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

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

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

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

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

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

Enjoy!

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

Aloe: Ah-low

Lotoe: Low-toe

Rasha: Rah-sha

Louish: Lew-ish

Lucrenzia: Lou-cwren-za

Elaxiar: El-lex-are

Kentie: Ken-tee

Teara: Tear-ra

Marzon: Mar-zon

Zuki: Zoo-key

Czarus: Czar-us

Juto: Jew-toe

Ismay: Iss-may

In memory of my mother and my father

Thank you!
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​LAMENT
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Oh night of faithless world,

Hurling on the wind.

I’m waiting anxiously,

For my life to begin.

For time is traveling on,

And I am still alone.

Forsaken and forlorn,

To an empty throne.

Am I to be forgotten?

And left to grieve in pain?

Must life be forever spent?

In the solitude of rain?

Is love just eluding me?

Is it really real?

Or am I simply blind,

And incapable to feel?

Oh please, oh quiet night,

With your gentle, waxing moon.

Please grant me redemption,

From the loneliness and gloom.

Please help me find a dream,

One cherished in my heart,

Help me God oh please!

Before I fall apart.

For life is worth nothing,

Without a happy home.

And I am still here,

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What we are is God’s gift to us.

What we become is our gift to God.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes,” Seatie snapped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Put that thing out,” Seatie growled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What else but marriage.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“To me, yes. To your mother, no.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But she’s sleeping!”

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

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

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

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

“I’ve come to talk to you, Mother.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who is she? Tell me of her?”

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

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

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

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

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

“It will be my secret until I return.”

She pouted. “That’s unfair.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Did I not guarantee it?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ohhhhhh! You are a beast!”

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

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

Lily turned red. “You wouldn’t dare!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who says my bag’s packed?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Well, I’m a big boy now.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Well,” Aloe demanded.

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

“Abduction! You mean she was kidnapped?”

Rasha nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And Louish? He never found her?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, Rasha?”

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

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

“Three carry the insignia of the spider.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How much distance?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

The men faded as the heavens returned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Direct hit,” Rasha cried.

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

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

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

Aloe cracked a grin. “What else indeed.”

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

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

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

“Sire! Look!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And none was taken.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Neither can I. Shall we?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Over four hundred years,” Louish uttered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes.”

More of the uneasiness vanished.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Mikel smiled before giving the customary bow.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Only about the string of broken hearts he’s left lying around. It’s said there isn’t a woman in the universe capable of capturing his heart.”

“I call that a bit dramatic,” Aloe drawled. “I can see you’ve been listening to Father and he tends to exaggerate.”

Rasha burst out laughing. “Ha,” he roared, slapping his knee and dethroning his napkin. “You know that’s not so.”

A mischievous smile formed. “I bet there’s some things you haven’t heard about,” Aloe smirked. “I could tell you if you like. After all, the ladies involved have long since married and who cares if their husbands know of their illustrious past. No doubt, I’d be swamped with grateful husbands wanting to thank me for teaching their wives the ... ahhh . . . finer points of love.”

Actta choked on his soup.

“No doubt they’ll come for your head,” Mikel supplied for him.

“Not so,” Aloe disagreed, “for then their wives will be grief stricken, they’d neglect them all the more.”

Rasha leaned towards Louish. “Please excuse our Prince. He’s not conceited. He’s simply confused.”

“You’re just envious, Rasha.” Aloe laughed.

“Enough! Enough,” Louish waved. “Please, or you’ll have me laughing so hard, I’ll cry.”

“My sentiments exactly,” agreed Aloe, sending Rasha a wink. “My men like to tease me.”

Everyone laughed. The main meal was eaten with the aid of light banter after that. Aloe let his men carry the conversation which ranged from politics to cards. After the table was cleared and everyone sipping drinks, Aloe signaled the servants to leave.

“Thanks for dinner,” Louish said. “I take it you wish to discuss business.”

“If you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. Plan away.”

Another chunk of worry fell away. Aloe leaned on his elbows. “How many star-cruisers do you plan on bringing?”

“Ten,” Louish answered. “Of course, I’ll need a couple of days to repair my damaged cruisers.”

“Of course,” Aloe agreed, dreading it. He didn’t want to meet Queen Crystaline and had hoped any contact with Juto would be avoidable. Another fantasy. Suck it up. You’ll manage the guilt with her as well as you did today with King Louish.

“Good,” he heard Louish say. “Crystaline would have my head if I didn’t introduce you . . . and don’t worry. She doesn’t blame you either, so please, feel at ease. Think of Juto as a home away from home.”

“Thank you. Do you have an attack plan?”

Louish nodded. “I do, but after what I learned today, I’d like to hear yours.”

The bond forming between the two men deepened with the compliment. Aloe finally let his guard down and relaxed. In Louish, Czarus not only had an ally, but a good friend. Louish made it easy to return the favor – no acts, no shams, just be yourself and live the way life was meant to be lived, not alone but together, honoring and respecting your fellow man. This is what the Creator wanted, not the misery men created by listening to their dark side.

Because of such ignorance, he was forced to wage war. He had to be stern. Aloe wanted Theo to know this was it. You raid the stars taking possessions and lives, you pay the price.

As he did when all nine commanders were staring at him on the bridge, Aloe sent each man a look. “So far, we’ve encountered three of the enemy. More cruisers may be out, so I think it’s wise to travel in a line a precise distance apart. By precise, I mean not close enough to be seen but close enough to help should it be required.

“Once we repair your star-cruisers and get to Theo, we’ll divide and hit the most populated cities. A third of our crew will stay behind and battle from above, taking care of any cruisers Theo may launch. The rest of us will transport to fight on land. That way, we’ll kill only those who deserve to die and not innocent people. Once done, we’ll take over the cities, where we’ll place men and women, who will be teachers, in charge. It may take time but eventually, Theo will forget its history of piracy and become a contributing member of the universe.”

Louish experienced a burst of pride as Aloe talked. How he wished Lucrenzia had made it. “Your plan is excellent. Let’s drink on it!”

Louish raised his crystal goblet. Aloe set the transparency of his number against the amber of Louish whisk.

“To victory,” Louish cried.

“To victory,” each man returned.

They all drank, sealing the bond.

True to his instincts, Aloe didn’t like his two day stay on Juto. The planet’s surface didn’t attribute to the uneasiness he felt. No indeed, for Aloe found the rich, green meadows, intercept with fields of golden oats and wheat, rather refreshing. He enjoyed the sun’s warmth after leaving the chill of winter at home. Even the dark forest looming off in the west appeared inviting. Aloe would rather face any unknown terrors within their limbs than the gentle sweetness of Queen Crystaline.

For a woman just turned fifty, she was amazingly beautiful. Age didn’t mar her beauty but enhanced it. Golden-brown hair, thick and rich, swirled gracefully from an oval face. Her straight nose had a pair of moist, red lips beneath, while delicate brows framed the most provocative eyes Aloe had ever seen. Dark lashes fanned vividly against the creaminess of her cheeks.

Aloe felt guilty. He couldn’t help it each time he looked at her and wondered if the lost daughter bore any resemblance. Because, he had no peace.

Crystaline was kind, attentive, and even though the young Prince made her heart ache, she liked him. She found herself laughing at his jokes, enjoyed the joust between Alexander and Aloe, and clapped with glee when he won.

There was one problem. Aloe was too polite, too perfect. Crystaline wasn’t immune to the reason why, so she made it her personal quest to make him relax, to gain his trust. It didn’t work. Aloe remained cool and untouchable.

Frustrated, she went to Louish, who only waved her off. “He feels guilty, my dear. He’s recently learned of Lucrenzia’s disappearance and the purpose of her visit. Give him time. He’ll come round.”

But Aloe didn’t come around as predicted and time was something the Queen didn’t have. “I must be losing my touch,” she mumbled as she watched Aloe leave dinner after giving what she considered a lame excuse. Obviously, more dwelled on his mind than guilt. Crystaline knew she would never know. Tomorrow, Louish and he would be gone.

Frowning, she kissed Louish and returned to their rooms. There, she changed into a loose gown and walked to the door enclosure. The gardens beckoned and she heeded their call.

Paths were taken at random. Crystaline enjoyed the solitude of nature and she as one when the first strains of a haunted guitar infiltrated the air. Her cry of surprise was smothered, and her erratic heart slowed a beat or two after she realized what the invader was. A simple guitar. Whoever was playing it was haunted.

