vaush said the words she knew Laney was right. Who could she turn to? Her father’s men were the ones hunting Laney and Comron’s father had nearly beaten him to death for having anything to do with Ti-Laros.
“I hope whatever you had to go do was worth it,” she said in a cold, biting tone.
Vaush dropped her head in her hands and pressed her fingers to her temples. “This is all my fault, not just my guard, but the war with Nethic.”
“Yeah, well, I’m a little too preoccupied to attend your pity party.” Laney sprung up and was on the move again.
“Laney, you were right all along, this whole thing was over a man. He’s here with me now.” Vaush closed her eyes and blurted out, “It’s Lord Comron Van Laven.”
The news brought Laney to a dead stop. Her face burned a deeper shade of red as she glared at Vaush. “What the hell did you just say?”
Vaush swallowed in a dry throat. “It was during our time on Patheis, in the midst of our struggle to survive, we fell in love … only I refused to see him unless he called off his betrothal and the only way to—”
“He’s a fucking Nethicaen!” Her face contorted in disgust, “You’re letting Van Laven’s own putrid spawn touch you? What the hell are you thinking, Vaush?”
“Laney, he’s not what—”
“You realize our friends died just so you could bed that rat-faced shite bag!”
Vaush had never seen Laney so livid in her life. It had to be her grief speaking. “I’ll never forgive myself for what happened to them. I just never thought Larrs would do something so heinous.”
“No, no, why would he? It’s not like his daughter got caught with her hands down the pants of a Nethicaen crag. How in the blessed frake did you think this was all going to turn out?” she railed. “And the rank bastard’s probably having a good laugh telling his father what a great lay you were.”
Vaush’s mouth drew into a firm line, what she would not tolerate from her subordinates she would humbly suffer from a grieving friend. “I know that you’re very angry with me and you have every right to be. But you couldn’t be more wrong about Comron. He went to his father just this morning to confess his love for me and when Crausin heard the news, he went stark raving mad and tried to kill Comron. He barely escaped with his life.”
“Frithe’s bitch! Then both of you are completely bent for thinking you could drop a mill shell like this on them without blowing it all to bits. Thanks to you, our friends are dead, and we’ve got a bloody war on our hands!”
“Think about it, Laney. This war doesn’t make sense,” Vaush argued. “So I’m a traitor, I’m Van Laven’s whore, whatever you care to call me. But it doesn’t follow that Larrs should take Ti-Laros to war over my transgression. He’s too shrewd and pragmatic a leader to make such an impulsive, ill-conceived move.”
Laney sighed heavily and closed her eyes. “Who can begin to understand the male ego? Especially when it’s the size of a baggon tanker. I’m just tired and …,” she shook her head sharply. “They’re gone, Vaush. He slit their damn throats like they were nothing.”
“Laney, I’m so sorry. I wish I …,” she rubbed her eyes, suddenly exhausted. Wish what? That she’d never met Comron? Never saved his life? “Please, just get somewhere safe. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you too.”
Laney’s brown eyes narrowed. “Given the absence of bombardment, I assume you’re not on Nethic with … with him.”
“No, we’ve gone into hiding. Comron still hasn’t regained consciousness, but when he comes to, we’ll do whatever we must to put an end to this war.”
“Kraiten in the sea, Vaush, after this you’ll never be able to set foot on Ti-Laros again. For that matter, neither will I.”
“I made my choice, but you didn’t deserve any of this. None of you did. I’m going to make this right somehow. And I pray that in time, if you can get past your anger toward me, you’ll consent to call yourself my friend once more.”
The hard look in Laney’s eyes disheartened Vaush. “Are you planning to keep on with the Van Laven?”
Vaush bit her lip, now was not the time to inform Laney that she was legally bound to House Van Laven. “I love him, Laney.”
Laney rolled her eyes, but her expression softened a degree as she kicked a clump of dirt. “We’ll see where all the pieces fall once this skirmish ends.”
It was the closest her friend would come to admitting that their friendship could endure the crucible. Vaush took courage from this. “Very well. Take care of yourself, dear friend.”
Laney gave her an inscrutable look and then blinked off the screen.
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The pain jolted Comron from his slumber and his eyes blinked open, to find an elderly man hovering over him, pressing down upon his right arm. The smell of eucalyptus and clove filled the air, punctuated by a pungent odor.
“He’s coming to,” said the frizzy, white-haired man.
“Oh, thank heavens,” came the soft familiar voice. He turned to find Vaush smiling down at him. “I was so worried, love.”
He opened his mouth to speak, but no sound would come from his parched throat.
“Water, please,” Vaush said to Monne Beichmore.
His whole body ached. He could still see the red stripes crisscrossing his chest and shoulders. He groaned when Vaush lifted his head to drink. His mind was quickly clearing—Nethic was under attack, Vaush had yet to learn the truth of her identity, and they had to reach Novoxos before the wolves closed in.
Fighting past his pain, he forced himself to sit up on an elbow.
“Careful, my lord, you need your rest,” said the old man, trying to press him back down.
“Vaush, we need to talk,” Comron said, brushing his hand away.
She glanced around at the servants. “Please leave us.”
“My lady, he needs to—”
“I’ll look after him,” Vaush said. “Now go.”
The moment they were gone, Vaush’s voice was strained, “We’ve started a war, Comron. We’ve got to do something to stop it.”
“This war isn’t about us,” he said, sitting up completely. “It’s about you.”
“What? My besmirched honor?” she scoffed. “Thousands of innocent people are going to die. I must speak with my father to end this madness.”
“Not before you hear what I have to tell you.” He took a deep breath and grabbed his ribs in pain.
“Careful, darling. The medical technology here is appalling. We’ll seek proper care the moment we leave this place.”
The frustration and anguish boiled up in him with all the uncertainty and mounting obstacles. “Larrs Bastionli is not your biological father,” he announced.
Her expression registered shock then mild amusement. “What exactly did Monne Beichmore put in those healing pouches?”
“Vaush, this war isn’t being fought over some old vendetta. It’s about the fact that you are Emperor Sorren Hrollaugr’s daughter.”
She looked askance at him. “Comron, you’re obviously not well.” She attempted to feel his brow.
“Listen to me!” he said, grabbing her hand. “Hear the whole story and then decide if it’s a fevered delusion.”
She gave him a sad smile and sat next to him. “All right, let’s hear it.”
He wondered if this would be the last time she’d look at him with eyes filled with love and tenderness. No matter, he’d put this off for far too long.
“About twenty-five years ago, a talented linguist by the name of Skylar Payce Erlacher found herself in the employ of the imperial court as an interpreter. Skylar was as beautiful as she was eloquent and charming. It wasn’t long before she captured the eye of Emperor Sorren. He fell so deeply in love with her that when she refused his offer to become a secondary wife, he elevated her to principal wife and consort, making any children she bore him first in line to the imperial throne.
“Needless to say, Calista Nostrom, the emperor’s former principal wife, hated Skylar intensely. Not only had she supplanted Calista’s position as first wife, she also threatened her son, Thalonius’ claim as Sorren’s heir.
“A few months into their marriage, Skylar became pregnant with Sorren’s child. This news drove Calista mad and she began plotting to murder Skylar before she gave birth. But on the eve of the murder, the plan was uncovered by one of the emperor’s Generals Elite, who also happened to be Skylar’s father. Fearing for his daughter’s life, the general arranged for her to be removed from Novoxos and hidden away until he could be certain her life was no longer in danger.
“Only something went horribly wrong. Her transport was intercepted by a small band of mercenaries. It was widely reported that everyone on board was killed. Upon hearing the news, Sorren had Calista executed.
“It is now evident as to who was really responsible for the attack on Skylar’s transport. Somehow, Larrs must have learned of the situation and taken advantage of it. We believe he kidnapped Skylar and held her captive until she gave birth. Most likely, he had her murdered to keep his secret hidden while he raised the emperor’s child as his own. Obviously, that child was you, Vaush.” He inclined his head. “And that is the true reason Larrs has gone to war with Nethic, to win back the emperor’s daughter.”
He watched the varied emotions play across her face—shock, mortification, and finally resignation to the truth of it.
“If this is true, it would explain why he had my guards killed,” she whispered and her eyes lifted to his. “I-I need proof, Comron, conclusive proof that my father is a lying, conniving monster. No, I need to hear this from him!”
He gripped her arm. “A blood test will give you all the conclusive proof you need. But you can’t go to Larrs, Vaush. He means to crush Nethic and, with you on the throne, he’ll finally have the power to do so.”
“Me on the throne? No, no, no, I don’t want any part of this.” Her hands were shaking when she raked them through her hair. “I feel like I’m in the middle of some horrible nightmare. I ….” she looked at him. “I need solid proof if I’m ever going to start making sense of any of this.”
His heart pounded wildly as he watched her. She was still too much in shock to inquire as to how he’d come by this information or for how long he’d known the truth. I must deliver her to Novoxos before everything unravels.
“We’ll get you the proof. Please, hand me my clothes,” he said as he tried to climb out of bed to get dressed.
“Com, you’re in no condition to deal with this,” she said, gently urging him back into bed. “I know how to draw my own blood, and I can use your ship’s computer to run a match against the imperial medical database.” She rose from the bed and frowned. “I’ve always wondered why an elitist such as Larrs Bastionli would deign to take in his illegitimate child, give her his name, and raise her alongside his sanctioned heirs.”
Her fixation on Larrs disturbed him. Would she attempt to contact him once aboard the transport? “Vaush, wait for me.” He swung his legs over the side of the bed and wiped Monne Beichmore’s healing patches away.
“What are you doing?” she objected. “I can manage this on my own. Please get back into bed.”
“No, I’m coming with you.” He stood unsteadily, clad only in his underpants. “My clothes, please.” His heart almost stopped as she stared back at him with a look of dismay in her eyes.
“I still can’t believe your father would do something so horrible to you,” she said, gesturing at the hideous scars. “All of that fury and hatred poured out on you was in vain if I’m not Bastionli.” She headed toward the wardrobe to retrieve his clothing.
He squeezed his eyes shut and his head began to throb. Though lies and deceit had become commonplace in his business dealings, he couldn’t let it exist between them. If he had any hope of regaining her trust, it was time to completely level with her.
“Larrs will be so disappointed when he discovers that I want nothing to do with his dreams of imperial grandeur,” she said, handing him his clothing. “I really wish you’d get some rest, darling. I can handle this.”
He groaned within at the prospect of destroying her trust and their innocence. We will weather the storm. Just tell her!
He took a deep breath—
“Besides, you’re not the one who seems to be in need of convincing. It’s as if you already …,” her voice trailed off.
His stomach clenched when he saw the dreaded question in her eyes and the distinct look of shattered faith.
“Vaush, I have been wanting to—”
“When did you learn of this?”
“I was afraid that—”
“When, damn it!”
“About a week ago.”
“A week?” Her eyes widened. “Then you knew when you ….” Her brow furrowed and her mouth turned down as if she were about to cry and suddenly the south wing cellar torture seemed preferable to this moment.
“How could I have been so stupid? You weren’t proposing to me, you were proposing to House Hrollaugr.”
“That’s not true.”
“You didn’t tell me all of this before because you wanted to secure your foothold in House Hrollaugr, get your hooks in really deep.”
“No, you know that’s not—”
“What do I know? The man I believed was my father has been lying to me for the last twenty-four years and now I discover that my husband’s proposal was predicated upon those same lies!” He reached for her but she slapped his hand away. “No, don’t touch me! You lied and told me we had to marry so quickly to break your betrothal and I, like an idiot, believed you. You must have thought I was such a naïve little twit marrying you after only five days together!” She buried her face in her hands.
He shook his head emphatically. “No, Vaush, those five days were all we needed to know that we were meant for each other and that our love—”
Vaush slapped him smartly across the face and screamed, “Shut up! I don’t want to hear any more of your lies. You took advantage of my feelings for you and parleyed them into a place in Hrollaugr history.” She punched his chest and kept swinging. “Liar! You made me love you. I would have done anything for you, given you anything!”
He grabbed her by the arms and shook her into silence. “Listen to me! I didn’t tell you the truth because I was afraid of losing you once the world discovered who you were. And if you were to be enthroned under the Bastionli banner, Larrs wouldn’t waste one second raising the imperial army against Nethic to destroy her for good. Can’t you see? I couldn’t leave that up to chance. I couldn’t risk letting you return to Larrs if that meant the end for Nethic and the end for us.”
In her soft hazel eyes, he could see the internal struggle tearing her apart. She desperately wanted to believe him, needed to believe him, but she had been so profoundly betrayed by everyone closest to her. She hardly knew who or what to trust.
“Vaush … trust what you felt when we were lying in each other’s arms, blending our souls into one. That was real, constant, and eternal.”
He saw the edge in her hazel eyes soften. He could feel his words comforting her, easing her mind. Though doubt lingered, at least she was listening and giving credence to his version of the truth.
Abruptly, she turned away and smoothed her hands over her face. “I need time to process all of this. I have so many questions and now this damned war.”
“Vaush, the only way to end this war is to take you before the proper authorities on Novoxos. They must learn of your existence, so that you can take your rightful place.”
She cut him a look. “As I stated before, I don’t want any part of Novoxos or the Royal Hrollaugr Legacy. I just want to live the life that I already had. Devil take the rest of it.”
“And I would rejoice to live that life with you, but it’s not that simple, Vaush. Thalonius means to kill you and won’t stop hunting you until he does.”
“What?” she asked, deeply distraught.
“As long as you draw breath, you are a threat to him. House Van Laven was to be a part of the conspiracy to do away with you since, second to Thalonius, we had the most to lose by your enthronement.”
“Or the most to gain considering your rather fortuitous marriage to me,” she said tersely and gestured at his scars. “Did the horrific beating take place before or after Crausin learned of my true lineage?”
He saw where this particular line of reasoning was leading. “Vaush, my father wants absolutely nothing to do with you, Bastionli or not.” He stretched his arms out so she could have a good look at his mutilated body. “This was my reward for refusing to surrender your location to him. My God, he nearly castrated me in hopes of keeping us apart for good.”
Vaush cupped her hands to her mouth as she glanced downward.
“I was spared that damning humiliation when Larrs showed up bombarding the place with a third of the Ti-Larosian fleet. I used the chaos as cover to escape.” The room suddenly swayed before him and he reached for the bed to sit down.
He saw the deep concern in her eyes as she advanced toward him but then stopped short. “You should stay here and rest. I’m going to run the blood test and then decide my next move.”
“Vaush, wait.”
“No!” she said sharply. “I need to do this on my own.” She gave him a searing look that told him his deceit would not be easily forgotten.
She hurried out of the room without another word.
“Damn it!” Comron said as he got up and began to dress.



CHAPTER 44
Vaush sat alone in the cockpit of the Nethicaen transport. The only illumination came from the view screen, upon which was the face of the man she’d known as father for the past twenty-five years. The DNA results were conclusive. She was the biological offspring of Emperor Sorren Hrollaugr and heir to his throne. Having only minutes before Comron caught up with her, she had no choice but to be direct.
“I know the truth, Father,” she began in a frosty tone.
“Vaush, where are you? Give me your coordinates, dear child,” Larrs said. Few would have detected the frantic pitch in his voice.
“I’m the late emperor’s daughter, my mother was the Imperial Court Translator, Skylar Payce Erlacher. What I don’t know is what happened to my mother and how I came to be in your care. I need answers now.”
The look of astonishment on his face was revealing, but was quickly displaced by resolution.
“Where exactly are you, darling?” he repeatedly calmly, though his eyes burned with barely contained enmity. “I know you’re somewhere with the Nethicaens, the dirty cocksuckers,” he muttered under his breath. “But all will be forgiven if you just come home.”
But will I forgive you? “What happened to my mother?”
“All of this can be discussed at length once you’re safely home.”
“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what happened to Skylar Payce Erlacher.”
His dark eyes glistened with fury. “Now you listen—” he broke off, closing his eyes and pinching the bridge of his nose. “I-I’m sorry, I’ve been under a great deal of pressure of late. Regarding your mother, I’m afraid she died during childbirth.”
“Come now, Father, you had access to the best medical science in the system and yet you expect me to believe that my mother died during a standard delivery?”
“There were complications, but I couldn’t send her to a proper medical facility when we were trying to conceal her identity from some very powerful enemies. We provided her with the best care possible at Gosselton Heights.”
Vaush closed her eyes. Was every man in her life lying through their teeth to her? Gosselton Heights had a standing infirmary and Larrs could have had the best physicians on hand when Skylar went into labor. If her mother died during childbirth, it was only because he intentionally withheld vital care from her. It was as good as murder.
“Listen to me carefully, my dear,” Larrs said, trying his best to play the part of the concerned father. “You are in very grave danger. The same people who wanted you dead twenty-five years ago want you dead now. I will deliver you safely to Novoxos under a full military escort. But time is running out. Give me your coordinates.”
“I’m afraid your price for passage may be more than I’m willing to pay. Perhaps it would be best if I found my own way to Novoxos.”
He gave her a look loaded with scorn and indignation. “You’d be dead before the day was out.”
“I’ll take my chances.”
“With who? That festering shite-hole, Van Laven?”
She had to bite her tongue to keep from telling him that she was now married to the festering shite-hole in question. She checked her chronometer, she had seventy seconds before she’d lose the ability to scramble her signal.
“Seven hells! Don’t tell me you’re fool enough to believe he loves you. He’s only cocking you to get close to the throne.”
“Yes, well it feels a hell of a lot better than what you’ve been doing to me these past twenty-five years.” She turned at the sound of hurried footsteps and found Comron frantically rushing toward her.
“What in the devil are you doing?” Comron yelled as he caught sight of Larrs face on the com-screen.
Larrs saw him too. “Give me the god-dammed coordinates, Vaush. You owe this to us!”
Comron grabbed her arm. “Vaush, please, don’t do this!”
“He is the reason your sister and her family are all being held captive and tortured,” Larrs accused.
Vaush’s head felt like it was splitting. “Hellena? You’re lying, you’re just trying to manipulate me.”
“See for yourself!” Larrs said waving his hand over the controls. A visual of Vaush’s older sister Hellena, her husband and two crying children were all bound and gagged in some dingy-looking warehouse facility. The time stamp indicated the visual was obtained four hours ago.
“Oh my God,” she said looking at Comron. “Did you know anything about this?”
“No, but look at the guards’ uniforms,” he said, pointing at the screen. “The gold lion sigil means they are Thalonius’ men, not ours.”
“But they were abducted in the hope of gaining knowledge of your whereabouts. Vaush …,” Larrs entreated. “If you don’t come home with me now, they’re going to kill your sister and her family.”
“Damn it!” Vaush screamed and shot up from the pilot’s seat. “What guarantee do I have that they won’t kill them anyway out of spite or anger? Just like you killed my guards!”
“What other choice do you have?” Larrs gestured at Comron with a full look of revulsion in his eyes. “This mud-crag’s father is hell bent on finding him and murdering you. Thalonius’ forces are scouring the sector hunting you down for the kill. I’m the only one willing and able to provide you safe passage to Novoxos.”
Vaush muted the communications and turned to Comron. “Is that a fair assessment? Is Larrs the only chance of reaching Novoxos alive?”
The look of angst and regret in his green eyes was painful. “You know it’s not an option for me. If you go with Larrs … we will never see each other again and you’ll be signing Nethic’s death warrant.”
“What other choice do we have against all those enemies hunting us?” Vaush said anxiously. Though she’d never give her consent for Larrs to attack Nethic, she knew that his hatred would drive him to use the imperial might and influence to ruin Nethic and he’d likely make Nethic pay dearly if Comron continued to pursue Vaush.
“Do you still love me, Vaush?” Comron asked, looking as if his heart were bleeding.
As she gazed upon him, she tried to imagine a different life, one that did not include Comron Van Laven. She winced at the dreary gray coldness of the vision. Though she was still angry at him for withholding the truth about her parentage, she understood his fear, especially knowing intimately the depths of Larrs’ hatred for all things Van Laven.
“I told you before,” her expression was stern, her tone equally so, “my love for you is constant.”
His chest heaved with relief. “Then cut off the communication with Larrs. We will make our own way to Novoxos.”
“On our own?” she asked with grave skepticism.
“I can’t go back to a life without you, nor can I leave Nethic vulnerable to Larrs’ attack. We currently have the advantage since they have no idea where we are. As long as we stay one step ahead of them, there’s a chance we can outrun them to Novoxos.”
Vaush considered the odds of that and became disheartened, until she thought about their time on Patheis and all the battles they fought to stay alive. If they could survive those odds, maybe Comron was right. Wasn’t a future together worth fighting for?
But there was still one more matter.
Her hazel eyes were fierce with the intensity. “You claim to love me with an eternal passion.”
He nodded but held his silence.
She approached him and stared him dead in the eyes. “I have no use for liars in my life, Comron. Do it again and we are through. Do I make myself clear?”
He didn’t flinch from her gaze or shrink back from her demand. “It will never happen again,” he answered in a clipped tone.
“Good,” she turned back to the com panel and unmuted the channel. “Larrs, you would do well to focus your attention on saving Hellena and her family. As for me,” she glanced at Comron, “I found my own ride to Novoxos.” With that, she switched off the link.



CHAPTER 45
Comron drew Vaush’s attention over to the holographic star chart glowing yellow against a shimmering black field. He pointed at a blue pulsing light. “Here we are.” He trailed his finger across to the left a ways. “There’s Novoxos. Even at top speed, we’re three days out.” He added rather gravely, “I’d say we have a couple of hours before Larrs descrambles our transmission coordinates or Crausin pulls the logs of the missing Nethicaen transport. Once they have the data, know that Thalonius will as well.”
Vaush’s mouth set sternly. “They don’t want me on the throne, and I don’t want it. If I could make them understand this, I’d no longer be perceived as a threat.”
“Vaush, as the legal heir, you will always be a threat to Thalonius. Even if you abdicate your position now, he fears that at some point in the future a rival power might persuade you to march on Novoxos under their banner.”
She drew a deep breath and sighed heavily. “Yes, because that’s always been my life’s ambition to wield the power of a vast empire.”
He raised a finger, “That brings us to yet another point, think about what your life’s work has been. If the masses ever learned that their true sovereign is a benevolent, selfless champion of the downtrodden who rejects her lavish lifestyle and privilege in favor of rolling up her sleeves to help them build their lives, they would thrust you upon the throne, begging you to rule over them.” He inclined his head at her. “Don’t think Thalonius isn’t aware of this or how exceedingly unpopular he is with the proletariat.”
She leaned forward, elbows on table. “Well, if I’m the rightful heir, why can’t I call on the imperial armed forces for a safe escort to Novoxos?”
“Because they’re currently under Thalonius’ control and will remain so until you are indisputably proven to be Sorren’s heir. Besides, they are still a day’s travel away when our enemies are only minutes.”
“Not the regional regiments. What about the local authorities?”
“If we seek their help, we run the risk of exposing ourselves to Thalonius’ agents. With the enormous bounty he’ll place on your head, we’ll be hard pressed to find a clean agency that isn’t willing to turn us over to Thalonius, Nethic, or Ti-Laros.”
“We might as well be at hell’s gates,” she said irritably. “Is there nothing that we can do?”
“We stay the course, alerting no one to our whereabouts. They may know our destination, but there are numerous routes to get there. With any luck, we’ll make it to Novoxos before they find us.”
She looked incredulously at him. “You realize that if they find me, they’ll likely kill you too for the part you’re playing in all this. You have a very rich and fulfilling life waiting for you back on Nethic. Are you certain this is where you want to be?”
A pensive expression fell over his face. “It’s the only place for me. Whether it be in the heights of heaven or the pits of hell, I choose to faithfully remain at your side.”
The soft glow in her hazel eyes and her furtive smile was his reward. But then the look gave way to uncertainty and distrust. Whereas his words of endearment once delighted her beyond measure, they now only reminded her of the lies he’d told. The realization hurt far worse than he imagined it could. Would she ever open her heart to him again? Had his great lie cost him everything?
“I know you love me, Comron,” she said as she gazed at the shimmering star field. “I’ve known that since Patheis.”
He stared intently at her, terrified and anxious for her next words.
“And I know that you tried to break your betrothal long before you knew I was Hrollaugr.”
His brow furrowed. “H-how did you know?”
“House Eskridge nearly burst an organ over the affront to Spira, and they made their feelings known to close associates who … talk to my father. He discussed it over dinner a week after we returned from Patheis. That’s when I knew it was real, that you meant every incredible word you said to me. I was scared, but never in my life had I felt so profoundly loved.”
He listened and waited, despite this indisputable proof of his love, something in her had changed, the way she viewed him had changed.
“Everything was perfect, and I would’ve believed anything you told me, because you’d kept your word about breaking the betrothal.”
The ache inside began to grow once he realized what he had destroyed.
“When you lied so effortlessly about something so monumental …,” she shook her head slowly. “I forgive you, but it’s like forgiving someone after an infidelity—the level of trust you once had is gone.”
And there it was—the gulf between them—threatening to never be bridged, all because he tried to balance the needs of Nethic with his personal needs. Nethic might prevail and prosper under her reign, but none of it would feel like a triumph if he lost Vaush.
“The last thing I ever wanted to do was destroy your faith in me. I agonized over it and started to tell you so many times. If there had been any other way to avoid this and protect Nethic, I would have done it.”
Her expression remained inscrutable. She walked over to a cabin chair and lowered herself into it. “I hate like hell that this has happened,” she said. “But honestly, if I’d been in your position I don’t know that I would have handled it any differently. Nonetheless, the damage is done.”
He remained at the holographic star-chart and waited for her to work it through and make peace with what he’d done.
She stared at the Nethicaen heirloom ring on her finger. “Technically, I suppose you didn’t lie … marrying you did negate your betrothal contract to Spira. Your true transgression was a lie of omission, which is deception and equally reprehensible.” She rubbed her neck as if she was tired, and he resisted the urge to go to her. She hated the gulf between them as much as he did and she was trying her best to close it. Now was not the time to attempt to influence or persuade her, she had to get there on her own.
“I’m convinced that your love for me is genuine. So what this boils down to is you withheld critical information from me while pressuring me to make a very important decision.” She cast him a look of chastisement, and he lowered his eyes in repentance. “But you did it for noble reasons. I can’t condemn you for wanting to secure your world’s future. However, the trust works both ways. You must completely open your heart to me and trust me with the truth from now on.”
Unable to withhold himself any longer, he went to Vaush, fell at her knees, and hugged her. He could feel her emotionally reaching out for him. The gulf had been bridged, and she invited him out of the cold and back into her heart where it was warm, and he was truly loved.
She pulled back and gazed adoringly at him. “If they don’t capture us and I am crowned empress … you will rule at my side as my husbandly consort.” Her hazel eyes reflected the tender warmth she felt in that moment. “And, after some time, I will bear your children and they will sit upon the imperial throne after me. Be a good and faithful husband to me, Comron, and that will be your reward.”
He cradled her face in his hands. “No … you are my reward,” he said and kissed her tenderly. All of the uncertainty, all of the obstacles, and all of the pain from Crausin’s whip melted away in his immense joy. He’d taken the greatest gamble of his life and won larger than he ever imagined possible. He held her tightly and whispered in her ear. “As long as I live, I will be your most faithful and devoted servant. No man will ever love you the way I do.”



CHAPTER 46
“What you’re implying suggests that you’ve forgotten that killing the girl is the primary objective,” Crausin said in his private quarters aboard the Retribution, the Nethicaen flagship and gem of its naval fleet. “But you will leave Comron to me.”
Count Recaban’s face loomed large on the holographic screen. “Oh, I’m afraid I’ve placed a rather sizeable bounty on your boy’s head, my dear Duke. Whether he’s brought in dead or alive makes no difference, I’ll pay all the same.”
“Whatever is done to him will be done to you,” Crausin replied in an ominous tone.
“We’re not on Nethic. Your threats hold no sway here,” Recaban smiled disingenuously. “That miserable little shite botched my operation, costing me millions and the favor of Thalonius. If I do find your son alive, a quick death would be a godsend compared to what I plan to do to him.”
Crausin rose up with shoulders squared as he glared at the screen. “Remember, I know about all of your hidden operations, Recaban. I’ll go straight to the authorities and lift the lid off every sleazy business you’re running. Do you have any idea how many charges of racketeering you’ll be brought up on? You’ll go to prison for so long your grandchildren will be gray old men before you taste freedom again.” Crausin lifted his chin, casting Recaban a look of complete disdain. “I imagine those prison yards will be filled with your old acquaintances all too eager to greet you.”
Recaban clenched his jaw and cracked his knuckles. “It would be worth it to wipe the smug look off that face of yours,” he growled. “You’d better hope that trifling naval fleet of yours is swifter than all others, because if Thalonius’ men find him first, there will be nothing you can do to save your precious pet.”
Crausin’s mouth clamped shut as he gripped the back of his chair. He had mobilized half the Nethicaen naval forces to go in search of Comron and to kill the girl. Nothing short of killing her would reverse the unsavory position Comron had placed them in. If he could offer the girl’s head as a peace offering to Thalonius, perhaps Nethic would be spared the new emperor’s wrath. But Recaban spoke the truth. If Thalonius found them first, Comron would be lost to him forever.
“You will find him and bring him to me alive. In return, I will transfer one billion credits to the account of your choice and show you far more clever ways to launder your ill-gotten gains. Furthermore ….” he closed his eyes a moment, unable to believe he was about to utter his next words but ,damn it, Comron’s life was at stake. “Bring my son to me alive and House Van Laven will personally sponsor your introduction into good society. I swear it.”
Recaban’s violet eyes flickered, and he wiped absently at the corner of his mouth as if salivating at the lucrative proposition. “It would be only fitting since you cost me an invitation to the Imperial Lion Palace.” But then his expression hardened. “I will let you know my answer after I’ve found him.”



CHAPTER 47
“How could you have let this happen?” griped Thalonius’ wife, a stately woman whose legendary beauty had faded but not vanished altogether. “For nearly thirty years I have stood by your side waiting for the day of your enthronement, only to have it snatched away by some low-bred bastard of your father’s.”
Supreme Prince Thalonius Hrollaugr gave his wife a look of incredulity. “God’s blood, Deidra, if she were merely a bastard we’d have nothing to worry about, now would we?” At seventy-six years of age, he was still of remarkable health and regal bearing. His flaxen hair had turned gray upon his head and full beard. His dark blue eyes had lost some of their luster; his tall broad shouldered frame was not as straight as it had once been. Still, he possessed the commanding presence befitting the firstborn of the late emperor, and bore a strong resemblance to his father, with a high forehead, narrow penetrating eyes, wide cheekbones, and a slender nose set above a stern mouth.
“Against all counsel, your father flaunted convention and married that commoner, a mongrel no less,” said Georgin, an older, distant cousin who had patiently bided his time to become the new high chancellor to the emperor. “Then he had the temerity to elevate her above your mother. It was scandalous! Now we’re left to deal with the fallout of his inexplicable self-indulgence.”
“Lord Georgin is absolutely correct,” Deidra said, rubbing her temples. “Sorren’s acts were obviously the product of derangement or senility. His legal will should be stricken down and rendered void.”
Thalonius’ brow furrowed low. “That would take a rather protracted act of parliament, and there is no guarantee that they would rule in our favor.” When Deidra scoffed, Thalonius looked at her. “Recall that I have many powerful enemies in the parliament who would relish the opportunity to unseat me.”
“In favor of handing the imperial crown to some low-bred usurper?” Georgin grumbled. “Preposterous.”
Thalonius gazed at the image of Vaush Bastionli upon the view screen. “This girl has just as much Hrollaugr blood running through her veins as I do and has the preeminent legal claim to the throne. That’s all that will matter to my enemies.” He moved away from them and approached the large plate-glass windows overlooking the East Garden of the Lion Palace. “No, we must proceed with our own solution.”
“Preferably one that does not involve that wharf rat Recaban or the Nethicaens,” said Deidra. “Such incompetent fools the lot of them! How could they let the girl slip through their fingers?”
“Fools?” Thalonius replied, “Or ambitious upstarts?”
Deidra snorted at the implication. “They’re from the minor houses. Surely, they wouldn’t dare reach so high.”
Thalonius leaned his shoulder against the window. “Consider all that they nearly accomplished during the reign of Emperor Sellusion.”
“What in the name of the blessed hosts are you talking about?” Deidra asked in a peevish tone.
Lord Georgin turned to her. “Nethic, alongside Ti-Laros, stopped Sellusion’s expansion campaign dead in its tracks.”
Deidra frowned. “But they are part of the empire.”
“Because Sellusion succeeded in dividing the two powerful allies,” Thalonius answered. “Only then did he conquer that sector.”
Lord Georgin nodded. “Then Sellusion proceeded to pound Nethic into the ground so that they might serve as an object lesson to any who might seek to oppose him.”
“And yet, over time,” Thalonius added, “Nethic managed to emerge from the rubble to become a formidable banking house most notably under the reign of its current ruler, the Duke of Nethic, Crausin Van Laven.” Thalonius levelled them with a cold stare. “Perhaps the clever bastard has revenge in mind. What better way to serve his sweet revenge than to partner with his former ally—House Bastionli. Perhaps it was the plan from the very beginning.”
Deidra’s narrow brows pinched together. “I don’t like the sound of this.” She crossed the room to her husband. “Your first act as emperor should be to finish what Sellusion started.”
Lord Georgin joined them. “The word is that while pretending to support us, Van Laven travels with the girl, seeking to present her to Novoxos, which would certainly support your hypothesis.” He glanced at Deidra. “They are a resilient, crafty lot with an enormous axe to grind. Hardly the incompetent fools that you would have them be.”
Thalonius slammed his fist down on the windowsill. “I am Sorren’s firstborn. I have spent my entire life preparing to take the reins of this empire. I will not be undone by this girl or Van Laven!” He glared at Georgin. “Assemble the third regiment as reinforcements to the gold brigade. When they’re through with the girl, I’ll send them on to Nethic to teach them a lesson they’ll never forget.”



