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Book Two

The Wages of Sin...Rules of War
Chapter 1...A Detour for Julian

In the Fifth Millennium, the silver beaches of the planet Nublis' magnificent Northern Shore remained as inviolate as they'd been in the First. 

This strand was no exception. 

Prince Cassius de Raven circled for a landing and set his black and red flyer on the oceanfront mansion's emerald lawn as lightly as a feather. He hit the switches prior to opening the door and the electric motors whispered into silence.

After the hustle and bustle of the city, the surf's booming into the wild stillness was a literal balm to his soul. As he swung his lanky form down from the flyer, two small dogs jumped up and down barking a welcome and his waiting hostess offered him her cheek to kiss. 

He gave her a friendly squeeze and she cocked a delicate eyebrow at him. "What, no security?"

"I'm the bastard, remember? It's my lordly brother who has to worry about things like that. Where's His Nibs this morning?"

"Aaron came in late from some inspection tour or other. He's still sleeping."

Always beautiful, Galia Alazne Fortier was one of those fortunate women on whom pregnancy sat like a well-worn glove. Her copper hair was brightness itself, her skin pure mother-of-pearl, and her emerald eyes an ocean depth at least. 

If Cassius had any doubts that his imperial brother's former mistress had found safe harbor with her fifty-year-old captain, the expression in them put it to rest. As they began walking toward the house, he looked her up and down appreciatively and kept his tone deliberately light. "Aaron's taken to his new duties, I gather, and I assume the pair of you are still lovebirds."

"He's taken to this job like a duck to water and says he feels as if he's been doing it forever. He's a natural-born administrator but at home we're just a couple of old shoes. It's only been seven months since we moved here but it seems like forever. What about you, my dear? Any prospects in sight?"

The prince rolled his dark eyes heavenward. "The landscape's littered with willing damsels and every weekend Corey comes up with a fresh batch. I think she considers my bachelor status an affront."

"That's only because she and Julian are so happy."

"And doing their best to repopulate the planet single-handed. At least this one's not going to be twins. The only question is which of you is going to pop first."

Too late, he saw Galia's wince. "I'm sorry. I didn't think. Forgive me, Galia. These days –”

"Oh, Cassius. It's all right. You've enough memories of your own without having to worry about mine." 

Pushing open the door, she motioned him into the coolness of the house. "Speaking of His Imperialness, what's he been up to lately? Up here in our Northern Shore aerie, we hear little or nothing about the doings at Court."

"He's being his usual pleasant self, albeit a mite bored. Things have been on such an even keel lately, he's becoming concerned. You know our Julian. He never could stand prosperity for long." 

Cassius was right about one thing. 

His august half-brother was bored. As short as his brother was tall and as mercurial as Cassius was calm, the energetic silver blond Emperor thrived on challenge. It had been seven months since he and his small band of defenders had retaken Nublis from the pirates who had invaded and occupied their planet so summarily. The last of the InterPlanetary Synod and Trade League military fleets had left and the spaceport, the Parliament and the Empire's green-spired capital city of Cyrenia were finally returning to their normal routines. 

Julian would never have believed he'd miss his daily battle of wits with Ethan, but he did. He liked to think he and Galia were still friends but never in his wildest dreams would he have anticipated the direction her life had taken. Unexpectedly pregnant by Ethan, she'd found refuge with Aaron Fortier, his former Captain of the Imperial Guard and despite the twenty-five-year difference in their ages, the two appeared deeply in love.

Corey's latest pregnancy had also been unanticipated and the tiny Empress waxed increasingly cranky as the summer wore on. The twins were teething and much as he loved his children, Julian had lately been avoiding his wife's crowded apartments, and since Cassius was visiting Galia and Aaron on the Northern Shore, there was no one to talk to. To relieve the tedium, he decided to take a weekend trip to the Sacred Mountain and go camping with the Mountain Scouts, that indomitable group of bush pilots who policed Nublis' rugged backcountry. 

To his delight, his new flyer was even faster than the old one. After strapping himself in, he agreed with his bodyguard, Malachi, that it was an absolutely beautiful day and began his preflight checks with the tower. The moment the clearance signal chimed, he hit the booster switch. As the thrusters kicked in, the craft gave a slight shudder and he made a mental note to have Maintenance check it. 

The flyer rose steeply from the roof. 

When they reached the top of the climb, Julian switched off the thrusters. He went to level out and bank his craft toward the river but nothing happened. He flipped the compensation switches with no response, then the indicators all dropped to zero. Cursing, he grabbed the emergency communicator. "Imperial One to Tower."

"Tower here, Imperial One."

"I'm in a climb and can't level out. Have lost all power to the controls. Yoke's not responding. Manual override's not responding. Am attempting a re-land." 

Before the Tower could answer, the tiny craft stalled. 

After hanging suspended for what seemed like an eternity, it began cartwheeling slowly downward in wider and wider arcs. Missing the palace roof by just a few feet, the flyer landed upside down in the great square with a thundering crash, skidding to rest against the palace's white marble steps. 

Amid buckling metal and crunching glass, the craft's wounded hydraulics hissed and bled into the waiting stone and the electric motors whispered into silence.

Julian turned his head back and forth a couple of times and flexed his arms. Unsnapping his harness, he reached for the co-pilot's seat. 

"Malachi. Are you okay? Say something." He found his bodyguard's arm and was feeling for a pulse when he heard something above his head. 

"Your Majesty, are you all right?"

"I think so but Malachi's not saying anything."

"We'll have you out in a moment. Are you in any pain?"

"I seem to be okay but I can't move my legs. Something's got them pinned down and it's pitch dark in here."

"Don't move. You're upside down and what you're hearing is the cutter. We're peeling away the wall next to your seat. Now can you see?"

Julian blinked and knuckled his eyes. "It's still dark."

"We're going to pull away the wall now. Is your harness fastened?"

"No, but something's holding me in the seat. You need to check Malachi. I can't find a pulse." He heard more voices and felt the craft give as someone climbed in.

A hand touched his shoulder. "Your Majesty? Hey. Bring that cutter over here. All right, we're getting the console loose. That's what's holding you in the seat. I'm putting a support board underneath you. Just let yourself fall. Hold your arms to your sides and let me put this strap…. Okay, he's secure. Let's get him out, stat."

This is ridiculous. Why don't they just let me climb out? "What about Malachi?" 

"We're getting him out. Open your eyes and tell me what you see."

"I keep telling you, nothing. If you want me to look at something, dammit, why don't you turn on a friggin' light?"

"It's broad daylight, Your Majesty, and I've been shining a light in your eyes for the past five minutes."

