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            Chapter One

          

          Explorer Class Vessel Cormorant: Coalition Space

        

      

    

    
      Vrrrp! Vrrrp! Vrrrp!

      Alarms shrieked throughout the Cormorant.  Van Orskey flitted deep in the confines of the explorer-class cybership, in the control room he’d built with his mind. Nothing but white walls at the moment, instruments, and viewscreens.  “Why the hell can’t we get to our bodies?”

      Tayn Kassik focused on the ship growing larger by the second in their main viewer. “No numbers. They’re not responding to our hail. Definitely a Federation ship though.” His voice remained deceptively calm, but in cyberspace who could tell reactions without giveaways such as a pounding heart and a sweaty forehead?

      Federation ship. Holy hell! Why couldn’t it be a curious transport vessel? No, white hull, blue lettering—the motherfucking Federation.

      They’d make one hell of a lot of credits for hauling in the Cormorant and her crew.

      Van and Tayn’s physical bodies lay side by side in stasis pods, tubes and wires protruding from their skin. Not of any help at all.

      Van chanted, “C’mon, c’mon!’ Somewhere his pulse spiked. Gods-forsaken ship needed to pump the necessary drugs through his physical veins faster and release him from the ship’s innards to return to his flesh.

      “They’ve locked onto us.” This time anger raised Tayn’s normally soft voice.

      “Give them a warning shot. Not too close, but close enough for them to know we mean business.”

      Determination creasing his brow, Tayn hunkered down over the console. “Motherfucking, fuck, fuck, fuck!”

      Van turned from his own observation of the approaching ship. “What?”

      “No response from tactical. Our shields aren’t responding either.”

      “Why the fuck not?” Van and Tayn’s consciousnesses ran this ship, every system, every sensor. Why wasn’t the Cormorant responding? They were the Cormorant!

      “Diagnostics are showing jack shit,” Tayn barked, calmness wavering.

      Not good. Not good at all.

      The vacant look in his bright blue eyes spoke of Tayn’s concentration as he wended his way through sensors, searching for the problem.

      “Can you override?” Van tried to keep his desperation to a minimum, but they were well and truly screwed.

      “Working on it.” Tayn gave a triumphant, “Whoot! Got it!”

      Not a moment too soon. “How much more time until reconnection?” Outside his confines, ship functions came online: physical life support, climate control, air and atmosphere. Gravity. Everything they’d need to make the switch from incorporeal brainwaves to sentient Terrans.

      “Five minutes, twenty seconds.”

      Five minutes, twenty seconds too fucking long. Van pushed his consciousness, testing his bounds.

      Tayn swatted his shoulder. “Stop! You know if you move too fast you could damage your mind. Besides, what if you get there and the ship isn’t ready to support life? You’d still be stuck in the pod.”

      Yes, but if he didn’t move fast, no telling what might happen.

      Vulnerability. Damned vulnerability. Van’s greatest fear.

      The ship shuddered.

      Words weren’t needed. They were being boarded.

      Van spared a portion of his thoughts for the counter, ticking off precious time far too slowly. Every few seconds he tried again, willing himself out of the circuitry and back into his slowly reviving form.

      “Our luck just ran out, Tayn.” Van gusted out a breath he didn’t actually need in this form. In a distant connection air whooshed out of his lungs.

      Hey! He felt. “It’s time!” Focusing all his attention on fingers, toes, and other body parts he hadn’t needed in twenty-eight days, he pushed with all his might. “C’mon!” he shouted at Tayn.

      Tayn’s eyes went wide. “I… I can’t. Something’s wrong.”

      “Wha…?”

      Tayn’s face faded from view.

      “…t?” The claxons jabbed like lasers into Van’s newly awakened eardrums. Every nerve ending blazed fire. Van jerked, opening his eyes and aiming a shaky hand at the panel in front of him. Wires and tubes retreated, pulling free of his veins and nerves, leaving the sting of needle pricks in his extremities.

      Some already hung loose, entry points in his flesh ripped and bleeding as though he’d tried to break loose prematurely.

      Faster, damn it, faster! Pins and needles raced up his arms and legs, circulation returning to normal.

      “Tayn!’ He whipped his head around. The other seat sat empty. What the hell? Tayn always woke before him. “Tayn?”

      “Still here,” came a voice through the ship’s speakers, in a voice synthesized to sound like Tayn’s.

      If Tayn remained in the system, then…

      Razors slashed at Van’s insides, and not merely the agonizing chill of chemicals now roaring through him, putting all systems back online. Tubes hung from the empty chair to the floor, leaking precious fluids—the fluids used to keep his and Tayn’s bodies alive and requiring minimal resources while their minds guided the craft.

      “Tayn!” The sensors showed barely livable climate and oxygen in the now-waking ship. A quick slap opened the pod door and Van sucked in stale air. Trails of blood-tinged fluid led down the hall. Hell, no. “Tayn!”

      Cold metal floors beneath his bare feet, Van stumbled naked down the corridor. “Tayn!” he screeched again. “Stop them! They’ve got your body.” Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      The ship came alive, Tayn screaming “Motherfuck!” He opened and closed doors, giving Van the best route to intercept the thieves. The panels slid back too slowly. “I don’t know how, but they’re fighting me for access!”

      Van charged ahead. What the fucking hell did they want with his partner’s body? Plenty of cargo filled the ship’s hold. He stopped by his room long enough to grab a blaster, then hauled ass to the cargo bay, the most likely point of entry. His heart hammered in his chest.

      Viewscreens showed suited figures, humanoid in shape, but faces hidden by their helmets.

      This couldn’t be happening. All the early warnings, the security. Someone slipped past their defenses? Impossible!

      The wires and tubes kept his muscles from atrophying, but he’d not recover full strength for another few days. He stumbled, grasping a doorway to keep himself upright. He should be in recovery right now, not pushing his muscles past the breaking point.

      Grabbing the ladder railing, he positioned himself over the hole in the floor, slung his weapon over one shoulder, and dropped to the deck below. “Seal the cargo bay doors,” he yelled to his partner. He charged down the too-narrow passageway, feet slapping against the deck plating.

      “Can’t. They’ve got some kind of override.”

      Fuck. No use being stealthy. Van needed speed.

      And for the gods-forsaken claxon to stop.

      As if on cue the ship fell silent, except for the normal pinging he wouldn’t stop to identify, and noises made by the three figures who’d boarded the ship.

      “Who are they?” he shouted.

      “Two humanoids and a Neelonian.”

      Neelonians. Bah! An entire race of mercenaries, for sale to the highest bidder. Much like half the people he knew.

      Outside the hull the engine hum grew louder, the Federation raiders preparing to leave. They’d breached the ship’s defenses without pinging the sensors. How? Every inch of the Cormorant cost a fortune, nothing but the finest.

      Including security.

      He slammed his hand against the cargo bay door. One second too long, two seconds too long…

      The door swished open. Van aimed his blaster, swung around.

      Nothing.

      The engine noises revved. No! Without his body, Tayn would be stuck in the ship’s circuitry, unable to leave.

      Why? If the raiders wanted the closely guarded technology of keeping a body alive and in stasis while the person’s intelligence ran the ship, minimizing the need for life support on deep space missions, they should have taken the whole pod.

      Why not simply take the ship, since they’d somehow managed to render the Cormorant powerless?

      They’d gone through a lot of trouble for a humanoid body. Judging by the state of the pod connections, they’d tried for Van’s too.

      Younger and smaller, Tayn’s body would likely fetch a better price if they intended to sell on the black market—if it survived being ripped out of stasis. They’d only want a physique like Van’s for use as a soldier. At thirty, Van passed prime age for a recruit a few years back. Tayn’s could be used in a futile attempt to give some rich asshole a shot at a longer life, or whatever the fuck experimentation the Federation conducted these days. Still, unless they possessed one hell of a lot of tech on the raider ship, Tayn’s heart wouldn’t last long.

      Each passing moment reduced his chances.

      Van charged toward the control room, plunked down in the physical captain’s chair, and flipped one button after another. The viewscreen illuminated on a wall. Good. At least Tayn managed to regain control of some of their systems.

      The marauders powered for hyperjump. Once they made the jump, Tayn’s body would be gone forever.

      “Tayn, we gotta go after them. We can’t let them get away.” Van strapped in while the Cormorant’s engines roared. Only two of them, but a faster, smaller ship. They might catch the raiders, but no telling where they’d end up. Federation space meant a death sentence for two Coalition smugglers if the marauders put out an alert.

      “We’ll never catch them,” said a disembodied voice throughout the ship.

      Yes, they would. Or die trying. “We can’t afford not to.” Nor would Van consider the possibility. Until the Federation shot them out of space, he’d keep trying.

      The ship in the viewscreen wavered. Hyperjump in five, four, three…

      The forward gun moaned to life.

      Oh, shit. Van’s blood froze in his veins, colder than what waited on the other side of the airlock. “Tayn, what are you doing?”

      A pause, and then, “What I have to.”

      Deep in the Cormorant’s belly a shudder grew.

      A flash hurtled toward the marauder’s ship.

      No, no, no, no, no! Van balled his hands into helpless fists. “Tayn! What the hell are you doing?”

      His horror grew as the missile locked on target.

      Their contraband warhead slammed into the raider vessel.

      White light filled the screen.

      The raiders’ ship blew apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Planet Akiak

        

      

    

    
      Prince Jorvik signaled for more wine, the scent of spiced meats triggering his thirst. A serving boy bent from the waist, placing a bowl of fragrant soup on the low table. He left and returned with a full glass of wine. Jorvik settled more comfortably onto the elaborately embroidered cushions.

      Nearly two hundred citizens and visitors clustered around the numerous tables. Most wrapped themselves in fine silk, one of Akiak’s leading exports, sought the galaxy over. Silk streamers hung from the massive cavern ceiling, and the plates and cutlery gleamed.

      Another state dinner, another lavish expense to impress the unimpressible.

      The undeserving. He narrowed his eyes.

      Why must he attend boring state affairs with unwanted guests? He’d much rather dine with his father, alone.

      “Look at them,” the man sitting next to Jorvik said with a sneer, an official of some importance in his district. “Discussing business during dinner. What a disgusting lack of etiquette. Meals are for sharing with family and friends, not outsiders, with their shifty, tiny eyes, greedy for everything they think has value.”

      Jorvik silently agreed, but wouldn’t dare speak his opinion. His father told him a ruler must remain impartial—at least on the surface. A village chief who couldn’t mind his tongue never lasted in the position. Jorvik took note of his companion’s face. The too-verbal dissenter bore watching.

      King Kactovik already rebuffed the aliens’ advances: what more did they require? An escort to their ships and a foot to their asses? Valid trade, like Akiakian silk for the things the planet needed, space travel included, was one thing. Giving a foreign government control? Never.

      Off-worlders. Bah! Already highly ranked Akiak citizens abandoned their native language for the harsh guttural growl spoken by those who’d come from other planets, seeking to use one they thought of as lesser to their own advantage.

      Even the man next to him, so openly opposed to the Federation delegates, spoke the grating dialect of the off-worlders.

      “Lesser” wasn’t part of Akiakian culture. Father instructed Jorvik from an early age: “A baker can be more useful than a king. Everyone eats bread, but we kings have not truly been needed since the last war ended.”

      “Not true!” Jorvik argued. “Without a king we’d have no peace.”

      Father reasoned with the leaders of opposing villages, worked out compromises. When off-worlders started coming to Akiak, he allowed a space port to keep unsanctioned ships from landing wherever they wished, to plunder Akiak’s resources.

      How arrogant for one species to believe itself above another.

      “But we’re asking so little,” the haughty ambassador whined from his spot on the floor cushions. He should feel honored to be at the king’s table at all. Jorvik wouldn’t have suffered his presence. “Think of all you stand to gain. The Federation is offering a generous deal.” What an ugly humanoid, with skin a sickly green under the crystal light, wisps of flyaway white hair, and an air of superiority.

      Jorvik dismissed the man, turning his attention instead to his father.

      King Kactovik remained a striking figure, in his prime, a hint of silver in his pale hair. He’d pulled the strands back, away from his face, using his natural attractiveness as yet another tool in his arsenal. He wore a single red crystal around his neck, the only mark of rank tradition allowed. The stone glowed with inner fire.

      The crystal once graced the neck of Jorvik’s grandfather, and his grandfather’s father before him.

      On other planets rulers wore elaborate headpieces, or draped themselves in jewels or the bones of their enemies. How ridiculous. A good leader’s marks were his cunning, wisdom, and fairness, and those commanding true power didn’t need finery to announce their position to the world.

      The king kept his face a careful mask, giving nothing away, a lesson he’d instilled in Jorvik. To someone who’d spent their entire lifetime trying to emulate the man, however, the barely restrained anger showed clear. “You ask us to turn our own people into slaves for your benefit, ripping open the face of our world to provide you with the legacy left to us by our ancestors.” The king waved a hand at the softly glowing amber walls, encrusted with crystals.

      “In return for our natural resources, you’ve offered protection from an unseen enemy, your enemy, not ours.” The king paused to sip his wine and give his unwanted guest time to anticipate his next words. “We’ve enjoyed peace for five hundred of the time measures you call years. We have no one to fear.”

      Years! Jorvik rolled his eyes. Yet another off-worlder concept, their own way of marking time. Instead of adapting to the worlds they asked things of, those worlds were expected to drop their uniqueness and become like everyone else in the galaxy.

      Jorvik got his fill of everyone else in the galaxy when younger and sent to the Federation capital for his education. No one could defend against an unknown enemy; therefore, the son of a king disguised himself as another alien student, albeit one wealthy enough to afford the best universities credits could buy. The more he learned, the more he vowed to keep Akiak free of outside influence.

      The Federation consumed worlds like a glutton consumed meals, without a single care for future needs.

      “But you do, sire. The Planetary Coalition will invade you, take what you have to offer without payment. We have minerals, gems, fineries and technology to make the lives of your people better.” The simpering ambassador dared to smile, his expression oily as the slithery creatures pulled from the sea in the southern realms.

      And equally distasteful. Likely resulting in the same excruciating death after one bite too.

      The king sat unblinking. “We have no need of what you offer. Enjoy our hospitality for one more cycle, then be on your way. We will continue to trade commodities, but not our crystals.”

      “Sire!” The man shot to his feet, face an unappealing purple, particularly ghastly in the low, shimmering light.

      At a wave of the king’s hand the guards stepped forward, crowding the ambassador back toward his seat. Good. The king’s time was too important to waste on the likes of this… this… questionably intelligent humanoid lifeform, with his small, round, three-colored eyes.

      The alien studied the light spears in the guard’s hands. Chances were he’d never seen such weapons before. Like many things on Akiak, they glittered with inner red light. One touch of such a crystal could inflict unspeakable pain, or death.

      “Brother, listen,” Uncle Otkiovik broke in. “Think of it, the power we could gain. The riches.” Light and dark, the king and his brother, honor and dishonor, beauty in the one case and a face and frame bloated by excess in the other.

      Jorvik shook his head. How disgraceful for the former king and his consort to give birth to such an offensive and worthless creature, a hanger-on, living from the bounty of the king’s table and doing nothing in return.

      There were reasons beyond birth order for his father winning the position of king.

      The ambassador nodded his nearly hairless head.

      “I am gold king for a reason, trained to make beneficial decisions for the good of all under my care. Unlike the leaders of other worlds, I’m aware my role is to protect and serve my people, not exploit them for my own desires.” The king directed his sneer at the off-worlder. “Greed leads to war, war leads to death. I’ll sacrifice my people to neither. We were once a violent race such as yours, destroying, taking what we wanted. I’ll not be the one who brings such lawlessness back to our planet.”

      “You’re making a mistake,” Otkiovik snarled.

      The glare the king fixed on his brother should’ve melted the polished stone floors. “If so, it’s my mistake to make. Mind your tongue, brother. We’ll not speak of this again.”

      No matter what anyone else at the table said, the king ignored them. He’d made his decision on the matter abundantly clear. How foolish of the ambassador and Uncle to think they’d change his mind.

      With the matter settled, Jorvik could relax and enjoy his meal.

      He observed his father, the hardness in eyes he’d known to soften greatly with loved ones. The keen insight so freely given.

      So many lessons his father imparted. When Jorvik’s time to rule came, how could he ever compare to his father’s fairness and wisdom, or bring honor to his ancestors?

      While keeping outsiders from overrunning Akiak.

      The queen of the stars brought his ancestors to this world at the edge of the galaxy, with a distant sun to provide light the off-worlders declared too weak, so she gifted Akiak with the crystals to brighten their way. Yellow, green, blue, red, purple, and all colors in-between.

      As beautiful as the queen of stars herself.

      Her children owed no one but her.

      Deep in the belly of Akiak, she’d planted a core of molten metals, warming the planet surface from within. A truly wonderful place she’d made for her children.

      Handsome youths, both male and female, poured wine and served dishes of spiced meat and candied fruit.

      One of the ambassador’s delegation grinned and reached a hand under a serving woman’s clothing. The woman shrieked.

      How dare he! Jorvik shot from his seat at the king’s table, reaching for the ceremonial dagger hidden in his waist sash.

      Matron got there first, flanked by two guards. The two bristling guards escorted the offensive man from the great hall, while Matron comforted the trembling woman and the ambassador pretended not to notice his underling’s foul behavior.

      Most would rather face the captain of the guards than the ferocious woman who ran the household so efficiently, and who’d helped to raise Jorvik.

      In time she became a mother figure to all who lived within the palace walls, firm but fair, and willing to take necessary action to defend those she thought of as hers.

      Like the woman she’d just saved.

      Unmated men and women served the tables, handpicked by Matron for their duties, who’d likely share a bed soon, but only with a partner of their own choosing. The king allowed no one to wield power over another.

      Many young people flocked to the capital in search of mates, some to return to their villages once paired, others to remain at the palace.

      Until selecting a mate, they enjoyed their choice of bed partners, male or female.

      Matron led the woman away, likely to retire until the next meal demanded her presence. Jorvik must remember to ask after her later, good manners learned from his father. He folded himself back down onto the cushions.

      The outsiders bore watching.

      For the moment he enjoyed the sight of the wine bearers dancing between tables to the steady beat of a drum, wind instruments joining into the merriment. Firelight flickered in hearths along the outer walls, light radiating from the crystals, adding flashes of color here and there to their glow.

      Natural caves made up the larger rooms of the palace, selected for their excellent crystal formations. Smaller chambers were hewn out of the stone, crystals brought in to take up residence and provide light.

      Akiakians and the crystals coexisted for millennia. Outsiders left them alone until some unwitting citizen said too much to the wrong person.

      Who would ultimately pay for the foolish error in judgement?

      The high domed ceiling echoed bits of conversation, the clink of knives against plates, the occasional flirtatious laughter of a server in search of a partner to fill the time between a meal and sleep.

      A wine bearer caught Jorvik’s eye, with a trim figure, long hair shining white, showing gold highlights in the crystal light, dark eyes slanted up at the corners. If Jorvik didn’t know better he’d think Sika of his father’s own line, as closely as he resembled family.

      Another man watched, equally beautiful, though the greenish cast of his hair declared him of the northern tribes, where minerals in the water eventually marked their own. He whispered in the first man’s ear and they smiled. Both wore the gauzy white uniforms of the royal serving staff, which fluttered around their bodies, clinging one minute, hiding attributes the next. Every once in a while, if the server so wanted, they turned quickly, exposing more alabaster skin before the costume fluttered back into place.

      Both men flirted in such a manner with Jorvik, giving him a taste of what he could have, if willing.

      An invitation too good to refuse.  He’d played together with Sika before, but always stopped short of asking for what he truly wanted. Would the other man spoil the fun by clinging to old taboos? Would Sika?  Why couldn’t a prince take on any role he wished in the bedroom?

      He’d never know if he didn’t try.

      Both men’s eyes slanted slightly at the outer corners, their shape distinctly oval, somewhat larger and more luminescent than the off-worlders’ small round eyes.

      How did off-worlders stand the sight of each other, when so many of them resembled the ambassador, with his shifty eyes, mottled skin, and too much flesh around his middle? Especially when surrounded by the beauty of Akiakians.

      Jorvik gathered his silken robes around himself, raised a hand, and waved Matron over. “I’m familiar with Sika, but who is his companion?” He spoke in traditional language, though borrowed words sneaked into even his speech.

      “Gris, your grace.” The woman inclined her head in the direction of the two men who’d caught Jorvik’s attention. “He’s new to the capital. Very promising. Intelligent and even-tempered.”

      Ah, then the prince himself should provide a warm welcome. “Extend to them an invitation to my chambers, if they’re agreeable.”

      “Both of them?” The woman’s brows lifted, bringing a smirk to Jorvik’s mouth. She should know better than to ask. This wouldn’t be the first time he’d invited multiple partners to his quarters.

      “Yes, both.”

      “Very well.” She shuffled off, an amused smile tugging at her lips.

      Jorvik watched from the corner of his eye as she approached his evening’s partners. She spoke in hushed tones. They both brightened, shot a quick glance at Jorvik, and hurried from the hall, relieved of serving duties for now. Any other servers would have to wait until the end of the feast to pursue more pleasant activities, but Matron never refused anything Jorvik wanted.

      He sipped his wine, fighting a smile. No need to appear overeager, though images of the men naked and waiting caused his cock to fill. His uncle and the ambassador retreated, no doubt to lick their wounds and carry on with their scheming.

      Neither openly took a partner from the room. Surely, they weren’t… He shuddered. Even his uncle wouldn’t stoop so low, would he?

      Or maybe the ambassador stooped. Hard to say when both were equally repulsive.

      The king laughed with a slender young woman, his partner for the evening, and on many occasions. In fact, Jorvik couldn’t remember the last time his father entertained any other lover. Better her than some of the social climbers or, stars forbid, an off-worlder who tried to latch themselves onto a powerful man. Oona possessed a sweet disposition and little ambition other than his father’s, and her own, happiness. Jorvik approved.

      Would he consider taking another consort? Jorvik’s mother died so long ago. Surely enough time had passed. The king wouldn’t find better than the shy beauty at his side.

      If Oona gave Jorvik a sibling, all the better. Kings needed more than one child. As oldest, Jorvik’s line of succession remained unquestioned, but who would succeed him? Especially as he’d no desire to father a child himself.

      Ah, well. His father had a long life before him until succession became an issue.

      Jorvik lifted his glass in toast to the king. The king returned the gesture with a slight incline of his head, and Jorvik excused himself from the table.
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      Unlike the amber crystals of the formal hall, Jorvik preferred the soft green lining the upper hallway and his quarters, giving off dim illumination.

      The dull light of Akiak’s sun shone through an open window, barely perceptible through the nearly-constant cloud cover. Native flowers perfumed the air. He paused, taking in the familiar scents of his home. Although still a part of the cave system housing the palace, the residential quarters were above ground, high in the hills.

      The air seemed thinner here than in the Federation capital, the only other planet he’d visited, where the appalling sun shone bright and hot for most of the day, while nights grew nearly black. How he’d missed his home while studying off-world.

      So much better here, where the light stayed fairly constant and he could venture outside without damaging his skin or wearing eye protection.

      For these reasons he couldn’t blame off-worlders for flocking to Akiak for, even without extensive travel to far flung worlds for comparison, no other planet in the universe could compare to perfection. Still, the unwelcome guests should return to those places they’d come from and leave him and his people alone. Trade didn’t require their constant presence.

      He rested his hand against a wall, increasing the glow everywhere his fingers touched.

      Nodding at a passing servant, he pushed open the door to his rooms and stopped.

      The two young men he’d spotted earlier lay naked upon the silk-covered floor pallet, legs entwined and mouths melded. Their skin glowed beneath the greenish crystal light.

      Sika, the white-haired beauty, moaned. He noticed Jorvik from over his partner’s shoulder and jerked away.

      “S… sorry, your grace, we…”

      “Started without me.” Jorvik gave a laugh. “Don’t mind me. Carry on.” He sank onto the floor cushions across from the bed and sipped the wine he’d brought with him. They were so lovely together. He’d watch, giving his lust time to build, and then he’d have them both.

      Several times.

      Sika, the more vocal of the two, rose up on his arms, making a great show of licking the second man’s lips. Gris opened, letting Sika’s tongue into his mouth.

      Both were lean. Their sleek muscles flexed in the low light.

      Both were hard, and likely leaking drops of pre-cum.

      Jorvik’s mouth watered. Drawing a deep breath pulled their scent to him. Oh, yeah. They’d perfumed their skin before coming to him, but hints of kitchen smells lingered, and above all, the tang of arousal. His cock grew harder. “Taste him,” he ordered Sika, rubbing his nearly-painful erection through the slick fabric of his trousers. Oh, yes. He’d let the pressure grow and bury himself in the more reserved man’s body.

      His hands itched to knead the solid mounds of flesh, to part those lovely globes and find the puckered opening he’d soon have stretched around him.

      Gris lay on his back, the curved evidence of his arousal standing out from his body. Sika slid down the covers and took the pale column of flesh into his mouth.

      Gris gasped, burying his fingers in the long strands of Sika’s hair.

      Jorvik nearly moaned, already imagining the sweetness of cum on his tongue. He’d have the more assertive Sika finger him while he fucked Gris. Shivers of anticipation raced up his arms.

      These two lovelies were his for the entire sleep cycle if he so chose. He’d make the most of every moment. While he’d shared Sika’s body before, Gris proved to be new territory. What touches would make him moan? Beg? Cum?

      Jorvik bit his lip, grasping the base of his cock before he exploded from the mere thought of what he planned to do to both men.

      Slurping filled the air as Sika put on an exaggerated show for Jorvik’s pleasure. Based on the energetic moans, he’d never tasted anything so good in his life as Gris’s cock.

      Arching his back from the bed, Gris fisted the bedcovers in his hands, head thrown back, eyes closed.

      Breathtaking.

      And also robbing Jorvik of all his control.

      He stood and crossed the floor to the bed, reached into the wall alcove, and removed a pot of fragrant oil, the same scent drifting through the windows from the flowers outside. “Use this on him.”

      Sika grinned, moistened his finger, and stroked Gris’s hole. He leaned in for a kiss.

      Gris spread his legs wide, releasing a needy whimper into his lover’s mouth.

      Jorvik sat on the edge of the pallet. Sika slid his long, graceful fingers into and out of a pretty pink hole, the flesh yielding to the intrusion, clinging to the fingers when they withdrew. Jorvik imagined the fingers to be his cock and shifted his hardness to a more comfortable position.

      “Fuck him,” he whispered.

      Wasting no time, Sika spread oil onto his hard flesh, positioned himself at Gris’s entrance, and slid inside with a grunt.

      All three of them moaned in unison.

      The well-defined muscles of Sika’s ass flexed as he pumped into Gris’s body.

      Jorvik positioned himself by the edge of the pallet, grabbing a handful of nearly transparent hair and bending Sika’s head back to plunder his mouth. Tongue met tongue in an excited dance. He pulled away and bestowed the same treatment on his other partner.

      Mustn’t pay more attention to one than the other. How rude.

      Three. The perfect number. No more. No less.

      Gris cried out, over and over.

      The sleek lines of his body begged for Jorvik’s hands.

      Jorvik ran out of patience waiting. “Let me.”

      Sika pulled out and scooted to the side of the pallet, caressing his sex partner. The light played over Gris’s skin, accentuating the dips and hollows of his flat belly and smooth chest.

      Jorvik lifted Gris’s legs, hoisted them over his shoulders, and buried himself in tight heat. Oh, so good, stretched and waiting. He closed his eyes and enjoyed the pleasure for a moment before working his way deeper into Gris’s pliant body.

      Gris closed his eyes and let out a breathy sigh.

      His full cock bobbed with each of Jorvik’s strokes, and Jorvik kissed one man while fucking the other. He’d love to feel a cock up his ass while his filled another, but Sika, as a servant, might be reluctant to do the honors. Some still clung to old ways where the king and prince were held to outmoded ideas of dominance.

      Fucking proved dominance in the eyes of some, while being fucked conveyed submission.

      How stupid.

      Archaic protocol hadn’t stopped him from enjoying a variety of pleasures off-world during his education. None of the other humanoids at his Federation university knew of his status, only saw him as a tight hole to fill.

      Yes, he’d learned. Many things not taught in classes. Some off-worlders did have their purposes.

      Spacers, in port for a short time, called him “ghost” or “angel” for his coloring and fucked him hard. Shocks jolted through him, leaving him trembling at the mere thought.

      Unlike the pudgy, swaggering ambassador, most spacers he’d met in bars were rugged men, full of muscle and covered with hair. How he’d loved caressing those muscles as a hard cock sank into him.

      Gripping his lover’s thighs, he plunged in and withdrew, again and again, the way he wanted someone to do to him. Gris’s writhing and keening urged him on. “Ah, ah, ah!” Gris cried. His muscles clinched nearly painfully on Jorvik’s cock.

      Oh, yes, to be filled so completely, locking down on a lover’s stiffness, reveling in every pulse inside him.

      Sika wrapped a hand around Gris’s cock, working him in time with Jorvik’s thrusts.

      Shuddering, Gris bowed off the bed and shot, pearly drops splattering on his skin.

      Stars! Deep within, the pressure spiked. Sika and Gris kissed, tender yet passionate. So, they were lovers and not merely two men called to the prince’s bed.

      Something about their bond intrigued him. He’d never allow another to take his heart, giving himself a weakness. His mother’s death nearly killed his father, though they’d spent much of their time apart. She’d still been his consort.

      No, he was his father’s heir. He might take a female as a mate one day, share his body and seed, but never his heart, produce heirs of his own if his father didn’t provide him with a brother or sister.

      Any consort he claimed must be male, to stir his lust as well as his heart. While not unprecedented, no king in recent memory chose to bind himself to a man. No, most picked women to give them children.

      He’d worry about a loveless mating when the time came, and not a moment before.

      For now, he’d enjoy tight heat, hungry moans, the heady aroma of sex perfuming the air. Sweat slicked his chest. Sika pinched Gris’s nipples. Gris shouted and came again.

      How good the man’s passage felt, clinging, squeezing. Oh, stars! Jorvik’s muscles seized, bright heat surging through his groin.

      “Oh, oh… oh!”

      Pulse after pulse he spilled inside Gris, embraced by two pairs of arms. Shudders wracked him and, for a single moment in time, Jorvik felt part of something much larger than himself. How could he make the moment last forever, near agony in its exquisite pleasure?

      He slipped free of his partner and settled himself, back against the ornate scrollwork at the head of the pallet. Calming his heartrate and slowing his breathing, he took in the sight of the not yet satisfied Sika plunging his cock into his lover’s body.

      Gris cradled Sika’s ass in his hands, urging him on. Both moaned.

      “Oh, yes!” Sika cried out. “Oh, by the stars, yes!”

      How stunning they were together. Likely the three of them painted a handsome picture.

      Sika closed his eyes and tossed back his head, digging fingers into Gris’s arms. “Feels so good!” he blurted, shoving in hard and holding, tremors shooting through the taut muscles of his legs.

      He collapsed beside his lover.

      While they rested in each other’s arms, Jorvik fetched wine for his companions, abandoning his glass. Another off-worlder custom. Social occasions meant sharing, sipping from the same container. Stretching Sika out on his bed, he dribbled crimson droplets over the man’s chest, nipples, belly, groin, and ran his tongue through the liquid, tasting salt and skin and wine.

      He lifted the flask in toast to his favorite body parts, passing the beverage to his two guests in turn.

      One bottle became two.

      If only he wasn’t a prince and free to act on his deepest fantasies. Then again…  “You resemble me,” he told Sika. “How would you like to be prince for the evening?” Roleplaying gave reason to ask for what he really wanted.

      Tonight he’d be the servant, pleasing his prince.

      His partners giggled. Inspired by too much wine, he fetched his finest silk robe and draped the luxurious fabric over Sika’s shoulders.

      How he’d love to say, “Now, fuck me.” No one need know, there were no prying eyes to discover him. If a prince desired the feel of another man inside him, why should he be denied?

      Thought became decision. “Fuck me.” Why couldn’t he offer himself?

      Sika’s eyes widened. His words came out on a faltering breath. “But I can’t. It’s forbidden.”

      “Maybe back in our grandfathers’ grandfathers’ time. Why would it be forbidden now? You want to, do you not?”

      Turning his gaze to the floor, Sika murmured, “Yes.”

      Brushing his palm against a soft cheek, Jorvik brought Sika in for a kiss. It started slowly, became more heated, and ended with Jorvik on his back, thrusting his hips off the bed.

      Worry creasing his brow, Sika slicked his shaft and eased into Jorvik. The lovely burn, the stretch, the way the head of Sika’s cock pressed all the right places in Jorvik’s channel.

      This! This pleasure he’d long been denied. “So good,” he moaned. So right.

      He shouldn’t have to slip out to some spacer’s bar and hide in the shadows to get what he wanted. Something he’d missed since returning home from the capital.

      Spacers didn’t know him, or care about his identity. Oh, but the things they’d done to him…

      Sika grunted, driving into and out of Jorvik’s body. If the man asked one more time, “Is this all right?” Jorvik might have to order him to silence.

      Motioning for Gris to come closer, Jorvik opened his mouth in invitation, and twined their tongues together.

      After a moment Gris gave up being timid and kissed boldly, wrapping his fingers around Jorvik’s cock and stroking him with practiced motions.

      Stars and moons! Jorvik clamped down on Sika with his inner muscles. Pleasure washed over him in waves, each more powerful than the last. “Yes!” he hissed.

      Sika hit the perfect spot within, stroking and giving intense pleasure with each plunge inside. Gris’s sure strokes brought Jorvik close to the edge.

      Inside and outside, too much feeling, too much ecstasy. How much more could he stand?

      Squeezing his eyes closed, Jorvik gave himself over to desire. Were those lustful cries coming from him? “Yes!” He dug his fingers into Sika’s upper arms.

      Every stroke filled him just right, satisfying needs too long neglected.

      So long. So very long without this, always being in control, aloof, his father’s son. Now, he was just a man, reveling in another man.

      Or rather, two other men.

      The slick slide of skin over skin, the single-minded focus of every touch, every taste of sweat and wine on his tongue from a nip to the neck or plundering kiss.

      Bright lights danced behind his eyelids as tension coiled tighter and tighter inside. More. A little more! He arched off the bed, burying Sika more fully inside. Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes! His seed shot from his body, splattering droplets onto his belly.

      He crumpled onto the bed, fighting to catch his breath.

      Still hard, Sika withdrew. “Are you satisfied, my prince?”

      Barely able to move, Jorvik gave Gris a parting kiss and lay sated and tired on the softness of his bedding.

      While he’d spent, they remained hard. He’d remedy the situation—the moment he regained enough strength to do more than lie back and enjoy his satisfaction.

      “I have something I’ve been saving for a special occasion.” He summoned his remaining energy and padded to the door at the far side of the room. He slid the panel into the wall and stepped inside.

      Drawers and alcoves contained his clothing, boots, jewelry, and personal weapons. The box he’d brought back from his last excursion off-world must be here someplace

      Ah. There. He crouched in the corner, lifting the edge of his formal robes to reveal the chest full of toys he’d purchased from a pleasure planet. Imagining the replica of his cock slipping into and out of one of his partners made him shiver.

      “Ahhhh!” The shout came from outside of his rooms.

      What? Jorvik lifted his head, tracing the direction of the scream. Who dared intrude on his privacy?

      A heavy thud hit the wall outside. The scream cut off. He dashed to the door of his closet, peering out.

      Gris lay upon his back. Sika still wore the robe as he pumped into his lover.

      Another wail rent the air.

      Sika and Gris paused, glancing toward the door.

      The panel flew open.

      A seemingly endless tide of men flooded through the opening. “There he is!” one shrieked, pointing to Sika. What? How did they…

      Two men wrenched Sika off Gris.

      He fought, cock glistening. “No! Let me go!”

      Jorvik gripped the closet door, ready to stop this madness. How dare men come into his chambers unasked? Did they not know they violated the prince’s privacy? “Stop this ins—”

      Sika’s shriek drowned his words.

      For a moment his shocked gaze connected with Jorvik’s. Eyes wide, Sika glanced down.

      A blade thrust from his chest, sending rivers of red down his pale body. He gasped once, then fell. The stench of blood nearly made Jorvik vomit.

      “No!” Gris jumped from the bed, diving toward his fallen lover.

      Stop! Jorvik wanted to shout.

      A scream, a bump, and another weapon found a victim.

      What the… What the… Jorvik slapped a hand over his mouth to keep from retching.

      A heavy weight crushed his chest. Why couldn’t he breathe? Oh stars, oh stars!

      He knelt in the closet, naked and trembling. What… what? How could… He opened his mouth to scream for his guards and stopped.

      All six intruders wore the uniforms of royal guards.
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      How dare they assault the king’s son! Where were Father’s advisors? He demanded answers.

      Jorvik’s anger crumbled when a familiar figure swept through the door. His heart seized.

      His uncle? A moment of relief hit. Uncle would help him.

      He stopped himself from stepping from the closet.

      What was… The guards turned toward his uncle.

      Why was Uncle smiling? He looked so… satisfied, patting a blood-spattered guard’s shoulder. What…

      Dear Queen of the Stars. Cold fear captured him in an icy grasp.

      Jorvik grabbed the wall to keep from falling, and bent double, struggling to breathe. Air. He needed air.

      No help. All alone. Six armed guards.

      One Jorvik.

      He must get to his father.

      What could he use as a weapon? As quietly as possible, he rifled through his clothes, tossing away a belt. No, wouldn’t do. A pin? A boot? His eyes fell to the sex toy he’d dropped on the floor. One kick hid the object beneath a pile of silk.

      He’d been taught to fight, more for exercise than self-defense, with a staff, knives, but mostly with his hands. While he’d bested his teacher a few times, he’d not fare well against so many well-trained guards.

      Knives! The blade of his dagger glinted from the pile of clothing he’d left on the floor. A grinning man picked up the gleaming blade and slipped it into his waistband. What? No! His father gave him the dagger.

      Why hadn’t he hidden more weapons in his room?

      His blood boiled, instincts screaming, “Attack! Attack!” He nearly added his own scream, of frustration. No. To do so meant sure death.

      He crept away from the door, though not far enough to escape the sight of Sika and Gris, mouths open and eyes staring in his direction.

      Just a few moments ago they’d been alive, loving…

      His uncle spat on the robed body on the floor. Please let him not see me, please let him not see me. All the while Jorvik’s brain accused, “Coward!”

      The dim greenish glow of the crystals gave his uncle an eerie, monstrous look as he crouched down by Gris’s body. “He’s just a whore, but a pretty one. Such a shame he chose the wrong bed to come to.”

      One of the guards laughed.

      Whore? How dare the traitor call sweet Gris an off-worlder insult! Jorvik’s hard swallow didn’t lessen the burning in this throat. These were his father’s own guards. What were they about? And what were they doing with his uncle?

      Worst still, what was his uncle doing?

      “Take them! Burn their bodies!” his uncle barked.

      The men split up, one each at their victims’ heads and feet, lifting them from the floor, with two trailing behind.

      Burning their bodies? No. They must be taken to the caves to join Akiak’s cycle of life, amidst chanting and prayers to the queen of the stars. To be burned…

      One guard stopped, glancing toward the closet door. The breath caught in Jorvik’s throat. Please don’t see me. Please don’t see me.

      “Come! Now!” his uncle ordered from the hallway.

      With one last sweep of the room, the guard spun on his heel and followed the carnage, leaving the door ajar.

      A trail of red followed the procession out the door.

      Jorvik collapsed against the wall, head in his hands. His heart still pounded. Try as he might he couldn’t get his breathing under control. Nothing made sense. Surely, he slept and wine-induced dreams haunted him.

      More cries sounded from the hallway.

      He couldn’t cower here. Father! He had to find his father.

      Countless lessons drove his actions. At the time he’d thought the caution ridiculous. Who would dare challenge the king?

      Yet, his father insisted he train for battle, an ancient art practiced by rulers and guards.

      Though he wanted to run to his father straightaway, he’d do as he’d been told and plan for the worse.

      Jorvik closed his eyes, opening them again a moment later when visions of two dead men appeared on his eyelids.

      Choking down his horror, he forced himself to stand and grabbed a travel case. His hands shook. He must pack quickly, but taking too much might slow him down. These were his things, by the mother. He’d every right to them.

      The urge to forget all else and run straight to his father nearly overwhelmed him, but with a threat to the family, his father would send him into hiding. They’d been through the drill. Someone might plot to harm the heir, but who would dare move against the king?

      His guards would keep him safe. Wouldn’t they?

      Jorvik’s chest ached at the thought of the two dead men. He couldn’t help them now, but he could help others.

      If he lived. Living meant taking only what he truly needed.

      When he’d been younger, he and his father often followed the guards to the planet’s dark side, living in makeshift dwellings and eating the bounty found along the way. While many might see him as a spoiled princeling, he’d slept among stones with not a word of protest.

      He could do this.

      Still, he must prepare for any circumstance. Without access to the credits off-worlders sought, he’d need ready currency or items to barter.

      He crammed a few of his jewelry pieces into the bottom of the bag and reached for clothing. Running his hand down the smooth fabric of his formal robes brought an unwanted sob. No. Better to be practical.

      Then again, he might one day have need to present himself as a prince. He packed the formal robes. His uncle barely paid him any attention. How would he know if anything went missing from Jorvik’s belongings?

      Besides, the guards would likely be back to divide the spoils.

      He shoved off-world clothes from his school days into the case. Boots, the restrictive breeches of off-worlders, form-fitting shirts. How he’d hated them. Good thing he’d saved them despite the hatred.

      Venomous sea serpents undulated through his belly. Where was his father? Oh, why hadn’t Father dealt with his treacherous brother long ago?

      But the king was too smart and well-informed to be taken by surprise. Wasn’t he? Then why had men stormed Jorvik’s rooms?

      He paused midway of donning the silk garments he’d worn earlier. No. If his uncle mistook Sika for him, he might not be looking for a missing prince, but best not to take chances. The scent of blood overrode anything else in the room.

      Averting his gaze from where Sika and Gris lost their lives, he snatched up Sika’s serving attire. They were nearly the same size. He whispered, “Sorry, Sika,” and slid on the dead man’s clothes.

      What else might he need?

      Reaching under his bed, he pulled up the loose tile and removed a bag he’d purchased on another planet, made of what the shopkeeper called “leather.” The sides of the bag bulged, and a good shake produced a rattle.

      Footsteps passed by the door in the hall outside and Jorvik froze, barely breathing. After a moment the footsteps trailed away.

      He let out a relieved sigh.

      Satisfied he’d packed enough necessities, he retreated to the closet and pushed a light crystal, somewhat smaller than the others. A panel slid back, allowing enough room for Jorvik to creep inside.

      Heart beating like a dinner drum, he closed the door and ran his hands along the walls. The crystals responded to his touch, glowing a dull brown. They were older than the green crystals in his room, but still effective.

      Breath fogged before his face, and Jorvik wrapped his arms around himself. Sika’s serving slippers did nothing to warm his feet. He could stop and dig more clothing out of his bags, but every precious moment counted.

      As fast as safely possible, he darted down rough-hewn stairs to the agreed-upon meeting place in case of emergencies.

      No Father. Where was he? Jorvik paced, running a hand through his hair. In case of emergency, they were to meet here in the hidden passage.

      He’d promised to stay and wait, but couldn’t. Cinching the bag closely on his back, he resumed his downward trek.

      Ninety-eight, ninety-nine. He stopped at the one hundredth stair. Taking a deep breath, he rose on his toes to peer through the unobtrusive hole in the wall of his father’s sitting area.

      The walls glowed, showing nothing but a wine bottle on the table. No sounds.

      Slow down! he commanded his wildly racing heart. He’d be no good to anyone panicked.

      He dropped his bag to the floor, pushed the hidden door open a mere fraction, and peeked out into the room. Lavender crystals glowed on the walls and ceilings, giving the white floor cushions a wash of color. Soothing. Peaceful. He’d always been happy in this room.

      With no window openings directly outside, incense fragranced the room instead of flowers.

      He’d often sat on the pillows with his father, basking in wise counsel.

      Nothing now. No quiet conversation, no laughter. No one here.

      Maybe his father escaped by another route, gathered the trustworthy guards, and confronted his disloyal uncle.