CHAPTER 48
“By the gates! They know,” Comron said from within the cockpit of the transport. “I thought that we’d have more time.”
Vaush emerged from the cabin. “Three hours is all the lead we get?”
Comron nodded, never taking his eyes off the screen. “Recaban has placed a bounty on both our heads,” he said, listening to the message being broadcast along the network. “It’s fifty million credits.” He glanced at her. “They’ll be crawling out of the woodwork to hunt us down.”
“That’s encouraging,” she replied dryly, slipping into the co-pilot’s seat. “Recaban just bought us fifty million more enemies.”
“The good news is, they’ve no idea where we are. He’s spreading his net out over half the galaxy. With any luck, we’ll be able to fly right through it.”
“But what if we’re detected?” she asked pessimistically.
“We’ll improvise.”
She looked about the ship once more with a greater appreciation for the militaristic, utilitarian feel of it. “How much fire power does she have?”
“Enough to handle whatever comes our way,” he answered confidently, having lifted it off the black market. No questions had been asked, and there would be no way to trace it back to him.
She examined the navigation charts. “We’ve entered the Emul sector.” She frowned. “A bit out of our way, isn’t it?”
“The alternative is Brecca Minor, a stronghold of Recaban’s. My guess is we should steer clear of it.”
“But everyone knows Recaban’s seat of operation is on Curbon in the Tetrili sector.”
He glanced at her from the corner of his eye. “Trust me on this one.”
The subtly wasn’t lost on Vaush. “Just how troubled should I be that my husband has insider knowledge of an infamous crime lord’s operations?”
“Not at all if that knowledge turns out to save your life.”
“Point taken,” she said and sat back in her chair. “As monumentally disorienting as this all has been, at least things are beginning to make sense.” She glanced at him. “Even your heated reaction back at Ketherton Sound. I thought you were going mad.”
His look was apologetic. “I was going mad. I thought I was going to lose you and that Nethic was going to be destroyed. I couldn’t let you leave, but I couldn’t hurt you either.”
“As terrified as I was … I think I understand. But once again, if you’d been honest with me from the beginning, we could’ve avoided this pain.”
“The lesson is learned, Vaush,” he said curtly. “You will have nothing but honesty from me … whatever it costs me.”
“Costs you? Darling, I’m your wife. As long as I have your complete honesty and fidelity, you’ll always have me. And together we’ll face whatever life throws at us.”
A faint smile touched his lips. “Those words sound an awful lot like marriage vows and this time you’ve said them as Vaush Hrollaugr.”
“Knowledge of my heredity did nothing to diminish my feelings for you,” she said. Her hazel eyes glowed warmly. “And nothing ever will, my love.”
“I intend to hold you to that promise … Your Excellency.”
She smirked. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’ve got a long road ahead of us before any such—” she paused seeing Comron’s worried expression as his hands froze over the controls. “What’s wrong?”
He sat back in his chair and rubbed his eyes as if the weight of the world was upon him.
“Com, you’re scaring me.”
“It’s Crausin. He’s trying to hail me through my private link.”
“What does he say?”
He sighed heavily. “They all know we’re together. Thalonius and Recaban mean to kill us both.” He turned to her. “Crausin’s offering to help us if we’ll agree to talk to him.”
She chortled. “What? Does he think we’re daft?”
When he made no reply, Vaush was reminded that Crausin still exerted a great deal of influence over Comron and, with their prospects looking increasingly bleak, would he be tempted to compromise their position by enlisting Crausin’s help?
“So … what will you tell him?” she pressed.
“Nothing. I won’t risk a communication that could give away our position.”
It was precisely the answer she’d hoped for, nonetheless, she could see that it disturbed him greatly to be at odds with Crausin. When the crisis was all over, she would do what she could to help them reconcile, if such was possible.
“Besides, I don’t believe for one second that his intentions have—”
His words were cut off when the proximity alarms sounded. Comron immediately engaged the defense system and the dark cabin lit up with holographic images of the star field and incoming ships. He recognized their markings.
“Forrel Raiders,” he said apathetically, “Nothing but a bunch of second-rate henchmen on Recaban’s payroll.”
“Well, they’re hailing us.” Vaush motioned at the com-panel.
“Too bad, I’m not in the mood for conversation.”
Vaush stared at the screen, her body tensed. From the images, she could see that the Forrel Raiders were closing in fast. It seemed to be Comron’s intention to outrun them. From the little she knew of the Raiders, they were the self-proclaimed law in the outlands. If Comron failed to acknowledge them, it would only rouse their suspicion.
Another sensor went off. “They’ve targeted us for fire.” Comron manipulated the computer controls, bringing up their shields. Suddenly, Vaush was thrust back into her seat as the ship lurched forward, flying at breakneck speed. “I’ll try to shake them.”
Nauseous and frazzled, she sat helplessly as he initiated evasive maneuvers, turning the ship at impossible angles, flipping it repeatedly to avoid missile fire. Despite his impressive piloting skills, the raiders kept up the pursuit, firing all the while. Somehow, in the midst of the maneuvers, he managed to squeeze off a few shots at them. Two of the ships were immediately hit, leaving the three who quickly raised their shields. They seemed to fall behind in a cautious move, while maintaining their pursuit.
“I’ve got to jam their communications before they can call for back-up,” Comron muttered, once again working the controls. “There.”
“They’re hailing us again,” Vaush announced.
“That’s fine as long as they can’t make long-range transmissions.”
Vaush noted a blue light flashing erratically. “What is that?”
Comron looked at it for a moment before discerning its meaning. “Damn it! They’re scanning us.” Instantly, Comron slung the ship around so they were now traveling in a head-on collision course with the three ships.
“What are you doing?” she asked with wide eyes.
“They’ve likely discovered who’s aboard. We can’t let them get away with that information.” He began firing missiles and soon made a direct hit on one, but the other two dispersed, making a beeline back to their stations. Again, Vaush was thrust back in her seat as Comron picked up speed for the pursuit. She watched him; his jaw was clenched and his eyes were narrowed on his target, and she knew that his killer instinct had taken over with the single-minded objective of destroying the ships.
In a dazzling display, they exchanged fire as they blazed after the Forrel fighters. Their ship rocked violently from the impact of a missile. Though the shields held, the ship sustained heavy damage. That only fueled his determination to destroy them. Unleashing another volley of missiles, he took out one more of the raiders.
A twisted grin touched his lips as he bore down on the final raider. This one flew with more skill than his comrades, making it difficult for Comron to lock onto his ship. Quickly closing in, Comron finally got a lock. But at that very moment, their ship shook violently, setting off red lights and sirens in the cabin.
“We’ve been hit!” Vaush declared as the computer began announcing the imminent danger.
Comron was like ice as he let loose a final volley of fire, hitting the raider dead on, blowing the ship into oblivion. Finally, he turned his attention to their plight and instantly began plotting a course to the nearest life-sustaining planet.
“We’ll land on Anchorii,” he shouted over the alarms. “It’s just ahead.”
Total engine failure in six minutes, announced the computer.
Vaush thought her heart would pound out of her chest. “Can we make it in time?”
“We’ll enter Anchorii’s atmosphere in two minutes,” he replied confidently. “That should give us enough time to land safely.”
“With only four minutes left?”
“The ship has gliding capability,” he informed her. “We’ll have the engines long enough to stabilize us in the lower stratosphere, enabling us to navigate safely.”
His assurance wasn’t enough and her expression said so. He reached over and squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”
He held her gaze and she felt his confidence infusing her with courage. It didn’t matter what happened next. They were together, sustained by a powerful connection that transcended everything else. Even if these were the last few moments of her life, she’d die content and very much loved.
“Now strap yourself in tight,” Comron ordered. “It’s going to get a little rough.”



CHAPTER 49
The harsh cold crept into Comron’s consciousness like icy fingers against his skin. He shivered, feeling as if he were emerging from the black waters of Rhaegor’s River back home. But that couldn’t be, he thought, fighting for full awareness. His chest and abdomen ached from the harness straps that held him fastened to his seat. His eyes opened to slits. Blinking red lights lit the dark cabin. He remembered then that after the attack he’d been forced to land.
“Vaush!” he looked over as she stirred in her seat. She opened her eyes and an enormous sense of relief washed over him.
“Are you injured?” he asked, releasing his harness.
She grimaced and rubbed her shoulder where the harness held her. “I’m fine. You?”
He quickly went to her and helped her out of the harness straps. “Never better.”
She shuddered from the cold as her breath turned to fog. Through the windshield, they could tell that the whole cockpit was buried under the snow. The vessel was tilted forward with the aft jutting upward.
“I can’t believe we made it.” Vaush said and climbed toward the aft to join him.
“Don’t start celebrating just yet,” Comron warned. “It won’t be long before someone traces our trajectory to this location. It would be best to put some distance between us and this ship.” He worked the latch on the overhead storage bins. “There should be some blankets somewhere around here.”
She stood and steadied herself against her chair. “Can the vessel be salvaged?”
When he pulled open a second storage door, two folded blankets fell out. “It doesn’t take a fusion engineer to see that the engines are completely fried.” He took a deep, ragged breath, which turned into an icy fog. “We’ll have to travel to the nearest town on foot. We’ll find more transportation there.”
Frowning, Vaush rubbed her arms under her cloak. “But if it’s this cold in here, how long are we going to survive out there?”
He shook out one of the blankets and eased his way back down to her. “It’s only going to be a matter of time before they figure out where we are, Vaush. If we leave now, at least we’ll have a fighting chance to survive.” He wrapped the blanket around her. “Look.” He showed her a plastic knob on the blanket. “It’s a thermal blanket, we’ll stay warm enough.”
“How far do you suppose the nearest town is?”
If the engines hadn’t failed, Comron could have placed them within half a mile of the village. But as things were, he imagined they were two to three kilometers away. But, in subfreezing temperatures, and a lack of proper clothing, he feared the trek could be deadly. “Not far at all.” Her worried expression remained.
He pulled his blanket on over his coat. “Come on, I’ll have you in front of a warm fire in no time.” Despite his bruised face, his lopsided grin still managed to make her blush. “That’s better.”
After slinging two combat rifles onto his back, he struggled with the aft door of the vessel.
“Frozen shut?” Upon her last word, he forced the door open, only to be savagely assaulted by stinging snow and a howling wind. From what he could observe, it was dusk and night would come soon. With the falling temperatures, it wouldn’t be long before hypothermia would set in.
He turned back and saw that Vaush had already pulled her fur-trimmed hood on. Still, he drew her blanket up around her head. “Keep your head covered,” he told her over the howling wind.
He climbed through the door and jumped down, sinking knee deep into the snow. “Come on,” he yelled, stretching his arms out to her. Without hesitation, she leapt forward and sank thigh deep in the white powder. She clung to him.
“Don’t worry. We’re just in a snow bank. It won’t be this deep the whole time.” He urged her forward. “Now keep moving or we’ll freeze.”
True to Comron’s word, the snow only reached her calf as they progressed. Not that it was of much comfort in the frigid temperatures, Comron thought. If only the wind would stop blowing, he was certain the trek would be endurable.
The thermal blanket felt useless now as the cold cut through to their bones. The sun was sinking fast below the horizon and the temperature followed. To make matters worse, visibility was so poor that even if there was a village thirty feet in front of them, he feared they would miss it.



CHAPTER 50
In the driving snow and harsh wind, Vaush Bastionli-Hrollaugr forced herself to keep moving to maintain Comron’s steady pace. She peered out at the gray horizon, but saw no sign of a village. At only an hour in, she could barely feel her extremities and yet her legs burned as fatigue tugged heavily on them.
It’s Patheis all over again … this time in the freezing cold.
If only she could rest for a moment to regain her strength, surely she would fare much better. But instinct told her stopping in this blizzard would mean their death. Marshalling her internal forces, she trudged on silently. She willed herself to focus on something other than the numbing cold. She thought of Laney and wondered if she’d managed to elude the Ti-Larosian authorities that hunted her. If anyone could, Captain Laney Hunner could. Forgive me, Laney.
She thought of her sister, Hellena and her family. Had Larrs abandoned his search for Vaush in order to save his true biological daughter? Intuitively, she knew the sad answer to that question. She offered a silent prayer that Larrs would spare a few men to go rescue Hellena.
She thought for a moment about her deceased mother. She’d been defiant and resolute, demanding that if the emperor desired her, then he would honor her as his principal wife. She half smiled to herself. Hadn’t she done as much with Comron, insisting that he end his betrothal if he ever hoped to have her in his life?
Would her mother’s fate be her own? Had her mother been a fool to believe she could outplay the establishment on their own turf?
“What did it get you in the end, Mother?” she whispered into the wind. You were ripped away from the man you loved and were brutally cut down before you could raise the child you’d born him. I was left to be raised by strangers who saw me as nothing more than a lucrative pawn to be played.
She wondered what she would have counselled her mother had she been a friend at that time.
Consider your common origins. Be grateful that an emperor would consider you beyond a mere dalliance. Even a position as concubine or third wife would have meant enormous privilege.
Vaush shook her head sharply and decided that she was proud of her mother for knowing her worth and demanding that she be honored as such, despite what it cost her. Had she not, Vaush would not be here and certainly would not be heir to the imperial throne.
My mother sacrificed herself to give me a grander legacy! I owe this to my mother to become what she had envisioned for me so that she will not have died in vain.
Vaush used this thought to drive her on, to keep fighting past the pain and sense of hopelessness. She gazed up into the dark gray sky as the heavy snowflakes fell upon her face. Any minute now, their pursuers could sweep down and seize them. Kill them is more likely, she corrected herself.
Vaush’s gaze fell upon Comron but he seemed to move steadily farther away from her. She trembled uncontrollably as she endeavored to pick up her pace, but her legs refused to cooperate. The harder she tried, the more energy drained from her, weakening her frame.
To her bewilderment, Vaush realized she was no longer moving. She was a statue frozen in time. She tried to call out to Comron, but her throat was so dry, no sound emerged. Completely spent, she fell into the soft snow and heard it crunch serenely beneath her. Again, she tried to call out but failed.
Soothing sleep fell over her like a warm blanket. She told herself that she’d rest for just a few seconds then catch up with Comron, and together they would reach Novoxos and avenge her mother. That was the last thing she remembered.
As Comron trudged on through the snow, his spirits began to wane. Was it possible he had set out in the wrong direction? It had been nearly two hours and yet he saw no trace of a village. The cold cut through to his bones and exhaustion gnawed at him. He knew that if he was feeling the strain, Vaush must be nearly worn out. Every five minutes he’d look over his shoulder to make certain that she was close by. But when he looked back this time, his heart stopped and a thousand needles pierced his chest. Vaush was nowhere in sight.
He called out to her over the howling wind but heard no response. Immediately, he began to backtrack. His heart pounded fiercely as his eyes darted about in search of her. He’d just seen her a few minutes ago; she couldn’t be far behind. The blowing snow quickly covered tracks laid just seconds before. His head began to spin as disorientation set in.
Finally, he spotted an irregular lump in the snow. With renewed vigor, he ran toward it and fell to his knees.
“Vaush!” he cried, as he brushed the snow off her. With her lying face down, he couldn’t tell whether she was dead or alive. He dragged her into his arms.
“Vaush, no, no,” he cried, shaking her. “Wake up, love, please wake up!”
She remained limp and unresponsive in his arms.
Removing his own blanket, he wrapped it around her. Guilt wracked him. He should have kept a closer watch on her. This grueling journey was just too much on a person not accustomed to such exertions.
Slapping her frozen cheek, he tried to rouse her. “Vaush, please, wake up!” He held her face to his and rocked her. “Come back to me, love. Please don’t leave me,” he kept saying.
He slapped her face harder this time, refusing to believe she was gone. The truly terrifying thing was that if they didn’t find shelter soon, they’d both be dead within the hour.
Her lips moved a bit, her eyes fluttered open.
“Vaush!” Comron cried, hugging her to him. “Oh, Vaush.”
“I-I’m so … t-tired.” Her teeth chattered.
“It’s only a little bit farther,” he lied. But, just then, he looked out over the horizon and caught sight of a glowing light in the distance. “I can see it. It’s just a little farther!”
“Y-you go and get help. I’ll w-wait.” Her eyes closed to slivers.
“No, Vaush, wake up!” He wrapped her securely in his blanket, then hoisted her into his arms and started out toward the glowing light. He prayed to any god who would listen that it was the village and that he could get her there in time. He quickened his pace as desperation pulsed through him. Without his blanket wrapped around his head, it was completely exposed to the elements. He felt the frost forming on his face as the harsh wind froze his ears. But his legs had a mind of their own as they steadily propelled him forward, closer to his destination.
He could no longer feel his arms, but they remained locked around Vaush. If he failed, this is how Crausin would find him, frozen with his arms wrapped around the woman he loved. But his legs carried them on, unwilling to fail, unwilling to concede defeat while there was still breath in his body. After what seemed a frozen eternity, Comron reached the outskirts of a village.
It was nothing more than a few crudely constructed tin shacks and wooden huts. They used some sort of primitive generator to light the small village. The first dwelling’s roof was half caved in and there were large cracks between the planks of gray rotted wood, but to Comron, it looked like heaven. Numb over most of his body and suffering from extreme exhaustion, he stumbled toward the door and gave it two swift kicks.
Soon, a stocky, dark haired man appeared, staring wide-eyed at the half-frozen stranger at his door.
Comron’s teeth chattered uncontrollably. “P-please s-save m-my wife.”
The man opened the door wider and beckoned him forward. With his last bit of strength, Comron stepped over the threshold and collapsed onto the floor with Vaush in his arms. Mercy take us, he thought as he slipped into unconsciousness.



CHAPTER 51
Warmth spread through Comron’s body, bathing him in luxurious comfort. He felt himself being pulled down deeper and deeper into currents of consciousness. His head swam and his body floated in weightlessness. The sensation was foreign, and yet somehow familiar. Was he ill or perhaps dying? No, it was something else he’d experienced before. The fog in his head lifted a bit as he recognized the sensation. I’m drunk.
A multitude of questions all clamored for answers. The most important of which were— where was he? and where was Vaush?
“Vaush ….” His lips were cracked, his mouth dry.
The last thing he remembered was stumbling through the doorway of the first hut he happened upon. Every step he’d taken had been filled with agonizing uncertainty. Vaush had been unconscious the whole time and he had serious doubts concerning the quality of the medical care he’d find in this primitive environment.
His heart beat faster and the fog lifted; full consciousness returned. When he tried to move around he realized he was naked underneath warm blankets and animal hides. When he turned to look to his side, he was startled to see a young, dark-haired boy standing there staring at him.
The boy made a joyful sound upon seeing Comron’s eyes open. This drew the attention of the other adults in the small, dark room that reeked of animal hides, stale perspiration, and boiled meat. A stocky woman in a woven tunic and fur vest approached with a broad grin. She began speaking in a tongue that took Comron a few moments to decipher. It was an obscure dialect of Arcanese. He could only make out the most rudimentary words.
The woman felt his forehead and bid the boy bring her something.
“My wife.” Comron remembered calling Vaush that, in hopes of gaining more sympathy for their condition. “Where is she?”
The woman looked curiously at him for a moment then seemed to understand. She smiled and pointed over to another corner of the room. His eyes adjusted to the darkness and he made out Vaush’s form sitting up in her own cot, while a young girl fed her soup.
He breathed deeply and closed his eyes in supplication. Thank you. He opened them and looked at the woman. “We are in your debt.”
Just then, the door opened and someone bound in heavy clothing entered. The woman and the boy approached, helping him with his thick fur coat and the bundle he carried. Comron recognized him as the man who’d originally greeted him at the door.
He gazed at Vaush, who was now staring back with mutual relief. She was wearing a simple oversized tunic, obviously one of the host’s garments. “Comron,” she mouthed the word and attempted to get out of the cot. But the girl cautioned her to remain in bed and after Vaush’s head swayed, she saw the wisdom of the child’s advice.
The older woman unraveled the bundle, revealing some sort of furry animal, limp and lifeless. Right away, she took a cleaver to it and began preparing it for their meal.
The man approached Comron. With great effort, Comron propped himself up on an elbow. The man put out his hands to keep Comron still and began to speak in a pleasant tone.
His name was Nacum. This was his family and his home. Nacum asked him for his name. Comron hesitated for a second, fearing that they would be recognized, but he knew these people were disconnected from the world beyond—intentionally so. Still he chose to err on the side of caution.
In his best Arcanese he replied, “My name is Cristof and she is my wife, Terra. We both thank you for your kindness and hospitality.”
Nacum looked over at Vaush, smiled, and nodded. His face then became creased with concern. He asked how it was that he and his wife happened to arrive at his door.
It was a perfectly logical question, but Comron remained wary. “We were traveling on our way to visit family when we experienced engine failure and were forced to land.”
Nacum nodded.
Comron knew his host didn’t believe him, probably because he’d entered their home with the two high-powered rifles on his back and, no doubt, he’d seen all the scars that marred Comron’s flesh.
He wondered if word of the bounty had spread to the village. While lying there, he surreptitiously searched the room for their belongings. Spotting them in a corner of the room, he satisfied himself that he could get to them quickly if circumstances necessitated it.
“How long have we been asleep?”
Nacum indicated they had been in his home for twenty-four hours. Comron shot up in bed, attracting Vaush’s attention. Nacum motioned him to remain as he was.
“Please, I need my clothing.”
Nacum and his wife exchanged curious glances. He told Comron that they were both too weak to travel. Besides, just after they arrived a blizzard set in, making it impossible for travel, even for the local villagers. The storm would likely not lift for another day.
Comron’s head throbbed with pain. They were trapped here. But hopefully the storm would bury their cruiser along with any trace of them. For now, it would be best to regain their strength. He suspected that no one in this village possessed a space-worthy craft. When they were well enough, they’d be forced to travel to the nearest town to acquire transportation.
He peered over at Vaush, who stared back expectantly. He wasn’t certain if Nacum and his family understood any language other than their own, but he had to talk to her. “We’ve been here for a day already but with the storm I think we’ll be safe.”
“I agree, but Laka said the storm won’t lift for another day. Can we afford to wait?”
“We don’t have a choice. Nacum said that even the villagers can’t travel now.” The family seemed to be curious about what the strangers were saying, but there was no sign that they understood. “If no one can get out of this village, then no one can get in.”
“But what about information?” she asked shrewdly.
That was the true fear. What would this kindly family do if false stories described him and Vaush as dangerous fugitives on the run? Comron wouldn’t put it past Recaban.
“Get dressed,” Comron told her. “We’ll stay here and regain our strength, but we need to be ready for anything.”
That evening, Vaush had made her way over to Comron’s side. She knelt next to his cot and stroked his face. His eyes fluttered open, and he smiled weakly.
“How are you feeling, Cristof?” Vaush asked with a smirk.
“Alive.”
“We both are, thanks to these good people.” She glanced at the family reclining around a small iron stove. “And thanks to you.” She took his hand, and lifted it to her face. “They told me how you carried me through the snowstorm, left yourself exposed so you could keep me warm in your coverings. Darling, you nearly died.”
He breathed deeply and held her gaze. “I thought you were dying. Nothing else mattered.”
She kissed his hand tenderly, and brushed her cheek against it. “Your love carried us through that storm, nothing else could explain it.” She looked down the length of him. “You’re recovering well. Nacum’s wife is a gifted healer and managed to stave off the frostbite that was taking hold.”
He looked at his hands and wiggled his toes. “So I still have all my parts.”
She chuckled softly. “All the important ones anyway.” She gazed lovingly at him and gently stroked his hair. “Are you hungry, my love? Elya has made a hearty stew.”
His stomach grumbled as if on cue.
“Ah, I’ll take that as a yes,” she rose from his side. “I’ll just be a moment.” She returned with a steaming wooden bowl and brown bread. She set it aside and helped him to a seated position. “Easy there, I’m convinced that the medicine they’ve given us is one part healing agent and two parts hard spirits.”
“Well, that would explain why I feel like I’ve been in a tavern all night.”
“They’ve been so kind to us, Comron,” she said as she fed him the stew. “They live a very humble life but offer all that they have for our comfort. If we make it to Novoxos, I’d like to do something for them and their village to repay their kindness.”
He glanced over at them and nodded. “I’d like that too.”
She grinned. “You see, I’ll make a philanthropist out of you yet.” She fed him another bite. “But first, we need to get you well so that we can travel once the storm lets up.”
“There’s no telling what information, if any, the Forrel fighters were able to transmit before they went down,” Comron said with a look of concern. “But I’ve got a sinking feeling that by now Anchorii is crawling with hunters seeking us.”
She shook her head slowly and gave him another bite. “We have no transportation and Novoxos seems further away than ever.”
“They haven’t found us yet, Vaush. So don’t lose heart on me.” He stretched, arching his back. “Look, I’m already regaining my strength. When I’ve finished eating, I’ll get dressed. We’ll get one more night’s sleep, and then we’ll be on our way at first light.”
“If the weather permits.” She shuddered out the idea of going back out into the frozen wasteland.
“I’ll inquire about ground transportation. As primitive as it likely will be, we won’t have to travel on foot again. We’ll find the closest city and find a space transport there.”
She stared at the empty wooden bowl and scraped absently at the sides.
“Hey,” he said, tilting her chin up to look at him. “A little faith here. What will it take to restore your confidence in me?” His eyes narrowed. “Shall I wrestle another crogodan for you or perhaps a saber tiger?”
She laughed despite herself. “You enjoy teasing me.”
“I enjoy doing a lot of things to you,” he said in a sly voice as he pulled her closer.
“Comron, stop it,” she giggled and glanced over her shoulder. “They can see us.”
He climbed out of the bed, wrapping a covering around his waist. He reached past Vaush and pulled the partition shut.
“Sure,” Vaush said dryly. “That won’t raise any suspicions.”
“Let them suspect. You’re my wife; it’s the most natural thing in the world that I should desire to be with you. Nacum’s a man who understands that. Why do you think he gave us the corner with the partition?” He led her to the cot.
“Com, you can’t be serious. We’re both not going to fit on there.”
“True.” Without hesitation, he removed the bedding and placed it on the floor. “Much better. No tell-tale creaking cot to give away our every move.”
She clamped her hands over her mouth and shook her head no.
“Please, love,” he said sweetly, offering his hand. When she reluctantly accepted it, he led her down to the floor next to him. Slowly, he brushed her hair back off her shoulders and drew tender kisses along her neck and shoulders. When all resistance had melted away, he looked deep into her hazel eyes.
“Who knows what dangers tomorrow brings? But, as for tonight, I’d like to spend it making love to my beautiful wife.”



CHAPTER 52
Comron awakened that morning with Vaush lying warm and naked at his side beneath the soft blankets. He smiled inwardly, his body still reverberating from the night’s exertion. Again and again, they lost themselves in each other. Even when he’d been self-conscious about the ugly scars covering his body, Vaush had tenderly kissed each one of them, calling them badges of honor. She was the heavenly realm he never wished to leave.
But he was equally aware that by now their enemies would’ve found their transport and tracked them to this vicinity. If last night had been heaven, today might very well mark their descent into hell.
He sat up and noticed a water bowl and two clean towels folded next to the partition. Clearly, their host’s keen sense of hospitality hadn’t changed, which meant the search had not reached their door yet. The smell of burning wood and cooked meat indicated that they were already up and about their day. He left Vaush undisturbed as he quickly washed and dressed, and sought out Nacum to arrange for their transportation.
When Vaush emerged into the small living area in the hut, she wasn’t surprised to find Comron conversing with Nacum as the small home buzzed with activity. Laka, Nacum’s young daughter, was the first person to notice Vaush. The girl’s cheeks were pink against skin white as snow. Her dark brown eyes lit up at the sight of Vaush. Laka made her way over, holding out a steaming cup of spiced liquid.
“Why thank you, Laka,” Vaush said. She accepted the cup and sipped its contents. “Mmm,” she said. “Did you make this?”
“Yes.” Laka nodded enthusiastically. Strands of her shiny dark hair fell forward into her face before she hooked it back behind her ears.
“Well, it’s delicious.”
“Thank you,” Laka beamed, but then glanced wistfully at her father and Comron. “The storm has died down. Does that mean you must go?”
Vaush glanced up at Comron and Nacum. “Yes, I believe that’s what they’re discussing.”
“I wish you could stay longer.”
Vaush smiled warmly at her. “That is very sweet of you, Laka. But I’m afraid we have no choice in the matter. However, if you’d like,” she inclined her head at the young girl, “we could come back to visit you someday.” There was much Vaush would like to do for these kind people as a show of her gratitude for their generous hospitality.
Laka’s eyes lit up even more. “Yes, I’d like that very much.”
Comron approached and Laka politely retreated.
“How are you feeling this morning?”
Vaush glanced back at the partition and blushed. “Incredible.”
“Good. The storm provided some cover for us, but I fear we’ve already stayed too long. There’s already talk of search vessels being spotted in this area.”
“What arrangements have you made for our transportation?”
“Unfortunately, Nacum’s only form of transportation consists of six dogs and a sled. But he was able to contact a neighbor who owns an enclosed motor-sled. He just left to see if he could trade one of my tolkoth buttons for it,” he said, showing her the vacant place at his waistcoat.
Taken aback, she said, “You could have bought 1,000 motor sleds in exchange for the tolkoth in that button.”
“Well, what else do we have to bargain with? These people don’t deal in credits or depository accounts.”
Glancing at their host, she smiled politely, but spoke to Comron, “We’re going to need a little more than a motor sled to get us to Novoxos.”
“Ah, beauty and humor this morning. The motor sled will get us to Monteras, my dear. Once we’re there, we can acquire an interplanetary craft. According to Nacum, Monteras is fifty kilometers south, and it’s the closest town.”
She gave him an apprehensive look.
“It shouldn’t take three quarters of an hour to commute the distance in the motor sled. It won’t be like before.” Taking her face in his hands, he kissed her brow. “We’ll be fine, I promise.”
After a meal of dried fruit and boiled meat, Comron and Vaush expressed their deep gratitude to Nacum and his family and offered payment. Much to Nacum’s credit, he refused to accept anything for his hospitality, explaining it was the custom of his people to exercise such kindness to strangers. To insist any further would’ve been a great insult to his family.
When Nacum’s neighbor arrived shortly thereafter with the motor-sled, they all went out to see it. For a moment, Comron and Vaush just stared at the gray and white dilapidated eyesore. The hull of the vehicle was rusted, the paint was flaking, and patched holes were everywhere. The tractor treads were worn bare thin. It looked like it wouldn’t travel a meter, much less fifty kilometers.
“It will do,” Comron said. He moved to open the door, nearly pulling it off its hinges. “My lady,” he said, turning to Vaush.
She plastered on a smile and climbed into the cabin, sweeping the trash off the bench seat. Comron followed. After taking a moment to familiarize himself with the controls, he pressed a button, firing the ignition.
The rusty beast rumbled to life and the exhaust pipe belched dark gray smoke. Comron clutched the throttle, shifting it into gear, and the tractor lurched forward.
“Strap yourself in,” he said while he adjusted the mirrors. He grabbed an old rag and wiped the glass on the gauges clean. “We’ll be in Monteras before you know it.”



CHAPTER 53
Fifteen minutes in the rickety vehicle felt like fifteen hours. Every bump in the path threatened to shake and rattle the sled to pieces, which left them with the ever-present danger of being forced back into the freezing elements. The sled’s small cabin afforded them a bit of warmth, but all that could change in a split second.
Comron had concealed his dismay at seeing the condition of the contraption. Discovering that it had no automatic guiding or piloting system was equally disquieting. He’d only seen such archaic machinery in museums. He silently willed it to hold together.
Comron peered up into the gray overcast sky, looking for search vessels flying overhead. Thankfully, the sky had remained empty so far.
He returned his attention to the wintery landscape and saw the first flakes drifting down over the rolling white plains. In the distance, tall conifers stood out in stark contrast against the white canvas, like dark hulking spies bearing witness to their passing. It seemed the whole world conspired against them. With such a large bounty on their heads, he tried not to think about how abysmal their chances were of acquiring a ship in Monteras without being discovered.
Vaush sat in tense silence.
“You doing all right over there?” Comron asked, sparing a glance at her.
She sighed. “I’m just thinking about how radically my life has changed over a matter of four weeks. I meet and fall in love with my family’s nemesis, marry him, start a war, discover I’m not Bastionli after all and oh, by the way, I’m also the long lost daughter of Emperor Sorren and heir to his throne.”
He looked at her, pleased that she could maintain her sense of humor in the midst of the chaos. “All things considered, you seem to be taking it all in stride.”
She pinched her fingers together. “I’m about this close to having a nervous breakdown.”
“No, you’re too strong for that.”
“Everyone has their breaking point.”
“If you reach yours, I’ll be there to catch you and put you back on your feet.”
Her eyes set upon him. “You know, if I’m taking it all in stride, it’s because I have you to walk this path with me. Really, Comron, it’s too much for one person to bear. I couldn’t do this without you.”
He turned and gave her a warm smile. “You don’t have to.”
“Imagine if you hadn’t rescued me from Larrs. He would see me enthroned only to smother me with his controlling ambitious nature. Then there’s the fact that he killed my mother and my personal guard when he discovered that I had eluded them.”
His brow furrowed. “That’s horrible. I’m very sorry for your loss.”
“How could I reign wisely and justly with such a ruthless man acting as my High Chancellor? I’d merely be some figurehead he’d trot out at official events while he wielded the true power of the throne.”
He cocked a brow appreciatively. “I’m pleased that you drew those conclusions on your own.”
“Yes, and it serves him right that his nefarious plans should be defeated by his arch enemy. Let him live every day with that knowledge as revenge for my mother and my guards.”
“I can think of nothing more fitting,” he replied.
“That and my supreme happiness with a Van Laven at my side.”
He beamed with equal joy at the prospect. “Your happiness reflects my own.”
She eyed him for a moment, obviously pleased with the look of him. “How is it that you’ve never been in love before? There must have been hundreds of women pouring all over you.”
He frowned at the turn in conversation. “I don’t want to discuss that, I only want to talk about us.”
“Come now, were you just being sweet when you said I was the first time you’ve ever been in love?”
He sighed with resignation. “No, I was being honest.”
She laughed. “Of all those gorgeous women on your arm throughout the years, you never fell for one of them?”
He shook his head.
“Comron, how is that possible?”
“I’ve never spent enough time with any one particular woman sufficiently to develop profound feelings for her.” He didn’t wish to frighten her by revealing that Crausin forbade him anything more than one or two nights with the same woman and that was the primary explanation for the apparent revolving door of beautiful women in his life.
“Why not? Because you knew you were to be betrothed, and it would only complicate matters?”
He hesitated and then nodded. “Complications were to be avoided at all costs.”
“But it didn’t stop you from bedding them, did it?” She asked with a faux judgmental glare.
His gut tightened with apprehension. He’d promised her honesty …. “No, it did not.”
“How many women were there?”
“How many?” he asked incredulously. “You’re the only woman that I’ll be with for the rest of my life. What good can come of these questions?”
“That many, huh?”
His jaw clenched. What was prompting this interrogation? Was she simply bored and itching for an argument? He had to turn the tone of the discussion.
“I don’t remember the exact number of women I’ve bedded, but ask me how many women I’ve made love to.”
She rolled her eyes. “How many women have you made love to?”
“Only one, dear wife,” he said letting his eyes linger upon her. “Believe me, there is no comparison to the sublime pleasure and spirituality of true lovemaking. I am ruined for anything less.” He watched a generous smile spread across her lips, and he mentally patted himself on the back for his quick thinking.
They rode along in silence for the next few minutes, serene and secure in their unbreakable bond. Comron grew more confident that whatever lay ahead in Monteras they’d face it together and then—
“Have you ever shared a woman with Crausin?”
He nearly hit the floor brakes and his faced burned with mortification. “What? Where is this coming from?” How had the thing that had for so long been a pleasurable routine for him now become a cause of shame and disgrace?
“Larrs mentioned it over dinner the night before I left for our rendezvous on Patheis. He said the two of you shared Spira … regularly. At the time, I thought it was simply Larrs spewing more vile lies about you. Was he?”
Yes! He wanted to say to erase the painful look of repugnance from her face. The truth would be too much for her delicate sensibilities. But he’d promised her the truth, and she’d promised not to punish him for his honesty.
“Vaush, before I met you, there were a great number of things that I did that I’m suddenly too ashamed to admit. Back then, I believed I was always going to be denied my heart’s desire because of my duty and obligations, so I acted rather … badly to say the least, to try to fill the void. The thing with Spira and the other women, it was just another game I played, nothing more.”
Her face turned with revulsion. “But she was your fiancé, the future mother of your children! And the two of you satisfied your lust on her like she was some common whore.”
“It was her idea!” he replied. “She insisted upon Crausin’s presence, she loved having us both at the same time.”
Vaush sat aghast. “What?”
He closed his eyes a moment. “She was in love with Crausin, not me. They’d been lovers since before our engagement. I only discovered it on the night of our betrothal party.”
Vaush looked as if she’d be sick. “And you were still going to marry her despite this?”
“My duke commanded it. Nethic required their assets.”
She turned away and stared out the window. “I don’t know whether to pity you or punch you for being so cynical about the whole thing. How could a father do this to his son, force him to marry his mistress and share her in bed?”
“Can we please not talk about this anymore,” he said testily. “It has nothing to do with us.”
“Our past defines and shapes us, Comron.”
“To an extent, yes. But if I’ve learned anything over these last few weeks, it’s that love has the power to triumph over all the horrible atrocities from our past and make us act in ways we never imagined we would.” He turned to her. “For pity’s sake, Van Laven learned to love a Bastionli. How’s that for overcoming one’s past?”
Still brooding, she tried to hide the smile teetering on her lips. “Well … technically, I’m not Bastionli by—”
“Irrelevant since I fully believed you were Bastionli when I fell hopelessly … desperately … and passionately in love with you.”
And there it was, that full, sensual smile that he felt down to his very core. “Well, as long as you keep your lurid past buried deep in the past, I will let this go.”
“It’s dead and buried. I pray you never bring it up again.”
She cast him a rather dubious look then turned her attention to the landscape. “So what exactly is the game plan once we reach Monteras?”
Grateful for the change of subject, he didn’t hesitate to respond. “Nacum told me that Monteras is a trading outpost with travelers from abroad which means a ready supply of transportation.”
“So we’re hoping some off-worlder will be willing to part with his transport for the right price?”
“Someone will part with their vessel, one way or the other,” he said rather coolly.
“You’d steal one?”
“If that’s what it requires.” He looked at her. “Unless you’d like to spend the winter hiding out in Nacum’s hut.”
“I wouldn’t dream of imposing any further on their generous hospitality,” she said, ignoring his barb. “But how do we find this person?”
“There’s a tavern in the center of town where the locals like to gather and the merchant travelers go to unwind. I’ll find someone there and make an offer that’ll be difficult to ignore.”
“You’re not afraid you’ll draw unwarranted attention?” she asked. “What if Recaban’s spy network is already there?”
“More likely Recaban’s men. I’ll be careful not to draw too much attention. In fact, that’s why I plan to go alone, they’ll be looking for a couple of our description.”
“True, but I don’t like the idea of you going in there alone,” she said in worrisome tone. “What if something happened to you?”
He grinned. “I can take care of myself just fine.”
“And where am I supposed to be during the negotiations?”
“We’ll find a place to hide the motor sled, and you’ll remain within it, hidden out of sight until I return.”
She nodded though her expression was grim. “With what will you negotiate? The minute you access your bank accounts your father will be immediately alerted and learn our location.”
“I’ve a few unregistered accounts in reserve for just such a situation.”
“But won’t that tip the buyer? You might as well announce that you’re buying the transport with stolen funds. No one will sell to you then.”
It both pleased and astounded Comron that Vaush possessed a measure of naiveté, believing so staunchly in the innate virtue of humanity and that this town couldn’t possibly be filled with cutthroat merchants who’d just as soon shoot you as look at you. Wave enough credits under their noses and they’d not only sell you their ship, they’d throw in their sainted mother for good measure.
“You let me worry about that, love.”