She moved down the path, following the sound until it was just around the corner. Something stopped her from going around that bend yet. The person had started to sing.

It was a lonely voice, a deep voice filled with longing. The song was one of passion and a plea to know why it was yet to be found. Crystaline knew it was Aloe. What she couldn’t understand was how he had become so lonely. The Creator knew he had the universe to choose from. He was referred to as the Golden Prince and the most eligible catch in the stars for the woman who could ever crawl under his shield and into his heart. Why had he shut the door and let it remain closed for so long?

Deciding now was as good a time as any to find the answers, Crystaline swept around the corner and walked boldly up the path and to where Aloe sat on the grass. His eyes, so obvious even at night, caused some apprehension as to the sanity of her move. They were so . . . intense. Still, her legs carried her until there was no distance left to cover.

“That was lovely, Aloe,” she said is a soft burst of determination. “May I join you?”

His hand indicated she take the bench. Crystaline sat, noting the sleek guitar on the grass and a half-depleted bottle of number next to it. Her apprehension left. If anything loosened a man’s tongue, a few numbers was it!

“Do you know many songs?”

His gaze was sharp but closed. “Yes,” he answered, not sure of her motive. Obviously, she heard the naked truth in his song. “I sing often,” Aloe said in what he hoped was a quick and final explanation, “because I find solace in it.”

“Are you sad?”

“No . . . just down a bit.”

“I don’t know why,” Crystaline countered, clapping her hands. “Tomorrow you go to battle. I thought you men thrived on it.”

That brought the first signs of a smile to his lips, just the corners turning up. “Yes. I’m looking forward to that. It’s afterwards I fear.”

“Afterwards? Why?”

Aloe shrugged. The problem wasn’t hers. “Oh . . . nothing really.”

Crystaline gaped. She had been positive Aloe was going to open up only to be knocked down. She watched as he selected a long blade of grass to twirl between his fingers. Was the door to be forever shut? Only if you let it. Crystaline wasn’t sure where the words came from, but they gave her courage.

“You can talk to me,” she said, leaning forward. “I, too, was once forlorn and understand more than you realize. For instance, you’re polite, courteous, and proper towards me, but I can also see that you shun me. It’s because of Lucrenzia. Do you think I blame you? If so, then you’re not as wise as you appear. There’s a confession I must make. When Louish and your father first suggested marriage, I was against it. I’d heard so many rumors, I believed them. I didn’t want my daughter married to a man like that and I said as much. Louish laughed in my face. Your father didn’t out of respect. Begrudgingly, I consented but only after making a fool of myself. Now, after meeting you, I can see I was an even bigger one.”

Aloe was stunned. And here he thought he had covered his emotions and the Queen would never know he didn’t want to meet her. It didn’t matter what she said after. Those first few sentences were enough. Aloe was glad it was night and he had the cloak of darkness to cover his reddening face.

“I’m guilty as charged,” he admitted, “but I’m the fool, not you. Please forgive me.”

“There’s nothing to forgive. You were right to assume the sight of you would remind me of Lucrenzia, but that’s something I’ve come to live with. Everywhere I look, I’m reminded of her. Meeting you only makes me wish she made it. What a striking pair you would have made.”

The remark was sincere. Reaching above his head, Aloe plucked a rose from its haven and held it out to her. “A rose for a Queen.”

Crystaline accepted it. “Thank you. Will you tell me what’s troubling you?”

“You’re a witch,” Aloe said, reaching for his guitar. He played a quick tune before setting it aside and twirling the blade of grass once more. “When I returned, I’ve promised to marry.” There. It was out.

“And you don’t want to,” Crystaline uttered in sudden dawning.

Aloe nodded. “There isn’t anyone I want. All the women I’ve met look like they came from the same mold. They remind me of dolls with smiles that are painted and hearts just as empty. Dolls, the entire lot of them, all dressed up and on parade for me. They don’t care about me, only my title and the power and the wealth that comes with it. I don’t want a woman like that.”

“Of course not,” Crystaline sympathized. “You want one who will love you.”

“Love?” echoed Aloe in disgust. “I doubt I even know the meaning of the word. What is it? Can you see it? Define it? No. It’s just a word.”

“You’re wrong, Aloe. Love is real. Oh, I know it’s difficult to define, hard to understand, and often, when you’re in its clutches, you’re the last to know. Love isn’t pleasant. There are heartaches and sorrows, but the joys are reward enough and make every pain worth it. I know because I’ve loved Louish from the day I met him.”

“Then you’re lucky, for I’ll marry regardless.”

Crystaline was incredulous. “Regardless of love?”

The blade of grass was tossed aside in anger. “Yes,” Aloe said as if he had to convince himself. “I will, just to make an heir for Czarus and to give some fool woman something to make others envious. Love or not, I no longer have a choice. In November, I’ll be twenty-eight and the law on Czarus says I must marry on or before my twenty-eighth birthday or lose the crown. I’ve waited ten years for love. Where did it get me?”

At last, she understood. Still, Crystaline had to make Aloe see he was making a mistake. Surely such a ridiculous law could be changed.

“And what will become of you?”

“Me?” Aloe shrugged. “I guess I’ll go on as before. What else can I do?”

“Don’t marry. If you do it will be a lonely life.”

It was what Aloe wanted to do except . . . he was trapped. He had to marry. Czarus meant more to him than any woman ever could. He shook his head.

“I must marry. Czarus is my home. I’ve already lost love. I can’t lose her too. Who knows,” he said more to assure himself than Crystaline, “maybe I’ll grow to love her.”

“Maybe you will,” was all the Queen wished to voice.

Aloe sat up and stared at her. “You don’t think I will.”

Crystaline gave no reply. Aloe knew it was because he had spoken her truth. Picking up his guitar, Aloe replayed the song that drew her to him, this time omitting the words. When his fingers stopped gliding over the strings and the last melody disappeared on the wind, Crystaline rose. Aloe set the instrument on the grass and followed suit. He took her hand and drew it to his lips.

“I’m glad you came this evening,” he told her. “It was fate that sent you traveling on the garden paths and to me.”

A soft smile grew. Standing on tip-toe, Crystaline planted an affectionate kiss on his cheek. “Good night, Aloe. Thanks for the talk. I’ve learned a lot about the man behind the mask and I’ve one thing to say. Don’t marry unless you love her. It will be the worst mistake you’ll ever make and one you’ll spend the rest of your life with.”

Aloe said nothing as he watched her leave, his heart heavy because he knew it was true.

At the light of dawn, while preparing to leave, Aloe received a message that he had a call from Czarus. Leaving the remaining details to Rasha, he went to Louish’s study and flicked on the desk screen. At once, Lily, bright with her smile of welcome, appeared.

“Hello, Aloe,” she greeted. “I’m reporting as you asked of mother’s health. Things go extremely well. Already Mother complains of being idle when she could be helping Father with planetary affairs. Father says he owes you an apology. Whatever you said brought her back to life.”

The message said with love brought a smile to his face. “Thanks, little sister. This is great. Now, I can do what I must in peace.”

“Have you any luck?”

Aloe knew Lily was referring to his bride.

What would one more lie mean if it brings peace to those I love? “Yes. I’ve met a woman on Juto of extraordinary proportions. I believe she is my queen.”

“That’s great! What’s her name?”

“Never mind that. Just be thankful my final search wasn’t in vain. I must go. We leave today for Theo.”

Lily pouted. Then, she sent a smile that lit her entire face. “Very well. I’ll let you keep your secret. Godspeed with the Theos and be careful. There’s an evil omen in your chart, but nothing can come of it as long as you’re forewarned.”

Aloe frowned. “What are you talking about, Lily?”

“Your stars, Aloe. The configurations predict a disastrous downfall if you’re not careful. You will be, won’t you?”

Starology! He might have known. How Lily could believe such nonsense was beyond him but, if it made her feel better, he’d play along.

“Ok, little sister. I hear and will listen. Until I return, over and out.”

Lily gave the sign of farewell and faded.

Crystaline was on her balcony when Aloe rejoined his crew. She sent him a wink and was thrilled when he flashed a smile. Once inside the Tightus, he relayed Lily’s message to Rasha.

“So, your mother has improved. This is great news and a sign in our favor. Lily cares . . . more than she’ll admit.

“Yes,” Aloe absently agreed. “Lily does care but has more spirit than a woman should. I pity the man she marries.”