      As a small child he’d often escaped the shrewd eyes of Matron and used the hidden passageways to visit. Then again, the near-terrifying woman likely knew his every move, and merely allowed him a little freedom. She’d never hurt him, never uttered a harsh word. Not to him anyway.

      Others? He winced, recalling her putting the errant off-worlder in his place earlier. Fiercer than any palace guard.

      As quietly as he’d snuck in back then, he did so now. One advantage to Sika’s slippers: the total absence of sound. No squeak, no tap. The perfect footwear for avoiding attention.

      Gliding across the floor, crouched low, Jorvik paused every few feet, straining his ears for any noises.

      He crossed the floor halfway and stopped. The scent of blood assaulted his nose.

      Two figures lay sprawled on the floor. No!

      Abandoning caution, he darted across the room and crumpled to his knees.

      Jorvik’s heart stuttered. No! Please no!  For a moment time stopped, keeping him in the awful moment of discovery for eons.

      Reality slammed him with a fist-punch to the gut. He retched, but managed to keep his gorge down.

      For now.

      His father’s dead eyes stared up at him, the slash on his neck seeping blood onto the stones. Next to him lay Oona, eyes closed, throat also cut.

      Father!

      No, not his father. The rock Jorvik and all of Akiak depended on couldn’t be dead.

      He growled, hands clenched into fists. His uncle did this. How dare the traitor kill his own brother!

      Mourning would do no good. He needed to escape.

      But he couldn’t leave his father.

      Oona’s hand lay on his father’s chest. She’d died trying to reach him. Dear, sweet, simple Oona. Her tinkling laughter silenced forever.

      Get up, Jorvik! Get up!

      Now!

      Wet heat streaked his face.

      He flew backwards, yanked up by his hair. “Yah!”

      Mother of Crystals! He grabbed at the arm jerking his hair and spun to face his attacker. Pain ripped through his scalp.

      A guard growled into his face.  “What are you doing here?”

      Think! Think fast! If they knew he yet lived, he wouldn’t do so for long.

      If he hoped to get out of this alive, he must deny his father. “Oona,” he moaned, releasing the sobs threatening to choke him. “My sister!” Surely his uncle didn’t care enough about anyone in the palace to ask about their family.

      For a moment his heart lurched in his chest. What if the guard knew too much? They’d worked for his father, after all.

      Even without recognizing him, they might kill him to silence any witnesses. Still, Jorvik eagerly grabbed at any meagre chance to live. He scanned the area for a knife or anything else he could use as a weapon. His eyes fell on Oona’s hairpin, a long sliver of bone with a wickedly sharp point.

      The man shoved him hard. Jorvik slapped his palm against the floor, dragging his hand through the poor woman’s hair while pretending to right himself. His filmy garment didn’t allow many hiding places. He slipped the pin into the top knot of his own hair.

      More footsteps approached, the room quickly filling.

      Pain bloomed on his cheek. Jorvik tumbled to the floor under the force of the blow. His father’s and Oona’s mingled blood seeped into his clothes.

      He dared not look up, couldn’t bear to see who might be standing there.

      His uncle’s voice sent ice through his veins. “Get him out of here.”

      “You heard him, whore. Come with us.” The guard yanked him up, tearing off most of his garment.

      Jorvik stumbled and fell, a hank of hair coming out in the guard’s hand. He quelled the urge to punch the grinning man in the mouth.

      The smarmy ambassador stepped into the hallway, bowed low, and addressed Uncle Otkiovik, “Good evening, your majesty.”

      Jorvik’s knees gave out.

      The guards dragged him down the hall, bouncing his hip against the stone floor. “Ahhh!” Another slap stung his cheek.

      “Shut up.”

      Fire raced up his arms and legs from his knees and elbows striking each step as they dragged him downstairs. He yelled and clutched at his abused flesh, cradling his exposed cock and balls. If he found more than a hairpin to defend himself, he’d show them. Kill them all.

      The guards’ laughter added insult to his injuries.

      They came to the great hall.

      “What are you doing?” a woman shrieked. Matron!

      Jorvik nearly sighed in relief. But wait. She knew him. Knew every single person who set foot in the palace. Though she’d raised him, no telling where her true loyalties lay. Could he count her friend or foe?

      “This is none of your business,” his uncle growled.

      The guard shoved Jorvik. He hit the floor. Pain shot through his knees. Sparing a glance at the closest thing to a mother he’d known since his own died, he yanked on the torn fabric in a fruitless effort to cover his nakedness.

      The matron set her mouth in a hard line. Jorvik nearly yelled for her to run.

      He pleaded for help with his eyes. “My sister Oona is dead.” He wiped a hand over his face and winced. Blood. He’d smeared blood. His own? His father’s? Oona’s?

      His stomach roiled. Bile burned his throat. Please no. Let him not throw up. Not here, not now.

      Oh, stars. He swallowed against the bitterness in his mouth, dragging in deep breaths.

      Matron let her mask fall for a mere moment, enough to assure Jorvik of her loyalty.

      She knew Oona to be his father’s favorite. Would know Oona’s death and Uncle prancing around like he owned Akiak itself meant Jorvik’s father no longer drew breath.

      With a hardened gaze, the most ferocious member of the palace staff confronted the traitor. “This is my business. Everyone who serves in this palace is my responsibility, including this man and his sister. The king himself charged me with their care.”

      A guard stepped between Uncle and Matron. “Be gone, woman. Do you know to whom you speak?”

      “Do you?” she spat. “Go ahead. Have my head. I suppose you can easily find someone to run this palace as efficiently as I have. Who knows every nook and cranny, every servant?” She spared a glance at Jorvik but didn’t linger. “Who also gets a good price for supplies because her name carries weight with the merchants.”

      For a moment his uncle and the woman, who ran the palace every bit as efficiently as she claimed, remained locked together in silent warfare. Neither moved, staring eye to eye, faces unreadable masks.

      His uncle flinched first, backing away with a small nod.

      Matron finally glanced more fully at Jorvik, schooling her expression into her normal businesslike manner. “What are you doing with him?”

      No one answered. The woman turned a glare on one of the guards. Likely he’d tasted her fury at some point. He stammered, “His… his lordship caught this whore where he didn’t belong.”

      The woman plastered her hands onto her hips, a stance often followed by someone’s banishment from the hall. Jorvik recognized the slender shape in her apron pocket, noticed her slipping her hand towards the knife under the guise of smoothing the fabric. “He is not a whore, but a kitchen server. We do not treat our citizens like this. He’s one of mine, and you cannot take him anywhere without his consent.” She turned her attention back to Jorvik. “Dooren, do you consent?”

      All eyes turned to him. Better to die now than later when someone figured out the king’s heir still lived. He shuddered. “No… No, Matron.”

      Shooting a triumphant scowl, she helped Jorvik off the floor and yanked a cape from one of his attackers.

      “Hey!” The guard snatched for his cape.

      Matron slapped his hand. “I’m guessing you’re the reason he’s barely clothed.” She glowered and draped the fabric over Jorvik’s battered body. He hated the warmth and stench of the foul guard less than being naked and exposed.

      Not waiting for anyone’s reaction, she wrapped an arm around Jorvik and steered him away.

      Jorvik hardly dared breathe as he made his way across the floor, painful step after painful step. At last Matron opened the door to a room he’d never seen.

      A narrow bed sat against one wall, up on four legs like off-worlders used rather than the more familiar pallet. Shelves lined two other walls, filled with cloths, tubs, and an array of bottles.

      “This is where we treat the injured servants. Lie down,” she ordered, voice stern but not unkind. She selected a few items from the shelves. Opening a bottle, she sniffed the contents and poured a few drops into the basin of water by the door.

      Silently she wet a cloth, cleaned Jorvik’s face and hands, and set about tending his wounds. All the while she hummed under her breath, a song she’d used to calm a younger Jorvik when he’d awoken from a bad dream.

      Drained. He felt drained. Out of tears. Out of hope. Numb. This couldn’t be happening. “Matron?”

      She put a finger to her lips. “Now is not time for talking.”

      One by one she treated his injuries. The pain numbed in his scrapes and bruises. A particularly nasty gash on his face made her scowl, but only for a moment. She’d never been one to give away her thoughts with her face. Finally, she brought a cup to his lips, helping him drink. Bitterness coated his tongue.

      “My king is dead?” she murmured.

      Jorvik’s throat tightened and he blinked back scalding tears.

      She gave his leg a gentle pat, a sniffle the only indication of her sorrow. Matron served the king well, loyal to a fault.

      Judging by her actions, her loyalty endured.

      She leaned in close. “Rest now. You’re safe for the moment, but we must work fast to keep you out of harm’s way, my prince.”

      Jorvik’s stomach lurched. She’d recognized him. Would others?

      Turning her back, she rose to leave. Crystals along the walls glowed a faint orange. “Matron?”

      She peered over her shoulder. “Yes?”

      “Tha… thank you.”

      The woman answered with a bittersweet smile. “You’re welcome. It’s too late to help your father, but what I can do, I will.”

      He lay in the semi-darkness. His father, murdered. Oona, murdered. Sika. Beautiful Sika and his lover Gris, murdered.

      Himself, murdered as far as his uncle knew.

      His abused body ached, as well as his ass where, a short time ago, Sika filled him.

      Sika, who unknowingly gave his life to spare Jorvik’s.

      Floaty warmth settled over him, likely something Matron put into the cup.

      Sleep claimed him.
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      Tayn sat on a comfortable couch, similar to the one on a holovid show he and Van watched as kids. They’d been fascinated by the adventures of a group of Terrans who’d existed in a time without war, with problems no bigger than who to date. They’d escaped to the televised world every chance they got.

      Their imaginations set the only limits for their surroundings while deep in the ship’s circuitry, though most images came from their memories.

      Some of those memories carried pain. He carefully chose their surroundings with Van’s comfort in mind, picturing the carefree Terrans sitting on the couch. Of course, he couldn’t mentally create other people, or he would have, to take Van’s mind off his problems.

      He idly combed his fingers through his partner’s copper waves.

      Here, in the confines of wiring and cybernetics, Van appeared younger, hair long instead of cropped close to his head, two days’ growth of red beard giving his jaw a bit of a glow in the bright lights they’d conjured.

      While underway, Tayn’s and Van’s bodies had lain together in total darkness. Now Van’s body rested in a pod without Tayn physically by his side.

      No. Tayn wouldn’t think about the hard choice he’d made, the only choice available.

      From the moment the raiders stepped onto the Cormorant’s deck plates, they’d sealed his fate. He’d never let Van share the same fate by following the raider back to Federation space—where a thirty thousand credits bounty made them sought-after targets.

      Besides, he’d seen the cut tubes and wires. They’d tried to take Van too. If only one of them survived the raid intact, he’d have chosen Van. Always Van.

      Who attacked them? Someone after their bounty? Someone with a personal grudge?

      Blow up a few ships, make a few illegal runs to distant outposts, steal whatever they got their hands on, and some people took offense.

      If the Federation didn’t want guys like them taking what they could get, they shouldn’t be such assholes.

      Van rested, head in Tayn’s lap. Neither spoke. What could they say? The nature of their relationship lay shattered in a spray of debris, formerly a Federation marauder ship.

      They hadn’t done nearly enough damage to the Federation.

      Federation, hell. Total domination of the universe, more like, with the rich and powerful profiting at the expense of those seen as “other.”

      Old Terra humans, while resembling many of the Federation’s races, were definitely “other.”

      The Coalition wasn’t much better, but at least Terrans weren’t forcibly strapped into cybersuits and used as cannon fodder for a war no one could win.

      The Federation and the Coalition. The Federation controlled the wealthier planets, conquering the poorer, either assimilating them or destroying.

      The Coalition claimed to champion the less-privileged worlds, pledging to fight for colonists eking out a living on some barely-livable mudball.

      Both existed for profit, despite their propaganda, snarling like two dogs over resources. So far, Van preferred the Coalition—they hadn’t killed his family.

      Hybrid ships like the Cormorant were one of the Coalition’s few advantages over its foes. Upon taking on the assignments of being captain and navigator, beating out thousands of other candidates, he and Van vowed to keep her secrets and swore loyalty to the Coalition.

      For now.

      Because only those with Old Terra bloodlines could withstand the mind outside the body and returning again without going insane.

      Sure, the Federation used sentient ships, but once they wired someone into the ship’s circuitry, their consciousness stayed, bodies tossed away like rubbish, though why anyone would sign up for a half-life, Tayn couldn’t imagine.

      They’d been forced into such a role, according to rumors.

      While he’d love to say he’d fired the shot to protect the technology binding him and Van to the Cormorant, in truth, he’d rather destroy his fleshly shell than let some Federation asshole sell it for profit, or use his physical manifestation as a lure for Van. It was his body, damn it. In the end, he’d made his own decision, unlike those poor souls likely sold by their own families into slavery, to be cut free from their bodies forever.

      However, like them, he could never go back.

      Which left Tayn and Van in a bad state. What would the higher-ups do if they found out Tayn existed only in the ship’s databanks? Not merely his memories, but his mental capacity, circuits taking the place of the brain he once possessed. Coalition scientists gave him and Van the ship to operate with the express intention of them having both virtual and corporeal forms.

      Van broke the silence. “Between the two of us, we’ve been through every circuit on this ship. I couldn’t find one single anomaly.”

      “Diagnostics didn’t show anything either. Yet somehow those raiders disabled our defenses.” They’d appeared out of nowhere, gaining access to the Cormorant’s coded systems. They’d known Van and Tayn’s location.

      How? He’d given fake coordinates for their flight plans at the last space port they’d visited, and anyone scanning the ship would have found the doctored logs saying they were transporting scientific samples.

      Something else Tayn didn’t know: What will we do now? It wasn’t like he could simply find another suitable body lying around.

      Van stared up at the ceiling, unblinking. “We could go to one of the outposts at the edge of Coalition space. I know a guy in the black market there who can get us anything we need.”

      Tayn snorted. “He deals in bodies?”

      Van’s ominous silence didn’t bode well—for somebody. “We’ll never know until we ask.”

      Tayn shivered. Stealing someone else’s flesh? “Have you ever heard of a consciousness put successfully into another body? A random body?” Of course, the Federation threw many away after harvesting minds, but black-market bodies were usually sold for spare parts.

      Or to worlds were Terran flesh served as dinner.

      Van’s hair swept over Tayn’s bare thigh when he shook his head. “No. Only bodies cloned from the original person’s DNA. But those cost one hell of a lot of credits and take years to grow.”

      Yeah, no surprise there, though lack of success didn’t stop the wealthy from trying to transplant themselves into a younger, healthier body in an attempt to lengthen their lives.  Or doctors from lining their pockets in the so-far futile attempts. “I have nothing but time.” The sadness in Van’s green eyes chased away his pretended cheerfulness. Tayn agonized over something positive to say, finally deciding on, “At least we’re together now.”

      Van’s deep sigh came as a surprise, since neither of them needed air in this form. “This is no way for you to live.”

      “What’s the big deal? We spend most of our time piloting anyway. How often do we actually need our bodies?”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “Why not?” Damn, but Van was just as stubborn in cyberspace as real space.

      Van rolled onto his side, head still in Tayn’s lap. Oh, what a perfect mouth, so near where it should be. Tayn’s cock began to stiffen, nudging Van’s cheek.

      “Are you hinting?” Van lifted his head enough to smirk.

      “Maybe.” Or offering a distraction. Perhaps both.

      Van chuckled. “Why are you naked?”

      Thank gods for a break in the depressing conversation about things they couldn’t control. “Our bodies are… were… naked in stasis.” Tayn grinned at the Cormorant’s captain. “Makes things easy, don’t you think?” Ah, the joys of living inside a ship’s circuitry.

      Since he could imagine himself any way he wanted here, why not imagine himself naked?

      Besides, if he didn’t do something soon to bring them into a form of normalcy, Van might get all noble on him and do something stupid.

      Or freak out and stop fucking him.

      A quick turn of his head put Van’s mouth back within sucking distance. “Ah!” Tayn exclaimed. “Damn, your mouth feels good.” He’d miss the for-real buddy fucks when they went ashore in human form. They’d scope out some hot Terran, or even a non-Terran, in a bar for a threesome or moresome. If they didn’t feel like going out, they’d stay in a rented room and see how many sexual positions they could manage without anti-grav. Or on the ship.

      With anti-grav.

      But here? Disembodied? Not the same, but still good. Tayn closed his eyes and gripped the back of Van’s head. The man sucked cock with the best of them. Not even paid companions on pleasure planets came close. Breathing being optional in cyberspace added a whole new experience to blowjobs.

      Up and down, Van bobbed his head, taking Tayn to the root. Tayn relaxed and enjoyed, currents moving through him. Sex in his physical body? Amazing. But cyberspace worked too.

      He shoved into Van’s eager mouth. Oh, how good, warm, wet. Gripping Van’s copper-colored waves, Tayn directed his head, fucking Van’s mouth in earnest.

      Though not lovers in the conventional sense, they knew what the other liked, the right pressure, the right speeds, when to intensify, when to back off.

      Van rolled Tayn’s balls, tugging slightly, a move designed to get Tayn off quickly.

      Tayn gripped harder, tingling beginning deep inside, but instead of being restricted to his groin and lower back as in his human body, the electric charges detonated all over.

      “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!” Tayn shattered, came apart in a million electric impulses, entire circuitry pulsating.

      For a moment he spared a thought: did systems spike all over the ship when he came?

      He yielded the lead, letting Van take over the imagined environment they shared. The couch disappeared and Tayn found himself on his hands and knees on the floor, Van grunting and shoving into him. Nothing subtle or tender with Van. The man fucked to release tension, get his rocks off, brutally, honestly.

      Tayn concentrated on the pleasure/pain his human body would feel from such a pounding. Van grasped his hips, steadying Tayn’s ass for his use.

      Good thing Tayn wasn’t flesh and blood or Van would leave him sore and aching, like so many times before. Van covered Tayn’s back, sinking his teeth into Tayn’s shoulder and muffling a roar, every muscle seizing as he pulsed into Tayn’s ass.

      They fell apart, lying on a sea of blue, reminiscent of the carpet in Tayn’s bedroom before he and Van both became orphans. Funny how, in moments like these, Van conjured Tayn’s former home and not his own. They lay together, one of Van’s arms thrown over him.

      Good. Van hadn’t turned him down due to the changes in their status. Tayn remained Van’s partner. Who knew what would happen, if he’d ever be in human form again? For now, he’d content himself with the feel of Van beside him.

      But…

      “You know you can only put off the commander so long.” Tayn rolled over, putting himself face to face with Van.

      Silence, then, “I know.”

      “What will you tell him?” Tayn propped his head on his arm, allowing Van to take the pillows. The man’s penchant for being a pillow hog followed them into virtual reality. He idly traced a fingertip up Van’s arm.

      “You’re on the ship, making some kind of adjustments?”

      “Fine by me.” The commander never questioned too closely, especially not when Van and Tayn nodded and said “Yes, sir,” no matter what their boss asked.

      And returned from the missions he assigned with exactly what he’d asked for: credits, valuables, something living and breathing.

      He’d asked for some pretty weird shit over the years. If only they could go to him, tell him what happened, let him help them figure out how the marauders breached the ship’s defenses.

      What to do now.

      But no. If he knew what happened, how would he react? “While you’re gone, I’ll keep performing diagnostics. I really don’t think we should tell the boss anything until we figure out what went wrong.”

      “Agreed.” Van drummed his fingers against his leg. “Too big of a risk to take, telling him about you.”

      Van. Trust. Not often found in the same room. “He hasn’t given us a reason yet to doubt him.” Which meant nothing, really.

      Muscles jumped in Van’s jaw. “Yeah, but if he was backed into a corner, would he choose us over the Coalition? I’m not willing to take a chance, are you? We’ve got too much to lose.”

      True. “Then we keep up the ruse for now.”

      Something Tayn could only describe as bittersweet chills rushed over him. Time for Van to go—leaving Tayn all alone once more. They should be going together, like always.

      Van’s form began to fade. “What the…”

      “I started the countdown. Two more minutes until full restoration.” Tayn watched his friend fade slowly until only he remained. If he still owned a heart it might ache. They weren’t lovers, they were so much more: each other’s everything, closer than friends, business partners. Family of sort. Fuck buddies.

      But not the settle-down-into-boring-monogamy relationship so many other Terrans entered into.

      For years they’d watched each other’s backs, during their misspent youth, their brief stint as soldiers, and now as the team aboard the Cormorant. If the commander found out about Tayn’s body, would he force another partner on Van? Were people without bodies considered people anymore? Did the Coalition grant them rights?

      This ship was designed for a two-man crew, after all. Then what would become of Tayn? Would some technician wipe him from the ship’s databanks?

      What of Van, having to do all the physical work, sleeping alone in strange beds on space stations and in ports? Did he feel guilt for Tayn not being there?

      Why should he? Van attempted to sacrifice himself for even a sliver of a chance to catch the marauder ship and reclaim what they’d taken.

      Only now, who’d offer the same physical comfort Van so often needed, when the sex wasn’t all about getting off, but something more?

      Often times in the past Tayn woke up in a rented room to find Van pressed against his back, arms tightly wound around him. Other times Van cried out in his sleep and Tayn held him until he settled.

      They’d learned to offer silent comfort and ignore the occasional tear in their time together.

      Navigating the ship didn’t require a body, not really, except for loading and unloading cargo. Having no physical body required less resources: food, water, air, as the Federation discovered long ago.

      But he wasn’t human. Not anymore. Likely never would be again, so why dwell on what never could be?

      What he could do, he would. For Van.

      Tayn occupied himself checking the Cormorant’s systems while Van delivered their cargo. They’d never get caught unawares again.

      They couldn’t afford to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Planet Akiak

        

      

    

    
      Jorvik jerked upright. Where was he? Instead of green, the walls glowed soft orange. How much had he drunk?

      He blinked, eyelids scratchy against his eyes. He ached: knees, elbows, ass, and many other places. Particularly his head. Stinging on his cheek drew his fingers to a long slash. How…

      Blood. Screams. Death. He gripped the edges of the bed to keep from tumbling to the floor. His memories of the past few hours couldn’t be real. “Queen of the Stars, let this all be a bad dream.” But no. He was far too awake. His father’s lifeless eyes, two young men and one woman brutally murdered. His uncle conspiring with the ambassador from some faraway world.

      He would kill them, kill them all, avenge the innocent victims.

      His father often told stories of the old days, of barbaric acts done by Akiak’s original settlers. They’d been brought here against their will, stolen from their home world in a bid by some ancient race to populate an otherwise barren planet with humanoids. Like the ambassador, some of the first saw this world as a place to grow rich, exploit the bounty of the land.

      Until they’d discovered indigenous life on the assumed uninhabited planet.

      Which the alien scientists then figured into their plans, with disastrous results. In the end they’d abandoned Akiak as an experiment gone wrong.

      The surviving settlers made peace, and together with the original inhabitants, fought to keep outsiders away.

      Brutally, at times.

      Alone, abandoned, and struggling to build a structured society, they rejoiced when the queen of the stars claimed them as her own. It was she, not scientists, who guided fate to bring them here, to enjoy the world she’d created for them.

      Or so the elders said, telling stories late at night.

      She’d used vile men to accomplish good, teaching her children to value each other, to combine their strengths for the good of all.

      Though many claimed the queen of the stars merely a legend meant to bring hope, Jorvik took comfort in his beliefs, of a benevolent higher power watching over him.

      The past few hours tested his faith.

      Some kings ruled in times of peace, others in times of war. Change came at a cost. The top minds worked diligently, building on the scientists’ work, altering the very nature of his people to change them from aggressive to peaceful.

      Now war returned. He’d learned the horrors the Federation wreaked on colonies while in school. With their advanced technology, they conquered, taking, taking, taking, with no thought to the havoc they left behind, the lives they’d destroyed.

      They’d never take Akiak.

      His people needed someone ruthless enough to save them. Someone not genetically altered into submission.

      A red king. Most believed the name Red King came from spilled blood.

      They were wrong.

      Although red kings of old definitely spilled their share of blood. As the next rightful leader, vengeance fell to him.

      He’d do what he must. For the first time, he regretted not taking a consort, having children. His father’s line died with him. When his end came, he’d take his uncle with him—and any of the Federation who got in his way.

      Jorvik searched the room and found only the guard’s cloak for clothing. The guards. Vile betrayers. If he could he’d kill them all.

      First, he’d more important matters to attend. He released his topknot, letting his hair fall unfettered around his shoulders, and stuck Oona’s hairpin though the hem of the cloak.

      Scrunching his nose at the offending garment, he nevertheless slung the heavy fabric over his shoulder, fashioning a hood to hide beneath. He opened the door and peered through a sliver of opening.

      Crystals glowed a gentle light, the constant overcast haze of Akiak’s sun giving scant illumination through openings in the walls and ceilings.

      He’d never considered his home gloomy until he’d spent years on a planet nearly painful in its brightness, wearing dark lenses to tolerate the glare.

      Home. Despite the lack of natural light, the place hadn’t been dreary until his father died.

      He couldn’t mourn now. Wouldn’t wonder what became of his father’s body. Probably burned as Uncle ordered Sika’s to be.

      No, not Uncle. Traitor.

      If he could, he’d find his father, Oona, Sika, and Gris, and give them a proper funeral, leaving their bodies in the caverns beneath the palace. They’d earned the honor of joining the loving Mother of Crystals, who’d welcome her children home with open arms.

      Keeping to the shadows, he crept down the hallway, crouching to avoid detection. Faint voices came from the kitchen, idle chatter, no threat. Armor and weapons hung from the walls, relics of a more violent time in his planet’s history, leading to his destination. Please, let what he sought still be active.

      His father told him the healers kept the serum alive, more out of tradition now than for a possible future need.

      Please, let the stories be true.

      Closer and closer he drew to the massive room reserved for gatherings, where his father entertained dignitaries… or swine like the ambassador.

      Father.

      Unshed tears burned his eyes.

      I’ll avenge you, Father, and all else who died for the traitor’s greed.

      There, next to his father’s seat, sat a small jar on an ornate table. Inscriptions listed past kings, all the way back to the last red king, the one who’d sacrificed his own life to free his people from oppression.

      Not a decision to be made lightly. Once he took this step, he couldn’t go back. He’d been raised to be his father’s successor, now he’d need another.

      He’d choose when the time came. First to follow in the footsteps of the last red king.

      Also named Jorvik. Perhaps the gracious Queen of the Stars guided his naming.

      Jorvik lifted the jar and dug his fingernail into the seal. Shuffling in the hallway gave him pause. Where to hide? He swathed himself in the silk hangings behind the seat and held his breath. Please, please, please, go away! The shuffling retreated and he let out a pent-up breath.

      Heir to an empire of peaceful kings, and hiding in his own home. He struggled with the seal, tugging, digging. The skin under one nail began to bleed and soreness gripped his fingers.

      The hairpin. Three jabs with Oona’s ornament and the seal came free.

      No going back. No matter if he won or lost the war he’d declare, his outcome would be the same: exile.

      His next actions would change him and his fate forever, but would also be a symbol to his people of his love for them, what he’d do for them. He’d give selflessly, like his father.

      Jorvik turned up the bottle and drank the sickly-sweet fluid.

      The red kings ended with one King Jorvik, and now they’d begin anew.

      With another Jorvik.

      Bless me, Queen of the Stars, Queen of the Sun, Mother of Crystals. Help me to do your bidding.

      In a few short weeks, he’d unleash what Terrans called Hell on his enemies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Outpost 795 – Edge of Coalition Space

        

      

    

    
      Awful screeching, what passed for music in this sector, gave Van a headache.

      The dimly-lit, seedy bar discouraged the casual visitor, or tourist stupid enough to set foot on this far-flung outpost. A million different scents clogged his nose, from smoke, colognes, to the musk exuded by some of the alien clientele. Underneath, the subtle allure of drugs employed to relax morals and loosen pockets.

      Like anyone coming into this place needed encouragement to get drunk, gamble, and spend money on prostitutes.

      He perused the different seating choices available, settling on a high stool shaped for a humanoid ass, though notched at the back to accommodate the occasional tail.

      Van parked at the bar on a mudball of a planet not worth naming, only given a number, sipping something he’d likely regret tomorrow. Rows and rows of liquors sat on shelves behind the bartender, some locked away or labeled “not for human use.”

      On a dare some of the guys in his old unit tried the contents of one of those bottles.

      They’d died in screaming agony.

      Van shuddered. He’d stick to familiar, if sometimes mildly dangerous, choices.

      At least this bar catered to those capable of existing in a nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere. Hard to drink while wearing a full helmet.

      An exotic being approached him through the gloom, a gleam in its glowing yellow eyes. They wore their nails long, though on closer inspection they weren’t nails at all, but claws. Two legs, two arms. Slitted irises gave the appearance of some feline Terran creature he’d once viewed on a holovid.

      Sexual organs couldn’t be distinguished, but he’d learned long ago the galaxy ensconced thousands of races, many outside the Terran mindset of male and female.

      The empty stool beside him groaned under the weight of an individual a full head taller than Van and a whole lot deadlier. The felinesque being who’d hoped to turn Van into a conquest—or a victim—pouted, turned on one heel, and went in search of easier prey.

      Two types of people patronized this bar: those looking for sex and those looking for trouble. The Poksairian currently cramming his five legs under the bar to perch on the next stool put Van into the second category.

      Trouble didn’t come any more apparent than The Commander.

      “How’s your partner?” the creature asked, voice rumbling and words stilted. Spacer-speak wasn’t his first language. Or even his tenth, but what passed as a voice box in his species wasn’t well suited to human speech.

      The distinctive blueish-grey skin would be considered unhealthy—or even dead—in a Terran, but quite appealing on the creature’s home world.

      Or so he’d said.

      “About the same.” Van tossed back another mouthful of suicide in a glass, along with his panic at the question. Fire couldn’t burn so hot going down his throat. The boss normally discussed business, not employees, especially as Van recently turned over cargo to one of the boss’s buyers.

      “He didn’t come ashore with you?”

      Van’s hackles rose. Asking not once, but twice? He needed to get over his paranoia. More than likely the boss wanted to assign them another mission, and wanted to ensure they, and the Cormorant, were ready.

      But, ashore. Funny how words from Old Terra still peppered the language, though their original meanings grew vague over time. “Nah. He’s working on something on the ship.” The same answer Van gave for the past three months whenever someone asked. So far, he’d managed to keep the news of Tayn’s half-death to himself.

      “Shame. I’d love to see him again.” Four far-too-observant eyes skewered Van.

      Paranoia returning in five, four, three… Van averted his gaze and focused on running his fingers around the rim of his glass. Anything to avoid looking at his employer and possibly giving too much away. “You said you had a job for us, Commander.”

      Commander snorted and ran a hand over his smooth head. “I haven’t been a commander in quite some time, nor you a soldier. Even then, you weren’t especially good at following those commands.”

      “You’ll always be Commander to me.” Especially as Van never managed to wrap his tongue around the eighteen-odd syllables of his former commanding officer’s name. Remembering this man, for lack of a better word, as the stand-up authority figure kept Van from wondering where he’d acquired his wealth out of the service. Van heard the occasional rumor, but…  He’d never judge, not when he and Tayn acted outside of the law when necessary, sometimes through Commander’s orders. “The job?”

      Some of those jobs came from Coalition leaders, when proper channels failed to accomplish their goals, though if Van and Tayn got caught, they’d be on their own.

      “Oh, yes. The job.” Commander made a rumbling noise deep in his chest. A growl, purr, or laughter? Van never quite figured out the nuances of Poksairian communication. “Something different, I’m afraid.”

      Van’s stiffened. Different left the choices wide open. “Different, as in stealing a ship out from under the nose of the Federation?” Fun times those, and one of the reasons he didn’t dare show his face in Federation space.

      “Yes, different. Diplomatic, in fact.” Even with years of acclimation, the alien being’s smile unnerved Van. Just because he’d never heard of Poksairians devouring humanoids didn’t rule out the possibility. Especially when they came equipped with double rows of sharp teeth.

      “Hey, I’m no diplomat!” May the divine creator of all planets save Van from bureaucracy. Smuggler? Yes! Mercenary? Oh, hell yes! Politician or diplomat? Not for all the credits in the universe.

      Commander held up a hand for the bartender, who poured him something green from a non-humans bottle. He took a sip and Van winced, remembering what one swallow of the vile concoction did to his buddies. “I don’t need a diplomat. Mercenary is fine.”

      “I can be myself. Especially if the pay is good enough.” Van flashed a cheeky grin. Did his show of teeth scare Commander as badly as Commander’s scared him? Probably not.

      Commander let out a sound halfway between a snort and a guffaw. “I’m sure you can. There’s a rather peaceful planet—boring, I know— in the Xi system, with a natural resource wanted by the Federation, the Coalition, and anyone else hoping to make a profit.”

      “You want me to go in and take it?” Sounded entertaining. Maybe, depending on how much the job paid. Being on assignment also meant no one insisting to see Tayn.

      “No.” The former officer in the Planetary Coalition Forces regarded Van, quiet appraisal in his eyes. All four blinked in succession. “We planned to open trade negotiations with the king, and sent people ahead to whisper into his ear, so to speak.”

      Van knew all about ear-whispering, as both he and Tayn occasionally shared the bed of someone or something gag-inducing to get at their secrets. “And?”

      “And, silence. For the equivalent of two Earth months, as you and Tayn might figure.”

      Each section of the universe kept time its own way. Tayn and Van, born and mostly raised on Terran colonies, kept to the old ways.

      Terran dialects also blended into a hodge-podge of languages, most close enough in context to be understood by anyone who’d spent any time in spaceports.

      Or someone who’d been treated to aural implants, courtesy of the Coalition. Voice box modification let him speak the same languages, albeit as a non-native speaker. Like his spacer-tanned skin, buzz-cut coppery hair, and green eyes didn’t give away his ancestry.

      Van spent one hell of a lot of time in spaceports. “You’re sending me in to check on them?” Such a simple task hardly merited someone of his skills.

      “Yes. Something may have happened to the ruling family. We fear the Federation has beaten us to them.”

      No point in asking who “we” meant. He’d learned not to ask. “What makes them so valuable?” Commander wouldn’t send a professional thief and mercenary in unless he planned to put their experience to good use.

      “Whoever controls the resource gains an advantage in any future conflict. I’ll send you a list of the contacts. If you find them, or any of the royal family in danger, get them out. We hope all isn’t lost. So much rides on our ability to establish trade with them.”

      Oh, interesting. “What the hell is this resource? Why is it so important?”

      Commander reached into his pocket and extracted a clear vial, the size of Van’s little finger—dwarfed by Commander’s dinnerplate-sized hand. The lights in the bar were low, but the tiny shard in the vial blossomed to life, crimson radiance reflecting off its surface, multiplying a hundred times.

      Van reached out, then snatched his hand back. Just because Commander showed no signs of danger didn’t make the vial safe. “What you got there? Some kind of jewel?”

      “You might say so.” Commander returned the vial to his pocket. “It’s a crystal with unheard-of properties as a light and power source. There are caves there, so deep the interiors haven’t seen sunlight in a millennium. The system’s sun provides little illumination through a constant cloud cover, adding to the darkness. Even so, explorers of those caves need no artificial lights.”

      Van let out a low whistle. “So, the crystals are some kind of eternal light source?”

      “Many are. Lesser colored crystals are used in construction to provide light. The darker the color, however, the more valuable. The red variety acts as a power source. An extremely potent power source.”

      Van swallowed hard. Maybe he’d done the best thing by not touching. “How powerful?”

      “Your ship?” Commander made an expression suggesting a raised eyebrow on someone possessing actual brows. “A crystal slightly larger than the one in my pocket could keep you away from fuel ports for a year. A single touch without the protective vial could burn enough to kill some thin-skinned creatures.”

      Another whistle escaped Van. “No wonder every damned body wants the stuff so badly.” It’d make one hell of a weapon. One hell of many other things too.

      “There’s more.”

      “More than wonder crystals?” Even if he’d not been given this assignment, if he’d found out from some other source about these crystals, he’d be plotting a course to the backwater planet to check out the rumors for himself.

      And hopefully, leave one hell of a lot richer, or at least with enough credits for him and Tayn to live a relative life of ease.

      “If the source of these crystals falls into the hands of our enemies, we stand no chance of winning a war.” Commander sucked down another mouthful of the vile concoction in his glass.

      The last squabble between the Sector Federation and the Planetary Coalition sent fifteen worlds into fiery extinction, not to mention space station colonies.

      Losing their families caused Tayn and Van to give up university studies to join the Coalition forces. Military life, generally short, usually ended in death, or with survivors becoming mercenaries. Van and Tayn fought for their slaughtered families until realizing them dying too wouldn’t help anyone.

      They decided early on they’d rather be alive and play somewhat fast and loose with laws than have their bones lying forgotten on some gods-forsaken world.

      The pretty crystal in Commander’s pocket could bring all the chaos back again. He’d never been a friend of the Federation, and made their most wanted list a long time ago. The Cormorant blowing up the marauders they’d sent no doubt hadn’t changed their minds about him.

      He avoided Federation space at all cost. “What if the Federation is already there?”

      The long pause spoke volumes. “Then I leave it up to your discretion how to extricate yourself from the situation. But remember, if we have allies in peril, help them.”

      “How much does it pay?” Van sipped his drink, nearly choking when he forgot how to breathe. What was in the milky liquid? Acid? Still, he rolled the glass between his hands, attempting to appear casual. The only ways to save Tayn would be to find a suitable body, and someone with the right technology to insert his mind, or have one cloned from DNA collected during one of his many physicals. Both routes cost a lot of money.

      Money a handful of those glowy crystals could lure into his pockets.

      “Twenty-five thousand credits.”

      Van fought not to gasp. More than expected. Even so, he’d hold out for more. Commander never handed out easy assignments—not to him and Tayn, anyway “Kinda cheap for sending us into a Federation stronghold, don’t you think?”

      “The price doubles if you find proof of Federation presence.”

      Damn! Fifty-thousand credits. Not enough to clone Tayn a body, but a good start. For fifty thousand credits, he’d bring back a member of the Federation council for proof. “What about smuggling people off planet? No easy feat.”

      “Twenty-five thousand credits for each person on our list you manage to rescue. Fifty thousand for the king or his son, if they’re in danger. I’m told the king’s brother is worthless, but we’ll give you five thousand for him and another five to accidently lose him somewhere he’ll never be found.”

      We. Telling.

      There wasn’t too much Van wouldn’t do, given the right incentive. Tayn. He’d get Tayn back, whole and in the flesh once more. If Commander wanted him to ditch someone in space, they’d likely earned the fate and he wouldn’t think twice about firing the guy out of an airlock.

      Before he said yes, he needed answers. “How advanced is the Federation’s technology?”

      “What do you mean? You’re aware of the cybersoldiers, are you not?”

      How could Van get information without disclosing too much? “I heard tell of a Federation raider disabling a ship without even boarding.”

      The commander stroked a hand over what would have been a chin in a humanoid. Too bad Poksairians didn’t have many identifiable facial expressions. “Perhaps a lower-class cruiser, but you needn’t worry for yourselves. The Cormorant is in a class by itself. We spared no expense for security.”

      And yet, someone snuck past their defenses. Like everything else in Van’s world, finding out how might take a few more credits he and Tayn didn’t have.

      Credits this run might earn him. The raider knew exactly where to find them, but were no longer a threat.

      He hoped, like the Cormorant, the stealth technology hadn’t become widely available, Otherwise, he’d be screwed.

      Still, he’d not find those kinds of credits simply lying around.

      “You’ve got yourself a deal.” Van shook one of his boss’s six hands.

      “I’ll send all known information to your ship. You’ll be posing as a merchant…”

      Yeah, and he’d make sure Tayn checked the transmissions carefully, because into Hell Van went.

      For Tayn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          The Cormorant, En-route to Planet Akiak

        

      

    

    
      Akiak. Oxygenated atmospheric mix suitable for Terran life. Slightly higher gravity than found in most Terran-inhabited colonies. Native humanoid population suspicious of outsiders. Three hundred fifty thousand inhabitants living mostly on one side of the planet. Main export: silk. Average lifespan: 98 Terran years.

      Not very helpful.

      Pre-industrial society.

      The intel provided by the commander included images of King Kactovik, but in the few photos of Prince Jorvik, shadows or long, pale hair partially hid his face. Nice looking king, though his whitish skin, and his son’s, set them apart from most humanoids of Van’s experience.

      Without need for more melanin to protect them from the sun, the entire race developed pale skin, though different regional environments might tinge hair another color other than the royal family’s milky white tones.

      The three Coalition spies seemed chosen for their bland appearance. They were so average as not to draw much attention. Van saved their DNA information to the ship to later identify them.

      Given the lack of details, the spies might not have lasted long enough to transmit reports. Two Terran months surely gave them some opportunity. Akiak’s means of measuring time baffled the hell out of him.

      He found no mention of a queen, and Commander hadn’t bargained for a queen’s rescue, but the Coalition’s intel on Akiak was likely outdated, especially if they rarely received visitors, and highly controlled trade.

      Why let the Federation in, then, when they’d take over and rule with an iron fist? Unless it hadn’t been the king who made the decision.

      Van gathered his awareness, watching the countdown while systems brought his body online to allow his consciousness back inside.

      “Keep the engines running.” Van gave Tayn’s electronic manifestation a buddy swat on the back. Even though he shouldn’t have physical reactions in a digitized world, his heart ached. For ten years he and Tayn cruised the stars together, first on a military vessel, then on the Cormorant. Going planet-side alone seemed wrong somehow.

      The laugh crinkles he’d always noticed around Tayn’s eyes didn’t make an appearance, but then again, how much of what he saw in this state came from old memories?

      When they’d volunteered to get their own ship—with a few conditions—he’d never imagined technology to enable him to run the ship with his mind.

      Sure, he’d seen advanced cybernetics during combat, which turned Federation soldiers into killing machines. Once strapped in, the suits synthesized all nutrients, repaired damage, and pretty much made the wearers indestructible. The scientists behind their design required young, malleable souls, children, fitting them with circuitry and wiring them into sophisticated shells. The suits provided all their needs, sent commands straight into their minds. Awful trade off.

      Children often stolen or purchased from their parents. In return the Federation dropped them off on rebel worlds. At the end of the skirmish only the soldiers remained.

      Van’s father, mother, sister… No, he wouldn’t think of them now, or the smoking ruin of the colony where he’d grown up.

      Tayn’s father died fighting, and Tayn’s mother was pregnant with his younger brother. Federation forces killed the mother and took the unborn child.

      Just because they could.

      Van never told Tayn about the baby. He’d been suicidal enough at the time. Better for him to believe his entire family dead than worry about what might have happened to his brother.

      Integrating human with machine left the soldiers no longer able to exist for long periods outside their suits. At nearly ten, would the brother even now be too much machine to save? Through the years Van put out inquiries, carefully hidden from Tayn, but came up with no good leads.

      The downside of being wanted by the Federation meant he’d rendered the places he needed to search out of his reach.

      One day. One day he’d find the kid, if he lived, introduce him with his brother.

      For Tayn.

      The Coalition stole the technology, refined it for use with Old Terra humans, and one-upped the Federation by stuffing a man inside a ship instead of a suit.

      A man who wasn’t destined to be just a mind running a ship the rest of his life. Until Tayn’s abduction.

      A ghostly hand settled on his shoulder, warning him his time in this form had come to an end. The timer showed less than a minute.

      “Try not to have too much fun without me.” Tayn vanished.

      Had Van imagined his partner leaning in for a kiss?

      He jolted awake, chemicals flooding his system and restoring his consciousness to his physical form. What? Where? His heart pounded, his brain fuzzy and disoriented while coming back online. Online. Shit He’d spent so much time virtual he’d begun to think of himself as another of the ship’s many systems.

      Lifting his hand took extra effort. His body always seemed too heavy and cumbersome after weightlessness.

      Wires and tubes popped free, retracting into the surface of the pod. He ran a hand over his bare leg, smoothing down the subtle indentions where the tubes entered his body. No pain. Not even blood unless some bastard yanked the connections free before they’d a chance to withdraw properly.

      He bent his legs, fascinated by the flex of muscles kept firm by electrical impulses, nourished by infusions.