CHAPTER 54
Vaush glanced at her wrist chronometer. Comron had been gone for nearly an hour trying to discreetly acquire an interplanetary transport ship. Nacum had provided Comron with some native garb to help him blend in with the weary drabness of Monteras’ working-class.
Before he left, Vaush had clung fiercely to him, too afraid to let him go. But with his usual confident air, he told her not to worry and that he would return before she knew it. He’d left her with a rifle and brief instructions on how to operate the sled in case of an emergency.
She looked over her shoulder at the large storage area in the back of the vehicle. More junk and clutter filled the space. There was another seat bench bolted to the floor amidst the garbage. My lovely throne, she thought, how appropriate.
She looked at her chronometer once more before lifting her eyes to the horizon, and was alarmed to see two figures in the distance. Immediately, she discerned that neither was Comron.
They’ve found us!
Her heart thumped loudly in her ears. Comron should’ve returned by now. Had he been captured? With no means of communication, she was at a total loss. Remembering Comron’s instructions, she fired the engine. She shifted the gear and the motor-sled started to roll away, but the engines stalled and shut off.
“No, come on,” she exclaimed. She tried the ignition again and again to no avail. “Don’t do this to me. Come on!”
Vaush hazarded another look out the window. The figures were running toward her and had closed half the distance. An awful dread enveloped her. They would be upon her within minutes. The engine still refused to cooperate.
“Damn it!” She considered abandoning the vehicle, but knew they’d capture her instantly, moving at those speeds.
She slapped the door lock mechanism and then snatched the assault rifle off the floor. Hopping over the front seats, she hid behind the second bench in the back of the motor sled. After one minute passed, her nerves forced her to take one more look out the window.
Their faces were at the glass looking in.
Vaush gasped and stumbled backward, trembling as she removed the safety and applied her finger to the trigger. She nearly jumped out of her skin at the loud thump, thump on the door.
“Honored Lady of Ti-Laros, we wish to speak with you.”
Vaush gripped the rifle tighter and aimed. She would let it do all of her talking.
The stranger’s voice was vaguely feminine, though Vaush had difficulty placing the unusual accent.
“Please, Your Highness. There is not much time.”
She wondered at their cordial tone and why they hadn’t simply forced their entry. Holding her silence, Vaush waited.
“Forgive us, Honored One, but you leave us no choice.”
Honored One? Was that sarcasm? Vaush braced herself for the worst. But there was only silence. Slowly, she rose and was shocked to find the two standing in the cabin, their heads bent under the low ceiling. A quick glance at the doors told her they’d not been forced. Furthermore, the intruders carried no weapons. Nevertheless, she kept her weapon trained on them, carefully eyeing the two tall, hooded figures.
“We mean you no harm,” said one, holding out empty hands.
Though she sensed no falsehood, she kept her weapon trained.
“We have a message for you, Supreme Princess, Vaush Hrollaugr,” the woman said in her strange accent.
“A message from whom?” she demanded. Were they mocking her with the exalted titles?
“Our message is from the Murkudahl Consortium,” the stranger announced. In unison, they slipped back their hoods, revealing their identity.
The Murkudahl!
Visibly agog, Vaush stared unabashedly at their angular faces with dark, almond-shaped eyes, their pale blue skin, narrow noses, and pinched mouths. Her attention was instantly drawn to the shock of fiery red hair flowing down their backs. Their slender frames stood over two meters tall, but the speaker was of a slightly smaller stature.
“I am H’Teysa Chaiyse of Wiskelle.” She made a gesture, moving her hand up from her waist to her brow and bowed, then turned to her partner. “And this is H’Teysa Bhedrus of Wiskelle.” He greeted Vaush in a similar manner. Though Vaush had no idea as to their rank or social standing, she had the distinct sense that she was in the presence of Murkudahl nobility.
Instinctively, Vaush imitated their gesture and said, “I am deeply honored by your visit. To what do I owe this privilege?”
The speaker blinked her eyes and tilted her head as if listening to something. Vaush recalled an article on the Murkudahl physiology in which it was strongly asserted that the Murkudahl communicated telepathically. Her eyes darted between the two of them, looking for further signs of telepathic communication.
“The Murkudahl know that you, Vaush Hrollaugr, are the legitimate heir to the throne of the Sellusion Empire. We are also aware of your convictions surrounding the protection of our people.”
“It pleases me that you know this,” Vaush said, relieved that they knew she didn’t share the desire of those who sought to exploit the Murkudahl.
“You are of great interest to the Murkudahl, Your Grace. We have been observing you all of your life. Bhedrus and I have been assigned to physically follow you, since your time on Patheis.”
“Since Patheis … you were there?” Vaush said in surprise. “You were the hooded figures Comron glimpsed that morning.”
They both nodded.
“He’ll be glad to know it wasn’t his mind playing tricks on him.” Vaush chuckled and cocked her head to the side. “A little help with the crogodans would’ve been nice.”
“We were under strict orders from our brethren to remain out of sight until now,” Chaiyse explained. “Yet we managed, in our own small ways, to keep you alive.”
“So that I may become empress and enforce the edict.”
“Yes.”
Vaush sighed. “I wish it were that simple. The politics surrounding my enthronement are rather complicated. To be frank, none of the powers that be want me on the throne.” She gestured at her surroundings. “Why do you think I’m hiding out here, in this contraption, in the middle of a frozen tundra?”
“We fully understand your circumstances. However, it is against our most fundamental tenets to take up arms and engage in any manner of warfare. Therefore, we cannot offer our assistance in that way. Our purpose here is to deliver a warning and a gift.”
“A warning?” Vaush asked, not caring for the sound of that.
The speaker gestured at the seat next to Vaush. “Please be seated, Your Highness. We have much to share with you.”
Apprehensive, and yet eager to learn more, Vaush sat down on the bench and the Murkudahl cleared a spot on the floor before her and seated themselves.
“All life in your system is in grave danger of being annihilated or subjugated into abject slavery.”
This was completely unexpected. Vaush had been anticipating a lecture on the evils of exploitation and warmongering.
“By whom?” she inquired.
“By the Murkudahl.”
“Pardon me,” Vaush said respectfully, “but you just said that the Murkudahl are pacifists.”
“Yes, we, the Murkudahl Kait are pacifist, but our brethren, the Murkudahl Karukii are a different matter altogether.”
Vaush’s brows pinched together. “I wasn’t aware there was such a distinction between the Murkudahl people.”
“There is much about our race that you do not know. It is our desire to educate you and help you understand why you must prevent further exploitation of our people by all means necessary, once you are enthroned.”
“It would please me greatly to learn more about you,” she glanced out the window, “and it appears that I have the time.”
“Good, then let us begin.” Chaiyse turned to Bhedrus who handed her a small box. “This is the Elpanf,” she announced, opening the box to reveal a creature that looked for all the world like a tiny white centipede. “It is indigenous to our home world—a pet, if you will.”
Vaush grimaced. “Oh.”
“The Elpanf facilitates communications between telepaths and mouth speakers.”
“A translator of sorts?”
“I suppose that is an adequate enough description.” Chaiyse came and knelt before Vaush. “Through direct contact, the Elpanf has the ability to stimulate the pineal gland deep within the brain, enabling a mouth speaker to receive the thoughts of a telepath.”
Vaush withdrew. “By direct contact? You mean it just needs to touch me?”
“The Elpanf must have direct contact with your brain.” Seeing the distressed look upon her face, Chaiyse added, “Through verbal communication alone, you will not fully comprehend the import of our message. You must see and feel our message.”
Vaush hesitated and Chaiyse gave a slight smile. “It is not painful and it is only a temporary condition.”
Vaush had always prided herself on being open to new experiences and broadening her cultural horizons, but this truly stretched the boundaries. “How?” She pointed at the Elpanf. “How does it get into my brain?”
Chaiyse tapped her nose. “Through the nostril.”
Wide-eyed, Vaush replied, “Surely, you’re not serious.”
Chaiyse only blinked in response.
“Is this really necessary?” She looked at Bhedrus, who nodded at her. She sighed. “Very well.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m ready.” In a moment, Vaush felt a tickle on her lip, then the strangest sensation in her nose, causing her to suppress the urge to sneeze. But in a matter of seconds, she felt nothing.
She opened her eyes. “How do you know when it’s there?”
“The Elpanf will tell us when it is ready,” Chaiyse replied gracefully, moving back to her seat. “Try to relax,” she said in a soothing tone. “Breathe deeply and relax.”
Vaush focused on Chaiyse’s large dark eyes and listened to her voice.
“May I ask you something?”
“Please.”
“You say we’re about to be annihilated for exploiting your people. Some might welcome such retribution upon an oppressive enemy. Why are you warning me?”
“Vaush, you are no more our enemy than a pesky mosquito is yours.” Chaiyse and Bhedrus exchanged glances. Vaush had the distinct feeling they were laughing inside. “Furthermore, you do not yet understand the extent of the retribution that would be rained down upon your people. We have read much of your apocalyptic literature. Nothing you have ever written can even begin to compare.”
Vaush felt humbled. “Is that the way you perceive us, as pesky mosquitoes with a laughable penchant for literature?”
They exchanged glances, again. “Certainly not. We find the study of your people absolutely fascinating.”
Vaush looked skeptical. “I know some zoologists who’d say the same thing about the study of primates.”
Chaiyse’s thoughts seemed to turn inward. “The Elpanf is ready.”
Vaush jumped in her seat hearing Chaiyse’s voice in her head. Only it wasn’t Chaiyse’s voice alone. It sounded as if ten people spoke at the same time, harmonizing their tones in a chorus. She looked intently at the Murkudahl, trying to project her thoughts.
“No, you must continue using verbal communication. Your mental words are like that of an infant to us.”
“Oh, sorry,” Vaush said, a little embarrassed.
“Are you ready, Your Grace?”
“Yes.”
“Bhedrus is one of our most esteemed historians. He will now relate our history.”
Bhedrus moved closer to Vaush, taking her hands. “Honored One, the things that you will see and hear will be most difficult to observe.” He squeezed her hand gently.
Vaush took a deep breath, trying to steel her nerves. She nodded.
Bhedrus’ black eyes began to glow as if lit from within, turning them gray. Suddenly, the interior of the cabin vanished to be replaced by a battle scene. Vaush started to fret until she heard Bhedrus’ voice. “Despite what you see or hear, you are still here on Anchorii inside the cabin with us.”
Vaush gazed anxiously at the horrible warriors mounted upon huge fiery red beasts for steeds. From beneath their great helmets, she saw the distinctive red hair flowing down their backs. She was too afraid to speak, but Bhedrus confirmed her suspicion.
“These are the Murkudahl Karukii.”
One turned Vaush’s way. She saw the large eyes were eerily bright white. He snarled, revealing razor-sharp teeth stained with blood. The Karukii’s skin was smeared with fearsome dark green paint and their bodies were heavily clad in ornate armor. Their weapons ranged from heavy razor-sharp swords and war hammers, to laser cannons and weapons born of technology beyond her reckoning.
Her attention was distracted by something flying in mid-air. There were several Karukii mounted upon flying apparatuses, barking orders to the cavalry below. Vaush cupped her ears in vain as hundreds of voices spoke out in her head. She was carried along to the front lines of the battle scene. She beheld an equally fierce-looking army across the field.
One of the gruesome flying Karukii soared down before the battle line. He continued to bark out orders with a horrible chorus of voices. The multitude responded with bloodcurdling cries and deafening roars. She watched, mesmerized, as he worked the horde into a frenzy. The Karukii descended low enough so that Vaush could clearly behold his visage. Unlike the dark eyes of their Kait brethren, his eyes glowed bright white within the ornate helmet. When he lifted his head to issue more orders, she noticed a jagged long scar at the base of his neck.
She was startled by the sudden banging of swords against the Karukii’s breastplates. It started out slowly at first and then built to a dizzying crescendo. Vaush turned back to the flying Karukii leader, who now sped across the field toward the enemy. He rose into the air and then plunged into the heart of the enemy. At first, he seemed to be swallowed in a sea of warriors. The crescendo peaked as the Karukii eagerly awaited their leader.
After an immeasurable amount of time, a blaze of light burst forth as their leader soared back into the air carrying a large object with him. Upon recognizing the object, the Karukii warriors’ frenzy bordered on the sound of ecstasy. Horrified, Vaush withdrew when she realized their leader carried by the hair, what she assumed to be, the opposing army’s commander. Or what was left of him, since he was sliced in two with nothing left below his waist. The Karukii cried out as one when their leader dropped the torso into their midst, igniting a feeding frenzy. With utter revulsion, Vaush watched as they removed the vital organs and savagely feasted upon them.
The flying Karukii leader gave the order to charge and the warriors mounted their fiery-colored steeds and swept down upon their enemy, masterfully slaying them with little effort. The carnage was more than Vaush could bear, but there was no way to shield her eyes from the mental pictures.
She was mystified to hear a hauntingly beautiful melody wafting through the air. The Karukii were singing a war song honoring their fallen brethren. The sound of it made Vaush ill as it accompanied the unprecedented slaughter of multitudes. How could such barbarians be capable of such achingly beautiful music? It was an obscene abomination.
Never had she known of such bloodlust, such precision killing, as if they’d honed it to a fine art. Though the enemy used weapons vaguely similar to Vaush’s world—laser rifles, missile fire, and aerial attacks—the Karukii countered defensively with their shielding and offensively only with cunning and vicious-looking swords and daggers. Outwardly, it appeared that the Karukii were severely outgunned. But it quickly became apparent that they were merely attempting to even the playing field. For soon she would learn that Murkudahl weapon’s technology was vastly superior to anything she’d ever beheld.
After departing this scene, Bhedrus proceeded to take her on two more journeys to witness further carnage. Finally, he showed her what sort of fates the leaders of the conquered worlds suffered. Taking her to the inner court of the supreme Murkudahl Karukii leader’s palace, Vaush beheld sights that made her physically ill and petrified with horror. She begged Bhedrus to take her away; she could bear no more of the mind altering, hellish visions.
Obeying her command, Bhedrus mercifully withdrew the visions from her head. Vaush opened her eyes to find Chaiyse and Bhedrus’ kneeling before her, holding her hands. At the sight of their Murkudahl faces, the full impact of their warning hit her anew. She trembled at the apocalyptic images burned forever into her psyche. This was the ghastly prospect that awaited her people. Consumed with a sense of foreboding, she sat speechless for a time.
“Are you well?” asked the chorus of voices emanating from Bhedrus’ mind. He tilted his head awaiting a response.
When he did so, Vaush noticed a long jagged scar at the side of his neck, just like the scar …. She jerked her hand away from him.
“You are one of the Karukii. You were one of their leaders!” she accused.
“That is true,” he replied without hesitation. “Those were mostly my memories you were seeing. Those events took place over 700 years ago.”
Glaring at him as if he were a reptile, she replied, “But the atrocities you committed, all of the blood you spilled.” She shook her head in dismay.
“I do not know if I will ever be forgiven for my sins. I only know that I have given my oath never to take another life. I now live to promulgate the message of peaceful co-existence.”
Vaush slowly turned her gaze upon Chaiyse. “Were you also a Karukii warrior?”
There was a strange flicker in Chaiyse eyes. “Yes, I was, as are the vast majority of the Kait brethren. Only our children have never known warfare.”
Uneasiness filled her, clouding her mind. Could such people truly be capable of reform and rehabilitation? Was their new course in life enough to make amends for their past crimes? In the eyes of the Murkudahl Karukii, their acts were just and honorable. If that mentality was inculcated in them from infancy, how were they to know that they would be condemned by all other sentient beings? Once the iniquity of their acts had been brought to their attention, these Murkudahl before her responded with a moral conscience and repented of their transgressions.
When the Kait could have squashed their human abductors like bugs crawling beneath their feet, they laid down their lives before them, preferring death to taking more life.
My God, she thought, we have no idea what we’ve unleashed!
“You’ve been in communication with the Karukii all of these centuries?”
“Yes,” replied Chaiyse. “Although the Kait broke away nearly a millennium ago and were transplanted to the hinterlands of the Sellusion system, every century the Karukii come to check on their dash’j, their little brother,” she explained.
“And during their last visit, they learned of the abductions and were understandably outraged,” Vaush conjectured.
“Yes, they intend to bring a legion of Karukii warriors.”
Vaush’s mouth dropped open. “A legion … of them?”
“They do not feel that your galaxy is worth an all-out campaign. They will send only what is necessary to destroy your entire empire in a matter of weeks.”
“When will they arrive?”
“They are due to return within ten of your years,” replied Bhedrus.
Rubbing her eyes at the onset of a migraine, Vaush asked, “Why are you even telling me this? Even if we had fifty years, we could not prepare for this invasion.”
“No, there is nothing that your people can do to stay the judgment the Karukii have rendered. You have only one hope of survival.”
“What is that?” Vaush asked in desperation.
“The Kait.”
Confusion flashed across her face. “But you said that you will not fight.”
“We will not fight, but neither will we step aside to allow your world to be slaughtered. Our Murkudahl brethren would be forced to spill Murkudahl blood before they could prevail upon you.”
“I don’t understand.”
“The only thing that is forbidden or taboo to the Murkudahl is the spilling of Murkudahl blood. It is a thing they will not do.”
“But why would you do this for us when we’ve done nothing but exploit and murder your people?”
“Vaush,” Bhedrus interjected, “you are going to change that state of affairs once you are enthroned. This also allows us the opportunity to make amends for our past crimes.” He lowered his head. “You merely saw a glimpse of the carnage I wreaked.”
“Take courage, Your Grace,” Chaiyse added. “Your empire will be greatly indebted to you. Your convictions moved us to believe in your people. There is good here; there is much worth saving.”
Vaush was deeply touched by the sentiment. Reaching out for their hands, she asked, “Do you really think there is hope? That the Karukii will listen to you and turn away from us?”
They gently squeezed her hands. “A hope, yes. A guarantee, no,” replied Chaiyse.
“But we can guarantee this,” Bhedrus said, “Chaiyse and I will personally protect you from the Karukii when they come. The only way they will get to you is through our blood.”
“We want you to know this because you’ve seen the Karukii’s method of attack. They start from the head down. Once you become the empress, you will be their first target.”
A chill ran through Vaush.
“But know that you are not alone. You will have the one weapon that no Karukii enemy has ever possessed: the Kait.”
Vaush had never been more terrified in her life. Somehow, the threat of Recaban’s men almost made her laugh now.
She peered at them. “You speak of my enthronement as an absolute certainty. You’ve seen the odds I’m up against?”
“We have learned that you have a very powerful ally who is eager to render you assistance. We must be on our way to make certain this happens.”
“An ally? Who?” she asked eagerly.
“We have already said too much. All will be known soon enough.” Chaiyse turned to Bhedrus and took an object from him. “Before we leave, we have a gift to bestow upon you.” She held out two small vials.
Vaush gazed at the light blue liquid content. “What is it?”
“The very thing for which we are being exploited. I believe your people call it the Murkudahl Essence.”
Her eyes went wide with astonishment. “The essence,” she softly repeated. She looked up at them. “But it is poisonous to our people.”
“That is because they do not know how to refine it, to make it compatible with humanoid DNA.”
“What am I to do with it?” Vaush asked, almost afraid.
“Accept it as a gift from the Murkudahl. It will greatly enhance your physical and mental abilities. The road ahead of you is a perilous one, but with the help of the essence and your clandestine ally, you’ll have a real chance at reaching Novoxos alive.”
“Thank you,” Vaush said, accepting the vials. “You have brought me much hope … and unfortunately, much trepidation.”
“You will consume the first dose now, and the second four hours from now,” Chaiyse instructed.
“Vaush,” Bhedrus cautioned, “this essence was designed for you and you alone. It cannot be synthesized by any of your current medical technology. It is meant only to be consumed by you.”
She nodded. “Yes, I understand.” She stared at the two vials. “Is that the only way that the essence will change me?”
“We lack the time to go into sufficient detail. However, there will be harmless side effects, but these are greatly outweighed by the benefits,” Chaiyse told her. “Now, please,” she gestured at the vials, “we must be on our way soon, but we will stay to monitor you.”
Vaush quickly removed the cap from the first vial and held it to her lips. “I assume this is to be orally ingested,” she asked.
“Yes.”
She turned up the vial, emptying its contents into her mouth. Her taste buds were assaulted by the bitter, then salty taste. She grimaced but swallowed. A warm burning sensation started in her chest and spread outward.
“You will temporarily lose consciousness as the essence re-writes your DNA code.”
“How long?”
“Nearly an hour.”
She nodded. “You’ll stay with me?”
“Until we are certain the transformation has successfully adhered.”
Her brows furrowed. “Is my life at risk?” She thought it absurd that she hadn’t asked before she swallowed it.
“No more so than if you had not taken it,” Bhedrus replied.
Vaush closed her eyes. “That’s not very comforting.” Beginning to feel lightheaded, she asked, “What about the Elpanf in my head? Are you going to remove it now?”
“The Elpanf will alert us when the first phase is complete. At which point we will retrieve it, I promise,” Chaiyse assured her.
Chaiyse and Bhedrus seemed to sway and dance before Vaush’s eyes. Straining her vision, she tried to make them stop. Soon the whole room swayed before her.
“You should lie down now,” Chaiyse said, helping Vaush stretch out on the second row seats.
“Good idea,” she said dreamily, then started to laugh. “I feel a little tipsy.”
“It is the essence taking effect.”
“If you say so,” she laughed, “but it feels pretty drunk to me.” She moaned, “I’m so sleepy.” Struggling to keep her eyes open, she tried focusing on Chaiyse. “When will I see you again?”
“I do not know for certain, but I hope it will be soon.”
Those were the last words Vaush heard before drifting into blackness.



CHAPTER 55
In the cold wintry night, Comron pulled his hood closer around his head as he trudged through the snow, making his way back to Vaush. In Monteras he’d managed to contact a merchant willing to sell him a ship with unregistered credits and minimal questions. To ensure the man’s trustworthiness he left his personal com-unit under the table when he went to relieve himself. He’d listened in and though the shifty character laughed at finding a stupid bastard desperate enough to pay twice what his vessel was worth, he didn’t seem to suspect anything more about Comron. When Comron had returned to the table, he transferred the credits to the man’s account and the man gave him the security access codes to his ship.
The snow was coming down in a heavy blanket, making it difficult to locate the cruiser. But he finally saw a little light emanating from it and his spirits lifted.
Entering the cruiser, he found Vaush curled up on the back seat. Despite the temperature outdoors, it was rather toasty in the cabin. Pulling off his heavy parka and faceguard, he climbed over the front seat to get to her. Sitting on the edge of the bench, Comron gently stroked her hair, rousing her.
“Hello, angel,” he said as she began to stir. He watched her yawn and stretch. She looked incredible. Before he could say another word, Vaush suddenly shot up, looked at Comron, and then gazed about as if searching for someone else. “Chaiyse? Bhedrus?” she called out. “Chaiyse!”
Startled, Comron looked around, halfway expecting someone to answer. “Vaush, it’s me. You’re just dreaming, honey.”
Her eyes fixed upon him. “Comron,” she lunged forward and hugged him. “You’re back, thank God.”
“That must have been quite some dream you were having.”
“No, I wasn’t dreaming,” she said as she swung her legs around to the floor. “I hardly know where to begin or how to explain what I’ve seen.”
“What are you talking about?” He looked at the door, then back at her. “You’ve been here the whole time, haven’t you?”
“Yes. I never left here … physically.”
“Physically?” he chuckled and kissed her cheek. “I’m glad you were able to get some rest. Now to business, I was able to make arrangements for our transportation. He has it docked near the main warehouse. He’s unloading his merchandise as we speak, and we should be able to take possession in an hour.”
“Excellent, the sooner we get moving the better,” she said rather absently and went to the window to peer out.
“There’s more … Vaush?” he said wondering why she seemed so preoccupied.
“I’m listening,” she said over her shoulder.
“I also learned that my father has mobilized half our naval fleet to hunt us but left half behind to defend Nethic should Thalonius send his forces to attack.”
“Is that a concern?” she asked still gazing out into the darkness.
“Yes, it is. Thalonius has already engaged Ti-Laros in battle in their search for you.” When she still didn’t turn he added. “Word has it that Larrs’ ship was destroyed, his whereabouts are unknown. I’m only grateful that you weren’t aboard the vessel at the time.”
She finally turned to him. Her expression was a mix of grief and anger. “They killed him? What of Skarus and Hellena?”
“I’m sorry, love. I don’t know any more than what I’ve told you. I gleaned what I could from the tavern talk, but I couldn’t press without drawing attention to myself.”
Her eyes were hollow as she processed the information. Her feelings would be ambivalent, she’d loved the man as her father all of her life, yet now despised him for lying to her and for the death of her mother. He wondered if this news would prove to be the thing that finally caused her to break. If so, he would be here to hold her together and see her through it.
She lifted her eyes to him. “You didn’t happen to see anyone on your way back did you?”
“No. I took great precautions to ensure that I wasn’t followed.”
“Of course, but what about as you were approaching the cruiser, you didn’t see anyone running off?”
“No,” he said, perplexed by her questioning. “Why? Did you see someone?”
She winced and grimaced at some unseen threat.
“Answer me,” he demanded.
“Comron, I was visited by the Murkudahl while you were gone,” she blurted out.
“What?” he asked incredulously.
“Two Murkudahl came to speak with me. They stood right here. Their names were Chaiyse and Bhedrus.”
His eyes narrowed. “You let some strangers in here?”
“No, of course not. I hid back here with the rifle.” She pointed. “When I refused to let them in, the locks popped, and they entered on their own.”
“From where?”
“There,” she said, pointing to the side door.
Comron examined the locks. “There is no sign of forced entry.”
“The Murkudahl’s technology is far more advanced than ours. It might as well be magic for all we can comprehend of it. They must have used some mechanism to unlock the doors.”
“Vaush, there was no one here when I returned, not even any tracks in the snow.”
“I know it sounds insane, but I was sitting in the front seat waiting for you when I saw them on the horizon. I tried to start the engine to escape, but it wouldn’t turn. They moved with great speed and, before I knew it, they were at the door. I took the rifle and hid between the seats over there.” She pointed at the back row.
“So when did you fix the engine?” he asked without hesitation.
“I didn’t. I—”
“How is it that it’s running perfectly now?”
Vaush was silent for a moment. “You didn’t start it?”
“No, it was running when I arrived.”
She endeavored to find another explanation. “Of course, Chaiyse and Bhedrus must have fixed it.” She snapped her fingers and smiled. “I bet they temporarily disabled the engines so I couldn’t escape before they had a chance to speak with me.”
“Don’t you think a more plausible explanation is that you were having a very vivid and intense dream? For all we know, it could have been induced by the herbal concoction Nacum’s wife gave us.”
She raised her voice, “Comron, stop it and listen to me. You saw them too on Patheis; the tall hooded figures, remember? They’ve been following us this whole time.”
Her words rang true as the most logical explanation for what he saw that morning. Part of him was relieved that Vaush wasn’t losing her mind or finally succumbing to the pressure of all the horrible revelations.
“Com, they gave me the Murkudahl essence,” she stated flatly. “The very thing for which they are being exploited.”
Comron’s heart leapt and his eyes went wide with fear. “Vaush, the essence is poison. Every single test subject has died horribly after being injected with it. Every last one of them!”
“That’s only because our biochemists have lacked the knowledge to make it compatible with our DNA. The essence was crafted by the hands of the Murkudahl, designed specifically for me.”
She moved closer to him. “Look at me, do I look ill? Every passing moment I’m feeling more alive and energized. I’m not dying, Comron.”
He looked at her healthy, vibrant glow. “But why would the Murkudahl visit you? They never leave their world.”
Vaush’s smile fell away. “They came to deliver a dark message.”
“Which was?” he prompted her when her thoughts seemed to drift off to a troubling place.
“Now is not the time to speak of it. But you need to know that we have a powerful ally,” she said.
“The Murkudahl?”
“No, it’s against their basic tenets to take up arms. But they told me that with the help of this ally and the essence, our chance of making it to Novoxos was practically assured.”
Comron was skeptical about this mysterious ally. What demands would they make in exchange for their assistance? Were they someone Vaush would want to be beholden to? “I understand why the Murkudahl wish to see you crowned empress since you’ve written extensively against their exploitation. But what of this alleged ally? What interest do they have in seeing you enthroned?”
The terrified look in Vaush’s eyes alarmed him.
“Vaush, what’s—”
“I can’t lose you,” she said fiercely. “You’re the most precious thing in my life.”
He was having difficulty following her train of thought. “You’re not going to lose me.”
Her mouth drew into a firm line. “I don’t want you to go back into Monteras. Something horrible will happen to you there. I know it.”
The resolve in her manner and her strident tone unsettled Comron. Did this have something to do with the new ally? “Vaush, everything is going to be fine. We have a ship waiting for us, and soon we’ll be on our way to Novoxos.”
“Darling, listen to me. You mustn’t enter Monteras. Go somewhere safe and hide yourself there until I’m established on Novoxos and then come join me there as my royal consort.”
Anger flashed in his green eyes. “Do you really think for one second I’d let you go to Monteras alone to meet some dubious ally?”
“Comron, if you go back there, you will die!”
“Better I die protecting my wife than running away like some gutless coward.”
“I don’t want—”
“Enough!” he said sharply. “You’re not going there alone and that’s final.”
She bristled at the challenge in his voice.
For a tense moment, there was nothing but silence between them. He was at a complete loss as to what was driving her erratic behavior, but two things were clear—he’d never let her go without him, and this standoff was getting them nowhere.
Comron sighed and his expression softened. He reached out and traced the line of her cheek with the back of his fingers. “Beloved, don’t you know that being parted from you is death to me?” He drew closer to her. “Wherever you go, I have no choice but to follow.”