Rasha only laughed.

It only took three days to reach Theo. Louish and Aloe agreed no speed was needed for the two-hundred and fifty billion lightyear trip. At the normal rate, the star-cruisers traveled three billion lightyears per hour, a speed which seemed impossible to those housed within. If speed had been induced, the trip could have been made in a day but neither man wanted to risk missing any Theolians who might be scouring the heavens for victims. As it was, five of the enemy was found and disintegrated so no warning was given.

It was a peaceful day, the sun shining, when they arrived. Caught unaware, it was an easy victory for Louish and Aloe. The ships divided and went to the most populated cities, where the men transported down. Soon the planet wailed with the firing of lasers and the booming of synergy guns. Bodies fell until the remaining Theolians threw their weapons down in surrender.

Aloe shot orders to see to the dead on both sides. Then, he scaled the palace steps two at a time. Somewhere within its walls, Theo’s king had fled. The palace slaves drew back in awe as the golden-haired man approached. They shook their heads to his demand of the king’s whereabouts. Finally, a young woman robed in white stepped forward and took his hand.

She led Aloe down a maze of corridors to where the door was precariously cracked. Setting the girl aside, Aloe raised his foot and kicked the door open. He jumped in, synergy gun ready. Instead of an enemy fighting for his life, he found a warm corpse, blood soaking the front of his tunic from the knife protruding from his stomach. Aloe walked over.

“Coward,” he mumbled.

He checked the room and then left upon finding it empty.

He met Louish on the palace porch. People ran everywhere, afraid the invaders thirst for blood wasn’t quenched. Louish let his eyes travel the scene. He felt pity, and yet he was grateful Theo was no longer a threat.

“The King,” he asked Aloe.

“Dead, by his own hand. Do you wish to talk to the inhabitants now? Lucanus can set up a planet wide broadcast.”

Louish watched the havoc below. “Do you think they’ll listen?”

Aloe shrugged. “You could start while Alexander stays here to signal us once they do start listening.”

“Let’s do it.”

The two men left. The communications room was small when compared to the rest of the palace. Lucanus set the frequency modules and then stepped aside. Louish began by telling the Theolians who they were and why they had attacked. Alexander signaled half way through. Aloe whispered to Lucanus he was going outside to help with the cleanup.

It took longer to gather and disintegrate the dead, than it did to conquer the planet. Eventually, the job was done and Theo looked as if a battle had never raged. Aloe climbed the steps of the palace, wearier from working than fighting.

He was surprised to find the woman who took him to the king waiting at the top. In spite of the confusion, she had taken the time to freshen up. Rich auburn hair glistened through the sheer blue veil pinned atop her head. Aloe was tempted to caress it when she took his hand and re-led him through the palace halls, stopping at the dead king’s rooms. All trace of the man was gone.

Aloe glanced at her, wondering why she brought him here. She merely smiled before pulling him into an adjoining room where a bath waited instead of the usual body refresher.

“Ahhh,” he whispered. “You know what I need, little one.”

Again she smiled, reaching up to remove his garments of war. She motioned him to get in.

Aloe sank into the tub. He let the hot water work miracles on his aching muscles. Tension left as the golden-eyed woman scrubbed his flesh, rinsed him off, and then offered a plush towel.

To the right of the tub, lay a long table. The mysterious woman motioned him to lie upon it, so Aloe did. Ahhh, he thought as her nimble fingers massaged oils into his neck, shoulders, and back. Now this is the life. The impulse to sleep was strong. It would be so easy to give in, wearied as he was from more than war. The pressure of the promised marriage bothered Aloe more than he cared to admit. Crystaline’s words of emptiness echoed like a prophecy. The invasion of Theo was now a reality. Soon, his father’s dream would come true and Aloe found himself regretting the promise bitterly.

But why dwell on it, he thought. Why not think of this woman and the possibility of a fruitful evening? Grinning, Aloe turned to only to find her gone.

“So much for a fruitful evening,” he groaned, rising to grab the only thing that proved she had been there. The silk robe was a perfect fit. Aloe tied the sash and entered the main room.

Maybe she went to get food? Why wait? Aloe headed back towards the reliever to grab his tunic when there was a commotion outside. At first, he thought it was her, but raised voices denied that. The door burst open and Rasha stormed in, his face huffed. Behind him lagged the golden-eyed woman.

Rasha’s jaw dropped when he saw Aloe clean while he was still eating the dust that clung to him. “Well,” he roared, going up to finger the robe. “You look like you’re making out fine.” He pointed to the woman. “Who’s she?”

Aloe shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t? Then why’d she say you were a king and none could enter without the wrath of the gods descending upon them?”

“She said that?”

“I don’t find it amusing,” Rasha shot, glaring. “I’m working my ass off and you go interloping with the first available female!”

Aloe smothered a laugh. Leaning over, he whispered, “Do you want to know my secret?”

“What secret?”

“Why my charm, of course.”

“Charm? Charm my ass!”

Laughter bubbled forth. Rasha glared murderously as Aloe plopped into a chair.

“I don’t think it’s funny.”

Aloe laughed all the more. “I’m sorry, Rasha,” he said between gasps, “but if you could see your face, you’d be laughing too. Don’t be upset. You’re my friend beside Second Commander. I’ll take care of you.”

Motioning to the woman, Aloe said, “Prepare a bath for my friend, then please see about getting us something to eat.” He paused, drawing her closer so Rasha couldn’t hear. “What is your name?”

“Teresa.”

“Well then, Teresa, find him a woman, too. Do this and I promise you a night you’ll never forget.”

Teresa smiled. “It will be taken care of at once, my Lord.” She left, her smile turning onto one of satisfaction.

The meal was excellent. Aloe asked Teresa to make sure King Louish and his men were attended as well. Rasha sat back.

“That hit the spot,” he boasted, patting his stomach. “Now, all I need is a willing woman and my night will be complete.”

Aloe cracked a smile. “You can’t have everything.”

“And why not? You aren’t having a problem. Why should I?”

“One look in the reflector should answer that.”

“Humph! One of these days you’re in for a rude awakening.”

The smile widened. “Just as long as it’s one of these days,” Aloe remarked. “Right now, I have one for you.”

He nodded to Teresa who opened the door. A young woman alluringly dressed stood just outside.

“Now your night is complete,” teased Aloe. “Get out of here before I change my mind and keep them both.”

Rasha didn’t need another clue. Rising, he shot Aloe a grin before heading to the door and capturing her hand.

Aloe turned to Teresa as soon as the door shut. Exquisite? No. But desirable? Yes. Her simplistic beauty called out to him and Aloe heeded the call. Reaching out, he pulled her body next to his. He lost himself within her golden eyes, eyes, which in his mind, were a different color but these would serve for now. Closing his, Aloe kissed her.

Teresa’s arms slid around Aloe’s neck in a cry for more. Not another clue was needed. Aloe sought, and found, the tie which held her dress. A sharp tug and the garment opened. Aloe pushed it off her shoulders where it fell to the floor. His eyes feasted upon her flesh. The golden hue of her skin was inviting. Her ripe, full breasts ached for his touch while her taut, flat belly begged for release.

Aloe picked her up and carried her to the rester where he gently laid her upon it. Stepping back, he perused her eager form and the ache that already filled Teresa’s body enveloped his. Aloe tossed his robe on the floor and joined her. Experienced hands raced over the flesh that enticed him. Teresa hungrily sought his lips, and all the weeks spent without a woman surfaced in an eruption.

She arched her back, her hands making wild grabs at his buttocks in hopes of breaking his restraint but Aloe held back. His tongue teased her nipples while his hands played knowingly between her legs. Tension grew and grew until Teresa lost control and cried,

“Take me! Take me now!”

Afterwards, as she lay in his arms, he fulfilled and ready for sleep, she murmured,

“I was right. You are a king.”
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​Chapter 3
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Aloe stayed five months on Theo. The long days were spent educating and systemizing a government capable of self-support. The inhabitants grew friendly and anxious for the change. Aloe was amazed at their progress and he got a sense of joy, rather than accomplishment, from the difference. He loved the work-filled days as much as the torrid nights with Teresa. She made the stay bearable. Of course, that was as far as it went. As much as he wanted too, Aloe didn’t love her. Tears glistened in her eyes the day they parted.

“May she that you seek be found,” she whispered before kissing him.

Aloe stared at her. “Good-bye,” he uttered and left.