      As always, he glanced over at the empty pod Tayn usually occupied. They’d once placed bets on who’d wake up first. Sometimes the loser woke with lips around his cock.

      Ah, what a way to wake up.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Tayn’s disembodied voice said in accusing tones.

      Van glanced down at his plumping dick. “No fair. I can’t hide from you. You’re everywhere.”

      “Damned straight. Don’t you forget it.” More seriously, Tayn added, “Be careful down there. We don’t know what you might find.”

      The Federation remained unsaid.

      “Aren’t I always careful?”

      Could the ship’s speaker system snort? “Yeah, like you were careful in the seedy little bar we went to on our first shore leave.”

      Leave it to Tayn to mention a particularly embarrassing moment. “Hey, what’s the point of being young and stupid if you can’t be young and stupid?” Van took full advantage of those years. Without the commander’s intervention a time or twelve, he wouldn’t be here now. Van strode to the tiny quarters he rarely used and stepped into the sanitizer.

      Damn, but he stank. The umbilicals maintained his life and health, but only managed rudimentary hygiene.

      The command centers of holovid spaceships held crews of twenty or more, and hundreds of inhabitants filled the rest of the ship. In reality, the fewer the better, and no one in their right mind wasted precious space in such a manner, let alone oxygen and heating. No, the Cormorant stuffed a skeleton crew of life forms into pods, provided only for the pods, and kept the rest of the ship so far below life support—but above the ship’s needs—he wouldn’t survive without slowly returning to human form, allowing the ship time to sustain life.

      The swoosh of swirling moisture in the sanitizer didn’t keep him from Tayn’s chiding. “How many willing bodies did you pay for in a single night?”

      To this day Van couldn’t recall how many different holes he’d sunk his dick into. “Six months without anything to spend money on leaves a guy with lots of credits.” Even if full recovery took a week.

      “A few hours took care of those pesky credits, didn’t they?”

      The wash and rinse cycle changed to warm air. Van held up his arms and turned, getting as clean as possible without an actual bath. He scrubbed a hand over the stubble many spacers called hair, kept short for easier maintenance. He wouldn’t tell Tayn his credits built up in a bank again, Van spending as little as possible.

      Or how much he planned to earn for this trip. If he rescued every damned body on the commander’s list, plus lifted a few of those pretty red rocks, he and Tayn would be set.

      Somehow, someway, he’d get his partner back, though the body might not be the one he’d been used to. No need thinking shoulda, coulda, woulda now. He selected black cargo pants and a loose shirt to hide the mini-blaster he never left the ship without. Small, easily concealed, covered with some kind of black-market genetic material to fool even the toughest spaceport screening, yet deadly.

      He packed a bag of similarly unobtrusive clothes. It would be better to wait and regain full strength before leaving the ship, but he’d only been virtual a few days, and wasn’t planning anything too stressful.

      “Seems to me you weren’t totally innocent either,” Van prodded his partner. “One guy even tried to stow away and come with you.”

      Tayn let out a barking laugh, a strange sound coming through the ship’s speakers. “One taste of my cock and I ruined him for all other men.”

      “I imagine he’d had one hell of a lot of men.”

      “With his experience, I’m inclined to agree. My dick stayed sore for days.”

      They teased in comradely fashion, the carefree interplay masking the unease steadily building inside Van. He shouldn’t be walking into danger alone. With a bodiless partner, one he couldn’t tell the commander about, what choice did he have?

      He made last minute checks of his attire and equipment. Might as well add a boot dagger, just in case, and a shot from his pod to speed up his complete rejuvenation. Tayn’s research hadn’t turned up much on local weapons. “If I don’t check in twice per cycle, probe the surface. If you can’t locate me, go find the commander.”

      Tayn’s reply came out as decisive as any non-sentient computer. “I’m not leaving without you.”

      Fuck. Even disembodied he knew the unyielding tone of Tayn’s voice. “You’ll do as you’re damned well told.” Van kept heat from his words. He wouldn’t leave Tayn either, like he’d have been willing to chase those bastard marauders all over three galaxies to retrieve his partner’s body, despite personal risks. They depended on each other.

      Needed no one else.

      “Once I’m off the ship, take her back into orbit. I’ll call when I’m ready to leave. The last thing we need is for the Federation to snoop around the Cormorant.”

      “Aye-aye, Captain,” Tayn replied, throwing in about three years’ worth of snark.

      Whatever. As long as Tayn stayed out of harm’s way.

      Van strapped into the seat any visitors to the ship assumed to be the pilot’s chair. The Federation might have soldiers outfitted with cybersuits, but they hadn’t managed to take the technology to the next level, piloting a ship and able to use the same entities to physically haul cargo.

      Not to his knowledge, at any rate. Easier to take the brain and discard everything else.

      All those wasted bodies. One. They only needed one.

      Like they stood any chance of getting a Federation castoff without becoming castoffs themselves.

      The Cormorant belonged to him and Tayn—as long as they hid her nature. Every bounty hunter in the known universe would be after the prize.

      Too bad the technology only worked with Old Terra stock—something about simplistic design and ease of artificial cell regeneration by way of the pods. Strange how being considered of inferior design meant two nobodies like Van and Tayn wound up with the prototype, though the creators frequently hauled them in for physical and psych evaluations, and likely knew how many blowjobs they’d traded.

      How many more ships like the Cormorant now roamed the galaxy?

      Could the Coalition have known about the raiders? No. They’d never risk their precious ship by allowing something to get past security. If they knew, they’d have summoned the Cormorant for a full diagnostic.

      Thank the gods of the universe the ship’s creators weren’t too particular about staying on the good side of the law, even if they ultimately answered to the government.

      They also hadn’t asked too many questions about Tayn not showing up for his last physical.

      Two loud bonging tones shattered the ship’s quiet, the planet port’s query of who approached. One wrong move and they’d be blasted into oblivion.

      Gunners tended to be a little on the crazy side, though Van made a poor judge of crazy.

      Tayn gave the call sign provided by the commander and followed instructions to breach Akiak’s atmosphere.

      Van drummed his fingers on the chair’s armrests. Entering atmospheres—his least favorite part of space travel. Some were welcoming, little more than a gentle kiss against the Cormorant’s hull. Others?

      They didn’t name a planet Hell Six for nothing.

      Akiak fell somewhere in between. “Outer hull temperature rising,” Tayn intoned.

      Somehow Van found his fingernail between his teeth.

      “Approaching turbulence.”

      Van grabbed both armrests, teeth clacking together. The ship juddered. And juddered some more.

      For good measure, it slammed him against the backrest a time or two.

      Nothing appeared on visuals but clouds. Lots and lots of clouds, and weak sunlight. They dropped lower.

      Finally, the viewscreen showed a mountainous surface, rivers and lakes dotting the landscape. The low-hanging clouds gave a hazy, dim appearance.

      “I don’t see any buildings.” Van tried to recall what he’d learned of this planet, but having one’s brain shaken made too much thinking damned near impossible.

      “Most of the infrastructure exists underground,” Tayn said, more computerish and less like his human self. “The palace where most people live in this area is built into the mountain directly ahead. Sparse surface vegetation. Most food crops are grown belowground in caves.”

      What appeared to be marble columns showed a few hundred meters from the palace. “What’s over there?” He zoomed the viewscreen in on what might have been a structure once.

      “Ruins leftover from early colonization. Due to weak sunlight the original settlers retreated underground. Their crops grow by the light of illuminating crystals.”

      “Interesting.” They’d visited underground societies before, but Van gazed out at something far more elaborate than previous experience. “Are those windows in the side of the mountain?”

      Tayn’s explanations lacked inflection, much like the speakers in teaching holovids, so unlike his usual excitable self. He’d likely gotten his information from the same sources as the holovids. “Yes. Though most of the palace occupies existing caves, later parts were carved out of the mountain, with windows accessing the sky. There’s even a few structures with skylights.”

      The planet surface appeared reddish brown for the most part, the mountain peaks a whitish-yellow, jutting up like the bones of some giant beast.

      Not a comfortable image.

      Sunlight fought against dense cloud cover, providing a gloomy environment.

      “Is it day or night?” Van asked, staring at the viewscreen.

      “It’s around noon, as we’d figure. The planet rotates at the same speed as its orbit around the sun, so it never truly sets in this region. There’s only nearly-light, and nearly-dark.”

      There’d been places on old Terra where the sun didn’t set at certain times of the year. Van learned about them in school, but hadn’t yet seen a planet with the phenomenon. Then again, he and Tayn normally landed, picked up or dropped off cargo, and hyper-jumped in the course of a few hours.

      “Approaching landing site.” Tayn’s voice held no hint of its usual playfulness.

      The whine of the Cormorant’s engines changed pitch, the steady whirr slowing, deepening.

      “We’re set to land…”

      Something Van couldn’t decipher came over the speakers. “What the hell?”

      Tayn emitted the unintelligible sound again.

      “I still didn’t understand.”

      The ship sighed. Actually sighed! “They’re directing us to land at facility three.”

      Van braced for impact. Tayn’s extensive training and instincts allowed him to set them down with barely a tap of landing gear against ground, but if pissed about something, he’d jar Van’s innards for the hell of it.

      Hopefully, he wasn’t in a mood today.

      Ah, the good old days, when ships didn’t pitch tantrums.

      He must’ve been good lately. Tayn set them down with a gentle bump.

      The engines buzzed, winding down and shutting off. The total lack of noise unnerved Van. He’d become so used to the constant thrum of the ship around him, the silence seemed eerie.

      And left him feeling alone, without Tayn.

      He didn’t have time to dwell on his loss now; not with people to rescue and credits to collect.

      Van studied the observation screen. Lots of ships, some of familiar styles, others not. He let out a low whistle. Several private cruisers, sleek and expensive, sat off to one side, apart from the cargo vessels permanently marked by long, rough use.

      Kinda like Van.

      The Cormorant blended into the mix, not too flashy, not too worn. Nothing to draw attention. The perfect ship for a visiting merchant.

      No one met him, thank the creators. The port stood out, a garish splash of metallic silvers and reds, punctuated by amber landing lights, on an otherwise somber world. The whole setup appeared too new to be anything but a hasty afterthought, in keeping with a planet unwelcoming to outsiders and only recently allowing trade. Landing bays formed a semi-circle in a depressed valley, possibly an old volcanic crater.

      “Volcanic activity?” Van asked.

      “Some, which contributes to the cloud cover,” Tayn answered. “Don’t worry, the air quality is completely suitable for humanoid breathing, temperature a mean fifty-seven degrees Fahrenheit. No recent eruptions. You’ll be fine. No known diseases sexually transmissible to humans.”

      Leave it to Tayn to check important facts.  “How do you know these things?”

      Tayn gave the ship’s equivalent of a chuckle. “I hacked a Federation ship’s logs.”

      What the fuck? “Don’t give us away.”

      Tayn sobered. “I won’t. They must think they’re safe here and don’t have much security. It’s an old transport, which is why it has such info. If the Federation is hoping to open up widescale trade, trade means sending crews here.”

      Crews meant sex with locals, on most worlds. Usually the end of the planet’s unique culture too.

      Van took a deep breath. He’d always trusted Tayn. The whole incident with the raiders made him jumpy.

      “Which gods are we praying to today?” Tayn asked while activating the airlock.

      “All of them.” Van imagined Tayn nodding his approval.

      “Yeah, ya can’t be too careful.” Smooching noises wafted from the ship’s speakers when Van hoisted his bag and waited by the airlock to disembark. “Have a nice day, dear.” Tayn’s snickers followed Van outside.

      Van’s footsteps seemed heavier, the results of an unfamiliar gravitational pull. No amount of daylight ever dispelled Akiak’s semi-darkness, according to his research.

      Slinging his pack more securely over his shoulder, he followed a group of rough-looking spacers in ragged suits. Most wore a hodgepodge of attire from different planetary systems, designed for function, not style. So, space rats, though a few sported the dark gray uniforms of the Federation. It took all of his self-control not to turn and run.

      Lousy fucks.

      He started reciting prayers to planetary deities, starting with A and working his way through the Terran alphabet.

      Reading about the planet’s crystals didn’t prepare him for the warm amber dimness. Nor the claustrophobia of leaving behind the open basin and entering Akiak’s guts.

      Where was he supposed to go? As a merchant, the planet’s equivalent of a commerce ambassador should’ve been alerted to his arrival, and what goods he’d brought in his ship’s cargo hold. Even Commander, with his broad reach didn’t have reliable contacts in place.

      Just Van and Tayn.

      He wandered aimlessly, following the forms before him until they turned down a side corridor, shouting greetings to similarly clad workers.

      A tiny woman approached, hair a soft yellow, eyes larger than those of Old Terra stock.  Pretty, but far too delicate, as were the other native Akiakians. Flowing, gauzy fabric floated around her, too transparent to hide much of her body.

      Where had these people come from? How did they so resemble Old Terra humans, with a few minor changes to make them suitable for this environment? Two arms, two legs, two breasts filling out the front of her tunic. Two eyes. Hair similar to his own, but a different color. Her skin appeared nearly transparent in its paleness, reminding him of cave dwellers from other worlds, though some of those hadn’t bothered with eyes at all.

      Then again, the people of Akiak didn’t spend all their time underground. While pretty and providing some light, he still couldn’t imagine growing crops in such poor illumination as the crystals provided.

      According to his and Tayn’s research, his escort’s appearance made her a fairly typical example of the Akiakian race. Even the men fell short of his height, averaging five-feet six or seven.

      Farmers. Silk weavers. No need for lots of muscle.

      Van shivered a bit, the temperature lower than on the worlds and space stations he normally roamed. The scantily clad woman gave no sign of discomfort. Must be used to the cold, and the relative dark, based on her large eyes.

      Fifty-seven wasn’t exactly frigid, but short of the normal temps for the ship in life-support mode or the average space station.

      Commander would be freezing his rather generous asses off.

      Van’s escort spoke three times before he understood. “Are you here for business or pleasure?”

      He tapped the side of his head until he understood her words. “Business.” He’d have to demand a new translation implant the next time he checked in with the boss. Either his went bad or needed an upgrade.

      “Profession?”

      “Merchant.” Van dug his vid screen out of his pocket, showing his forged credentials. The device dwarfed her hand.

      “Fortunate timing.” She drew back her lips in a human-looking, if forced, smile. “King Otkiovik is far more open to off-world commerce than his brother, the former king.”

      What? Former king? “What happened to King Kactovik?”

      The woman pulled her lips into a thin line. Did her hard expression mean the same in her culture as his? Disapproval? Disgust? Something else entirely?

      “The king has reserved an unused section of the palace for his visitors.”

      She continued to ignore his questions. Answer enough. And keeping visitors in the palace meant they weren’t free to wander the planet, and possibly do some unsanctioned mining.

      “How about his son, the prince?”

      Still no answer. “This way, sir.” His vocal implants seemed to be working. Surely she understood his speech, if her facial tic meant anything. She’d no intention of talking.

      She led him down an unadorned hallway. After a long walk for a guy normally in stasis, the worn flooring of the spaceport gave way to smooth stone as he passed through an archway. Caverns, the Cormorant’s probes indicated. Most of the larger dwellings on the planet were formed of caverns, accessed by caves. The intermittent crystals on the walls and floors of the spaceport now covered every inch of their surface.

      For a moment panic set in. Crystals this dense likely interfered with transmissions. He’d be out of contact with the ship—and Tayn.

      Tayn once tried to drill into him the difference between a cavern and a cave. One and the same in Van’s book. Both could collapse on him any second.

      While most folks around seldom glanced up, he found himself ducking on occasion when the ceiling crowded his six-feet height.

      The place reeked of riches, and something spicy. His stomach rumbled. They raised animals similar to cows for meat, and grew vegetables and funguses for food. Good. He’d unintentionally fasted three days when he’d been unable to identify the fare in a Coalition colony. If you can’t name it, don’t eat it. Words to live by—literally.

      Here and there on the walls multicolored stones created mosaic patterns. He paused. Wow! He’d seen violent images before, but damn!

      In one mosaic, a man, if the horror depicted could be called a man, ripped another apart with his bare hands. Plus, sharp teeth. And claws.

      The woman returned to his side. “Come this way, please.”

      “What’s this image of?” Sooner or later she’d better start giving him answers. Too bad keeping his cover meant not dashing back outside and contacting the ship for more data. Another thing to miss about Tayn—he’d been a walking databank of information.

      The reason Van hadn’t retained more information from his briefing with Commander. He’d always depended on Tayn for facts.

      “Red King Jorvik, defeating our enemies.” She let out a breathy sigh. “Our last red king.”

      Which explained absolutely nothing. Van ran his fingers over the image, sure he’d see it again while he slept. He’d not witnessed such gruesomeness even in his time as a soldier. He shuddered and hurried to catch up to his guide.

      The creature was the last of his kind, according to her. She could be wrong.

      Or lying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Planet Akiak

        

      

    

    
      “Dooren, could you help me?” A serving woman handed Jorvik a wine flagon and shoved his shoulder, sending him out the kitchen door.

      He stood frozen outside the doorway. Where was Matron? She’d hidden him ever since his father’s death. Only her introduction of him as Dooren gained him acceptance among the other servants. No one seemed to recognize him, but plenty of new faces appeared after his uncle’s coup.

      While old ones disappeared. Gone were the advisors and teachers he’d known since childhood, replaced by unscrupulous bureaucrats who licked his uncle’s boots. Anyone he’d hoped to run to for help were no more.

      Even so, he’d never ventured far from the safety of the kitchens with visitors about, but dared not explain why he stayed hidden.

      “You! Boy!” An ugly off-worlder snapped his fingers. “I want more wine.”

      When Jorvik didn’t move, the man shouted, “Now!”

      Jorvik narrowed his eyes, then smoothed his features into a blank mask as he’d been instructed by Matron for whenever someone spoke to him, and poured the wine. Insolent beast. The intruders his uncle invited into their home had no respect for Akiak or her people. If his uncle kept throwing lavish parties, he’d soon empty the treasury.

      Then they’d have no choice but to desecrate the mountains to mine the sacred crystals.

      And sell them for profit to these men who’d sooner see every Akiakian dead than deal honestly.

      He’d bide his time. He needed a way off-world. His father often spoke of the Coalition, though he hadn’t seen any of them since the Federation arrived. Federation or Coalition, they both wanted something, though the Coalition seemed the lesser of the evils at the time. They’d suggested mechanical drone miners, not using his people as their workforce.

      He’d go to the Coalition, ask for their help, form an alliance if he must, but he would free this world of the evil determined to strip Akiak of all resources.

      Along with his conniving uncle.

      Until then he’d put up with these horrible brutes, with their horrible ideas and horrible language. As soon as possible he retreated to the kitchen, only to be shoved out onto the floor again.

      Matron! He needed Matron. She’d never let him go into the common dining area where a guard or, worse, his uncle might recognize him.

      No, Prince Jorvik died. Even if he managed to reach the Coalition, would anyone believe his claims?

      He pulled the thin blue gauze of his attire more tightly over his body, hefted a bread tray, and made his way between the tables as he’d seen servers do before. He barely restrained wrinkling his nose as more off-worlders shuffled into the hall.

      The unwanted pests lounged on cushions at each table, without proper manners enough to know the correct sitting position, or not to discuss business over a meal.

      His father wouldn’t have allowed these thieves in the palace.

      The ambassador’s days were numbered. As were his uncle’s.

      At the head of the table the traitor himself sat, a fearful-eyed serving girl at his side.

      Father’s pendant hung from his uncle’s neck: the red crystal gifted to the family by the other inhabitants of Akiak. Heat flared through Jorvik. Oh, to charge the head table and plunge a knife into the usurper’s throat. No. The off-worlders would simply kill Jorvik and take what they wanted. Above all, he must protect his people.

      All of his people, even those who concealed their nature.

      His line, kings with great purpose, passed the truth from one generation to the next. He knew the secret, would protect the secret with his very life from these despicable bandits, who used charm and false promises to get what they wanted. Without a doubt they’d turn to brutal force if not given their way.

      His uncle chief among them.

      What word did off-worlders use? Bastard. Yes, his uncle prized the aliens over his own people, he deserved to be called one of their insults.

      How much anger belonged to Jorvik, and how much to the changes designed to make him the red king he’d soon become?

      Each night on his pallet he lay awake long after the other servants slept, gazing up at the glowing crystals overhead and plotting his revenge. Each morning more and more alterations became apparent: stronger muscles, taller height, seething anger bubbling beneath the surface of his outward calm. So far no one commented on the differences, yet each change set him farther apart from the prince he’d once been.

      One day the anger would explode, once the serum broke through the non-violent tendencies bred into his race over the course of generations.

      He steered clear of the upper table, lest he draw his uncle’s attention. Though Uncle might not recognize his nephew, he often preyed on the men and women who served him.

      If his uncle summoned him to bed, he’d strangle the bastard, especially if the ambassador joined in. Brrr…

      What the…?

      A hand slipped inside his uniform, cupping his ass cheek.

      The nerve! Jorvik whirled. “Unhand me!”

      He recalled his place a heartbeat before plunging the bread knife into one of the strangers.

      Things changed since his father’s passing. Many young men and women found themselves herded toward the northern caves to mine crystals for the off-worlders, or never to be seen again. Sons and daughters torn from their parents, parents torn from their children, mates and lovers from their partners.

      Even without open war, his uncle’s machinations cost many an Akiakian their lives. Those found still loyal to Jorvik’s father paid the ultimate price. Not a single soul remained unscathed without losing someone they loved.

      Though Matron tried, she could no longer protect the household staff from unwanted advances. Jorvik would never have grabbed a servant without permission. Why would anyone want an unwilling lover?

      He glared in his uncle’s direction. Power. Controlling another. Something his people tried so hard to leave behind.

      He’d started the process to become red king, and once the full effects manifested, he’d challenge his uncle for leadership, banish the greedy off-worlders, and take back his world.

      Then…

      No. Not the time to contemplate a distant future.

      For now, he needed a way off this planet. Though the Federation claimed the Coalition as enemy, his father respected those who’d offered honest trade. The few Coalition members present the day Jorvik’s life changed forever likely now lay with Sika in a mound of the dead. They’d spoken highly of the Coalition leaders. Of course they had, like the Federation praised their “great vision.” Bah. Outsiders earned his distrust one thousand times over.

      But perhaps they’d prove useful—for a time, to help him defeat the current regime.

      He’d find the Coalition, ask for their help. More importantly, he’d declare himself rightful king.

      Matron’s spies hadn’t yet found a suitable ship for his escape. He needed someone not fond of the Federation, someone who’d accept a handful of crystals and promises as payment for passage.

      And he needed to find suitable leadership for… after.

      He served bread, dancing away from overly eager hands. His gaze fell upon a lone man, somehow projecting an air of sitting apart from the others, brushing off any attempts at small talk, yet tuned into the conversations swirling around him. The stranger turned down offers from the servers who found him appealing with a curt headshake.

      Most importantly, he remained alert, wary eyes sweeping right and left, not succumbing to drink and fine food.

      Something about this off-worlder commanded attention. Closely cropped orange hair and skin the oddly tan color of long-term spacers exposed to artificial sunlight, the tightly packed muscles of someone familiar with manual labor and not surgical enhancement.

      The stranger wore tight fitting breeches and a shirt stretched firmly over his broad chest. A pair of sturdy boots covered his feet. Scars on his face and hands declared him a fighter. His clothes weren’t new, but the attire of a man used to work. He hadn’t adorned himself with jewels, and short hair covered his cheeks and chin, an oddity Jorvik rarely saw. Akiakians didn’t grow facial hair, and few visitors failed to shave.

      An off-worlder, yes, but not of the kind who swarmed around his uncle, taking what they could get. Why was he here? What did he want?

      The man glanced at Jorvik with eyes the color of the crystals in Jorvik’s former rooms, and far more intense. Interesting. He also wore a comm link on his wrist, which only ship’s officers tended to do.

      Jorvik handed out bread to even those who didn’t ask, and once he’d emptied his tray, rushed back to the kitchen to find Matron.

      In weeks of searching, he’d found no one to help his cause. Perhaps he’d found his ticket off-world. He’d have Matron check the guy out.

      And try not to be disappointed, like the last four times he’d thought the same.

      He’d nearly made the kitchen door when one of his uncle’s guards blocked his path. “You!” the guard shouted, stepping far too close to Jorvik. The wall at his back prevented his escape.

      Oh no! Not him! The monster who’d dragged Jorvik from his father’s rooms, and whose cloak Matron took to cover Jorvik’s nakedness.

      Which Jorvik later burned.

      His heart pounded. Surely the man hadn’t figured out Jorvik’s true identity, not with all the changes he’d been through lately.

      The man leered and crowded Jorvik against the wall, out of sight of both the kitchen and dining areas. He ripped the bread tray from Jorvik’s grasp—his only weapon. The polished metal clanged to the floor.

      Jorvik gulped and glanced from one side to the other, slipping his hand to his waist—where he no longer carried a dagger. No one appeared to help him. Servants didn’t know how to fight, and saving himself might give too much away. Why hadn’t he kept the bread knife? Unless more servers came out bearing platters, none might see him.

      Only extreme effort kept his breathing even. A servant, only a servant, with nothing to fear, other than a night spent unwillingly in this foul man’s bed. He shot a panicked glare toward the kitchen door.

      “I recognize you.” The guard sneered into Jorvik’s face, fetid breath making Jorvik wince, and grabbed his wrist. “You’re the little whore who took my cloak. Matron isn’t around to defend you this time. You owe me. Time to pay up.”
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      What a clusterfuck. Van avoided asking questions; he didn’t need to. Those at his table lived for gossip, if tonight set the normal pattern. Still, he’d learned very little of use.

      The yellowish light didn’t let him see too many faces clearly from a distance, but the man seated at the head table, drinking too much and laughing too loudly, barely resembled the king in the photovids the commander sent. The king’s younger, much-less-attractive brother, with an airlock reserved in his name.

      The more Van observed, the more he understood why Commander wanted him permanently lost. Most likely, he’d killed the king the Coalition hoped to trade with.

      This atmosphere wasn’t what he expected after studying up on Akiak, reminding him more of a culture his father once told him of Old Terra. Romans, he’d called them, describing drunken revelry.

      Rome eventually fell. Didn’t take a genius to figure out why.

      He’d also heard whispers of forced labor, though no word of any other of the royal family reached his ears. Damned faulty translator. While he knew the king’s image, he wouldn’t recognize the prince, not in a place where pale skin, white hair, and dark, single-colored eyes were the norm, or rather, eyes so dark the enlarged pupil matched the rest of the coloring.

      Where would the prince be if he’d escaped with his life? Though given the lack of mention of him at the table, chances were, he’d joined his father in permanent “exile”.

      This wasn’t the first coup of Van’s experience. The old king died, plain and simple, and likely the prince with him.

      Such a fucking waste. Van needed those credits.

      He kept quiet. He’d not found anyone here with his particular space rat accent, though he understood most of the dialects. The servants whispered to each other in a language he didn’t recognize, even with translator implants in his ear. Not a widely known language then, though his translator implant tried its best. Enough came through to get the gist of the conversation, and each day he learned more and more words.

      At this rate he’d be fluent in, say, ten years or so. Not happening. He’d have relegated this place to a mere memory by then, if he recalled his visit at all.

      None of the commander’s people were anywhere to be seen. Tayn’s scans picked up Terran remains burned beyond recognition near the ruins—three of them.

      The Federation must’ve discovered the Coalition spies. Which meant they’d probably be on their guard. Too bad he couldn’t get samples from the corpses for cellular testing.

      The heady scents of unfamiliar foods, cloying colognes, and a few unwashed bodies churned Van’s stomach. At least he found the wine tasty, and of a vintage he’d likely never afford, though he drank sparingly to keep his wits about him.

      To those around him, he ran an import/export business, seeking to sell wares from faraway places, and he’d brought enough trinkets, fabrics, and spices to back up his claim.

      Some idiots even bought his stock. All of it, clean down to the display cases. Too many credits and not enough brains. Unless something happened soon, he’d be leaving here empty-handed except for all the credits he earned—honestly. He shivered. Making an honest living. Who’d have ever imagined?

      Unless Commander supplied him with stolen goods to begin with.

      A young woman approached with a bashful grin, wearing the sheer clothing of a server. Throughout the night he’d witnessed such women, and men, approaching a diner and the two disappearing together. Many came to him with coy smiles and intent in their eyes. Whores?

      Then again, the same men and women took serious offense when someone groped or grabbed them.

      Movement caught his eye and he rolled his gaze slowly upward. A slender young man stood a few feet away, a tray of bread in his hands. His flimsy attire did nothing to hide his unblemished skin and wiry build. White hair, the same color as many of the locals, fell past surprisingly wide shoulders, with only a portion twisted up into a knot on top of his head, and almond-shaped eyes black as the darkness of space. So black Van couldn’t tell if those eyes were focused on him or across the room.

      The male must’ve worn additional clothes under the garment, as no amount of staring gained Van a look at any genitalia. Then again, he’d never seen an Akiakian naked. Maybe, like the commander’s, the guy’s equipment only came out at night, so to speak.

      Definitely humanoid, though, or a close relative. Van even spotted what might be nipples on a firm chest.

      The same offer Van witnessed many times tonight shone in the young man’s eyes, now definitely turned his way.

      Oh, to take him back to the ship and share him with Tayn. Tayn would love him.

      Van gave a hard swallow and glanced away. Tayn no longer possessed a body to indulge with, and they’d never risk exposing their weakness by jacking a stranger into the system. If it were even possible.

      What the fuck? Van hadn’t come here for pleasure, but to work, and didn’t plan to leave without something tangible to show for his efforts.

      Still…

      As unobtrusively as possible, Van brought his communicator up, captured an image of the beauty, and uploaded to the ship. He sat close enough to a ceiling opening for at least a minimal signal.

      Oh, he’s nice, Tayn replied a moment later.

      Van watched what he’d like for dessert sway across the floor, so graceful, so used to the gravity difference. Even after a few days Van still stumbled every now and then.

      What would Tayn do if he sat here and Van waited in the ship?

      He’d have the server over his shoulder and be hauling ass to the nearest private alcove.

      Tray now empty, the server strode down a corridor, out of sight, casting one last come-hither glance over his shoulder.

      Van rose and stalked after his prey to accept the offer.

      “Unhand me!”

      Every instinct screamed at Van, “Not your business!”

      The slap of skin hitting skin escalated matters. If trouble walked through an airlock, it pushed everyone else out of the way to get to him.

      Why should tonight be any different?

      Might as well go on and face the shit hitting the fan, as his grandfather used to say, though he’d never quite explained the use of a fan. And figurative shit always managed to find Van at some point anyway.

      At least a confrontation might liven up an otherwise boring trip.

      He rounded the corner. The bread server stood backed against the wall, a brooding hulk wearing the robes of the king’s guard gripping his wrist. The guard stood a good half-foot shorter than Van. The man Van sought topped the guard by a few inches, but lacked the guard’s bulk.

      Likely not as much of a dickhead, either.

      “There you are!” Van cried out, trying his best to wrap his mouth—and universal translator—around the native language. “I’ve been looking for you.” He winked at the scared young man, who didn’t relax. Van smirked at the guard, slipping a hand behind him to grip the blaster he’d snuck past security. “Sorry, pal. This one’s taken. Go find your own.” He hid the server with his body, taking one step and another, using his size to force the guard back and break the asshole’s hold on the server’s wrist.

      “What is going on here?” An imposing woman bustled forward, slightly larger than the normal Akiakian. Damn. She’d come in a close second to Commander for intimidation.

      The server spoke up. “I’d already received an invitation from my guest… the king’s guest”—he nodded toward Van— “when this man”—he glared at the guard—"who should be on duty guarding the king, tried to make a claim.”

      Van issued an invitation? News to him, but still, he’d play along.

      The woman turned a scowl on the guard. “Be gone with you, or I’ll report you myself.” Interesting how she didn’t ask the guard for his side of the quarrel.

      Growling, the stalker held his ground.

      Van stepped forward, shoulder to shoulder with the woman, hand on the holster at the small of his back. He didn’t recognize the glittery stick-looking things at the guard’s side, but he’d bet good money he’d be faster with his weapon than the guard. “She’ll report what’s left of you.”

      The guard cut his gaze from the woman to Van, trailing up Van’s full height. He paled—a surprising feat for someone with frost-white skin—and backed away. Once he’d gotten out of reaching distance, he turned and fled.

      The woman ran her hands over the young man, concern in her eyes. “Your hi… Dooren, are you harmed?”

      The nearly naked man shook his head, the strands of his hair slithering over his shoulders in a mesmerizing way, like the silk of his garments. “No, Matron. He did not hurt me.”

      Dooren. The guy’s name.

      Not one of Commander’s contacts or the prince. Well, no, the prince would hardly be handing out bread, would he? A shame this wasn’t one of the bounties he’d been sent to find. Van wouldn’t mind being in close quarters with this beauty.

      The man, Dooren, spoke to the woman in the strange, clicking syllables the translator, and Van’s vocal cords, struggled with.

      Well, there went Van’s evening plans, but at least he’d kept someone else from having an awful night. He’d been preyed upon in the barracks as a new recruit, before he’d learned to discourage aggressors with his fists, and Tayn nearby.

      Safety in numbers.

      Van exited the hall, from brownish-yellow glowing walls to deep green, then on to pale green. Following the prism of colors led him to his room. Three days, nothing much to report. Time to get off this world before the unfamiliar gravity wound up pitching him headfirst down a flight of stairs. The Federation definitely established a presence here, yet were too busy enjoying the king’s hospitality to notice him.

      No matter how many civilizations fell to their knees over drinking and debauchery, the next never learned and made the same mistakes.

      There must be gods watching over mankind, or they’d have died out from their own stupidity by now.

      He’d come here, found the Federation, so some major credits for this run. Would be nice to collect the whole pot offered.

      From what he’d seen and heard of the new king, he’d seriously enjoy shoving him out of an airlock.

      He might even bring him back in just to shove him out again.

      Still, he’d take what he could get.

      After ensuring he’d packed all his gear for tomorrow’s travels, he unbuttoned and peeled off his shirt and pants, pausing to remove his boots. At least he slept in a comfortable bed, a rare luxury, even alone, though set on the floor and not elevated as he’d been used to. Beat the hell out of some places he’d traveled, where he’d been expected to sleep upside down hanging by his feet. Not to mention all the crazy places and positions he’d discovered for sex.

      In truth, the room he’d been assigned far exceeded the fanciest place he’d ever stayed before. Such luxurious accommodations for a mere merchant? And destined not to be shared?

      More attractive men wandered through the dining hall; he didn’t have to go to bed by himself. Yet he’d developed a taste for nearly-colorless hair and black eyes—belonging to one particular individual.

      Nope. Not happening. He’d wait until after his mission to release pent-up tension. Besides, the local population looked—breakable.

      The moment he sprawled on the oh-so-soft pallet, barely-audible tapping called his attention to the door.

      Securing the blaster behind his back, he stood and eased the door open, keeping his body out of sight. He spent most of his hours naked, allowing tubes and wires access to his skin, nerves, and muscles, but some cultures clung tightly to ridiculous taboos.

      Of course, parading partially nude people through the dining hall didn’t seem like the locals cared too much for modesty.

      Black eyes and creamy skin greeted him.

      Damn, but the sex-on-legs local he’d hoped to see naked tonight looked even better close up. Perhaps the night wasn’t a lost cause after all.

      Was he asking for too much, hoping the man could answer some of Van’s questions?

      After a blowjob.

      The man said something Van didn’t understand, shook his head, and tried again. “Sorry. My skills in your language are not well.” He spoke in halting tones, too evenly paced to be authentic.

      Besides, downstairs, he’d spoken with authority, despite his near miss with a fucking idiot. They could speak the local language, with a few pauses while Van puzzled out words, but here the guy was, speaking spacer.

      Smarter than he let on, hiding his intelligence for some reason. “Why are you here?” Van kept the door mostly closed.

      “I came to say thank you, for running off the guard. He… he… advances unwanted.” Warmth and something more burned in the guy’s too-wise eyes, much like the cat-eyed professional who’d hoped to make a snack of Van in the bar where he’d met his boss.

      Van’s senses went on high alert. Folks hiding something usually had a whole lot to hide. Might be in his best interest to find out what. “Dooren, is it?”

      “Yes.” The answer came too quickly.

      Van stood quietly for a moment. Something about the situation set his nerves on edge.

      Then again, most situations involving him not being on the Cormorant put his nerves on end. And sometimes even then.

      Those nerves kept him alive.

      A hesitant smile lit up a delicate face. “Normally guest invite in.” Dooren’s smile fell. “Unless you want me not.”

      The stuttering over the language didn’t ring true at all, and started to get old. Still, maybe best to let this little drama run its course and see what the guy wanted. Really wanted. Van ran a gaze over the intriguing puzzle, from head to toe. With his inadequate garment, he couldn’t possibly be hiding weapons.

      “Wait a minute.” Van shut the door, pulled his pants back on, slipped his weapon into the pocket, and surveyed the room. Nothing incriminating to see, though his usual caution prevented him from leaving anything personal lying about. However, incriminating came in many forms, and something seemingly innocent might give away too much.

      Satisfied, he stepped back and reopened the door, wider this time.

      The flimsily-clothed servant stepped inside—regally, head held high. Wasn’t a bit of timidity in him. Someone used to getting their way, and who hadn’t yet learned to be wary? Or not wary enough, if he’d been caught unawares by a guard.

      Then again, this kid initiated contact with a come-hither invitation, making a pretty sure bet Van would follow. Playing the victim and in need of rescue, what an old ruse, intended to depict helplessness and sway Van over to whatever game this guy played.

      Still, Van caught the barest wince when the servant scanned the room, gaze coming to rest on a dark spot on the stone floor. Maybe the last partner he’d picked stayed in this same location, and fucked none too gently.

      Dooren’s body wasn’t as slender as most of the locals, and he stood a bit taller than average for his race. His silken fall of hair, shimmering like pearl, framed a face bordering on pretty one moment, hard the next.

      Stony calculation shone in black eyes. Black as space itself, and twice as cold. How quickly his moods changed.

      He held himself stiffly. Perhaps upset at being accosted earlier? Then why approach Van, when coming to someone’s room meant sex?

      Unless the whole thing turned out to be a setup, the guy playing on some merchant’s sympathies. Of course, if he’d been a true merchant, he might have goods or credits to steal, making him the easy mark.

      The woman downstairs nearly spoke another name.

      One thing for certain: Dooren, or whatever his real name, showed no signs of lust. Didn’t even pretend to. If sent to play seducer, a role both Van and Tayn excelled at, he fell short of convincing.

      Van’s mark would’ve been screwed by now—in more ways than one.

      Nothing in Dooren’s body language implied arousal, feigned or otherwise. He hadn’t come here without reason. Wine might loosen his tongue—and his body. “Would you like a drink?”

      Dooren’s eyes widened. “Do you? I mean…” He crossed the room to the fancy crystal decanter on a shelf. Was everything in this damnable place made of crystal? Crystal or silk. Van wouldn’t have been surprised to find one or the other served up on his dinnerplate.

      He hadn’t yet encountered one of those dangerous red crystals.

      He stopped his guest’s motions with a hand to the wrist and yanked his hand back when Dooren winced. Bruises stood out in dark contrast on his skin. Maybe the accosting hadn’t been for mere show.

      “I offered you a drink.” Van watched carefully for his guest to give anything away. He’d already discovered three Terran bodies on this rock. He didn’t plan on being the fourth.

      “But… but…” Dooren clasped his hands together, studying the floor. “I am here to see to your needs.”

      Van stiffened. “You’re not here of your own free will?”

      Dooren glanced up. “Of course I am.”

      Funny how the guy’s pretended awkwardness with Van’s language faded when he became flustered.  Interesting. Dangerous? Two glasses beckoned, likely placed there for this very purpose—two people alone.

      Ha! What if Van invited up his usual three or four?

      He poured a splash of the potent local drink into each glass and handed one to his guest.

      He wouldn’t fuck someone unwilling. They either came to him eagerly or he slept alone. Or found Tayn for a bit of mutual stress relief. Tayn might be reckless at times, but he never said no to sex.

      And Van definitely wasn’t letting his guard down. He pretended to take a sip of his drink. Wouldn’t be the first time someone tried to drug him.

      Dooren looked up from the floor, taking the glass, and spoke a word Van didn’t recognize.

      “What did you say?”

      “It’s a blessing my people bestow on someone who’s done them a kindness.” Dooren sipped from his glass, lush pink lips appearing darker against his milky skin. Okay, maybe the drink hadn’t been drugged, or could be drugged with something with no effect on the servant but that might lay Van out on the floor.

      The way his throat bobbed as the pale-skinned man swallowed fascinated Van. Other than the strange eyes, Dooren appeared human, but one whose people developed on a planet used to much less light than humanoids from Old Terra. The two races probably shared an ancestor.

      He’d been here long enough to imagine the anatomy beneath the servant’s brief garment being much like his own, even if he hadn’t seen Dooren’s cock yet.

      Would Akiakian spunk taste any different? His mouth watered with his need to know. He tossed back his drink, wincing at the burn down his throat. Tonight’s offering might yet prove dangerous, but danger added spice to his life.

      The corner of Dooren’s mouth twitched. The beginnings of a smile?

      Before the smile could developed further, Van sat his glass on the shelf, cupped Dooren’s face in his hands, and brought his mouth down on full lips. Time to find out if the words were sincere.

      Or if Akiakians believed in kissing.

      Dooren gasped and jerked, then stilled.

      “Do your people not kiss?” Van withdrew enough to ask. Did Dooren’s reaction mean he wasn’t here for sex after all, but kept some ulterior motive to himself?

      “Not…” Dooren straightened his spine. “Visitors usually don’t kiss us.”

      Us. As in servants? Or did Akiakians not willingly kiss off-worlders?

      Van stepped back. “If it will get you into trouble to return to your post so soon, or if you’re afraid of the guard, you can stay here overnight, but I’m not bastard enough to take what’s not freely offered.”

      He might be a bastard, but not a total one.

      “No… I…” A flush colored Dooren’s cheeks, another trait his race shared with Van’s: blushing.

      “Explain.” Van folded his arms across his chest. He’d been careful since arriving here to maintain the image of a harmless merchant, but he wouldn’t put it past the Federation to send a spy to find where his true loyalties lay.

      He’d entered a minefield the moment he set course for this planet.

      Dooren placed his glass on the shelf next to Van’s and sank down onto the edge of the pallet, patting the space beside him.

      Van sat on the indicated spot, folding his long legs up to sit, but nowhere near as gracefully as Dooren.
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      Jorvik fought not to tremble. This room. Why this room? Bad enough alien races having free reign of the palace, but to give a mere merchant the prince’s own suite?

      His uncle hated this part of the palace, prefering the newer, fabricated sections instead of the original caves.

      Still, to put strangers here? He could’ve installed an Akiakian. At least the current stranger hadn’t found another partner for the night while Jorvik regrouped and prepared himself.

      Quick glances showed little left of Jorvik’s time here. The closet door stood open, the closet nearly empty. Gone were the sumptuous bed silks, replaced by fabrics not nearly so fine.

      Time and again his eyes strayed of their own accord to the dark spot on the floor, someone’s half-hearted attempt to properly remove blood.

      Sika, Gris. He squeezed his eyes tightly shut in a futile attempt to block out the images of their dead bodies. If he let his horror show he might lose his chance for escape. He must be charming, convince the merchant to take him along when he left.

      He’d never been in the role of seducer, he’d never needed to be. This man studied him too closely, unlike any merchant he’d encountered.

      Most would have splayed him on his back by now, appendage of choice inside of him. He dug his nails into his palms. He could do this… must succeed.

      The merchants he’d met in the past usually dressed in the latest fashions from their home worlds and decked themselves in finery, the better to impress and convince their potential customers of their success.

      This man wore no adornment, and he’d shorn his hair to the point of nonexistence. In Jorvik’s off-world experience he’d met a man from the Coalition military. His confident stance, the way his eyes seemed to see more than anyone else’s, his constant alertness, reminded Jorvik of this humanoid.

      Terran, the soldier called his race. They’d shared a night together in a rented room.