CHAPTER 56
Despite Comron’s precautions, the meeting to hand over the vessel turned out to be an ambush. Comron spotted the set up immediately, the military stance, the looming shadows. He grabbed Vaush and dashed out of the warehouse and ran for an adjacent building. The moment they turned the corner they ran into a small squad of Recaban’s men. Comron opened fire and pulled Vaush aside.
“Take cover!” he ordered.
Vaush ran and ducked behind some large crates. From there, she watched Comron fire at two of the assailants, hitting them both. Another attacker sprang from nowhere, knocking Comron’s weapon from his hands. Instinctively, Vaush leveled her blast rifle and fired when she saw one of the men train his weapon at Comron. Taking advantage of the distraction, Comron landed a swift kick to the closest attacker’s chest, cracking his ribs. He snatched up a nail-ridden two-by-four and bashed the next attacker in the face, burying the rusty nails in his temple.
But, like cockroaches crawling out of the dark, the attackers kept coming.
Determined to help, Vaush emerged from behind the crate, only to be grabbed from behind by one of the henchman. She screamed, drawing Comron’s attention as he rammed his fist into the gut of a large assailant. The man doubled over and Comron raised his fists and slammed them down squarely on the opponent’s back, cracking his spine. Throwing his elbow back, he connected with the attacker coming upon him from behind. He moved through the rest of them with equal ferocity sending them sprawling back with a series of rapid-fire punches and bone snapping kicks.
Over to the side, Vaush drove her boot heel down on her attacker’s foot. He released her with a howl. She spun around and swung her rifle at his head, knocking him back into the crates. Knowing he meant to kill her, she flipped the rifle around and fired on him.
Distracted for a moment by Vaush’s actions, Comron was knocked to the ground by the final assailant. He recovered quickly, driving his fist hard into the man’s face, sending a gush of blood from his nose. Comron threw the thug off him, retrieved his rifle, and fired.
He ran to Vaush’s side and looked at the dead man on the crates. “Impressive,” he said and led her to the door and into the hallway. “There are bound to be more of Recaban’s men lurking about.”
“What are we going to do for transportation now?” she asked, standing close behind him.
Comron shook his head. “First we’ve got to get out of this building. Then we’ll just have to take whatever we can get our hands on.”
She nodded and squeezed his arm.
“Come on, let’s go.”
Vaush followed Comron through the corridors to a stairwell and rapidly descended the stairs in search of the exit. Just when Vaush felt certain they’d make it, the doors clanged open on the floor below. The shouting began and several rounds whizzed past them. Comron quickly opened the door on their floor and pushed Vaush through. They dashed out into the darkness and discovered they were in the midst of a construction zone.
In the dim light, Vaush could see a series of catwalks and scaffolding stretching out before them. Down below was a cavernous pit.
“It’s too dangerous,” Comron said. Behind, the sound of their pursuers grew louder. “Damn it, we’ll have to cross it.”
Vaush peered out over the drop and tried to quell the uneasiness in her stomach. “Did I ever tell you I’m afraid of heights?”
He looked back at the door, as the sounds grew louder. “We don’t have any other choice. You go first, and I’ll hold them off.”
The horrific vision of Comron’s death flashed before her eyes once more, chilling her to the core. “Why don’t we go together?” she asked fearfully.
“I’ll lay down some cover for you. Once you’re across, you’ll have to do the same for me.” He gave her a quick kiss for confidence. “Now go!”
Vaush dashed out over the catwalk, running for all she was worth. The air rushed past her face at her increased speed. Within seconds, she had reached the other side and Comron could join her. A barrage of gunfire opened up behind her.
When she turned, Comron was already halfway across the scaffolding, shooting at the assailants as he sped along. With all senses heightened, Vaush opened fire. One by one, she picked off the shooters with incredible accuracy, though she’d never stepped foot on a firing range. Only two remained and Comron would reach her in seconds. She hit the one, but just as she squeezed off the final shot at the remaining one, he got off one of his own. The shot went wide of Comron, but hit the main cable bracket. It exploded from the wall, and the cable supporting the catwalk unraveled, sending the catwalk crashing down into the cavern.
“Comron!” Vaush screamed. She watched him reach for a loose cable and then he was gone. Without regard for herself, Vaush dashed out onto the remaining catwalk, hanging perilously from weakened brackets. Through the dust and darkness, she peered down into the yawning cavern and saw Comron hanging on precariously to the cable. She laid down flat on her stomach and stretched out, reaching for him.
“Are you all right?” she called as she inched out over the jagged edge.
He coughed hoarsely as the dust swirled around him.
The structure creaked beneath her and she could feel the sharp edges of steel pricking her skin. The air cleared enough so that she could see Comron covered in dust. His arm seeped blood where a broken rebar had sliced into it.
“Can you climb up?” she yelled down.
He peered up at her, dazed. “Yes.” But the moment he attempted to move, the structure began to give way then jolted to a stop.
“Get off the catwalk,” Comron called to her. “This whole thing could come down!” Reluctantly, she inched her way backward. “All right, I’m clear.”
She heard him groan as he put pressure on his injured arm and carefully ascended the rickety scaffolding. Vaush held her breath as each move seemed to strain the weakened structure further. She scanned the room, grateful that no more attackers had arrived yet. All the while, the frame creaked and swayed under Comron’s efforts.
Vaush’s eyes followed the cable that held the structure in place. It ended in a brace mounted to the wall. It was the only visible means of support left. With each of his movements, the brace pulled farther from the wall.
“Comron, you’ve got to hurry!” she called out, knowing the brace would give way at any second.
No sooner had she uttered those words, when the brace flew off the wall. She watched in horror as the cord snaked by her. Knowing it was the only thing supporting Comron, she leapt upon the cord, grabbing hold of it. Her hands burned under the friction but she held on as it dragged her toward the doorway to the edge of the catwalk. Still holding on, she sprung up as she approached the edge and planted her feet on either side of the doorway to impede the progress. She strained desperately to hold on.
“Comron!”
She heard him groan as he hit the wall below.
“Come on!” she ordered. The realization set in—she was supporting his weight along with the remaining scaffolding. Elation soared through her. It was no dream or hallucination—the Murkudahl essence was real!
Still, she trembled under the strain. Perspiration broke out on her brow, and her palms grew moist, threatening her grip on the cable. She twisted the cable around one of her arms and continued pulling with the other.
Comron’s hand finally appeared over the edge of the catwalk and, with one arm, he pulled himself up onto the surface and crawled his way toward Vaush. She released the cord and it slid rapidly, lashing back and forth until it disappeared over the edge. The whole structure crashed noisily to the floor below. Exhausted from the effort, Vaush leaned against the wall, breathing heavily.
Comron stared at her in open astonishment. “You were holding the cord the whole time?”
She nodded and wiped the perspiration from her brow with her sleeve.
Comron clutched his injured arm and looked over the edge then back at her. “Between me and the scaffolding that had to be over 250 kilos!”
Again, she nodded, hoping these feats would remove any lingering doubt that he had about the Murkudahl visit.
“Damn it, Vaush! What the hell is going on?”
“As I told you before, the Murkudahl gave me the essence to help me make it to Novoxos.” She removed the cloth band that held her hair back and used it as a bandage for his arm.
He shook his head. “They’ve really been following us since Patheis?” His face was tired and cynical. “Where are they now?”
“They said they were going to contact our ally here in Monteras.” She looked around. “Hopefully, they’ll find us soon.”
“Hopefully?” he asked incredulously. “We have no idea who this ally is or what they want of you, Vaush. I don’t like the idea of flying into this blind.”
“I don’t either, but they want me enthroned so that makes them the best friends we have.” Having finished patching his arm, she brushed the dusty hair from his eyes. “Can you move?”
“Yeah,” he said, bracing himself against the wall as he rose. “It does make you wonder who has the steel balls to stand against Thalonius.”
“You mean besides you?”
“Love-struck husbands aside, who else would have the means and the motive to move against the Supreme Prince?”
She shook her head. “Whoever it is, they’d better find us soon.”
“We’re not waiting around here to be rescued. We stick to the plan to find a ship.”
“Buying one now is going to be a pretty tall order with all of Recaban’s thugs everywhere.”
“Who said anything about buying it?” He cocked his rifle with a sharp click. “One way or the other we’re getting a ship.”



CHAPTER 57
“A few blocks down, there’s a transport storage bay,” Comron said as they hurried along a dark alley. “Hopefully we’ll find a space-worthy vessel there.”
Vaush kept pace with him, their boots splashing through icy brown slush. They stopped at the edge of the alley and peered out into the street. A few glow lights lit the dark, empty street as the snow drifted down lazily.
“It’s down that way over to the left. No one should be there at this hour.” He glanced down at her. “You ready?”
She shrugged. “I keep getting a foreboding sense about this place. The sooner we get out of here the better.”
“The Murkudahl said you’d make it to Novoxos safely, right?”
“Yes, but they also said there’d be an ally to help us and, since they’ve failed to materialize, I’m beginning to lose faith.”
“Well, don’t. We’re going to get through this, even if it’s just you and me.”
She simply nodded though he suspected it was more for his benefit than a reflection of how she truly felt. “I’m ready,” she said.
They hurried across the street, their feet crunching in the snow as they slipped back into another alley. They crouched in the shadows, avoiding the penetrating searchlight of a passing hovercraft.
“That’s a Nethicaen vessel,” Comron said gravely.
“Is there anyone who hasn’t figured out where we are yet?”
Without warning, Comron yanked Vaush to the ground and hunkered down next to her. He motioned for her silence. A few seconds later, she heard a boisterous party of revelers passing by the alley. At that moment, something furry and gray scurried across her foot. It took every ounce of restraint to avoid screaming as she lunged toward Comron, nearly knocking him off balance. Thankfully, the party seemed to take no notice.
Once the alley was clear, they made a dash into an adjacent vehicle-storage deck. Though full of variously sized transports, it appeared to be devoid of people. Comron and Vaush quickly made their way through, occasionally checking to see if any of the larger vehicles were space-worthy. Vaush stood guard outside and watched as Comron forced the lock on one and climbed inside.
“This one might do,” he announced, rummaging inside.
“Can you engage the engine?” she asked nervously.
“Give me a minute.”
Growing anxious, she walked around the vehicle to make sure no one was following them, as she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being watched.
“Halt and identify yourself!”
Vaush whipped around to find a uniformed guard quickly approaching. After the initial shock, she turned to run.
“Halt or I’ll fire.”
She froze in place, raising her hands above her head.
“Well, well, well, what have we here?” the short, slight man asked with a blast rifle trained on her. “You’re way too pretty to be out here all by yourself.” He brought his wrist up to speak into a receiver.
Just then, the butt of Comron’s rifle slammed into the guard’s head.
He tossed Vaush his rifle and picked up the guard’s for himself. A voice emanated from the guards com band.
“Janz, come in.” Silence. “Janz, report!” ordered the voice. “Janz, I’m coming up and there’s going to be hell to pay!”
“Looks like we’re going to have company.” Comron grabbed Vaush’s hand. “Come on!”
They flew down the transport-lined corridor and were nearly blinded by lights when a vehicle sped in their direction. They ducked in between the vehicles and remained there not knowing whether the driver was pursuing them or not. The vehicle seemed to continue on its way.
After a few minutes, Vaush whispered, “Do you think it’s safe?”
Comron’s brow creased. “Something’s not right.”
All of a sudden, three armored vehicles roared into the area. The doors flew open and a dozen fearsome-looking soldiers leapt out bearing military grade blast rifles. Comron recognized the red lion sigil: Imperial Guard Assassin Squad. They flooded the area with lights leaving them nowhere to hide.
Comron pulled Vaush up with him and ran headlong in the opposite direction of the guard.
Murkudahl-enhanced adrenalin coursed through her body. Her legs pumped faster, propelling her forward with unnatural speed. Comron was on her heels, as he pointed toward an exit sign.
“Fire!” shouted the commander of the imperial guard.
When Vaush reached the door, she slammed into it and then pulled it open. Gunfire burned holes into the metal frame. “Go!” Comron was shoving her through and following closely behind. He immediately hit the door lock. But when they attempted to open the next door that led into the building, they found it locked.
“Damn it!” Comron cursed. He and Vaush looked back at the door they’d just come from but heard the pounding of the men trying to gain entry. They considered going down the stairwell, but could already hear yelling coming up from below.
“Stand back!” Comron moved Vaush behind him and fired two shots at the door handle. The handle broke off, and Comron worked the door open.
They ran into the darkness of what seemed to be the main lobby of a merchant center. Wide-open space surrounded them as they dashed across polished floors. In the center was a great expanse with glass and a brass railing around a steep drop three floors down.
To their left, more doors slammed open and in poured Nethicaen soldiers, cutting off their escape. Comron and Vaush darted behind a marble column just as a hail of bullets rained down upon them. In all the noise, Comron tapped Vaush on the shoulder and pointed at a great chandelier cord that held the fixture above the firing squad.
She nodded. They both aimed their blast rifles and began firing at the cord. It quickly snapped under fire and the chandelier crashed down on the men below. Taking advantage of their confusion, Comron charged the remaining men, firing all the while. Vaush followed suit, deftly taking down two who had leapt out from hiding.
As one of them called for backup, Comron chopped him in the mouth with the butt of his rifle. More soldiers jumped into the melee.
“Vaush get out of here. Run!” he called out as he struggled against Recaban’s men.
She dove to the ground when one of the men fired on her. She rolled away and shot back, hitting him dead in the chest.
“Run, Vaush!” Comron continued to shout as he battled the swarm of enemies. For everyone he took down, two more sprang forth.
Vaush shot the glass out of a storefront, creating an exit. “Comron, come on!” she cried and picked off a few more of the attackers. As valiantly as Comron fought, he couldn’t overcome their numbers, and she wouldn’t let him sacrifice himself this way. They’d make it out together or not at all.
“Comron!” Vaush screamed as a burly bear of a man came barreling down on him. With his back against the glass guardrail, Comron had no means of escape. As the behemoth drew closer, Comron bent low and used the giant’s momentum to lift him up and over his shoulder.
She was already racing toward them when the burly man hollered as he went over the rail toward the three-story drop. At the last moment, he fired a grappling hook that wrapped around Comron’s arm. Vaush leapt forward, reaching for Comron as he was snatched off the ground and pulled over the side. He stretched his hand out to her and their fingers brushed before he plunged down the three stories onto the marble slab floor below.



CHAPTER 58
“NOOOOO!” Vaush screamed as she looked over the edge at Comron’s lifeless form. His limbs were twisted and blood trickled from the corner of his mouth.
Suddenly something snapped inside Vaush. She felt a strange force pulsing through her, revving up her latent aggression and hostility like an engine set to full throttle. She barely saw the astonished faces as she cut through the remaining guards, leaving fallen bodies in her wake. She raced down two flights of the marble staircase before her desperation compelled her to leap over the bannister and drop down beside him.
Her hands trembled wildly as she realized her horrible premonition was coming to pass. She touched his face gingerly. “Comron, Comron, tell me what to do.”
His breathing was labored and pained. “You …” he coughed, spitting up blood.
“Oh, Comron,” she cried, wiping the blood from his mouth.
“You’ve got to go,” he managed. His eyes darted about the room. “Where are they?”
She looked up. Though she heard blast-fire and shouting, no one had followed her down. The burly guard lay with his neck at a right angle, having broken it in the fall.
“Something’s happening up there to distract them.” She turned her attention back to him. “I’ve got to get you to a physician,” she said, putting her arm around his back to lift him, but he cried out in agony and then went silent as his eyelids fell shut.
“Com!” She checked his neck for a pulse. It was faint but still there. “Comron, you can fight harder than this!” She cradled his head in her arms. “You said you’d never leave me.”
The sound of an explosion thundered through the air, shaking the foundation. It sounded like a war zone out there. But her focus remained fixed upon Comron.
“Comron, stay with me!” She stroked his blood-soaked hair. “I can’t do this without you.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Damn you, fight!”
His eyes flickered open, but the deep intensity was gone, only a hollowness remained. “Vaush, you must go back to Nacum and remain there until the Murkudahl contact you.”
“You’re coming with me.” She tried lifting him once more.
“Arahhh!” He strained and grimaced in anguish. “No … back is broken … can’t move.”
Her heart pounded fiercely in her chest. She couldn’t lose him, not like this. “Then I’ll go for help. I’ll find a physician to treat you!”
He started to speak, but began coughing up more blood.
“Oh, my God,” she wailed, “Comron, hold on. I’m going to get help.” She looked around, having not the slightest idea of where she could obtain it. “I … I’ll surrender myself in exchange for them sparing you.” She started to stand.
“No!” he said with such command that she remained put. “They will kill you. Do as I say.” His face twisted in pain. “Go now! Wait for the Murkudahl and … protect Nethic if you can.”
The tears spilled from her eyes. “Don’t ask me to do that. I can’t leave you,” she cried, gripping his shoulders. “Better that I die by your side than to ….” her voice broke.
His own eyes glistened as he tried touching her face. “I’m … so sorry … don’t want … to leave you.” He closed his eyes and tears streamed down the side of his face.
Vaush slid in close, lying next to him, resting her head on his shoulder. They had taken everything from her—her family, her home, and now the man she had come to love more than life itself. “Then we leave this world together,” she said, clasping his hand.
He was having more difficulty breathing. His lips moved, uttering words of profound love with his last breath. His expression went blank as his life force slipped away. She clung to him, crying aloud begging him to stay. It felt as if her heart would be wrenched from her. Clutching her chest in anguish, she suddenly felt the vial hanging from the chain about her neck.
The second dose of Murkudahl essence!
Another explosion rocked the building. Ignoring it, she snapped the vial from the chain.
“You’re going to take the essence too,” she said as she removed the seal. Tilting his head up, she opened his mouth and poured in some of the blue liquid. She closed his mouth. “Swallow it!” she ordered, as he lay there unconscious. “Damn you, swallow it!”
He coughed a mixture of the essence and blood. She opened his mouth again and poured the remainder of the essence into it. “You’ve got to keep it down, you’ve got to try!” she commanded vehemently. She thought she saw his neck muscles contract slightly. “Good.” She smiled faintly. “It’s going to help you, I know it.” She stroked his face. “We didn’t come this far to end like this.”
The war raged on outside, but she lay next to him, her head upon his shoulder. She didn’t really care what happened next. This world wasn’t worth fighting for if this burning light was extinguished. This was all that mattered, not Novoxos, not saving the empire.
But she noticed that the rise and fall of Comron’s chest had stopped all together. She felt his neck for a pulse again; there was none. His eyes were open, but he stared vacantly at the ceiling.
An awful dread fell over Vaush. “Comron!” she called, desperately placing her hand on his motionless heart. “Comron!” she wailed as she pounded his heart with her fist. She leaned over and breathed into his mouth. Still no response. Again she pounded his heart in desperation and breathed. This can’t be happening. I won’t let it. She lost track of how many times she repeated the process.
Suddenly there was loud shouting and more gunfire as the men began descending the staircase. “They’ve come to kill me, my love. Let me die in your arms.” She moved his limp arm around her, laid her head on his chest, and braced herself for the blast-fire.
“Your Grace, please come with us. We’re here to take you to Novoxos.”
Vaush couldn’t believe her ears. She turned to look at them. Both men were heavily armored and their faces were hidden behind their helmet visors. “What did you say?”
“We’ve been sent here to escort you to Novoxos,” said the taller one. “Now please, Your Grace, there’s no time to delay.” The soldier reached for her arm.
Vaush recoiled and clung to Comron. “No, first you must help him.”
One look at Comron was enough for them to draw their conclusion. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid it’s too late for your friend.”
“Help him!” Vaush yelled and grabbed the closest one, yanking him down next to Comron. To the other she barked, “Bring medical supplies. Go!”
The first soldier futilely examined Comron’s lifeless body, as if that would be the only way to appease her. He looked at her with solemn eyes. “He … he’s dead, my lady.”
“No, he’s not!” she screamed. “There is still time. You can save him.”
Just then, more gunfire rang out from above. “We’ve got company!” announced the shorter soldier. “Yaeger, there’s no time for hand holding!”
Yaeger grabbed Vaush by the arm. “We must go now.”
“No.” She jerked away. “He’s not dead. He can’t be,” she cried, clinging to Comron’s lifeless body.
“He’s dead!” yelled the other soldier.
“Lepkin, enough!” snapped Yaeger before turning back to Vaush. “Please, Your Grace, he’s beyond mortal tending. But we have our orders to deliver you to Novoxos.” He firmly grasped her arms, pulling her up with him.
“I’m not going anywhere without him. Either he comes with us or—” she grabbed her neck where she felt the sharp sting and saw Yaeger withdraw his hand. “You son of …” her words slurred and her legs suddenly felt like limp noodles. Yaeger caught her before she hit the floor.
“Sorry, but there’s no time to argue,” Yaeger said as he hoisted her into his arms.
Too weak to offer any resistance, Vaush could only watch in a daze as they carried her toward the door.
“Swan 1 is about to fly. Lay down some cover,” Lepkin said into his shoulder com unit as they headed back toward the garage stairwell.
An eruption of gunfire assaulted Vaush’s ears as they were forced to run into the fray. After a few tense moments of dodging between vehicles, the soldiers dashed into their tank with Vaush in tow.
“Go, go!” Yaeger ordered, as he carried Vaush over to a bench where he laid her down. “All units fall back. I repeat; all units fall back.” He spoke into his com-set as he pulled the harness belts to secure Vaush. “Swan 1 is in the nest. All units rendezvous at south command.”
The tank rumbled into motion, plowing through anything that stood in its way. The fog was beginning to lift from Vaush’s head and she felt her strength returning along with her grief and rage. Yaeger stood nearby as he spoke to one of his men.
“What kind of monster are you? How could you just leave him there? How—” her voice was choked off by her grief. Comron had given all he had to save her. He deserved better than to die that way in ignominy. She should’ve remained at his side come what may.
“I’m very sorry for your grief,” Yaeger said. “I wish that there was something we could’ve done for him. But now, getting you to Novoxos—”
“Fuck Novoxos!” she railed. “My life just ended back there. The rest of the world can go straight to hell!” Tears burned her eyes and streamed down her face. The anger surged powerfully through her, and she couldn’t hold back even when the other soldiers entered the cabin to see what the commotion was about. “Why didn’t you come sooner? Comron did everything in his power to keep me alive. He gave his life for me and now you want to sweep in at the last minute to take me to Novoxos? No, you tell whoever sent you that the mission failed. It’s over. Stop this tank, and let me out!”
Yaeger removed his helmet and placed it on a hook. His gray eyes were compassionate and his face kind. She despised him all the more for it.
“That’s not going to happen,” Yaeger said calmly, but firmly. “We have our orders, my lady.”
She approached him, her expression as cutting as her tone. “Who gave you these orders?”
“Someone who has a personal interest in seeing you enthroned,” Yaeger replied. “But he reserves the right to make his own introduction.”
“If he had any personal interest in me he would have known how important that man was to me. When he let him die, he destroyed everything.” She glared at him and felt the burning desire to unleash holy terror on them. Let the Murkudahl come and do what they may. Comron was gone; nothing else mattered. As if that thought had the power to drain her of life, she collapsed onto the bench. “He’s gone. I can’t feel him anymore,” she clutched her stomach, doubling over. “Oh God, I can’t feel him anymore. I can’t feel him,” she cried out repeatedly.
Alarmed, Yaeger went to her. “Please, let me give you something to help you—”
“GET AWAY FROM ME!!” she roared. Her hazel eyes were livid and wet with tears. “I should be with him. An eternity is what we promised. I should go be with him!”
Completely at a loss as to how to deal with this volatile situation, Yaeger motioned to his men to pull back and leave Vaush to her profound grief.
“We have our orders,” Yaeger said to his men, then glanced back at Vaush and lowered his voice. “Damn it, I wish he’d warned us.”



CHAPTER 59
“He’s coming to,” came the gruff unfamiliar voice.
“Perfect timing. The duke will be here in a few minutes.”
Upon recognizing the second voice, Comron’s eyes fluttered open. Count Recaban stared back at him with blank violet eyes. A bright light shone over his shoulder. There was a sterile feel to the room, though the smell of stale mint and rubber permeated it, and there were several comp-screens all lifeless and covered in a thick film of dust.
A medical facility! Had Vaush managed to bargain for his life with her own? Was she already dead? He groaned in his anguish, unwilling to accept the reality that his restored health had come at such a horrific price. When he struggled to sit up, he discovered that he was securely bound to a lounging chair.
“We don’t have much time, so I’m only going to ask you this once,” Recaban said, placing a hand on the headrest of Comron’s chair. “The men who made off with the girl, who were they working for?”
Vaush was alive and on the run! The thought filled him with such a delirious degree of joy he began to wonder if Recaban had injected him with some sort of psychotropic drug to make him talk. But what of the identity of these men who’d made off with her? It had to be the ally the Murkudahl had spoken of.
A high-pitched buzzing noise caught his attention. He turned to Recaban and saw the gleaming medical device in his hand. “I made a deal to hand you over to your father alive, but that doesn’t mean I can’t make you beg for death first.”
“I don’t know anything, Recaban,” Comron answered tersely, wondering why Vaush would go with these strangers and leave him to Recaban’s mercy. He remembered lying critically injured and dying. Vaush had been weeping profusely and insisting she’d rather die than leave him. So where are you now?
As frustration mounted, he tested the restraints and sensed that if he tried hard enough he could break free. Then he would go in search of answers to the questions threatening to drive him mad.
“Do you have any idea how much trouble you’ve caused me?” Recaban asked in a clipped tone.
Assuming it was a rhetorical question, Comron remained silent, gauging his time to test his theory concerning the restraints. Recaban touched the control panel and Comron’s chair slowly began to rise to an upright position. He observed for the first time that all of his scars appeared to have been healed, and his skin had a healthy, radiant glow. Again, he considered the dire straits he’d been in after the fall and that he now felt better than he ever had in his life. What had they done to him? The equipment in the room obviously hadn’t been touched in years and even the best of medical care wouldn’t have left him in such remarkable condition so soon after treatment. Such a rapid recovery was medically impossible!
“Of course you do.” Recaban paced before him. “You sat in on all the meetings where the plans were being formulated. You heard all the negotiations, all the favors being called in to accomplish this colossal task.” He stopped in front of Comron, glaring at him. “The whole time, you had your own agenda, your own plans. Didn’t you?” he snapped.
Comron quickly appraised the man and instinctively knew he had nothing to fear from him. Recaban’s emotions were palpable; his disposition clearly belied his fear, anger, and desperation. He needed Comron alive and well to recoup his losses. No, he wouldn’t harm a hair on Comron’s head.
“Did you hire them directly? Are you collaborating with a world from the hinterlands?”
When Comron made no answer, Recaban’s mouth twisted sardonically. “Whatever the case, they obviously had no more use for you. I couldn’t believe it when my men told me they found the great Prince of Nethic lying in a trash heap, abandoned like a bad habit.” The thought seemed to amuse him immensely. “Please tell me you didn’t turn traitor for love. It’s just too ironic, not to mention pathetic.”
Again, Comron’s emotions churned and the question tormented him. Why did Vaush leave him? Surely, she was taken by force. There could be no other explanation. Now anger surged through him. Who were these men, and what were their intentions with his wife? A vein throbbed at his temple, and he gritted his teeth as a strange energy flowed through him.
“Ah, seems I’ve touched a nerve there.” Recaban forced a laugh. “All your duplicity for nothing. And now that Thalonius knows what you’ve done, Nethic will pay dearly for your foolish gamble.”
“When will my father arrive?” he asked, thrusting aside Recaban’s taunts and focusing on the fact that Vaush was still out there alive eluding all the traps set for her. Was she well on her way to Novoxos? Did she even know he was still alive?
Glancing at his chronometer, Recaban replied, “I expect him any moment now.”
“Whatever Crausin is offering you, I’ll double it.”
Recaban scoffed. “You can’t offer what you don’t have.”
“You crave your place amongst the aristocracy. What better way than to earn the good graces of the new empress?”
Recaban laughed again. “She’s never going to reach Novoxos. She’s merely bought herself some time.”
But Comron could hear the doubt in his voice and see it in his eyes. “She has eluded capture for days, and now there’s a powerful new player on the scene who means to see her on the throne. This is the pivotal moment, Recaban, when you decide if you will be the recipient of her gratitude or her ill-will.”
Recaban frowned condescendingly. “Did you miss the part where she abandoned you in favor of her powerful new friends? The only thing I’ll earn by freeing you is your father’s retribution. No, I’m handing you over to the duke.”
“Think about it, Recaban,” Comron said, endeavoring to keep the impatience out of his voice. “My back was broken in a fall, that’s the condition in which they’d found me. In the midst of a heavy battle, I would have been nothing but dead weight to them. They obviously made a tactical decision and forced Vaush to go with them.”
“And then what?” he laughed scornfully. “The gods reached down and graced you with a miraculous healing?”
Comron realized that in light of his sterling condition, the assertion would seem ludicrous. Even he had difficulty believing it.
Recaban snickered. “What really happened? Did they dope you with something and then make off with the girl while you were out? Face it, Van Laven, their plans for her simply didn’t involve you. You’re lucky they didn’t kill you.”
Perhaps they would have if they believed he was still alive. Regardless, he could see that there would be no convincing Recaban of the truth. And what was the truth? How had his back been repaired? It was as if some strange alien technology far beyond their comprehension had been used on him to—
The Murkudahl! Vaush said they’d been following them the whole time, and they’d given her the essence. Was it possible they’d administered some to him as well?
His heart began to pound wildly and his thoughts began to race. Why would they help him? He’d shown himself to be no friend of the Murkudahl the way Vaush had. They’d never interfered to help them before. He closed his eyes and thought back to his final moments with Vaush. She had been shouting at him, ordering him to do something. He remembered a strong sweet-salty taste in his mouth, then ….
His eyes went wide. It was Vaush, not the Murkudahl, who had given him the essence. She must have had more of it, or maybe she’d given him some of her blood. It was the only explanation that made any sense. But what happened afterward? Why was he here in Recaban’s custody and Vaush gone? She had to have been taken against her will. He had to find her!
Time alone was what he needed now to work himself free of the bindings. “Recaban, I don’t intend to tell you a damned thing and you’re not about to start torturing it out of me with my father due here any second. So do us both a favor and find some other way to amuse yourself until he gets here.”
Recaban’s mouth turned down, and he spoke in a mocking tone, “Oh, look at you, still regarding me as the shite you scrape off the bottom of your boots. You need to understand that the only reason you’re still breathing is because your father, the pompous ass, paid an exorbitant price for your pathetic life. I’m the one who holds the power here, not you.”
“And yet you still manage to carry yourself like the miserable little dung rat you’ve always been,” Comron said cavalierly. “Now do as I say and leave me.”
When Recaban raised his hand to strike, Comron lifted his chin in defiance. “Do your worst you putrid bag of shite.”
They both turned at the sound of the door opening. One of Recaban’s men popped his head in and motioned to him. Recaban spoke to him for a moment then cast a baleful look at Comron. “Your father is here to take you home. But know this—our business is not over, not by a long shot.”



CHAPTER 60
When grief finally gave way to exhaustion, Vaush slept and dreamed of life prior to Patheis. It was a fulfilling life, traveling the system with her trusted guard, using her time and talents to help establish medical centers for communities in need and setting up programs to improve the economic plight of struggling communities. Her muted passion was to know that, at the end of it all, the world was a better place for her having existed.
Though she’d kept herself far too busy and productive to give it much consideration, she imagined that, at some point, she would meet a man who shared her passion and they would build a life together. Dr. Grantham had come closest to fulfilling that dream but, in the end, she discovered she desired more than simply the male version of herself. She wanted someone who was different. Someone who would set her world on fire, who could inspire and challenge her in ways that would push her boundaries and make her soar to heights unimagined. She needed, in a word, Comron.
Her eyes fluttered open, and it took her a moment to focus in the dark cabin. Disoriented, she pushed herself up from the cot she’d slept upon. Like a flash flood, the memories came rushing back and the agony hit her anew. Comron is dead! But this time, no new tears would flow. She was drained, emptied of everything with nothing left to give.
She rubbed at her eyes, knowing they must be red and swollen. Again, she gazed around the dark cabin and wondered where the soldiers had gone. The vehicle was motionless and silent. Had they reached their destination? If so, why was she still on board? She checked her wrist chronometer. Not nearly enough time had passed for them to have reached Novoxos. Not that it mattered, not that anything mattered. Comron was gone.
And that’s when she realized that the true tragedy of flying so high was the inevitable fall. Was the pain worth it? Was the brief time she’d spend with him worth the agony she’d carry with her for the rest of her life?
What life? The Murkudahl Karukii were on their way with nothing but utter destruction on their minds, and she was at the top of their list. Only I won’t be the one wearing the crown when they arrive. Let them have Thalonius. Still her sense of moral obligation compelled her to give a word of warning to any who would listen. She would do this one last thing for humanity even though the thing that meant everything to her had been cruelly ripped from her, leaving nothing but a gaping black void.
She pulled the blanket off her legs and sat up. Despite her mental condition, she felt vibrant and full of energy. Rubbing her legs, she thought, if only I’d given him the essence sooner, he might still be alive. She swallowed a lump in her throat.
She stood before the bitterness started gnawing at her again. The cabin began to feel too small. Cautiously, she walked toward the doorway to the cockpit. With senses heightened, she heard voices as she approached the closed door.
“… him myself.”
“We’re all too familiar with the sight of death. There’s no doubt in my mind the man was dead.” She recognized Captain Sheldon Yaeger’s voice.
“There’s no medical science I know of that brings stiffs back from the dead.”
Vaush scowled, surmising they referred to Comron.
“I don’t know what to do with this information.”
“Cap’n, you’re not going to tell her? That’ll only jeopardize our mission.”
Vaush’s curiosity was piqued.
“She’s going to find out eventually.”
“Not necessarily. He may be alive now, but when Recaban gets through with him, he’s as good as dead.”
Both men nearly jumped out of their skin when Vaush burst into the room.
“What are you talking about?” she asked with eyes full of desperate hope.
They both rose to their feet. “My lady, I didn’t realize you’d awakened.”
“Obviously,” she replied. “Now answer my question.”
Lepkin stared daggers at Sheldon and shook his head once. Sheldon hesitated. There was such pleading in her expression, and she had certainly heard enough to know the answer to her question.
“You need to understand that nothing can alter our mission,” Yaeger said. “We must deliver you to Novoxos, and nothing’s going to stop that.”
She nodded anxiously.
“We’ve received word that Lord Comron Van Laven is alive.”
She clasped her hands over her mouth, stifling a cry. She wanted to ask how that could be but she knew the answer. The essence had saved him. It had needed time to infiltrate his system, but it worked. Comron was alive!
“We’ve got to go back for him,” she blurted excitedly.
“The only place we’re going is Novoxos, just as soon as our transport arrives,” Lepkin sternly replied.
Vaush turned to Sheldon. “I heard him say that Recaban has him. He’s going to kill him unless we do something.”
“He’s not our mission, Cap’n.”
“But you left him for dead when there was still hope, didn’t you?” she fired at Lepkin.
“We didn’t leave him for dead; he was dead. I don’t know what the hell’s going on, but it’s not our problem.”
“You believe I’m your future empress, well I’m giving you an order—
“You’re not the empress yet, your highness,” Lepkin shot back. “Until then, we only take orders from our commander.”
Vaush looked to Sheldon, who listened in silence. She sensed that he had the authority to override the orders. “Please, you’ve got to help him.”
Sheldon shook his head. “I’m sorry, but our orders are to deliver you to Novoxos, nothing more.”
Vaush felt rage building within her. Her hands trembled at her side. They were going to stand by idly and let him die—again.
She used the only bargaining chip she had. “I’m not going anywhere with you unless Lord Comron comes with us.”
Lepkin smirked, but Vaush sent him such a look, it chased his expression away.
“If you’re too big a coward to go get him, I’ll do it myself,” she said, turning on her heel. She took one step before Lepkin was upon her, grasping her arm. Without thinking, Vaush grabbed his wrist and gave it a fierce twist. They all heard it snap.
“Ahhh!” Lepkin cried out as he held his injured wrist.
Vaush was already at the door. Temporarily distracted with Lepkin, Sheldon turned his attention to Vaush as she struggled with the locked hatch. Just then, two more soldiers emerged into the cabin from the stern.
“Get her!” Lepkin yelled, motioning with his good hand.
“Hold!” Sheldon ordered.
“She broke my wrist!”
“Serves you right.” He glared at Lepkin but spoke to the room. “Touch her again and I’ll break your other wrist.”
Vaush stopped struggling with the door and looked at him. “Release the hatch.”
“Vaush,” Sheldon said, approaching slowly, “I cannot permit you to leave.”
She gazed about the room, sizing up the men. She felt the adrenaline coursing through her body, but she didn’t know if her newfound power would be enough to overcome them. Furthermore, if she was to storm Recaban’s fortress, she was going to need a small army to accompany her. It would not serve her purpose to make enemies of these men.
Again, she appealed to Sheldon. “Please help me. Don’t leave him to die.”
Sheldon’s jaw clenched as he looked from Vaush to his men.
“He gave his life to save mine. That’s why he was lying there. So how can I abandon him now?” she exclaimed passionately. Not one of them would meet her eyes. “What if it were one of your men back there who had sacrificed himself for you? Would you just leave him in the hands of the enemy to be brutally tortured and killed?” she asked scornfully.
Sheldon’s eyes remained lowered. “We can’t jeopardize our mission.” He looked directly at her. “I’m sorry.”
Her hazel eyes blazed as she trembled with fury. “Don’t be sorry, just open the fucking door!” she screamed and kicked the door so hard the entire vessel shook. Seizing the opportunity, they leapt upon her, knocking her to the floor. She fought madly and it took their combined strength to subdue her.
Angry tears streamed down her face. She caught sight of Sheldon poised over her with a syringe. “You have no honor. You’d leave a great warrior behind to die needlessly at the hands of maggots,” she accused. “May your towering cowardice haunt you every waking day of your life!” she declared as if calling down a dreadful curse upon them all.
Sheldon froze in position.
Do it,” insisted Lepkin. “Sedate her.”
But Vaush held Sheldon’s gaze, hoping to appeal to his soldier’s sense of honor.
Sheldon finally spoke. “Will you promise me, that if I stay behind to retrieve Lord Comron, you will go with my men to Novoxos, no matter what the outcome?”
“What?” exclaimed Lepkin, joined by the astonished stares of the other men.
Vaush nodded eagerly.
“I have your word?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
He sighed and then pulled back. “Let her up.”
“This is not part of the mission,” Lepkin argued. The other men held their position.
“Our mission is to deliver her to Novoxos. If I’m not back by rendezvous time, you leave without me.”
“This is crazy, just sedate her and we leave!”
“Yeah, captain,” the others echoed, not wishing to see their commander put himself in peril.
“My decision is final. Now let her up!” he barked, causing the men to instantly release her and withdraw.
He held out his hand to her. She took it and climbed to her feet. “Thank you,” she said, trying to avoid the angry stares of the men. “I know what it is I’m asking of you,” she said, for everyone’s benefit. “But it is nothing that I wouldn’t gladly do myself if permitted.”
He nodded then. “I know.” He walked off to get suited up in body armor. She watched helplessly as his men helped him, weighing him down with weaponry. One of the other soldiers began suiting up as well.
Sheldon glanced at him. “What do you think you’re doing, DeOrchis?”
“This isn’t a one-man job and you know it, sir,” the young man replied.
“I’m not willing to risk anyone else on this,” he said, hiding the pride in his voice.
“Someone’s gotta watch your back,” DeOrchis said, pulling on the last of his gear.
Vaush watched the exchange and felt a pang of guilt. He could easily have sedated her and forced her on to Novoxos. Somehow, she’d struck a chord with this man. Silently, she prayed they would all make it back safely.
“Lepkin, you’re in charge. No matter what happens, when the transport arrives, you get her out of here. Understood?”
Lepkin nodded reluctantly. “Yes, sir.”
He and DeOrchis headed for the door. The lock disengaged allowing DeOrchis to open it. “All right, men.” Sheldon spared one last glance at Vaush and then slipped out into the darkness.



