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After a few false starts, a number of people
encouraged me to complete this book. This is for
those who took the time to spur me on.
I hope all of you like it
Dressed in civilian clothes, Marine Second Lieutenant James Byerley took a shortcut through an area infested with the dregs of the kingdom. Back in the days when it served as a neighborhood botanical reserve, locals knew it as Ginnie's Garden. Those same people now called it hell's hole or more commonly, the hole. Thieves and cutthroats, the Garden's inhabitants with no other place to bed, day or night, would become victims of their own kind and no one cared to mark their passage. Police entered in force and only in daylight—respectful citizenry never did. It didn't bother him to go into the Garden even though a person's life was there for the taking.
After tasting the local offerings, many less than commendable, James decided the hole could not be any worse than some of the gin joints back home. Little more than a kilometer into the maze of trash, castoffs, plastiboard huts and hovels of every description, he heard the scream—something he suspected was common. Constantly on alert, focused on every detail, he strained to see into the darkness. Most twenty-two year old young men had little chance against the kind of humanity that infested this cesspool. But then, he was not like most twenty-two year olds. Knowing the worst the galaxy had to offer holed up in places like this, he nevertheless casually strolled into the cesspool. Every world he'd been on was home to people who by choice or circumstance fell through the cracks of civilized society and he'd face that kind before.
Not far distant, the cry of a female voice galvanized him. He quickened his stride and closed on the sound. James had learned early in life not to look for a fight but had never run from one, particularly when there was a damsel in distress.
Deep in the shadows cast by a copse of trees, he spotted and moved toward the disturbance.
Voice hard, unyielding, James ordered, "Let the woman go."
Not waiting for obedience from her three attackers, he gave them no time to react. Close combat skills, learned as a Royal Marine Piercer came into play. He jerked the woman free then circled, causing the men to bunch getting in each other's way.
The Marine's shoe caught the first man in the groin bending him double and then a knee against his nose jammed it up into his brain. Eyes first showed pain and then bewilderment, finally became fixed, no longer seeing as the man fell hard to the ground.
James spun, jammed his elbow against the second man's windpipe, crushing it utterly and left him gasping for air, moments from death. A misdirected blow hit the Piercer's shoulder as the third assailant stumbled past. With the side of his hand, heavily calloused from hours of training, James hit the base of the man's skull. That ended the lop-sided brawl. A quick scan of the area assured him of no other threats. He grabbed the lass's arm, pulled her away from the prostrate bodies.
Clear of the downed men, he grasped the top of her gown and pulled, in an attempt to cover the exposed round firm breast.
"Let go of me you bastard." She yanked against his grip, and brushed the long flowing hair from her face. Her strength was impressive although no match for his. He shrugged and released her as ordered, stepped back, and watched as she covered herself.
"You could look the other way or is this the first time you've seen a grown woman's breasts other than some whore's?"
He thought her eruption of angry words a bit too casual. From what light the rising moon shed, he doubted she notice his smile, and for the first time James was able to get a clearer view of her. There was no mistake; if clothes made the person, this was a lady. Her long flowing gown, though dirty and torn, was not that of a common woman. She struggled, tugged, and tucked at the dress until satisfied with its fit.
He reached for her arm, to lead her away and ready to accept his earned thanks.
She shook loose.
"My mistake missy. I thought you might want to get out of this hell hole. But if you care to stay for some more of this, fine. I assumed these men were about to rape you. I won't bother asking what you're doing out here but if this is your idea of good sex, so be it. I apologize for interfering."
With that, James strode off toward his original destination, the Marine barracks some five kilometers distant.
"Missy? How dare you. Do you know who I am? Who do you think you are addressing me in such a manner?" She stood erect, stone still, her voice commanding, something he'd heard from a lady Marine officer and but certainly nothing he expected in the middle of this cesspit.
"How dare me? I don't care to know who you are," he said over his shoulder and continued on his way. "As for my manner, I am what I am. I pretend to be no one special, just exceptional." With that said, he expected some sort of smart retort from the woman.
"I command you to stop." She stood erect, chin thrust forward, hands clasped at her waist.
"You command me to stop? Well, who are you to command a Royal Marine to do anything?" James said as he turned letting loose a hearty laugh. He had no doubt a rude response was coming.
"I am Princess Denise-Michelle and you will obey my commands," she said, her head raised in defiance and the ‘will’ sliced like a razor sharp guillotine.
Surprised, to say the least, James paused. He didn’t know if she was lying but could not say otherwise. He'd never seen the realm's princess. In fact, he'd never seen a princess in person.
She walked into a pool of moonlight her poise evident and practiced, deliberate, reinforcing his original thought that this was no commoner. There was something in her manner that piqued his curiosity and attracted him.
He'd left the Marine base to taste Alexandria's seedy side of life and had not brought his comm piece so could not verify her claim.