      “I’m Dooren.” Even after so many sleep times since his assumed death at the hands of his uncle’s men, he’d not gotten used to the alias Matron created for him.

      A furrow appeared between the stranger’s brow. “No, you’re not.”

      What? “Yes, I am.”

      “Your heartrate spiked, and you drew in a deep breath before you said the name. Plus, the woman downstairs who came to save you slipped up. What’s your real name, and why are you lying?”

      Jorvik gulped. How easily he’d been read. Could others—

      “Don’t worry, kid, I don’t think anyone else figured you out yet, unless the asshole of a guard caught on to something.”

      “What is kid?”

      The man chuckled. “Anyone younger than me. Now, answer my question. Who are you, really?”

      Think, Jorvik, think! The shorn hair, the out-of-place clothing. “Gladly. Once you do the same.”

      The stranger’s brows rose. Jorvik gathered himself to run. The stranger threw back his head and laughed. “You got me there. And since you won’t be out of my sight until I board my ship, I’ll tell you. Name’s Van Orskey. Most call me Van, if not something unacceptable in polite company. I’m a freelance spacer.”

      “Vanorsky?”

      “Van,” the man paused a moment before adding, “Orskey.”

      “Oh.” Jorvik forced his voice not to tremble. “My name truly is Dooren. I’m no one of importance. Merely a servant.”

      “One word or two?”

      “One.”

      “Do you have another name? I’m not sure how things work in your culture. On some worlds there’s a unique name, and another to indicate family or clan. On others I’ve fallen asleep before whoever I’m meeting finishes reciting their entire bloodline.”

      “Just one.” Jorvik wouldn’t enlighten him to the truth. He’d been named Jor for a unique name, and Vik indicated his position as part of the ruling family.

      Van shifted his eyes up and down, raking a hard gaze over Jorvik. Jorvik shivered under the scrutiny. The spacer drawled, “Okay, Dooren. You’re nervous. Are you hiding from someone?”

      Jorvik took the opening Van gave him, and blurted out the first thought in his head. “My… um… my family was loyal to the old king and fear what the new one might do.”

      All pretense of casualness left. Van rose to his feet. “I’ve been here for days, and can’t get a straight answer. What happened to the old king?”

      Jorvik took a deep breath. If anyone discovered his true identity, what he’d witnessed, he’d be dead by first meal. Who’d avenge his father then? Save his people from slavery, and millions from death?

      “Look, kid. If you’re worried about telling me too much, I could say the same. If your family is loyal to the old king, I can help, which is all I can afford to say.”

      Dare he hope? “The king’s brother murdered him, with the aid of the off-worlders.” Jorvik spat the words before realizing Van, too, came from off-world. He shrank back, waiting for a slap.

      Van laughed. “Don’t worry. I don’t much like the majority of off-worlders either.  Which explains why the king prancing around this place doesn’t look like the one on the holovids telling about Akiak,” he mumbled, more to himself than Jorvik. “The king I’d been told about had a presence about him, acted like someone you needed to pay attention to.”

      “He is… was.” Jorvik’s heart clenched, while pride also flashed through him. Off-worlders thought highly of his father.

      The off-worlder’s voice gentled. “What happened to the son?”

      Jorvik did his best to guard against tell-tale reactions. He’d tipped the man off to his previous lies somehow. “Guards entered his rooms and killed everyone they found.” There, he’d spoken the truth. His heart pounded, his eyes once more drawn to the floor. Visions of blood, staring eyes.

      No. He’d mourn after he’d set matters right.

      “Why do I have a feeling you’re lying again?” The man’s penetrating green eyes must be fitted with some kind of robotics, allowing him see Jorvik’s innermost thoughts. But no, his time at university taught him such technology didn’t exist—safely.

      Jorvik averted his gaze. “My apologies. I… I knew those killed. They were… friends… I think you call them.”

      Some of the stiffness left Van’s shoulders. “I’m sorry.”

      What? Jorvik hazarded an upward glance. If facial expressions were the same for this man’s race as Jorvik’s, he meant what he said. He’d never spent enough time with the Terrans he met at bars to see more than sex face.

      Was this man actually a Federation spy who would happily turn Jorvik over to his uncle for a handsome bounty if he ever discovered “Dooren’s” true identity? If this man wasn’t military, he might be a mercenary. Jorvik would bet his finest jewels on Van not being simply a freelance spacer.

      Of course, “freelance” covered a lot of possibilities.

      If they kept talking, he might reveal something. Jorvik could admit to being the prince and lose his best hope for leaving if Van didn’t believe him. If they kept talking, he’d lose the fight to hold back the tears and anguish he’d squashed to play Dooren, though none blamed him for crying over a lost sister. No one of the current staff remembered Oona but Matron.

      A beautiful life, cut short and forgotten.

      This man came from another planet, making him the enemy. Why, then, did Jorvik bother talking to him? Why did Van talk to Jorvik? Didn’t he view Jorvik as inferior, like the ambassador’s people?

      Not all off-worlders were vile. Some students at his Federation school were decent people, and some of the spacers he picked up in bars were gentle, thorough lovers. A few even wanted to see him again.

      Not possible.

      They needed to stop talking.

      Now.

      Jorvik put his finger to Van’s lips. He ran an appreciative gaze up and down Van’s torso, licked his lips, and shifted enough to remove the gauzy covering from one of his thighs. “Why are we talking when there are better uses for our mouths?”

      He slipped to his knees on the floor, working to open Van’s pants. The metal clasp of Van’s belt defied Jorvik’s fingers.

      Van reached down and popped the thing open with practiced motions. Jorvik ran his fingers up the metal closing of Van’s breeches and glanced up for help. So much for his intended seduction, when he couldn’t even undress his intended target. Off-worlders were strange. Why cover up so securely, only to spend far too long removing layer after layer of clothing?

      Most men in his past stripped down the moment they’d found privacy.

      Again, Van helped him out, lowering a tab on the metal device. His cock wasn’t full yet, but filling. Jorvik’s lay flaccid inside his garment, but with any luck he’d be able to push aside distracting thoughts enough to give this man reason to help him.

      He bowed his head and sucked like his life depended on his performance.

      It might.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      The guy sucked cock with one hell of a lot of enthusiasm. He’d drawn admiring eyes during dinner, and knew his way around the palace. He also struck Van as too well spoken to be a mere servant, once he’d gotten past his bullshit attempts to play dumb. A courtesan, maybe? Nah, not that experienced, compared to some of the professional sex workers in Van’s past.

      And he’d come across many.

      The lips and tongue sliding along his cock felt so damned good, stiffening his flesh in no time. So good he’d overlook the tangle of lies—for now.

      It wasn’t like he’d been very truthful.

      Ever.

      Oh, yes, there. Dooren found a rhythm, bobbing up and down, occasionally enhancing the sensations with a vibrating moan.

      So damned good, but still…

      Van found a comfortable position on the pallet, reached beneath Dooren’s arms, and lifted, winding up with a lap full of warm male. The hardness pressed against his stomach helped alleviate the fear of the servant not being truly willing.

      Better to push aside thoughts of all the drugs available to produce the same effect.

      He brought their mouths together, and this time Van’s comfortable armful opened without hesitation. Oh, yes. Slow to get started, but plenty hot once warmed up.

      Van knelt up, grasping Dooren’s ass and flipping him onto his back on the pallet, never breaking the kiss. Too bad Tayn wasn’t here. A lithe male body with long hair never failed to turn him on.

      Nope. Not thinking of Tayn now.

      Grieving the absence of his friend while trying to have sex wouldn’t work well.

      Van slipped the almost-not-there fabric off Dooren’s shoulder. Some whim made him lower his head and plant a kiss on the newly exposed skin.

      The moan the gesture earned compelled him to repeat the favor, unwinding each piece of fabric and brushing his lips over what lay beneath. At last he reached his goal, an impressive bulge not quite hidden now.

      Dooren lifted his hips and slid off a tight undergarment. The erection he freed would have been average on someone Van’s size, but overly large on such a slight body, flushed dark pink and ready for action. Damn. Were all Akiakians so well hung? Maybe he should’ve visited this place a long, long time ago.

      Like Van’s race, the Akiakian came equipped with two balls, light dusting of hair—nearly colorless—and a foreskin drawn back from the head of a beautifully full cock.

      Van swiped away the drop of fluid beaded at the tip. Yup, tasted like Terran.

      Which left him wanting more. Van’s years of experience showed, and he effortlessly took the length into his throat. A few credits, a man who might or might not have been a medical doctor, and the right drugs took care of any gag reflex, once and for all.

      Dooren bucked, scrabbling with his fingers to grasp Van’s head. Van’s buzz cut didn’t allow much hair to grab. “So good,” Dooren exclaimed, arching his back and closing his eyes.

      Van stilled, allowing Dooren to fuck his mouth. He reached up and toyed with the two taut nipples adorning Dooren’s hairless chest. Would tweaking have the same result on him as…

      “Ah!” Dooren writhed on the bed, the picture of wantonness.

      Okay, so a definite yes.

      Although sucking the guy off would be nice, quite a few hours remained before Van’s rendezvous with the ship. He’d fuck now, suck later.

      Damn. No lube. “Do you have any—”

      Dooren grasped Van’s hand and guided a finger to his hole. “I’ve prepared myself for you.”

      Fucking hell. Van nearly got off right then and there.

      He rose up on his knees, lifting Dooren’s legs over his shoulders. He pressed his lips to Dooren’s and the head of his cock to the man’s inviting hole.

      Nice flexibility.

      True to his word, Van found Dooren’s passage slicked and ready. Van held most of his weight on one arm and lined himself up with his free hand.

      Oh damn, oh damn, oh damn. He closed his eyes, threw back his head, and lost himself in the moment. Tight heat squeezed his cock. So good. So very, very good.

      He opened his eyes and stared down at the man giving him pleasure. The crystals cast greenish highlights throughout the room, but made the hair fanned across the pillow shine like emeralds.

      Anyone else might have looked sickly in the light from the crystals. Not Dooren. The glow illuminated the rise and fall of each panted breath, played across the muscles flexing beneath his skin—skin accentuated by some musky scent, possibly artificial, or maybe all Dooren.

      For a moment they locked eyes. Dooren gasped, Van lost his tempo. They stared at each other for one long moment.

      Reality slammed back into him, and Van snapped his hips, working himself into and out of his temporary bed partner.

      Dooren’s erection rubbed against his belly. “Stroke yourself,” Van ordered.

      Dooren did as told, his knuckles brushing Van’s abs as he brought himself pleasure. Looks in a one-time fuck didn’t matter much to Van, but this man? Fucking beautiful, his whimpers and heady moans too enthusiastic and heartfelt to be the work of a paid companion.

      The muscles in Dooren’s legs tightened nearly painfully around Van’s neck, and a wave of unintelligible sounds gushed from his mouth. He pushed and pulled, bringing Van farther into his passage.

      He let go with a shout, grabbing Van’s shoulders and bringing him in for a kiss.

      Mouth to mouth, the spunk on Dooren’s belly sealing their skin together, the feel of the man beneath him, the scent of sex, sent Van over the edge.

      “Ooooh,” he groaned, releasing a flood of semen into Dooren’s body.

      Jolt after jolt of pure electricity shot through every nerve ending. He stilled, gasping and spurting one last time.

      Aftershocks sent chills racing up his spine.

      Slowly, slowly he withdrew, though he’d love to stay buried in Dooren. Fuck. He panted for breath, a bit shaky. His pulse thudded a dull beat in his ears.

      A quick glance down showed his bedmate in the same state, gasping, skin glistening from a thin sheen of sweat.

      He settled to the side. Normally, whoever he’d hired or picked up in a bar would be up and dressing by now. No one ever stuck around afterwards, except Tayn, but he’d keep Dooren close, at least until morning.

      He’d fuck him a few more times, then make his way to the port.

      Yeah, sounded like a plan.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      What happened? Jorvik wasn’t supposed to enjoy his encounter, only impress the man so much he’d rate a trip off-world.

      Too many sleep cycles with no one to hold, touch, or kiss him left Jorvik starved for skin against skin contact.

      For a few minutes, he’d been able to block out the horrors of his life and lose himself in feeling.

      The big man slept on. Jorvik retreated into the closet and the hidden passageway beyond, and retrieved his pack. With any luck, he’d be on a ship in a few hours, and safe.

      Well, maybe not safe, but safer.

      He paused inside the closet doorway, listening to Van’s breathing. Even, deep, an occasional snore. Good. He’d not have noticed Jorvik missing.

      Voices came from outside the room. Voices he knew.

      The blood chilled in Jorvik’s veins. Memories painted themselves inside his eyelids: the guards bursting in, Sika and Gris, alive one moment, dead on the floor the next.

      Blood. So much blood.

      No!

      He raced across the floor and jammed the door to the corridor outside. It wouldn’t stop the guards for long, but it might slow them down enough to give him a chance. Hands shaking, he pulled on the hated pants, shirts, and boots he’d worn while off-world. They might be ugly and uncomfortable, but they hugged his body, protected his skin from scrapes in the caves, provided warmth, and best of all, allowed him to blend with the off-worlders.

      Or as much as he could hope to, given his race’s unique combination of skin, hair, and eye color and severe aversion to sunlight.

      “Van!” he hissed, shaking an unmoving shoulder.

      In one smooth motion the man dove for his pants and stopped with some kind of weapon pressed against Jorvik’s forehead. Not a bit of sleepiness shone in his too-alert eyes.

      Jorvik froze and lifted his hands. “I’m not your enemy. They’re outside the door.”

      The latch clicked a few times and someone swore in Akiakian. Out of time. They must leave. Now!

      Van turned his gaze, and weapon, toward the door.

      “Hurry!” Jorvik urged, nudging the man into action. “We can’t fight them, but we can run.”

      “Run where?” The way the man stood his ground said he intended to fight.

      “Dress. Get only the things you need. Meet me in the closet.” Jorvik dashed to the hidden door, breath catching in his throat and pulse hammering. While his heart ached last night, now he thanked the queen of the stars for Van being assigned to his old rooms, an added insult to injury, tainting royal rooms with off-worlders.

      Though it still pained him for a merchant to occupy the prince’s rooms. What had he expected? The area to be set off as a shrine?

      At least his father’s rooms remained untouched. Likely no one dared to enter there. Uncle and the more snobby court members frowned at living in caves, keeping their vile presence confined to the newer, added-on portion of the palace.

      Van slid to a stop a few feet from him a moment later. “Got it. I’d already packed.”

      Jorvik waved a hand toward the hidden door at the back of the closet and Van darted inside. Wonderful. If the spacer fought, Jorvik would’ve left him. Guards at the door meant someone figured out he, Van, or perhaps both of them weren’t who they claimed to be.

      Or the guard still carried a grudge.

      He closed the door behind him, made sure it sealed, and took several paces down the stairs before stroking life into the wall crystals.

      “What the fuck’s going on?” Van’s snapped whisper came out soft and hard at the same time.

      “Guards. Either they’re after you or they’re after me. Our best chance is together.”

      “How do you figure?” Van’s growl would’ve backed off most of the palace guards.

      No use arguing now. “You have a ship, right?”

      “Yes, but you’re not one of the passengers I planned to take.”

      Jorvik stopped. “Then find your ship on your own, and someone sympathetic enough to your cause to let you leave.”

      Van stared, mouth open. He closed his mouth with a click of teeth. “Lead on.”

      The steps led down. Jorvik shuddered. His old rooms. His sanctuary for as long as he could remember, now tainted with bad memories.

      May he never see those rooms again.

      Stop thinking! Not now. Focus on getting out of here alive.

      His knees gave way. Van grabbed his waist, saving him from a painful tumble. “What’s wrong?”

      “We’re near my fa… The king’s room.” Jorvik dashed ahead a few paces. He’d not let this off-worlder see him cry.

      This might be his last time in the palace unless he convinced someone to help him. Might be his last day in life if he failed to get himself and Van off-world.

      Off-world. How he’d hated off-world and off-worlders. Now, they provided his only hope.

      He could stay and rally those loyal to his father, but the Federation’s ships could blast their strongholds from space. Besides, his uncle rounded up many of his father’s supporters and removed them from the palace. Jorvik doubted they still lived.

      He’d not win this battle so unprepared. To defeat his enemy, he must fight as his enemy, with ships and troops.

      The steps leveled and he took the left corridor, one he’d not used since childhood, when he’d explored the passages whenever he managed to escape from those his father employed to keep him safe and out of trouble.

      He hoped his father compensated Matron well. She’d deserved every credit.

      The port presented an obstacle. The control tower monitored all ships’ comings and goings. No easy feat to get away undetected, and if the guards sought them, too many would be on alert, making matters worse.

      No help for it. “Where is your ship? Which hangar?” He’d studied the layout of the monstrosity carved into the surface of Akiak to accommodate their unwanted guests. The place reeked of Federation influence. No military of their own to protect themselves left Akiak wide open to this kind of invasion.

      Amazing it hadn’t happened sooner.

      First, he’d win back his world, then the people must find a way to keep themselves free.

      “It’s not in a hangar, it’s in orbit.”

      Jorvik whooshed out a breath of relief, which caught in his throat a moment later. In orbit. Meaning someone else on board, perhaps more than one person. Even so, whatever he faced beat what waited for him here. “Better then. Follow me. Do you have a skilled pilot?”

      “The best.”

      Down and down they went, the crystals becoming dimmer and patchier. Here and there fibrous strands dimmed the light. Only a choice few knew of these passages and were allowed to collect the fibers for silk.

      “Why’s it so dark here?” Van asked.

      “The passageways above our head were deliberately made, crystals placed on the walls where they continued to grow. Now we’re entering natural caverns. In the northern regions the crystals grow so thick they have to be harvested or the caverns close up. Locally, they’re much sparser.” He’d played here as a child, but many years passed since he’d followed the cave system out of the ground. If memory served, they’d emerge near an adequate place to land a ship, provided the ship wasn’t large and the pilot knew how to fly.

      And they got away before someone came after them.

      “Do spiders weave those strands?”

      “What is spider?” Didn’t everyone know where silk came from?

      “Big ugly bug with lots of legs.” Van shivered.

      Those must be really big, really ugly bugs. “No spider here,” Jorvik assured him. He wouldn’t divulge what creatures often sheltered in subterranean caverns for fear his savior might run screaming.

      The wilds of Akiak weren’t for the faint of heart—especially the dark side—the reason the king opened the palace to so many of its citizens. In truth, the palace more resembled a small city, self-contained and self-sustaining.

      In recent times, he’d added accommodations for visitors from other worlds, though he didn’t encourage them to stay. Much safer for diplomatic relations if the diplomats didn’t get eaten by something large and hungry for not recognizing the danger.

      His father had conducted a complicated dance with a foe capable of swooping in, annihilating the populace, and taking whatever they wanted. Through diplomacy, he’d hoped to appease the invaders while keeping his people safe, instead of turning them loose on Akiak like Uncle wanted.

      Feeding the diplomats to the beasts got Jorvik’s vote as the better solution.

      A long walk lay ahead. The pack on Jorvik’s back grew heavy, but he’d not sacrifice any of the few possessions he’d kept.

      He didn’t recall if any of the guards who’d survived his uncle’s takeover grew up near the palace. Please, let them not know of these caves.

      “How much farther?” Van paused and glanced around at their surroundings. Nothing but a smattering of crystals and endless tunnels.

      At school Jorvik had taken Terran Studies, passed the test, and immediately forgot almost all he’d learned—like their way of marking distance. “I don’t know the distance in any measurement you might be familiar with.”

      “I need to let my crew know as soon as we’re far enough from the crystals to get a signal.”

      “Oh. I’ll tell you when we’re within range.” Crew? Not good. Jorvik might hold his own with one or two, but not an entire crew.

      The caverns hadn’t changed much since he’d last been here, and he stopped by an underground stream, dipped his hand into the waters, and drank. Pure and sweet and cold. Lavender crystals reflected off the surface of the pool.

      “Hello, young ones,” he whispered where Van couldn’t hear. He stroked the closest ones, their surfaces soft and spongy with youth.

      Van knelt beside him, lifting a brow.

      “It’s safe. And likely better than any water you’ve ever tasted.” Jorvik drank again.

      After a moment Van mimicked Jorvik’s actions and let out a grunt. “This is good.” He bathed his face and hands. Dirt and sweat dripped into the water—food for the young crystals close by. Soon they’d be covered with strands for harvesting.

      Would off-worlders so value Akiakian silk if the source became common knowledge?

      They rested. His stomach rumbled. Next time he escaped certain death with a stranger he’d plan better and bring food.

      He rose and led the way upward, climbing toward the surface. “You can call your pilot now. There’s an old temple not far from here. Smaller craft have used the courtyard as a place to land.” Unsuccessfully, in some cases, but Van swore by his pilot. What other choice did they have? “It is a small ship, is it not?”

      Van nodded and worked the controls on his wrist.

      The cave walls shook, and ahead the tunnel grew brighter. Daylight. They’d traveled for quite some time. The shuddering grew stronger, and Jorvik stepped out of the cave mouth.

      Cool breezes caressed his heated flesh. Van shivered, though the air wasn’t overly cold. Must be a spacer thing.

      The temple never ceased to amaze him. The first people worshiped a goddess, who’d fallen out of favor in recent times, to be replaced by the queen of the stars, the queen of the sun, and the mother of crystals. Even though his people no longer worshipped at this temple, the beauty radiating from the crystalline sculpture near the entrance stole Jorvik’s breath. Crumbling stone lay in piles, and a few walls stood, capturing the glow of the sun through the clouds.

      What caused such a horrible stench?

      The scent made him retch, and despite his better judgement, he forced himself to investigate. He climbed to the top of an outcropping. Down below lay scorched ground, the gag-inducing stink emanating from a mound of blackened…

      Something long and pale stretched for the sky.

      A hand.

      Oh, stars.

      Bodies. Hundreds of them, in various stages of decay, many showing signs of burning.

      People, his people, lay desecrated on open land, where the crystals couldn’t reach them. Lost. They were lost, never to be reclaimed by Akiak.

      Oh, stars. Oh, stars.

      What little he’d eaten the night before returned in a rush. He collapsed onto his knees, gulping in air. Another wave of nausea hit. The back of his throat burned.

      “Sorry. If I’d known where we were going, I could’ve warned you. I didn’t know we were heading this way, and I didn’t know there were so many.” Voice unusually soft, Van stroked Jorvik’s back. Neither said anything.

      His father, Oona, Sika, Gris. Likely their remains lay in the pile, along with hundreds more. How many died at his uncle’s orders?

      His own people.

      How could he? The queen of the stars taught the value of all life. The Akiakian people were peaceful by nature, docility bred into them through countless generations. Which made them easy prey for powerful enemies with lots of greed and no compassion. Jorvik took drastic measures to change his own nature for the good of all.

      What kind of monster had his uncle become, even without the aid of serum?

      A cavern’s worth of sorrow slipped free of Jorvik’s control. Clutching a man he barely knew, he let loose, letting out the pain, the frustration, the helplessness of his life. He’d failed. Hot tears trailed down his cheeks.

      Failed Sika and Gris, who should have been safe in the prince’s room, failed Oona, failed his father.

      He should have been watching his uncle, the off-worlders. He’d thought them beneath him, not worth his notice. His uncle’s incessant pleading with his father to allow more and more commerce and agreements should’ve gotten his attention.

      The people whose remains decayed beneath him paid the price for his arrogance.

      Never again. He’d be more cunning, less trusting, more… ruthless.

      Yes, ruthless. The dominant aspect of a red king.

      He pulled away from Van’s embrace, wiping his face with the back of his hand. Weakness. He’d shown weakness.

      To what may still prove to be an enemy.

      A mistake he couldn’t afford to repeat.

      The ground trembled again, and a whine filled the air above his head.

      Jorvik shielded his teary eyes and glanced upward.

      A silver object hovered over the courtyard, much smaller than he’d imagined. Could this ship even hyperjump? At least it couldn’t contain much crew, not with so small a size. Van punched something on his wrist and the ship sank to the land nearby. The side hatch opened. Van started to run, but Jorvik overtook him. No way was this man going to shut him out and leave him here. They made a deal.

      Van cut him off. “I’m not equipped for passengers.”

      “I got you out of the palace. I’m coming with you.”

      “Sorry, kid, I can’t.”

      A voice said, “Van, you shithead! You come here reeking of sex, with the perfect fuck material, and you’re not letting him on the ship?” The voice softened. “Don’t mind him, cutie, welcome aboard.”

      An expression some of his fellow students used to say flashed into Jorvik’s mind:

      What the fuck?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          The Cormorant

        

      

    

    
      How could Tayn be the same meddling pain in the ass, even without a body? Yet he remained Van’s partner, and if Van kicked last night’s fuck out the door, he’d never hear the end of it.

      What to do with his unwanted passenger remained a mystery. He couldn’t hook him up to Tayn’s pod, even though the ship self-repaired the damage. Keeping him around the old-fashioned way would use resources, especially since they wouldn’t be pulling in the big credits for this run. Yes, they’d planned to rescue people, but he’d have gotten paid for them.

      For this guy he’d get nothing but a night of hot sex.

      Still, he’d helped Van find a way out of the palace without upping the body count, though he’d probably thought Van asleep and didn’t notice his sneaking around all night. What had he been up to?

      The expected attempt on his life never came, which didn’t mean Dooren hadn’t meant to kill him sooner or later.

      “Tayn! Get us the fuck out of here,” Van roared. To Dooren, he said, “Come with me.” He stopped at the open doorway to Tayn’s quarters, a place he’d avoided since the marauder raid. An antique book sat on the bed, contraband now with paper too valuable, and too archaic, to waste on printed words.

      Making the relic all the more attractive to Tayn. Stranger in a Strange Land. Van laughed at the author’s notion of Mars, now a thriving colony. Tayn merely growled and clutched his precious book to his chest.

      Pain clenched Van’s heart. He’d been the one to scour back-alleys in seedy parts of lawless worlds to buy the thing. He’d nearly been knifed a few times.

      Tayn loved the book.

      Worth it.

      Moisture clouded Van’s eyes. No. He couldn’t let his passenger stay here. Better to share his own space.

      He palmed the panel closed and traipsed on to his quarters. Not much: a narrow bunk with storage above and underneath, a fold-down desk and chair, all in shades of gray. A few clothes. He didn’t need many physical comforts since he spent most of his time virtual.

      “We normally don’t use much climate control or air in this part of the ship. We don’t have to. So, move around as little as possible. And try not to breathe.” What was he missing?

      “Oh!” He squeezed around Dooren and out the door. He’d likely regret their night of fucking for the rest of his damned life. Fucks weren’t supposed to follow him home or be his responsibility. He’d only kept the guy around to make sure he wasn’t ripped off or exposed while sleeping.

      Which he’d suspected when the guards first showed up.

      Then again, how convenient. Too early to rule out a setup. The guards could have been conspiring with Dooren, playing on Van’s sympathies. Whatever, he’d put himself, Tayn, and the Cormorant in great danger. Not to mention Dooren came without any identification. This world didn’t appear advanced enough for micro circuitry implants. They didn’t even have a military, or ships of their own. What kept them from being dominated long ago?

      “Head’s this way.”

      “Head?” A line formed between Dooren’s brows.

      “Um… I don’t know what you call it on your world. We call it head. You know. Facilities? Sanitizer.” Then again, Akiak didn’t have ships, so they wouldn’t have a name for a ship’s bathroom, right?

      However, if the fuck who wouldn’t go away regularly took spacers to bed, he should have learned a thing or two by now.

      Dooren spotted the toilet, the wrinkle smoothed, and he spoke a word Van didn’t know.

      “Whatever—”

      The whine of the engine shut him up.

      “C’mon. Let’s get strapped in.” He led Dooren to the pilot’s chair. Dooren stared. Van shoved him into the seat. Belts encircled him and his eyes widened.

      The whine increased. Time to get his own ass seen to. “Once we level off, Tayn will unbuckle you. You have the run of the ship, but we’ll be watching. Everything. All the time.” An image came to mind of Jorvik, lying naked on Van’s cot, stroking off a too-large-for-his-body Akiakian cock.

      He so did not need the image right now.

      Van dashed for his pod as the engine noise grew steadily, the Cormorant vibrating and building speed, yanking off his boots and clothes on the way. He palmed the door open and, naked, sank down onto the seat, slung his legs onto the leg rests, and gripped the seat’s arms with both hands. The door snapped shut.

      He held tight through the bone-jarring pre-jump shudder. No matter how many jumps he made, his heart still pounded double-time during initial thrust. Karma usually saved all bitch-slaps for takeoff.

      Or landing.

      Or they could launch successfully, only to be shot down before reaching safe distance. “C’mon, c’mon,” he chanted.

      “Don’t rush me,” Tayn snapped back.

      “Why the hell not? You were rushing me!” Tayn could have gotten them off-planet before revving the engines for hyperjump.

      “I wanted you to shut the fuck up and leave the cutie alone.”

      “Why are you being nice to him? It’s not like you stand a chance!” Damn. Van should’ve kept his damned mouth shut.

      “In case you didn’t notice, we are in a hurry.” The chamber temperature dropped twenty degrees.

      Yeah, he shouldn’t fuck with he-who-controls-the-ship. “Sorry.”

      Tayn didn’t answer. Tubes whipped out, sliding along Van’s skin.

      He closed his eyes, clenching his teeth as the pod tilted back. Needles pricked his skin, a momentary pain before the sedatives kicked in. In a floaty haze he sensed his heart slowing, his breathing shallowing.

      He hovered midway between two environments, still conscious of his body, but already connecting with the Cormorant’s computers.

      “Launching in five, four…”

      For a moment he thought of his unwelcome guest. How was he holding up? Van snorted. Why did he even care?

      “Because, numb nuts,” Tayn huffed, replying to Van’s unvoiced question, “he just left his home and everything he knew. Some of those burned bodies probably belonged to his family and friends. He’s counting on you, a total stranger, and might I add asshole, to keep him safe. Would you want to have to depend on you?”

      Van barely bit back, “You do.” Right. See where Tayn’s trust in him led.

      Total fucksville.

      Instead of answering, Van focused on his slow breaths. The ship gave one more tremendous shudder.

      In a flash Van sat on the bridge he and Tayn constructed in their minds years ago.

      “I see you made it back in one piece.” Tayn lounged in the computer-generated navigator’s chair, naked.

      “What is it with you and not wearing clothes?” Van studied his partner a moment, then realized he wouldn’t find anything different because Tayn would never change again, unless one or both of them reshaped his virtual image.

      “Quit complaining. It gives you better access, right?” Tayn waved his hand, indicating his body.

      Van conjured a coverall similar to the one he wore during flights when he remained in his body.

      “Gray? Really?” Tayn snorted. “How”—he eyed Van up and down— “damned fucking ugly. Haven’t you ever heard of color?”

      Van scowl didn’t faze his partner. “Scan the surface. See anything?”

      “Nothing tailing you, but the infrared scan in the northern hemisphere is off the scale.”

      Van shifted his mind to the scan. “Damn. You’re right.”

      “Of course I am.”

      Could the elevated scan indicate the location of those powerful red crystals Commander spoke of? During his visit Van only saw shades of yellow, green, blue, and lavender. No red. Jorvik touched them with no apparent ill effects.

      Tayn grinned. “So, tell me, how was last night’s piece of ass?”

      Van scowled harder.

      “Oh, don’t be mean. If I have to live vicariously through you, the least you could do is disclose the details.”

      True. They’d always shared their adventures before. “A little too breakable in some ways for my tastes.” Van preferred men he could fuck into a mattress—or a wall—with no concern for their comfort.

      Tayn rubbed his hands together, a familiar leer on his face. “You know I like twinks. I might even have taught him a thing or two.”

      Van shrugged. Why did Tayn’s offhand comment bother him? “You do. I don’t. But no casual fuck is good enough to bring onboard. What the hell am I supposed to do with him?”

      “Speaking of teaching. We’ve been over this. You bend them over, grease up their hole, and…”

      “I mean once we get to the commander. How do we explain bringing an unauthorized person on board?” Whoever the commander worked for carefully guarded the ship’s secrets. They’d not take kindly to exposing the technology to an outsider unnecessarily.

      How awful to save the guy from enemies on Akiak, only to have to kill him themselves at their boss’s command.

      No, Van couldn’t think of worst-case scenarios now.

      Maybe he could interest the boss in taking Dooren under his wing. With so little known of Akiak, maybe the kid could share enough knowledge to earn his keep.

      Or at least make himself worth not killing.

      “I recorded your conversations,” brought Van back from his side trip into gallantry.

      “Of course, you did.” Tayn? Eavesdropping? No news there. Either as a voyeur or keeping an eye out for Van, he’d never know.

      “Anyway, if his family really is sympathetic to the old regime, and someone murdered the king, the kid could have some information the commander might find valuable.”

      Van’s thoughts exactly, though he’d never let Tayn know he’d been right. “Valuable enough to pay for?” Hmmm… Beat any other ideas crawling around his brain. Even if Dooren wasn’t on the rescue list, he still might be worth a few credits. Each one counted toward restoring Tayn to life.

      In his whole time on the planet, Van hadn’t seen a single image of the prince. What did this culture have against pictures of themselves?

      Then again, hard to hang portraits on constantly growing walls.

      “Who knows? The commander’s coughed up credits for informants before,” Tayn replied, stretching out in his chair, hands folded behind his head, the picture of total ease.

      Van knew better. Ever since the marauder raid Tayn stayed constantly on guard.

      If their unplanned guest paid his way by gaining them a bounty for information, Van might forgive him for more or less strong-arming his way on board. Speaking of… Van called up the deck camera.

      No sign of Dooren in the pilot’s chair. What? He couldn’t have gotten far. One by one he searched the cameras. Nothing in the cargo bay, Tayn’s quarters, or Van’s.

      “Try audio,” Tayn suggested.

      Van switched from video to audio, still a bit of an effort for him since their last upgrade shortly before the marauder fuck up. Tayn traveled throughout the ship’s circuitry with relative ease.

      Retching from the head gave away their passenger’s location. Oh. Must not be used to a launch. Dooren asked to ride along; he’d pay the consequences.

      Then again, maybe more than a bumpy ride plagued his stomach.

      The horrifying instant when he’d recognized the burned bodies for what they were came to mind. Seeing the pain on the boy’s beautiful face nearly softened Van’s heart. Did he have family members among the dead?

      Too many terrible scenes numbed Van to the vicious acts men committed for wealth and power, yet he hadn’t been totally immune. What must it have been like for someone who probably numbered loved ones among the dead?

      The pain reminded him of his own, when he’d sifted through the remains of his family’s house, and stumbled to a makeshift morgue to claim his mother’s body.

      And his sister’s.

      And his father’s.

      Tayn’s parents.

      He’d spent the rest of the afternoon in the soot and ruin of his home. Alone. So terribly alone. At last Tayn stumbled through the remnants of the front door, ash-covered face streaked with tears.

      They’d clung to each other.

      To whom could Dooren cling?

      Van wouldn’t offer. Maybe after they turned him over to the commander, he’d find someone, bare his soul, and discover a reason to keep putting one foot in front of the other.

      Why the fuck did Van even care?

      Because he’d once been Dooren, scared, alone. With nothing but his name and Tayn.

      Van turned over running the ship to his partner and focused his efforts on deciphering the last few hours. No other ship in this sector. Good. Maybe whoever’d broken into his room hadn’t figured out how he traveled. Or…

      Again, the thought occurred to him. What if Dooren planned the whole thing as a way to get off-world? What if Tayn and Van even now harbored a wanted criminal? They weren’t above such a thing, but helping someone evade the law didn’t come for free.

      Retching, heart-rending sobs. No, the guy hadn’t faked his agony.

      “Tayn?”

      “He told you the truth, mostly. I don’t think he means us harm, but he’s definitely hiding something.”

      “Tayn?”

      “Yes?”

      “Stay out of my damned mind.”

      “Why?” Tayn smirked. “It’s such a filthy place. Feels like home.”

      Wait? Time to back up a minute. “You said you monitored our conversation. How? The crystals interfered with communication.”

      “Easy. Your translation module is hooked to the ship. Once you’re podded in, you’re a part of the ship, and I downloaded everything your module recorded. Your stronger memories pretty much upload themselves.”

      Fuck. Bad enough Tayn used to keep track of him before. Now he’d never lose the guy. Even for a minute. “Then why’d you ask me about him?”

      “Well, I’d give him an eight on a one-to-ten scale, even if, as you say, he’s not a pro. He’s got a nice ass, though.” Tayn cocked his head to the side. “I’ve changed my mind. His ass definitely rates him a solid nine.”

      Van rolled his eyes and heaved out a sigh. “Next time I take a guy to bed, go someplace else.”

      Tayn placed his feet on the floor, leaning in nose to nose with Van. “Why? We used to share pickups all the time. What’s different?”

      Back then they’d only shared physically. Having someone see clear through to his thoughts wasn’t something Van could ever become comfortable with. Especially Tayn, with all their history. As for the difference, if Van had sensed the marauder ship before it came close… or if they’d taken his body instead of Tayn’s…

      He owed Tayn his life a million times over. Without his friend he’d never have survived the massacre of their colony. If he hadn’t simply put a blaster to his head he’d have gone into the nearest bar and guzzled the first bottle he found labeled, “not for humanoids.”

      Or he’d have walked out in front of a soldier’s weapon on the battlefield.

      Instead they’d embraced until the tears stopped. Then they’d fucked each other into a stupor—for the very first time.

      The next morning awkwardness never came… only a deepening of their connection.

      But if not for him, Tayn would be whole, able to leave the ship in human form. Able to experience the pleasures of the flesh.

      Van cut his thoughts off. Tayn might be listening in.

      Without saying a word or sending a mental message, Tayn wrapped his arm around Van’s shoulders and held him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The ship’s lights were much brighter than Akiak’s gloom, forcing Jorvik to wear the eye shield he’d brought with him. Suddenly the lights dimmed, allowing him to remove the annoying thing.

      Someone, or something, lowered the lights to what he could tolerate. The temperature also reduced from sweat-inducing to more comfortable. Whoever or whatever they were, they’d earned his appreciation.

      With nothing better to do with his time, Jorvik prowled the ship. Nothing much to look at, but what did he know? Several sealed containers in the cargo hold, a small area with two seats, possibly used to eat meals, but Jorvik saw no means of food preparation.

      Bah. Chairs. Or rather, seats of chair height, with a mechanism to slide them into the wall out of sight. Why did anyone need something to sit on with a perfectly good floor? No rocks or anything.

      One of the bedrooms held clothes too small for Van, with various objects strewn about. Jorvik opened up one to find words on pages. A book. He’d seen images of those while in school. Why would anyone use such a primitive method? Not spacer, either, though a few of the words were the same. He made his way through several pages and stopped. Time enough to finish later. A whole ship needed exploring.

      The other bedroom offered up no secrets, though obviously Van’s, due to Van sized-clothes and boots and little in the way of personal effects. Jorvik lifted a tiny silver cube off the desk. Hey! He’d seen similar while in school. Rubbing his thumb across the surface brought the device to life. Jorvik placed the cube on the desk and sat on the bunk to watch.

      In the holovid, a younger version of Van smiled and waved, carrying a girl on his shoulders. The child’s copper ringlets matched Van’s own. A daughter? Van was mated?

      Two more images came into view: a tall woman with yellow hair and a man with reddish brown hair—the vision of what Van’s face would look like with the passing of time.

      The image retreated, showing the four of them cavorting on a beach, the child on Van’s shoulders laughing.

      For a moment he flinched. They were way too close to the water. No long, squirming bodies washed up on the sand. Maybe they’d been in a safe area.

      So innocent. So carefree. For a heartbeat Jorvik envied them. From the moment he’d been born his father instilled duty in him. Yes, they joined patrols on the cold, inhospitable dark side of the planet on occasion, so Jorvik would understand what the guards dealt with and to let the guards know the king and prince were no better than they.

      But Jorvik’s father would never have romped with him on a beach, even if such things were possible given the abundance of poisonous sea snakes on Akiak.

      Jorvik replayed the image. Those people must be Van’s family. Where were they now? What happened to them?

      “Don’t ever ask him about them,” a voice said from no distinguishable location.

      Jorvik startled. “What? Who… Who are you?” The voice sounded familiar.

      “The guy who kept Van from kicking you off the ship.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Why do I have to want anything? You’re a guest on this ship. Can’t I be friendly?”

      The voice sounded friendly, if a little mocking. “Who are they?” Jorvik gestured to the now-still cube.

      “His parents and sister. They died in a Federation raid not too long after they recorded the video. One of many reasons Van hates the Federation. I’m guessing you’re not too happy with them either.”

      “What about you?” Jorvik must be losing his mind, sitting here, talking to someone he couldn’t see.

      “My parents died in the same raid.” The teasing in the voice hardened. “I didn’t have brothers and sisters. The Federation can drop dead as far as I’m concerned.”

      The pain of losing his father cut through Jorvik for the millionth time. This man experienced the same knife through the heart, as did Van. “It seems we all lost our parents to the same entity.” How odd, Jorvik sharing something with mercenaries. “What does Van intend to do with me?”

      “I’m not sure. We’re going to meet our boss, tell him the mission to Akiak didn’t pan out, the king is dead, and the Federation is swarming the place. Is there anywhere you’d like to go?”

      Was there? No. Akiak was his home. No one could make him leave permanently. Besides, other than his private suite at university, he’d never lived anywhere else, had no claimable family left, no friends to help him.

      The sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach grew heavy.

      Alone. All alone, and at the whims of mercenaries.

      “I… I have no place else to go.” He’d put all his faith in the Coalition. The proposition made more sense on Akiak than right now, on his way to beg assistance from forces he didn’t truly know. To be honest, he’d not thought much beyond setting wheels into motion, winning Coalition aid, and returning triumphant to Akiak.

      A quiet rumbling barely broke the moment of silence, and Jorvik slapped a hand over his stomach to quiet the beast within. He’d not thought about food when he’d come on board, or even Van’s whereabouts. Somewhere in the other parts of the ship, right?

      “Hungry?” came out on a chuckle.

      “Yes.” Jorvik might as well be honest.

      “Okay, come on down to the galley and I’ll show you how to rustle up some grub.”

      “Do what to what?” Whoever or whatever he spoke to didn’t make a lot of sense.

      A sigh wafted out all around Jorvik. “Come to the kitchen and I’ll teach you how to cook.”

      Jorvik never cooked before, but he’d assisted his father during those camping trips with the guards. He followed the voice to the room with two seats.

      “Take a load off,” the voice said.

      Was this spacer speak? If so, it’d not been included in Jorvik’s formal education.

      “Would you sit down?’ A touch of exasperation crept into the voice.

      Jorvik sat.

      “Now, see the shiny panel on the wall next to you?”

      Jorvik turned his head slightly, taking in a silvery glimmer on a portion of the wall. “Yes.”

      “Press your hand to the surface.”

      How could putting his hand on a panel get him food?

      “It’s a bio reader. Trust me.”

      Jorvik did as told, pressing his hand to the cool surface of the panel, which warmed beneath his touch.

      “Good,” the voice crooned. “Now take your hand back and slide open the door.”

      After a few false starts Jorvik managed to get the door open. The steam of something wonderful caught him in the nose. “Smells good. What just happened?”

      “You eat, I’ll explain.”

      Jorvik glanced at the floor, but nope, no cushions. He sighed and tucked into his meal the way he’d been taught in school, sitting in a chair and using a fork instead of his fingers.

      Oh. Amazing. He’d never tasted anything better.

      “Now, when you hold your hand up to the panel, it reads your health status and serves you a meal best in keeping with what your body currently needs, trying to make the meal as appealing as possible, based on the foods Van and I programmed in when we first took over the Cormorant.

      Cormorant. Jorvik weighed the word. “Cormorant. The name of your ship.”

      “Yeah. It’s named after an Old Terran bird.”

      Jorvik studied birds in school, saw pictures, though no flying creatures existed on Akiak.

      “Tell me about yourself,” Jorvik asked.

      “Nothing much to say. Van and I grew up in the same colony and were away at university when the Federation raid took out our families. We joined the Coalition military for a while, then quit, got this ship, and started working for one of our former military commanders.”

      “What do you do?” If they worked for a former military commander, they couldn’t be dealing in anything illegal, right?