CHAPTER 61
Even before the door flew open, Comron sensed Crausin’s presence and his frantic state. His awareness became particularly acute and time seemed to slow down as Crausin stormed toward him. As he approached, Comron studied Crausin in minutia—the glossy and tired red eyes, the subtle flare of his nostrils, the firm set of his mouth, his finger-combed hair, and unshaven face. His usually crisp military uniform showed heavy creases and the top button at his neck was left open. By Crausin’s signature grooming standards, he was a shameful mess, which meant the inevitable descent into madness had begun.
As Crausin raised his hand in what seemed to be painstakingly slow motion, Comron attempted to defend himself, snapping two of the metal restraints on his right arm. Stunned at this development, Comron realized that he was fully capable of extricating himself from this situation. But he couldn’t tip his hand just yet; he had to time his escape perfectly.
As Crausin’s arm swung down, Comron braced himself for the impact. Time finally caught up with itself, slamming him back in the moment as his head snapped to the side under the blow. The taste of his own blood filled his mouth although the pain barely registered.
“You fucking little shite!” Crausin yelled and struck him again. “I ought to leave you to that animal to be butchered for what you’ve done. Because of you, Nethic has fallen under attack and as soon as Thalonius finishes slicing that bitch to pieces he’s coming to finish what Bastionli started. Nethic will fall all because you had a hard-on for Ti-Larosian slit!”
Despite Crausin’s blustering, Comron could suddenly see deep into his innermost being, clear to Crausin’s true motives and primordial fears. It was as if Crausin were suddenly an open book for Comron to read effortlessly. The man was genuinely terrified for Nethic, but even more so, he was terrified of losing Comron.
“That’s not going to happen, Crausin. We will save Nethic, and I’m never going to abandon you.”
For a brief moment, Crausin appeared completely caught off guard and vulnerable, as if a part of him wanted to cry out and beg Comron to return home. But then his jaw clenched, and he gave Comron a hard look that told him he couldn’t be so easily assuaged.
“When we return to Nethic, everything is going to be different,” Crausin said through gritted teeth. “First, we will quell Thalonius’ wrath by sending a third of our fleet to help hunt down that bitch and then we’re going to convince him further with your marriage to Spira. We’ll prove to him once and for all that House Van Laven has no designs on the imperial throne.”
Comron shuddered at the revolting prospect of exchanging vows with Spira. Thank providence he was already married to Vaush and any subsequent marriage he was forced into would be rendered void by it. Still, he had to try to prevent it at all cost.
“Vaush Hrollaugr has a powerful ally who means to see her to the throne. If they succeed, not only will Nethic survive, it will thrive.”
“Stupid, mule-headed fool,” Crausin said, his face twisting with rank hatred at the mention of Vaush’s name. “She’s flying right into a trap. Thalonius has enlisted the aid of Nostrom and Warbrenger to cut her down. It will be an unprecedented slaughter. That same armada of warships will then turn on Nethic unless you do your duty and marry Spira. Bastionlis’ attack has provided us with a plausible excuse for delaying the wedding. But Thalonius won’t be so easily deterred. Nothing short of your marriage will halt his campaign to destroy us.”
“Perhaps you understate these allies of hers. After all, with their aid, Vaush has managed to elude the establishment forces thus far.”
Time slowed once again as Crausin’s hand shot out in suspended animation, moving toward Comron’s neck. Two more of the metal fasteners snapped off his left arm and his right leg. But Crausin was too enraged to notice.
Comron felt Crausin’s hand squeeze around his throat and watched in alarm as Crausin produced an ornate, red handled dagger. Comron recognized it as the same one Crausin’s mother had used to slice her wrist open when Crausin was a mere boy.
“Mention that bitch’s name one more time and I swear I’ll gouge your fucking eyes out!” He placed the tip of the blade at the corner of Comron’s right eye.
As if the glazed look of delirium wasn’t enough, Comron read Crausin’s emotions and knew that he fully intended to carry out that threat if provoked. Still the fundamental fear remained and Crausin was beyond desperate to rob Comron of his freedom and to keep him forever behind the bars of his gilded cage. If leaving Comron blind and mutilated would serve that purpose, so be it.
“Your fears are unwarranted, Crausin,” Comron spoke calmly as if there wasn’t a sharp blade at his eye or Crausin’s strangle hold on his throat. “I’d never abandon you. You’re my oath brother. We’ve made an oath of allegiance to one another, and I will honor it all the days of my life.”
“Liar!” Crausin pressed the blade against tender flesh. “You think I don’t know you’d go running after her the minute I turned my back. Not a fucking chance, Comron. After your wedding, you will never leave Castle Northridge again.”
Comron held his gaze, “So, I’ll be a prisoner there, just as you were all those years. How well you follow in your father’s footsteps. Well done, Edred.”
Crausin shook him by the neck, and a bit of blood trickled from the edge of Comron’s eye. “Had I been a treasonous lout, I would have deserved even worse!”
Crausin released Comron with a shove. “Enough of this,” he said and headed toward the door to call the guards in to take Comron into custody.
They were the elite contingent of the duke’s guard, all clad in body armor and carrying high-powered blast rifles. Each of them stood at least as tall as Comron and was highly trained in the art of lethal combat. He could have handled two or three with some effort, but he counted six of them. Obviously, Crausin didn’t want to leave the matter of their security to chance.
As they approached, Comron’s heart rate accelerated and time seemed to stretch out before him. With minimal effort, he snapped the remaining metal restraints from his arms and legs. Everything would come down to this moment. The next few seconds would determine whether he’d spend the rest of his life with Vaush or imprisoned in Castle Northridge.
When the first one reached out to release the bindings, his eyes widened as he realized they’d already been broken. Before he could sound an alarm, Comron’s arm shot out. He punched the man with enough strength to send him sprawling backward into the two guards nearest him. Mayhem ensued as Comron leapt up out of the chair and fell upon another guard. Before the man could respond, Comron secured his blast rifle and fired on two other guards scrambling for their weapons.
When one jumped him from behind, Comron rammed his elbow back and heard the crack of the man’s armor and his ribs. The other tried to wrestle back his rifle from Comron, but instead, Comron swung it upward catching him on the chin and snapping his head back. The last one tried to fire on Comron but he dropped to the ground with blinding speed, grabbed a knife sheathed on one of the fallen guard’s legs and stabbed the shooter in the thigh. When the man collapsed next to him, Comron drew the blade across his throat.
Crausin stood with mouth gaping, unable to form a word regarding the astounding spectacle he had just beheld.
Comron approached him and spoke calmly. “I’m not going back to Nethic … not yet.” In that moment, he felt the power shift from father to son. Never again would Crausin command him or use his authority to bend Comron to his will. Still, Comron wouldn’t abandon him, there was the matter of the oath but, more importantly, there was the matter of Crausin’s sanity. If Comron left him now, Crausin’s descent into madness would be complete and Nethic’s great shame would be exposed for the whole world to see. This left him with only two choices and, since the notion of patricide didn’t sit well with him, he made his decision.
“I’m going after Vaush, and you’re coming with me,” he said in a tone that brokered no discussion.
“W-what has happened to you?” Crausin said still in shock. “The way you moved … so fast. And your skin, the poisoned lesions? Only a highly skilled specialist could have repaired the damage so perfectly.”
Ignoring him, Comron walked toward the door and listened. “How many of Recaban’s men are out there?”
Crausin was at his side staring at him. Comron could feel him trying to probe his mind. He slammed the mental door in his face and Crausin staggered back. “What the hell is going on?”
Instinctively, he knew better than to share the truth about the Murkudahl essence with Crausin. It was his and Vaush’s secret alone, and he intended to keep it that way.
“Now is not the time,” he replied. “Now how many are out there?”
“I don’t know. Fifteen, maybe twenty.”
“Damn it.” Dispensing with the six Duke’s guards had been easy enough, but twenty armed men. How could he take them all while dragging Crausin along with him? He raked his hands through his hair as he tried to formulate a plan.
They both turned at the sudden commotion going on outside. All the yelling and shooting made Comron wonder if Thalonius had sent his men after him for interrogation. His body tensed as he prepared himself for the imminent attack. Endeavoring to size up the enemy, he eased the door open to peer outside and was stunned by what he saw.



CHAPTER 62
“How have I surrounded myself with such towering incompetence?” Thalonius ranted as he strode down the great hall flanked by his closest advisors. “They had her cornered, yet this band of riffraff stole her right from beneath their noses!”
“Your Majesty, it was a highly trained band of mercenaries—”
“Tell me something I haven’t already heard before,” Thalonius snapped. “Whom do they work for? Where did they come from?”
“There was a time when your father’s troops moved that way. I suspect it is someone with a very strong military background, based upon the precision and discipline with which they moved,” said his war counselor.
Thalonius looked at the gray, bristle-haired man. “You think that my army is defecting to the usurper’s side?”
“No, Your Grace,” he answered. “The members of your high command are fiercely loyal to you.”
“Fierce loyalty?” Thalonius pressed. “That’s the reason you believe they couldn’t be involved?”
“No, my lord,” said the counselor. “It’s because no one in your current regime trains their men to move the way those men did.” The commerce advisor was only pointing out what the war advisor failed to say. “There once was a time when the imperial troops inspired well-earned fear and respect. But now they have grown bloated and lazy, relying on their old reputation to maintain control throughout the system.”
Thalonius and his entourage ascended the main stairway of the Lion’s Palace. “My father’s day was a different time altogether. It was necessary for him to rule with an iron rod. In more peaceful times, one reaches for the staff for more gentle shepherding.”
“But others, namely house Dredfort, have filled the void. There are rumors that their military rivals the imperial forces.”
Thalonius turned to him. “You don’t think that Dredfort’s behind this, do you?”
“No, Your Grace. When it comes to long-term strategy, Dredfort is slow, deliberate, and plodding. This news of the girl sprang up only a week ago. They would produce a plan of action only after months of debate and introspection.”
“True, Jerand,” Thalonius conceded. “But they’ve been conspiring for our downfall for some time. They could be duly motivated by the prospect of marrying one of their brood to the girl if she were to reach the throne.”
“But, Sire, have they the gall to take such an initiative?” Jerand asked as they reached the landing. “Granted they would surely rush to throw one of their sons at her if she was to take the throne, but I cannot believe Dredfort is behind this bold move.”
Raising his hands, Thalonius shouted, “Then who is aiding the girl?”
The war advisor stepped up. “My lord, it will matter little once we throw the full fire power of the imperial military forces at her. We will cut her down and remove the threat once and for all.”
Thalonius stopped, causing his whole party to jumble together. “Pray that you do.” He turned to look at each of them. “Because if you fail and I lose my throne, I will have each and every one of your thick heads on a spike!”



CHAPTER 63
A small assault force was tearing through the Recaban’s hired hands like they were nothing. The precision and ferocity of the attack was mesmerizing. Projectiles crisscrossed the corridor, but the two-man team remained moving targets, all the while firing their weapons and leaping up to mortally strike down the enemy. In under a minute, there was no one left standing but the two strangers outfitted in full combat armor and heavy blast rifles. Awed, Comron wondered at their identity. They sure as hell weren’t Thalonius’ fighters.
Abruptly, he shut the door, locking it, unsure as to the stranger’s intentions. Just as he did, they called out to him. “Lord Comron Van Laven, we mean you no harm.”
Comron discerned no duplicity in their tone, but still caution was warranted. “Who are you?” He stood aside from the door in case they decided to shoot through it.
“We’ve been sent by Her Grace, the Honored Lady of Ti-Laros, to rescue you.”
Instantly, he sensed the truth of their words. The allies have consented to Vaush’s demand to come for me. Perhaps there is hope for an alliance after all.
He wanted to say as much to Crausin but he was too eager to go to Vaush and speak to the parties who’d taken her. He opened the door and walked out.
“Where is Vaush?” he asked, staring back at his reflection in their face visors. “Is she all right?”
“She’s safe with my men and doing quite well,” answered the taller one.
“Cap’n, we’re down to fifty-seven minutes. The commute alone will take forty-five of that,” said the other one, before hoisting a nasty looking blast rifle. He trained it on Crausin and a green light appeared on Crausin’s brow. “Is this one a problem?”
Comron moved between Crausin and the rifle’s line of sight. “I suggest you point that beast elsewhere.”
“Stand down, DeOrchis,” the captain said and DeOrchis promptly lowered his weapon. “We’re here for you. Let’s go.”
“I’ll go, but he’s coming with us,” he said hitching a thumb back at Crausin.
“I’m not going on this suicide mission,” Crausin staunchly replied.
Comron spun to face him. “I could always have them shoot you.” He heard DeOrchis hoist his weapon. “Stand down, DeOrchis,” he said over his shoulder.
“We need to move, Van Laven,” the captain stated.
“One second.” Comron grabbed Crausin’s arm and hustled him over to the side. “You owe me this.”
“What I owe you is a spot in front of a firing squad.”
“You’re my oath brother, sworn to walk by my side in my darkest hour. It doesn’t get much darker than this.”
“Someone has to think of Nethic. This is treason.”
“You have to trust me. If Vaush takes the imperial throne, Nethic rises with her.”
“Captain Yaeger, we’re running out of time,” DeOrchis said.
“This is me not abandoning you,” Comron said in a lower voice. “If you want my allegiance as a brother then earn it! Not by imprisoning me but by giving me yours. Come with me, Crausin.”
As Comron anticipated, the suggestion pulled at the very heart of their bond and Crausin was duly moved. “Comron, if we fail—”
Comron turned to Yaeger. “We’re ready to go.”
Behind his masked face, Yaeger looked from Comron to Crausin. “We can’t afford any trouble out there.”
“You won’t have any trouble from us,” Comron said, pushing passed them with Crausin in tow. “Let’s go.”
Recovering the lead, Yaeger led them into a stairwell. He tapped the side of his helmet, engaging infrared receptors. DeOrchis did the same while looking up.
“We’re clear. Let’s go,” Yaeger said.
Comron and Crausin followed them as they hurried down the stairs. “Are you with the imperial army?” Comron asked, wondering if there were still some powerful factions loyal to the late emperor’s will.
Yaeger kept moving. “No, not exactly.”
This disturbed Comron. Who else could possibly be orchestrating their escape? What did these people hope to gain by helping Vaush?
After rapidly descending five flights, they heard the doors crash open and shouting. Blast-fire rained down from above and shot up from below. The four of them kept advancing downward but clung to the walls.
“How close are we, DeOrchis?”
“Just one more flight, Cap’n.”
On the surface, it appeared to Comron that their enemies had managed to cut off their escape route, but he had a feeling the two in front of him had something up their sleeves.
They reached the next flight. DeOrchis tapped another button on his helmet and appeared to be staring at a solid wall. “This is it,” he announced. He tapped at the controls on his armband. There was a strange whirring noise and then Comron watched as a hole appeared in the wall. DeOrchis nimbly climbed through it. The captain motioned for Comron and Crausin to follow. Once on the other side, Comron realized that they’d climbed out onto the roof of the adjacent building. Looking back, he saw the captain coming out of the hole. DeOrchis tapped the controls again and the hole vanished. Just when Comron began to chalk it up to a simple holographic trick, the captain knocked his fist against the spot, hitting solid wall.
“We’re good,” he confirmed.
Comron looked from one man to the other. “How did you do that?”
DeOrchis seemed to be grinning. “Just another product of my imagination. They’ll assume we’ve gone back into the building through one of the doors in the stairwell. That’ll buy us a few minutes,” DeOrchis said as they ran over to the ledge. Peering down, they saw that the place was swarming with Recaban' and Thalonius’ forces. But all attention was intently fixed on the building they’d just left.
“Check the back door,” Yaeger ordered DeOrchis.
Immediately, DeOrchis ran to the opposite side of the building and looked down the five stories. “We’re surrounded,” he said hustling back over to them. “That didn’t take them long.”
“I think you’re really beginning to make them nervous,” Comron observed.
“You’ve abducted their duke, what did you think they’d do?” Crausin said.
Comron shot him a look and then crouched down with the others when a hovercraft passed directly over them. It shined its searchlight on the adjacent building.
“Time?” asked Yaeger.
“Forty-nine minutes,” DeOrchis responded.
“What happens in foty-nine minutes?” Comron asked.
“Our ride leaves,” DeOrchis answered.
Comron gave Yaeger a questioning look.
“I’ve ordered my men to leave with or without us. Our primary mission is to deliver Vaush to Novoxos.”
“Of course,” Comron said, then anxiously, “Why is she still on Anchorii?”
“Our carrier will only touch down at the specified time. It was too dangerous to keep it on the ground.” Yaeger turned to DeOrchis. “You ready with our diversion?”
“Yes, sir,” he said. Again, his finger tapped at the controls on his armband. “Fire in the hole.”
All of a sudden, a series of explosions went off in several strategic positions below. Total pandemonium broke out as the leaders tried to figure out the source of the random explosions. The captain motioned for them to move off. They sprinted toward the back of the building. Sheldon and DeOrchis pulled out their utility belts and leapt over the side of the wall.
“Use this and follow us down on my cable,” he tossed Comron a spare utility belt. “I wasn’t expecting two passengers. You’ll have to make do.”
“We’ll manage,” he said, fastening the belt around his waist. Yaeger and DeOrchis hopped over the wall and began their descent.
“Come on,” Comron said to Crausin. “I’ll lower us down.”
“Comron, listen to reason, this isn’t going to work. Those are our men out their searching for us. We should—”
“Hold on,” Comron said, grabbing hold of Crausin while securing his grip on the rope. Effortlessly, he leapt over the side with him and allowed the winch to lower them to the ground where Yaeger and DeOrchis waited.
As soon as he reached the bottom, Yaeger disengaged the hooks and reeled in the cable. Moving with great stealth, they crept in the shadows around the corner of the building, ducking behind a large dumpster. They froze in place as a band of soldiers came running around the corner with searchlights scanning the alley. Comron began wondering how much time had passed. He wanted Vaush to get away as soon as possible, but had no desire to be stranded here with half of Anchorii hunting them.
“How do we get out of here?”
“In this,” Captain Yaeger said, slapping the side of the dumpster. “We’re clear, DeOrchis.”
The dumpster began morphing before Comron’s eyes, transforming into a lethal-looking armored vehicle. “Who the hell are you working for?” he asked, knowing that such technology was only available to the upper echelons of the imperial military.
The door slid open, and the four men deftly climbed into the tank. Yaeger jumped into the driver’s seat and fired the engines. DeOrchis slid into the tactical station, manning the weapons system. Comron sat in the co-pilot’s chair and motioned for Crausin to take one of the passenger seats. The tank sped down the back alley, mowing down anything in its path.
“We’ve got exactly forty-five minutes, Cap’n.”
Comron quickly scanned the controls before him, familiarizing himself with the schematics. The alley ended several blocks away from the skirmish. With no other choice, they had to break out onto the main road. For a brief time, the ride was fairly uneventful. But then the tank shook from a thunderous explosion.
“I think they’ve found us.” Yaeger glanced back at DeOrchis. “Let ’em know we see them too.”
“I’m on it!” DeOrchis answered before letting loose missile fire. “Direct hit, sir!”
“Switching to stealth mode,” Yaeger said.
“Shields activated,” DeOrchis responded.
Comron was pressed back into his seat as the vessel quickly accelerated. “We’re invisible to their sensors?”
“Yes, they can see us, but their weapons system will not be able to read us. That should take something off their accuracy.”
“All this technology, it isn’t exactly on the market for retail consumption, is it?”
Yaeger said nothing and, with his face shielded, Comron couldn’t easily read him.
“So, who picks up the tab for all these expensive toys?” And, more importantly, what would they want in return for aiding Vaush?
Yaeger turned the vehicle sharply, taking them off-road. Getting jostled about, Comron fastened his harness and advised Crausin to do the same.
“We’ve got to shake these birds, DeOrchis. We can’t bring all this heat down on the landing site.”
“I’m taking them down.”
Yaeger spared a glance at Comron. “You any good at navigation? This terrain is going to be pretty tricky.”
“I’ll do what I can,” Comron said, studying the foreign controls.
Yaeger leaned over and tapped at the nav-system controls. A three dimensional map appeared. He pointed to a red blinking dot. “That’s us.” Yaeger abruptly turned his attention back to the makeshift road. “Hold on!” he yelled just before they went airborne. Comron gripped the dashboard and the handle above his head. They landed hard, flipping head over heels, finally settling at an upside-down angle. The tank extended stabilizing arms to right itself. Once they were corrected, they were quickly underway.
“That’s exactly what I’d like you to keep an eye out for,” Yaeger told Comron. “We’re moving pretty fast, and that kind of stuff will come up out of nowhere.”
“No shite,” Comron replied as his eyes rapidly scanned the schematics.
“Don’t worry,” Yaeger said, seeing the grimace on his face. “This is the best way to lose the ground pursuit.”
“I can see why,” he observed. “Look at this.” He pointed at the map. “We’re going to hit another gorge in thirty seconds, but there’s a bridge ten degrees south.”
“Adjusting latitude,” Yaeger responded. “Status on the bridge condition?”
Comron touched the screen, surprised at how intuitive the operation seemed. “Several distress and decay spots along the structure,” he reported. “But we don’t have a choice; the gorge is seven hundred feet deep.”
“Great, we’re coming up on it now.”
The structure was ancient, covered in rust and vegetation. It creaked loudly as the tank crept out over it. Comron tensed as he gazed over the side of the narrow bridge. That was a drop he didn’t care to make.
“Only thirty-five more minutes,” DeOrchis announced.
Yaeger sped up the pace a bit. At this rate, they’d make it across in one more minute. “We’ve got incoming!” DeOrchis yelled. Just then, they heard the deafening roar of jets flying overhead.
“Buy us some time,” Yaeger barked, “We’re almost there!”
An explosion from above shook the bridge.
“A little close, DeOrchis,” Yaeger said as he strained to steer the tank.
“Sorry, Cap’n, they’re coming in fast!
Comron glimpsed the end of the bridge, his heart pounding as the fighter jets continued firing at them, rocking the tank.
Two more explosions in the sky bore witness to DeOrchis’ tactical prowess. Within seconds, they’d reach the other side. Comron started to breathe a sigh of relief when suddenly a blinding flash of light accompanied by an earsplitting boom ripped the end of the bridge away. Instantly, the tank was hurled back and over the side of the bridge, plunging downward into the ravine.
Comron fought for control as certain death loomed before them. He thought of Vaush, feeling some comfort that she would safely reach Novoxos. He glanced back at Crausin who stared back with a hint of serenity on his face—he was dying at his brother’s side having fulfilled his oath. But Comron thought of the life that would never be with Vaush and the child they’d raise—the future emperor of the Sellusion Empire.
In all the turmoil, he saw Yaeger’s hands flying adroitly over the controls. For a moment Comron thought he was experiencing the impact of the ravine floor as they were violently jerked to a halt, then banged against an unyielding surface. It took a couple of seconds for the realization to set in. Somehow, Yaeger had managed to keep his head and fire grappling hooks deep into the side of the ravine wall. Attached to strong cables, the tank lay suspended against the rocky walls.
“DeOrchis, you still in one piece?” the captain asked.
“Barely, but I’ll survive,” he said in a tone that told Sheldon he wasn’t seriously injured. “We’re down to thirty minutes, sir.”
Yaeger turned his attention to Comron and Crausin.
“We’re fine,” Comron replied before he could ask.
Yaeger nodded then activated the winch to begin pulling them up.
“Is thirty minutes enough time?” Comron asked skeptically.
“We sure as hell are going to try,” Yaeger said, exuding confidence. “I’ve been in worse scrapes than this before.”
Comron looked at him in amazement. Yaeger was a natural born tactical leader. His confidence and casual attitude with his men would endear them to him. His courage under fire would win their admiration and awe. His ability to keep cool under extreme pressure would keep them alive. He was definitely a man you wanted on your side.
“Who are you?” Comron asked.
“I’m Captain Sheldon Yaeger,” he replied, keeping his eye on the winch. “You getting anything on the scanners?”
“No, sir,” replied DeOrchis. “I took the last bird down right after he hit the bridge.”
“This little excursion is going to cost us. We’ll have to do double time once we hit the top.”
“Yes, sir.”
Yaeger whipped his helmet off. “This is starting to get in the way,” he muttered. He turned off the winch when they reached the grappling hooks. “Give me the claws, DeOrchis.”
Comron felt the tank rock about as four huge crab-like claws extended from above the treads and stabbed into the cliff wall. Sheldon released the grappling hooks and then shot it a hundred feet up the cliff side. Once he was sure of the anchor, he ordered the crab claws to be retracted. Once again the winch began pulling them up.
Comron took his eyes off the schematic and watched Sheldon. The captain couldn’t have been much older than himself. He had a high, slightly aristocratic brow, pensive grey eyes, a slight crook in the nose, and a stern mouth. His military cut was not as severe as most; it allowed for style while maintaining the discipline of his trade. His looks were not striking, but he’d likely command his fair share of female admirers.
His talent for improvisation and initiative told Comron that he was not part of an orthodox military unit. He and his men were independents, choosing for whom and when they worked. Still these were not common mercenaries; these were not men corrupted by greed. He sensed honor and purpose within them. Again, he considered all the expensive gadgets he’d witnessed. Whoever supported them obviously had deep pockets.
What would they demand of Vaush?
“Rescuing me wasn’t part of your original mission. How is it that you’re here now?” Comron asked.
“Let’s just say the Lady Vaush was quite adamant that we return for you,” Yaeger replied.
“You’re risking the mission and your lives just to appease her?” Comron asked.
Yaeger hesitated for a moment and then confessed, “I’m the one who forced her to leave you in the first place.” He glanced at Comron and shook his head. “But I swear, all of our readings indicated that you were dead, and we had to move quickly.”
Comron exchanged glances with Crausin who listened intently.
“Obviously, I wasn’t dead.” When Yaeger started to dispute the issue, Comron held up his hand. “No matter, Vaush was the mission not me,” he said with a twinge of resentment over this man stealing away with his wife, while leaving him to die.
“She’s a strong one,” DeOrchis chimed in from the tactical station. “It took four of us to keep her from going after you.”
Sheldon shot him a look, and DeOrchis turned back to his scanners.
“That was the deal,” Sheldon explained. “Her grace would remain safe in our custody, if we agreed to retrieve you.”
Comron considered this. He knew how determined Vaush could be under normal circumstances. He could just imagine what she was like hopped up on Murkudahl essence. But these were highly skilled, combat soldiers. Surely, they could have subdued one woman and taken her on to Novoxos without cutting any deals?
Comron’s gaze hardened as Yaeger looked over the schematics.
“Do your superiors know that you returned for my son?” The question came from Crausin.
Yaeger’ eyes narrowed a hair and his fingers hesitated a split second over the keys. “No,” he said in a clipped tone.
Crausin shook his head, “Then this is an unauthorized mission that will likely land you in hot water.”
And there it was—not only was the mission unsanctioned, his superiors would probably have Yaeger’s hide for it when they found out. So much for the hope of a possible alliance between them and House Van Laven.
Comron felt Crausin’s voice crawling around in his mind. He could hear his words so clearly, it was astounding. Yaeger has pulled this move with only one objective in mind—making an indelible impression on the future empress. Given that this man hasn’t an ounce of political ambition in him, there is only one other reason why he’d put himself on the line this way. This man wants your woman!
Comron’s blood began to boil and a quiet rage began rising in him. How evident it had become. Yaeger made the dramatic gesture of rescuing him to earn Vaush’s good graces, only to have Comron cast off the moment his superiors discovered what Yaeger had done. He’d still come off looking like the hero on hand to comfort Vaush in her distraught state.
Comron glared intensely at him, trembling with violent intent.
As if feeling the weight of his stare, Yaeger looked at Comron. “Is something wrong?”
Comron took a deep breath and shook his head. What is wrong with me? Yaeger wasn’t the first man to be enamored with Vaush, and he certainly wasn’t going to be the last. Was he going to go around beating the life out of anyone who looked at her? She was a breathtakingly beautiful woman who was about to become the most powerful person in the known empire—he’d better learn to cope with his feelings of jealousy or else he’d go mad.
We are constant, our bond eternal.
He shut Crausin’s voice out and repeated the mantra in his head until his pulse normalized and his breathing steadied. He turned his attention to the schematics and studied them until they reached the top and the powerful claws pulled them up onto level ground.
Comron turned to DeOrchis. “How are we doing on time?”
“We’re down to thirteen minutes, sir.”
Yaeger floored the engines, thrusting them all back into their seats. “Just pray we have no more distractions,” he added.
A voice came over the com system. “Captain Yaeger, do you read? I repeat, Captain Yaeger, do you read?”
“Yes, I’m here, Lepkin,” Yaeger responded, clearly annoyed. “You were told to maintain radio silence. We can’t risk giving away our location.”
“We scrambled the transmission. We can’t be traced,” Lepkin assured him. “Were you successful?”
“Yes.” He glanced at Comron. “We have Lord Van Laven … and his father.”
“Comron!” Vaush cried joyfully. “Comron, you’re all right. You’re safe.”
“Yes, Vaush, I’m fine,” he responded, lightening at the sound of her voice.
“Oh, thank God,” her voice trembled. “I was afraid it didn’t work. I—”
“No, it worked fine,” he said, cutting her off before she could say a word about the essence. “Listen, no matter what happens next, you must go with them to Novoxos. No more deals, no more delays.”
“Yes, yes. Fine.” He could hear the smile in her voice. “Just get here as soon as you can, I need you here with me.”
“I know, love, I know,” he said and glanced at Crausin, pleased that he could hear the great affection in Vaush’s voice. “We’re doing our best to get to you.”
“Well, do better,” she said facetiously. “Oh, and Captain Yaeger?”
“Yes, my lady.”
“You and DeOrchis, you have my eternal gratitude. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”
Comron noticed the hitch in Yaeger’s breathing and the subtle rush of blood to his face.
“Repayment isn’t necessary, my Lady, we’re just doing our duty.” He cleared his throat. “Now, scrambled or not, we’d better drop off the line. Remember Lepkin, you leave with or without us. I anticipate that we’ll arrive in time, but I will not contact you again.”
“Yes, Cap’n,” Lepkin replied heartily, “when you’re here we’ll know it.”
“Yaeger out.” He turned only to confront Comron’s icy stare.
“Whom do you work for?” Comron demanded.
“That information is confidential. My commander has reserved the right to make his own introduction.”
“Will he be aboard the transport?”
“No, I don’t believe he’d risk himself that way.”
“Ah, so he’s not only the financier, he’s also the brains of your operation.”
The insult wasn’t lost on Yaeger. “Does his lordship have a point?”
Why am I antagonizing the man who can reunite me with Vaush? This was the second time today his feelings for Vaush had caused him to act irrationally. Was this who he was when he was in love or was it the essence playing havoc with his mind? “Forget it,” he said, waving Yaeger off.
“Yeah …,” Yaeger glanced back at DeOrchis. “You’re sure we’re clear. We can’t risk bringing anyone to the nest.”
“We appear to be,” he said hesitantly, “but I’m getting some strange readings, Cap’n.”
“I am too,” Comron announced. “There are some anomalies on the map here,” he pointed at some blurry patches. “There are some sort of large objects in the forest just ahead, but the computer is having difficulty reading them.”
“DeOrchis, I need more information!” Yaeger commanded.
“Sir, we’re being jammed, somebody’s out there!”
Suddenly, three large Nethicaen ships rose above the treetops. Within ten minutes of the liftoff site, it was very possible the ships would locate Vaush before she left for Novoxos.
He swiveled his chair around to Crausin. “Order them to break off their pursuit!”
“Really, Comron?” Crausin answered. “And what if Thalonius is monitoring our communications? How does that make Nethic look?”
“Listen,” Yaeger said, “They believe you’re our hostage, so let’s play on that.”
“Right, we hedge our bets that way,” Comron said, “DeOrchis, where’s that beast of a blast rifle?” When he saw Crausin’s alarmed expression, he added, “Frithe’s gates, it’s just for show.”
DeOrchis was front and center with the blast rifle. He appeared only slightly apologetic as he placed the muzzle to Crausin’s head. Yaeger instructed Crausin as to what to say and then opened a channel to the Nethicaen command ship.
Comron tensed as he sensed some level of ambiguity in Crausin. He could either comply or call down holy fire on Vaush’s transport. Please, Crausin, this is our only way out of this where our bond remains intact. It’s the only way we grow stronger. Stay with me on this, please.
“I’ve got General Brigune on the line,” Yaeger said.
Crausin stared evenly at Comron and gave a reluctant nod.
“Switching on visual,” Yaeger said and pointed at Crausin.
“Your Grace!” General Brigune said, “Are you all right?”
“Order your men to stand down and break off the pursuit.”
“Sire ….”
DeOrchis nudged Crausin’s head with the muzzle. “Do it or they’ll kill me!”
“What of Prince Comron?”
Yaeger quickly placed a blast gun to Comron’s temple.
“They’ll kill us both!” Crausin exclaimed with as much passion as he could muster. “But they’re willing to negotiate our release if you let them go in peace.”
They all looked at Crausin. What are you doing?
“They’ll provide the coordinates for the exchange. We’ll meet there in fifteen minutes.”
They all breathed a collective sigh of relief when they realized what Crausin had done. He’d bought Vaush the time she needed to escape to Novoxos all the while maintaining their innocence in the matter.
“Awaiting coordinates, Sire,” Brigune said.
“Coming right up.” Yaeger turned to the com station and tapped in the fictitious coordinates.
“We have the coordinates.”
“Very good,” Crausin glanced at his wrist chronometer. “Meet us there at 1900 hours.”
“We’ll be there, Sire.”
Yaeger cut the link and smirked. “Thanks to you, Lady Vaush should be safely on her way to Novoxos any second now.”
Crausin snorted. “She’s escaped the fire only to leap into an inferno. She’ll never make Novoxos.”
“Oh, you’re referring to the gathering attack force in the Prienek sector,” Yaeger said offhandedly. “We’re prepared for what awaits us there.”
Crausin folded his arms across his chest. “Perhaps you overestimate your chances.”
“Twenty of us descended and rescued the Lady Vaush from the combined forces of Thalonius, Recaban, and Nethic. You ever stop to think that maybe you’re underestimating us?”
“Don’t get cocky, Yaeger,” Comron said defensively. “I’m the one who kept her hidden away for safekeeping. Where were you when the Sorrel fighters took down our ship or when we nearly froze to death? Where were you when we fought off Recaban and the Nethicaen forces? Not to mention—”
“Gentlemen, gentlemen,” DeOrchis piped up, “Whip ’em out later but, for right now, we’ve got a bigger problem. We don’t have a ship to take us off this rock and when the Nethicaens figure out our little ruse here … well, they’re not going to be happy.”
“It was no ruse,” Crausin said and looked at Comron. “I’ve gone as far as I’ll go. We’re going to meet General Brigune at those coordinates and then I’m leaving with them.”
The disappointment Comron felt over Crausin’s words left him dismayed. He’d hoped against all odds that their relationship had taken a new turn. “Crausin, why?”
“Because Thalonius is watching and, in order to save Nethic, we can’t appear to be co-conspirators.”
“I’m not going back. I have to see this thing through.”
“Yes, I know that now. But we’ve got to hedge our bets here. One of us has to stay behind to protect Nethic.” He looked at Yaeger. “Just tell them that you don’t trust us and that you’re going to continue to hold one of us as hostage until you’re safely underway.”
Yaeger nodded. “Sounds plausible.”
“I’m done trying to convince you of the folly of this course, but I still pray you come home safely.”
Something ugly flashed before Comron, and he knew Crausin would never surrender so easily. What did he really have in store? Once in control of a planetary battleship, did he plan to turn the guns on this tank and insist Comron leave with him?
Disheartened by the prospect, Comron came up with a new plan. “DeOrchis is correct, we need a ship. I suggest we take one of theirs.”
Yaeger raised a brow, his curiosity clearly piqued. “I’m listening.”
“The only way to get them to drop their guard is to make them believe that we’ve turned the tables on you and now you’re our prisoners.”
“No,” Yaeger adamantly objected, “We cannot risk being captured. They’ll use us to find Vaush.”
“So we don’t give them the opportunity. We’ll strike fast.”
Yaeger shook his head. “We don’t know the ships layout or complement. There’s too many variables and unknowns.” He hitched a thumb at DeOrchis, “We’re good, but not that good.”
“But I know all that information. If we take over the bridge, we take over the ship.”
“Once again,” he said impatiently, “if I had my whole team—”
“The three of us can do this!”
Yaeger cast a disparaging look at Comron. “With all due respect, my lord … I hardly think you—”
In a blur of motion, Comron dashed behind Yaeger, relieved him of his side arm, dropped him to his knees, and secured him about the neck.
“Now,” Comron said, pressing the muzzle of the blaster to his head, “you were saying?”
“Damn,” DeOrchis said as if duly impressed, recognizing this as a mere display of Lord Comron’s abilities.
“All right.” Yaeger said, tapping Comron’s arm. “You made your point.”
Immediately, Comron released him, flipped the blaster around, and handed it back to Yaeger.
The captain sprang to his feet and leveled his weapon at Comron’s head. DeOrchis watched as the two men stood toe to toe, neither one flinching or backing down.
“Two things,” Yaeger said in a deadly tone. “First, we’ll try your plan, because we need a ship to get the hell off this frozen dirt pile. And, second, if you ever pull some shite like that again,” his gray eyes narrowed, “I will end you.”
Despite “taking” him just seconds earlier, Comron discerned that repeating the task wouldn’t be nearly so easy. Furthermore, finding common ground was far more productive than continuing the pissing match. “I think we understand each other, Captain.”
Recalling himself and the mission, Yaeger holstered his blaster. “Don’t just stand there gawking, DeOrchis. See if you can get some tactical readings on the ship. Van Laven, tell me everything you know.”