Less than a month earlier, the regiment had transferred to Alexandria, now their home base, and the throne of the Kingdom of Alexandria. He had just completed officer training on Cestess IV; this was his first time on the realm's home world.
"The palace was attacked," the woman said, her pose regal. She paused, for a moment voice choked, recovered her composure and then said, "I managed to escape in that aircar," she motioned passively, "but these killers caught up with me when, by mistake, I entered this filth-ridden place. I fear all of my security people are dead and that these murderers," she hesitated, took a deep breath, then managed, "assassinated my father, the King. I want to return to the palace. I must." Worry and anger seemed to struggle for dominance as she faced her worst fears, yet he detected an inflexible quality, resolution that seemed absolute.
Still unsure the lady was whom she said James decided to err on the side of possibility. "Okay, Your Majesty but if there's a coup underway," he paused, "an attempted coup, you've no business there. Let's not make it any easier for them." Unsure of what else to say, he did add, "There's little we can do about it. Any idea how many of them are?"
"No. There were shots, many of them, yells—my guards shouted for me to run. I made it to this aircar." She again pointed to a vehicle some ten meters away. "The killers chased and…" she seemed momentarily overwhelmed.
James walked to the car. He strained to see in the dim light, managed a cursory inspection and saw the royal emblem centered on the instrument panel.
"Come Princess." Through practice his command voice took over and she did not hesitate. He helped her into the seat and then climbed into the driver's side.
Her voice, now firm, activated the controls.
James punched the comm icon and established contact with Marine headquarters.
Already alerted to the palace attack, over a thousand Marines responded and had engaged the attackers. He was confident the response would quickly put an end to the fight.
His call to the Marine garrison brought what he took as a look of recognition or acceptance from the royal.
"Maybe we ought to give them time to get matters under control. We've no weapons and no way of knowing the situation. No sense in placing you in further jeopardy."
"Your name, Marine? I take it you are a Marine." Her voice was calm yet insistent.
"Yes, Ma'am. James Byerley, Second Lieutenant, Third Battalion Royal Marines, Piercers, he answered and intentionally softened the response wanting it to at least sound respectful and yet somewhat boastful. Selection to become a Piercer was more than an honor: it recognized exceptional skills.
Despite fearing her father's murder, the princess showed no signs of losing her composure; he suspected she’d been schooled from youth that this moment could come and how she was to act.
"Piercers? I'm not familiar with the name. A special command?" She seemed genuinely interested and surprised that it pleased him.
"Yes Ma'am." By now, his doubts about her royal claim slipped. He was determined not to do or say something that might upset or add to her distress.
"Is that it? Yes Ma'am. I want to know what you do." She never looked at him, her eyes fixed straight ahead.
"We are trained for unusual missions," he said. Determined, he thought.
"Marine, I am not accustomed to half-assed answers. Perhaps you need instruction on how to respond to a simple question. Was your Marine training so poor or are you naturally deficient?"
Although this was his first encounter with a royal, James decided it best not to get into a debate or worse be argumentative. "Piercer is a description not known to the public. We train for insertion and extraction; to go into an area to take specific action or if the situation requires, bring somebody out." He sensed no anger or animosity in her remark. He made no effort to hide a smile.
"Specific action or situation. How polite. If I may interpret your courteous speech." She paused as if to achieve the proper effect. "If there's someone giving us trouble, say on one of our imperial worlds, your Piercers," she put such emphasis on the word that it sounded more like a proclamation, "neutralize the problem. Or if we have a friend or enemy, for that matter, that we want and they're in unfriendly territory, your Piercers go in and bring them out—that is extraction."
"Yes, Ma'am. Or friendly territory," he added.
James admired her resilience. After what had happened, he knew she had unquestionable fortitude. A few minutes earlier, from what little knowledge he had about a royal, he had doubted her claim, convinced she did not have what it took to be a princess and never a queen. He amazed himself that his attitude toward her had changed in these few moments.
"Marine, call me ma'am again and you will walk to the palace." Her wide smile, aristocratic nose, yellow hair set off a not beautiful but handsome face and suggested a sense of humor.
"You came to my rescue James, and for that I am grateful. In private, you may call me Denise something permitted no one else. In public you may address me as princess—I fear soon as queen," she said her manner grave yet unwavering.
Off in the distance, firing rose to a crescendo and then became sporadic. James suspected the attempted overthrow of the monarchy had ended with the Marines in control.
She became somber, pensive. "Lieutenant Byerley, if father is dead I will become queen." She paused as if considering her future. "I want you to take charge of my security."
After two years as a Marine swearing allegiance to the crown, without thinking, he heard himself say, "I pledge my life for yours, Denise-Michelle." In those few moments the lives of princess—soon Queen Denise-Michelle Rothschild and Royal Marine Second Lieutenant James Whitcomb Byerley, soon Colonel of the Queen's Grenadiers, changed forever.