      “Sometimes we transport cargo, or people. Depends on what he wants.”

      “For the Coalition?” Dare Jorvik hope the mercenaries knew people who could help him?

      “Yes, though I’m sure they’d deny knowing us, if asked.”

      “Why?”

      “Because sometimes we do things for them some people wouldn’t understand.”

      “But you’re following orders, right?” His father would never have ordered someone to do something wrong, would he? “Who gives you such orders?”

      “Look, kid,”—Jorvik didn’t stop him to question “kid” to see if it meant the same as when Van used the word— “sometimes you can avoid bigger problems by doing something not quite legal. Because of what we do, war might have been averted.”

      Jorvik didn’t miss the note of pride in the voice. “Why can’t I see you?”

      “The same reason you can’t see Van right now. We’re jacked into the ship.”

      Which made no sense whatsoever. “How long before we get where we’re going?”

      “About a week.”

      Jorvik tried to calculate the time in his head. Didn’t matter. They’d get there when they got there and no sooner. He’d wait a while to start worrying.
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s the kid?” Van asked when Tayn returned from seeing to their guest.

      “Curled up on my bunk at the moment. We need to talk about him.”

      Van shrugged. “What’s there to talk about? We got him off-world like he asked. Now we just set him down someplace and go on our way.”

      Trust Van to think things could be so easy. “For one, how do you know he hasn’t come into our lives for a reason?”

      “Aww, c’mon. Just because I pray to gods doesn’t mean I think they actually give a damn about me or my life. What reason could there possibly be for us meeting up with him, a kitchen server?”

      “Since I’m…” Tayn ran a hand up and down, indicating his cyberspace-only body. “You need someone physical to help you with cargo, to help…” He wouldn’t say “to offer physical comfort”. Van was a complex man, keeping his feelings hidden deep within. But sometimes, when things got to him, he needed to be held.

      A role Tayn could no longer fill.

      Van let out a snort. “I’ve got you. We don’t need anybody else. Besides, you’ve seen how scrawny he is.”

      “Are you sure?” Tayn hadn’t meant to snoop, but sensors picked up one hell of a power source in the bag Dooren brought with him, most likely valuable. Stolen goods? Well, Tayn couldn’t fault him there. Many things over the years found a new home in his pocket. “He’s young yet. He’ll fill out. Besides.” Tayn grinned. “What an ass. I mean seriously. Have you taken a good look? Round, firm…”

      “No better than we’ve gotten from about a million different bars.” Van didn’t meet his eyes.

      “I wouldn’t know.” Tayn grinned. “But you seemed to have enjoyed him.”

      Van growled and gave Tayn a glare sure to intimidate lesser men. Tayn knew him too well. “You want me to tell you he’s a good fuck? I liked him well enough. Would’ve been better with you.”

      “Without a doubt.” Yes, it would have been, at least for Tayn. Knowing Van wanted him there added a thrill he wouldn’t dwell on now.

      “I don’t like him running around on the ship, unsupervised.”

      Tayn rolled his eyes. “What do you suppose he’ll do, try to highjack us?”

      “I don’t know, I…”

      Tayn tuned into the ship’s monitors, determined to show Van a bored young man aimlessly roaming the ship, or taking a nap. He didn’t expect to find…

      “Well, damn.”

      Van’s head shot up. “What?”

      “You gotta see this.” Tayn plopped down on the couch next to Van and brought the feed from camera six to the viewscreen.

      “Camera six? Your room?”

      “Uh-huh.” And damned if Dooren wasn’t putting it to good use. Lots of pale skin stretched out on Tayn’s bunk…

      The vid went black. “Stop right now!” Van barked. “You’re getting creepy.” He scowled. “Do you watch me when I whack off?”

      “Every. Single. Time.” Tayn laughed and ducked Van’s punch. Van’s developing protective streak for their guest might prove useful.
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        * * *

      

      Tayn fought back a frustrated scream at not being able to move chess pieces on his own. “Move the rook on the left. You remember which one’s the rook, don’t you? No, not right, left. Yeah. One place over.”

      Dooren completed Tayn’s move and studied the board. Van never showed an interest in chess, reading, or any other of Tayn’s hobbies. Tayn would happily keep the new guy on board for entertainment value alone.

      “What do I do now?” Dooren would probably cringe if he knew how adorable he looked, nose scrunched in concentration.

      “It’s your move. No, wrong one. Think a minute. If you move there, then what can I do?”

      “I don’t know how to play this game,” Dooren grumbled.

      “You’ve never played?”

      “No.” Dooren made a move typical of an amateur. Tayn wouldn’t comment. Learning took time.

      “What kind of games did you play on Akiak?”

      Dooren grumbled something unintelligible.

      “What?”

      “My father… my father said my time was too valuable to spend on games.”

      What the fuck? “Man, must’ve sucked. What kind of life have you lived? Growing up, Van and I played games all the time.”

      “I… devoted my time to duties.”

      “He couldn’t be much of a dad if he didn’t let you play.”

      Dooren’s narrow-eyed gaze burned hot enough to laser through deck plates. “Do not talk about my father. He was a good man.”

      “Sorry, didn’t mean to offend.” Time to change the subject. “Move my piece over there. No, the other one.” Tayn waited until Jorvik positioned his bishop. “There you go.”

      The next few moments were spent with Dooren studying the chessboard from every angle.

      By their fifth game, Dooren won.

      Something about the way he spoke of his father. Tayn needed to check the databanks.
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        * * *

      

      Van watched the galley camera feed, Tayn teaching Dooren chess. They would’ve gotten along in real life. What was he talking about? This was real life, and Tayn no less real for being confined to a ship.

      Although Van hated chess, he remembered playing other games with Tayn over the years. Tayn wanted to keep Dooren onboard.

      On the plus side, Tayn liked the guy, and he definitely knew how to warm the sheets. Actually, he’d been darned good in bed. On the con side, explaining his presence to Commander required one hell of a lot of creativity. Or maybe not. Commander gave them the ship and assignments. Despite Van’s protests, Dooren didn’t require many resources, and might come in handy for entering ports where Van wore out his welcome long ago.

      But the biggest reason, the main reason he’d even consider keeping someone else on board?

      Dooren made Tayn happy.

      Van owed Tayn a whole lot of happy.

      Hmmm… Could they pass Dooren off as the prince?

      Not fucking likely.

      How about a distant cousin?
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        * * *

      

      Tayn reviewed the data a few more times. This couldn’t be. Without meaning to, Van might have completed his mission for Commander.

      Comparing the one solitary image of the king to the man currently snoozing in Tayn’s bunk showed similar features; however, those might be inherent to his race. Too bad he didn’t have bio samples of the king to analyze.

      If he wanted Van to consider allowing Dooren to stay on board permanently, he’d need to find a damned good reason.

      And then? Who knew?
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      Vrrrp! Vrrrp! Vrrrp!

      Oh, crap. Not again.

      Incoming! “You got ‘em?” Van focused on the viewscreen. Days without being caught—days he’d pretty much managed to ignore Dooren’s existence, letting Tayn play host, while giving any pursuers time to get bored and wander off before they rendezvoused with the boss. “One of ours?”

      No visual yet, but the signature of a cruiser-sized vessel pinged their sensors.

      “If by ours you mean Coalition, then yeah. But…”

      “But what?” Van managed to make out the other ship’s call signs. “Shit.” While he’d never been caught smuggling anything big, he’d made a nuisance of himself a time or two. Just his luck to run afoul of the law. “Lock it down,” he ordered. “Start sequence.”

      With any luck he’d make it back into his body before the peacekeepers came knocking. He’d explain Tayn’s absence like he usually did, or could he pass Dooren off as Tayn? Not if the cops did a bio check.

      Dooren. Shit. An unregistered being of indeterminate origins with no papers, illegally smuggled off-world in the eyes of the law. A minor concern a few hours ago now became a big fucking deal.

      “C’mon, c’mon,” he chanted, wiggling his fingers, hoping for a physical reaction. There! On the plus side he didn’t have to restore the ship to sustain life, thanks to Dooren’s presence.

      The guy had his uses.

      Besides fucking.

      Tayn’s image thinned and faded.

      Van jolted awake, heart pounding as synthetic adrenaline coursed through his veins. At last the pod clicked open. The clothes he’d left outside the door were nowhere to be found. He raced to his quarters and donned a coverall, stuck his feet in his boots, dashed to the pilot chair, and settled himself in a split second before Lt. Shopsky of the Planetary Coalition Forces peered at him from the viewscreen, in all his bald-headed, orange-eyed glory.

      Fuck. Shopsky. What an ass.

      “Yes, Lieutenant?” Van did his best to sound unconcerned.

      “Headquarters wants to talk to you about an incident on Ceti Nine.”

      Ceti Nine? Oh. A little job for Commander, one he’d been paid handsomely to keep quiet. Damn it! He’d been careful to cover his tracks. More than likely the asshole of a cop guessed, hoping to get lucky.

      Wasn’t the statute of limitations expired?

      Where the hell was Dooren?

      Van waved a dismissive hand at the screen. “You guys run on ahead. I’ll meet you there.” With any luck he’d be able to drop the stowaway off somewhere and bid him good riddance first. He’d warn Shopsky about his face freezing in a scowl but… too late.

      Shopsky looked down a nose he’d be able to have carved into something more human if he stopped dedicating himself to such a low-paying job. He came from the same basic genetics as Van and Tayn, but one couldn’t tell by looking at him, and someone in the family tree took a walk on the wild side to produce those odd-colored eyes.

      Shopsky deepened his scowl. “We’re hooking up a beam and will tow you into port.”

      Fuck. They must have some solid evidence. “No need to trouble yourself. I’m not being charged. You just want to ask some questions, right?” Stay calm, stay calm.

      “As of this moment your ship is impounded. You’re under arrest.” The asshole didn’t have to sound so smug.

      Shit. Van didn’t even have time to call the commander before the peacekeepers shut down his communications.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jorvik lay on Van’s bunk. Alarms? Why? Had his uncle found him? Beneath the noise came a low, steady droning. The voice finally registered from a speaker above his head.

      “Turn left outside the door and move ten paces down the corridor. Take your time. Stay out of sight of the viewscreen.”

      Although Jorvik hadn’t yet met his unseen benefactor, he followed instructions. The voice preceded meals and bits of advice when space sickness doubled him over, and convinced Van to allow Jorvik on the ship. He’d trust the voice now, and rose from the bed. The door swished open at his approach. From his vantage point in the doorway he spotted Van in a chair and nearly went to him.

      “No!” the voice whispered from a speaker overhead. “They know he’s here, but I can still hide you.”

      “What do they want?” Jorvik swallowed hard, but the fear lodged in his throat stayed put. It must be his uncle. Who else would have intercepted them?

      “I dunno. We’ll let Van find out.”

      A click sounded beside him and Jorvik flinched. Through an open panel he spotted two oddly shaped chairs, tubes and wires protruding. “Get in,” the voice said. “Take the second one. It’s mine. Even scanners can’t pick up your life signs in here.”

      Which might not be a good thing. What if Jorvik got stuck in there?

      “Move,” the voice commanded.

      With one final glance toward Van, Jorvik slipped into the farthest chair from the door. He gasped when the door closed. Trapped! Like happened to his people sometimes while mining crystals.

      “Calm down.”

      “But… but…” Like sea snakes the tubes and wires writhed, running up his legs, playing over exposed skin.

      “Don’t worry about them,” the voice said, “they can’t tap into your nervous system since you don’t have the right DNA.”

      DNA? A tube skated over his neck—and drove into his skin. Pinprick after pinprick attacked him, the wires and tubes sinking in.

      Jorvik opened his mouth to scream. Only a whimper emerged.

      The world went black.
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        * * *

      

      Light. Bright light, but not painful to his eyes. When the body died the crystals consumed them, joining them with Akiak for all time. But what happened to those who died off-world? Where was he? How did he die?

      “Well, hello there.”

      The voice from the speakers, guiding him during his time on the Cormorant, helping him navigate ship life. But up close now. He turned. A man stood there.

      Totally naked, with skin a few shades darker than Jorvik’s and thick black hair. Like Van, three distinct colors made up his eyes: white, bright blue, and black center.

      “What… How… Who…” On this third try, Jorvik managed to ask, “Who are you?”

      “Name’s Tayn.” The guy stuck out a hand. “Van’s partner, the one you’ve been playing chess with.” White teeth flashed into a grin.

      Jorvik stared at the hand. What was he supposed to… Oh. He slid their palms together. He’d been home so long he’d forgotten this off-world custom, as his father discouraged adopting the ways of foreigners.

      His father.

      “Hey, it’ll be okay.” Tayn dropped Jorvik’s hand and raked a gaze up and down his body. “I’m not complaining or nothing, but how did you get here?”

      “You were there. You should know.” Jorvik hadn’t yet worked out the location of “here.”

      “No, not here, but here.” The being known as Tayn swept out a hand.

      “Where is here?”

      “You’re jacked into the ship’s consciousness. Only Van and I should be able to. Yet here you are.” The man grinned again, an easy gesture he didn’t seem aware of. “I guess someone in your family tree didn’t stick to their own kind. Welcome to the inner workings of the Cormorant… cousin.”

      “Cousin?” How did the being before him push out so many words in such a short period of time?

      “Old Terra designation. Also used to convey kinship. Somewhere you acquired some Terran DNA to be able to enter the ships databanks.”

      “My ancestors were colonists. We didn’t originate on Akiak.”

      “Explains a lot, I suppose. One thing you gotta say for Terrans, they definitely got around.” Tayn slapped him on the back, but Jorvik didn’t really feel the swat.

      Not when more important matters weighed on his mind. “So here is?”

      “Not really anywhere. Your body is back in the pod, being cared for by ship’s systems.”

      “What?” Panic came, but somehow distant.

      Tayn held up his hands. “Whoa! Whoa! Calm down. Everything’s okay.”

      Jorvik glanced around at nothingness. White, empty space surrounded them. “Why can’t I see anything but you?”

      “Right now, you’re a bunch of electromagnetic impulses fused with the ship’s circuitry. With a little practice you can shape your environment into whatever you want it to be, since it’s all in your head. What you accept you’ll tend to leave alone. Me, for instance, unless you want me to appear differently.” Tayn waggled his brows. “I have it on good authority I’m pretty much perfect as is.”

      How conceited!

      Too much. Too soon. Jorvik’s head swam. “You’re the one who’s been speaking to me, teaching me how to get food, and other things.”

      “In the flesh.” Tayn’s smile fell and a wrinkle appeared between his brows. “Well, in a manner of speaking.”

      “If this is all in my head, why can I see you?”

      “I’m providing the image.” A being who might exist only in Jorvik’s mind leered. “You’d better watch out. I can make myself irresistibly handsome and have my wicked way with you.”

      How strangely this man spoke. “What is happening? Where is your body?”

      “Long story. Longer than I got to tell. We’ve got to do something. The authorities are going to take Van.”

      Take Van? Take him where? Until Jorvik made a deal with the Coalition, he needed his rescuer. “Can we stop them?”

      “I’m afraid it’s too late. They know he’s aboard. So far, I’ve managed to keep you shielded. He’s got too many implants to hide. He lights up their infrareds like a solar flare.”

      Jorvik folded his arms over his chest. “And he’s done something to deserve this?” Stars! He’d picked a wanted criminal as his last hope?

      The long silence spoke volumes before Tayn said, “Maybe. I can’t be sure. We don’t exactly live by the law.”

      “Then why should I help you?” Outlaws? Jorvik should have known. He’d trusted his future to lawbreakers.

      “Hey! I wouldn’t be judging. We got you off the mudball where you didn’t feel safe, didn’t we?”

      Too true. “What must I do?”

      “I scanned you, saw the things you keep in your bag.”

      Jorvik stiffened. How much had Tayn learned from a single scan?

      “You’re not just the serving boy Van thinks you are, are you?”

      What could he say? Jorvik needed help to reclaim his world, but if this man found out Van took Akiak’s rightful king on board the ship, would he return Jorvik to the planet and ask a ransom?

      “Look, ever since we visited your planet I’ve been studying up. I’m betting you’re someone of importance, hiding out since the asshole killed the king and seized power. I can’t find any decent images of the prince in the records, but you spoke of him to Van like you knew him.”

      No, no, no. Tayn couldn’t possibly know… But wait. The Coalition knew of his father’s death? “If the Coalition is aware of what happened, why didn’t they send help? My father…” Stars and comets. He’d said too much now. Jorvik’s eyes went wide. “I mean… I mean…”

      “So, you’re Prince Jorvik.” The man folded his arms over his chest and cocked his head to the side. “I thought you resembled the king a little too closely to be coincidence.”

      Jorvik straightened up to his full height—only to have the guy suddenly appear even taller. What was this odd place? Too late to take back his name now. “No. I am rightfully King Jorvik.”

      Tayn let out a whoop of laughter. “I wish I’d made a bet with Van. I’d have won. I told him you were worth more than you let on.”

      What? Even after sharing his station Tayn didn’t take him seriously. “You are addressing the king of Akiak.”

      The man snorted. “A king without a kingdom.”

      How dare this self-professed outlaw mock him! Jorvik barely contained his anger. If he didn’t need this man’s help… “I plan to regain my rightful place.” He tried not to notice Tayn’s nakedness, the light smattering of hair across his chest, brownish nipples, and cock a few shades darker than the skin on his stomach.

      Tayn lifted his chin. “How?”

      “I’ll ask the Coalition to lend their support to my cause.” Jorvik studied the nothingness behind Tayn’s head, anything to keep from staring at his body.

      A body so like Van’s—a body he’d learned so intimately. He glanced down at himself, clad in the horrible spacer clothes he’d escaped Akiak in.

      “Do you trust them?”

      “I trust no one, but they’re better than the Federation, who pretend to bow to my uncle but use him and my people.” Jorvik didn’t hide his bitterness.

      Tayn appeared beside Jorvik, dropping an arm around his shoulder. How dare he? Jorvik’s glare went unheeded. “You’re going to need more than their help.”

      Jorvik shrugged out from under Tayn’s arm, only to have it suddenly reappear. “What are you saying?”

      A long seat appeared, raised to knee height and covered with colorful cushions. Tayn sank down and patted the cushion beside him. “Sit. Let’s talk this out.” At least he’d unhanded Jorvik.

      Jorvik remained standing. “Explain.”

      “What I’m saying is, you’re not used to off-worlders as you call us. You need someone who can help you navigate the politics, figure out who’s friend and who’ll blast you down to the cellular level for looking at ‘em wrong. The way you hauled ass off Akiak, you’re a wanted man. You need protection.”

      Nothing came without a price, and naked or not, Tayn struck Jorvik as someone with a lot to hide. Jorvik averted his gaze. He’d not let an alluring body distract him, no matter how finely made. “Are you making an offer? Do you speak for Van as well?”

      “Yes, I do. In our arrangement, I’m the brains, he’s the muscle. He’ll do what I think is best.”

      Nothing about Van thus far implied he followed the lead of others. Still, Tayn hit too close to the truth: Jorvik couldn’t fight this battle on his own. “You’re certain of his agreement?”

      “Positive.”

      No one helped anyone else for nothing. “What do you want in return?” Men paid for with credits stayed loyal as long as no one came along to outbid him. He’d make certain they didn’t.

      “Two of those red crystals hiding out in your bag.”

      Whether merely a man, or a sentient being living inside the ship as he claimed, there’d be no hiding anything from Tayn, though Jorvik didn’t fully believe Tayn existed only in the ship’s circuitry. He’d heard of half men/half cybersuit soldiers before, but never a combination of man and ship. Then again, he’d spent most of his life sheltered in the confines of Akiak, hardly the technological center of the universe. “You forget, your partner is being taken into custody. He’s of no use to me.”

      Tayn waved a dismissive hand, a scowl on his face. “True, but charges never stick to him for long.”

      Too many shrewd advisors shouted from Jorvik’s memories. If he gave in easily, he’d forevermore be taken advantage of. “One crystal, and only if your partner returns within one Terran day.”

      Tayn frowned, whether at the deal or Jorvik’s knowledge of Terran ways, who could say? “Two, and no way will Van be able to talk himself out of this in twenty-four hours. Make it two days.”

      Every passing moment gave Jorvik’s uncle more chances to catch up to him, even if he only knew an Akiakian citizen escaped, not his still-living nephew and rightful heir to the throne. Crystals, Jorvik had, time, not so much. Something needed to happen, and soon. He must be stealthy, though, not give too much away too quickly. “One. And I get your partner out of whatever trouble he’s in.”

      “How? You might be a prince back home, but you’re a long way from Akiak.”

      Thank the queen of stars. “I was raised to rule a world. I understood politics better than most adults ever will before I could even walk.” Jorvik pulled himself up taller. At least, he thought he looked taller. Who could tell in a place where he didn’t have a corporeal body?

      Through the ship’s sensors Jorvik observed Van’s arrest, the nervousness on the faces of the men who took him away, how they kept their distance. He’d certainly defended Jorvik against the guard, and saved his life—however accidently while saving himself.

      As Jorvik claimed, he held the upper hand when it came to political power. Both the Federation and the Coalition governments wanted to mine the crystals from beneath Akiak’s surface. If Van or Tayn tried to break their agreement or use him, well, they’d pay the price.

      Besides, even now his body changed, losing the gentle softness bred into his people, turning him into the type of Akiakian not seen in generations.

      Once he completed his transformation, there’d be no stopping him.

      “Done.” Tayn stuck out his hand again. They shook.

      For better or worse, Jorvik tied his future to a pair of mercenaries.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Van didn’t dare move from the pilot’s chair, nor chat openly with Tayn—all communications within the ship would be monitored, and external communications cut off, except for Shopsky’s ship.

      Somewhere in the Cormorant’s belly the stowaway did who knew what. What if the guy lied about his reasons to get off-world? What if Dooren turned out to be a fucking criminal? Maybe he’d even murdered the king himself. Then what? Van appreciated a fine piece of ass with the best of them, but not so much he’d risk execution for smuggling a murderer, or worse.

      What the fuck had he been thinking? Of course, Dooren, or whatever his real name, lied. Everyone lied. Too bad Tayn couldn’t patch into the guy’s thoughts, other than sensing a bit of untruthfulness about him.

      Maybe Van should look into the possibilities of a mind-scanning module for the ship in the future. Of course, some of those turned the subject’s brains cells to goo.

      Tayn stayed quiet. He’d heard everything. In his current state, could he hack into the lieutenant’s files, read Van’s outstanding warrants?

      Think, dumbass, think! As crimes went, Ceti Nine’s fiasco rated maybe a three out of ten of Van’s worst offenses. He’d merely bribed a few officials to turn a blind eye, kidnapped a corrupt administrator, and delivered him to the commander.

      He’d done the job for the damned Coalition, even if he couldn’t say so openly. Peacekeepers accomplished the government’s goals in the squeaky-clean confines of the law. Or so they liked people to believe. There wasn’t much credits couldn’t buy, especially on space stations frequented by the society’s worst riffraff. Who in their right mind would seal themselves into a hunk of metal and hurdle through galaxies where one stood an equal chance on next planetfall of striking it rich or dying in horrible ways?

      No, honest folks kept to the colonies, leaving manmade worlds to the likes of Van and Tayn.

      And the commander. Where the hell was Commander any damned way?

      Van took care of business when someone managed to evade the law or pay off the right politicians. He never asked himself what happened to the man he’d retrieved, or any of the others he dropped into the boss’s lap. Not his problem. He’d completed his missions and collected the credits. What more did he need to do?

      Did Commander know about Shopsky intercepting him? Van hadn’t sent any messages yet, and wouldn’t till he decided what to do with Dooren, so Commander wouldn’t know whether or not he’d gotten the royal family—or the commander’s spies—off Akiak.

      Surely Tayn would have fired off a message before communications shut down, or found a way to override any lockdowns.

      No use fretting. The peacekeeper vessel would register his increased breathing and heartrate. They’d no way of knowing the experimental nature of the Cormorant, and they’d never find the sealed life support stations. If they registered two heartbeats, they’d assume the other to be Tayn’s.

      As long as they didn’t do a bio scan and detect a non-human presence.

      Van slumped back into his chair. The Cormorant jostled when the tow beam engaged, and he cut the engine. No need wasting power, and he’d make hauling him in as difficult as possible.

      He performed a quick mental calculation of their distance from the nearest peacekeeper headquarters. Wow. Pretty fucking far.

      Being arrested.

      Same shit, different day.

      Van closed his eyes, sprawled in his chair, and took a nap.
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        * * *

      

      Claxons roused Van from a heavy sleep, and he stumbled to his feet. No use trying to keep anyone out. With any luck, Commander now knew of his predicament and would set the wheels into motion to get him out of this situation.

      Not much escaped the boss’s informants. Van wouldn’t question, especially when he benefitted from the boss knowing shit.

      A quick check of the monitors showed his location, Space Station Gamma One, located in a relatively uninhabited area of space. Scrolling words across the screen gave further information. The station served as a jumping-off point for terraformers attempting to colonize two of the galaxy’s planets.

      Colonies likely be destroyed in the next Federation war.

      Ah, the cycle of life. How it sucked, at times.

      He clicked open the airlock.

      Four uniformed peacekeepers trudged down the corridors, blasters at the ready. They surrounded Van—a pretty good feat given the cramped space—and waited for their leader to arrive.

      Dumbass move. Van could have easily set a trap, but Idiot Shopsky likely recorded this encounter with a “dangerous criminal” in hopes of a promotion.

      Lieutenant Shopsky strode in wearing full dress uniform, removing his hat and stooping to get through the airlock door. “Quentin Lewis Van Orskey?”

      Quentin Lewis? Hell, Van hadn’t heard his full name in so long he’d nearly forgotten.

      “Van Orskey, 287430,” he replied, though he hadn’t used his military designation in years. Almost as long as when he’d last heard his full name.

      The lieutenant cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t even pretend to be an enlisted man. I know your history.”

      “I should hope so, since it was your sorry ass me and Tayn came to save on your accursed backwater home world.” He’d never let this man live down his humble beginnings, or how, despite being humanoid, he’d been passed over for the special assignment given to Tayn and Van: the Cormorant, though the lieutenant hadn’t been told exactly what the special assignment entailed.

      The piss poor excuse for humanity hadn’t bothered to ask about others on board, and infrared sweeps would show the location of any passengers.

      Maybe Dooren would manage to slip off the ship and become someone else’s problem.

      At least they didn’t put shackles on Van. He’d find out soon enough how deep in shit he’d landed.

      Two peacekeepers strode ahead of him, boots thunking on metal deck plates as they passed out of the ship and down the corridor. Once they stopped probing the ship Tayn would lock systems down.

      Van trusted very little in life.

      He trusted Tayn.

      Too bad Tayn wasn’t here with him, silver tongue talking them out of whatever fate awaited them. Tayn brought the brain, Van the brawn. Together they made a good team.

      Van’s entourage took many twists and turns in the corridors leading from the docks. Metal bars surrounded them, offering peeks into hangars and bays, an occasional doorway marking an entrance. Though the space between the bars appeared open, he knew from experience the power of the forcefields keeping space on the outside of the barriers.

      The corridors were chilly, the station using only minimal resources on areas not constantly occupied.

      The station formed a giant wheel, each spoke capable of securing medium-sized vessels. Larger craft moored farther away, shuttles bringing supplies. A few small, sleek starships huddled together, their wealthy owners no doubt enjoying one of the illegal casinos officials were paid to deny existed.

      Inside the wheel, concentric rings separated the station for various purposes. The first contained businesses, the second official offices, the third, fourth and fifth housed station residents. The closer to the inside, the cheaper the space, until one reached the workers’ dormitories.

      At the very center the peacekeeper headquarters awaited, along with a penitentiary housing temporary…  guests. Some inmates managed to find family or friends to pay their bail, others wound up on work planets, while still others disappeared without a trace, used for experiments or determined not worth anyone’s time and shoved out of a freighter’s airlock.

      He’d come across more than a few frozen bodies floating in space.

      Occasionally a passerby stopped and stared, but mostly any lifeforms they encountered kept eyes trained elsewhere. Better to not ask questions, especially when a man so obviously a prisoner moved through their midst.

      Ports swarmed with those best advised to avoid a peacekeeper’s attention.

      Finally, they passed through the port’s gates, residential areas, and into the inner workings of the wheel. His unwanted escort propelled Van into an interrogation room.

      Oh shit. This must be worse than he thought.

      Shopsky didn’t follow them into the room of doom.
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        * * *

      

      Jorvik swayed on his feet, still weak and disoriented from his out of body experience. He stepped from the sanitizer and donned the finery he’d hoped to wear again one day, but hadn’t held out much hope. Gone from home a short time, and he’d declared his title. Tiny red pinpricks marred his arms, points of entry for the wires and tubes he’d awoken to find receding from his body.

      “Damn, but you clean up nice.” Shrill blasts split the air, something Jorvik used to hear from admirers in bars. “Knock ‘em dead,” Tayn blared through the ship’s speakers when Jorvik stepped up to the airlock.

      “Why would I want to kill them? Are they bad men? Don’t I need their help?” Maybe he should search the ship for a concealable weapon.

      “It’s just an expression. It means go get them.”

      “And do what with them?” Tayn’s unusual way of communicating defied logic. None spoke like him during Jorvik’s school days, nor on Akiak.

      “Never mind, Your Highness. Just go show ‘em who’s boss.”

      “Boss” Jorvik understood.
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        * * *

      

      The four guards took up positions around the room, weapons holstered, but hands hovering within a heartbeat of drawing.

      Van stood in front of the first, getting up close and personal. “Gods, you’re ugly.” No response. Shopsky commanded androids? No, the private’s chest rose and fell with each quiet breath.

      He made his way to the second one. “Where the hell did your worthless excuse for a boss go?” Again, he received no response.

      No windows, just dingy white walls and a single door. Four chairs. One table. He’d seen similar interrogation rooms in dozens of other ports. With nothing better to do, for the next half hour, he occupied himself hurling insults—they might as well have fallen on deaf ears. Fucking piece of shit translator.

      Finally, Shopsky entered the room, casual, unhurried. He’d likely gone and taken a break to give Van time to sweat. It’d take someone with a whole lot more clout than a lieutenant to get a rise out of Van.

      The preening little peacock leered. “I’ve waited years for this chance, knowing sooner or later you’d fuck up so badly you couldn’t talk your way out of prison time.”

      Prison time?

      “Sit!” Shopsky grasped Van’s shoulder and pushed downward.

      Van shook off the offending hand and sank to a hard-assed chair at the table. Where the hell was his boss?

      A commotion arose outside. Annoyance crossed the lieutenant’s face. “Wait here!” he barked, charging from the room and slamming the door. “What is the meaning of this?” Wow! He shouted so loudly his voice carried into the interrogation room. He must be pissed.

      Whoever crapped on Shopsky’s day became Van’s new best friend. Hey, they shared a hobby. Dare he hope Commander even now ripped Shopsky a new asshole?

      More raised voices, and one eerily quiet.

      The extended conversation gave Van plenty of time to consider his likely rather short future. Maybe he should call Tayn on his comm link.

      He raised his wrist toward his mouth, and promptly lowered his hand to his lap when a guard aimed a blaster at him. At least he’d proven the guards were paying some attention.

      The door opened again.

      The red-faced lieutenant strode in, hands folded together behind his back and glare in serious danger of lasering a hole in the floor.  The commander followed. Van let out a relieved breath. Next came a man wearing the sun and stars symbol of the Coalition on his formal uniform. Fuck! The station governor? Not good.

      All parted, forming lines down the walls, leaving Van sitting alone at the table.

      Oh shit. What now?

      The vision sweeping into the room commanded attention, authority radiating from him with the force of a supernova. What the hell? Dooren? Tayn let him off the ship?

      Why did he suddenly remind Van of someone else?

      The lithe body Van first saw in next to nothing now wore heavily embroidered silk breeches and silk robes, hair gleaming nearly silver in the harsh light of the interrogation room, a topknot secured on his head. He’d donned a fashionable eye shield to cut the glare of artificial light.

      Daaaaaaaaaaaamn. Body parts took notice. A wet dream to satisfy the horniest barracks cadet. And he’d hit that!

      “What is the meaning of this?” Dooren asked, the iciness in his controlled tones hitting harder than a mining drone. Van never would have guessed someone so small could be so damn scary.

      Lt. Shopsky never learned when to shut up. “This man has been arrested for violations of codes 664—”

      Dooren sneered, voice, while still soft, positively dripping with scorn. “You cannot arrest this man on any charges. He is bound by diplomatic immunity.”

      Diplomatic immunity?

      “Your Highness,” the coalition governor cut in, “while a high-ranking citizen of Akiak such as yourself is granted limited immunity, this man is not of your world.”

      High-ranking citizen? Just who the hell was Dooren?

      The lieutenant flashed an oily smile.

      Dooren folded his arms across his chest and glared, simply glared. The lieutenant, a full head taller and many pounds heavier, slunk back.

      With a nod Dooren dismissed the threat to Van’s career as a lesser being. He addressed the government minion in pure condescension. “I beg to differ. He has full immunity from your laws, granted by Jorvik, Red King and rightful leader of Akiak.”

      The room went totally quiet.

      Red what? Jorvik? As in, Prince Jorvik?

      On the third try to regain control of his wide-open mouth, the governor stammered, “K… king?”

      “Red king,” Jorvik corrected.

      What. The. Fuck.

      Whatever the hell he meant.

      “Still, by what provision does this man claim immunity?” The governor came a close second on the stupid scale, right under Shopsky.

      Out of the corner of his eye Van caught the commander’s thumbs up sign—given with all six thumbs.

      No shy, timid youth now, Dooren, or rather, Jorvik stared down his nose, the haughtiest being Van ever encountered. Damn, but he wanted to fuck the guy again.

      He managed to reel in his lust enough to focus on Jorvik’s words. King? Not servant, not even prince. King Jorvik?

      Motherfucking king?

      Van’s heart stuttered in his chest. A king? Granting Van immunity? How?

      As self-important as any planetary minister, the former bread server who’d upended Van’s entire world stated in commanding tones, “I am Jorvik, Red King of Akiak, and you have dared to detain my consort.”
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          Space Station Gamma One

        

      

    

    
      Consort?

      Van sat in the corner on the sidelines, tapping his translation implant and trying to understand what went on. What the hell? Fuck an Akiakian king and become consort? A royal title? Beat the rash he’d gotten from the reptilian alien he’d met on Hell Six.

      Tayn once told him he should be more careful of where he stuck his meat.

      Commander shot him a few questioning glances, then returned to the fast-paced chatter around the table. At least they’d found a more comfortable room, utilitarian, with bare walls, but with much more comfortable chairs and less of the “you’re going to prison” ambiance.

      Was he still in trouble? What the hell did Jorvik mean by consort? Van needed Tayn right now to look shit up.

      King or not, every single official bustling into and out of the room bowed and showed deference to the guy Van fucked and who wouldn’t go away.

      Wait a minute! King Jorvik? Hot damn! Van collected more bounty.

      Jorvik’s father wasn’t someone sympathetic to the old king, he was the old king. Somehow Van must’ve gotten caught in the ship’s circuitry, creating a situation too weird for his mind to accept in human form.

      The chattering ceased. Jorvik turned toward the governor, addressing the highest-ranking official on the station like a mere servant. “See to my consort’s comfort. He must be thirsty. Perhaps hungry.”

      The governor reeled, clutching the back of a chair so tightly his knuckles whitened.  “Certainly, Your Highness. I’ll have one of my men take him to the finest accommodations on the station.”

      Jorvik shook his head. “He stays with me, but you’ve no cause to deny him.”

      Any more fawning and the odious official would plaster his lips to Jorvik’s ass. A nice ass, but still. “Can we get you something?”

      “Just water.”

      The governor spoke into a comm link. A few minutes later Van sat on a comfortable couch holding a glass of amber-colored liquid, lacking in taste, but instantly restoring his flagging energy. Jorvik stood up for him, and he wouldn’t question his luck, not when one wrong word might find him back in an interrogation room instead of a formal conference chamber.

      Once he finished his drink, Commander announced, “With your leave, Your Highness, I’d like to speak with Mr. Van Orskey.”

      Yep, other shoe about to fall. In Commander’s case, four more to go. Jorvik turned Van’s way, though the shield hid his eyes. “Are you agreeable?”

      Commander folded his hands together in pairs of two, and gave a slight bow. “He’ll come to no harm, you have my word.”

      Gone were any traces of “I barely understand your language.” Van cut his gaze to the commander and back to Jorvik.

      “Do you agree?" Jorvik ignored all the life forms in the room well above Van’s pay grade to focus solely on him.

      “When I was a soldier, he was my commander. I trust him.” Not much, but Commander doled out credits, and Van intended to cash in on the bounty for saving the prince, and never admitting he’d not known he’d done so. He didn’t dare let anyone in this room know he still worked for Commander.

      Jorvik studied Van a few moments and nodded. “He is to be returned to me quickly and unharmed.”

      “He will be,” Commander agreed.

      “Then, by all means.” Jorvik lowered his eye shield and skewered the commander with a laser glare. “If any harm comes to him, I’ll hold you personally responsible.”

      What the fuck? Van braced for a booming laugh, but the man who called most of the shots in his life bowed again at the waist. “You have my word.”

      “We’ll have rooms prepared for you both.” The governor pushed in front of Commander, but failed to regain Jorvik’s attention.

      Eyes nearly completely hidden by the dark shield roved from Commander to the official again. “That will be acceptable.” He trained his gaze on Van. “As long as we have full access to our ship. We are not to be separated.”

      Our ship?

      Van kept his eyes on Jorvik long after the king resumed his impressive posturing.
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        * * *

      

      Van settled himself more comfortably at a table in the back of one of the cleanest eating establishments he’d dined in since leaving university.

      Low tables, soothing instrumentals, and dim enough to hide a less-than-pretty décor. Also, too dark for even Jorvik to need an eye shield.

      Any appetite he might muster disappeared when the commander settled his bulk in the opposite chair. “You found a Federation presence on Akiak and you rescued the prince, possibly the next king.” Commander patted one huge hand against the tabletop. Van yanked his plate off the shimmying surface a second before the plexiplastic holding his dinner went airborne.

      The caller of shots for Van’s existence added another hand to the table and leaned far too near Van’s meal for comfort. Van held his plate close to his chest. Something wriggled on the trough the serving drone sat on the other side of the table.

      Van fought nausea, watching a forkful of whatthehellever slip into his boss’s gaping maw. Commander wiped his mouth with a napkin far too small for his hand. “Well done, Van. I do regret the death of his father. Though I’ve never met him personally, he had a reputation as a shrewd negotiator. A good ruler. Would defend his people until the end. I don’t know much about the brother worth mentioning.” He nodded toward Van’s untouched plate. “Aren’t you hungry?”

      Van shifted his gaze from the squirming mass to his own much more attractive repast. His stomach rumbled. Returning from stasis always left him hungry. He dug in.

      The boss didn’t bother to stop talking while tens of little squirmy things lost their lives. “Do you think we could negotiate with the current king?”

      Van let his fork clatter to his plate and swallowed a mouthful of some reasonably accurate synth meat. “The brother? He’s a politician, not a king, and a poor one from what I’ve seen. The Federation has a presence everywhere. The so-called king kisses their asses while they rob his people blind and send them down into the mines for those damned crystals.” A crusty roll distracted him from the conversation, while reminding him of Jorvik, scantily dressed and handing out bread in a dimly-lit dining hall.

      Now if only Commander would leave him alone and let him eat and fantasize in peace. The king. The muthafucking king.

      Damn if the boss didn’t bring Van back to his sad reality by refusing to shut up.

      “How unfortunate they’re embedded. Which likely means war to get them out.” The commander keyed a drink order into the tabletop console and lifted his hands for the delivery door to open and present his green and red swirled drink. Van stuck to coffee. Old fashioned, yes, but coffee reminded him of home, where people clung tight to their Terran roots.

      Some to the point of believing their DNA made them superior to other entities.

      They’d died in the war they created, along with millions of others, destroying Earth and making Tayn and Van minorities in this sector, or rather, Van.

      Since Tayn no longer qualified as truly human.

      “I saw a pile of partially burned bodies outside of the palace grounds. I’m thinking you’ll find the old king there, and any else who opposed the new regime. Folks wouldn’t talk about what happened. From what I gather the new king thinks the prince is dead.” He’d keep quiet about only recently finding out Jorvik’s status himself.

      “Prince Jorvik, or rather, King Jorvik, says you’re his consort, offers you protection.” Commander gave Van an expression implying a raised eyebrow.

      Van washed down a bite of roll with a swig of coffee, and tore the rest of the bread into tiny pieces while talking. “I don’t have a fucking clue what he means. Hell, he was pretending to be a palace servant and trying to find a way off-world when I met him.”

      “If his life was in danger, I can see why he’d hide.” Another mouthful of squirming wigglies disappeared into the commander’s gullet.

      Van cringed. “But why in the palace where his uncle could find him?”

      The boss let out a belch likely to set off turbulence alarms somewhere on the station. “If he intended to get off-world, then it made sense to be where there might be ship’s captains. He could also keep up with the happenings there, and if his uncle thought the rightful heir dead, then he wouldn’t be searching faces too closely.”

      “Good point.” Still, it rankled knowing Jorvik pegged Van as an easy mark to hitch a ride. “While I appreciate the diplomatic immunity, you coulda got me out of any trouble I landed in.”

      “Yes, I could have, but who’s in a better position to insure he sides with the Coalition? We’ve been trying to reach trade agreements for years, but the former king didn’t trust outsiders. I want you to do whatever you have to. Get his agreement.”

      Van jerked back. What the fuck? “You’re wanting me to whore myself out?”

      Commander waved a fork in the air, the small plexiplastic implement dwarfed by his enormous hand. “You’ve done worse in the line of duty.”

      Yes, very true. He’d done a whole lot uglier too.

      The boss stopped the fork halfway to his mouth. One of the wiggly things escaped and splatted back onto the plate. “Have you already been in his bed?”

      “Well, ummm…” Van studied his nearly empty coffee cup and rubbed the back of his neck. “I mistook him for a servant, being harassed by a guard. I got rid of the asshole for him. He’s… um…  rather generous with his gratitude.” To say the least.

      Commander chased down the escapee with his fork. “And you call yourself a mercenary when you can’t help wading into someone else’s trouble.”

      Yeah. If he’d only minded his own business. “Well, you now owe me for rescuing a member of the royal family.”

      “The credits have already been transferred to your account. If we wind up with a treaty and trade agreement, you’ll get double.”

      Van mentally performed the necessary math and let out a low whistle.

      “Now, let’s talk about your partner.”

      Van fought to keep from choking on his mouthful of synthetic potatoes. Surely the boss couldn’t have found out about Tayn’s missing body. “What about him?”

      “I’m counting on you to bring him up to speed, make sure he’s at King Jorvik’s disposal. If the king says to kiss his boots, I expect you both to pucker.”

      “If he wants more?” Images of “more” slithered through a mind already filled to near-capacity with pornographic images. Oh, to strip the finery off Jorvik’s body, bend him over…

      He’d love to share the man with Tayn. The two of them, Jorvik in the middle… Van shook his head to clear thoughts best saved for later.

      “Then bend over and grab the lube.” Commander leaned forward, putting Van nose to prodigious-digit-that-might-be-a-nose with his alien boss. “If we get his support, go through the proper courts to charge his uncle with murder and treason, we can avoid a war. We can’t afford another war with the Federation.”

      Van sipped the last dregs of his coffee. What could he say? “I’m no politician. Shouldn’t you get someone better equipped to play the game?”

      “For whatever reason, he trusts you. Or at least plans to keep you close. Use it to your—our—advantage.”

      “If I say no?” Van wouldn’t, but he hadn’t built a reputation, and a nice account of credits, by playing nice.

      Commander’s face gave away nothing of his true thoughts. “Then the diplomatic immunity will likely be denied and you’ll face whatever charges you have against you.”

      Fuck. Why couldn’t he answer to an easily-read humanoid? “You’re leaving me to deal with this? If I’ve done anything worthy of arrest, chances are you gave the orders.”

      “You’re also well aware who I report to. They don’t take no for an answer.” Commander gave a rueful smile. “Which is why I never say no. You shouldn’t either.”