Louish met him on the porch. “I’ll never be able to thank you enough. Your plan to revitalize the planet is working well. The entire universe owes you their thanks. Once again the heavens are safe due to Czarus.”

Aloe bowed. “The victory couldn’t have been done without you. We did it as a team, so the universe owes Juto their thanks as well. As for the plan, I’m sure father or you would have come up with it eventually.”

“But you did,” Louish emphasized. “Feel free to visit whenever you like. Crystaline would be thrilled.”

“Thank you, King Louish. Now I must go.”

“The Creator be with you then.”

Louish shook Aloe’s hand. He knew what the prince’s next move would be. He understood Czarian law: marriage by twenty-eight or forfeit the crown. The law was designed to protect the bloodlines and to this day it worked. The name Seatie was as old as the government itself!

“Thank you,” Aloe acknowledged. “Please keep Czarus informed on Theo’s progress. Should you ever need help again, I’d be honored.”

“Done. Say hello to your mother and father for me.”

Aloe nodded, and then signaled Rasha to transport him aboard.

With the excitement of battle gone, Aloe found the trip home boring. Most of his time was spent pacing in his cabin or strumming his prized guitar. He didn’t seek the company of his men. They didn’t know his recriminations so he stayed alone. Only Rasha questioned his behavior but Aloe gave no answer. He simply couldn’t state his fear of an empty marriage no matter how close a friend he was. It was something he had to work out himself.

Juto passed into eternity on the second day out. Instead, they hit a meteor storm. Major damage was done to The Tightus. Aloe sent the rest of the fleet home and rerouted the Tightus to the planet Monopolis, less than an hour away upon emerging from the storm. When they penetrated Monopolis’ airspace, Aloe stepped down from the bridge and went to his cabin, leaving Second Commander, Rasha, to navigate a holding pattern until they received clearance for landing.

In his cabin, he changed clothing from casual to formal, stopping by the sidebar to pour a drink. “What will it be,” he mused and reached for a decanter on the drinker’s upper shelf. “Number,” he said, “that’s what I want.”

He grabbed the decanter and began to pour some in a goblet when the intercom buzzed. Perturbed, he glanced at the device. The blasted thing was like his life, one big nuisance after another. Reaching to the counter’s left, he depressed a button.

“Yes?”

“It’s Rasha, Prince. Clearance has come. It’ll take about ten minutes to land.”

“Great. I can’t believe the bad luck of running into that meteor storm after the Victory of the Century.” And he laughed.

Rasha did, too. “Yeah. How’s that going to look on your impeccable record?”

“Impeccable? That’s an exaggeration. Meet me at the exit. Over and out.”

Aloe pushed all thoughts of his future marriage to the back of his mind. They were landing on Monopolis and he had something to look forward to: having some fun with Rasha. Aloe poured the number.

His hand tightened on the stem of the goblet as he raised it in the air. The gesture saved him a hundred words, words that would have announced his intent that evening – to indulge himself in the free and fool-hearty life he had come to live. A life that was ending in a two months, as was his birthright, destiny, and deal with his father.

“Oh well,” Aloe sighed. “Here’s to going out in style.”

And the number was downed.

Rasha was at the exit ramp as agreed. He checked the time. Seven-thirty. Aloe was twenty minutes late. Damn nuisance, he thought. After thirty years as Second Commander, he should have been used to it, but the truth was, Rasha didn’t like procrastination. He was grumbling about wasted time when Aloe came into view. He raised a brow.

Aloe saw it and smiled. He knew what the arch meant. Rasha was correct. Aloe was on the prowl and his raiment proved it. Dressed in a tunic of blue, with a band on each arm, and a matching belt around his waist, Aloe mirrored Seatie with his broad shoulders, muscular arms, tapered waist, and narrow hips. Almost two meters tall, father and son were the same height, yet the golden hair and blue eyes Aloe received from his mother lent him a stunning presence.

Aloe was the most pursued man in the stars today, except the Golden Prince was hard to catch. Because, another title was added: he had no heart. Aloe laughed the rumor off as nonsense, but Rasha disagreed. He knew Aloe, had been around the prince his entire life and was privy to things outsiders weren’t. It wasn’t speculation, but truth, that Aloe was a heartbreaker. It wasn’t intentional, but done in his quest for love, looking, as many do, in all the wrong places. Rasha knew the rumor existed because Aloe had yet to love.

Of course not finding love didn’t stop Aloe from roving. Quite the contrary, Aloe Seatie was the ladies’ man with dozens - no, hundreds - of women throwing themselves at him. It was disgusting, especially since it didn’t happen to him! Rasha’s brow arched even further.

“My! My! My!” he said. “How commanding you look! Shall I warn all the females on Monopolis?”

Aloe stopped before him and flicked an imaginary piece of lint from his tunic. “Yes. Why don’t you?”

Rasha tightened his lips. “I should have known nothing would faze you.”

Aloe chuckled. Slapping Rasha on the back, he pushed him toward the exit.

The ports of Monopolis were teeming. Star-cruisers from different galaxies occupied the berths in the mile-long launching. People from Kenzington, Centor, Ricktus, Juto, Jasper, Tulay, and Mays filled the air with their strange accents and robes of clothing, while their star-cruisers’ shouted their origin with their insignias. Aloe and Rasha stood on the exit ramp and savored the scene when a familiar face came into focus.

“Lotoe!” both yelled.

Lotoe heard and waved when he saw Aloe and Rasha. He pushed his way through the throng. He was stout with broad shoulders, muscular legs, and wavy black hair, meagerly peppered with gray. Its shoulder length complemented his brown eyes, cow eyes, Lily would say, with a face just as enchanting. Lotoe denied he had a baby face, but one look proved it. Baby or not, those who knew Lotoe verified the face was contrary to his unfaltering strength as a Commander.

He wore a red tunic with the rank of First Commander embroidered in gold above his heart. The belt housed a synergy gun and a dagger. Two armbands bearing Czarus’ legendary eagle completed the uniform.

Appearing from the crowd, Lotoe strode up the ramp and slapped Aloe on the back.

“Good to see you. I was surprised when Beta informed me of your arrival. Let’s go have a drink. I want to hear about your victory against the Theos. Everyone’s talking about it.” He turned to Rasha. “And you too, you old buzzard!”

Aloe was surprised the news had traveled this far. “They are? I wonder who let the cat out of the bag.” He glanced at Rasha.

Lotoe saw and grinned. “You can’t blame Seatie. Louish sent the word around. Seems he’s proud of your plan to revitalize the planet. All the planetary systems are glad someone took the initiative to make the long-desired change.”

“If the change was so desired, then why didn’t they do it?”

“Well, now,” Lotoe shrugged, “you can’t expect someone who’s not from Czarus to have the brains or the guts! Let’s have that drink.”

They ended up at The Pale Ale, a run-down drinker situated in the south-end of the rambling town. The concubines inside were just as run-down, but that didn’t stop all five from sashaying over the moment the three men sat.

“Hi. I’m Reba. What can I do for you boys - except bring drinks?”

She was the eldest, at least fifty with black hair that appeared dyed. Powder caked the creases on her face, but she had a nice smile, one Rasha liked.

“Reba,” he answered, smiling up at her. Lotoe and Aloe shot each other grins. “I’ll take a whisk and my friends will have . . .”

“Number,” supplied Lotoe. “The whole bottle with goblets.”

“And plenty of colders,” added Aloe. He pointed to Rasha. “He’s going to need them. He’s a little hot.”

Lotoe busted up laughing while Rasha turned red. Reba stood in silence.

“I’ll bring the bottle,” she told Aloe and Lotoe when they finished laughing. “But as for you,” she said to Rasha with a wink, “why I’d just love to take care of that heat.” And she walked away.

Rasha turned to Lotoe and Aloe. “Ha! Ha! Ha! I guess the joke’s on you two.”

“Who’d have thought?” Lotoe conceded. “Especially since Aloe’s dressed to the kill.”

Rasha shrugged. “Yeah, well, a man can’t win forever. Besides, I think Aloe would like a younger woman, not one your age, Lotoe, but one with some life.”

“That doesn’t say much for you,” Lotoe said.

But Rasha shook his head. “I don’t want a woman with life. I’ve got no doubts about my age.”

“Like I do?” Lotoe didn’t believe it.

“You mean you agree you’re old?” Aloe asked.

“I’m certainly not young anymore!” Lotoe snapped.