James took to the protection of the queen with a vengeance, building the Grenadiers from one hundred members to one thousand. It became a formidable force with direction only from the Queen. Charged not only with her majesty's protection, they became the elite covert striking arm for the realm and opposed any threat or potential threat against Alexandria. For ten years they excelled and few knew of them as anything but the queen's protectors. This expansion and reputation didn't come without conflict. The envy of the realm's military, led the Minister of War, to demand and receive the queen's authorization to lead the Grenadiers on a mission.
****
Colonel James Byerley, Commandant of the Queen's Grenadiers, somberly watched as the line of flag draped coffins moved off the pinnace. "This will never happen again." Each word soured bitterly as he spoke. It was more than an oath: he would back it with his life. Up until now, going back even before he took command, the failure to prevent the assassination of King Laurent remained the only blemish on their otherwise distinguished record.
Under intense political pressure Queen Denise-Michelle had approved the covert raid on Bessinger. Adding to James anger, Lord Hideki, War Minister and Military High Commandant, had specifically insisted Byerley not lead his Grenadiers, claiming the Royal Army had competent leaders and only needed a little combat experience. Thirty three of Byerley’s men and women died because of inept leadership. Something he vowed would never happen again. Rage built as Byerley saw to the final arrangements. He had not paid a personal call on the Queen for some time, perhaps giving Hideki the maneuvering room to pull this off. He could not imagine the General's influence growing with her. She detested the man and made no bones about it to her court. It was common knowledge she'd even said so to his face.
Two days later, standing before the survivors of First Company, Byerley commanded them to attention as Medias Odabie, General in the Royal Army, strode into the mustering area followed by four fatigue dressed soldiers each with a holstered sidearm, stopped and ignoring military courtesy ordered, “Colonel Byerley, front and center.” As General of one of the three armies that made up that segment of the realms military, he commanded over one million troops, many stationed off world. Not one given to tolerating delays, as he considered them slothful, Odabie's reputation for breaking officers in rank for seemingly insignificant transgressions was legendary. It was not uncommon to be in a bar and hear a soldier berate the General.
Respecting the senior rank, Byerley walked to where the General stood, and saluted. Bracing the Colonel, General Odabie said, "I've decided it is past time for your bunch of laggards to carry their weight. Assemble," he paused and glanced at the shoulder patch on the Grenadier posted in front of the assembled troops and in an overly loud voice continued, "First Company, and report to Camp Epsilon for jump training. While you're at it, cut orders for the entire brigade to do the same except for the few guarding the queen."
Odabie's face reddened with augmented blazonry. Cultivated thought James.
"Sir, how did you gain access to this facility?" Byerley asked. Few people outside the Grenadiers ever entered inside the closed area located at the rear of the palace grounds on twenty hectares—and that only with the queen's permission: this building—never. Only Grenadiers had ever set foot inside what most said looked like a mausoleum. The architect's design had correctly expressed the building's purpose.
"That is your least concern, Colonel. Battalion troop carriers are waiting for…" with a look of contempt he paused scanned the assembled Grenadiers, "…these troops to load. You are now under my command."
"General," Byerley said intentionally lowering his voice, "Queen Denise-Michelle said nothing to me giving you authority over the Grenadiers and until I get specific orders from her Majesty stating you have command, my people are going nowhere on your say so." What he wanted to say was his Grenadiers had made more jumps, including tube jumps, than the army ever would. But he did not. He had another matter to attend first and General Odabie would have to wait. James saw no need to tell him Denise-Michelle had decided to honor a request from the Federation of Aligned Worlds to intercede on Caldonia, since it was in Alexandria's sphere of influence, and put a stop that planet's efforts at cloning the original inhabitants—the Frisians.
Apparently, the Bessinger debacle had become common knowledge and the other military services were no longer reticent about commandeering the Grenadiers for their own purposes—or at least attempting the effort. Since the founding of the monarchy, Grenadiers had served the throne immune to rumors or innuendo. Over the ten years of James's leadership, the command had quietly grown into the most elite combat force in the realm. Few knew of the changes, something treasured by him, his brigade and preferred by the queen.
"I don't give a damn, Colonel. You and your prima donnas are leaving for training as soon as you collect your gear." Enmity dripped from each word. Odabie's tolerance level had apparently dropped to a General's usual low and that assumed they were capable of anything else. Most, perhaps all were accustomed to obedience without question.
The other problem, Odabie was Army. Technically, James remained attached to the Royal Marines and did not have a high regard for the Army. Odabie looked on the Queen's Grenadiers as palace guards and nothing more. They were as their shoulder patches clearly showed and had been for over one thousand T-years.