      “Has anyone ever told them no?”

      “No one still living.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      “Your Highness, the man is a mercenary, a soldier, not suitable for a king. Shouldn’t you choose a mate from your home world?” The station governor rapidly wore out Jorvik’s patience. They all looked alike, the off-worlders, with their multicolored eyes, sweaty bodies, and arrogance.

      Well, except for Van, and possibly Tayn, if he’d not misrepresented his appearance entirely. Swaggering, yes, but Van bore his confidence in his stance, how he moved. No need to boast when anyone with eyes couldn’t help notice how the spacer owned his surroundings.

      As he’d owned Jorvik’s body. Jorvik fought a shiver, memories of their night together dancing prickles up his spine. He’d been scared, desperate. For a brief time, Van took him out of himself, lost him in the moment, made him forget the horror of his circumstances. How much better would sex be when they could take their leisure, neither worried about guards breaking their door down?

      Since the moment Jorvik witnessed the carnage in his quarters, he might fear guards for the rest of his life. Even the off-worlder guards hovering in the shadows unnerved him. Of course, he wasn’t his father’s son without reason. He’d never let an ounce of unease show.

      “How many times have you visited Akiak?” Jorvik practiced the honeyed-silk timbre his father’s advisers drilled into him.

      The governor’s mouth opened and closed a few times, the pasty skin of his face shading deep purple. How did these beings hope to win any talks when they put every emotion clearly on display? Jorvik searched his memories. Governors were minor dignitaries, figureheads with no real power of their own. Unfortunately, also the highest-ranking Coalition government member at his current disposal.

      What a waste to talk to this man at all, when he’d only have to repeat the whole story later to someone who actually mattered.

      “Why, none, Your Highness. Your world has only recently come to the attention of the Coaltion.”

      “How then, do you speak of Akiak as though you know our customs?”

      The man shut up, but Jorvik held no hope in the situation lasting.

      If he’d learned one thing about these beings, they loved the sound of their own voices, and believed raising the pitch earned them advantage.

      “But, Sir…”

      The futile conversation ended now. Jorvik owed this man no explanation, but wasn’t too sure of the others coming and going from the room, most of whom hadn’t been introduced. “Akiak is at war. Who more suitable than a soldier to stand by my side?”

      “He’s… he’s for sale to the highest bidder.”

      “Then I’ll have to be the highest bidder, won’t I?” Jorvik fought a smirk. “What of your own mate? Did you choose one to aid your position, bring you further power, or one to bring pleasure to your body?”

      He’d heard all about these space station officials, how they purchased young, beautiful wives from poor planets to bolster their egos. No Akiakian worth the title chose a mate in such a fashion.

      Jorvik certainly wouldn’t. Finally, finally, a moment of quiet. When the man once again opened his mouth to speak, Jorvik silenced him with an upraised hand. “Are you in a position to provide troops, intelligence, and ships to help me in my quest to free my home world?”

      “Well, no… but…”

      Enough. Jorvik removed his eye shield and pinned the official with a glare he’d learned nearly from birth. He never raised his voice, never scowled, never showed his anger outwardly, but his eyes… He’d learned to speak with his eyes, which he’d been told already made people unused to single-colored eyes leery. “Then who can?”

      Van reentered the room, locking gazes with Jorvik and turning his eyes downward. Demure? Van? The corner of his lips twitched, then twitched again, and his shoulders gave a brief shudder. Laughing? Or trying really hard not to.

      The multi-legged and multiple armed and eyed entity Van left with swept back into the room. “I can provide what you seek.” The member of some race unknown to Jorvik stood two heads taller than Van, with far more body parts than the average humanoid. Everyone else in the room shrinking back from him confirmed his power.

      “Then it’s you I need to speak with,” Jorvik said, in the same bored tones he’d adopted upon leaving Van’s ship. “Not these men.” He tossed his head toward the minions, a gesture he’d learned from visitors to his world. He might not like them, might even hate them, but to get what he wanted he must study other races in the galaxy, learn from them, beat them at their own games.

      Because beat them he would.
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        * * *

      

      Jorvik sat with, not a Coalition official, but one who wielded government authority anyway. Similar existed on Akiak, whisperers who kept his father informed without giving away the influence granted by their leader.

      They worked in darkness, keeping secrets close to their chest and dealing in information as surely as any other valuables.

      Their hidden nature hadn’t saved them from the massacre. How Jorvik needed those spies now.

      “I can get you troops, plead your case to the Coalition government to acknowledge your claim as Akiak’s legal ruler.” The Commander, as others referred to him, spoke as one who held the power in the room.

      He held nothing. “It isn’t a claim.” Jorvik was king, and starting to become so much more. He’d risked himself and his planet’s future. Backing down condemned them all to sure death.

      Never!

      “You must know what you ask—”

      “For my people to be permitted to live their lives free of Federation influence.” Only he knew how many lives, and what forms they took. “Don’t think I’m unaware of what the Coalition wants, or the advantage our natural resources provide. He who owns Akiak owns the universe.”

      Years of studying human, and other entities’ natures, allowed Jorvik to witness the commander’s wince. “Your Highness, you must understand—”

      “I do understand. I understand with unlimited access to the red crystals of our northern realms, the Federation can power colonies on worlds they’d never have considered before. Used as fuel, the crystals will allow ships to travel faster, farther.” He narrowed his eyes. “They can be used to create weapons, weapons capable of wiping the Coalition out of existence.”

      The commander flinched openly. “Where did you learn these things?”

      “I have recently spent time as a spy in my own home. Amazing the things you hear when you’re deemed below notice.” Jorvik didn’t hide the hatred in his words. “I know what they’ve planned, which outposts they’ll strike first, how long it will take them to implement their strategy.”

      He paused to let his words sink in. “Believe me, we don’t have time to sit at this table bickering.”

      One, two, three, four, the commander blinked one eye at a time. “What are your full demands?”

      Jorvik smiled inwardly. “First, I need troops and political support to retake Akiak. Secondly, the Coalition will back my leadership.” He cut his eyes toward Van. “This man has been useful to me. Will be useful in the future, as will his ship. I want his continued cooperation.”

      “I cannot make promises for Van,” the commander said.

      Jorvik laughed without humor. “He works for you, correct?” He addressed his next comment to Van. “Continue to be valuable to my cause and you’ll be rewarded with anything you want.”

      Van perked up from where he sat, pretending to drowse at the end of the table. “Anything?”

      “Anything.”

      A crease appeared between Van’s eyebrows. “What I want you can’t give.” He folded his arms on the table, laid his head on top, and closed his eyes again.

      But not before Jorvik saw his interest.

      Assured of Van’s cooperation despite his lack of a positive answer, Jorvik resumed his discussion with the commander.  “After he’s served his purpose, I want full immunity for any past indiscretions for Van and his partner.”

      The pause in Van’s fake snore showed his awareness. Yes, Jorvik held his attention.

      “I cannot erase his record. You ask too much.” The commander tried to play hard, but he’d lose.

      Jorvik folded his arms across his chest, employing his best blank face. “What the Coalition wants from me is far more than I ask of them. You know it, I know it. They cannot afford to lose to the Federation.”

      The commander struggled to his five feet. “I will ensure your demands are met.”

      “Good.”

      “Now, allow me to escort you to your quarters. It’s not safe for a man of your rank to wander around a space station alone.”

      Jorvik had no intention of going anywhere with this being, even with Van’s approval. “First, I need to retrieve my belongings from the ship.”

      The commander gawked. “Surely not! We can send—”

      “Ways are different on my world. I can fetch my own clothes.” And confer with Tayn, find out how far he could push before someone fought back.

      “As you wish. I’ll still take you, ensure your safety.” The commander gestured toward the door.

      Van opened a bleary eye and regarded Jorvik with a quizzical smile. “You’re gonna be the death of me.”

      “Only if you betray me.” Though the words slipped out without conscious thought, Jorvik meant every one.
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      Jorvik stepped onto the ship, turning his back on his unwanted hangers-on to get them to go away. Somewhere along the line the guards returned, as well as the governor, despite the commander’s repeated growls.

      The walk, while not long, totally drained Jorvik’s reserves. He dared not eat while in negotiations. He’d preserve his culture’s decorum to the end, and demanded those dealing with him observe Akiak tradition too. He’d take the lead. They’d follow. “If I need you, I’ll call,” he said, as evenly as possible. He’d love to slam the airlock in their faces, but didn’t know how. The airlock slammed anyway.

      “Welcome back, sweet cheeks.” The greeting came from several speakers at once. Jorvik couldn’t tell where the voice came from, then recalled the strange dream—it was a dream, right?

      “Tayn.”

      “I’d be crushed if you didn’t remember me,” the voice said, in a teasing lilt.

      So much going on, so much to think about. Jorvik needed to talk to the man he’d declared to be his consort. “Where is Van?”

      “What? I thought it’s me you loved!” The voice laughed. Ships laughed? Certainly, none Jorvik ever boarded before. Though he’d not been on many.

      “We need to talk, to plan. Do you know where he is and when he’ll return?”

      “He’s probably with the commander.”

      “The commander?” How did Tayn know?

      “Big guy, lots of limbs. He’s our boss.”

      “The commander escorted me here, then disappeared. Van wasn’t with us.”

      Tayn remained quiet for a few moments. “Yep, there’s the commander on the scan. He’s in a landing bay.” More silence. “Van’s near the core. My bet’s on a bar.”

      “When will he be back?” He’d no time for this. They needed to act, and act now. Every moment they delayed put more of Jorvik’s people at risk. Then again, what could he do until he heard from the commander? The commander.

      Jorvik didn’t know the man’s species, but had met his kind before. Someone who’d do anything, say anything, promise anything to get their way. He’d rather trust Van, someone with a price he could meet.

      “Not for a few hours yet. He’ll get shit-faced, maybe meet up with the boss for a while, then find someone to plow.”

      What? Shit-faced? Plow? “You speak standard Spacer, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “I do not understand why Van would choose to apply excrement to his face, and the nearest fields to plow are on Anteres One.”

      Again, laughter rattled through the speakers. “Shit-faced means to get drunk.”

      “If you mean ‘get drunk’, why don’t you merely say ‘get drunk’?” These spacers and their strange ways. No good could possibly come of listening to them.

      “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “What about the plowing? Van doesn’t strike me as the farming type.”

      “Plowed means he’s going to find someone willing and shove his cock up their ass.”

      “Why must he find someone? I…” Heat rushed to Jorvik’s face. Was he catching a fever? How humiliating to escape his uncle’s clutches only to die of some alien sickness.

      “You what?” the voice urged.

      “I… I wouldn’t object.” There, he’d confessed.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t either, but it’s something he does when in port. You know, get some strange.”

      Jorvik paced six strides to the far wall and returned. Back and forth, back and forth. How did Van stand spending so much of his life confined like a pet in a cage? “Get some strange? Is this another of your odd sayings that doesn’t mean what it sounds like?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Because if he wanted something strange, I’ve never met anyone stranger than your commander.”

      The ship lurched in its moorings. Jorvik grabbed the captain’s chair to stay upright. What the… An asteroid storm perhaps? After a moment he realized the odd, shrill sounds to be laughter.

      “Oh, man, that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in a long time. I wouldn’t say this to his face, but yes, the commander is pretty strange.”

      Enough of this wasting time. “Tell Van I need to talk to him. Now.” Whatever Van did in port paled in comparison to retaking Akiak.

      “Why can’t you talk to me?” Disappointment permeated the tones. A ship? Pouting?

      Jorvik folded his arms over his chest. Was Tayn even aware of his defiant pose? “Because I can’t see you.”

      “Yes, you can.” A doorway opened in the wall, one Jorvik vaguely remembered. “Strip down, take the second chair. I don’t know why, I don’t know how, but my chair seems to like you. Come on in. We’ve got a few hours to kill before Van gets back.”

      Did he dare? The last time he’d entered the hidden chamber had been a dream, right? The disembodied voice taking on human form? Without really knowing why or how he got there, Jorvik found himself in the quarters he’d claimed for his own, piece by piece removing his outer mantel, tunic, and the waist sash.

      He’d met artificial lifeforms before, but no matter how advanced the technology, science never managed to match human emotions. The ship nearly sulked when Jorvik preferred to talk to Van.

      How bizarre.

      While Tayn appeared humanoid, spoke Spacer, and intimated a close relationship with Van, what motivated him? What could Jorvik offer to obtain his loyalty?

      To restore Akiak, Jorvik needed a ship, this one, sleek and fast, yet relatively unobtrusive. From the Cormorant he could lay groundwork, and none be the wiser of his plans until he appeared in Akiak’s orbit with a full fleet.

      For his plans to become reality, he’d need allies: Tayn, the Cormorant, and the being they all answered to: the commander.

      Jorvik folded his clothes, stored them back in his bag, and padded barefoot, and bare all over, to the chair Tayn indicated.

      His heartbeat thrummed in his ears. Tubes and wires slithered from concealed compartments, stroking over his skin.

      He held his breath to stifle a scream. The appendages slithered like the creatures in the Southern sea, who killed with one bite. Sweat broke out on his brow.

      He held his breath on the first stick, wincing as each needle-sharp spike pierced his skin. No! He couldn’t do this! He needed out! Out now!

      Slowly his terror bled away.

      Had he fallen asleep? Merely passed from consciousness?

      Mist swirled around him in a formless place.

      Arms enfolded him from behind, warm arms, decidedly solid. The lips sliding along his neck were very much alive, hot, moist. “Hello, beautiful,” a husky voice murmured into his ear.

      No! Leave! Now!

      The arms tightened, holding him firmly but not restraining. “Shh…” the voice said. “It’s a little disorienting at first, but you’ll get used to it.”

      Jorvik stood still, panting, sucking in harsh breaths and sending air from his body in a whoosh. His heart calmed, slowing.

      It stopped.

      What?

      “Your body isn’t here, just your consciousness,” the voice said. “You don’t need to breathe, nor have a heartbeat. You can create those things if they make you feel better. Van does.”

      Van! Where was Van?

      The man—thing? —holding him relaxed, turning him so they stood face to face.

      Images tickled his memory. The ship. He’d found his way into the ship’s circuitry. Somehow.

      “Much better.” Tayn ran his lips over Jorvik’s jaw, skating his hands up Jorvik’s sides. “Van definitely knows how to pick them.”

      Before Jorvik managed to pull away, Tayn’s mouth descended on his. He gasped, the parting of his lips allowing Tayn’s tongue inside his mouth.

      If they possessed no bodies, how then were they…

      “Don’t overthink it,” Tayn pulled away enough to whisper, “just feel. Once you realize how unencumbered we are, you’ll enjoy yourself more.”

      Unencumbered, away from the world. A dream then. Or a fantasy, where Jorvik’s mind freely wandered.

      Jorvik ran his hands up the firm muscles of Tayn’s upper arms to his shoulders, rejoining their mouths and swirling his tongue with the spacer’s.

      “That’s the spirit.” Tayn chuckled against Jorvik’s lips.

      “What about Van?” Jorvik managed to ask. Would Van expect to use Jorvik’s body in return for his assistance? Would he be possessive if Jorvik entertained himself with Tayn? Especially since Van seemed to be seeking out his own amusements.

      What if he refused to help if Jorvik had sex with his partner?

      He’d not dared take a lover during his time as Dooren. He yearned for the intimacy of two bodies together, longing for touch.

      “What about Van?” Tayn repeated Jorvik’s words. No concern shadowed his face. Was he so uncaring about his partner? No wonder Van sought out others for his bed.

      “You and he are…” Would taking Van as consort anger Tayn?

      “Warm bodies that feel good together. Your body feels good too. Does mine?”

      Yes. Yes, it did.

      Even while in school he’d not met lovers so bold and assertive as Van and Tayn. Chills would have flashed over Jorvik’s skin if he’d been in his body. Maybe somewhere, in the chair with the tubes and wires, he shivered.

      He’d named Van consort, for his own protection. Van hadn’t repeated the vow, spoke no love words. Would he? Would Tayn? Did Jorvik really want them to?

      “Let me see where you live,” Tayn said, breaking away and leading Jorvik through the mists.

      Slowly, slowly, dim greenish light pushed back the shapelessness, revealing the silk-draped padding of Jorvik’s bed. His bed. In the palace.

      He flinched, glancing to the floor. No bodies. No beautiful young men, stilled forever.

      Just carpets, crystals, his other possessions.

      “This is where you live?” Tayn stooped and stroked a hand over the silk bedcovers.

      “Where I used to.” And where he’d first lain with Van. A place he’d never wanted to see again. Somehow, here, now, didn’t hold the horrors he’d expected. Where he lived? Did Jorvik even have a home now?

      Tayn urged him onto the bed with a hand to the chest.

      Only then did Jorvik notice their nakedness. “We’re not wearing clothes.”

      One side of Tayn’s mouth quirked up. “Convenient, isn’t it?”

      Yes. Too convenient.

      This couldn’t be all in Jorvik’s mind. Tayn’s weight settling over him felt real, the slide of skin over skin, the burn of Tayn’s lips upon his shoulders and neck.

      Tayn’s muscular build spoke of hard work, heavy lifting, while Jorvik’s slimmer form spoke of a life of relative leisure—or vastly different genetics.

      Tayn stared into his eyes, reaching between their bodies to grasp his erect flesh. “You want this?”

      Did he? He wanted many things: to recover his home, allies, but mostly at the moment, to lose himself in forgetfulness.

      Jorvik finally nodded. Real or not, fantasy or reality, his cock hardened to stone, straining against his and Tayn’s bellies. He wanted. Tayn wanted. They were naked. On his bed.

      Maybe he dreamed. Dreams should be pleasant, not the recent nightmares.

      He parted his thighs to welcome Tayn inside.

      “Not so fast. I want to learn this body of yours before I make it sing.”

      Sing? Why would Jorvik’s body sing?

      Warm heat latched onto his nipple, and he hissed. It felt, it felt… Ah… He arched up. More. He wanted, no, needed more. Every swipe of Tayn’s tongue or gentle nip of teeth sent shocks to Jorvik’s groin.

      Pressure built.

      “I want you inside me.” Jorvik opened his legs wider, allowing Tayn to settle between.

      Tayn snickered. “Now how can I say no to a king?”

      King. Jorvik was no king, not now, merely a man craving what another could offer. He bucked up, stealing friction against the muscles of Tayn’s stomach.

      Tayn’s hard length pressed back, sliding along Jorvik’s, thicker but shorter, proportionate to Tayn’s exquisitely built body.

      Needing air or no, Jorvik sucked in a breath when Tayn breached him with a finger, sliding in without the help of oil. Virtual. Not really here. Summoning what they needed out of fantasy.

      Too much to take in. He’d nearly reached for the container of lubricant normally kept in his room.

      “Don’t think, just feel,” Tayn urged.

      After everything, his father’s death, his own supposed death, his pretending to be someone else just to live, leaving home…

      Yes, more than anything, Jorvik needed to shut off his mind, open himself to feelings.

      Featherlight touches on his skin, the barest hint of lips against his eyelids, the unusual lack of taste when he opened his mouth and allowed Tayn’s tongue inside. Glorious feelings.

      The imaginary silk felt cool against his back, the pillow soft beneath his head. The tip of Tayn’s cock nudged his opening and Jorvik braced for the burn, the intrusion.

      Pleasure, only pleasure, the tensing and releasing of Tayn’s muscles as he flexed and sank into Jorvik’s body. Jorvik traced the dips and hollows of Tayn’s back with his fingers, arching his head back for the gentle nips Tayn rained down on his neck.

      Good. So good.

      The bedding undulated beneath him, rocked with each powerful thrust of Tayn’s hips, the thrusts pushing his hard length into Jorvik’s innermost parts.

      Clear drops leaked from the tip of his cock. Tayn captured the droplets in one hand, using them to lubricate Jorvik’s shaft.

      Up and down, in and out, feeling, feeling, feeling…

      Tayn’s lips on his, the occasional heart wrench when Jorvik took in the dimly glowing walls of his old room. Dark curls covered Tayn’s chest, so different from Jorvik’s nearly hairless body, as was the courser hair caressing the fingers Jorvik skated down Tayn’s arm.

      Tayn hit the perfect spot inside of him with each forceful stroke, Jorvik’s higher-pitched pants and sharp exhalations contrasting with the spacer’s deep, rumbling grunts.

      Nearly animalistic in their intensity, they fucked, no other word worked. Off-worlders liked to dress things up with useless terms like making love. Nothing loving about two men grunting and rutting against each other, both set on the same goal.

      Their groans and cries mingled, the slapping of their bodies together adding rhythm. Tayn felt so good inside of him, stretching him so perfectly, filling him, chasing away his dark thoughts and putting him clearly and irrevocably in the moment.

      Pressure built inside, the tides rising higher than on worlds with twin moons. The waves of pleasure rolled around him… through him.

      Digging his fingertips into Tayn’s shoulders, Jorvik threw back his head. “Ah, ah!” The pressure peaked, sending him over the edge in a flinching, convulsing, spurting mess of scorched nerve endings.

      He bowed up off the bed, plastering his mouth to Tayn’s, catching Tayn’s wails on his tongue as Tayn let go deep inside of him.

      They held each other until the world stopped shaking. Jorvik flopped onto the bed, relishing the coolness of the covers against overheated skin. All in my mind, he reminded himself.

      Yet, so convincing.

      Tayn dropped down next to him, rolled onto his side, and flung an arm and a leg around Jorvik.

      Without thinking, Jorvik nestled into the embrace. Ah, to be held, skin on skin.

      Tayn’s chuckle tickled Jorvik’s ear. “A cuddler. Me likey.”

      Jorvik could get used to this, being held in a lover’s arms, when he’d despaired of ever feeling safe again.

      Van was a different case. They’d stayed together simply because Van didn’t trust Jorvik and Jorvik needed a ride off-planet. Waking up with an arm around him had been an unusual experience. Not exactly uncomfortable, just—different.

      But yet, he’d felt safe then too.

      “Oh, man, I think we’re gonna get along just fine.” Tayn’s amusement bubbled up from inside of him. He laughed a lot, smiled a lot, so unlike Van with his gruff, businesslike manner.

      Tayn tensed, arm tightening around Jorvik.

      A moment later the bed disappeared. Jorvik found himself sitting in what could have been the Cormorant’s control center, staring out at space. His newfound acquaintance bent over the console, flipping switches.

      “What’s wrong?” Jorvik gripped the arms of the chair he found himself in.

      “Meteor storm heading this way.” Something deep in the ship moaned. After a moment he relaxed into his chair. “Sorry about that. I usually don’t go from sex to co-pilot so fast.” Tayn shrugged. “I kinda forgot we were in port. I’m used to putting up shields. But what can you do?”

      “Do about what?” Although he’d spent time with those from different worlds, sometimes the odd things they said left Jorvik baffled. However, the way Tayn jumped to fix a perceived problem, most impressive.

      Belying his carefree façade. This man, deep down, cared. Could he be convinced to care about Jorvik?

      “Have you ever watched a holovid?” Tayn asked.

      The students he’d known at school spent far too many hours hunched over videos. Some were normally scheduled programs, dramatics performed by actors. Some were free form, family-made messages from home. Others? No matter the kink, or species of choice, there’d be holovids. Some so bizarre he wished he could unsee them. “Yes.”

      Tayn regarded him for a long moment. “I’ve got an assignment for you to learn old Terran sayings. And I’m starting the countdown to send you back to your body.”
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        * * *

      

      Jorvik woke in an empty ship and hurriedly dressed in breeches and a tunic. His own no longer fit. He borrowed Tayn’s instead. Settling on the bed he’d claimed, he stared at the blank space on the desk in the cramped quarters. “I’m ready,” he said.

      “So begins the corruption of Jorvik.” Tayn’s laughter rang out over the ship. On the desktop, images formed. “This is one of my favorite shows.”

      Despite his best intentions, Jorvik found himself engrossed in the story of two tri-color-eyed aliens and their quest to find… something… hidden among the stars. “Stop,” he said, every few minutes. “Tayn, what do they mean?”

      Yes, off-worlders made language as difficult as possible.

      For the sake of his mission, he must understand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Van knocked back another shot of something he’d regret come morning. Of all the fixes he’d gotten himself into over the years, he’d definitely taken a wrong turn to wind up in his current predicament.

      He’d spent his whole life keeping his head down, avoiding notice. Now a self-labeled king of a world equally as obscure as Van tried to elbow into his life.

      Consort. What the hell? Jorvik pretty much blurted out they’d been banging to all those hoity-toity officials. And the commander.

      He signaled the bartender for another drink.

      If anyone got wind of his new situation—and believed it—he’d lose his credibility.

      He needed that credibility to get answers. Close proximity to peacekeepers and prison didn’t stop the criminal element from frequenting the station. Criminals who might give him those answers.

      If something existed on the black market, he’d only to hang out in a space station bar to find it. Who might’ve tried to steal Tayn’s body, or the Cormorant?

      Then again, maybe someone had information to sell on Akiak. Newsfeeds scrolled through the bar top in front of him. He swiped his hand over the images to identify himself as Terran and pick Spacer for language.

      Four platoons lost in a Coalition/Federation skirmish. A military coup on some rock he’d never heard of. Nothing about Akiak.

      Purring brought his attention to the next stool. Plush gray fur covered a humanoid body, eyes a deeper green than Van’s taking him in. Sharp canines peeked from the being’s mouth. Male or female, he couldn’t quite tell, nor could he identify the species.

      Didn’t matter. The invitation in the creature’s eyes spoke loud and clear. His for the taking. His suitor purred again, batting thick lashes and tilting its head toward the door.

      Tayn should be here, building stories they’d talk about for years to come. How about Jorvik? Would he join in?

      Oh, damn. Van’s cock firmed at the image. Him, Tayn, Jorvik. It took a moment to realize he’d forgotten about the feline-esque entity now winding its way across the floor. Alone.

      Tayn. Jorvik. What were they up to? Did Tayn think Van was out trying to pick up an alien or two? The mere thought twisted Van’s gut. Where he’d once have taken any chance to get his rocks off, now he’d more important matters to consider.

      Like his partner. Or partners. Like it or not, a lot now rested on Jorvik’s continued presence in his life. Once he’d have chafed at getting stuck with the guy, but Jorvik wasn’t so bad. And Tayn like him.

      Too bad Jorvik couldn’t hack into the system. He and Tayn might have a little fun—and ease Van’s conscience about entertaining himself with their new addition.

      For a full hour he sipped watered-down whiskey. Not a single soul he knew came through the door. Maybe Tayn had better luck eavesdropping on other ships.

      He slapped a few credits down on the bar and sauntered out the door.

      The night was young, he could go back to the bar and wait some more, but instinct told him his luck wouldn’t improve.

      Tapping a few buttons on his comm link, he waited for a list of needed provisions to appear. If nothing else, he could make himself useful. Now, where were the stores on this spinning mass of metal?

      He could take his tired ass back to the ship, await word from the boss, make plans with Jorvik and Tayn, and load supplies tomorrow. No telling how long they’d have to wait for instructions.

      The governor promised them rooms. If they were going to be here a few days, he could at least take a decent bath and spend the night in an actual, room-to-roll-over bed.

      No one paid him much attention in the low budget hub of the station, though a few peacekeepers gave him narrowed eyes.

      Screw them. Jorvik granted him diplomatic immunity, and bargained for him to get off any past charges. Not a bad deal, particularly if he sweet-talked a few red crystals off the king.

      Security stopped him four times on the way to his assigned rooms. How he loved the looks on their faces when they commed headquarters and found out the governor himself allowed Van access to the expensive part of town.

      Only a few more corridors to go.

      Vibrations began beneath his feet. He’d heard of the possibilities of passing meteors while in the bar. Surely a few rocks presented no threat to a station of this size.

      The rumbling continued. The climate control must be malfunctioning. Sweat beaded on his brow. He wiped the moisture away with the back of his hand.

      The whole place shook. What the hell?

      Piercing shrieks echoed down the hallways.

      Oh shit! Warning claxons were never a good thing. Time to go.

      He skidded back down the hallway on a pitching floor, hit the main corridor, and hauled ass toward the ship. Did they have to park so damned far out on the hub? At least he’d been in the middle of the wheel, one hell of a lot closer than the bar.

      Screams rent the air.

      Not good. Not fucking good at all.

      He ran, slapping his comm as he did. “Tayn, what the fuck’s going on?”

      The lack of humor told him more than the words. “Get your ass back here. I’m firing up the engines.”

      Van pounded down the corridor. Up ahead a blast door screeched. No, no, no, no, no!

      He dove and rolled, barely getting his legs out of the way in time. The man fleeing behind him wasn’t so lucky. He screamed louder, then a thud silenced him.

      Van couldn’t look back. More doors ahead. What the fucking hell happened? Attack? The Federation? Here?

      More familiar vibrations greeted him as he shot down the tube and skidded to a halt inside the Cormorant. The door slammed shut behind him. “Tayn! Get us the hell out of here!” He strapped into the pilot’s chair. Oh fuck. “Where’s Jorvik? Where’s the commander?” Surely they weren’t on the station somewhere.

      “Commander left the station an hour ago. Jorvik’s strapped down in my bunk.” Without another word Tayn accelerated the ship.

      The moment they left the station all hell broke loose. Ships of every size and shape tore free of their moorings, some in such haste they took a chunk of the port with them.

      Van sat glued to the vid screen. What looked like a solar flare pulsed from the residential district of the station. Parts of the wheel’s spokes broke free.

      The Cormorant ducked and dodged.

      “You man the shields! I got the helm!” Van dared not speak to Tayn further right now. He needed every ounce of his concentration for flying the ship. A small vessel darted past them and collided with a massive meteor.

      Between debris and meteors, the smaller craft didn’t stand a chance. A freighter met its end, a spoke of the wheel shoved into its side.

      The freighter rolled—straight into their flight path.

      “Tayn! Take over!” Van bellowed, unbuckling and hanging onto whatever came to hand, fighting his way to the pods. He slapped his palm against the wall three times before the door popped open.

      Ripping at his clothes, he threw himself into his seat, willing the tubes and wires to get the hell on with it.

      One by one the needles sank in. Too fucking slow!

      He held his breath, counting backwards from ten.

      Tayn’s frantic face came into view. “Look!” he ordered, pointing Van toward the vid screen. Chunks of the station flew past, explosions rocking the entire structure from the inside outward.

      The whole damned thing burned. Ships still moored burned. He’d never seen such carnage, not even during the war.

      But he’d seen the results.

      No matter how much he scanned, he couldn’t find a Federation vessel anywhere.

      He called up a schematic of the station, pinpointing the location of the first blast.

      If he’d been in his body he’d have fallen.

      The explosions started in Jorvik’s assigned quarters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          The Cormorant

        

      

    

    
      Van stared off at space, the remains of the station shrinking in their screens. Five thousand permanent residents, and no complete count of visitors.

      By his estimate possibly two hundred escaped, and many of those might still fall victim to meteors or other hazards.

      Without a doubt, they’d been lucky.

      And Jorvik had been the target.

      Or Van. The peacekeepers sure wouldn’t mind seeing him dead, but they’d hardly risk their own lives, their own families, to get rid of him.

      “Are you sure the commander got off-station?” he asked for the hundredth time.

      “Yeah.” Tayn’s anxiety added weight to the word.

      “Out with it.”

      Tayn whooshed out an unnecessary breath. “How many people knew we were here?”

      “The peacekeepers. The governor. Whoever they told.”

      “How did the peacekeepers know where to find us when they brought us in? Who knew our flight plans?”

      “Only us.”

      “After we left Akiak, we didn’t tell the commander where we were going.”

      For his life Van couldn’t say why he’d withheld the information. Some niggling doubt, maybe? “He didn’t give me a timeline to meet. I thought I’d take my time.” And decide what to do with the man currently balled up on Tayn’s bunk.

      “He has spies everywhere, and probably knew we’d left the planet.”

      “So?”

      “Don’t you think he’d wonder why you didn’t come get our payment immediately?”

      Maybe. Okay, more than maybe. “What are you getting at?”

      “I sent a message to the commander, telling him you’d been arrested. He wasn’t surprised.”

      Sudden cold froze Van from the inside out. Motherfuck! “Then he finds out we had the king all along, and reckons we didn’t intend to bring him in and made a deal with someone else. For that matter, what did Commander really want with him?” A thousand little pieces fit into place. Van hated puzzles.

      Tayn spoke the words going through Van’s head. “We’re on our own. Help’s not coming.”

      Damn it all to hell! Why? Van and Tayn worked for the commander for years. The little part inside of him needing a safe haven wanted to believe they were wrong. Surely the man they'd served for over ten years hadn't betrayed them, hadn't tried to kill them.

      “Tayn. There’s nothing left of the station. They probably think we’re dead.”

      “Probably. I killed our signal the moment we left.” Tayn stared out at nothing. He’d been the younger of the two of them when they lost their families, and a bit more trusting, possibly seeing Commander as a surrogate father.

      For all they knew the boss’s species possessed no souls, no true sense of right and wrong. One thing for certain, he’d amassed a fortune in credits. Credits.

      Van forfeited credits if declared dead.

      Guess who he’d made his beneficiary besides Tayn, also assumed dead? He crossed to their conjured couch to face his dejected partner. There was a way to give the benefit of the doubt, but still find out if their employer deliberately screwed them over. “Tayn, run a credits check on the account I keep in my name.” He couldn’t bear to look himself. Clutching at straws? Yes. Definitely. After the storm they’d been through, he needed something, anything, to believe in.

      Tayn gave no outward sign of hearing, so quiet and still, eyes closed, causing Van’s heart to clench. What if they’d died? Was Tayn dead already, not having a body?

      Tayn’s eyes popped open. “All accounts in Van Orskey’s name have been closed.”

      Sonofabitch.

      Thank a thousand planets’ gods for the foresight not to keep all his credits in his own name, keeping the bulk of his saving’s in a joint account with Tayn—under assumed identities.

      Because they’d been well and truly fucked by the asshole they’d depended on.
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        * * *

      

      Van never spent much time in physical form on the ship, until a king showed up to deal with. Much better to stay inside the ship’s circuitry, conserving resources.

      Like Tayn, Jorvik stared at nothing while Van told him of their betrayal. “Is there any off-worlders you know who might help you?” Jorvik sat on the edge of Van’s bunk while Van loomed in the doorway, arms folded across his chest.

      Jorvik shook his head. “Not unless you have another contact with the Coalition.”

      “No. Besides, the commander is too highly placed. If we make a move, he’ll know we’re still alive.” How far would the man go to remedy the situation? He’d killed one hell of a lot of innocent people, and by whose order?

      The Cormorant was a prototype, or so Commander said, designed to host Terran DNA. Apparently, whatever loyalty, if any, he’d had to them ended.

      A lie. The past ten years a lie. For all Van knew, Commander lied about the prototype experiment too, a means to an end known only to the bastard who’d tried to kill them.

      Thought he’d killed them.

      Their names listed among the dead gave them an advantage, but also a disadvantage. Ports existed where they could dock for supplies, shady worlds where no one asked too many questions, but where they might wind up with a knife to the heart instead of a fuel cell.

      Think, Van, think!

      He’d nearly admitted defeat when Jorvik said, “I only have about twenty-eight days to return home with a fleet.”

      “What? Why?”

      The confident mask Jorvik wore since announcing himself king slipped, then fell completely. “My ancestors were Terran, like yours, gleaned from Earth by an advanced race who specialized in genetics. They performed tests, made modifications, and suited the specimens to the worlds they hoped to colonize. I do not know the exact name of the place we came from on Terra.”

      “They kidnapped you?”

      Jorvik gave him a bittersweet smile. “No. They realized humankind would one day destroy itself, and the vastness of space needed life. They started a colony on Akiak, of Terrans already used to certain similarities between the two planets, and altered them to tolerate the gravity and other differences.”

      He paused then, staring at his hands. “They were mistaken in thinking Akiak a barren planet. The planet thrived with life.

      “The first colonists died out quickly. The geneticists returned. Again and again they tried—and failed. Then they realized a sentient species already inhabited the planet. So, they blended their hybrid humans with the native life forms.”

      Jorvik looked up at Van then. “They created a violent race of monsters, with fangs, claws, and bad dispositions, and decided to destroy them all. The precursor of the Federation found them first. Without technologically equal weapons, the colonists would have died, could have been wiped out from space.

      “The religious say the queen of the stars intervened, saved us and made us her children. Back then weapons weren’t as advanced, couldn’t pinpoint population centers due to crystals interfering with their sensors. The enemy forces made the mistake of underestimating us. They landed. My ancestors lured them into the caverns, and wiped them out in hand to hand combat.

      “The colonists were allowed to live, but the geneticists separated the DNA from the native life forms, or rather, weakened the strain. The secret was there, however. When a threat presented itself, brave warriors were chosen to ingest a serum, return to their primitive roots.”

      Oh, gods! The mosaic at the palace. “I’ve seen the images on Akiak.” Van shuddered at the memory.

      Jorvik nodded. “They were the red kings. The red kings were leaders of the people, who gave of themselves. They became the fiercest fighters imaginable, and no foe withstood them.”

      “What about now? Can’t the Federation simply wipe you out? They have the technology.” Why did the thought of Jorvik’s world going up in flames bother Van so? He’d seen a hundred worlds destroyed.

      “They wouldn’t dare. You see, if they did so, they’d kill the crystals they so covet.”

      “The crystals? How could they kill stone?”

      Jorvik shook his head, sending his pale hair slithering over the shoulders of a shirt he’d likely taken from Tayn, which fit more snugly than Van would have thought, the men being of two different sizes. “Not stone. Living bodies, sentient beings. Red kings can communicate with them.”

      Van recalled the red crystal in Commander’s glass vial. That was… a person? “Being a vicious badass seems to be an advantage. Why don’t you have red kings in times of peace?”

      “Once the serum is taken, changes start to take place. In approximately twenty-eight of your days I’ll be more animal than human, capable of tearing my enemies limb from limb.” Jorvik hung his head. Van felt the pull to hold him, comfort him. What the hell? “In the end, I’ll lose my mind, will no longer distinguish between friend or foe. After I’ve served my purpose, I must be killed or banished.”

      He connected his eerie, all black gaze to Van’s. “If it happens here on the ship, I won’t be able to stop the process once it starts. For your sake and Tayn’s, you’ll have to kill me.”

      Oh hell no. He’d just begun to tolerate the guy. Plus, Jorvik promised whatever he chose after they retook Akiak.

      He wanted Tayn back. Completely.

      Van hadn’t witnessed such vulnerability in Jorvik since their first night together, when he’d been accosted by the guard. No, now was worse. Van stared at a man totally devoid of hope.

      He’d never been good at offering comfort, never wanted to for anyone except Tayn, but for better or worse, their lives were connected. They were both on the run, assumed dead.

      Fighting to stay alive.

      For Jorvik, time was running out.

      Somewhere since picking up an unwanted passenger, he’d come to trust Jorvik, at least a little. Men in Van’s line of work didn’t last long by trusting. However, with his impressive credentials, Jorvik didn’t need Van, could’ve said he’d been taken hostage, or simply left Van to his fate.

      No, he’d not only thrown his lot in with theirs, he’d claimed diplomatic immunity for Van, calling him consort. Elevating his station beyond Van’s wildest dreams.

      Even if only a ruse.

      The first time he’d taken Jorvik to his bed he’d done so as a part of his assignment, to gather information, keep Jorvik from sounding any alarms, or so he told himself.

      This time, when he gathered the distant Terran cousin into his arms, raising him off the bunk to stand toe to toe, he had no such motives. To be completely honest with himself, he couldn’t say why he acted, what compelled him to do so.

      Holding Jorvik’s trembling body to his, he began to notice changes. He’d thought Jorvik seemed taller, and without looking he could feel the broader shoulders, tighter muscles, the quiet strength, which might turn him into the terrifying creature displayed as a warning, no doubt, in the palace.

      The genetics story sounded implausible. Combining humans with crystals? However, the universe being a big place meant Van couldn’t possibly know what other races accomplished.

      Terran blood. Jorvik came from Van and Tayn’s own people.

      Though tough, he didn’t strike Van as a fighter—none of his race did.

      Suddenly, the serum Jorvik mentioned made perfect sense.

      Even the Federation super-soldiers in their cybersuits relied on drugs, at least the military did, to keep them fierce in battle, yet docile enough to control. To repair damage, slow aging, and to prolong life indefinitely.

      What became of the geneticists?

      Later. He’d consider all these matters later. He cupped Jorvik’s now-less-delicate face between his palms and skimmed his lips against soft skin. This time he didn’t plunder, he coaxed Jorvik’s tongue out to play slowly. One day soon, he might be afraid of this man.

      Not today.

      If they were doomed anyway, might as well claim what enjoyment he could, and soothe himself along with his unwitting partner in this whole clusterfuck.

      Slowly, slowly, he removed the spacer-issue pants and dull gray shirt so out of place on a man who should be dressed in fine silks. Brushing his mouth along Jorvik’s jaw, he catalogued the tells, the signs their races were one and the same—or had been: pulse point at the throat, rhythmic heartbeat consistent with Van’s own, the steady in and out of breath.

      He ran his hands over smooth, hairless skin. All the while Jorvik watched him with those penetrating dark eyes, observing, not fighting, but not joining in.

      Nope, Van wouldn’t attempt to seduce the unwilling. He pulled back, stopped by Jorvik’s hand on the back of his head.

      “I like watching you. You’re different from most men I’ve known.” Jorvik didn’t explain further, and Van didn’t feel compelled to ask.

      In this case, he’d take being different as a good thing, particularly as Jorvik urged him on and didn’t shove him away.

      Still, Jorvik remained too passive. Passive, in Van’s experience, meant unwilling.

      He retreated again.

      Too fast to follow, Jorvik grasped Van’s shoulder and shoved him back onto the thin bunk.

      The sudden aggression worked for Van, who suddenly found himself under attack, helpless for a moment under Jorvik’s onslaught.

      With a move sure to leave Van’s lips sore, Jorvik staked his claim, plunging his tongue into Van’s mouth, leaving Van no choice but to follow where led.

      In the past he’d usually been the aggressor, unless with Tayn, with whom he shared equal footing. Now, he barely registered Jorvik’s hand on his cock, didn’t realize he’d lost his coverall until Jorvik’s exhale warmed bare skin.

      Their last time together Jorvik hesitated, awkward at first. Now, he meant business.

      For a moment Van spared a thought for Tayn, watching from the inner workings of the ship, unable to participate in this mutual stress relief.

      As though sensing his thoughts, the seductive strains of an Anderrean soh-harp filling the cabin assured him Tayn approved in his own cheesy fashion.

      Jorvik mouthed Van’s cock.

      With soft lips wrapped around his flesh, and an eager tongue building his excitement, Van lay back, feeling, not thinking.

      Oh, gods, yes! He clutched at the bedsheets, fisting his hands in the well-worn fibers. Jorvik took one ass cheek in each hand and lifted, driving Van deeper into his mouth.

      He’d intended to be gentle, show Jorvik he wasn’t alone.

      Jorvik brushed off Van’s attempted tenderness and attacked, licking, tonguing, and gently scraping his teeth along the insides of Van’s thighs.

      Van imagined Tayn, sitting on their virtual couch, hand wrapped around his cock and stroking.

      His attention snapped back to the here and now when Jorvik inserted a slicked finger into his opening. Where’d he get lube? Oh. Tayn.

      Van would thank his partner later—if he survived this encounter with any brain cells intact.

      Oh, damn! Van nearly bucked off the bed when Jorvik found that spot. He definitely knew where Terrans kept their prostates.

      Another finger joined the first, and Van lost himself in the feeling of being fucked and sucked at the same time, by the same man.

      Just when he expected a good, hard fucking, Jorvik slicked Van’s dick, rose up on his knees, and impaled himself.

      “Ahh…” Jorvik’s throat worked, lips pressed into a tight line as he sank down. With a hard grip on Van’s biceps, he stilled, a small, pained moan escaping.

      “Are you all right?” Damn, Van would pull out, but in this position Jorvik maintained complete control.

      Jorvik didn’t answer, but he did move, slowly at first, then faster. He panted, rising and falling, taking his pleasure and giving too.

      Van didn’t know what he looked like in Jorvik’s eyes, with his space-weathered skin and shorn hair, but Jorvik… Jorvik’s pure beauty shone, white hair falling around his face, a few strands sweat-plastered to his neck.