Aloe was relieved. “Good! Then I’m finally going to beat you in swordsmanship.”

“Fat chance of that!” Rasha said. “He’ll never let you win. Isn’t that right, Lotoe?”

“That’s right.”

“Then why don’t you enter the contests?” Aloe asked. ”Why do you let me win a title I’m not worthy of?”

And Lotoe turned on him. “Not worthy of? Listen here, you pipsqueak. Every time you win a title, I win it too. I’m your teacher and you’re my student. Do you understand, or do I have to beat it through that thick skull of yours?”

“That’s quite all right. I understand. My winning reflects upon you as an instructor.”

“Good. I’d hate to soil those blue eyes and ruin your plans for a fruitful evening.”

Aloe chuckled, and then glanced around the drinker. It could have been transplanted from ancient times. The beams overhead appeared weathered in the dim lighting. They had been hewn by ax and were stained a walnut that was tired from smoke, alcohol, and an occasional splattering of blood.

Scarred tables revealed the frequency, and intensity, of brawls. Replaced legs on many of the chairs showed the patrons’ weapon of choice. The yellowed walls sported images of naked men and women, some posing alone, others engaged in sex, making it clear what kind of drinker The Pale Ale was - the perfect rendezvous for the unpretentious.

At the moment, there were few patrons, which was why the four concubines still hovered by, oohing, and ogling, and flashing smiles in hopes of being selected. Reba broke through the circle they had formed around the table. She placed a bottle of number in front of Lotoe and the two goblets of colders by Aloe. Then she turned to Rasha, smiling.

“I’ll be working the floor,” she said, placing a hearty helping of whisk before him. “Call me when you’re ready and I’ll show you upstairs.”

Rasha couldn’t help grinning. “I sure will,” he assured and slipped her a nice tip.

Reba leaned down and kissed his forehead. “Later,” she whispered and left, motioning the girls to leave them alone unless notified otherwise.

Lotoe attacked the cap of the bottle. “How disgusting,” he mumbled, pouring a number.

Aloe took the bottle the moment he set it down. “I’ll say. I don’t know how you expect me to have a fruitful evening in this drinker. Everything’s run down.”

“Aw, quit complaining,” Lotoe said. “Your days for roving are almost over. Or have you forgotten?”

At once, the lightness of the evening vanished. Aloe scowled and took a drink. “Don’t remind me,” he said. “I’m sick of princely duties. I’m to the point where I wish I were a commoner, a man who comes and goes as he pleases. And one who marries whom he wants, when he wants, not someone to save a crown. You know how I feel, Lotoe, so why mention it?”

Lotoe did. Still, it was the law. He shrugged. “I’m sorry, Aloe, but . . .”

“But nothing,” Aloe countered. “It’s the truth. I understand, but I can’t help being resentful. Am I defective or what?”

“Defective,” Lotoe repeated. “In what way?”

“In the fact I’ve never loved. Everyone has felt love clutch their heart long before they’re twenty-seven. That I haven’t, suggests there’s something wrong with me.”

Rasha busted up laughing. “Wrong? This coming from the man who has the women of the universe vying for his attention? Now that is funny!” And he laughed some more.

Lotoe shook his head. He speared Aloe with his brown eyes. “There’s nothing wrong with you. You just haven’t met the right woman yet. When you do, you’ll know. I pray it will be soon.”

As usual, Lotoe knew just what to say. Aloe smiled. “Thanks for being a friend.”

Lotoe narrowed his eyes. “Friend? What happened to second father? I like that better.”

Aloe’s smile widened. “Okay... dad.”

The matter of love was dropped. After all, there was nothing anyone could do. The past was the past, and they were in the present, which consisted of drinking, women, and . . . The door opened and a young woman entered. Aloe glanced up and found her attractive. Maybe the night would be fruitful after all?

Morning came early. Too early, Lotoe moaned, rolling over. He wanted to go back to sleep but knew he couldn’t. The Theses was scheduled to leave today. He was probably holding things up. Time to rise.

He sat up. His head felt three times its size and ached even more. “That’s the last time I go out with those two,” he mumbled. “I’m getting too old for hangovers.”

Holding his head, Lotoe went in the reliever and took a pain-suppressant. Then he dressed and left the room, where he spent the night alone, unlike a couple of other characters he knew.

The stairway led to the drinker below and it was there that he found Aloe laughing with the morning help - a sensuously developed female. Lotoe sighed. It wasn’t right he suffered a hangover while Aloe was already enjoying the morning. Striding over, Lotoe grabbed Aloe’s arm and began pulling him out of the drinker, all the while muttering apologies to the maid.

“Hey!” Aloe protested. “I was having fun.”

“I know,” Lotoe replied once they were outside the establishment. “That’s why I took you away. Knowing you, there’d be some kind of trouble. Anyway, I leave today. Aren’t you going to say good-bye?”

“You leave? Today? Why that’s great!”

“Great? Can’t wait to get rid of me so you can go back to your whoring?”

“No, Lotoe, not at all. I’m going with you.”

“Oh no you’re not!” And Lotoe started walking away.

Aloe pulled him to a stop. “Oh yes I am!”

“And I said you’re not. Haven’t you heard about the robberies being committed in this sector of the stars? I can’t have you on board should one decide to attack.”

Aloe didn’t believe it. “Lotoe – you, yourself, said news of Theo’s defeat is universal, so tell me - who’s going to attack?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t want you on board. I’ve been having unsettling dreams. Every fiber of my being tells me to have you to stay with the Tightus.”

“Dreams? Don’t you know that visions, dreams, or sightings are not necessarily foregone truths? To base your life solely on a dream is nonsense. I’m going and that’s that.”

“And what of the Tightus? It’s still in repair.”

“What of her? Rasha can fly her home. I don’t want to hear anymore arguments. I’ve been gone six months and I want to go home.”

Lotoe eyed Aloe. “Your mind’s made up, isn’t it?”

“You know it is.”

“Go get your gear. The Theses leaves as soon as we arrive.”

Lotoe stood on the bridge of the Theses and stared into space. The Sea of Asteroids lurked before a backdrop of stars so immense, that looking into them awed Lotoe. It was daunting to stare in the face of such eternity and not be reminded of one’s mortality.

They were entering the sector of Scorpio and Ars, the beginning of Czarus’ domain. Normally, Lotoe would be glad to be under the security of Czarus’ might, but he wasn’t. The vision occurred again.

Lotoe wanted to believe what Aloe said about dreams not being foregone truths. He would prefer anything to enduring the unknown terror he felt each time he had the sight. Multiple nights of horror, yet he couldn’t unleash its meaning.

First he saw an eagle, tall and proud, its wings out-stretched in a display of power. Suddenly, a black mist began to form and from it echoed a hiss. A moment passed - another hiss - and then a cobra slinked into view. The reptile slithered to the eagle but didn’t strike a blow. Instead, the snake wrapped its coils around the bird. The eagle tried but couldn’t get free. The proud bird began to wither and die.

The first dream occurred seven months ago, revisiting him monthly for three months, then every two weeks since. Lotoe took leave but spending his days analyzing his night visions was exasperating. Lotoe decided it was better to stay busy and was on his way home to resume his duties as First Commander.

The ascender beeped. The door, positioned in the middle of the back wall between the sensors and communications equipment, slid back and Aloe stepped out. He wasn’t surprised to find Lotoe leaning on the rail surrounding the viewer and staring into space. He always did that when something bothered him.

Aloe made a quick perusal of the room. Centie covered communications, Clawson and Dean navigation, Lucanus weaponry, and Joel manned the cruiser’s sophisticated electronics and data centers. Jackson and Wright were on breaks so the bridge was pretty empty, just enough people to keep her running.

Aloe nodded to Clawson and Dean on his way to Lotoe. He stood on Lotoe’s left and waited. Minutes passed and still Lotoe didn’t turn. This was ridiculous!

“Honestly, Lotoe. Will you cheer up? I’m tired of seeing you mope. Let’s play a game of challenge.”

Lotoe shook his head.

Aloe’s chiseled features crinkled into frowns. “What are you worrying about? If it’s another dream, I don’t want to hear it.”

The barb had no effect. Lotoe didn’t look at him, but he did answer. “Say what you will, but something’s wrong.”

Aloe looked out the viewer. “Seems to me everything’s all right. The stars are in place and the Sea of Asteroids hasn’t changed.”