CHAPTER 64
“So you’re planning to kidnap me?” Crausin said.
“Turnabout is fair-play,” Comron retorted. Let Crausin think what he liked, they needed a ship, and he couldn’t afford to leave Crausin on his own. His abandonment issues aside, leaving him to self-destruct was not an option.
“So you officially don’t give a damn about Nethic,” Crausin snapped.
“To the contrary, I intend to make Nethic the financial capital of the Sellusion Empire with our first client being Empress Vaush Hrollaugr.”
“You’re out of your bleeding mind, Comron. It’s never going to happen, and Nethic will pay the price for your unmitigated gall.”
“Ach!” Yaeger exclaimed, “Could we focus on the task at hand? We’ll reach the rendezvous point in under a minute. Is he going to be a problem?”
“No,” Comron said adamantly, staring Crausin down. “We’re going to proceed with the plan and he’s not going to foul it up because he knows it would lead to the complete ruin of Nethic.” If you betray me, if you botch this operation, I will NEVER return to Nethic.
“Are you on board Your Highness?” Yaeger asked, glancing back at Crausin.
Crausin’s eyes remained fixed upon Comron. “On board and strapped in tight.”
“Then we’re a go. But if you try anything cute, I’ll put a hole the size of Draken Four through your aristocratic skull.”
“I’ll bear that in mind,” Crausin said through tight lips.
“There’s the transport up ahead,” DeOrchis announced from the ops station. “Time to move into place.” He reached into a duffle bag and retrieved two sets of handcuffs. “Break-away cuffs, just in case they screw us on this.” He glanced at Crausin. “No offense, just being cautious.”
“You’ll need to lose all that expensive body armor too,” Comron said, “They’ll never believe you don’t have a thousand weapons tucked away in there.”
DeOrchis brought the tank to a full stop about fifty meters south of the Nethicaen transport waiting to take them to the Valiant. Yaeger and DeOrchis rose and began decoupling their body armor. Once stripped down to light-weave body suits, they allowed Comron to bind their hands before them.
“This had better work, Van Laven,” Yaeger said.
“Look, I need you alive to take me to Vaush,” Comron said. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you before that.” He turned to Crausin and back-handed him hard.
“What the hell!” Crausin exclaimed, holding the side of his face.
“We need to make it look as if there was some sort of struggle,” Comron replied and pointed to his rapidly healing bruised face. “You gave me mine earlier today, remember?” He hefted DeOrchis’ blast rifle into Crausin’s arm and took up Yaeger’s. “You lead, our prisoners will follow. I’ll bring up the rear. Just stick to the script, Crausin.” Our future depends on this.
Crausin’s gaze lingered on him a moment longer before he hit the control panel. The heavy door lifted out of the way and the short ramp extended to the frozen ground. Across the distance, General Brigune waited with a squad of twenty soldiers. It took them only a few seconds to discern the pleasant turn of events, and soon they were moving to close the distance to apprehend the prisoners.
“Your Grace,” General Brigune said, his eyes never leaving the prisoners. “This is most unexpected.”
“Take them to the brig,” Crausin said to General Brigune. “Then we’ll hand them over to Thalonius for questioning.”
“Yes, Sire,” Brigune motioned for his men to fall into formation around Yaeger and DeOrchis. They all marched across the distance and entered the transport. During the short trip back to the orbiting Valiant, Comron never took his eyes off Crausin. The residual ambivalence he felt in him left him uneasy.
I won’t ever forget the loyalty you’ve shown me here. I will do the same in return. I swear it. He reassured Crausin reminding him what there was to be gained and what there was to be lost.
When they docked in the Valiant without incident, Comron breathed a small sigh of relief. It had been a couple of years since Comron had been aboard a midrange battleship. Even then, it was only to christen the newly commissioned fleet. Fortunately, it was much as he had remembered it.
As they made their way down, Comron virtually vibrated from the essence coursing through his system. His head throbbed as the pressure to act built. His gaze fell to Crausin who walked ahead alongside Brigune. From the set of his shoulders, he knew Crausin had come to a resolve but which side he fell on remained a mystery.
They neared the final passage before the brig. The pneumatic doors opened, letting them enter. Immediately Comron saw the display of weaponry on the walls, just as he had described to Yaeger. He glanced back at Yaeger who blinked once in acknowledgement. When Comron turned back, he felt the sudden surge of emotion rise in Crausin and knew he couldn’t afford to wait to see which side Crausin had chosen.
He shoved Crausin out of the way and chopped the commander on the neck, dropping him instantly. Before anyone could react, he grabbed one of the spurs off the wall and hurled it at the door control, locking it shut. Havoc erupted as the guards realized that they were being ambushed. Comron’s fist connected with the head of the forward guard while his boot simultaneously landed in the gut of the other, hitting both so hard they flew into the walls.
Free of their cuffs, Yaeger and DeOrchis wasted no time, turning their bodies into highly efficient lethal weapons. When Comron caught one of the guards drawing his rifle, he launched into the air, his foot landing square in the guard’s chest, crushing it. Before he landed, he twisted, kicking another guard clean in the neck. He pulled two long jagged blades off the wall and made quick work of the remaining guards before they could fire a single warning to alert the rest of the crew.
In under thirty seconds, the four men were the only ones left standing. Yaeger and DeOrchis stared wide-eyed at Comron, astonished at what they had witnessed. But there would be time for questions later; right now, they had to stay focused on the business at hand.
“Which way to the bridge, Your Deadliness?” Yaeger said, glancing at the bloody swords in Comron’s hands. “Your own men too.”
“It’s what will happen to anyone who tries to stand between me and Vaush,” he said pointedly at Yaeger, then glanced at Crausin in the corner. “Let’s go take the ship.”



CHAPTER 65
The armed guards escorted Vaush down the corridors of the old battle cruiser named the Emperor’s Majesty. She couldn’t help but notice the imperial insignia and red lion sigil that she saw in various places along the way. Yet the insignia seemed to be outdated, as if this ship was an older model from the imperial fleet. Were the ships stolen from the shipyards or purchased as mementos?
Her head swam with questions. Who would risk coming to their aid? What could they possibly have to gain? Whose political agenda were they serving and what would they ask of her in return?
They finally came to a halt before double doors. Lepkin tapped a door signal and a voice came over the intercom.
“State your business.”
“It’s Lepkin. The Honored Lady of Ti-Laros is here to see you.”
The doors immediately parted and the two guards inside beckoned them forward. Vaush steeled her nerves and entered the room. In the center of the room was a long oblong table and standing at the other end of it in the dim lights was a uniformed man with his back to her, as he gazed out at the stars through the large window. Vaush stood in silence until he slowly turned around to face his audience.
The first thing Vaush noticed was that he was dressed in a military uniform dating back to the same age as the vessel. It was the uniform of a high-ranking official—one of the legendary Generals Elite to be exact. He was an older gentleman, though there was a distinct air of vitality in his stance. In his pensive, dark brown eyes, she saw something vaguely familiar, though for the life of her, she could not place it. His complexion was dark, like her adoptive father Larrs. He had a tall slender frame, and she imagined that in his younger days he had been a handsome man. The way the soldiers stood at attention told her that he commanded a great deal of respect and obedience.
“So, you are Vaush Bastionli, rightful Ruler of the Sellusion Empire,” he said beaming with pride and admiration, leaving Vaush more confused than ever.
“That’s what they tell me, but I’m still getting accustomed to the idea,” she said casually waiting for him to reveal his identity. She took a step forward and added, “Sir, you have me at a distinct disadvantage. You know who I am, but I don’t know who you are.”
“Don’t you?” With nothing more than a hand signal, he dismissed the guards from the room.
He walked over to the table and gestured for her to have a seat. “I think this may help explain things to you.” He reached into his pocket and removed a gold oval-shaped locket. He leaned across the table and dropped the locket into her outstretched hand. She turned the locket over for a moment before opening it. There was a picture of a lovely woman not much older than Vaush. It was apparent that the picture was probably taken a couple of decades ago. Slowly, Vaush began to notice the slight resemblance … to herself!
Before she asked the question, she already knew the answer. “Who is she?”
The man was silent.
“It’s Skylar Payce Erlacher,” Vaush said evenly. “My deceased mother.”
The man seemed to swallow a lump in his throat, and his voice was filled with distant melancholy. “Yes … that was your mother.”
Vaush stared at the woman a few seconds longer before she lifted her eyes to him. “That uniform, this ship, the pride in your voice when speaking of me and the sadness when speaking of Skylar,” she smiled wanly. “You’re none other than General Erlacher, which would make you my grandfather.”
His eyes were filled with such sorrow and loss. “Hello, granddaughter. Welcome home.”
“I … I’m a little confused,” she said staring back at his watery eyes. “I was under the impression that you died shortly after … losing Skylar.”
“In a sense, I did die after losing your mother. I went through a period of deep depression and despair. I resigned my position as one of the emperor’s Generals Elite and tried to drown myself in a thousand bottles. You see, I had failed her. I failed to protect her and keep her safe.” He took a moment to gather himself. “When I finally pulled it together , I resurfaced as the Earl de Qilar, a glorified gun for hire.”
Vaush looked around. “From what I’ve seen of your operation, the Earl de Qilar has done quite well for himself. Very well.” She gave him a pensive look as the next thought occurred. “Why have you waited until now to contact me? Why not come for me sooner?”
“Dear child,” he replied with deep emotion. “If only I’d known that you survived. If only I’d known that Bastionli monster kept Skylar alive long enough to give birth to you.”
The power of the revelation hit her. “You mean, you’ve only recently learned of my existence?”
“Yes,” he said anxiously. “Two weeks ago, the Murkudahl woman, Chaiyse, came to me and told me everything. That was the day that I learned my daughter had lived long enough to bear her child.” His eyes glistened and he smiled warmly. “I can’t tell you how much it has meant to me to learn that you were alive, that a piece of Skylar had survived.”
Deeply moved by his emotion, she replied in kind, “And I am equally pleased to learn that I still have a link to my mother, to learn that I still have family in this world.”
Unable to contain his feelings, he went to her and she rose from the chair to meet his embrace.
“Vaush, Vaush, I am so sorry that it took me this long to find you. I had no idea, I swear, I didn’t, sweet child.”
“You found me in time,” she said and lifted her head from his shoulder. “That’s all that matters now.” It was only then that she truly breathed a sigh of relief. How pleased Comron would be to hear that there was no grand conspiracy, that the mysterious ally was motivated by grandfatherly love … and a powerful need to avenge his daughter’s death.
“I look forward to making up for all the lost time and getting to know one another. But first, there is the business of getting you to Novoxos.” He handed her a handkerchief; they both wiped their eyes.
“The Earl de Qilar seems to have a penchant for military memorabilia,” she observed. “You practically own a fleet of imperial battle cruisers.”
He nodded. “Being an ex-Generals Elite does have its privileges.” A look of concern came over him.
“Something’s troubling you. What is it?” she asked.
He looked at her with mild surprise. “Skylar could always do that, quickly read my moods.” He clasped his hands behind his back, assuming a more serious manner. “I’m very worried about Captain Yaeger. He is one of my finest officers.”
“Oh,” Vaush said, her face suddenly burning with guilt. “I’m afraid it’s my fault that he’s in danger.”
“Yaeger is a grown man and a disciplined soldier,” he replied curtly. “If he’s out there, the fault is his alone.”
“But I pressed him to do it. Do you know my reasons?” she asked, wanting to justify her request.
He nodded grimly.
“But you don’t feel it was worth the risk?” she asked tentatively.
He stared at her compassionately and then answered. “You must understand. Yaeger isn’t just one of my finest officers. He’s been the closest thing I’ve had to a son.”
Her guilt was compounded. “I’m so sorry. I was blinded by my own grief. I just couldn’t see my way without Comron.”
He nodded and sighed. “As I said, you didn’t force him to do anything against his will. All we can do now is pray that they’ll make it back safely.”
“Can’t you spare one ship to go back and help them?” she entreated.
“I won’t compromise our mission. I failed my daughter once; I won’t fail you too.”
She sat back in her chair, feeling dejected as she stared at the tabletop. Leaving Anchorii without Comron had been difficult, but she’d given her word.
“Don’t despair, my dear,” he said, smiling encouragingly. “If anyone can get them out of this alive, it’s Captain Yaeger. Let’s keep faith, shall we?”
She forced a smile in return. “I suspected as much.”
Just then, the door chimed.
“Yes.”
“Lepkin, sir.”
“Come in.”
From the look on Lepkin’s face, Vaush knew there was bad news.
“Sir, our sensors just picked up a fleet of Nethicaen battleships on an intercept course to Novoxos. Thalonius’ ranks keep swelling, the markings of Venarch and Keizher have been observed along with Nostrom and Warbrenger. They outnumber us six to one.”
“What is their ETA?” Erlacher asked, now in full military mode.
“We will intercept in just under two hours.”
“Good, all is proceeding according to schedule. Begin the alpha sequence.”
“Aye, sir.”
Erlacher turned to his granddaughter, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Don’t look so discouraged. This old dog still has a few tricks up his sleeve.”
She smiled faintly.
“There is one thing that I’m quite curious about,” he said with a distinct look of disapproval. “Your adoptive house and Van Laven are sworn enemies of the highest degree. How is it that you came to be so intimately acquainted with Lord Comron, Crown Prince of Nethic?”
She squared her shoulders. “I presume you’re aware of the Patheis incident.”
“Yes, I was able to dig beneath the publicized version of that event.”
“Then you must already know how it is that we became intimately acquainted,” she answered wondering what he was truly fishing for.
He shook his head. “I can certainly understand putting aside your differences under those trying circumstances but, forgive me for being forward, I’m under the impression that your relationship goes deeper than mutual toleration. Did this development occur before or after he learned of your true identity?” he asked with a raised brow.
Her expression fell and her tone was suddenly icy, “We fell in love on Patheis when he still believed I was the daughter of the man he loathed. And when he learned my true parentage, he risked his life to remove me from the line of fire. For all intents and purposes, he gave his life to save mine. So forgive me if I get a little defensive when you call his motives into question.”
He bowed his head. “Forgive me, but I had to ask with so much at stake. Especially after I had him investigated—”
“You did what?” she exclaimed.
“Vaush, everyone and their mother are going to want a piece of you once news gets out of who you are. The timing of Comron’s involvement with you was highly suspect. I had to wonder if he was working some political agenda.”
“Political agenda? Listen, grandfather, Comron is a permanent, inextricable part of my life. So whatever concerns or reservations you have about him, you need to get over them.”
He closed his eyes and sighed. “I thought you’d say something like that.”
Her frown deepened. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?”
“Vaush, dear,” he said in a soothing tone. “This really isn’t the proper time to get into this. But you need to understand that as empress, you will have to place the needs of the empire ahead of your own.” He patted her shoulder. “Just bear that in mind. Meanwhile, I have a major battle to prepare for.”



CHAPTER 66
With the Valiant firmly in their hands, Captain Yaeger laid in a course to rendezvous with the Emperor’s Majesty. Comron managed the ops station shutting down all ship’s communications and monitoring its activities to assure himself that there would be no interruptions on the bridge. Time was the only thing that stood between him and Vaush. The mere thought of her made blood rush headlong to his core. Memories of their last time together, when they’d made love as if it was their last time, swirled around in his head.
Damn it, focus!
“Comron.”
He turned to find Crausin standing there with the pertinent question in his eyes. His father tilted his head toward the conference room. “A moment, please.”
“This isn’t the time,” Comron said, keeping his eyes on the monitors. He knew exactly what Crausin wanted to know but was unsure of when, if ever, he’d disclose the truth about his metamorphosis.
“The bridge is secure, and we need to talk.”
Comron glanced over at Yaeger. He could see the newfound respect in the captain’s eyes and even he himself was still amazed at how well his body had been transformed into an efficient killing machine.
“DeOrchis and I can manage,” Yaeger said. “We’ll let you know if something comes up.”
Heaving a heavy sigh, Comron rose and followed Crausin to the small conference room. The minute the door shut Crausin turned to face him. The troubled look on his face told Comron just how deeply disturbed Crausin was over all he’d witnessed.
“You killed our men,” Crausin began.
“It couldn’t be helped.”
“And now you’ve hijacked a destroyer, Comron. Where will this end?”
“At Vaush’s side.”
“This bloody obsession with her, it’s insane!”
Comron inclined his head condescendingly. “Seems that particular gene runs strong in this family. You have no idea how that thought has haunted me.”
“We may have shared the same genes, but now you’ve—”
“Shared? Like a son?” Comron said incredulously. “I’m your genetic duplicate dreamed up in a lab, remember? Rhence and Gavin are your true sons. So whatever ugliness you see in me, you must see in yourself.”
“Don’t try to change the subject. Something horrible has happened to you, not just physically but mentally. I can’t ….” Crausin shook his head in frustration. “I can’t reach you anymore.”
Comron gave him a lopsided grin. “You mean you can’t invade my mind at will anymore.”
“You have no idea what I’m capable of,” he said in a dark tone. Trust me; he thrust the thought into Comron’s head. “Now, tell me what has happened to you?”
“Someone saw me dying and did something extraordinary.”
Crausin’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Recaban?”
Comron’s mouth turned down with disappointment.
“Well, who else could’ve … the girl?” He considered it a moment and then turned his gaze back to Comron. “What could she have possibly done that would result in such a radical transformation?”
“She did what was necessary to save my life, and that’s all I’m telling you.”
“No! What has she done to you?” he barked in his most authoritative tone.
“She has made me far more than what I was, which means I’m far more than you,” Comron said, taking an intimidating step closer. “Crausin, I won’t ever abandon you, but the days of you controlling my life are over.”
Crausin’s eyes darkened with an unspoken threat. “What happens to me after we reach the Emperor’s Majesty?”
“That is up to you,” Comron said evenly, then added, “But I would have you become the self-sacrificing oath brother you’ve always professed to be. Stay on with me and see this through to the end.”
The words had the effect Comron had hoped they would. He could feel Crausin warming to the idea as it fed on his need to belong, to feel that he was an integral part of Comron’s life. But then he felt the dark feelings of jealousy competing for dominance. All the years of dictating the terms of their relationship would not be so easily relinquished.
“If, by some miracle, the girl survives Thalonius’ crucible, what happens then? Do you think I intend to stand by while she pulls you further and further away from me? Do you deem me a complete fool, Comron?”
“This was inevitable!” Comron snapped. “You used this oath to force my exclusive friendship because you never understood that it was possible for me get close to someone else and still remain a true oath brother to you. The two are not mutually exclusive.”
Crausin stared at him and Comron could feel his anger flowing unabated.
“And where will you reside if your Vaush takes the throne?” he asked coolly. “You planning to come back to Nethic while she’s on Novoxos surrounded by a myriad of eager suitors?”
Comron broke away from his gaze. Absently he began twisting his crest ring upon his finger. “Compromise will need to be made on behalf of us all. But I will remain faithful in my duty to Nethic.”
“Nethic doesn’t need your crumbs, Comron,” Crausin said raising his voice. “You’re needed there, fully committed and undivided.”
“You’re her duke, not I,” Comron said defensively. “And Rhence and Gavin can take a larger role in your administration.”
Crausin’s eyes went wide, and his face went a deeper shade of red. “You are the heir to my throne, not them! But you’d cast Nethic off like a dirty, worn-out cloak. Admit it; you don’t give a fuck about me or Nethic!”
“Do you have any idea what I can do for Nethic from Novoxos?” Comron shot back. “Right now, in the eyes of the greater empire, she’s just a dusty old stone, but I’ll make her shine like a gem.”
“You’ll never get the chance because they’ll devour you and spit—”
“Soon I’ll give you a grandson,” Comron railed with balled fists, “and one day, that grandson is going to sit on the imperial throne, so don’t tell me I don’t give a fuck about you or Nethic!”
Yaeger stuck his head in the door. “Gentlemen … we’ve got company.”



CHAPTER 67
Vaush made her way to the hangar bay flanked by Chaiyse and Bhedrus, the Murkudahl contingent who’d given her the essence. It had come to her as no surprise that they were aboard the Emperor’s Majesty, nor their palpable disappointment at learning she hadn’t consumed all of the essence as they had instructed her. Explaining that Comron was dying made no difference, the essence was meant for her alone and they had gone through a great deal of trouble to gain the approval to administer it to her.
Though she understood their frustration, Vaush refused to feel any regret over her decision. She argued that she needed Comron more than she needed the essence to survive the challenges ahead. Aggrieved, they insisted that they see Comron upon his arrival as the impact of the essence on his system was unknown, making the situation volatile and him a potential danger to Vaush.
And now they had received confirmation that the Nethicaen destroyer, the Valiant, had arrived. There had been some difficulty with the crewmen breaching the bridge access tubes in an attempt to retake the ship, but Comron and Yaeger had managed to subdue them and were now ready to relinquish the ship and join the Emperor’s Majesty.
The news that Crausin, the Duke of Nethic, was accompanying him rattled her. This was the same man who’d beaten Comron within an inch of his life and had hunted them like animals. And now suddenly he’d switched sides in support of them? Hardly. What was Comron thinking bringing that man aboard this ship?
When they entered the hangar bay and she saw Comron step off the transport vessel, all thoughts of anger fled from her. Her husband was back from the dead and he looked unbelievable. Her breath caught in her throat. He’d always been a decidedly handsome man, but now he stood in a class of his own. Where there had been flesh gnarled by the acid in Crausin’s whip, there was only pristine, flawless skin that radiated health and vitality. His green eyes were vibrant and rich in color. The grin that tugged at the corner of his mouth was absolutely devastating. His long steady strides exuded confidence and power as they carried him across the bay.
Yes, if ever a man was, this one was born to be a Royal Consort to the Empress.
Unable to contain her emotions, she broke from the Murkudahl and dashed across the bay into Comron’s outstretched arms. Both made sounds of jubilation as they hugged and pelted each other with affectionate kisses.
“My love, once again, you saved me,” Comron repeated, holding her so tight, she could barely breathe. It was wonderful!
She laughed in her euphoria. “Did you really think I’d let you off the hook so easily after you promised me forever?”
He grinned and spun her around before planting a long-awaited kiss firmly on her lips. As he held her body tightly against his and his hands slid down, she heard a low growl from deep inside him letting her know how desperately he wanted her. If she didn’t pull away now, even the audience wouldn’t prevent him from taking her there in the bay.
Despite her own rising need, she pulled back and glanced over his shoulder at Crausin who gave her a look laced with venom. “Pleased to see you too,” she quipped. “Com, want to explain what he’s doing here?”
It took him a moment to let up from her. “Well … it’s complicated. Can we go somewhere and talk?”
“Yes, my quarters. Oh, and regarding the ally, there’s nothing to worry about.”
“You know who it is?”
“Yes, it’s one of Emperor Sorren’s former Generals Elite,” she said, beaming with the anticipation of sharing the meatier part. “It’s my grandfather, Richmonde Erlacher.”
She saw the surprise on his face followed by the concern. “Him and what army? He’ll require a hell of a lot more than this old battleship to fight his way to Novoxos.”
“He held the rank of Generals Elite,” she replied with a touch of pride in her voice. “Which means he’s a brilliant military strategist and a real leader’s leader. He knows the way they think. Where they’ve grown sloppy over the years, he’s remained sharp and alert. And, more than that, he’s hungry to avenge the death of his daughter. He wants this more than we do.”
“Excellent,” Comron replied with a nod. “Do you think that you can arrange for me to have an audience with him?”
She hesitated a moment, knowing Erlacher’s ill opinion of him and their relationship. “I’ll see what I can do, but you must understand that he has his hands full preparing for the battle ahead.”
“Captain Yaeger!” someone hollered boisterously from behind. They turned to find Lepkin grinning wholeheartedly as he approached Yaeger and slapped his shoulder.
“Lepkin,” Yaeger said and hitched his head at Vaush, “Good to know you can follow orders.”
“At least one of us can,” Lepkin laughed and thumped DeOrchis on the back. “Good work, kid.”
“All in a day’s work,” DeOrchis replied.
“Yeah, well, Erlacher wants to see you two and he ain’t too happy my friend.” Lepkin looked at Comron and shook his head, “Damn, we could have sworn you were dead!”
Comron cut him a look of disdain. “Now that would make you quite the idiot, wouldn’t it?”
“Comron!” Vaush placed her hand on his arm. “We’re their guests. Play nice.”
Yaeger’s smile faded. “Where is Erlacher?”
“On the bridge.”
He slung his bag onto his back. “Then I’d better get this over with.”
Vaush felt a pang of guilt as Yaeger walked by on his way to a major dressing down. How many people would suffer because she couldn’t see her way without Comron at her side? But what other choice did she have?
She squeezed Comron’s hand and whispered, “I was so afraid I’d been too late in giving you the essence. And then Yaeger and DeOrchis declared you dead. I was sick with grief. I thought I’d lost you forever.” She stared up into his mesmerizing eyes. “I can’t lose you again, Comron; it nearly killed me.” From the corner of her eyes, she saw Crausin draw near.
Comron glanced at him. “I don’t believe you’ve been formally introduced. Your Grace, Vaush Hrollaugr, I present to you, my father, the Duke of Nethic.”
Vaush had never experienced such an intense feeling of hatred directed toward her, though Crausin plastered on a smile and reached for her hand. She gave it reluctantly. He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it, as was the custom.
“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said in a voice every bit Comron’s.
“Likewise,” she cordially replied, never taking her eyes off him. Their uncanny resemblance was eerie, even for a father and son, though Crausin hardly appeared old enough to be his father. The two of them standing side by side looked more like identical twins, though age had given Crausin a more distinct, seasoned look. Prior to the essence, one might have said that the elder was the more handsome of the two. One thing was clear; he hadn’t switched sides. His hatred for her burned brighter than ever before.
At that moment, Chaiyse and Bhedrus approached and a knot formed in Vaush’s stomach as she sensed the exchange would not go well.
“Chaiyse and Bhedrus of Wiskelle, it is my great honor to present to you Lord Comron Van Laven of Nethic and his father, the Duke of Nethic.”
Comron touched his fist to his chest and with a head bow. In turn, Chaiyse touched her forehead with both hands and extended open palms downward. Roughly the same height, Comron looked her straight in the eyes.
“Chaiyse of Wiskelle, we are much in your debt,” he said. Vaush saw the look Crausin gave him.
“As we are in yours for saving her Excellency’s life.”
It sounded so strange to be referred to by that title. Modestly, Vaush replied, “I am not the empress yet.”
Chaiyse turned to her. “You will be very soon.”
“You say this with such certainty,” Comron observed. “Yet, we still have a major hurdle ahead of us.”
“I have seen her enthroned.” Chaiyse’s large dark eyes narrowed a bit. “What I have not seen is you, not beyond Anchorii.”
Discomforted, Vaush squeezed Comron’s arm. He placed his hand reassuringly on hers but answered. “You see me now, don’t you?”
“You are an unnatural thing, Lord Comron, an anomaly that is difficult for the Murkudahl Kait to see.”
Lepkin broke in. “I knew it. You were dead!”
Comron cut him a scathing look and Lepkin stepped back into silence.
Chaiyse moved closer to Comron, her mouth close to his ear. “The essence should never have been given to a person in your state. Reanimating beings from the dead is strongly discouraged.”
“You are mistaken. I remember tasting the essence, so I wasn’t dead yet,” he insisted in a low tone.
“You did not receive it in time to heal you. You died and were reanimated by the essence remaining in your system.”
“How can you know this?” he growled.
She stepped back and raised her voice for Vaush to hear. “Though I can see Her Grace, I can no longer see you with my inner sight.”
Chaiyse turned to Vaush and slipped something into her pocket. “You must know, Lord Comron Van Laven is a different entity now. He is no longer the man you once loved.”
“So it was Murkudahl technology that changed you,” Crausin said to Comron as the three of them followed Lepkin to their quarters. Two guards brought up the rear. “Only they weren’t too pleased that you gained access to this technology.” He looked at Vaush. “Might I assume that you were the intended recipient of the device, but you used it on Comron instead?”
Vaush hesitated, but nodded.
“What was it?” Crausin looked between the two of them, but they both held their silence. “He’s my son. I have a right to know.”
Vaush gave him a scathing look of incredulity. “Did that also give you the right to scourge him with a whip soaked in brauren acid? Sorry, but you don’t get to play the compassionate father only when it suits your purpose.”
“Comron’s offense warranted the death penalty on Nethic, but instead he received a father’s mercy. But that doesn’t—”
“Can we not have this discussion right now?” Comron interrupted. “A little peace and quiet is all I ask for.”
They came to a stop before a row of guest quarters. “Here we are.” He pointed to the first door, “My lady. And you two are the next one down.”
Vaush exchanged glances with Comron. “Thank you, Lepkin. That will be all.”
“You’re certain?” Lepkin said, then gestured at the guards. “They’ll be posted outside your door should you need anything else.”
Even after he left, Vaush felt the tension between the three of them. Based upon Comron’s passionate kiss earlier, she knew he was just as eager to be alone with her as she was with him. She still had so much to tell them, particularly about the Murkudahl essence not to mention the impending attack.
Vaush took his hand. “After everything that has transpired, Comron and I have a great deal of catching up to do. You understand, don’t you?”
Crausin wouldn’t even look at her but kept his eyes locked on Comron who remained silent. In that moment, she wanted to nudge Comron and compel him to speak up on their behalf. Obviously, Crausin was waiting to hear it from him.
“Look, Vaush and I just need some time alone,” Comron said in an apologetic tone. “But afterward, we’ll take a meal together.”
“And so it begins,” Crausin replied in a clipped tone.
“Don’t start—”
“Do what you must, Comron, and so will I,” he said in a threatening tone that made Vaush uneasy. Before either could say another word, Crausin turned away and entered his quarters.
“What was that all about?” Vaush inquired as she followed Comron into the living room of their own space. It was a utilitarian place of beige and browns; a sofa and a chair sat around a small coffee table. Off to the side was a small eating area and down the hall was a bedroom. She endeavored to keep her mind off that for the moment. “More importantly, why is he even here? The man loathes me, so seeing us together can’t be helping matters.”
“He thinks I’m abandoning him and Nethic, for you.”
“So, you brought him here to prove that our relationship is not your top priority?” she asked. “I mean, was this the wisest course of action?”
“I couldn’t leave him alone, and risk ….” He raked his hands through his hair. “I’ll take him back home once you’re established on Novoxos.”
It disturbed Vaush to see how troubled Comron was over the matter. But she wouldn’t push, after all, how much trouble could Crausin cause for them on Erlacher’s watch? She walked forward and wrapped her arms around his waist.
“You know Yaeger had to drug me to get me to leave your side. My whole life was lying there before me. All I wanted to do was lay down and die with you.”
He draped his arms around her shoulders and tenderly kissed her brow. “I know, my love. But we’re together now and nothing is going to tear us apart this time.”
They both looked down at the rumbling of his stomach.
“Hungry, are we?” she chuckled.
“I don’t remember the last time I’ve eaten, but suddenly I’m ravenous.”
Releasing him, Vaush walked over to the door and asked that the guard bring up a meal for them. “Don’t be surprised by that. The essence is very taxing on your system. They calibrated it perfectly for my metabolism, so my appetite has stayed fairly steady.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you had more of the essence? Had you given it to me sooner, we would have been invincible against Thalonius and Recaban.”
She shrugged. “I suppose with everything going on it slipped my mind. Besides, it was engineered for me. I only used it on you because you were dying, and I was desperate.”
“It’s been incredible, Vaush,” he said excitedly. “The speed at which I move, the increased strength and control, it’s all quite phenomenal. And the mental acuity. My mind is racing, synapses are firing at mind-boggling speeds.” He spoke rapidly. “As if that weren’t enough, my powers of observation and telepathy have vastly improved.”
She smiled wryly. “And all I was trying to do was get you to breathe again.” She heard his stomach grumble again. “You poor thing.”
Comron waved it off and took her by the hand to lead her to the sofa. “So, tell me about Erlacher. He had no idea Yaeger came back for me, did he?”
She frowned. “No. I’m afraid I’ve got him into some hot water over it.”
He cocked his head to the side. “How did you persuade him to come after me? Surely he knew Erlacher wouldn’t approve.”
“How? I don’t know. I suppose, I appealed to his sense of compassion. Who knew such a die-hard soldier had a heart?”
“His heart wasn’t the part of his body making the decision,” he said sharply.
“Who cares why he did it? The point is he did and we’re together.”
“No. The point is he wants you. He knew that Erlacher wouldn’t want me here and will probably send me packing the first chance he gets.”
She frowned. “I’d never let that happen.”
“They took you from me before.”
“I told you, I was drugged. Even still, the goal wasn’t to separate us. It was to get me to Novoxos as expeditiously as possible.”
“Maybe so, but now I’m certain they all want me out of the picture—Erlacher, Chaiyse, and Yaeger.” His face twisted in disgust. “I bet Yaeger’s already fantasizing about being your personal guard and servicing you in every way imaginable.”
“Comron, enough! You’re getting yourself all worked up over nothing.”
“Am I?”
“Yes. First of all, I seriously doubt Yaeger is entertaining any such thoughts. But even if every man on that ship was fantasizing about me, why should it bother you? You’re the only man I want.”
This seemed to calm him somewhat, but when he raked his hands through his hair once more, she knew he was still distressed. How he could possibly be insecure or jealous was beyond her. If he had an inkling of how hopelessly in love she was, he’d be the cockiest son of a bitch in the empire. Deep inside, he had to know. Surely, it was something else troubling him.
“Talk to me, darling. Let me help you.”
He sank back into the sofa and sighed heavily. “Crausin thinks I’m a grand fool. He insists that they’ll never let me stay with you and the Great Houses will eviscerate me for daring to reach so high.”
She wanted to comfort him but she recalled Erlacher’s admonition about putting the needs of the empire above her own. Nonetheless, when she looked at Comron, the words tumbled out. “They can all go straight to hell. No one is going to keep me from my husband. No one.” She leaned over and kissed him deeply, letting her longing for him flow unabated. As he kissed her back, she sensed his own desire surging. He would take her fiercely, and she would love every moment of his untamed passion.
She ignored the knock at the door, preferring to lose herself in his hungry caress.
Comron breathed in deeply and his stomach growled. “The food has arrived,” he said enthusiastically. He rose abruptly, spilling Vaush back onto the sofa as he went for the door.
“Oh no, don’t worry about me,” she quipped. “I’m not the least bit offended that I’m playing second fiddle to mashed potatoes.” She joined him in the dining area as the attendant set their table.
Comron gave her a knee-buckling grin and whispered, “I’ll need my strength if I’m going to do all the things I plan to do to you.”
She blushed and giggled like a lovesick schoolgirl. Her mind ran through the various lovemaking scenarios that might require a particular degree of strength and endurance. And now that the essence had been introduced into his system … her toes curled at the possibilities.
“Then eat to your heart’s delight, darling,” she purred and took the seat across from him.
He removed the plate cover to reveal tender roasted beef, buttery mashed potatoes, and a medley of steamed vegetables. A basket of warm bread, a blueberry tart, and a bottle of red wine rounded out the meal.
He was already devouring his food with abandon. She knew he was hungry, but good heavens. Table etiquette flew right out the window as he spooned mountains of mashed potatoes into his mouth and cut large chunks of beef and shoveled those down as well. Within minutes, he had consumed his meal and emptied half the bread basket. He finally looked up at her, observing that she hadn’t yet touched her plate.
“You’re not eating?” He bit into one of the last honey-buttered rolls.
She eyed him dubiously and slid her plate across the table. “I think you need this more than I do.”
“Are you certain?” he asked, his fork poised over the plate.
“Absolutely,” she replied as she poured herself a glass of wine.
Comron made quick work of her plate as well and then poured himself a tall glass of water, gulped it down and poured another glass. At any moment, she thought he’d pick up the pitcher and drink straight from it. Hopefully, the essence-induced appetite and boorish table manners could be managed over time.
A provocative thought occurred to her. If he brought this much unbridled energy to the dinner table, what was an already passionate Comron going to bring to their bedroom?