      His chest filled out, muscles rippling with each movement. He fucked himself brutally on Van’s cock, taking no care, the line between pain and pleasure indistinguishable in his frantic cries.

      Van stopped fretting, giving himself over to the ecstasy of driving again and again into his lover’s body. The thigh muscles he gripped gave little, and his panted grunts joined Jorvik’s.

      Animalistic sounds left them both. Sweat-slicked, breaths coming in gasps, they crashed together and pulled apart, only to collide again.

      The flesh beneath his fingers grew too slippery to grasp.

      Van stared up, Jorvik stared down. Gazes locked as intimately as their bodies, they became one with the building storm around them.

      Harder, faster, deeper. Jorvik’s passage squeezed around him, setting Van spinning off course.

      Oh, gods! Oh, gods! He lunged up, once more, twice more…

      Jorvik’s cry matched his own, either in triumph or defeat he couldn’t say. Pulse after pulse rocked Van to the core, and he filled Jorvik’s body with his cum.

      Jorvik stroked himself, movements jerky. A moment later droplets rained down upon Van’s chest, Jorvik answering his challenge.

      They lay in a panting heap, sated for now, but with the same number of unanswered questions they’d started with.

      Somewhere in the belly of the ship, Tayn lived his lonely existence.

      He really should be there, joining in Van’s and Jorvik’s embrace. Three survivors.

      But for how long?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Pleaione-3 Colony, on the Edge of Coalition Space

        

      

    

    
      They set down at an obscure colony where no one would expect them to turn up. Then again, all thought they were dead.

      Except for his time on Akiak, Van hadn’t set foot on actual soil in years. Even with dark glasses Jorvik likely wouldn’t be able to withstand the brilliant sunlight during the full heat of the day.

      Checking out the ship didn’t require all three of them, leaving Van time to explore the planet surface, order provisions, and see about adding credits to their accounts.

      Salt spray scented the air, so much different from the artificial environment he’d grown used to. How long since he’d taken a moment to simply be?

      The sun beat down and he removed his shirt, boots, and socks, carrying them in one hand.

      He’d let his life become so regimented, so automatic, so same day, every day—before he’d crossed paths with Jorvik.

      He sank down onto the sand, watching the birds reeling overhead, calling out to each other. Rolling waves kept their casual beat. If he weren’t careful, he might fall asleep.

      Leaning back on his elbows in the sand, he watched the waves move in and out, much like on Old Terra before the wars began, sending his ancestors out to find another home. Handed-down stories alone remained.

      Clad only in rolled-up pants, he relished the chill each time the waves crept up the sand enough to splash his feet.

      He’d been a son, entered university with the full intention of being a scientist like his father, until war blew his dreams apart.

      But had they truly been his dreams, or what his family expected of him?

      Together with Tayn, another of the few survivors of the massacre of his colony, he’d joined the military to avenge the death of his parents and sister. In a mindless haze he’d fought, saw good men killed and evil men profit from the carnage.

      Then he’d become one of those evil men, he supposed, hiring himself out to the highest bidder, namely Commander, whose orders he’d blindly followed. Deep down, he might have believed in his boss, respected him.

      See where letting his guard down got him? Only the commander knew their location, could have planned the attempt on their lives. He’d also have fed Van to the wolves if he felt a reason.

      Knew where they were.

      Like the raid on the Cormorant. Had Commander been involved? Provided the marauders with codes to override their security? As the one who’d arranged for them to have the ship, Commander’s position gave him access to the codes.

      Before Tayn changed them.

      Not long before the attack Commander ordered them in to port for upgrades.

      Fuck. It all made sense now, along with the casual comments about Tayn. He knew! The bastard motherfucking knew all along! Might have conspired with the marauders.

      Why? What did he hope to gain?

      Control. He’d already gained control. Van would’ve done anything to keep others from finding out about the fate of his partner. But they’d tried to take Van’s body first. Why hadn’t they?

      Oh gods. The Federation scum tried to take both bodies. And who would Van and Tayn have turned to if they found themselves both confined to the ship?

      Who else? The commander.

      Taking a brain from its owner defied Coalition law. Prototype ship. Two dumb fucks who trusted the wrong guy.

      Commander would have skirted the law and gotten himself a brand-new sentient ship, and Van and Tayn would’ve been grateful for any help. Grateful! To the one who’d been the cause of their downfall. No doubt Commander would’ve promised to help, try to find their bodies on the black market, or clone new ones.

      Requiring about thirty years. In the meantime, Van and Tayn would’ve been at his mercy—without credits. Or perhaps he planned to sell the ship to the Federation. Which explained why the raiders didn’t steal the ship outright. He wanted their cooperation, and what better way to insure they were under his thumb than to swoop in like their savior when they needed him the most.

      But the plan fell short. They didn’t manage to steal Van’s body.

      All this happened right before…

      Right before Commander sent Van on a mission to rescue Coalition spies, the king of Akiak, and the king’s son. If Van died on the planet, Commander would’ve consoled a grieving Tayn, who’d do anything to avenge his partner.

      The guards who’d shown up at his room in the middle of the night. Had the asshole he never should’ve trusted sent them? Jorvik thwarted the plot, taking Van out of the palace by a route the guards must not have known about, since they didn’t pursue.

      Van might have fucked up Commander’s plans by living, and by completing his mission.

      If they’d reported having the king and prince onboard once they left Akiakian space, would they have been blasted to particles?

      If the commander rescued Jorvik himself, would things have been different?

      Van intended to hand anyone he found over to the boss. But he didn’t, since he hadn’t known his passenger’s true identity. Jorvik latched on and wouldn’t let go. Commander lost his chance to gain a pawn.

      Had he gone over to the Federation? If he’d ever been loyal to the Coalition government at all. Blowing up the station and killing so many beings of various systems could be seen as an act of war. Did Commander want to set the Coalition and Federation against each other?

      Chaos. War. The Commander brought in good credits playing both ends against each other.

      Maybe while the big dogs fought, he intended to swoop in and make a fortune off Akiak. Or whatever remained unscathed.

      Well, now Commander thought Van dead, leaving him free to do whatever the hell he pleased.

      But what did he want?

      Van still had the Cormorant, Tayn, and… Jorvik. While he and his partner in adventure were a family of sorts, something had been missing from their lives. Some tie to take them from fuck-buddies to so much more.

      In all honesty—a scary concept he normally avoided—he’d loved Tayn for years. Yet he’d never been put off watching his partner screw someone else.

      Fuck. Until Jorvik, they’d been together for most of their conquests. At first, they’d likely stuck together for safety, in case someone tried to take advantage of a horny spacer with more credits than brains. They occasionally struck out on their own later, but even as they gained confidence in their ability to defend themselves, they usually made a game out of finding someone together and sharing.

      Those other encounters had been fun, but now were barely remembered distractions, with nameless, faceless bodies. Bodies Van didn’t need, stopped needing a long time ago, if he’d ever needed them at all.

      He couldn’t live without Tayn, wouldn’t want to live without him, but Jorvik brought out protective feelings, maybe gratitude for a near stranger who’d taken up for Van when even the commander would have denied knowing him if it suited his purpose.

      No, Jorvik stood up, shielded him, and even bargained for Van’s future. He didn’t have to. He’d kept quiet about Tayn too.

      He’d also lost his family, had no one else to turn to.

      Van, Tayn, and Jorvik. Three very different people, brought together by the tragedy of losing their families.

      Now here Van stood, ready to plunge back into danger. Why?

      Why? For a handful of red rocks? Adventure? What?

      Or did he merely offer up his life because he’d nothing left to lose?

      He and Tayn might pick up a few jobs on their own, but how long would they survive before their former boss discovered he’d missed his targets? What then?

      And the boss tried to kill them and Jorvik, and possibly worked for the motherfucking Federation.

      Gods, how Van hated the Federation, the bringer of death. If he’d captured the uncle too, and shoved him out an airlock as instructed, they alone would bear the charges of killing a king, and Akiak would be left in chaos.

      Chaos. Commander thrived on chaos more than squirming wiggly things on a plate.

      Once more Van would go against the Federation, barely armed against their power, because Jorvik wanted him to. Tayn wanted him to.

      He’d be so screwed if they ever discovered their hold on him.

      No way would they survive challenging the Federation. Yet, what better way to end his miserable life than taking a few of the bastards with him? Oh, not the soldiers, most likely unwilling players in the game, but someone who called the shots, like the ambassador who’d caused the death of Jorvik’s father.

      Yeah, he’d go out in a blaze of glory.

      Fighting until the very end.
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        * * *

      

      “Where do you suppose Van went?” Not knowing what else to do, Jorvik jacked into the ship to spend time with Tayn, having gone through his holovid collection.

      “What? You don’t like spending alone time with me?  I can think of all kinds of things we can get up to.” Tayn spared a moment from watching the ship’s gauges to waggle his brows at Jorvik. “Too bad I’ve got work to do. Raincheck?”

      “What is raincheck?” He’d heard no reference to such a term during his holovid research.

      Tayn winked. “I’ll explain later. While you’re cashing in the raincheck.” He refocused on whatever tests he performed on the ship’s systems.

      How easily Tayn managed the ship, even without a body, negotiating fuel and minor repairs, the whole time communicating with beings on the ground who likely thought they spoke with a normal humanoid.

      Nothing about Tayn was normal. While Jorvik had heard of ships controlled by humanoid brains on the holovids Tayn loaned him, he’d never really given thought to the life sacrificed for such an effort. Why would someone give up their lives to become part of a machine?

      Unless given no choice.

      Were coerced.

      The few Federation vessels Jorvik traveled on weren’t chatty like Tayn, controlled by orders. They’d never spoken to Jorvik beside telling him meal or flight schedules. At the time, he hadn’t even known an actual person lost their physical life to run the ship.

      Could they actually be like Tayn, with their own thoughts and feelings?

      Jorvik hated the Federation all the more.

      He opened his mouth and words poured out unbidden. “Do you mind being part of the ship? I’ve worn your things, slept in your bunk, so I know something of you when you were in a body.” Had Van done something to cause Tayn to become a part of the ship?

      Some indefinable fierceness shone from Tayn’s eyes. “I made the choice. Marauders stole my body. Van would’ve died trying to get it back. I… I couldn’t let him. Even if he could have, it would’ve been too late. My flesh started dying the moment those bastards unhooked the life supports.”

      “You… you felt your body die?” As hard as it was to wrap his head around mind and body being two separate things—physically speaking, for one to live while the other died?

      “Anyway,” Tayn continued without answering the question, “I couldn’t allow Van to take a chance on a lost cause.”

      The tenderness when Tayn spoke Van’s name grabbed Jorvik’s attention. “You love him.” Why did the thought cause a lurch in the heart Jorvik wasn’t supposed to have in this form?

      “Always have, always will.”

      “What about him and me? Or even you and me?”

      Tayn abandoned his post at a control panel in favor of the couch, lifting an arm around Jorvik’s back. “Did you know there are entire cultures that mate in groups? Sometimes they don’t feel complete until they have five or six. I’ve looked into your culture’s history. Yours, like ours, thinks pairs are best. Who’s to say? I don’t feel abused when you’re with him instead of me. Life isn’t always pleasant. If the two of you can find some measure of peace with each other, then I’m happy.”

      Made sense, in a bizarre way. “Once this is over, and I am ruler of Akiak, I want you and Van to stay with me.” Jorvik knew the truth. His days were numbered, but he needed a fantasy right now so much more than reality.

      “You really want us to?” Tayn’s eyebrows rose.

      “Yes.” Even as the words left his mouth, Jorvik knew his dreams couldn’t come true.

      “Then we’ll be there.” Tayn brought his lips to Jorvik’s forehead. One simple gesture made Jorvik want to give up his quest, forget about Akiak, and take off for a distant solar system with Tayn and Van.

      He couldn’t. Too many depended on him. He’d made an irrevocable choice the day he’d consumed the serum.

      The couch became floor cushions, Jorvik’s garments turned to air. He lay on his back, gazing up into eyes the blue of crystals he’d seen, but far more luminous and beautiful. What had Tayn looked like as a man? Did the cyber image do him justice?

      Then again, did it matter? Tayn spent time with him, taught him chess, talked to him.

      By all appearances, cared for him.

      Skin to skin they came together, Jorvik spreading his legs to let Tayn settle between. With Tayn and Van he could let go, be himself, let them lead and him follow.

      Tayn brought their mouths together, placing an opened-mouthed kiss on Jorvik’s lips, skimming the surface of his skin from mouth to ear, and on to shoulder. He smoothed his hands up and down Jorvik’s arms, barely contacting.

      The tender touches brought fire. Placing his hands on either side of Tayn’s head, Jorvik brought him down and plundered his mouth.

      A little maneuvering and Tayn breached him.

      How strange. How could synapses in his brain feel so real, the slight burn as Tayn entered him, the pleasure of their coming together?

      The grunts and groans, speaking of Tayn’s enjoyment.

      The beat of Tayn’s heart against his, something that didn’t actually exist here.

      Yet, he existed here, in this time and place.

      He wrapped his arms around his lover’s shoulders, using his legs as leverage to bring Tayn farther inside.

      With hands and mouths and bodies they loved, until at last they cried out as one.

      They lay on their sides, Tayn’s arm over Jorvik.

      Yes, he could definitely get used to Tayn’s cuddling.
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      Tayn held Jorvik close. How he’d missed cuddling. If he got the chance to experience life in flesh again, he’d never take the simple things for granted.

      Sleep in this form differed from sleep in the flesh, and he gazed down at Jorvik, resting peacefully in his arms. Technically, they didn’t need sleep but, like breathing, the consciousness relied on steady patterns, unable to part with old ways easily.

      Sleepy eyes blinked open, and for a moment Jorvik stiffened, then relaxed, the corners of his mouth nearly twitching up. Him feeling safe enough with Tayn to fall asleep proved some measure of trust, right?

      “I want to show you something.” Tayn probably shouldn’t share the memories of their past without Van’s consent, but someone needed to prepare for the unlikely event they survived the coming conflicts.

      “What?” A touch of wariness crept into Jorvik’s voice.

      In answer, Tayn changed their environment to what he remembered of his and Van’s dorm room. Holovid versions of their favorite musicians projected on Tayn’s dresser, a family video from Van’s, and shirts hung over the backs of chairs. The food panel hadn’t been cleaned in weeks, and spatters on the two-seater table didn’t bear thinking about.

      How happy he’d been.

      And how depressingly stupid.

      “What is this place?” Jorvik rose, turning in a circle.

      Tayn stood and wrapped an arm around Jorvik’s shoulders. “This is the room Van and I shared when our parents sent us to a Federation university.”

      “I attended a Federation university too. My quarters looked nothing like this. I had my own room and bathing chamber.”

      Tayn paused. Jorvik didn’t strike him as the scion of a wealthy family from the Federation capital, who’d lorded their positions over the ones they referred to as “colony rats.” Yet, his position far exceeded theirs.

      Even they hadn’t rated private rooms.

      Damn. For a moment Tayn nearly withdrew his arm, but if the son of a king didn’t mind hanging out with colony rats, he’d not point out the difference in their heritage.

      The door opened and two young men entered, the first with long copper hair and laughing green eyes. Tayn’s breath caught. Van. Back when he’d been carefree.

      Oh, to relive those years. If he’d only allowed his parents to visit him like they’d wanted, but he’d told them to wait until he finished his end of term tests.

      A younger version of himself wrapped Van in a hug and spun him around. “We did it! We made it through finals!”

      Van pushed him onto the nearest single bed and flopped down beside him. “Yeah. We did. How’d you make out?”

      The memory version of Tayn grinned. “You tell me. I copied off of you, after all.”

      “Why, you…” Van mock-growled. They’d both understood full well who scored higher on all tests—definitely not Van.

      The vice grip on Tayn’s heart squeezed painfully tight. Why did he still experience near-physical pain in this virtual form? Not fair! He got none of the benefits of a fleshly body, but still experienced way too many emotions.

      Emotions he’d love to turn off now. The two men in the dorm room remained clueless as to what the next few hours would bring.

      The door whooshed open and a young woman their age burst in. Tayn couldn’t recall her name. “Turn the holovid to the news channel! There’s been an attack in Delta Sector. You both are from there, right?” She rushed back out of the room.

      Van and Tayn stared at each other for a long moment.

      The moment their lives changed.

      Tayn obscured the images. If he possessed physical eyes he’d be blinking back tears. They’d been so young, so unprepared for what life held in store for them.

      He took several deep breaths and wrapped his arm tighter around Jorvik, using him for an anchor. Closing his eyes, he focused on the indelible image he’d tried hard, but never managed to forget.

      Jorvik let out a gasp, shoulders going rigid. Tayn opened his eyes. Black ash fell around them like rain, the scent of charred human flesh stinging his nose.

      Distant screams of torment peppered the air, from loved ones and rescue workers searching unsuccessfully for survivors. Smoke obscured the view, hanging on after three days of burning. The younger Tayn stood in the middle of a perimeter of half-burned timbers, tears cleaning tracks down his sooty skin.

      “What is this place?” Jorvik asked.

      “My home.” Tayn’s voice came out a hoarse whisper. “Or it was before the Federation got there.” It took three days and every available credit to buy passage on a ship willing to bring them to a newly-declared war zone.

      And promises of joining the Coalition military to get them the hell away.

      The memory Tayn whimpered, sorting through fragments the here-and-now Tayn saw clearly in his mind’s eye. The arm from a toy soldier. A pearl from his mother’s necklace. Bits of pottery dishes.

      He kept them all in the trunk at the foot of his bed. His folks weren’t there. They’d been taken to the makeshift morgue, and he hadn’t worked up the nerve to visit their bodies.

      Alone. He’d lost his family and would forevermore be alone in the world.

      The forlorn young man squatted in the ash, brushing away soot and dirt, to reveal a cracked picture frame.

      Tayn closed his eyes, recalling the image, and the moment he realized he wasn’t alone after all.

      The younger him pocketed the picture and fled the burned-out home, going in search of the one he’d cling to, the one who’d given him the picture.

      Again Tayn shifted the scene, pausing to fight a sniffle. Habits. Bah. Why couldn’t he give up human habits and be more like an android?

      Unfeeling. Untouched by despair.

      The Tayn of ten years ago approached Van, sitting in the filth of his family’s former house. Van didn’t look up. “Did you visit the morgue?”

      “Not yet.” He’d hope to put off the unpleasant trip indefinitely.

      Van let out a sobbed breath. “Don’t. I identified your parents. And… and mine. My sister too.”

      Fuck. Until then, Tayn held out hope of at least Van’s sister being spared. The Federation was nothing if not thorough.

      The colony refused to give up boys between the ages of six and twelve for soldiers, choosing to educate them instead for the good of the community. They’d been made an example.

      “What will we do now?” Tayn mouthed along with the earlier version of himself.

      Van glanced up. “Unless we want to become Federation drones, we leave tonight for Coalition space.”

      Tayn’s heart couldn’t stand anymore of the visit to places best forgotten.

      “Why are you showing me this?” Jorvik asked.

      Tayn kept the remainder of the day to himself, how amidst tears and despair he and Van found comfort in each other. They’d made love for the first time, although they’d never referred to their act of desperation as such.

      Wiping away the atrocities best left in the past, Tayn returned them to the present, where they once again lay on a blanket on the floor, Jorvik’s head in his lap. The silk of Jorvik’s hair felt so good under Tayn’s fingers.

      He forwarded ahead. Slightly older versions of Van and Tayn, entering a shabby hotel room and removing their Coalition uniforms. Their first shore leave after an extended battle.

      Van collapsed onto the bed, Tayn settling in beside him, pulling Van into his arms. Van resisted for a moment, then relaxed.

      Tayn shifted the experience. Instead of watching from a corner, he placed Jorvik in the bed, in Tayn’s body, humming some old song and holding Van.

      While Van cried.

      Tayn opened up, letting Jorvik feel his heart breaking, knowing Van hurt and being unable to do one damned thing to take away his pain.

      Van cried for the family he’d lost, the family Tayn lost, and the families they’d cost loved ones in their recent skirmish. Tayn decided then and there that, given half a chance, they’d leave the military.

      Before one way or another, war killed Van. Killed them both.

      When they came back to themselves, Jorvik stared at the blanket fisted in his hands. “I’m sorry. For years I’ve mistrusted off-worlders, having known too many who used others for their own gain, who refused to see any other race as equal.” He raised his dark, dark eyes to meet Tayn’s. “You’re not like them. You care about others, know my pain. Lost as much, if not more than I.”

      Tayn shouldn’t push, he really shouldn’t but… “Will you show me your memories?”

      Jorvik paused for a long moment. “What would you like to see?”

      “How were you raised? What was your day to day life like?”

      Jorvik tilted his head to the side. “I’m not sure I know how to do this like you.”

      “I’ll help. Bring the memories to the front of your mind. I’ll do the rest.”

      Jorvik snuggled back into Tayn’s arms. He’d taken to cuddling with a vengeance.

      Good. Sometimes, only human contact stood between a man and despair.

      Images came to life in their artificial environment: a young Jorvik, possibly three years old, if Akiakians aged at the same rate as Terrans. The boy sat in a room with an elderly man standing at his back.

      “You must keep all emotion from your face.” The man gave Jorvik’s shoulder a gentle slap. “Sit up straight! No slouching.”

      He’d been slouching? Couldn’t prove it by Tayn. Damn. Three years old, and already training for his future role as king.

      The image shifted, aging Jorvik to perhaps seven or eight years old. He reclined on floor cushions next to a man Tayn recognized from holovid images as Jorvik’s father. Before them sat several other men, dressed in flowing silks.

      “Father’s advisors,” Jorvik said.

      Behind the men, nearly out of sight in a corridor outside the room, three children played, two brandishing sticks and the third clutching her chest, falling to the floor, her performance as a dead woman marred by her giggling.

      Even without drawing closer into the recreation, Tayn couldn’t help noticing the wistful expression on Jorvik’s face, how he’d wanted to go play with the other children.

      But no. While they’d enjoyed the games of childhood, he’d been ensconced in duty.

      The next scene advanced Jorvik’s age two or three years. He entered a room through what appeared to be a secret passageway inside the walls and dashed across the floor.

      Silk covered the bed, which sat on the floor, with more silk draped from the ceiling. Crystals glowed from the walls of the windowless room. Beautiful, tasteful, and reeking of wealth without being gaudy.

      “You sent for me, Father?”

      The king sat in a sitting area, on floor cushions, face grave. A single red crystal hung from his neck, glowing with inner fire.

      “Am I in trouble?” young Jorvik asked.

      The king patted the spot beside him and Jorvik sat. “I’ve received some bad news.” He held Jorvik’s hand, a tender gesture so at odds with the man’s behavior toward his son in the previous memory. “I’m afraid your mother is dead.”

      Tayn ended the visual. “How did your mother die, if you don’t mind my asking?” In the scenes so far, she hadn’t made an appearance.

      “My mother came from a fishing village. My father met her on a tour of the coastal regions. She lived with him at the palace until I was born, then she returned home.”

      What? “She didn’t stay with your father, as queen?”

      Jorvik shook his head. “He chose her as consort, and she gave him a son. Me. She became what your language calls ‘homesick.’ With Father’s blessing, she returned to her village.”

      “Did you ever see her again?” How awful for a mother to simply leave. Tayn often bickered with his, but she’d always been there for him.

      “Yes. She visited, or I visited her village.”

      Tayn lowered his voice. “How did she die?”

      Jorvik stared down at his hands. “There are sea creatures in the Southern realms, what you might call snakes. They’re very deadly. A single bite can kill.” He shuddered. “She reached her hand into a bucket without looking while cleaning the day’s catch. A snake bit her, and she died within minutes.”

      “Did you have brothers and sisters?”

      Jorvik shook his head. “No. But I hoped my father’s latest mistress would give him a child, and he’d take her for consort. She made him happy, I think. Oona having a child would have meant I didn’t have to worry about a successor.”

      Tayn’s next question died unspoken as the recreation of Jorvik’s life resumed without Tayn’s assistance. The splendidly dressed prince sat in the corner of a room the likes of which Tayn had never seen.

      As with the king’s quarters, a bed sat on the floor, a mound of cushions and silks. Recessed shelves in the walls held trinkets and personal belongings, and a sweet scent washed in from the open window.

      Two young men, roughly Jorvik’s age, kissed and fondled each other on the bed. Like Jorvik, their pale skin glowed in the low light. One’s hair shone a soft white, the other’s light green.

      The walls glowed, painting the scantily clad men in greenish light. Glowing walls? Nothing Tayn discovered in the archives prepared him for the sheer beauty of thousands upon thousands of crystals, some tiny, others the size of his thumbnail.

      All shining with inner fire, like stars.

      Stars. Tayn used to love lying on the hill above the colony, staring up at the heavens with Van and planning all kinds of adventures for some day.

      They’d shared adventures, all right, but Tayn would never again look at stars with such wonder.

      But… this was Jorvik’s room? His life? Daaaayyyymmmm. He must think Tayn’s room a pig sty in comparison. If he even knew what “pig” meant.

      Tayn once witnessed Jorvik briefly in royal attire the day he’d gone all red king on the space station. Then he’d been tense and on a mission. Now, the edges of his mouth lifted as he watched the two men cavorting among emerald green silks.

      Tayn’s cock stiffened, and he couldn’t resist stroking himself. The image became so clear, for a moment he forgot he couldn’t cross the room and join in the fun. Only a memory. Jorvik’s memory, different from the interactive environments Tayn and Van created. If he inserted himself into the mix, the whole scenario might dissipate like a puff of smoke.

      He mustn’t let his horndog libido ruin what Jorvik tried to share with him.

      Speaking of Jorvik—damn, what a gorgeous prince, parts of his white hair drawn up into an elegant updo, while glossy strands flowed down to caress his cheeks. Pastel silks made up his clothing, in yellows, greens, pinks, and blues.

      No wonder he’d caught Van’s attention. Not merely his external beauty, but his bearing, his confidence. After the death of his family, Van admired those who could take care of themselves and relieved him of the responsibility.

      Nothing made Van run faster than someone who expected him to take care of them, and refused to be accountable for themselves.

      In stark contrast, nothing attracted Tayn more than being needed.

      The three Akiakians could need him anytime. All were delicately built, nearly fragile. He glanced beside him at Jorvik, and did a double-take. They’d only left Akiak a few weeks ago, yet the man who would be king definitely appeared more bulked-up, and possibly taller, than before.

      Nah, maybe Jorvik’s vision of himself while in the artificial environment on the ship distorted the truth.

      The trio’s night of sex was extremely vivid, moreso than Jorvik’s other memories. Perhaps because the event happened not long ago.

      Tayn’s heart pounded in time with someone beating on the door. He longed to scream, “Go away!” and continue watching the erotic scene playing out before him.

      Beside him, Jorvik sucked in a deep breath and clasped Tayn’s hand.

      Within seconds, arousal turned to horror. Two men, dead. The king and his mistress. Jorvik’s abuse from a guard. The sense of helplessness.

      Jorvik screamed, “No!” digging his fingernails into Tayn’s hand. The images blinked out of existence.

      Tayn panted and stared wide-eyed. What had he just watched?

      Jorvik moaned, what little color his skin possessed now tinged gray.

      Fuck. Tayn should’ve paid more attention to what the scene cost the prince who’d lost so much. “Shh…” Tayn crooned. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Though he didn’t answer, Jorvik gripped Tayn tight.

      Tayn patted Jorvik and rubbed his back.

      Though he shook and turned away, Jorvik didn’t scream and wail like Tayn would have, although he did let out an audible sniff and scrub his hand over his face. “Then… then I met Van, and you know the rest.”

      Yes, Tayn did. Like he also knew Jorvik thrashed and cried out sometimes during his sleep.

      Jorvik dropped his voice to a murmur. “I don’t think he likes me. He has sex with me, then leaves, and he doesn’t talk to me like you do.”

      They’d all lost pretty much everything but each other. He and Van could invite Jorvik into the mix.

      Right now, Van only had Tayn. One day he might be alone again, given Tayn’s circumstances. Tayn might not be able to give him a lifetime of love outside the ship, but he could give him Jorvik.

      Between the two of them, they’d keep Van from loneliness, and hold him at night when he cried.

      Now to set the wheels into motion, because, fuck, Jorvik deserved some happy after what he’d been through.

      “I disagree. What you need is to spend some time together.” Jorvik poured all the meaning he could into their eye contact. “How’d you like to go planet side?”
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      Boots in hand, pants rolled up, Van trudged down to the water’s edge. Years ago, he’d come here with his family, held his sister on his shoulders while they played in the waves. Back then the planet served as a popular family vacation destination and not an outlaw settlement caught between warring factions.

      He glanced up the shoreline, trying to imagine his family walking toward him. Wait a minute! Someone was approaching.

      Fast.

      He barely registered white hair and a dark eye shield when the figure slammed into him. “No!” Jorvik threw Van out of the waves, losing his shield in the process, then braced, teeth clenched and eyes tightly closed.

      A wave broke a few feet away, sending spray towards Jorvik’s face. Water crept toward the shore, wetting Jorvik’s boots and pants. He shuddered.

      Van hauled himself out of the sand where he’d fallen. “Jorvik? Mind telling me what this is about?”

      “Snakes!”

      What the hell? Van glanced right and left. “There are no snakes here. I’ve never seen one on this planet.”

      Jorvik pointed his chin downward, cracking open one eye and immediately closing it again.

      Brushing sand from his ass with one hand, Van closed the distance between them and returned the shield to Jorvik’s nose.

      Jorvik breathed a relieved-sounding sigh. “No snakes?”

      “No snakes. Why would you think there were?” Van glanced around again. “And what are you doing here?”

      “Tayn sent me. Said you might need company.”

      Tayn loved coming here. They’d play in the surf and then see how many uncomfortable places they could get sand—otherwise known as having sex in the dunes. “You didn’t have to come.” Jorvik being here interrupted Van’s kicking himself for how much he’d cost Tayn in independence. If he’d only paid more attention…

      “I… I can leave if you want me to.”

      The voice sounded so unlike the commanding presence who’d made a station governor grovel. Small, unsure… lost.

      Jorvik knocked him down a few seconds ago, sacrificing himself to save Van from sea snakes—the second time he’d stood up for Van. Besides, things needed saying away from Tayn’s ears, or he’d never hear the end of the matter. Van? Thanking someone? “I wanted to thank you for what you tried to do on the space station, get me out of trouble. You didn’t have to put yourself out there for me.”

      “Yes. I did. Whether you wanted to or not, you helped me when I had nowhere else to turn. I still need your help.”

      Help Van couldn’t give. “Yeah, well, thanks for telling those guys I’m your consort.”

      Jorvik turned his head toward Van. “I didn’t tell them you were my consort. I claimed you publicly as such.”

      What? “What do you mean?” Prickles raced up the back of Van’s neck. He probably wouldn’t like what came out of Jorvik’s mouth next.

      “I couldn’t think of any other way out of the situation. So when I told them you were my consort, and you didn’t dispute me, we made the bond legal on my world.”

      What. The. Fuck. They were married? No, no, no, no, no. “All you have to do is say the words? What about asking me?” Van couldn’t keep the snarl from his voice. Motherfucking married! Without his knowledge or consent?

      Healthy pink flushed Jorvik’s normal pallor. “The night we met. What we did. You shared genetic material with me. It’s now in my body. A part of me forever. The fact you gave it freely implies willingness. So, when I said the words…”

      “Fuck me!” Van groaned and slapped a hand over his face.

      “Here? Now?” Jorvik whipped his head to each side, but they were the only people on the beach.

      Van sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s an expression.” Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. Tayn would be cackling his ass off if he knew. “You should have asked.”

      “Would you have agreed? Or would you let your stubbornness send you to prison?”

      Van opened and closed his mouth. The guy made a valid point. “So, I got screwed in front of damned peacekeepers and didn’t even get kissed.”

      Jorvik’s brow furrowed over the top of his eye shield. “You didn’t seem to want a kiss.”

      “It’s an expression.”

      Hands on his narrow hips, Jorvik jutted out his chin. “No. Tayn is the one with the odd way of talking. Not you.”

      Did Jorvik have any idea how, head cocked to the side, craning his neck and looking fierce as hell, made him cute? How could Van stay mad? It’d be like kicking a puppy. Besides, surely dying in the fiery space station explosion negated any Akiakian marriage.

      It was hardly the first time Van woke up married. Damned those backwater worlds with their backwater customs! In those two cases, not having any cattle for a dowry got him booted, and his grooms decided on someone else before Van even pulled his pants up.

      Thank gods for owning no cattle!

      Besides, Van's battle experience taught him to recognize one he couldn’t win. “What does that mean now? The Coalition thinks I’m dead. Any charges would be dropped. I no longer need your protection.”

      Jorvik still cast doubtful glances at the waves, jumping at dark shadows flitting under the water’s surface. “But I still need a consort.”

      Okay, not the time to start talking logic. Tomorrow they might die and any misunderstandings be a moot point.

      “There are no water snakes on this world, so I think it’s safe to take off your boots.” Van stared pointedly at Jorvik’s sodden footwear.

      With a sheepish shrug and timid smile, Jorvik backed out of the water, squelching with every footstep.

      “Come here.” Van motioned to a grassy spot away from the sand.

      Eyes trained on Van, or as much as Van could tell through the dark eyewear, Jorvik sat.

      Van crouched down beside him, removed his boots, and dumped water out. He sat the boots in the sun and made “gimme” motions with his hand toward Jorvik’s socks.

      Jorvik did as Van wanted. Van rolled Jorvik’s soggy pants legs up to his knees.

      “Since you’re afraid of snakes, I take it you’ve never waded in the ocean.”

      Jorvik shook his head. “That would be… stupid on Akiak.”

      “Then you’re in for a treat. Tayn…” Regret chewed at Van’s insides. Tayn should be here, enjoying this outing too.

      Jorvik rose, took a few tentative steps toward the water, and glanced back over his shoulder.

      “I’m coming.” Van trod out on the wet sand, right at the edge of the incoming tide. Warm salt water washed his toes. He’d deal with the consequences of ever having heard of the planet Akiak later. “Come on. What are you waiting for?” He motioned Jorvik forward.

      Tiny step by tiny step, Jorvik approached, keeping his toes carefully above the waterline.

      Van couldn’t help smiling. His sister used to do the same.

      The fishies will eat my toes! she’d squeal, giggling when Van reached down and tugged on a toe.

      His sister. The hole in his heart would never fill, but now he could at least think of her smiling face, her childish laughter, and smile back.

      Van took Jorvik’s hand and led him out into the water. Waves came in, then sucked the sand out from under their feet on the retreat.

      “What?” Jorvik wobbled and would have run if Van hadn’t kept a good grip on him.

      “It’s just the water washing the sand out from under your feet. It’s not going to hurt you.”

      “It’s not?” Jorvik stared down, digging his toes into the sand. After a moment the stiff set of his shoulders relaxed and a smile lit his face.

      Strange how someone else experiencing something for the first time let Van relive the wonder he’d lost over the years. He started down the beach, tugging Jorvik along with him.

      A dark shape flitted past in the water.

      “Ahhh!” Jorvik jumped, grabbing Van and holding on.

      “It’s just a fish.”

      “A fish?” Jorvik slowly unpeeled himself from Van, still hesitant. The shape swam by again. This time Jorvik knelt in the shallows. With a tentative hand he reached out. The fish flitted away. He lifted his face, a grin stretching his lips wide and showing even, white teeth.

      A grin. Van never saw such an expression on his face before, and could almost imagine a young Jorvik, without the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      “If you think that’s something, come look at this.” Van jogged down the beach. Childlike laughter dogged his heels, Jorvik splashing and running behind him.

      Van stopped at a tidepool. Jorvik caught up, mimicking Van’s hands-on-knees pose. Inside the pool, blue and yellow fish flitted and darted.

      “They’re beautiful! We don’t have fish like this on Akiak. Ours are all brown or gray. Like the snakes.” He shuddered.

      There must’ve been a story there. “Tell me about the snakes.”

      “Very poisonous. One bite will kill you, whether you bite them or they bite you.” No smile lifted Jorvik’s lips now. “They killed my mother.”

      “Damn, I’m sorry. How old were you?”

      Jorvik tilted his head to the side again. “We don’t count time as you do. Maybe ten or eleven of your years. Perhaps twelve.”

      Poor kid. Bad enough losing a mother at nineteen. “It’s hard losing a mother.”

      “Yes. Matron stepped in. I held my own mother dear, but Matron raised me.”

      “Matron.” An image came to mind of a scowling face. “Is she the woman who nearly took a knife to me the night we met?”

      “Yes. She’s rather protective.”

      Most guards in the Coalition military weren’t so damned defensive. If they were, the Federation would be a mere memory by now.

      The woman who’d look right at home holding an automatic weapon raised a prince. Oh, yeah. Definitely a story there, but the telling might wipe the smile from Jorvik’s face for the foreseeable future. Van quite liked Jorvik’s smile. They walked on in silence, Jorvik pointing out things of interest, asking questions, and in general being a pleasant companion. Without saying a word, he picked up Van’s hand, laced their fingers, and set off down the beach.

      When was the last time Van simply enjoyed the day, without places to go and people to kill?

      Or people out to kill him. He felt more relaxed now than he remembered being in ages.

      The sheen on Jorvik’s skin meant Tayn must’ve directed him into the sanitizer for a coating of sun protection, like he’d done to Van. The Cormorant’s pilot made a damned fine mother hen, as Van’s grandfather used to say, though he hadn’t explained what he meant by “hen”. Maybe one day Van might look it up.

      Still, he’d be grateful to his partner for the fussing. He’d hate to see what the intense UV light of this world did to Akiakian skin.

      Though he tried not to, Van couldn’t help noticing the swell of Jorvik’s ass, the fullness of his lips, and recall their night together. He shifted, making room in his pants for his swelling cock.

      Gods, the man was beautiful, and any time he bent over to admire a seashell or a pretty stone, Van fought the impulse to grab his hips and shove against him.

      He’d been so good lately. Having sex with Tayn with Jorvik on board the ship seemed wrong somehow, as did satisfying his needs with Jorvik when Tayn couldn’t join in.

      When had he grown such strict morals? Damn it, but he needed to get laid regularly again, and being around two men who never failed to arouse him, and trying—and failing—to keep his hands to himself, might drive him insane.

      Jorvik hadn’t brought up last night, which suited Van fine. Avoiding the subject meant less guilt twisting his gut. Had he given Jorvik the wrong idea? Or hurt Tayn’s feelings?

      Too much to consider, and he’d not feel any better denying his needs.

      Several times he plunged himself into the frigid surf to ease the pressure in his groin, though cold water on his tender bits created its own kind of hell.

      Jorvik didn’t seem to notice, nor did he show any sign of arousal. The lack of interest alone backed Van off.

      Last night Jorvik turned to him while hurting, and might never do so again.

      The sun slipped toward the horizon by the time they returned for their boots.

      They really should get back, and guilt ate at him for enjoying himself while Tayn stayed alone on the ship, but Van wasn’t ready to let this day, and his newfound comradery with Jorvik, end.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Van and Jorvik lay on damp sand, staring up at the night sky.

      Jorvik pointed up, mouth hanging open. Thousands of stars twinkled in the darkness.

      “You’ve never seen stars before?”

      Transfixed, Jorvik shook his head. “They’re… beautiful. Like crystals in a deep cave.” He turned his head toward the water, a smile on his face. “The air moves here. All the time. It doesn’t on Akiak.”

      Worlds upon worlds in the universe, each more unique than the last. Some were paradises, some treacherous, some unable to support any form of life. Van long ago stopped marveling in the majesty of the heavens, or the feel of a salt breeze on his face. “Wind,” he said. “We call it wind.”

      “Wind,” Jorvik echoed. More softly he added, “I like wind.”

      The night air carried traces of salt spray, seaweed, and a million other scents. “So, you’ve never lain on a beach before, under the stars?”

      Jorvik shook his head again.

      What happened to the arrogant princeling? The pale body lying next to Van appeared so young, so open.

      Van moved closer, pointing up at the sky. “Do you see that bright star? The big one?”

      “Yes.”

      Looping his finger in a circular pattern, he explained, “Now, look at the perfect circle it makes with the others.”

      Copying Van’s movements, Jorvik traced a finger in the air. “I see them.”

      “Those are called The Bride’s Ring.”

      “Bride’s ring. What is bride?”

      Oh boy. Try to be nice… “In some cultures, when a male and female marry, the female is called a bride.”

      “What is the male called?”

      “The groom.” Van wasn’t ready yet to show Jorvik the “Wedding Night Groom” stars forming a definite phallic shape, aimed at the ring, or how “Bride’s Ring” was the politer name for that particular cluster of stars.

      “Is married like choosing a consort? What if two females marry? Or two males? What about races with no male or female? Or more than one of each?”

      Wait, what? Damn. Akiakian mating customs must be far more interesting than Van thought. He’d get around to asking about divorce later. Jorvik made no demands of him, so maybe the whole consort thing wouldn’t cramp his style. “Depends on the culture, and the preference of the individuals involved.” Please don’t let him start asking about the blobular beings for whom mating meant a massive pile-on of five hundred or more, and only half made it out alive.

      What a way to go.

      “What about mating on your world?” Jorvik turned away from surveying the sky to fix his gaze on Van’s face.

      Sometime over the course of the evening, Jorvik’s eye shield found a spot on the ground.

      Van rose to a sitting position, elbows resting on his drawn-up knees. “My ancestors came from Old Terra. While traditions changed from colony to colony, most where I came from married one person, regardless of their genders.”

      “It is like that on Akiak too, but we take consorts instead of marry. For most Akiakians, the consort bond lasts as long as the participants wish. For my family, and many others who choose, the bond is for life.” Jorvik rolled onto his side, facing Van. “After my birth, my mother wished to return to her home. She owned a thriving fishing business and had no desire to lounge on pillows and live a life of relative ease.”

      “She didn’t take you with her?”

      Jorvik’s hair swished over his shoulders when he shook his head. “No. I belonged in the palace, the center of our government, learning from my father and his advisors. He and I visited her, or she visited us, but she wanted to live her own life, and my father respected her wishes.”

      “They stayed mated?”

      “Yes. Even after my mother’s death, my father didn’t desire another consort, as he had a son to carry on the family’s duties. Lately, though, he’d found happiness with a young woman named Oona. I’d hoped she give my father more children.”

      Strange concept for an heir, to want competition. “You weren’t afraid they’d try to take your place?”

      Jorvik tilted his head, a line forming between his well-shaped, nearly transparent brows. “Not merely birth order dictates who succeeds the father, they must have the commitment and the respect of the people.” Jorvik dropped his gaze. “Or, rather, that’s how things used to be.”

      The uncle from Hell changed the rules.

      “If Oona gave my father children, I could have named one of them my heir, and removed the burden of having to produce one on my own.” He spoke matter-of-factly, ready to assume the role thrown at him, accepting a life laid out by others.

      “If you had a choice, would you want to be king?”

      Jorvik shrugged. “I don’t have a choice, so why consider anything else?”

      Van opened his mouth and closed it again without speaking. What could he say? Hell, here he was, nearly thirty years old, and he’d come by his profession, lived day to day, without any conscious plan on his part.

      “What would you have done differently, if given a second chance?” Jorvik ran his finger in patterns over the sand.

      “I was away at university when the Federation attacked my colony, learning to terraform, like my father. When my folks died, the Federation labeled them an enemy of the people and seized all their assets. Broke and pretty much alone, Tayn and I joined the Coalition military. I did what I had to do. I never got the chance to decide what I actually wanted.”

      “Have you ever gone back home?”

      “Can’t. I’ve made myself… unwanted. Or wanted, depending on how you look at things.” Wanted for a bounty.

      “Why are you helping me?” Jorvik finally asked.

      Big fucking question. “Several reasons. One, I want to stick it to those who have an ass-whipping coming. Two, I’m hoping to make enough credits to help Tayn get a new body. Three, I’m not doing anything better, am I?’

      Jorvik let out what might have been a snicker. “Ah, such noble intentions.”

      “I’m a mercenary. Noble intentions aren’t in the job description.” Van lay back on the sand, watching the stars make a slow circuit across the sky.