“Go ahead and make fun of me, Prince, but something’s wrong. I can feel it, just like my bones tell me when it’s going to rain.”

Aloe folded his arms across his chest and laughed, hoping the gaiety would awaken Lotoe from his self-imposed trance. He didn’t believe in such things – visions, dreams, pre-determined destiny. How could Lotoe? He shook his head, giving up.

“I’m going to my cabin. Should your imagined catastrophe occur, call me. And please use my name. You’ve known me since I was in diapers.”

Lotoe didn’t turn to watch him leave.
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​Chapter 4
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Teara stormed onto the bridge and to her Commander.

“Where are we going? We’ve been out three months, passed cruiser after cruiser, and haven’t made a strike! I’m getting bored.”

She pouted, making her pretty face ugly. Large black eyes stared into the even blacker ones of her Commander. Her high cheekbones, enhanced by her ruby lips, complimented the wicked slant of the ebony eyes. Waist-long tresses framed her heart-shaped face in a beguiling completion. Standing only one and a half meters, Teara was petite, but she held a trump – power – the magnitude of which was unimaginable to the ordinary person.

“Relax,” her Commander said. “We’re almost there.”

“And where’s that?”

“The sector of Scorpio and Ars.”

“Scorpio and Ars? Heavens to the Creator! Ramon will have a fit.”

“He’ll be pleased, my Queen. Wait and see.”

Sudden meaning came to mind. “We’re not far from Czarus,” Teara said. “What’s wrong with you, Kentie? Has your obsession finally overruled your senses? After all these years, I would think you’d have recovered from the unrequited love of Czarus’ queen, and your need for revenge against her husband, the great King Seatie. Forget Czarus, forget Seatie, and forget Helena once and for all.”

The massive hands resting on the controls tightened. “Forget her? That is not possible. She’s exquisite . . . divine, with hair purer than gold and eyes deeper than a cloudless sky. No. I can’t forget her; nor can I forgive her. She will pay. I vowed it.”

“Ramon will never attack Czarus. It would be suicide. So, how do you propose to make her pay?”

“I don’t know,” Kentie replied, his grip relaxing with the certainty. “But one day I will and soon. I can feel it in my heart.”

Teara laughed. “What heart? You have none.”

“None to love with. Just one to pump life through my body and hatred to my soul.”

“You dream for the impossible.”

She gazed out of the viewer and froze. In the distant heavens, a star-cruiser appeared, one that carried the insignia of an eagle. Teara flicked on the Concealment, a device which made their star-cruiser invisible and sensor free.

Kentie glared at her. “Why’d you do that?”

Teara pointed to the viewer. “Look, Kentie. A star-cruiser and it bears an eagle. It’s from Czarus. Here’s your chance for revenge. Take it. You may get lucky.”

Kentie’s eyes lit with each word and his finger pressed the button signifying battle. The sharp wail that penetrated all levels of the five-storied cruiser sent everyone running to their stations. He smiled when all was done.

“You’re right. I may get lucky.”

Aloe had just dozed off when the first wave hit. The force was so intense, he flew off the rester and onto the floor with a startling thud. Dazed, he got up, wondering what was wrong. If he didn’t know any better, he’d swear they were under attack.

The impossibility became fact when a second shock hit. This time the lights flickered and damage was sustained. Before the waves subsided, another hit. Aloe ran to the intercom and signaled the bridge. Confusion lay in its wake.

“Lotoe!” he yelled into the sea of raging voices. “Lotoe! What’s happening?”

No response. Aloe flicked the device off and grabbed his weapons. A fourth shock hit and propelled him into the wall. That did it. The cruiser began to drift, all power was gone except for the mandatory emergency generator which kept life-support running. They were downed without firing a shot!

Only one question dominated Aloe’s mind as he ran to the ascender. Who? Who in the universe had the audacity to attack the Theses? He entered and pressed level five, top of the star-cruiser.

Bursting onto the bridge, Aloe saw why no one answered his summons. The control panels were spitting fire and everyone – led by Lotoe - was fighting to contain it. He ran to the viewer. Space was void of everything except stars. Not a trace lay as to who fired the shots. Aloe flicked the switches for various views in hopes of finding the culprit, but heavens offered no clues.

His heart began to race. Heat suffused his body and he clenched his hands, surprised to find them sweaty. Holy Creator, he thought. Why am I just standing here, frozen? And his mind echoed, because you’re afraid.

Aloe backed away, unable to accept being rendered useless by . . . nothing. Then, as if the invader heard his plea, a star-cruiser began to form. It was silver, oval, and astonishing. The alien cruiser mirrored The Theses in every detail but one - no insignia. It was as if their own forces attacked them.

“Lotoe!” Centie yelled from communications. “I’ve a signal from the alien.”

Lotoe extinguished the last fire and ordered it on the viewer. As the image of the victor came into focus, he froze. Staring at him was a frightening ghost - Kentie! The scar Lotoe inflicted hung from brow to neck. Beady, black eyes, framing a hawk-like nose, glared at the occupants of the Theses. His hair, although streaked with gray, was still full and raven black.

He wore a black tunic and Lotoe reeled when he saw the serpent insignia Kentie now bore. Joel grabbed him. Lotoe was shaken as he’d never been in his life. Little did Joel know what the man, or the serpent on his chest, meant.

Kentie drew his lips into a perverse smile.

“Ahhh, Lotoe. So, we finally meet again and in a way that’s proper. Be prepared to receive us. I can’t wait to chat with such an old and endearing friend.”

As his star-cruiser attached to the Theses and forced open the emergency hatch next to the viewer, Kentie’s image faded.

Lotoe knew the prince’s life was at stake. Kentie would kill him. He leaned to Joel.

“Get Aloe and hide him. I’d hate to think what would happen if Kentie saw him.”

Joel was confused. “Kentie?”

“Just do as I say! Every second means the prince’s life.”

No prompt was needed. Joel swung around only to find Aloe not far behind them. At that moment, Kentie boarded with thirty or more men armed and ready for attack. Joel turned around.

“We’re too late,” he whispered to Lotoe. “Aloe’s here.”

Kentie was even uglier in person. An aura of evil hovered about him like a fever. Striding over, he produced a dagger and placed it on Lotoe’s cheek.

“I’ve a notion to carve you the way you did me. Then we could be twins, no?”

Lotoe said nothing.

Aloe sensed his Commander was trembling and became as curious as he was concerned. Who is Kentie? Why was I kept in the dark, and why did I have to learn about him this way? Something about the man was sinister.

That was when he noticed her. She was standing at the back of Kentie’s army, dressed in a black robe that swirled to the floor. Her face, however, was concealed behind a hood and the shadows.

Sensing his scrutiny, Teara peered past Kentie and the others to steal a glimpse of the man hidden in the shadows. Her heart stopped. He was like none she had ever seen. She thought Kentie lied when he spoke of people with hair like the sun and eyes the color of the sky, and yet here was such a person! And, he was handsome. Maybe it was worthwhile to travel this far? Smiling, Teara tucked her hands into the sleeves of her robe, thinking only of the strange blue-eyed man and what a fine addition he would make to her harem.

Kentie’s eyes danced with malice as he stared at Lotoe. “What are your orders? State your mission.”

If he expected Lotoe to cringe, he didn’t. It was the golden law taught to all who served the Relam of Czarus - never let on what you’re thinking. Control your thoughts and you will control your actions. He gave Kentie a blank stare.

“All I’ve got is a cargo from Monopolis. Why?”

“Because I was hoping to find the king, maybe even the queen, on board. They’ve a debt to pay.”

The very idea enraged Lotoe. “They’ve no debt to pay! What happened to you was rightly deserved.”

“And was this rightly deserved?” Kentie asked, the tip of his dagger pointing to his scar.

“Seatie didn’t do that. I did. If its revenge you want, you now have me.”

Kentie was disgusted. “I don’t want you. You’re nothing but a soldier, loyal to your king. My quest lies with Seatie and Helena.”

“And what is your quest?” a new voice asked.

Kentie heard and sought the person. He was too intent upon Lotoe, and the hope Helena was on board, to pay much attention to the few Czarians on the bridge. Now, as his mind came alive, he noticed that Lotoe and another man stood together as if they were concealing something and it was from behind them the voice came.

“Who speaks?” Kentie asked, pushing Lotoe and Joel out of his way.

“I do,” replied Aloe, walking until he was level with Kentie.

The two men’s eyes met.

