Chapter 11-- Phasgan Hospitality

The Duchess had never seen her daughter so happy, and when Serena was happy... She was so amenable even Madame Henriette had decided this wasn't the assignment from hell after all.

Her eyes dancing, Serena hummed softly as she stood for hours during the endless pinning and fitting of her imperial trousseau. Then, like a child released from the schoolroom, she would run to the stables for her next ride with Justin. Anxiously counting the hours 'til their wedding day, she failed to notice that her beloved was growing increasingly morose. When she suggested a repeat of their early morning swim the Emperor abruptly changed the subject. That had been the first and last such foray without a groom or chaperone in attendance, and as the wedding date grew closer his manner became correspondingly distant. 

When his coolness reached a point where she could no longer ignore it Serena wondered at first what she could have done wrong. She couldn't think of a thing and finally attributed the change in his behavior to pre-marital jitters. Despite his apparent detachment, her intended remained as charming and courteous as ever; and whenever his gray eyes smiled down into hers she fell in love with him all over again. Compared to this sophisticated, handsome man Stefan Kristos was no more than a fumbling adolescent and she wondered now what she could possibly have seen in him.

For his part, Justin was eyeing the calendar with increasing apprehension. When he finally contacted the hotel where Carey was supposed to be staying, he was told “Mr. de Raven” had checked out, bag and baggage, on the previous day. The bank told him frostily that their assigned escort had resigned and the account had been cleaned out. The escort and client had obviously run off together, and they saw no cause for concern.

Hathor Ben Levi hadn't heard from Carey, either. Nor had his office.

As Justin was hanging up from his call to Hathor, the major came in. He noted his charge's grim expression. "Who died?"

"Er, no one."

"Then why the long face? Incidentally, Doren wants to know if you're free for dinner tonight. He's leaving tomorrow on business and wants to run something by you before he goes. Knowing my son, it's probably about a wedding gift. I can't join you, unfortunately, because I've got a regimental reunion."

Doren? wondered Justin. What could Doren possibly want with him? The major's enigmatic son had visited the palace once since the accident and stayed only briefly. It had been during one of a seemingly endless series of receptions for various foreign dignitaries, and Justin had recognized the little character in green with him. 

Seamus had worked at one time for the imperial family of Seira and since then had become a legend in his own right. This must be the visual translator Major Lyle mentioned on the night of Serena's presentation. Judging by the ease with which Doren moved around the crowded ballroom, greeting first one person and then another, his assistant was doing an excellent job. Had Justin not known better he would have sworn that Doren’s sight had been restored, but the major said “no.” His son insisted on one particular surgeon and the man wouldn't be free for another four months.

If Carey didn't return in time for the wedding he was going to have to tell Major Lyle about the switch. What would happen then he had no idea. Time and again, he asked himself how he could have been suckered into such a harebrained scheme and roundly cursed the day he'd first met his imperial half-brother. He reflected bitterly that he should have guessed the kid was a total scatterbrain and that his word wouldn't be worth the powder to blow it to hell. 

Now he had this additional complication with Serena. To Justin she was more beautiful every time he saw her and his heart ached at the thought of giving her up. Hell, it wasn't just his heart. His body wanted hers so badly he hurt all over and her face and smile intruded into his every waking thought. Serena's eyes told him she felt the same way and the thought of her in Carey's arms doubled his pain. 

"Carey?" It was the major.

"Oh, er. Yes?"

"It happens you're free this evening. The Aretzan ambassador just canceled and I thought you could use a night off."

"Free? Oh, you mean Doren. Yeah, sure. Just tell me when and where."

"His place at seven. It's informal. Seamus is an excellent cook and, if I know Doren, the meal should be a memorable one. I'm sorry I can't join you. The regimental catering leaves much to be desired."

Justin looked at him distractedly. "That's nice."

"Carey, did you hear one word of what I just said?"

"Is Serena included?"

"Absolutely not. This is strictly a bachelor affair."

***

When Justin arrived at Doren's apartment Jacinta welcomed him at the door. She wound herself around and around his ankles, nudging and rubbing her head against his shins until he relented and picked her up. As he caressed the top of her head and rubbed her ears Doren remarked "You like cats, I see."

Justin grinned. "I have very little faith in people who don't."

"Ooh, this is a handsome one," purred Jacinta. "He can race around my track anytime."

"Jacinta," snapped Doren in her private language, "keep your mind on what you're supposed to be doing."

Justin was curious. "I don't know what you just said but she actually seems to understand you."

"A very smart cat, that," put in Seamus. "Unusual breed, too."

"Highly unusual," agreed Doren. "So much so you could call her one of a kind. I can show you a couple of parlor tricks after dinner that involve her extraordinary intelligence. You might find them interesting."

Seamus cleared his throat. "Whenever you're ready, gentlemen, dinner is served."

When it came to the food, Major Lyle hadn't been exaggerating. In all of his travels, Justin had never tasted anything quite like it before. As one extraordinary dish followed another, he wondered again why Doren had summoned him. According to the major he'd lived at the palace on and off until about a year ago. Even after he'd moved out he'd still been a regular visitor, and he and Carey had been quite close. Until the switch. However, the accident had happened at just about the same time and that might have been the reason for Doren's absence. As Seamus handed around a frothy confection of raspberries, chocolate and whipped cream, his eyes met Justin's across the table. 

Doren casually dropped his bomb. "I know all about your switch, Justin. Right now, Carey's in deep trouble."

Justin turned white and his spoon hit the plate with a clatter.

"I also know about Carey's implant, your trick with the mute button and the second control. But don't worry. Your signaler's turned off. Right now, Archon Intelligence's switchboard isn't hearing a thing. Nor is your bodyguard. As long as it’s not muted for too long, they won’t come looking for you." 