"No, sir, we're not going anywhere, let alone to jump training." He wanted to say ‘for you or anyone else’ but kept his temper. "Again, may I ask how you got in here? This is a restricted area. You've not been cleared to enter."
The General's face had turned a jaundiced, poisoned deep purple.
"As I said,” Byerley continued, “I'm under the Queen's orders, Sir, and you certainly have no authority to overrule them. In fact, you are subject to discipline for being in this area."
Military rank did give Odabie command rights over Byerley. Generals carried a lot of clout and few hesitated to use their muscle.
There were exceptions, this was certainly one of them, and James intended to make use of it. In his ten years with the Queen's Grenadiers', he had suffered imperious assholes like Odabie enough times that he knew the outcome and made every effort to minimize the ego wounds and sometimes, ruined careers. Seldom did it work. Above the law? Never. In fact, the queen required a higher standard of her Grenadiers than the other royal corps. James knew how this argument would end, even though the general would see it as insubordination and disobedience of a direct order by a superior officer. Unless matters had deteriorated more than he knew, the Minister of War, while not a fan of the Grenadiers, knew Queen Denise-Michelle would think twice before letting this to go forward. The result did not favor General Odabie.
"General, Sir." Standing before the surviving sixty-seven members of First Company, Lancers, James tried to ease the situation, "with all due respect,"—how many times had he used those words? Enough that they'd become meaningless—"please, General. My concerns are for your best interests. I've been through this enough times to know how this will end. If you pursue this action, it will only mean embarrassment for you. I want to avoid that. It serves no useful purpose for me, in fact just the opposite."
Someday he could be without the queen's shield and when that happened, everyone who harbored a grievance, real or imaginary would be after his butt. Having to watch his back the rest of his life was not high on his agenda.
General Odabie's eyes narrowed, pinning James like a stuck Gorky, a native inhabitant of the kingdom that looked like a cross between a Terra mythical gargoyle and a turkey, with a notorious disposition.
Before the General could do more damage, James said, "Sir, I have my orders." Even without specific orders, which he'd already received, he had no intention of obeying the General. James would make one more effort and if that did not work, he'd ignore the intrusion and go about his business. He had no other choice. But then, Generals sometimes left no wiggle room and that's when everything turned to shit.
"Don't waste my time. You will obey my commands or I will have you arrested."
"Don't try it, General." Byerley's words were like a battering ram and their ferocity startled even him and from the look on Odabie's face, the General as well.
The four-star general was not new to disobedience and snapped his fingers, "You men," he said turning to the four soldiers who had accompanied him and now stood behind, "place Colonel Byerley under close arrest."
They moved to surround James as he made a signal few would have noticed. First Company snapped from parade rest to attention and four of the Best, dressed in full battle armor, as were all of First Company, stepped from the line and positioned themselves around the general, plasma rifles at port arms isolating the soldiers.
No one moved; the tension palpable.
Odabie spun on his heel and said to his soldiers, "Now, gawddamn it." He turned to face the Grenadier Lieutenant now less than three meters distant and repeated his order, "You, obey my order."
But Byerley would have no part of this and calmly said, "General, Sir, under standing orders, as concerns the Queen's Grenadiers, I am required to place you under arrest for interfering with the Grenadiers discharging their legitimate duties and being in a restricted area without authorization. Please follow these men." James did not have to reach far for his voice to suggest the General had lost the battle.
Odabie stood rock still, his manner defiant.
"Sir, you will accompany me," the lieutenant said. "Please do not make this difficult. We have our orders and I will obey them." He went eye-to-eye with the General.
Several Grenadiers left their assembled ranks, briskly walked to the four soldiers, and disarmed them. Seeing their Colonel had moved to the front of First Company, the Grenadiers escorted the soldiers from the area and rejoined First Company. General Odabie no longer concerned Byerley.
Following the color guard Guide-On, steel-plated-boot heels drummed a loud solemn rhythmic beat in cadence.
Colonel Byerley leading, First Company formed a single line and marched into a large room at the rear of the building where they joined with the remainder of First Brigade; the General under close guard at the tail end. First Company Lancers entered the room and took its place at the head of the assembled troops directly behind Queen Denise-Michelle.
Dressed in grenadier battle fatigues, she stood erect at the platform in front of thirty-three burial pyres. Off to the right side, the same number of caissons stood waiting. The Guide-On placed the ensign next to the royal amid thirty-three Alexandrian flags, and took his place immediately behind her.
Forming up with their company, the four-man guard left Odabie standing alone. Byerley had not intended for the General to be included in the ceremony. He stepped back the few paces to where Odabie stood and whispered, "Leave before the Queen sees you." Good advice but too late as the she turned to face the assembled brigade. Her eyes flared at General Odabie and did not suggest she was pleased with his presence. Denise-Michelle turned to face the caskets as the bugler sounded assembly, signaling the Brigade to attention.