“And who might you be?” Kentie asked.

“I would ask the same of you,” was Aloe’s response, his steely gaze never wavering.

Kentie was amazed. Staring into this man’s eyes was like gazing at Helena. And the hair was just as golden. He looked at Lotoe, and then back to Aloe, recognizing the facial features, build, height, and that same arrogant stare.

This was her son! No one had eyes like this but Helena. These were the eyes that haunted him late at night. Always before sleep, he suffered their penetrating memory. Even now he could see her as she stood in the garden, her lovely eyes round with shock, then wide with amusement...

“You love me? Don’t be absurd, Kentie. You forget I’m a lady and shall marry the king, not some soldier with dreams in his head.”

She laughed and Kentie promised revenge. A strategic error cost him his first chance. He wanted - but never expected - to get another opportunity, and oh what an opportunity this was! Nothing could be more painful than the loss of her son, one she bore and raised, saw through childhood illnesses and juvenile pranks. One she laughed with in love and scolded when bad and nourished until manhood beset him. Yes, Kentie thought grinning; nothing could top the gift fate just bestowed me.

Kentie broke the silence first. “I’m called Kentie. And you?”

The name meant nothing. “Aloe. Who are you?”

Rage filled Kentie. “So! Seatie never told you of me. Let me enlighten you. I was born in the Southern Hemisphere of Czarus where the climate is hot. Completing Level 12 sixth in my class, I was given the position of Commander. I was sent to train under Charlton, father of the bewitching Helena. I fell in love with her and thought the feeling was returned, so I asked her to marry me. When she declined, I promised revenge.”

The sordid voice choked as Kentie felt the anger of the scene once more.

“And did you get it?”

“No! I was caught and banished! That was twenty-seven years ago. Helena was with child, due any time. You are that child.”

Aloe increased the intensity of his stare and, for a moment, Kentie was struck with a freezing fear. “Am I?”

Kentie nodded and attacked the cold blue eyes with black spitting fire. “You seem to be forgetting something of importance. You bear her mark, the gold hair, and blue eyes. You can’t deny it.”

And Aloe experienced a sudden twinge of doom. Kentie was right. He couldn’t deny his heritage and he was afraid. “You’re eager.”

“Yes. I’ve waited a long time.”

Death loomed. Again Aloe grew hot and his heart began to pound. Pressure built and his subconscious said, so this is fear. Then anger swelled from deep inside. Fate just dealt him his first real injustice!

“What if I kill you first?”

The statement took Kentie by surprise and he glared at Aloe. “That would be stupid.”

“Would it?” Aloe said, his countenance cold. “You just told me you’ve always wanted revenge for my mother spurning you. Your first attempt failed. Now you have me to fulfill that lust. How long do you give me? One? Two weeks? Or is it more like one or two days? I’d rather die now killing you. At least I’d have the satisfaction of knowing you went with me.”

Kentie’s face grew red. They raised a fine son, he thought, one who doesn’t get muddled in emotions, but uses cold, calculating logic. It’ll be nice taking him down.

“I don’t intend to kill you.” Kentie paused, his eyes searching Aloe’s simply because he wanted to see him squirm - something had to spark, yet as time passed, nothing appeared so he continued. “We’ve a dire need for slaves where I now live with an all-powerful king and queen. They die off so quickly working in the mines and construction sites that our stock needs constant replenishing. My king has requested new slaves and you and your crew will do quite nicely.”

Aloe was shocked silent, his fingers digging into his biceps while his sapphire eyes turned smoky with anger. Kentie was pleased. Then Aloe struck. With swift accuracy, he started strangling his enemy. A stunned Kentie fell to the floor, Aloe along with him. Kentie tried to pry Aloe’s fingers off, but the man’s hands wouldn’t budge! It was as if a demon possessed the young Seatie.

As the room began to sway and turn black, Kentie heard laser shots firing in all directions: around him, over him, and behind him. He heard men wailing in pain, the sound of their bodies being flung up in the air, and then down on the floor in a thunderous finality. There was a half-second of pure silence before Kentie felt his opponent go limp. The insane grip relaxed and the desired air flooded into Kentie, who, though still groggy, managed to push the crumpled form off his body. Sitting up, he massaged his throat where large welts began to rise.

“What took you so long?” he croaked to one of his men. “He was killing me.”

A soldier huddled at Kentie’s feet. “Forgive me, but his crew advanced upon us. Besides, he was wild. Six of us tried to remove him and when that failed, we rendered him unconscious. His crew didn’t fare so well.”

Kentie knew this was true, still he scowled. “Secure him in force beams and take him to maximum security. I’ll deal with the fool later.”

Rising, he went to Lotoe, who was restrained by two of Kentie’s guards. Lotoe scanned the bodies of those who had fallen and those who survived as Kentie spoke.

“You won’t die. As was once said to me: that would be too easy. I intend to let you go so you can live the rest of your life with the burden of knowing you are responsible for Prince Aloe’s demise. We’re taking your precious prince right from your grasp. Tell me, Commander, how meaningful will your life be when this is discovered? How loyal will you be considered then? How will you feel reliving this scene each day?”

Lotoe was horrified. How could he allow this to happen? How could he possibly return to Czarus and explain that the ship had been overtaken, the most of the crew killed or taken as slaves, and Aloe imprisoned? And by Kentie, of all people! What words could he say to make it easier? It was then, in his moment of despair, the lady in the black robe stepped forward.

Pointing towards Aloe, she said, “Unbeam him,” in a voice as soft as a summer’s breeze.

The soldier looked up. “But my lady, Kentie said to . . .”

“Do you question my orders?” she asked. “Do as I say!”

The soldier’s face turned red as he bent to undo the force beams. When he finished, he rose and faced her. “What do you want me to do with him?”

“Take him on board and give him a room with all the comforts the cruiser provides. Place a guard at his door and see that none enters other than myself. Is that clear?”

“Yes.”

“Then go!”

Bowing, he clasped his hand to his heart. Seconds later, both he and Aloe were gone. Kentie’s eyes hardened as he watched her alter his life-quest to avenge himself against the Seaties. Yet he could say nothing. She was his queen. Scowling, he instructed his Fourth Commander to oversee the transferring of the Theses’ cargo aboard his star-cruiser, The Tigress.

Lotoe stood still. He stared at Teara, surprised, not only because she was a woman, but because she intervened. He strained to see her face, but her hood was an effective mask. When she made to leave, Lotoe yelled,

“My Lady, please. The prince. What will become of him?”

The dark queen paused. “Don’t worry,” she said. “He’ll be fine.”

The glow from a single illuminator lit the cabin in which Aloe was placed. As he gained consciousness, a sharp pain shot from the base of his neck to end deep within his skull, the spot of the fatal blow. Aloe thought the throbbing might cease if he stayed still. He checked the room.

It was small, yet held comforts fit for a king. The reliever was on the right. Lavender towels hung from the racks on the body refresher. In front of him was an activity center. The device was designed to alleviate the boredom of a lengthy trip. Music chips of all genres were stacked neatly on shelves. Next to the shelves was a colorful array of Ambiance disks coded by level of skill, chance, and intelligence, but all guaranteeing intangible sensory promises of fantasy, faith, hope, or love mingled with the terror of the unknown. Whether through games, pictures, or amusements, the disks supplied tickets to an adventure of one’s choosing.

A viewing screen lay beneath. The table beside it was black marble, accented by silver chairs. The timeomatic was gold and out of place. It read five after nine. Three hours had passed. Lotoe and the others were gone.

The thought made Aloe sick. Somehow, he was free of Kentie. The woman from the shadows came to mind. Why? He could only guess. Still, the situation seemed surreal, as if all he had to do was close his eyes and command himself to wake up. One long glance around the room told him it was very real indeed.

Now, there was only one thing to live for – escape. First, he needed to know where he was traveling and in what direction he was from Czarus. Then he would have to steal a star-cruiser. Now, how did he propose to fly a star-cruiser all by himself? That meant he needed somebody; someone he could trust.

“What a laugh.” He chuckled and stopped.

The ache deep within his skull reminded him of the scene on the bridge and the alien pleasure he achieved strangling Kentie, a demon from the past, one he knew nothing about. Apparently, father scrubbed his name from history. Why was that?

Wincing, Aloe pondered how long his quest for freedom would take. How long could he endure being a slave? He, Prince of the most powerful planet in the universe! He was used to giving orders, not taking, and being expected to carry them out. Unless he held his temper, he would most likely die on this planet.