CHAPTER 68
“Damn it, Yaeger,” Erlacher said, casting the comp-pad down onto the table. “As if I don’t have enough shite to deal with.”
Yaeger took his dressing down silently, standing at attention before the other men in the general’s conference room.
“We had the opportunity to correct for my granddaughter’s poor judgment by ridding ourselves of Van Laven,” Erlacher said heatedly. “But you went back to fetch him and his father and brought them aboard my ship.”
“Yes, sir. We had no direct orders regarding Van Laven.”
“You knew my opinion of the man,” Erlacher said. “I thought I could depend on you to use sound judgment in these types of situations, as you’ve done so well in the past. Why in the hell did you go back for them?”
Yaeger’s gray eyes were cast downward as he kept his hands clasped firmly behind his back. “Sir, if you could’ve seen how torn up she was … in the absence of a direct order to the contrary, I did what I thought was most … humane.”
“I don’t need a humanitarian; I need a soldier who can follow a fucking order! I didn’t see your heart bleeding over what we did at Mugandi or Seranpal, so don’t feed me that bullshite!”
“Yes, sir.”
“The matter will be further investigated but, for now, I need you focused on the fact that Thalonius’ ranks continue to swell and he’s packing heavy artillery. The counterstrike plan is in place but, in order to ensure it, we must improve the odds in our favor.”
“How favorable do we need them, sir?” Yaeger inquired.
“We’re at about five to one. I need it down to three to one to guarantee success.”
“I observed Nethicaen ships out there,” Yaeger said, “I say we haul their Duke’s ass up here, put a blaster to his head and tell his ships to back the fuck off.”
“You’re beginning to sound more like yourself, soldier,” Erlacher said.
“That’s not all,” Yaeger said and waved DeOrchis forward. “You’re up, kid.”
DeOrchis stepped forward. “Sir, the Nostrom fleet uses a dual processor array on their sensory boards. I’ve written a program that will overwrite their readings and cause them to target their own ships instead of ours.”
Erlacher stared at the young man. “Has your program seen any real-world action or just the test environment?”
DeOrchis scratched his nose. “Real-world, sir. But we are now down one ship on the delta team.”
Erlacher closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.
“But if we upload the program and drop the Nethicaen ships, that will get our odds a lot closer to your three to one, sir,” Yaeger reminded him.
“Yes, yes. Good work, DeOrchis. Just refrain from blowing up any more of our own ships.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Regarding Van Laven, we’ll have to time this right. If they move their ships off too soon Thalonius will only send for replacements. We’ll make our move when it will do the most damage.”
“Leave Thalonius’ ass exposed,” Yaeger said. “Van Laven’s going to pay through the nose for this.”
“Not my concern, Yaeger,” Erlacher replied. “Winning the battle is.”



CHAPTER 69
Oh, is the lamb going to cry or is he finally going to grow a pair and take matters into his own hands?
“The girl has him firmly in her grasp,” Crausin replied to Edred’s image while sitting alone in his quarters aboard the Emperor’s Majesty. “He won’t listen to reason.”
Comron’s abandoning Nethic, and he’s abandoning you. Are you going to be a spineless pissant, or are you going to do something about it?
“Damn you! I can’t break the spell she’s cast over him and with her this close to Novoxos, he’d never agree to leave now.”
Then make them put him out. Show Erlacher Comron’s true nature, all the vile things he’s done and Erlacher will fire him from a photon cannon so fast it’d make his head spin.
“You’ve seen what Comron’s capable of. He’d slice the heads off any guard detail that tried to remove him from the girl’s side.”
Very well then, if you can’t break the spell he’s under, break hers. If she were to send him away, it would break his spirit. Then he could be taken.
Crausin scoffed. “She’s just as besotted with him as he is with her.”
Only because she doesn’t really know him. Speak to her in private. Enlighten her.
“She’d see right through me and assume I merely fabricated the stories to turn her against him. I need something far more visceral to alter her opinion of Comron. I must make him reveal himself to her as a monster. She won’t be able to deny the evidence when it’s right before her eyes.”
Now you’re thinking. What did you have in mind?
“Comron believes he’s invincible now, impervious to my ability to breach his mind.”
Isn’t that the case?
“Only when he mounts a full defense. But I noticed that when he’s around the girl, he’s vulnerable, so consumed are his thoughts with her. It would be the perfect time to move in and take control.”
Take control? You’ve never been able to do that before.
“Not before the Murkudahl tampered with him. The telepathic bridge between us has been fortified, but his mastery of mind control is still underdeveloped. Therefore, I have the advantage. If I can catch him at a vulnerable point, not only can I breach his mind, I can control him.”
And, since you’ve never done anything like this before, he’ll never see it coming.
“More importantly, all the girl will see is Comron monstrously twisted and bent by the Murkudahl’s meddling, especially since Chaiyse already planted that dark thought in her head. The poor thing will be left with no other choice but to break off with him.”
Edred smiled. You’ve impressed me, boy.



CHAPTER 70
When Comron poured a third glass of water, Vaush commented, “It might be quicker if you just drank straight out of the pitcher.”
“Sorry, but I could drain an ocean. I’m so thirsty.” After finishing the last glass, he drew his napkin across his lips, resuming some measure of decorum. “So, how do I go about arranging an audience with Erlacher?”
“Well … I suppose I could send word by one of the guards at the door.”
He frowned slightly. “You don’t think he’ll want to speak with me.”
“He has his reservations about you.” Her gaze fell to the table. “And I haven’t exactly told my grandfather that we’re married. So, if you speak to him,” she lifted her eyes, “could you not mention it just yet?”
“Very well.” He casually picked a crumb off the table and placed it on the plate. “But do you mind telling me why you withheld that information from him?”
She sighed. “He thinks … well, he just needs to get to know you first. Otherwise I’m afraid he’ll attribute the wrong motive to our impromptu nuptials.”
“He thinks I’m a political opportunist taking advantage of his poor innocent granddaughter.”
She nodded.
“What did he say to make you conclude such?”
“He mentioned that he had you … investigated, and that I should be prepared to place the needs of the empire ahead of my own.”
He clasped his hands in front of him. “I wonder when he plans to make his move, before or after the battle.”
“What move?”
“The one that results in me no longer being in the picture.”
Anger flashed in her hazel eyes. “Such a move is doomed to fail. I won’t permit anyone to separate us.”
“I know that.” A soft smile touched his lips. “But I need you to be prepared in case they attempt it soon.”
She shook her head. “He’s too preoccupied with beating Thalonius. He won’t waste his valuable resources on such a pointless endeavor.”
He nodded. “You’re right. Turning this ship into a floating bloodbath is in no one’s best interest.”
“Bloodbath? That’s a bit dramatic,” she said uneasily, sensing he wasn’t being dramatic in the least.
His smile vanished. “When I said no one will take me from you, I meant it.”
“It won’t come to that. So let’s not dwell on it.”
“Very well, a change of subject then,” he said evenly. “It occurred to me that with all the attention focused on this battle, this might be the perfect time for you and I to slip away on a private transport.”
“And attempt to make it to Novoxos on our own? That plan didn’t work out so well for us, remember?”
“That was before the essence and before the battle of the century started forming. I just feel that if we wait around here, we’ve a greater chance of being killed in battle. Why not use Erlacher as cover while we steal away? No one would ever suspect such a move.”
“Because it’s ludicrous, darling. I’m sorry, but this is the safest place for us to be right now.”
“Why? Because your washed-out, ex-Generals Elite grandfather said so?” he retorted.
“Why are you attacking him?”
“I’m merely defending myself against his attack on me.” He paused for a moment, taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight with you, love. I just want to get you safely to Novoxos and protect Nethic from the political fallout.”
Her expression softened. “Protecting Nethic is important to me too. Your world must prosper as a result of your relationship with me. I’ll do whatever I can to raise it on high.” It pleased her to see the warmth and affection in his eyes. She needed him to know that what was dear to him was now dear to her as well.
“I’d told Crausin as much, but he chooses to see only the worst possible outcome for Nethic.”
“Something tells me that nothing will ever change his mind in that regard. My adoptive Ti-Larosian heritage and my disruption of your lucrative marriage alliance are always going to be a problem for him.”
She felt Comron’s mood darken with the distant look in his eyes. “It’s more than that. When I was going to marry Spira, we were going to live on the estate adjacent to Castle Northridge. Novoxos is halfway across the galaxy from Nethic.”
It hadn’t really occurred to Vaush that Comron might have reservations about leaving Nethic, and she suddenly felt selfish for assuming he’d readily leave it all behind to follow her. “We … we could split our time between the two worlds. We’ll make Nethic the capital minor, the financial hub of the empire.”
He smiled sadly. “I would like that very much. Though I doubt it will appease Crausin.”
“He believes your place is there on Nethic, Novoxos be damned.”
His eyes lit up. “He feels that my place is where he is. What if Crausin were to reside on Novoxos as well?”
The uneasy feeling in her gut returned. First Crausin turns up on this ship and now Novoxos. “I’m certain that the Duke of Nethic would better serve his subjects from Nethic.”
“But if he were on Novoxos, we could better serve the empire, which inevitably benefits Nethic. My brothers could take a more prominent role in his administration in our absence.”
Vaush couldn’t believe that they were really discussing Crausin relocating to Novoxos with them. Why? “Comron,” she said calmly, “please explain to me why we would want the man who brutalized you, slept with your fiancée, and despises your wife to follow us to Novoxos.”
“Don’t you see?” he said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “The only reason he despises you is because he believes I’m abandoning him for you but, if we invite him to Novoxos, he’ll stop resisting us.”
That he saw nothing peculiar about the arrangement troubled her. “You do realize that most father’s send their sons off proudly when they take a bride? They don’t typically follow them to their new home.”
The color rose in Comron’s face. “Crausin is hardly the typical father. Frankly, the term father, in the strictly biological sense, isn’t the appropriate word for him.”
“You’re the spitting image of him. It doesn’t get more biological than the two of you.”
The look in his eyes hardened. “I’m not of Crausin’s seed. I am Crausin.”
A chill ran down Vaush’s spine. “What in the hell are you talking about?”
“Call it vanity or the curiosity of an ingenious young man. Crausin wondered what he might’ve been like if he’d been raised by kind, loving parents instead of cold, sadistic monsters. He took his DNA, cloned it, and then had the embryo implanted in his young wife’s womb. I am the result of that elaborate dream.”
The pit in her stomach deepened. As insane as it all sounded, it made perfect sense—the freakish likeness, the inexplicable twin-like bond of closeness. She’d married Comron, only to discover he was part of a packaged deal, constructed for someone else’s purpose. That’s when it hit her—that had to be the real reason why they’d been sharing Spira, and lord only knew how many other women. It was simply another facet of their inordinate bond. And now Comron wanted Crausin to follow them to Novoxos!
“Oh, my God,” she said, suddenly feeling as if there wasn’t enough oxygen in the room.
“He would be an invaluable asset to your administration. He could do for your treasury what he did for Nethic.” He chuckled. “He literally wrote the book on the intrinsic valuation of structured products in inflationary periods. No doubt, he has his issues, but he’s a brilliant financier and an extraordinary economic strategist. You will find no better.”
“Just stop, all right,” she said, moving from the table. “I’m still trying to process the fact that you’re Crausin’s clone. So, let me get this straight. Your mother, Queen Sheally, has no idea you’re not her natural son?” She laughed derisively. “And I thought my origins were the big secret.”
He remained seated and calm. “Vaush, please, I’m only telling you because I don’t—”
“And what about your brothers, Rhence and Gavin? Does Rhence know that he’s Crausin’s true firstborn child and proper heir to his throne? Do they know you’re the product of their father’s self-absorbed lab experiment?”
His eyes fixed upon her. “Is that how you see me now?”
She sighed. “No, I didn’t mean that. I’m just … this is a lot to take in, Com. I think we should slow down and really think this through. I’m afraid Crausin on Novoxos is probably not the best thing for us.”
He drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “If he remains behind, I’ll constantly be worried about the fate of Nethic. He doesn’t exactly do well without me, and if Crausin isn’t doing well, Nethic isn’t doing well either.”
“Seriously, Comron? With all the other shite I’m dealing with you’re going to place the fate of Nethic on my shoulders. This isn’t fair. I married you, not Crausin or Nethic.”
“You knew I was the Crown Prince of Nethic, and that I had an obligation to her.”
“Then maybe it’s time you relinquish that title to its rightful owner, Rhence!”
“Even if I did, do you imagine it would absolve me of any guilt over her fall?” When she could not answer, he continued. “Why are you so resistant to having Crausin on Novoxos? I’ve told you what a tremendous asset he’d be to you.”
She shook her head.
“I wouldn’t ask it if Nethic’s future was not at stake.”
“I’m sorry, Comron.”
He shot to his feet. “Give me one good reason why you don’t want him there!”
“Because I’m not Spira!” she shouted. “First you ask me to welcome him here, and now on Novoxos with the hope that I’ll ultimately welcome him in bed.”
The mortified look on Comron’s face told her she’d been dead wrong in her assessment and she instantly regretted mentioning Spira when she’d promised to never broach that subject again. Silently, she watched as he struggled with the pain she’d inflicted and her guilt was compounded by her horrible accusation. Sorry wouldn’t even begin to express her remorse.
Suddenly, the vacant lost look in his eyes was replaced with something unfamiliar and yet familiar. The tumult of emotions emanating from him turned into something unpleasant and frightening. A lurid grin spread across his lips.
“Is that what has you so hot and bothered? the thought of Crausin in your bed?”
She resisted the urge to slap him. “I find the notion repulsive!”
“You make a lousy liar, Vaush.” He took a step closer and lowered his voice. “I must confess that from the moment I saw the two of you together, I haven’t been able to get the image of him fucking you out of my head.”
The slap landed hard across his face but the grin remained.
“Good, we like a challenge. It makes your inevitable surrender all the more rewarding. Shall we begin your tutelage today? He’s just next door; I’ll call him over. After all, why do you think I brought him along?”
“Enough, Comron! If you’re angry at me over the false accusation this is not the way to get back at me.”
He grabbed her brusquely. “First I’ll watch him have his way with you. Being the duke does have its privileges. Afterward, I’m going to cock you so hard, your dead mother will feel it.”
“What in hell is wrong with you?” she screamed and tried to shove him away.
He pushed her up against the wall and pinned her with his body. “Of course, Spira loved having both of us in her at once. All of our women did. So will you.” He grabbed her by the neck and kissed her hard, biting her lip. “Empress or not, you will learn your place—beneath us with legs spread wide.” He ground his hardened member against her. “Whenever we want it, as often as we want it.”
The rage that surged in her made her tremble. Was this the essence speaking? Or was he finally expressing his deepest desires? No! This wasn’t the Comron she loved. He couldn’t possibly wish to share her with another or treat her so contemptuously! Something was horribly wrong, and she knew just how to jar him back to his senses.
His breathing grew heated as his teeth sunk into her neck. His hips ground hard against her and he groped her breast, squeezing them painfully.
She fought past mounting rage to carry out her plan. “If watching me in bed is what gets you off, fine. You can watch,” she said and ignored his lustful moan of anticipation. “But I don’t want Crausin. I’d prefer someone different from you, but equally desirable. Someone like … Captain Yaeger.”
His body went deathly still and his breathing was loud in her ears. “You fucking whore!” he roared. He struck her so hard she fell to the floor with ears ringing. “I warned Comron that all women are nothing but worthless, faithless bitches. I warned him!”
Vaush turned to look at him and realized that somehow it was Crausin staring at her through those cold green eyes and saying such horrible things to her. How had he transferred his consciousness to him? He grabbed her by the hair and began dragging her down the hall toward the bedroom.
“Stupid bitch. You think I’d let you come between Comron and me!”
She stumbled to her feet and began screaming for help. But he clamped a heavy hand over her mouth and forced her into the bedroom. He locked the door behind them.
“Filthy little whores deserve to be fucked like filthy little whores,” he hissed in her ear.
She kicked and bucked wildly against him, but Crausin had all of Comron’s abilities and she was powerless against such superhuman strength.
He lifted her and carried her over to the dresser, where he bent her over, shoving her head down, and pressing her cheek against the surface. He held her firmly by the neck.
“Comron, fight this, please! Don’t let him do this!” she cried loudly as he worked the closure of her pants and stripped them down past her hips. “Comron, help me!”
“Stupid bitch, he wants this more than I do.” Through his clothing, he pressed his hardened manhood against her bare ass. “He told me you’re just another stupid bitch who needs to learn her place.” She felt him undoing his pants as his grip around her neck tightened painfully. “Consider this your first lesson.”
Tears burned her eyes and something primal in her awakened. Her inner voice exploded from her. Comron, don’t let him do this to me!
A growl emitted from his throat as if he were in agony. “Bitch, you think I can’t hear you?”
Don’t let him destroy us. I need you to fight for me, Comron!
He slammed her head down hard against the surface of the dresser, “Shut up!” he yelled in her ear. She could feel the heat of his erection against her skin. This time his protest was louder, more tortured.
He squeezed so hard she thought he’d crush the base of her skull. Comron! Comron! Please.
Suddenly he pitched backward and fell to the floor where he writhed in a hellish battle. Vaush unlocked the door and spared a second to look back at Comron. His face was contorted in unspoken agony and he began tearing out clumps of hair. “Get out of my mind!” he screamed repeatedly as blood trickled from his scalp.
Brimming with the need for revenge and to end Comron’s torment, Vaush ran from the room and out to the guards. “Give me your rifle,” she ordered.
“Your Grace?” the guard said bewildered.
She snatched it from him and ran to Crausin’s door. She fired at the door lock then kicked it open. Inside, she found Crausin on the floor rolling around in his own mental anguish. She stood over him.
“Hey, Crausin!”
He looked up with murder in his eyes.
“Fuck this!” she said and slammed the butt of the rifle into his face, knocking him out cold.
“I think you got him, Your Grace,” said the guard as Vaush remained poised over Crausin.
“Believe me, that bastard had it coming,” she tossed the rifle back to him. “Much obliged.”



CHAPTER 71
Suddenly, it felt as if a thousand kilos had been lifted off Comron’s brain. He opened his eyes to find himself alone in their bedroom. He looked at his hands now filled with bloody clumps of hair.
The nightmare was over, and he’d prevented Crausin from using him to do something utterly reprehensible to Vaush. He cringed at the shockingly vulgar and despicable things Crausin had forced out of his mouth. How did it happen? Crausin had never exhibited that ability before and what if he managed to do it again? Fending him off for that brief period had nearly been the death of him. The thought of a rematch terrified him.
Will you force me to kill you the way you killed your father? he wondered. What choice did he have? He couldn’t risk letting Vaush be hurt that way again.
Damn you, Crausin! You brought this down upon your own head!
Should he do it now? Was that what Vaush wanted?
Vaush. He picked himself up off the floor and went to the living area just as she walked in. For a moment, there was only silence between them until his vision blurred with bitter, remorse-filled tears. “I was too weak to stop him sooner. I’m sorry … so ashamed.” Unable to say another word he headed toward the main door.
“Where are you going?” Vaush asked.
He met her gaze. “To kill him.”
Vaush closed her eyes and sighed heavily. “The mind control thing, can he do that from Nethic?”
“I honestly don’t know. He’s never done anything like that to me before.”
“I’ve given orders that he is to remain sedated until we can send him back to Nethic. Obviously, he will never step foot on Novoxos.”
“He won’t step foot anywhere if he’s dead. I mean to kill him, Vaush. He’ll never hurt you that way again.”
“Comron, you stopped him when it really mattered. I can’t let you do something you’ll regret for the rest of your life. If he’s destined to fall apart without you, have him formally declared insane and depose him. You or Rhence can reign in his place. Nethic needn’t suffer due to his madness.”
He lowered his eyes. “Do you wish to send me away as well?”
She hesitated a moment. “Was all that true about you being his clone?”
His face burned with humiliation and he nodded.
“We’re both victims here. He mentally violated you every bit as much as he meant to violate me.”
“It was like a waking nightmare,” Comron shook his head. “The worst kind imaginable where someone you love dearly is being tormented by a twisted demon, and you’re utterly helpless to do a thing about it.” He lifted his eyes to her. “That is, until she cries out to you and somehow, you find the strength you never knew you had.”
She slipped her hand into his. “We’re not going to let Crausin win. He goes back to Nethic, and you’ll come with me as planned.”
Comron closed his eyes and the tears fell from them. “Thank you,” he whispered.
She glanced at his hands, saw the blood under his nails. “Come on,” she led him to the washroom where she rinsed his hands clean and dried them on a towel. “We should treat your scalp. Does it hurt?”
He shrugged. “I’m fine.”
She used the moist towel to wipe the residual blood from his face. “I’m glad you’re back.”
Standing so close, her scent enthralled him. But he didn’t dare touch her after what had just transpired.
She brushed the hair from his eyes, her fingers trailed down the side of his face. He breathed deeply in response, turned his head so his lips grazed her fingers. No! he told himself.
“Are you … hurt in any way?” he asked. “Perhaps, you should … uh, speak to someone or ….” He could barely form words, he desired her so powerfully. He began to panic, as he didn’t trust himself being this close to her.
“I could speak to someone,” she answered. “Or … my husband could take me over to the couch and make love to me. Personally, I’d prefer the latter.”
It took all of his inner fortitude not to take her there in the washroom. He trembled under the strain of it. “Are you certain, love? I mean, so soon after … you know.”
“You fought hard for me, and now I want to reward you,” she said and looked away. “Besides, I really want to put this behind us and feel safe in your arms again.”
He nodded. “Very well. We’ll take it slow. But if you’re feeling uncomfortable or need me to stop, just say the word.”
She leaned forward and kissed him softly. “Make love to me.”
Without further hesitation, he took her by the hand and led her to the sofa. He understood too perfectly why she wished to avoid the bedroom.
She reclined upon cushions and pulled him down upon her. He kissed her tenderly for as long as she needed, never moving forward until she gave the signal. When she arched her back, he groaned with pleasure and unbuttoned her shirt to draw his mouth along her breast. He ignored the pounding need to sink his swollen manhood deep insider her. He would wait, no matter how much pain it caused him. But he wasn’t opposed to spiking her desire. He sucked her nipples, his tongue teasing them skillfully until she begged him to enter her. The invitation came by way of her lifting her hips and grinding them against him.
“Yes,” he murmured, and he thought he’d lose his mind when her hand slid down to unfasten his pants. He lifted to let her release him. She stroked him firmly, and her touch sent him into the stratosphere. He would lose his load in a second.
“Oh, Vaush,” he breathed heavily. “My love!”
When she stopped to undo her pants, Comron helped her as she wiggled her hips free of them. And now there was nothing between them. Hot, hardened flesh touched soft wetness.
“I love you, Comron,” she said and for some reason tears sprang forth and streamed down the sides of her face. He knew then that despite her body’s responses, she was still afraid … of him. It was killing him. He needed this more than he needed his next breath! But what he needed even more was for Vaush to feel safe and loved.
He kissed her brow tenderly then lifted himself off her. “We’ll wait until you’re ready.”
She gasped in surprise and sat up. “You said exactly what I had hoped you would.” She placed her hand upon his heart. “This is my Comron, the man I love … and greatly desire.”
His eyes narrowed. “You’re certain, love?” he asked, scared to move, scared not to. But then she nodded and gave him that tantalizing, seductive smile of hers and all doubts evaporated. He moved over her and drove himself deep inside her. They both moaned aloud, and he thought he’d come instantly. Mortified, he pulled back with a tremulous breath. He kissed her for a moment longer, willing his desire to abate before he began stroking gently. But, knowing him too well, Vaush would not be satisfied with this slow tease. She rocked her hips forward and gripped his.
“That all you got, Van Laven?” she asked in a sultry voice that he felt in every fiber. “Come on; show a girl a good time.”
He grinned wolfishly and chuckled. “Oh, Emperor Sorren. If you had any idea of what I’m about to do to your daughter.” He drove deep and hard inside of her, plunging relentlessly, over and over again. Vaush cried out in sublime pleasure, declaring him a god, a stallion, the best she’d ever had! His powerful rhythmic thrusts threatened to pitch them over into ultimate ecstasy before their time.
She looked so beautiful glistening beneath him. His hungry little earth-bound angel, clinging to him, nails digging in for the erotic ride. As he pounded harder and faster, the sofa banged noisily against the wall and its springs protested beneath them. Soon Vaush’s moans grew so loud, he was certain the whole ship could hear her. He grinned and drove deeper.
Damn, she felt so amazing, so hot inside he could melt in her. He angled his shaft forward and rotated his hips with each stroke, skillfully working her slick, ripe bud. He needed her to come quickly, knowing he would be there in seconds. Surely he would, he’d been poised on the tender brink of orgasm for some time, always one thrust away from sweet release. Chasing the elusive prey, he widened the rotation while stroking masterfully. Vaush’s hips rose in unison, grinding against him with equal vigor. Time stretched out before them, suspending them in a marathon of unending pleasure. Their bodies moved as one organism, gyrating wildly while locked together in a mutual desire to give and receive pleasure. In that moment, Comron realized that they were touching heaven.
The revelation produced the most powerful climax he’d ever experienced. At that precise moment, Vaush’s body convulsed beneath his as his seed pulsed into her. Vaush’s inner walls spasmed rhythmically around his shaft, masterfully milking him of all he had to offer. The action prolonged and amplified his orgasm, spreading it out to his extremities. He cried out in his native tongue, swearing his eternal love. The superlative pleasure was far more than his mortal body could endure. Mercifully, his mind shut down, leaving him adrift somewhere in heaven.