James made his way through the ornately carved stone spires, some reaching to the vaulted ceiling, others capped with lintels forming a cover over the sanctified area. There he stood facing the queen, a few meters distant. At attention, he said, "Your Majesty, The Queen's Grenadier Corps reporting. Why have you summoned us, My Liege?" His voice carried a tone of inevitability.
"The realm requires you for duty. Are all present and accounted for?" she asked.
From the back, a voice grave with emotion said, "My Lady, thirty-three Grenadiers cannot answer your call."
She stepped next to the first casket. "Why is this Grenadier laid before me?" There was sadness in her words that seemed to electrify the assembled.
Again a distant voice answered, "Corporal Vincent Molette died in the service of his Queen."
She placed her hand on the casket. Choked with emotion, she hesitated, gathered herself and said in a quiet but pained voice, "Tell this Grenadier to rest easy. He has made his last muster with honor."
She accepted a sword from an aide, replaced the broken one lying on the casket, and from a scabbard drew another blade.
Off to one side stood thirty-three newly sworn Grenadiers chosen to replace those who had fallen. Standing at attention the first of the Queen's Best stepped forward at James's summons and accepted the saber from the queen with a pledge to honor the dead warrior. Solemnly, the roll call called each fallen Grenadier to final duty.
The Brigade moved outside, behind the caissons to a cemetery reserved for this select group. Nestled among a lushness of foliage, giant canopied trees towered over the site more a garden of peace than a burial site for warriors.
The service wound to its conclusion. Without another word, Denise-Michelle, accompanied by her security detail, left as from some distance a lone bugler again sounded taps.
James turned to General Odabie who had followed at a distance. "Sir, sometime in the near future you will receive a summons to appear before the Kingdom's Minister of Justice. May I suggest you stand mute? It is customary if you say nothing that in any way may detracts from the honor paid these Grenadiers. This may sound a bit irregular to you, but it has proven the best defense. If no one steps forward to speak, the Minister will dismiss the matter. No record will be made and that will be the end of it."
The General nodded and his voice contrite said, "Colonel, I've served in the Royal Army for thirty years. I had no idea, nor did my staff… I don't know whether to envy or feel sorry for you. To be under this kind of close scrutiny must weigh on your entire command. Nothing could have prepared me for what I saw today." It was obvious what he'd witnessed had caught the General off guard and answered a number of questions he'd had about the Grenadiers. Army burials remained open to the citizenry and press. What he had witnessed few outside of the Queen or Grenadiers had ever seen.
"Sir, it is customary that the ceremony conducted today never be discussed. You would do well to abide by our wishes and never speak of this—to anyone—ever. James saluted the General and said, "By your leave, Sir."
Four Grenadiers escorted the awed and subdued General from the area without another word. Colonel Byerley headed for his command office putting the incident out of his mind, his thoughts already on Caledonia.
He strode with determination to the Grenadier offices.
"Lieutenant,” he asked a few minutes later, as he entered the austere room, a desk, half a dozen chairs, and bare walls added to the starkness, "Is the officer corps ready?"
"Yes, Sir, they have assembled in the conference room. The men are in the barracks," the powerfully built young officer answered.
James walked into the assembled group as they came to attention. "At ease, gentlemen. Please be seated." Knowing Denise-Michelle wanted no histrionics or grandstanding, recognition or criticism stayed within the Queen's Best.
"Gentlemen, what brought us to this point, burying thirty-three of our own will never happen again." His voice, hard and unyielding, riveted every officer. Expeditions often cost lives, all special to the Best but never a third of a command. They had come to know their leader well enough to understand that he meant what he said and on his watch would make it stick. "Her Majesty is in complete agreement. She stands with us."
What went unsaid, even the Minister of War was not present at the burial ceremony. After all, it had been at his insistence that the Best make an overt raid on Bessinger in the Mandor cluster with the predicted disaster.
Even among the Grenadiers all were not equals. They were first and foremost guardians of the queen swearing their lives to her safety. From those came the Queen's Best and called on for the special jobs the military was not equipped to handle either by training or commission. Often methods the Best developed made their way to the Army and Marines. And then there were the Best-of-the-Best, named as such when selected for the most dangerous and difficult assignments.
Normally, James reveled at being responsible for the most elite fighting force in the kingdom. Today, he mourned. Stories, no more than whispered rumor, abounded about the failed mission but he made no effort to quell them. The Grenadiers served the realm with anonymity. No man or woman had ever resigned from the Best, a record no other service could ever match. Selection to the Best set the chosen on a path of excellence through trial—coveted but never sought. James applied meticulous criteria when he selected recruits: standards few could meet. Only the best the general services had to offer, Army, Navy, and Marines received invitations. Added to the rigor, they had no idea who or why someone had tabbed for the training and never told the name of the command unless selected as one of the elite. Less than five percent of those recruited received an invitation to become a member, and earned the right to be one of the Queen's Best. Selected to be one of the Best-of-the-Best by Colonel Byerley, usually from six to ten men or women, was the ultimate recognition a Grenadier could receive.