Justin finally found his voice. "What do you mean, Carey's in trouble?"

"He was kidnapped the night before last. Joshua of Phasga has him."

"What about the bank escort? Why didn't she--?"

"She's gone missing and is probably dead. The woman who came to Carey's penthouse was a fraud. She's missing, too."

"Are you saying Joshua knew about this in advance? But how could he? Carey and I didn't even decide 'til--"

"Carey wasn't the original target."

"Then who...?"

Doren took off his dark glasses and rubbed his empty eye sockets. His voice was weary. "You. First he went after me. His next target was you. After that, he was going after Carey."

"But why?"

"At first I thought it was just Joshua's revenge over Stefania's red diamond double-cross. Now I'm not so sure. This seems to be part of some larger scheme. Exactly what, I don't know, but I can hazard a guess."

Justin flung back his chair. "We have to tell the major and send Archon Intelligence after Carey immediately."

"Sit down and shut up. Take my word for it, telling my father is the very last thing we should do. Knowing him, he'll go off half-cocked in all directions, and his first action will be to arrest you and put you on trial for your life."

"But--"

"If we involve Archon Intelligence at this stage of the game Joshua will know we know and he'll kill Carey instantly."

"But how did you...?"

"Find out? That was one of the parlor tricks I was going to show you. I think we're all done here, Seamus, so you may as well clear the table. That was a fine dinner, by the way. Definitely one of your better efforts."

"Dammit. How can you stay so calm?"

"I've had more time to think about this than you. At the moment, Carey's in no physical danger and I know exactly where he is. My personal cruiser, the Gray Wolf, is rigged and waiting at the spaceport and I can catch Joshua's Black Rose long before he reaches his destination."

"The Black Rose? Are you saying Carey's on the King of Phasga's flagship?"

Doren smiled. "Come. Let's repair to the living room and a couple of brandies.  I'll show you exactly what I've found out, and with any luck I may even communicate with Carey himself." 

***

"Psst. Carey." A whisper curled into the Emperor's mind but he could see nothing in the surrounding darkness. "No, don't answer. In fact, don't even think. Just listen." 

The gloom dissipated, and when he recognized the figures standing next to his bed the Emperor jumped. 

"What did Joshua say to you? Quickly. Play it back in your mind."

Obediently, Carey reflected on the Phasgan king's words. When he was done he heard a sharp exclamation and looked straight up into Justin's worried eyes. Something scraped against the cabin wall and Justin and Doren vanished instantly. 

The door swung open, spilling yellow light from the corridor and silhouetting a slim figure in the doorway. The room flooded with brilliant light and Carey squeezed his eyes shut against the glare. 

The voice was light and its accent undefineable. "Now we're finally under way, Father has ordered me to cut you loose. I've brought you something to eat and the bathroom's over there. As soon as you've put yourself together, he wants to see you in his stateroom."

Carey opened his eyes to find a man of about thirty with dark green eyes, elfin features and black hair standing over him. He remembered something Joshua had said. "You're Roche, aren't you?"

The man's peaked eyebrows rose. Then he inclined his head half-mockingly. "At your service, Your Imperial Majesty."

"You're the one who..."

"Brought you in? For such a wimp, you fought hard. I'll concede you that."

Something flared in Carey's eyes. "At least I pick on people my own size. Where did you get off beating Amber like that? And what have you done with her?"

"Beating Amber? She was attacking me tooth and nail and it was the only way I could shut her up. As for what I did with her, at first I was going to leave her on Eos. But the little bitch has actually grown on me. When I realized how much I was going to miss her and her stupid scarves I brought her along. But why in the hell should you care? When she climbed in your bed she was only following orders. The drug she gave you certainly worked, didn't it? You keep clenching your fists like that and, Father or no Father, I'll leave you tied up like that for the whole trip."

Grudgingly, Carey relaxed his hands. 

"That's better." Roche's slender dagger sliced through the Emperor's bonds as if they were butter. Resting the razor-sharp tip against Carey's throat, he brought his face close. "If it were up to me... But, for reasons of his own, Father wants you alive and unharmed. For the time being, anyway."

Carey debated taking him 'til he noticed the laser pistol in the Phasgan's other hand. 

Roche's eyes followed his. "I wouldn't kill you, but at the very least, you'd be minus a knee or an arm. Come on. Take me if you dare."

"Some day I will, I swear. Then I'll make you rue the day you were born. But not now."

"Very wise. Your bags are in the closet, Your Majesty, and I'll be back in twenty minutes."

After Roche left, Carey eyed the sumptuous array of appetizers on the tray. Although tempted, he decided against any of the offerings because the food was probably drugged. If he was going to get out of this in one piece he needed all his wits about him.

As promised, Roche returned in exactly twenty minutes. The last of the brown dye had washed out of Carey's hair during his shower, and in his tan cotton shirt and pants his appearance was back to normal. 

Flanked by a pair of heavily armed guards in gray-and-black uniforms, Roche seemed surprised at the untouched food. "Our cuisine is not to your liking? Perhaps you'd prefer something else."

Carey's lip curled slightly. "Only if you sample it first."

Selecting a small, cheese-stuffed pastry, Roche popped it into his mouth and chewed with evident enjoyment. "Satisfied?"

"I suppose so. Actually, I'm not very hungry."

"Well, there's no point in letting good food go to waste." Roche motioned to one of the waiting guards. "Take this to the woman in my quarters. Maybe she'll appreciate it more than His Majesty does." Then he beckoned. "After you. Father's waiting and this time, Your Majesty, he's not going to take no for an answer."