CHAPTER 72
After Vaush finally came down from unimaginable heights of pleasure, she finally felt the pressure of Comron lying upon her.
She tapped his shoulder. “Comron?” When he didn’t respond, she became mildly alarmed and checked for a pulse. It was steady and strong. Recalling Chaiyse’s brief lecture on Murkudahl mating rituals, she smiled to herself and gently rolled him off her. She let him have the sofa while she knelt on the floor, gazing at him in his stupor.
After the initial mating act, Chaiyse said the Murkudahl male slipped into a comatose state. If the female was well-pleased with his technique and stamina, she would wait patiently to inform him that she had accepted him as her permanent mate. But, if she were displeased, this was her opportunity to slay him in a demonstration of her great displeasure. That’s certainly one way to cull the herd of inadequate lovers, Vaush thought upon hearing the lesson.
After a few minutes, Comron’s eyes fluttered open and he turned to look at her with confusion in his eyes. “What’s happening?”
“It’s over. You passed the test,” she announced.
His brow furrowed. “Come again?”
“Maybe later.” She chuckled. “It’s a Murkudahl custom. It means we’re mated for life.”
He smiled lovingly at her. “You’re my wife. We were already mated for life.”
“Yes, but that otherworldly bliss we just shared was essence induced. We will crave it all of our lives, but will only find satisfaction in each other.”
He considered it a moment and nodded. “I rather like the sound of that.”
“I’ve been told it only gets better with time.”
His eyes widened appreciably as he sat up. “Better than that? Woman, you’ll be the death of me.” He grinned and shrugged. “What the hell. Death by massive orgasm it is.”
The door buzzer sounded. They both looked over and exchanged curious glances. “I have no idea, but let’s find out,” Vaush said and slipped Comron’s shirt on over her nakedness. It reached half way down her firm, golden-tan thighs. He sat up and pulled his pants back on as Vaush answered the door.
“Captain Yaeger,” she blurted out and blushed terribly. She turned to Comron. “Look, darling. It’s Captain Yaeger.”
“Your … Grace,” Yaeger said apprehensively.
Comron pulled up bare-chested and stepped in between them. “What do you want?” he asked with a distinct edge in his voice.
“I’ve come to escort you to the bridge. General Erlacher needs to have a word with you.”
Vaush didn’t know whether to be heartened or troubled by this development.
“Concerning?” Comron said.
“Removing Nethicaen ships from the battlefield,” Yaeger replied. “Your father is already there.”
“What?” Vaush exclaimed. “I asked that he be kept under for the duration of his time aboard this ship.”
“I know, Your Grace—”
“Vaush, my name is Vaush.”
“Yes, well, the Duke of Nethic will be leaving very soon, meanwhile, the General needed him awake to carry out his plans.”
“What plans?” Comron said tersely.
“You’ll find out soon enough when you come with me,” Yaeger replied, matching Comron’s tone.
“Give me five minutes.”
Vaush looked at Comron. “You mean, give us five minutes. I want to know what’s going on.”
“Very well,” Yaeger said cordially. “I’ll just wait out here in the—”
“Good,” Comron said, shutting the door in Yaeger’s face.
“That was a bit rude, don’t you think?”
“He’s lucky I didn’t rip his damn head off,” he said and motioned for her to return his shirt.
“Why would you do that?” she asked hesitantly.
“You’re seriously asking me this?”
“I hope this isn’t over what I said earlier. It meant nothing. I was just trying to get you to see reason.”
“Oh, and Yaeger’s name just happened to be at the top of your list of potential lovers!”
“I had to pick someone aboard the ship. What other names do I know besides his and Erlacher’s?”
“Why do you think he agreed to come after me? Yaeger has a thing for you and you expressed interest in sleeping with him!”
“I did not.” Vaush glanced toward the door in complete mortification. “Lower your voice, he’s right out there.”
“I don’t give a bleeding shite what he hears!” Comron shouted toward the door. “As a matter of fact, let him go on notice. If I catch him so much as looking at you, I’ll fucking kill him!”
As the trio proceeded down the corridors on their way to the bridge, the tenuous silence continued. Comron had managed to make amends with Vaush after she’d convinced him that he had no rational reason to be jealous of any man, especially after their Murkudahl mating ritual. All other men might as well have privates the size of her little pinky for all the interest she had in them. Seeing the foolishness of his jealousy, he apologized profusely for embarrassing her. After a quick shower, they’d headed out to see Erlacher.
Before they entered the bridge, Comron let Vaush precede them and turned to Yaeger. “Look, I want to apologize for what you may have heard back there at our quarters. It was all just a big misunderstanding. Are we square?” he asked, extending his hand.
Yaeger eyed his hand dubiously before accepting it. “Cubed.”
“Great,” Comron said, slapping him on the shoulder. “Let’s go.”
They entered the old bridge, and it struck Comron as the deck of an ancient sea vessel with heavy oak decor and iron ore settings. But he could not deny the advanced technology in which the ship had been outfitted. Full holographic images of starscapes and battle formations appeared along with a vast array of tactical read-outs displayed around the various ships. He glimpsed the formidable armada of imperial warships, Warbrenger’s Destroyers, and Nostrom’s elite single fighters.
“Good gods, I hope Erlacher knows what he’s doing,” Comron said to Vaush.
“This way,” Yaeger said, leading them to the mid-size conference room where Vaush had met Erlacher for the first time.
“Charm him, Comron,” Vaush said, “I so want him to like you.”
He winked at her and walked in behind her. Charm was something he could do quite well when the occasion called for it, and winning over Vaush’s grandfather was certainly such an occasion. But the minute he spotted Crausin standing there speaking casually to Erlacher, he fairly lost all sense of decorum.
“Evil son of a bitch!” Comron yelled and charged across the room.
“Comron, no!” he heard Vaush call out. But he was too enraged to be reined in, even by her. He grabbed hold of Crausin and slung him against the wall where he began throttling him.
“Van Laven, enough!” Erlacher barked with such command, Comron froze with his fist in mid-air. “I’ll thank you to work your family disputes out elsewhere.”
Comron glared at Crausin and growled, “You are dead to me!” He spat in his face and walked off to rejoin Vaush.
She patted him on the shoulder. “Way to roll out the charm, babe.”
“He had it coming,” Comron said.
“No argument there,” Vaush replied. “But we really need to work on your timing.”
“Please be seated,” Erlacher invited them as he took a seat at the head of the table. Comron pulled out a chair for Vaush and sat to her left. Crausin regained his composure and seated himself on the other side of Erlacher. Yaeger took the empty seat next to him. There would be no more brawling until Erlacher had his say.
“It has come to my attention that there is an imperial war party on its way to Nethic to teach House Van Laven a valuable lesson about learning its place in the empire.”
Comron’s eyes widened in astonishment. “When did you learn of this? Is the source reliable?”
“Just under an hour ago and, yes, the source is highly reliable. If you’d contact your own people they’ll confirm what I’ve told you.”
“But a third of our forces have joined the battle to fight on Thalonius’ side,” Crausin said, patting his burst lip with a kerchief. “So why attack Nethic now?”
“Because they got word that the two of you are aboard this ship.”
Comron turned a hard eye on Erlacher. “How could they possible know that unless someone aboard this ship leaked the information?”
Erlacher shrugged. “Irrelevant really. The point is Thalonius knows and, therefore, believes your little fleet is merely a ruse to cover your true motives.” He gestured at Comron. “Namely, to wed your son to the empress, forming a rather ambitious alliance between Houses Hrollaugr and Van Laven. Laughable as that is.”
“That most certainly is not our goal!” Crausin cast an accusatory look at Comron. “I warned you that Nethic would pay for your unmitigated hubris.”
“Yep, Ole Thalonius plans to blast Nethic back to the Stone Age … for the second time if the archives are to be believed,” Erlacher added cavalierly.
His attitude began to grate on Comron but, obviously, Erlacher had called them here to offer them something—no doubt that something would entail him walking away from Vaush. She must have sensed the same because she reached over and squeezed his hand.
“Enough with the games, Erlacher,” Comron said. “What do you want us to do?”
“Why, save your kingdom, of course,” he replied coolly. “To accomplish this, you must convince Thalonius that you have no designs on the imperial throne, and you must do it quickly. Your father and I have come up with a plan that should satisfy all parties.”
A sickly feeling swirled in Comron’s stomach. What had this vengeful man done to him now? He took a deep breath. “I’m listening.”
“Thalonius needn’t fear you forming a marriage alliance with Vaush if you’re already married to someone else.”
Comron glanced at Crausin whose expression clearly said, I’ve beaten you.
“As we all know, you were to be married last week but in all the turmoil with the Ti-Larosian attack, the wedding was understandably postponed,” Erlacher said in a matter-of-fact tone as if he couldn’t care less that Comron and Vaush were desperately in love. “But, being the two mad love birds that you and Spira are, you couldn’t delay your nuptials a second longer, so the two of you decided to hold a small, private ceremony to exchange vows. Naturally, a grand celebration will follow once things are settled on Nethic.”
Despite the war waging inside Comron, the answer was one word and he delivered it calmly. “No.”
“You owe this to Nethic. You are her sworn protector!” Crausin shouted, nearly coming over the table at him.
“Nethic is staring down the barrel of twenty planetary destroyers,” Erlacher reminded Comron. “It will be pulverized.”
“This is extortion,” Vaush said sharply. “Grandfather, how could you do this?”
“They’re not my ships, dear,” Erlacher said.
“No, but you made damn sure they’d be pointed at Nethic by leaking Comron’s whereabouts to Thalonius,” she argued.
“I wanted to improve our odds on the battlefield by removing the Nethicaen ships from it. If the information was released during that endeavor ….” He raised his hands in a helpless gesture. “My only concern is delivering you to Novoxos.”
Comron felt the walls of his gilded cage crushing in around him once again. They were going to force him to marry Spira at gunpoint. Damn it, he would tell them whatever they needed to hear to buy Nethic enough time for the fleet to return home to defend their world. Surely, Houses Overcrom and Duvemen could be counted on to lend their forces to defend against the unprovoked, illegal acts of war.
“I will do my duty,” Comron said quietly.
“What … what are you saying?” Vaush said in shock.
He dared not look at her lest he give himself away. “Once this battle is over, I will go through with the wedding.”
Erlacher grinned broadly, perfect white teeth contrasted against rich brown skin. “I’m afraid that won’t do, my boy. The only thing that will prevent Thalonius from reducing Nethic to a smoking pile of rubble is marrying the girl now, as in within the hour.”
Comron’s disquiet grew stronger. What was really happening here? “Even if I agreed to this farce, Spira is nearly two days away even at quantum speeds.”
“Wrong, you self-serving prick,” Crausin said with perverse pleasure. “Spira’s been aboard the Valiant the whole time. That’s right. I knew it would come to this, and I prepared accordingly.”
This time, Comron started over the table. “You sick, twisted bastard. No wonder your mother killed herself to get away from you!”
“Gentlemen, leave your mothers out of this,” Erlacher quipped.
“You find this amusing?” Comron said in a threatening tone. “This is my life you’re fucking with!”
“You’ve done a phenomenal job of fucking up your own life, and now you’d like the chance to drag Vaush through your shite.”
“That’s what this is really about.” Vaush’s hazel eyes narrowed. “You don’t give a damn about removing their ships from the battlefield. You just want to remove Comron from my life. Well, that’s not going to happen, grandfather. And if you want to be a part of my life, which I pray you will, you need to accept Comron as an integral part of it.”
“Oh, I accept that he will be a part of your life. I only object to him as your husband-consort and that is a non-negotiable point.”
Her eyes flashed with anger. “How dare you! I will choose my husband. No one else will make that decision for me.”
“Naturally, but you won’t be choosing Van Laven,” he said, jabbing a finger at Comron. “Because he’s going to do the noble thing and marry Spira to save his world.”
She turned to Comron. “Is this even a real threat? Contact your people and find out if—” she paused as the comp-pad came sliding across the table.
“You see, it’s been verified,” Crausin said as Comron read the communications.
“How do we know you didn’t fabricate those transmissions, you slithering snake,” Vaush said in a tone hard as nails. “You’d stop at nothing to take him from me.”
“You should be thanking me,” Crausin said with a wicked glint in his eyes. “Remember I was inside his head. He doesn’t give a shite about you; you’re just an expedient route to the imperial throne.”
“Enough!” Comron barked. “Another word out of you and I swear I’ll snap your crooked neck.”
Crausin glared at Vaush. “Then muzzle your bitch.”
In a flash, Erlacher and Yaeger had their blast guns aimed directly at Crausin’s head. “Insult Her Majesty again and we’ll be scraping your brains off that wall,” Erlacher said.
“Why wait?” Comron said, leveling a blistering look at Crausin. “Go ahead and put the demented devil out of his misery.”
“The upcoming skirmish would be the perfect cover, all sorts of shite could happen,” Erlacher said with a barrel grazing Crausin’s temple. “I could make his throne a wedding gift to you.”
“You’ve made your point, General,” Crausin said through tight lips.
“As long as we understand one another,” Erlacher said, withdrawing his gun. Yaeger followed suit.
If Erlacher weren’t forcing him to do the unthinkable, Comron thought he could actually learn to like the man. But as it stood, he was clearly the enemy who held his world as ransom. Could Vaush ever understand? Would it be too much for her to bear? They were already married, he would argue, any marriage entered now would be rendered void once it became public knowledge. Nonetheless, to the world, Spira would be his wife and Vaush the maligned mistress. The very thing she swore she’d never be.
“Back to business then,” Erlacher said, “Captain Yaeger here can perform the ceremony and I’ve the authority to sign the marriage decree.”
Comron locked eyes with Yaeger.
“What?” Yaeger said innocently. “We’re still square. Aren’t we, Van Laven?”
“Have you all lost your bleeding minds?” Vaush exclaimed. “This wedding will take place over my dead body!”
Crausin started to speak but wisely held his tongue.
“Vaush,” Comron said, reaching for her hand but she snatched it away. “The reports have been confirmed. They’ll burn Nethic to the ground. Can you live with that?”
“Better than I can live with you being married to Spira!” The moment she spoke the words, he could tell she deeply regretted it. She closed her eyes in quiet frustration. “No, I can’t live with it.”
“Vaush, honey,” Erlacher said, “Thalonius believes Nethic is behind this whole campaign to deliver you to Novoxos. He’s already sharpened his claws on the Ti-Larosian fleet and now he means to go in for the kill with Nethic.”
She gave Comron an exasperated look as if to say, why aren’t you fighting this?
He met her gaze with a stern one. Our secret marriage is the master weapon that will nullify this nonsense. Let’s beat them at their own game.
He saw her eyes narrow at the odd sound of his voice in her head. He’d been equally shocked the first time he’d heard hers during Crausin’s attack. Another gift of the essence.
You expect me to share you with her? The very thought of it sickens me!
“What would you have me do, Vaush?” he shouted in his anguish. “Tell me and I’ll do it.” You are no mistress whore; you are my wife! And I’m begging you to set aside your pride until the time is right to reveal our marriage to the world.
“This isn’t about my pride!”
she lashed out.
“You know that Spira will never share my bed nor will she ever know a moment’s kindness from me.” So what else could it be other than your stubborn pride?
“But they’ll all think—”
“They’ll all know that it is you that I love, and that I’ve been forced into this wretched marriage.” Please, Vaush. When your rule has been established and you’ve grown powerful enough to where it won’t matter, we will tell the empire the truth!
He watched her wrestle with her convictions, trying to come to terms with the very thing she swore she’d never be. Alas, Comron would know which Vaush treasured most—their relationship or her lofty principles.
She finally lifted her eyes to him. What choice do I have? I am yours.
Though his heart delighted at her words of surrender, he chose to bear her pain alongside her. “Vaush.” He gathered her into his arms as tears welled in her eyes. “I hate this even more than you do, but we will have our day.”
He glanced at Crausin who sat there looking smug and self-content as if he’d bested them. Comron could endure that, but when Crausin’s eyes fell upon Vaush, gloating over her defeat, his rage boiled to the surface.
I could have forgiven all the wrong you’ve done to me, Crausin. But I’ll never forgive you for the wrong you’ve done to Vaush. And someday when you think all is forgotten … I’m going to destroy you and take your throne.
He felt a small degree of satisfaction as Crausin’s smugness fell away.
Even Erlacher seemed moved by Vaush’s grief. “I’m sorry, my dear, but we must proceed without further delay. Please, let Comron take you back to your quarters before the ceremony starts.”
She gripped Comron’s arm, but made no further objection. He stroked her hair and softly kissed her brow. “Come on, love.” He rose from the chair and took her by the hand.
“You’ll come to me when it’s over?” she asked timidly.
It pained him seeing her so vulnerable and unsure of herself, but he loved her all the more tenderly for it. “The very second it’s over.”
They walked out onto the bridge like a couple condemned. He wished he could say something to lessen her pain, or reassure her. But the argument had been made and won, and now there was nothing to do but live with it.
As they approached the exit, the doors parted before them and there stood Lady Spira Eskridge and her mother, the Duchess of Garonne.
“Comron?” Spira said, her sky-blue eyes were wide with newfound appreciation for him. Mortified that Vaush should have to confront her, he was a moment gathering his wits. Spira approached as if irresistibly drawn to him. Her tone grew sultry, “Comron ….”
He pushed past her without a word, urging Vaush along with him. As the doors slid shut behind them, he breathed a sigh of relief and turned to Vaush. “I am so incredibly sorry that—”
“She’s even more beautiful in person than she is in her holograms,” Vaush said with eyes downcast as they walked down the corridor. “I must be insane to let you do this.”
“Beautiful?” Comron scoffed. “Compared to you, she’s a hideous troll.”
She cut her eyes at him. “A troll most men would kill to marry.”
“Then I must not be most men.” He inclined his head at her. “For starters, I’ve been Murkudahl-bound to one woman for the rest of my life. No one can even begin to compare to you, Vaush.” His words seemed to soften the rigid set of her shoulders. For good measure, he whispered, “Besides, Spira smells like a dead codfish.”
A sharp laugh escaped Vaush before she clamped a hand over her mouth. “That’s a lie,” she said, trying to hide her smile. He knew then that they would successfully weather this storm just as they had the others.
“A lie?” He shrugged. “Maybe, but that didn’t stop her from throwing a vase at my head when I told her that.”
“You didn’t.” Vaush laughed again. “You have no idea how much I hate this arrangement, but I’m beginning to suspect that Spira will hate it even more.”
Comron smiled. “You know, I intend to spend every waking moment with you. So, I really won’t have a clue as to how miserable she is. Nor will I care.” He laced his fingers through hers as they walked along. “I am yours alone, love.”
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Vaush sat in the living room chair once again, feeling utterly blindsided by recent events. How much more could she endure before she finally snapped under the strain of it all? The one constant that she could cling to was Comron’s abiding love for her. Even after his marriage to Spira, she would trust in it and depend on it to carry them through the difficult times ahead.
Still the thought of him exchanging vows with Spira felt like burning acid in her veins.
Seeking distraction, she rose from the chair and began pacing as she focused on the battle ahead and what might be if she reached Novoxos. In less than a decade, the Kurukaii would descend upon their empire to wreak fiery retribution on it. All those who were not slaughtered would be subjugated into slavery.
Chaiyse, can we really avoid this fate? Filled with the sudden need for reassurance from the Murkudahl, she started for the door. Comron was on the other side of it.
“Comron!” she said and checked the time. “That was fast.”
“The battle is about to be underway, so Erlacher rushed things along,” he explained.
“And your blushing b—” It was still too painful to say it. “Where’s Spira?”
“I put her on a shuttle back to the Valiant. Crausin’s gone as well.”
“Ah, I sensed that evil had departed the ship,” she quipped. “And what of Nethic? Did we save the village?”
Comron nodded somberly. “Thalonius called off his dogs. Nethic will live to see another day.”
“Then it was worth the sacrifice,” she said with genuine feeling. “But there’s something else we need to discuss, and I can’t put it off any longer.” When she saw the concerned look on his face, she quickly added. “No, we’re fine. It’s the rest of the empire that I’m concerned about. Come, you might want to be seated for this.”
She led him to the couch and proceeded to regale him with all that Bhedrus and Chaiyse had shown her. He listened intently, completely riveted by the vivid imagery she painted of epic battle scenes, advanced alien weaponry, and warrior cunning. But when she arrived at the end and related the horrible fate that awaited her and the empire, he became quite riled.
“If it’s war the Kurukaii want, it’s war they’ll have. We’ll make damn good use of the next ten years to prepare. Vaush, imagine what we’ll be once we’ve learned to harness and master these new powers and abilities. If we have to build an army of those like us to combat them, we will. As for their penchant for starting at the head, they’ll have to cut through me first. And heaven help them if they try,” he said as if thirsting for their blood. “So, yes, let them come.”
Never before had she dared to hope that they could combat the Kurukaii if Chaiyse and Bhedrus failed in their peace mission. But the fervor with which Comron spoke awakened something in Vaush that made her feel invincible and eager to fight alongside him. After all, would the Kurukaii prove to be so different from any of the other deadly obstacles they’d faced?
A knock at the door stirred her from her reverie. Comron answered it.
“Erlacher has requested that both of you come to the bridge,” DeOrchis said to Comron, “It will be the safest place during the fighting.”
“Agreed, let’s go,” Comron said.
The battle had been engaged by the time they reached the bridge and joined the skeleton crew of Erlacher, Yaeger, DeOrchis and—much to his surprise—the Murkudahl, Chaiyse and Bhedrus.
“We’re spread pretty thin here,” Erlacher said to Comron. “I could use someone on tactical. Yaeger claims you’re not half bad.”
He glanced at Yaeger, who shrugged. “Can’t afford to be picky.”
“I can hold my own,” he said as he made his way over to the tactical station. “If I’m recognized, Nethic will be back in Thalonius’ crosshairs. Perhaps you have an extra blast shield helmet around I could use.” He began studying the schematics. His eyes rapidly scanned the readings as his mind efficiently processed the data. By the time DeOrchis approached with a helmet in his hand, Comron was confident he could operate the station as well as anyone else on board.
Vaush was talking to Erlacher, who led her over to an observation chair and requested that she wait there until called upon. Comron turned his attention to the technical readouts. The holographic field showed Erlacher’s fleet, which consisted of twelve galaxy-class battle cruisers, forty-five planetary cruisers, and 105 single fighters. Thalonius’ combined forces outnumbered them in every class at least four to one. What in the blazes was Erlacher thinking? They would be slaughtered.
But when Comron looked at the man, he saw a military commander fully confident in the belief that they would be victorious. He glanced at the Murkudahl who looked on calmly from the sidelines. It was as if the three of them knew exactly how this game would play out.
“We’re coming into the midst of the fire, sir,” DeOrchis announced. “Brace yourselves.”
“Give ’em hell, Yaeger,” Erlacher said with a raised fist.
Comron watched as Yaeger unleashed a hail of photon blast-fire, landing direct hits on everything he aimed at. The Emperor’s Majesty rocked gently as she received a few glancing blows.
“Shields are holding steady,” Comron announced as his fingers flew over the controls.
“Bring us around for another pass, DeOrchis,” Erlacher commanded.
In the midst of the commotion, Comron noticed that the enemy was extremely ineffective in landing any strategic blows. Thalonius’ men were all firing blind as if they couldn’t lock onto them. That’s when Comron remembered the stealth technology Yaeger had used on the tank during the rescue mission. Comron marveled at the massive energy required to camouflage Erlacher’s fleet, rendering the enemy’s radar systems virtually useless.
Comron scanned the schematics again as Erlacher’s men cut down Thalonius’ forces en masse. The readings indicated that Erlacher had only sustained losses of ten percent while cutting Thalonius’ by thirty. At this rate, Thalonius’ forces would be completely routed within the hour. Surely, the Generals Elite on the other side would realize what was happening and devise a way to compensate for it.
No sooner had he thought that when he caught sight of a massive, spider-like vessel emerging from the midst of Thalonius’ fleet. “I’m picking up unusual energy readings from an unfriendly at the following coordinates.” He grabbed the virtual image and stretched his arms outward, expanding the holograph for all to see.
He grew uneasy at Erlacher’s troubled expression.
“All ships open fire on these coordinates. Shields to maximum!”
It was something Erlacher had not anticipated or at least hoped he’d never see! A sick feeling tried to take hold as he watched their weapons fire futilely at the odd structure. Not only was it impervious to their attack, it seemed to be coming alive as enormous spidery legs spread out with some sort of solar webbing between them. At the apex of the extension, the wing webbing began to glow light blue as if absorbing power.
“What in the devil?” Comron said at the readouts. “The damn thing’s harnessing the power of the nearest star.”
“That’s what Star Harvesters are designed to do,” Erlacher snapped, clearly angered by the development. “When the hell did they build a bloody Harvester? Evasive maneuvers, Condit four, evasive maneuvers, Condit four.”
Comron witnessed the smaller ships reacting quickly but the larger ones were slow with the maneuver. His eyes remained fixed upon the charts as the birdlike structure began converting the energy into firepower.
“Get us the hell out of here!” Erlacher ordered.
The burst of energy erupted from the heart of the Star Harvester, sending a focused stream at the nearest galaxy cruiser. It exploded with such a brilliant flash of light Comron thought that they’d be blinded by it.
For the first time since the battle began, Comron acknowledged that they would fail to overcome the odds. They would not defeat Thalonius’ arsenal. He lifted his visor and glanced over at Vaush who stared back with the same expression on her face.
A full retreat was their only sane option, but he knew that once Thalonius tasted blood, he wouldn’t stop pursuing Vaush until he glimpsed her lifeless corpse.
He cursed himself for not leaving when they had the chance, when all of Thalonius’ attention was focused squarely on Erlacher’s band of mercenaries. I should have taken you away then, Vaush. But he wouldn’t speak the words not even telepathically. He didn’t want it to end with them dwelling on regrets or second-guessing.
The hideous vessel was relentless, firing on their ships with surgical precision. One by one, Erlacher’s battle cruisers were picked off in stunning flashes of light. The battle would be over within minutes, Comron lamented.
“Get us into that sun’s corona!” Erlacher barked.
The corona? Comron wondered if the man had gone mad. They’d burn up long before they reached the corona. But, from behind, the Star Harvester bore down on them. Either way, the end was near.
“Vaush,” he called and she was quickly at his side. The courage in her eyes reinforced his. They were together, if this was how it ended, so be it.
“Comron, I—”
“DeOrchis, we’re the only big target left,” he yelled, “Evasive maneuvers, man!”
Yaeger jumped out of his seat and forced DeOrchis out of the pilot’s chair. “Sorry, kid, I’ve got this,” he said, taking control.
Vaush’s fingers dug into Comron’s arm as Yaeger skillfully banked the ship at an impossible angle, causing the Harvester’s shot to fly right past them.
“All hands abandon ship,” Erlacher ordered. “I repeat, all hands abandon ship!”
In dismay, Comron imagined the crewmembers in engineering obeying the order and fleeing to their escape pods. But Yeager and DeOrchis made no such move. Neither did the Murkudahl.
As they flew toward the corona, the temperature rose precipitously and beads of sweat rolled down Comron’s brow and back. The whole view screen was now filled with the star’s corona.
“Take thermal shields to maximum, Van Laven,” ordered Erlacher.
“Shields at maximum,” he replied.
Erlacher turned to DeOrchis. “Give the escape pods some cover.”
“Aye, sir,” he answered as he opened a volley of fire, cutting a path for the pods passage.
“The Harvester has broken off pursuit,” DeOrchis announced as they plunged into the corona. A few of the foolhardy ships followed them in only to burst into flames.
“How is it that we’re not burning up?” Vaush asked. “This must be Murkudahl technology.”
“View screen off,” Erlacher shouted. The screen blinked to a bland gray. “Chaiyse, stand ready,” he called out.
Comron’s gaze fell upon Chaiyse. He felt a small glimmer of hope that she might yet play a pivotal role in turning the tide.
“Grandfather, how long do you think we can hide in the corona?” Vaush asked, wiping the perspiration from her brow.
“An hour at most.” He unbuttoned his collar as he strode up the ramp to the observation station. “We just need to give them confirmation that you’re aboard this ship.”
The plan unfolds, Comron thought as hope began to mount.
“I await your command, General,” Chaiyse said evenly.
“Good, then it’s time to set the trap,” he replied.
Comron saw the conspiratorial wink he gave Vaush.
“It’s time to negotiate the terms of your surrender, my dear.”
Comron shot a questioning look at Vaush.
“I haven’t a clue what he’s up to,” she answered. “But it had better be damned good.”
“Thalonius is aboard the Dynasty, just there behind the Star Harvester,” he said to Chaiyse. “That’s our target. Can you manage it?”
All turned to the Murkudahl woman as she closed her large dark eyes. In seconds her form became translucent, and then rematerialized fully. When she opened her eyes, they were several shades lighter.
“Yes, I can, General,” Chaiyse said.
“Excellent.” He glanced at Vaush. “We’ll have you on Novoxos before you know it. DeOrchis, open a com channel to the lead vessel.”
“Com channel opened and ready,” DeOrchis replied.
Erlacher motioned for Vaush to join him. Comron remained behind, choosing not to don the helmet again in the stifling heat. Making use of a small monitor at the captain’s chair, Erlacher allowed their image to be viewed by all under Thalonius’ command.
A visual of one of Thalonius’ generals appeared.
“Ah, General Bruen,” Erlacher stated casually, even as beads of sweat dripped from his chin. “I should have recognized your blunt style.”
“Erlacher? So it is you,” Bruen said, with a touch of surprise and awe. “That would explain the Emperor’s Majesty. You always had a thing for her.”
“You obviously know who I am,” he replied and placed his arm around Vaush’s shoulder, “But do you know who she is?
Bruen shifted uneasily and cleared his throat. “She’s of no consequence to me. I have my orders.”
“She’s our late emperor’s daughter and heir to his throne,” he declared. “If you destroy this ship, you will be guilty of assassinating the family you swore an oath to protect. Do you want that on your head?”
A cool veneer spread across Bruen’s face. “Why don’t you come out of the corona, and we’ll discuss it?”
“First, I want you to give me your word, as one of the emperor’s Generals Elite, that you will allow her safe passage to Novoxos.”
This was his master plan? Comron thought.
Bruen stared with eyes full of incredulity, but then sobered. “You have my word.”
“Can I still trust in that?” Erlacher asked.
“Trust it or stay in there and burn for all I care!” Bruen snapped.
“All right, here we come.”
“Erlacher, no!” Comron shouted. “He’s obviously lying.”
Erlacher waved Comron silent. “Ease us out Yaeger. Cut audio, DeOrchis.”
Yaeger spared a glance at Erlacher before complying. “Aye, sir.”
Comron’s heart thundered in his chest as they emerged to find themselves staring down the barrels of five galaxy-class cruisers and the Star Harvester, charged and ready to fire.
“Everyone, gather around,” he said with a sense of urgency. Comron, DeOrchis, Yaeger, and the two Murkudahl took up a position in a half circle around Vaush. Erlacher made a hand signal at Bhedrus. That’s when Comron noticed an orange orb glowing in his hands. “On my mark, not a second sooner.” Bhedrus nodded.
“I stand ready, General,” Chaiyse said.
“Return audio,” Erlacher said.
“Audio on.”
“Well, you don’t exactly appear to be standing down, General Bruen,” Erlacher accused. “I guess the word of a Generals Elite’s simply doesn’t mean what it used to twenty-five years ago.”
“Fire!” Bruen ordered.
Instinctively, Comron shielded Vaush’s body with his own, as he watched the Harvester emit its energy. Erlacher signaled Chaiyse his “Now” command.
But Comron only heard the thunderous noise as the white beam of light started cutting through the ship’s hull. Then he witnessed another burst of energy emanating from Bhedrus’ orange orb, pushing outward to envelop the small group. Comron held Vaush tighter, as the noise grew louder and the angry wall of fire roiled forward to devour them.
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And then there was dead silence, except for the beating of Comron’s heart. Vaush lifted her head from his chest and looked around in confusion. They were in what appeared to be the cargo hold of another spacefaring vessel. One that was considerably colder than the last.
“How did we get here?” she asked bewildered, “And where is here?”
“It was Chaiyse and Bhedrus’ idea,” Erlacher said, restraining a grin. “We’re in the cargo hold of the Dynasty.”
“Thalonius’ ship,” Comron said, sounding all at once impressed and concerned.
Chaiyse suddenly collapsed into Bhedrus’ arms. Alarmed, Vaush dashed over, praying Chaiyse hadn’t pulled that maneuver at the cost of her own life.
“Is she going to be all right?”
“Yes,” Bhedrus said, lowering Chaiyse to the ground. “We are of an age now where teleportation takes a heavy toll on our system. This state is only temporary.”
“Is this the best place for us to be?” Vaush asked, looking around. “Right in the lion’s den?”
“It’s the very last place he’d think to look, not that he would anyway, right, Erlacher?” Comron said. “He believes we’re all dead and his mission accomplished.”
“And now he unwittingly carries us safely to Novoxos,” Vaush said, casting a dubious eye at Erlacher. “This clever fox never intended to beat Thalonius in battle.”
Erlacher cracked a grin. “I’m good, but not that good,” he said with a wink.
“You might’ve let us in on the scheme,” she said with a mock frown. “You really scared the hell out of us.”
“Which was precisely the point, love,” Comron said.
“Your reactions had to look authentic in order for them to believe it,” Erlacher confessed and walked over to one of the storage crates. “Hand me an iron, Yaeger.” He proceeded to work open one of the boxes. “Not that I anticipate any visitors down here,” he said, reaching in to retrieve a military grade blast rifle. “But you can never be too sure.” He handed one to each of them and turned to Vaush. “Well, my dear, I say it’s about time we introduced Novoxos to its new Sovereign.”
Comron Van Laven stood alongside Empress Vaush Hrollaugr and General Erlacher as they awaited the news. Three days had passed since Erlacher had masterfully outmaneuvered Thalonius, and Vaush had undergone an invasive battery of tests to prove, indisputably, her hereditary claim. As was the tradition, the Royal Houses sent a delegation, consisting of members of their household and their chief medical officer, to ascertain for themselves the veracity of the alleged heir’s claim. One by one, they came forth and drew a small sample of her blood from her body—precluding any chance of chicanery. And Vaush submitted willingly, for after they all returned with the same conclusive results, there could never be any questions as to the truth of her royal lineage.
Comron had watched the order of acknowledgements. First, and most notably, came House Dredfort with their positive results proclamation and hearty congratulations. This was to be expected, as Grand Duke Dredfort had two available sons of marrying age and great aspirations for the imperial throne. With a powerful military machine to join to the imperial ranks, they would be a formidable force which none could rival.
House Barukan was next sending the male heir to their enormous diamond mines fortune. Vaush had never seen such a fine spread of sparkling jewels as was laid at her feet. Then came the political powerhouses led by Warbrenger, as if his ships hadn’t been recently on the battlefield seeking to take Vaush’s life. But Vaush handled the matter graciously and Warbrenger left feeling assured he had a legitimate shot at forming a marriage alliance.
Displaying the same diplomatic aplomb, Vaush left Houses Westasfell, Shen Mao, Vikhram, Presovach, Saruku, Cressmorg, and Ostengard all believing they were at the vanguard in the race for the empress’ hand. Still a quorum hadn’t been reached until ten of the thirteen most powerful and wealthiest houses of the old empire acknowledged Vaush as the rightful sovereign.
So it was, on the third day, late in the hour, it finally came—House Nostrom’s reluctant acknowledgement and muted felicitations to the new empress. As expected, they didn’t miss the opportunity to insult her by sending an all-female delegation. Vaush mockingly marked, “We offer no male in hopes of forming a marriage alliance with the crown—at least not while it’s on your head.”
The official coronation and parliamentary ratification would take place in a fortnight at which time her court would be assembled and a High Chancellor appointed. But her real seat of power and influence would lie in her shadow council headed by Comron. And Vaush had insisted that a small task force be sent to extract Laney Hunner from Ti-Laros so that she and Captain Yaeger could take command of her proletarian guard.
But the thorn in Comron’s side had already begun to rankle. Lady Spira Van Laven, the consummate opportunist, was busy spreading rumors that Comron had taken a high-ranking advisory position in Her Majesty’s administration and, therefore, the two blissfully happy newlyweds would be relocating to Novoxos at the first opportunity, and Spira couldn’t be more delighted about her husband’s prestigious new role or the prospect of living in the capital city with him.
When Vaush heard the news, she’d been too exhausted from the day’s demands to vent her full displeasure. Instead, she collapsed into Comron’s arms and begged him to take her home away from all the clamoring nobles petitioning for an audience. During the interim, while Thalonius vacated the Royal Lion Palace, she and Comron resided at one of the imperial properties in the capital district. The luxurious suite of rooms overlooked the city with a view clear to the palace in the east.
As Vaush slept soundly in their bed, Comron stood on the balcony on the cool autumn night. It was no longer a farfetched dream or mad delusion as Crausin had declared. He was here, at the empress’ side, standing at what seemed like the top of the world, looking down over their vast empire. And it was their empire, to one day be ruled by their son and his son after that.
Earlier, when he’d watched the Great Royal Houses come forth, presenting their eager young men, all with grand hopes of wooing an empress, Erlacher had clasped him on the shoulder and thanked him for all he’d done to see Vaush to Novoxos, but then verbally gutted him by implying that his usefulness had reached its end and that it was high time Comron returned home to his beautiful, blushing bride. Erlacher reminded him that the threat to Nethic still hung over it more ominously than ever. After all, what self-respecting nobleman would countenance his future bride having such a close association with a devilish rake like Comron Van Laven? Loud rumblings to that effect could already be heard coming from the Dredfort and Warbrenger camps.
The anger blazed in Comron as fiercely as it had upon hearing it. His jaw clenched hard and his brow set sternly. The empress and I are one, fortified by the gifts of the essence! So let all those prancing peacocks believe they have a chance in hell of stealing what rightfully belonged to him. Let Spira spread her deluded fantasies; he’d even use that ruse to his advantage. Let the ghastly Kurukaii come and wage their bloodiest of wars, he would make them tremble!
He slammed his fist down upon the balustrade and gazed out over the glorious city. The dazzling lights lit the district brilliantly, the towering buildings and vaulting structures all monuments to the greatness of the emperors that had come before, and to the east lay the true seat of power, the Royal Lion Palace, rising like a majestic mountain overseeing its realm. As his eyes beheld it all, something primal and fierce seized hold of him, crystallizing the thought.
This empire is mine—to rule and defend!
Comron lifted his eyes to the heavens and, into the cold night air, he gave words to the singular thought that possessed him, “Let begin the reign of Van Laven.”
The End
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