James told the assembled he would be off world on a mission and Lieutenant colonel Zachary would provide backup. Major Sumur Ugeret would be in command during their absence. As usual, only those picked to accompany him would know the details of the mission.
****
James, as one of the two-hundred fifty assigned as personal guards to the queen, gave this evening's watch to himself. He waited in the secret passage outside the Queen's private viewing box in the royal theater. Denise-Michelle stood, followed by the Chairman of the Exchequer. He bid the Queen goodnight as she left. One day, James intended to get better acquainted with the keeper of the quid but that must wait. His job was to protect Her Majesty. Tonight's visit to her chambers was something more. To be sure, the subject of Odabie and the Bessinger raid would not come up this evening.
He remained an enigma to most of those who served as the queen's advisors—that was as it had to be. Not that they were suspects who might do her harm, as that definition fit everyone, but it was just easier if he kept his distance—easier for him, he acknowledged. For a moment he reflected on that thought: the Minister of War was one of the few cabinet members with whom he was well acquainted and that had not proven beneficial. He brushed aside the reminiscing. His service of his liege lord was just beginning.
He'd made his way down the passageway many times to the queen's chambers when she beckoned. A select few Grenadiers for over one thousand years, those who guarded the kings and queens of Alexandria, were the only ones who knew of, and had secreted themselves in these unseen places. But his purpose tonight was quite different—the queen wanted him for a more enjoyable reason.
Following the narrow way, he entered the Queen's chambers now empty of handmaidens. It was as private as any royal could expect. In all the times he'd answered her call, he never knew if her personal servants knew whom she summoned to her bed. After all, there were some matters even a queen wanted to keep to herself.
Denise-Michelle had proven an astute leader; many said she had control of the realm as her father never did: even that she was ruthless, an asset James believed necessary. He knew she tempered that ferocity with a genuine concern for her subjects.
"My Queen." James entered from the hidden passageway, closing the framed picture that served as the door. Once in Denise-Michelle's private quarters, he bowed. It was not often he received a summons, but just his appearance was enough to clear that end of the castle of all eyes that might deprive her of his company.
"As usual, you are again precise with your arrival. I like that. You serve your Queen well."
A massive chandelier illuminated the entryway. Off to one side, a chest overlain with gold leaf designs held hand-carved jade and soapstone figures along with an étagère in another corner filled with ancient relics from many worlds.
"How is my paramour?" She twirled as her white silk gown billowed enough to stimulate the imagination. She made her way across the ornate reception room to where he waited.
James folded one arm around her waist, the other held behind his back and felt the crush of her breasts against his chest. She brushed her golden flax colored hair aside, normally coiffed to perfection—her twirling had spoiled that—spoke of a strong Terran Nordic heritage.
Knowing her question was rhetorical, James kept silent. Over the years, they had developed a routine to their love making. He suspected her call came as a result of the funeral services. At times she did seem indifferent. But apparently, she wanted no alteration, as if needing some things to remain stable, predictable, and unchanging. James did not mind. It kept him from having to second guess her mood or be any more than her lover and guardian—something he enjoyed and added to the pleasure.
"You have been too long from my bedchamber, James."
He took her outstretched hand and together they spun in a dance over the ancient white rugs. Matching white curtains underneath velvet corded drapes covered the walls.
"You have only to command, Denise." In the preliminaries to their love making, James dropped any formal address and as she had ordered years ago, used her first name, especially when they became intimate. He did not delude himself, however. His trips to her bed were a matter of the flesh and not of the heart. He knew his place.
"A trip to my boudoir is just your duty? Is that all I mean to you?" Her manner was whimsical and when in such a mood not trifled with for that was just what it was. His duty.
Experience told James not to answer and he turned away to distract her.
"What do you hide behind your back?" Her voice more of a lilting tease. "Have you brought me a gift? I've nothing for you." She toyed with his dark blue tunic.
"Ha," he laughed, "Your bed will be quite enough." The instant the words were out he knew it was a mistake.
"You bastard," her brows formed an affronted frown. "That's all I mean to you. Why do not you go find a street whore? Maybe she would please you more." She spun, turning her back to him.
"My lady, I will not dignify that with an answer." He was desperate to change the subject; Denise-Michelle had a tendency every so often to go off on a tangent. He produced the exquisitely packaged gift controlling the moment.
"For you, Denise."