The thought was depressing. Aloe closed his eyes, trying, through will, to remain positive. He couldn’t give in to the fear. He had to fight it. Aloe made a pact with himself at that moment: It may take a while, but the day will come when Kentie and this woman will rue taking Aloe Seatie and making him a possession!

Lying there, absorbed in his depression, Aloe failed to hear the door slide back and a woman enter. She studied him for a moment before walking over and placing a manicured finger on his cheek. The shock jolted him. Looking up, Aloe stared into the face of the woman in the black robe. My savior, it seems.

Exotic eyes of black stared back from under thick lashes and sharply slanted brows. Moist, red lips parted slightly. A silver gown clung to every curve like a second skin. Aloe was amazed. The material was transparent. Small breasts, the nipples pink and erect, jutted in temptation. Midnight hair fell to her waist and Aloe fought instincts long imbued to men.

“Do you like what you see, or would you prefer I were more modest?”

The lust was under control still, Aloe had to be honest. “You look fine the way you are.”

Laughter like a sensuous flute echoed. “I’m glad you approve,” Teara said and held out a goblet. “Drink this. It will take care of your aches.”

Thank the Creator for that! Aloe drank the potion. Teara slipped the goblet from his hand and set it on the stand. Then, she took a stance akin to pride.

“I am Teara, Queen of Ismay.”

“Ismay?” Aloe frowned; the planet was not familiar. “Is it far?”

“Very. We’re half way across the universe and are seldom bothered. On Ismay, the trees aren’t green and brown, but silver and gold. The skies are always blue, for it never rains. Our vegetation doesn’t need it but sucks the moisture right from the air. You’ll like it there.

“I’ve heard about your mother from Kentie but I never believed she had hair like the sun and eyes the color of the sky. On Ismay, all are dark complected as I. You’re the first light person I’ve seen, and, I might add, I like it.”

Such an infatuation, Aloe didn’t understand. Living with it all his life, seeing the same coloring in several families on Czarus, he did not see what was so unique. He wanted to know why he was here.

“Why did you take me from Kentie?” He asked the question as if she were an ordinary hand-maiden who had misplaced one of his tunics. It wasn’t Aloe had no manners concerning women. He regarded them highly and treated each by their code of ethics. It’s just that most never moved past the title Prince. Why should this Teara be any different?

Teara gave him an indulgent smile. She waved her hand over the nightstand and a drinker materialized. Aloe cocked a brow. He accepted the goblet of wine she poured and waited until she closed the drinker before giving her a look that demanded an answer.

Teara saw, and again, she overlooked the insolence. He was a prince, so she didn’t expect him to be submissive - yet.

“A very bold question. However, I’ll answer. I took you from Kentie because I find you attractive, and I admired your stand against the odds. I took you because Kentie is bent on vengeance, a vengeance you know nothing of and yet, for which he’d have you suffer. I took you because I wanted you.”

She wanted him. Well, that was as good a reason as any, especially considering Kentie. If he were in that man’s hands, he’d be dead, or close to it. Never had he seen such hate. Now, all he had to do was find out what Teara wanted from him.

“So . . . now I’m your slave?”

“Yes. You may not like it, but it is so.”

She was right. He didn’t like it, but it wouldn’t be forever. He wasn’t dealing with hate now, but attraction and that was never a problem in the past. Aloe went right to the point.

“What are my . . . duties?”

She surprised him when she smiled and set her goblet on the stand. There was something different about the smile and Aloe couldn’t place it.

Teara solved the dilemma for him by taking his hands and placing them on her breasts. She leaned in and kissed him, her tongue plunging into his mouth to mingle with his in large, desirous swirls. Passion flared.

“Your ‘duty’,” she whispered in his ear, “is to make love to me whenever, and wherever, I desire it.”

Aloe was stunned. Sex? He was a slave for sex? What an easy job! He’d entice her to error by pleasing her beyond imagination. Aloe returned the kiss, then pulled back to gaze into her face.

“And - do you desire it now?”

“Yes, my sweet, blue-eyed Prince. I do.”

Not another word was said. Aloe removed the mockery she called a gown, then his tunic. Naked, Teara slipped beside him, luxuriating in the feel of his flesh next to hers.

Aloe caressed her with nimble hands. He teased her with his lips, kissing her face, neck, stomach, and finally between her thighs. Teara moaned and wrapped her fingers in his hair. Aloe moved his kisses upward and allowed her to guide him into the folds of her legs.

She was delirious. Every muscle, every nerve, every hair on her body was electrified. Teara moved at an erratic pace, trying to will this exotic Prince of Czarus to fall prey to the delights of the body as willingly as she.

Aloe continued his onslaught in bouts. One minute he was attuned with Teara’s thrashing body; the next he was slow with long, deliberate thrusts that penetrated to her very core. He did this until control snapped. Like two falling stars, they fell into the abyss of contentment. Afterwards, she lay in his arms and ran her hand across his chest.

“I was right to make you my slave.”

Aloe didn’t know that in his efforts to please her, he had sealed his fate. He looked at her, his countenance mixed. “If being a slave means doing only this, then it won’t be half bad.”

The caressing hand stilled. Teara looked at him. “Half bad? What about the other half?”

She was surprised to see a murderous glare ignite in the eyes that were so gentle with passion moments ago.

“No matter my duties, I’ll never like being a slave. I was born free, raised free, and I’ll always want to be free. It’s a part of me, just as our hands are a part of us.”

“I see.” Teara didn’t like the defiance written in his blue eyes and wanted to crush it. “And if it were someone else and not you?”

“I would feel the same. No one has the right to press another into bondage. We have a difference. You believe in slavery and I don’t.”

The tone of his voice, the look on his face, told Teara how he felt about her methods. It sparked her temper. “I’m afraid you have no choice. You were the one captured, not I. And you’re the slave. You have no rights.” She rose from the rester and grabbed her dress. “What you think about the situation matters not. I am master here.”

The silvery web slid on. Aloe caught her wrist as Teara turned to leave. “Please wait. There are some things I’d like to know.”

Teara pulled her hand from his. “You aren’t in the position to ask anything. Still, I’m curious. What do you want to know?”

“Why was Kentie banished, and how did he come to be in service for you.”

Since Aloe knew nothing, Teara felt compelled to let him know exactly what happened to Kentie twenty-seven years ago.

“Kentie was banished because he tried to sell the systematics of Czarus’ weaponry to the Theos. We found him drifting in the heavens and took him aboard. The scar you saw on his face was fresh, as was the one on his chest that you didn’t see. Kentie told me why six years later. I was moved by his tale and employed him as my First Commander.”

Aloe was appalled. To give a traitor such a high command was an act of lunacy! “How can you trust him? He’s a proven traitor.”

“He was a traitor only for love. Kentie’s long since proven himself to Ramon and I.”

A new name, another person he didn’t know and most likely didn’t want to. His situation was worsening. “Who’s Ramon?”

Teara tossed her head. “Ramon is my husband.”

Her reply took him aback. Of all positions, ‘husband’ was not expected. “Your husband? How can you take me for a lover if you’re married?”

She laughed at that. “Lover? You’re not my lover. You’re my stud. Oh, don’t look so shocked. On Ismay, it’s not uncommon. Ramon has his concubines. I don’t mind and neither does he.”

But Aloe disagreed. People on Czarus didn’t believe in harems. “It’s a destructive practice, but don’t take my word for it. After all, I’m only a slave.”

The comment took her by surprise and Teara was shocked to feel a twinge of guilt. She took more than his freedom. She stole his heritage as well, but she couldn’t help herself. The spell of the blue and the gold was strong. And, for the first time in years, she felt a stirring, a coming to life, and it was this, the sizzling desire of both the body and the heart, that prompted her decision to keep him. Teara closed her mind to whatever torment he might be suffering and thought only of herself. She let a smile grow.

“Things aren’t as gloomy as they appear. You’ll grow accustomed to life on Ismay and, as my slave, you’ll be entitled to privileges others aren’t - that is, as long as you’re obedient and make no attempts at escape.”

“And if I don’t grow accustomed to it? What then?”

“Then you’ll be punished and I’ll continue to do so until you learn the folly of your foolishness. Remember. You’re no longer Prince of Czarus, but slave to Queen Teara. You no longer have a home on Czarus, but one on Ismay, for I promise you this. You will never escape from me.”
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