Minus any enthusiasm, she accepted the box but her mood began to change. "I'm pleased and I have no idea what it is. In fact, it makes no difference. That you took the time," she paused. "You did pick this out yourself and not send one of your young lady grenadiers to decide what my gift would be." There was a tenor to her voice that said he'd better have the right answer.
"All on my own, I assure you. Open it. I'm anxious to see if you like it." That was the least of his concerns. If he got this wrong, it might put an end to this liaison… and to him as head of the grenadiers.
She teased the bright gold ribbon and loosened the bow with a gentle tug. Part by part she pealed back the supple wrapping and with slow deliberate moves tugged at the lid. All the time, her eyes were on James and not the gift.
"It's very fragile." His hands formed a cradled under the box to add a measure of protection, ready to catch the gift should it drop.
"Like me?" Her voice seemed to toy with him.
"Denise,"—with formality set aside as their moment of lovemaking approached, she became a woman and seemed to relish it when he called her Denise,—"I know of no one as strong as you. What you've endured during your reign, few if any could have borne. And what amazes me even more is your compassion for the people and the Kingdom of Alexandria. It seems to grow each day."
"You're very kind, James. Even with the problems the realm faces, being honest with the people always seems to pay off. It was instinctive with my father: something he understood as if it were a part of him. But my enemies have found I could deal with them as perhaps he couldn't." To anyone who crossed her, she was pure poison. More than one had disappeared and others publically destroyed, yet the people loved her and shrugged off the stories, believing each of her enemies had gotten his or her due.
James nodded. He'd seen her in this mood and did not want to encourage that conversation. Denise-Michelle became brittle, hard bitten when she recalled her father's assassination. He was not about to let anything foul up his call before spacing for Caledonia One.
"My goodness my love, the Hummingbird. How did you come by this? Is it authentic?" Her genuine amazement pleased James more than he was prepared to say.
"Yes, I took it to a reputable dealer of fine antiques for verification and the documents are filed with the Secretary of State."
"How in the world did you come by a Faberge? They are so rare." Her amazement seemed that more of a child holding something she'd always cherish.
"Promise you won't be upset if I tell you?" His voice was calm, his steady gaze belied the anxiety he felt.
"If?" she said her voice low and fraught with caution. Again, she emphasized the if. "What if I command you to tell me?"
Before he could answer, she said, "What merchant could have had this? Certainly not one I know." Her voice carried quiet emphasis.
James cleared his throat. "It wasn't a store, Denise."
She turned on him, her eyes scrunched almost shut, brow furrowed. "You didn't do in some good citizen to get this. I want no part of an ill gotten gift, no matter how rare," she said her voice little more than a whisper.
He breathed a sigh and managed a hoarse whisper not knowing how she might react. "I won it in a poker game."
"Really? How delightful. It makes it all the more important to me. Fair and square?" she asked her voice had risen in elation.
"Yes. Had the former owner sign all the necessary papers after he proved ownership," he boasted, his voice edged with laughter.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and smothered his lips with the wettest kiss he believed he'd ever had. And the taste was exquisite. Her tongue laced his.
James momentarily extracted himself, took the delicately carved egg, returned it to the box, and placed it on her bed table. Her head tilted and a teasing smile graced her face as she unlaced the gown. As always, their lovemaking would be a test of wills, of dominance—unspoken and real. It had always had been this way and he saw no reason for that to change. She was his queen and he’d sworn to serve her but his independence rivaled hers. If it were to vary, it would be up to Denise-Michelle and he doubted she wanted any change. She was as much a creature of habit as was he. She knew her likes and dislikes and these nights they spent together reflected at least one of her likes. To the best of his knowledge, he was the only man she'd ever known.
"Computer, dim the lights," James ordered. "More," he added.
His fingers, usually trained to harm, gently removed her gown. Cradling her in his arms, he carried her to the bed.
Their passion spent for the moment, she rolled over and became swallowed in the feather mattress; she nuzzled as he pulled her close. "I'm going to miss you. Three months out, three back and no telling how long on Caledonia. It may be a year before you return."
Holding each other tightly, they enjoyed the quiet moment. Being together was enough.
"You promise to be careful?" Her voice sounded more a plea.
"Of course." Not wanting to sound insincere but sensing she was about to enter one of her moody periods, he continued, "I have decided to place a high value on my hide and plan to take proper care of it."
She poked his ribs and in her macabre humor said, "If someone decides to shoot you, tell them it would upset me greatly and that would not be a good thing. No, tell them it would piss me off and that definitely would not be a good thing."
"Rest assured, I'll relay the message if I find myself in such trouble." Tenderly they kissed and he pulled her to him. This night, in the service of his queen meant something more than most would suspect.
Colonel Byerley stepped into the Best's quarters and closed the hatch. Expressing his aggravation, he had ordered the Grenadiers to stay away from the Meriwether crew. Not only for security reasons: occasional scraps had put a number of the ship's company in sickbay. As one grenadier put it, "These guys don't know how to fight. They mouth off and then when they get the crap beaten out of them cry like babies. Then their master-at-arms gets involved. At least he has sense enough to know better than start something. He scares hell out of the freighter's crew telling them to avoid the Best."
"Listen up people," James said. He'd heard enough. "Leave the Meriwether crew alone. If you get in anymore fights, it's the brig until we reach Mystic Voyager. Everyone understand?" No one said a word but nodded their acknowledgement.
All six members of the team sat on the deck and Byerley joined them as Meriwether's subspace Casimir engines accelerated to just under three tenth's c. And then there was the interminable wait as the graviton generators formed gravity shields fore and aft of the ship. Depending on subspace disturbances, this could take anywhere from a few punishing seconds to five gut wrenching minutes. The short insertion was what all hoped for: only the hardiest and most experienced spacers could handle the long jump into hyperspace. Another few minutes and the hyper-drive generators would form the gravity shield, accelerate to beta level and in another hour to gamma. Those who knew what to expect and wanted to avoid the worst would sit or lie down to mitigate the effects of the transition to hyperspace.
Coming out of FTL was just as disorienting.
Fortune was with them as this was a normal entry.
Every ten hours the ship would go through the same routine—necessary to take celestial readings to verify its position. A navigation error of one tenth a degree could mean doom for a ship. If the course put them too close to a star, even to brush the corona of a sun meant certain death. It was quite understandable that next to the captain and executive officer, the astrogator was the most skilled and highest paid crewman on the ship.
Byerley eyed his group as they reacted to the transition and was amused at their different reactions. He stifled a laugh as some flopped on the deck; others clasped troublesome stomachs and rolled up in balls to block the pain as they tried to cope. Controlled breathing made the transition tolerable and that came with practice—something only James, Dogwood, and Ollie had.
As the discomfort eased, someone asked, "How're we goin' in, Colonel?"
Explaining the upcoming extraction, aimed to spirit a Frisian known only as the Provider off the planet Caledonia One, military intelligence had warned of genetic engineering by that government in violation of galactic law that specifically forbids experimentation involving humans or any sentient beings. In this case, cloning down the evolutionary chain and creating sub-humans. To what purpose—unknown. Caledonia fell into Alexandria's sphere of influence and the Federation of Aligned Worlds requested Alexandria take action.
"Tourists. Every day common tourist," James answered.
That brought a mixed reaction of smirks and nods.
Some of his people had earned ranks in the Army, Marines, or Navy superior to what they now held. For them, stepping down in rank took a bit of ego swallowing. Grenadier Lieutenant Roscoe Gravely was a corporal in the Royal Marines; Grenadier Sergeant Mikhail Vichovy held a lieutenant's commission in the Queen's Royal Army and was the only soldier ever selected for the Grenadiers. Byerley had detected no animosity on Vichovy's part but a careful watch remained in order. It was the big Slav’s first assignment with this elite group and Byerley intended to keep him under intense scrutiny. They had a standard to maintain, not to mention each member trusted their life to the others.
Taking a few minutes with each grenadier, he injected some personal touch to the conversation. And then there was Masorta Olivia-Masaroni known as Ollie to the few she let that close.
"What are you up to lady? What's that you're hiding from me?"
Ollie sat on the deck off to one side. She seldom mixed with the others. But to a person, grenadiers would go into combat with her at their side any day. If anyone personified a warrior, it was this woman. One minute she could kill a dozen enemies, never wavering, and the next cuddle a dying comrade, weeping.
One of the first acts as head of the Grenadiers, James convinced his former Marine commandant to join with his brigade and clean up Ginnie's Garden. During that sweep, he’d noticed Ollie. Once she realized the military would free the people held captive, her combat skills became obvious as she repaid her captors for horrors gruesome beyond description. It had not been pretty. She was the only person to become a Grenadier not selected from the one of the other corps.
"It's mine, Colonel. Something I take into battle with me. No one has ever seen it but me." Her voice was a blend of little girl and grown-up determination.
This was not the first time he'd selected her for an insertion. Key to her getting the assignment was her innate ability to pick up new languages.
"And you want to keep it that way?"
"Yes." Her answer again was childlike, even a bit whimsical.
James patted her head and she smiled at his touch. In many ways, she was a child. Much of her past remained clouded. She came from an abusive mother and father that much he knew. Maybe that had everything to do with her inability to bond with another human. In no way did he believe her behavior abnormal. Different? Yes, but understandable for one coming from the planet Fobbus. A backward place, Fobbus had been a dumping site for people considered mentally deficient. Now, they knew many of those detained had suffered exposure to debilitating chemicals and cast out by their society. If his intel was right, something even more hideous awaited him on the innermost planet, Caledonia Six, locally called Paradise.
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