      “Can you get Tayn a new body?”

      “I will or die trying.”

      The conversation lagged into comfortable silence.

      So many things Van should be doing. Was it wrong to take a few hours and simply live, without the weight of a hundred worlds pressing on his shoulders?

      He could go back to the ship and wallow, blaming himself for Tayn’s fate, or kick himself for ever trusting his former boss, or maybe worry where his next credits might come from.

      Or he could lie here, staring up at the sky, and be happy to be alive.

      For a few moments, anyway. He kept several inches between himself and Jorvik. One look, one brush of a hand against his skin, and he couldn’t be responsible for his actions.

      Nothing could come of a relationship between a mercenary and a king.

      Better to keep things between them as professional as possible.
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        * * *

      

      Van woke with a start to find Jorvik snugged against one side, his blaster lying against the other.

      Jorvik, not Tayn.

      Both felt good in his arms.

      Soft snores meant Jorvik slept firmly. He’d never know if…

      Van wrapped his arms more fully around the sleeping man. If only for a little while, he’d appreciate the closeness and the desires he’d never fulfill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The more Tayn considered the options, the more sense his plan made. Doing the right thing didn’t stop small, fanged things from chewing on his heart. The heart he shouldn’t have in this form.

      No sounds came from the empty ship. Van and Jorvik hadn’t returned, although the planet’s sun would soon make an appearance. Where had they been all night? Surely they hadn’t gotten into a fight and killed each other.

      Had they run into trouble? Unsavory types hung out on this planet, but unspoken rule number one dictated keeping a low profile to avoid Federation or Coalition notice. Trying to screw someone over here got you banned for life.

      Leaving some of the most notorious outlaws in the galaxy with nowhere else to go.

      Monitoring planet communications hadn’t turned up news of arrests or injuries. Why worry so much? He’d all but forced Jorvik into Van’s arms.

      With his luck, Van refused the package Tayn practically gift-wrapped for him. Or Jorvik didn’t take the hint. In the future, he’d take a more direct approach. Jorvik hadn’t yet watched enough holovids to fully understand human subtlety.

      The place made for the perfect romantic encounter—if Van believed in romance.

      Damn it! Why did the stubborn bastard get up and go to his own bed after sex with Jorvik the night before last? He should’ve stayed, woke up in Jorvik’s arms.

      The fanged beasties resumed chewing on his insides.

      He and Van spent many days on this backwater planet, enjoying the sand, sun, lack of worries, and clothing-optional ambiance. Thanks to whatever gods Van prayed to this week he’d thought to slather Jorvik in sun protection.

      He sighed, then realized he still clung to human mannerisms. Shouldn’t old habits have stopped by now? He wasn’t human. Would never be again. Would never enfold Van in an embrace when things went bad, having no arms to hold Van with.

      Jorvik did, and seemed a decent sort, aside from a bit of prejudice in regards to anyone not from Akiak, but he’d mellowed in his time on the ship. Could Tayn hope he’d also mellow towards Van?

      Van. He could be an immovable ass sometimes, and didn’t give loyalty lightly, but when he did, he went all in.

      He’d probably never admitted one basic fact to himself: he didn’t like being alone.

      And Tayn left him alone after promising he wouldn’t. Ever. Sure, they were together in the confines of the ship, but a flesh and blood man couldn’t exist forever in a pod. Van needed to go out into the world at times.

      Jorvik claimed to have a planet to run, but the three of them stood no hope of challenging the Federation and not winding up dead five minutes later.

      If they lasted the full five.

      Van could be good for Jorvik too, distracting him, giving him a reason to keep going when he lost his primary purpose.

      Plus, if the two of them were together, on the ship, maybe Van wouldn’t have to go out and find someone else—someone else to take him from Tayn. Or worse, be bad for him.

      If Jorvik and Van did bond, would they shunt Tayn aside, leaving him to watch from the sidelines while they made love? Built a life together?

      In a long list of possibilities, this might be the lesser of evils. He couldn’t give all Van needed, only in the ship. In order to keep Van, he’d have to give a little of him up.

      Oh, who was he kidding? Jorvik listened for hours to Tayn’s stories, played chess and other games, talked holovids and books. If Tayn were human, and not already in love with Van, he’d avoid Jorvik like the plague. Jorvik needed him, though he hadn’t yet realized the truth.

      He carefully monitored Jorvik’s health. Sure, he’d put on weight and muscle mass, possibly from the food synthesizer. The whole “take serum and become a monster” legend likely began as a tale told to keep children in line. No sign of anything abnormal showed on the bio scan.

      Maybe Jorvik invented the story to convince Tayn and Van to rush their plans to attack the Federation.

      An impossible dream. No one took on the Federation and lived. Even the Coalition avoided conflict whenever possible.

      Speaking of the Federation, this planet sat way too close to Federation territory. The sooner they left this sector, the better.

      Why the hell hadn’t they returned yet?

      He could always eavesdrop on any conversations the two might have via Van’s comm link. Nah. Why not let them work things out on their own? Hell, they might even come up with a plan involving more than their next cargo run.

      The biggest argument for getting Van together with Jorvik was the very real possibility, no, probability, that sooner or later this half-life would get the better of Tayn and he’d fry his own circuits. If Van and Jorvik developed mutual feelings, they’d have each other if and when Tayn ended his life.

      Both of them, though? Tayn moaned. How he’d love to, at least once, find himself between the two men who’d become important to him, so different, yet so appealing.

      He imagined the two of them together, on the beach, moonlight shining against Jorvik’s pale skin, Van running work-roughened hands up Jorvik’s thighs to squeeze the ass Tayn knew to be incredibly round and firm.

      In his mind’s eye, Van and Jorvik pushed and pulled, rutting against each other, Jorvik crying out dirty things in his own language.

      Tayn well knew the look on Van’s face the moment he got close to orgasm, how he liked to knead Tayn’s ass, the low moans he always made. The closer Van got the harder he rocked into dream Jorvik’s body.

      Van liked when Tayn rode him. What would Jorvik look like, rising and falling on Van’s stiff dick?

      Van’s cock would fill Jorvik as fully as it filled Tayn, pressing in the right places deep inside. Van would roll his hips, working himself faster, reaching between them, wrapping one big hand around Jorvik’s cock, tugging him toward completion.

      Would Jorvik throw his head back, close his eyes when he came?

      Oh, oh, oh! Tayn found his hand around his own cock, furiously working his flesh.

      Dream Van shuddered, muscles bunching as he shot deep inside Jorvik. Jorvik cried out a moment later, giving in to ecstasy.

      Tayn added his voice to Jorvik and Van’s imaginary duet and slumped back onto the couch.

      That was… that was…

      They were damned lucky Tayn hadn’t blown up one of the ship’s systems.

      Oh, hell. He rallied his consciousness for a quick diagnostic. He’d hate explaining to Van why they needed another day for repairs.

      If Van and Jorvik were anywhere near as hot in person—when not under duress— as they were in Tayn’s fantasies, he’d be leaving them both in good hands.

      When he bowed to the inevitable.

      Just once, though, he’d like to have them both.
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        * * *

      

      Several moments passed, Van slowly waking up to the gentle hum of the ship’s engines. Something cold and wet hit his toes.

      What the fuck?

      He yanked his foot back and jerked upright.

      Water, sand, a red sun peeking up over the horizon. The sound hadn’t been the ship, but waves. How the hell had he wound up on the beach? How much had he drunk last night?

      Oh. He hadn’t drunk anything.

      Therein lay his problem.

      He’d gone to sleep with a warm body he hadn’t fucked, and woke up with a hard-on. He scouted the strip of sand but, except for a few early morning fishermen, he sat on a deserted beach.

      No Jorvik. Where the hell had he gone? Alone? Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Their conversation from the night before hit him. They had to stop having heart to hearts if he planned to keep the image of the haughty, off-limits king.

      Keying his comm, he asked, “Tayn? You there?”

      “Where else would I be?”

      Ouch. Direct hit, but there’d been no malice in the words. “Sorry I didn’t check in. I fell asleep on the beach. You haven’t seen Jorvik, have you?” He kept the fear from his voice.

      Tayn’s snicker came through the speaker loud and clear. “He just got out of the sanitizer and is now trying to work all the sand out of his hair.”

      Oh, gods. Tayn probably thought they’d fucked. “Nothing happened last night between me and him.”

      A pause, then, “Nothing?”

      Why did the man sound disappointed? “We talked.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think this one of those ‘I tell you, honey, he meant nothing to me’ speeches. I’m not jealous. Why would I be?”

      Well, yeah. Why the sudden worry about jealousy? “Tayn, I…”

      “I’d only be jealous if you fucked him through the mattress and didn’t give me a play by play. That ass!”

      Van dropped his face into one hand. Why bother worrying? This was Tayn, who’d be more likely to make bets on who’d bed a man faster, then stagger back to the ship reeking of sex demanding Van pay up.

      They’d always been happier in threesomes, which allowed them to play together without things getting weird.

      Yet, things got weird anyway. “How’s the repairs and refueling going?”

      “Everything’s perfect. A few small meteorites and some ship debris hit us during the explosion, but nothing serious. We’re all fueled up and ready to go. Only, where are we going?”

      “Found a guy here who wants us to take a load to the Canera system. It’s a short hop, will give us a few untraceable credits, and allow us to figure out what to do next.” Gods, but he hated losing the commander’s support, which made their lives so much easier.

      Too easy, lulling them into a false sense of security.

      “Canera? Nothing but pirates and mercenaries there, and plenty of them know the Cormorant.”

      “I’m counting on them knowing to leave us the fuck alone.” Word shouldn’t have traveled yet about losing their backing from a former Coalition officer who, rumor said, kept multiple hands, and some of his feet or other body parts, in many officials’ pockets.

      “Know what we’re carrying?”

      “Nothing humanoid, nothing in danger of going boom, and the load pays good credits. Isn’t that what we do?” Without asking too many questions, went without saying.

      “Yeah. That’s what we do.” Tayn paused a moment. “When’s the cargo coming?”

      “In about an hour.”

      “Then get your ass back here. I fixed the ship, you get to load it.”

      “Then what does Jorvik do?” The unwanted passenger wasn’t nearly as unwanted as before. In fact, he’d grown on Van.

      “With an ass like a work of art? All he has to do is bend over maybe once an hour, and he’s gold to me.”

      Van required a little more in his shipmates, but the whole, “I am red king and you will respect my consort” thing carried a lot of weight. Who knew when they might need diplomacy to bullshit their way out of another situation?

      Jorvik deserved respect for putting himself between Van and a threat.

      Something the commander and the Coalition they discreetly worked for didn’t.

      If the crew of the Cormorant was on its own, three beat two, odds-wise.

      Still way too few to win a war.

      Enough to start one though.
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      Tayn checked in on Jorvik again. He hadn’t stirred from his spot on the floor of the cargo bay, on his knees, staring at nothing.

      Akiakians didn’t go into semi-annual comas, did they, like on the planet Van called Moth World?

      He jacked up the speaker volume. The guy still lived and breathed, right?

      Very softly, so softly Tayn’s feed nearly didn’t register, even at highest volume, he heard over and over: “I’m sorry, Father. I have failed you. I’m sorry, Queen of the Stars, I have failed you. I’m sorry, my people, I have failed you.”

      The high and mighty red king of Akiak, giving up?

      Not on Tayn’s watch. Van’s neither. They’d vowed after their families died not to go down without a fight.

      Zooming the camera, Tayn froze. Well, shit.

      A steady stream of tears crept down Jorvik’s face, falling one by one to the floor.

      If only he possessed a body right now, he’d wrap his arms around Jorvik, tell him everything would be okay.

      He could lure Jorvik into the ship’s brain, but with Van due back soon, he didn’t dare the risk. Best to keep the news to himself for now about their guest’s ability to use Tayn’s pod.

      He couldn’t chance Van finding out his plans to play matchmaker.

      Damn, but he’d miss Van and Jorvik both if they fell in love and didn’t need him anymore.

      A risk he’d have to take, because he might not have comforting arms, but knew someone who did.

      Only, why hadn’t the two fucked last night? Not a hint of sex clung to Jorvik when he’d returned to the ship—alone.

      Stubborn assholes.
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        * * *

      

      “I need you to get down to the cargo hold.”

      Van groaned. “Glad to see you too, dear.” Couldn’t Tayn wait at least a full minute after Van stepped onboard the ship to start giving orders?

      “Mu-wha!” Tayn made a kissing noise over the speakers. “Happy now?”

      “Not really.”

      “Good. Now get your ass down to the cargo hold. The delivery will be here soon and we’ve got, well, a problem.”

      Why, oh why hadn’t Van kept his ass on the beach, where his biggest problems were sunstroke, hunger, and dehydration?

      Oh, and being put to work by the locals.

      “What kind of problem?” He rubbed his temples with his fingers. Nothing abated the encroaching headache.

      “The kind of problem who just realized the universe is a really shitty place.”

      “He’s what, twenty? Twenty-one? He’s just now figuring out the biggest fucking fact in history?” It almost sounded like Tayn cared about Jorvik.

      “For us, maybe. Not for him. Van, more than likely, two months ago this guy was a spoiled little princeling, getting everything and everyone he wanted. Then, bam!”—Tayn’s shout pushed way high on the drama scale— “His uncle killed his father, he can’t go home and be king, someone’s trying to kill him, and, oh yeah, he has nobody in the universe but us.” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “Our bio scan shows he’s twenty-two earth years old, if his race ages similar to ours. He’s got Terran roots, plus some weirdness I haven’t seen before. Damned geneticists.”

      Trust Tayn to go all computer on him. Van winced. Damned fucking cruel of him, even if he hadn’t spoken out loud. Thank the gods he normally prayed to on Tuesdays he’d not been jacked into the ship at the time.

      Tayn’s heavy sigh probably blew all the dust out of the speakers. “Go talk to him, okay?”

      The blip, blip, blip of ground proximity scanners interrupted Van’s whining to get out of something he didn’t want to do. Tayn talked to people, Van let his fists communicate for him.

      Their system worked out pretty well up till now.

      Van checked the viewscreens and let out his own sigh—of relief. “Cargo’s here!” He dashed down to the hold. Jorvik must’ve cleared out at the alarm. Good, Van wouldn’t have to pet him and give him the “poor thing” treatment.

      Instead of relief, why’d he feel a sense of loss? He must be missing Tayn beside him, helping him with the work.

      When he opened the cargo hold, three men met him, two leading an anti-grav skid, the other checking in the cargo with one of Tayn’s portable terminals. Where’d Jorvik get it? How’d he know how to use the damned thing? After three years with the devices from Hell 3—literally— Van often shoved the piece of shit at Tayn, growling, “Here. You work it.”

      Jorvik wore the spacer garb he’d borrowed from Tayn, hair pulled back and fastened with what might have been a broken clamp from their maintenance kit. Was Van’s imagination playing tricks with him, or did Tayn’s clothes fit Jorvik’s slender body tighter than the first time he’d worn them?

      He jabbed a finger at the terminal. “It says here, twenty-five thousand credits, but due to the nature of the cargo, and its destination, it’s worth at least fifty.”

      What the hell? Who gave Jorvik the right to set costs?

      Van opened his mouth to protest, but the glint in Jorvik’s dark eyes stopped him. With the bright sun now high in the sky, going without his eye shade must be killing him, but he used his spooky eyes to full advantage. Both merchants stepped back.

      He needed to shut up and not jeopardize the deal. They were damned lucky to get twenty-five thousand.

      One of the merchants drew himself up to his full height, a full head over Jorvik. “Mr. Van Orskey agreed to twenty-five.”

      Somehow Jorvik glared up at him and still appeared to be looking down his nose. “My partner didn’t realize the risks involved. If someone hacks into your system, they’ll know what we’re carrying. The threat of hijacking is huge, and we aren’t exactly insured, if you get my meaning.” Jorvik folded his arms across his chest. “If you want a secure cargo, find a Federation or Coalition approved ship.” He tapped fingers against his chin in a thoughtful gesture. “Which would likely cost you seventy-five thousand credits, and raise questions about where you got this.”

      Van raised his comm to his face and hissed to Tayn, “What the hell’s he doing? He’s going to lose the deal.”

      “Seems he’s negotiating, and doing a damned good job if you ask me. Oh, wait! You did ask me. You know he’s spent his whole life learning all the diplomatic shit that comes with ruling a planet, right?” After a pause, Tayn added, “Besides, I’m monitoring life-signs. The merchants are getting nervous. Relax and let him do his thing.”

      Van tuned back into the conversation in time to catch one of the merchants extend a hand. “Forty-five thousand, and not a single credit more.”

      “Sixty and silence from us, or seventy-five and questions from someone else,” Jorvik replied in an offhand manner.

      The two merchants exchanged meaningful glances. “Fifty. We’ll give you fifty.”

      Jorvik handed over Tayn’s portable terminal. One quick transaction later, fifty thousand credits found their way into the account Van kept hidden from his boss.

      “Daaaaaammmmmmn!” came from the comm. “Van, can we keep him?”

      Double commission for a fairly simple trip? Van might be tempted.

      Very tempted.

      “Van?”

      Van lifted his comm again, not realizing he’d dropped his arm to his side. “Yeah?

      “I think we got us a new partner.”

      For however long their lives lasted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Coalition Space

        

      

    

    
      Van relaxed into the virtual chair he’d created, gazing at the viewscreen, fifty thousand credits richer, for a relatively easy run. Stolen goods, but nothing unusual there, and delivery went without incident, not even a bar fight. Gods, what used to be fun now bored the shit out of him without Tayn in port. “We need to plan what to do next.”

      “Tell me about it.” Tayn hopped into the next chair, clad in a pair of khaki short pants.

      What the hell? He hardly ever dressed. Van gave him a wary gaze. “Don’t you usually go naked in here?” He also sported a new two-day growth of beard, which suited him. How would the bristly stubble feel against Van’s thighs?

      Tayn shrugged. “Thought I’d change things up.” Way to knock Van completely out of his fantasies. Then again, both of them craved new experiences, and sleeping pressed against Jorvik the other night left Van’s libido crying for mercy. “Any chance of us finding another quick load?”

      “There’s always the possibility, but what are we going to do with Jorvik?”

      “I thought we decided to keep him.” Tayn stilled, the lift to his chin suggesting his normal arguing stance. He strategized too well to lose an argument.

      Damn the luck.

      “No, Tayn, you decided to keep him. Did you bother asking what he wanted?” Why did Van even consider their passenger’s opinion? Oh. Right. He’d added an additional twenty-five thousand credits to their account with his shrewd haggling. “He’s got the whole red king thing going on, and all it means.”

      “I’ve wondered if they have blue ones? Yellow ones? Wouldn’t you hate to be a yellow king? Doesn’t have the same bad-ass feel of red king, does it?” Tayn arched a brow.

      Had Van honestly expected a decent comeback? “Without Coalition backing, he doesn’t stand a chance of taking back Akiak.”

      “Taking back Akiak. Try saying that three times fast.” Tayn gave Van his best evil grin. The grin dropped. “Actually, they have gold kings and red kings. The gold rule in times of peace, and red in times of war. Something to do with the crystals on the planet. Red are the most powerful, I’m thinking, so the name is an intimidation tactic.”

      “Could be. But what about gold?”

      “I’m not really sure, but Jorvik’s father held the title of gold king, as much as Spacer translations go. The last red king died about five hundred years ago, I think.”

      Using the title definitely coerced the station governor and the peacekeepers.

      “From what little I’ve found out, red kings don’t live long. Which makes sense if they only rule during wartime. You don’t really believe he’s going to self-destruct in twenty-odd days, do you?” Tayn stopped, head cocked to the side, in a way he used to indicate he’d tuned into the ship’s communications. “Umm… Van? I think something is wrong with Jorvik. You better go see about him.”

      “He’s a big boy. He can take care of himself.” Why did Tayn feel the need to coddle the guy?

      Tayn spun his chair, coming face to face with Van. “You and I have each other. He’s got no one but us. He’s already shown he’s got our backs. Would it hurt you to be nice to him? Hell, take him to bed. It might sort out your pissy-assed mood.”

      “I am not in a pissy-assed mood.”

      “Yes, you are. You need to get laid.”

      Truer words were never spoken. Van started opening his coverall. “I’m game if you are.”

      “Not in here. It’s not the same experience and you know it.” Tayn lowered his voice, resting a hand on Van’s arm. “If you’re worried about me, don’t be. We’re solid. Always have been, always will be. If you want to take him to bed, go right ahead.”

      Tayn’s serious side never lasted for long. He flopped back into his chair with a smirk. “Or the floor. The cargo bay. The kitchen table might be interesting. I know!” He snapped his fingers. “Why don’t you bend him over one of those big fucking plasma cannons we’re not supposed to have on board. As long as you let me watch, I’m good. Wish I could join in, especially if you use the cannon idea. I’ve always wanted to try sex over a cannon.”

      Sex over a cannon? Really? Tayn’s creativity knew no bounds.

      And stuck images in Van’s head. Three years. In the three years since they’d acquired the cannon—through dubious means—Tayn never once mentioned bending over the bore.

      Wait.

      Tayn must’ve somehow figured out Van couldn’t look at Jorvik and not think of sex, and struggled with desiring two different men. Then again, cyberspace allowed no secrets.

      Head cocked to the side again, Tayn said, “Go to him. He needs you.”

      Van felt himself fading. “What the hell?”

      “I started the timer a few minutes ago.” With a fluttery wave, Tayn blew Van a kiss. “Buh-bye.”
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        * * *

      

      If Van didn’t love the guy so much, he’d have killed Tayn years ago. What the hell did he mean by putting his foot up Van’s ass and kicking him toward Jorvik? Did he honestly think sex in cyberspace wasn’t as good as flesh-and-blood?

      Maybe not. There was something to be said for skin on skin—real skin. However, Tayn’s skin felt real. The only difference between sex in the circuits and sex on a bunk was the need to hit the sanitizer afterward.

      Which put a big plus in the cybersex column.

      Van came to in his pod, connections retreating from his body. Normally, he’d jump up as soon as possible, but now he paused to get his bearings. What did Tayn mean by Jorvik needing him?

      After a while Van rose, but didn’t bother getting dressed. He’d prove Jorvik wasn’t under attack from some giant space dust bunny or what the hell ever, then come back and tell Tayn, “I told you so.”

      Only, Jorvik wasn’t in the main cabin, stretched out on Tayn’s bed staring at a holovid, or even in the galley seeing how many choices the food panel produced. He wasn’t in Van’s room. Surely he wasn’t in the cargo hold. Nothing down there but empty space since they’d dropped off their last load.

      Yet, when Van descended into the belly of the ship, he found his target. Jorvik lay on the floor on his side, eyes closed, unmoving. What the hell? “Tayn, what’s happening?”

      “Hang on. I’m doing a diagnostic. I gotta compensate for his differences from Terrans.”

      Oh, gods. What was wrong with him? Their outlaw status meant they couldn’t go to a registered medical station, and they were three days from the nearest shady med unit. Van rolled Jorvik onto his back, slipping to the floor to cradle Jorvik’s head in his lap. Ice-white lashes fluttered but didn’t part to show black-on-black eyes.

      Van lightly patted Jorvik’s cheek. “Hey, you okay?”

      “Van?” Tayn’s voice came over the speakers.

      “Yeah?”

      “He’s dehydrated, looks like he hasn’t eaten since we started this mission three days ago, and his body temperature is lower than normal.”

      Fuck. The last thing they needed was for some strange Akiakian illness to flood the ship. Van ran his hand up Jorvik’s shirtsleeve.

      “Van? What did you just do?”

      “Nothing. I touched him. Why?”

      “Do it again.”

      Once more Van ran a tentative hand up Jorvik’s arm.

      “Do that again, skin to skin.”

      “You perv…”

      “Do it!” Tayn’s order cracked like blaster shot.

      “Yes, sir.” Van grumbled, “Who died and made you boss?” under his breath.

      “I heard you!”

      Of course, he did. Van shifted Jorvik, finally getting the borrowed shirt off and placing his hand on Jorvik’s bare chest.

      “Yes! Keep it up!” Tayn shouted.

      Touch? Jorvik responded to touch? Lying on cold deck plates couldn’t be helping. One arm under Jorvik’s back, the other under his knees, Van lifted.

      Damn. Heavier than he looked. Then again, Van didn’t remember those pecs being so well-defined during their night together on Akiak, or even their night on the beach.

      Tayn’s voice switched from speaker to speaker, following them through the ship. How the hell was Van supposed to get one-hundred eighty pounds or so of dead weight up the ladder. “Tayn? Turn down the gravity.” Within moments Van pretty much floated Jorvik to the next level of the ship, and Tayn didn’t restore gravity until they reached Van’s quarters.

      Van settled Jorvik on his bed. “Is the touch thing still working?”

      “Yeah. But more couldn’t hurt.”

      The things Van did for the greater good. Still naked, he wrestled Jorvik’s clothes off and slid into the bed beside him. If Jorvik made this a habit, time to order a bigger bunk.

      Jorvik moaned and burrowed into Van’s side, but didn’t open his eyes.

      Tayn kept up a running commentary. “His temperature is near normal now. He still needs to eat and drink, but he’s not in danger of system failure anymore.”

      System failure? Had Tayn been part of the ship for so long he’d started thinking of people in terms of machines?

      “Any idea what happened to him?” Van tried to push away. Jorvik latched on, defying all efforts to put distance between them. He invoked seven gods that Jorvik wasn’t contagious.

      “No clue, but you’re helping.”

      Van settled in more comfortably. Jorvik had clung to him like this on the beach. Did his race need touch to stay healthy? Van and Tayn’s brand of Terrans did, to a point. Snugging Jorvik’s head onto his chest, he closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.

      He woke with the hardon from hell, dick nestled against Jorvik’s ass crack, and liking to be there.

      Jorvik rolled over and blinked sleepy eyes. “What are you doing here? Why am I so tired?”

      “Tayn says you haven’t eaten or drunk anything, and your temperature dropped. I found you in the cargo hold.”

      “I go there to meditate.”

      “Anything you need to tell me?” Van braced himself.

      Jorvik jerked back. “Tell you? Like what?”

      “Like some kind of sickness we don’t know about. You got better when I touched you.”

      Jorvik closed his eyes and huffed out a breath. “I was hoping, you not being Akiakian, this wouldn’t happen.”

      “What wouldn’t happen?” Bad news coming in five, four, three…

      “The scientists created my race to work together. Be together. We need touch to survive. It’s… it’s been a while since anyone touched me.”

      “It’s only been about three days.” Surely Van wouldn’t need to set up a cuddle session every hour.

      “Think about it. How often do people normally touch during a day? A server hands you a drink and your fingers brush. Someone stands too close and their shoulder connects with yours. Since the night we spent on the beach, you’ve been inside the ship. I… I’ve been alone.”

      Well, fuck. “So, how often do you need this touch?”

      Jorvik shrugged. “I’m not sure. While pretending to be Dooren, I came into contact with the kitchen staff all the time.  On Akiak it’s normal for people to touch when they talk, and I… I’ve never been short on lovers.” He gave the flicker of a smile. “We’re a bit of a free society where physical affection is concerned. People love who they want as long as both consent. If they pair up, fine, but if not, they fill their needs in other ways.”

      “Sounds like my kind of place!” Tayn chimed in.

      The reminder of Tayn playing voyeur finished wilting Van’s erection. He’d woken up with a hard-on, as usual, his morning wood a natural reaction and not the result of the warm body in his bed.

      Gazing at the alabaster skin stretched over taut muscles made things stir again. Nothing ugly about Jorvik, and Van agreed with Tayn on the man having a nice ass.

      Jorvik yawned and relaxed onto the bed, gazing up at Van. “I’m feeling better now. Thank you.”

      If they didn’t get out of bed right this minute, Van might give Tayn something to watch—and talk about incessantly for the next few eons.

      “Let’s get up and get you fed.” Van hopped out of bed, hiding his growing erection from Jorvik.
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        * * *

      

      “Tayn?” Jorvik curled up on the bunk.

      “Yes?”

      “Why doesn’t he like me?” Jorvik tried to get along, being helpful, and staying out of Van’s way whenever possible. To the point where he’d collapsed from need of touch.

      Their night on the beach. Van hadn’t wanted him then.

      He’d woken up to warmth, an arm around his waist, and a cock against his ass. Yet, Van ignored what Jorvik happily offered. Or would have, if given the chance.

      “Because he’s a stubborn ass. It’s not that he doesn’t like you. Or just you. He doesn’t like most people. Doesn’t trust them.”

      “Why doesn’t he trust me? What have I done to earn his distrust?”

      “Nothing. Look, some people start you out with one hundred points on the trust meter. You can lose a few and gain them back. Van starts everyone out at zero. Hell, it took years for him to trust me, and we grew up together.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jorvik said.

      “For what?”

      How could he say this? “You and Van both pretend there’s nothing intimate between you, only a business partnership, but I see otherwise. I have no desire to come between the two of you.” Most confusing, the longer Jorvik stayed here, the more he craved them, their touch, their bodies against his. Equally, and more than merely his need for physical contact.

      “You’re not,” Tayn snapped, a bit too quickly.

      “But…”

      “But nothing, sweet cheeks.”

      Sweet cheeks?

      “Nothing would make me happier than for you and Van to find some relief with each other, however you see fit.”

      “You haven’t told him about me and you.”

      “Why would I? Sooner or later he’ll know you can jack into the system, but until he’s more comfortable having you around, I’ll save the news for a surprise.”

      Van’s return with a laden tray ended the conversation. “Here. A turkey sandwich. At least, that’s what the food panel claimed. Sorry, it read my bio scan and decided I needed protein.” He gave Jorvik the tray and snatched a sandwich off the top. “Took me forever to convince the damned thing I wouldn’t pack on pounds if it made me two.”

      “Thank you.” Jorvik sat upright, resting the tray on his knees. If only Van delayed returning a while longer, giving him a chance to finish his conversation with Tayn.

      Van handed him a mug. “The panel also sent some kind of electrolyte concoction meant to rehydrate you. Tastes like shit, but doesn’t everything that’s supposed to be good for you?”

      Jorvik nearly dropped the mug. It tasted like what?

      “He didn’t mean literally,” Tayn tossed in. “It’s another one of those figures of speech.”

      Oh. For a minute there…Jorvik ate and drank in silence, refusing to make a face at the bitter drink. Actually, the greenish liquid tasted more like rotten fruit.

      Although Van stayed and sat on the bunk, he held himself stiffly. As the meal progressed, he relaxed.

      “I don’t mean to keep you if you have things to do.” Jorvik’s heart didn’t agree with his words. He’d been alone far too long on this ship, with only Tayn’s voice for company. If Van were off the ship, Jorvik would race for the pod and go visit.

      “You’re not keeping me. Hey, have we ever really showed you the ship?”

      “No. Tayn’s told me where to find everything. What else is there to know?”

      Van grinned. “I’ll show you.”
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        * * *

      

      Not the wild, passionate sex Tayn hoped for, but at least the guys were in the same room, Van showing Jorvik the emergency overrides and explaining how certain systems worked.

      Maybe if he faked a power outage, turned off the lights and made them huddle for warmth…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Jorvik sat on the deck plates, peering over Van’s shoulder. In all likelihood, Van would regret showing him the arsenal hidden in a false floor at the back of the cargo hold, but it wasn’t like a pampered prince knew how to use the weapons—many illegal—the Cormorant’s crew built up over time.

      “What about…” Jorvik lapsed into his native language and assumed a fighting pose.

      What? “Like, hand to hand?” Suddenly, the new addition to Van’s life merited more attention than the contraband acquired from a shady arms dealer—and trying not to picture Jorvik leaning over the cannon. Van turned enough to run his gaze up and down Jorvik’s body. While by no means frail, he couldn’t take on someone of Van’s strength and hope to win.

      Jorvik met Van’s assessing gaze with one of his own. “Yes. Do you have a problem with…” He paused, a wrinkle forming between his brows. The wrinkle smoothed, along with his frown. “Unarmed combat.”

      Van narrowed his eyes. His opinion of Jorvik remained a work in progress, but… hand to hand fighting? Shrugging off his shock, he strove for a neutral tone. “If you shoot them, they don’t get close enough to touch you. They use fists and not guns on Akiak?” A waste of technology if you asked Van, though he’d certainly settled his share of problems with a good right hook.

      Jorvik nodded. “We have weapons, but not guns. From birth I’ve learned many things: diplomacy, economics, mathematics, and fighting skills.”

      So not the image Van built in his head of Jorvik. “Doesn’t a prince have guards to protect him?”

      A long silence and Jorvik glancing away spoke louder than words. “No one will protect you as fiercely as you protect yourself.”

      Who was the guy quoting? But… Wait a minute. “The night we met, a guard came after you. Why didn’t you defend yourself?” Had the whole “in distress” act been a ruse, as Van once suspected?

      “Common servants aren’t taught to fight.”

      Oh. “Defending yourself would’ve given away your identity.”

      Jorvik nodded. “Like the night they killed my father. I could have fought back, but the odds were too great.” He hung his head, the loose white strands of his hair falling forward to conceal his face. “Instead, I hid in the closet while the guards ended two innocent lives. I’ve asked myself so many times over, if I’d have acted, could I have saved them. Could I have saved my father, or had the guards killed him before they came after me?”

      Survivor’s guilt and Van were old acquaintances. Damn, how watching people die and being powerless must’ve eaten at him, someone who swore to put his people first. “Was one of them your lover?”

      Jorvik’s hesitation, the way he’d stared at the floor in Van’s room in the palace.

      No. Not Van’s room, but Jorvik’s. He’d heard rumors he’d been given the prince’s old rooms, forgotten until now. He’d disregarded the tales as idle gossip. By the gods, had Jorvik’s distress been more about prior trauma than being with a stranger?

      Fuck. Van never should have taken him to bed. But if he hadn’t, Jorvik wouldn’t have found a way off-world and might be dead now himself. Or hitched a ride on the wrong ship and wound up a pawn in some government game.

      What an ass Van had been for threatening to leave the desperate man behind. No wonder Jorvik fought so hard to get aboard. The Cormorant likely saved his life.

      Again, Jorvik nodded. “Both. Just for the night. They meant a great deal to each other, I believe.”

      Fuuuuuuck. “You watched them die.”

      “And did nothing,” Jorvik said, measuring his words, keeping his emotions carefully in check. Something else he’d likely been taught from birth. “I told myself that I cannot save my people if I am dead, but what kind of king am I if I let them die and don’t try to stop their killers?”

      “How many guards?”

      “Six. And my uncle.”

      If he’d tried to take them on, three men would’ve lost their lives in Jorvik’s room instead of two. “You did the right thing.”

      “I live with the shame of my cowardice. When I am king…”

      Back to sour dreams again. “You do realize we don’t have any allies, and there’s no way the three of us and one ship can take on the Federation, don’t you?”

      Jorvik lifted his chin, gaze hardening to steel. “Then we’ll have to find some allies, won’t we?”
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        * * *

      

      Van lay on his bunk, staring up. Old Terran constellations danced across the ceiling, courtesy of Tayn. Sleep flirted, caressing his mind, only to dart away.

      From the moment they left the remnants of their colony, Tayn and Van looked out for themselves and each other. They drifted from one port to the next, with no real purpose in life but to piss off the Federation whenever possible, survive long enough and make enough credits to one day live an easier life.

      They’d never thought of the greater good, or put the needs of others over themselves.

      Then came Jorvik, carrying his own baggage, yet still determined to right the wrongs done to his people.

      Van’s conscience chided him for all the wasted years spent in search of credits instead of accomplishing something worthwhile.

      Quiet noises pulled him out of bed and down the corridor toward Tayn’s room. The whole time he’d lived there Tayn never shut the door. I’ve got nothing to hide, he’d always said, usually while flashing his junk.

      Tonight, the door panel hid the room, but not the soft snuffling from within. Van hovered his hand on the entry panel. What should he do? Give Jorvik privacy? Offer a shoulder to cry on?

      Not his strong suit.

      “Get in there and talk to him, numb nuts!” Tayn growled from the speaker above Van’s head.

      Van pictured Tayn perched in his chair, hands behind his head, insufferably smug. Bastard. The door hissed open, taking the decision out of Van’s hands. Oh, he’d so pay the asshole back for this.

      Jorvik lay on his side on the bed, knees drawn up toward his chest.

      If Van stayed really quiet…

      “What do you want?” Accusation laced the words.

      “I… I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.” Ceiling constellations provided little light, but in that moment, the white-blond man with the pale skin changed in Van’s vision to someone younger, with brown hair and sorrowful eyes.

      Why, Van, why? My parents were farmers. Yours were making this colony livable. Why would the Federation want them dead?

      For ten years Van and Tayn sought answers, and still didn’t know. Surely a viable, tax-paying colony meant more to the Federation than a handful of military recruits. The children the colonists refused to give up formed the next generation to keep the community going, make it more profitable, equaling more taxes.

      What an idiotic way to run a government. The same government wanted to conquer Akiak, provide the same insensitive treatment to her citizens.

      One determined man stood in their way.

      Seeing the mighty and proud king brought so low tore at Van’s insides. He crossed the floor and sank down on the bed. Like he’d done all those years ago, he pulled a grieving man into his arms, saying nothing, merely holding him while he cried himself out.

      Normally stoic, with Van, Jorvik smiled, laughed… cried. Let Van see the true him.

      Like the night long ago on a now-abandoned colony, each tear took another piece of his soul.

      The room vanished, leaving Van in the darkened skeleton of his home. Nothing remained of the front of the house, only one wall and a bit of crumbling ceiling. The kitchen and dining areas were blackened ruins.

      Stumbling step by stumbling step, he’d clung to Tayn’s hand, sifting through the ashes of his life.

      Nothing. Nothing remained but what he’d taken with him to university.

      For long moments they stood in the charred doorframe of Van’s former bedroom. Hardened pools of plastic showed the ravages of fire.

      C’mon, Van. It’ll do you no good staying here. Tayn tugged on his hand, leading him away.

      They lay on their backs on a hill overlooking the colony, black smoke burning their lungs and blocking their view. Wails rose from down below where machinery and water filtration systems once tapped out a steady beat.

      Many times before they’d lain here, talking about the future, what holovid actors they found hot, and who they’d hooked up with at school.

      They’d said nothing that day. There was nothing to say.

      Never again would Van run down the hill toward home to enjoy dinner with his family. Never again would he work on the temperamental irrigation system his father regularly cursed.

      In a way Jorvik now lay on their hillside with them, having lost everything, and with no real hope for a future.

      Not quite realizing when he’d made the decision, Van stroked Jorvik’s back and whispered, “You have a place here with us.”

      Jorvik choked out a sob. “You don’t understand. If I don’t save my people soon, it will be too late. All will be lost. I’ll be lost.”

      Van felt the same way the day his family died. He’d clutched Tayn the way Jorvik clutched him, frantic for any ounce of consolation.

      Jorvik glanced up in the same instant Van glanced down, Jorvik’s dark eyes pulling Van into an abyss he might not escape. Soft music played in the background—Tayn adding his stamp of approval.

      He should be here, adding his comfort.

      Van covered Jorvik’s mouth with his own, a brief touch of lips. With little to offer, he’d give what he could.

      Jorvik clasped Van’s head and plundered his mouth like an invading army. A whirlwind of touches, kisses, bites, and moans, he attacked as Van and Tayn had buried their own sorrow temporarily in each other’s arms on their hilltop long ago.

      The taste of salt tears nearly made Van stop.

      “Please. Make me forget. If only for a little while,” Jorvik whispered.

      Van shifted them on the narrow bunk, putting Jorvik on top. Being in charge of the action might help him fight the terrors of helplessness and lack of control in other parts of his life.

      Taking Van’s face between his hands, Jorvik kissed him, deep, hard, and demanding, while writhing on top of him, pressing their hardened cocks together.

      Harder and harder Jorvik shoved against him, sliding their lengths between their abs. Van should have loved Jorvik during their night on the beach, a happier joining than now.

      He’d fucked many men over the years, in many different situations, turning off his mind and giving in to the feelings and release.

      Only once before had the man been sobbing.

      He stroked his hands over Jorvik’s back, humming into his ear as Tayn sometimes did, probably without realizing.

      Harder, faster, the pressure in Van’s groin grew along with the pressure in his heart.

      With a final thrust Jorvik cried out, convulsing and coating Van’s stomach with warmth. Still shaking, he collapsed, his tight hold not lessening.

      Slowly the trembling eased and Jorvik’s breathing evened out, head on Van’s chest, leaving a patch of dampness from his tears.

      Gods, the poor guy must be hurting.

      Van understood.

      Shifting Jorvik into a more comfortable position beside him, Van pulled the blanket over them both, tucking in the sides so a roll in the night wouldn’t put one or both of them on the floor.

      He’d not reached his own release. Somehow, Jorvik’s seemed to soothe them both.

      As he closed his eyes, Tayn murmured, “You did good.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          The Cormorant

        

      

    

    
      The sharp staccato proximity alarm cut through Van’s dreams.

      What the fuck? He shot out of his bunk, banging his leg twice while stumbling to the captain’s chair. “Tayn, what the hell’s going on?” He rubbed at his scraped knee and hit the viewscreen. Nothing. Sensor arrays showed… nothing.

      Nothing? Those alarms never sounded for nothing. His heart took a dive into his stomach, sprang back, then began beating against the walls of his chest, seeking an exit to run and hide. Planet-side or on a station, he could evade any threats. Here, on the ship, he’d nowhere to run.

      They could hyperjump, but wherever they went, if they’d picked up a tail, they’d be found in short order.

      Fucking technology.

      Images flashed through his mind of cut cables, an empty chair… No, he couldn’t let the horrors of losing Tayn haunt him now. One more check showed no Federation marauder ships approaching.

      Still…

      Thud, thud, thud, went his pulse in his ears.

      Or maybe heavy footfalls charging up the corridor caused the thudding. Jorvik darted forward in all his naked glory, interesting bits swinging. He slammed into the pilot’s chair. Van thrusting out an intercepting arm kept him off the floor.

      “What’s wrong?” Jorvik cried, face pale and eyes wide. For a moment Van’s heart clenched painfully. More than anything he wanted to hold the man and tell him nothing was wrong, reassure him all was right, and he’d protect Jorvik with his dying breath. The king had been through too much already.

      He kept his mouth shut. Life didn’t deal any of them a fair hand. Coddling wouldn’t win Jorvik’s appreciation—more likely his ire.

      Besides, if Jorvik planned to retake his home world things were going to get all kinds of worse before they got better, for Van, Jorvik, and Tayn.

      If they got better.

      Van clutched Jorvik as much as he dared to his side. The claxon silenced. “Tayn?” Surely something hadn’t attacked the innerworkings of the ship.

      “Van?” Tayn’s voice lacked any of its usual playfulness. “I think you need to get in here. Bring His Lordship or whatever with you.”

      Bring His Lordship? Van shot Jorvik a questioning glance. “What does he mean? You can’t jack into the circuits.”

      Faint hints of pink crept up Jorvik’s cheeks and he stared down at the deck plates. “Umm…”

      The ship let out a snort. “Quit wasting time. Toss him into my pod and get your asses in here.”

      “The ship’s safe? What about the alarms?” They wouldn’t have been vulnerable before if they’d kept one person on the outside at all times, standing guard.

      “Don’t make me hurt you once you get in here,” Tayn growled. “Yes, I’ve run checks, and diagnostics. No asshole’s gonna sneak up on us. Promise.”

      Someone better start explaining, but when Tayn summoned, Van knew better than to resist. Clamping a hand on Jorvik’s shoulder, he hauled the slightly resisting bit of one night’s intended amusement along with him. The door slid open and he thrust the wriggling man inside.

      “But—”

      “Get in there.” Something wasn’t right in the universe, and someone needed to start talking. Their nakedness at least took a few steps out of the preparations. Van eased down into his chair, flinching at the coolness against his bare back.

      He held his breath, anticipating the pricks against his skin, his mind already clouding, thoughts spinning awry, much like dreaming.

      The moment before he went under, Jorvik clutched his hand.

      Van sat on a couch, far more formal than the usual Tayn conjured. Tayn’s skills at controlling the virtual environment increased daily. His tastes grew more refined too, it seemed.

      Jorvik sat next to him. Van did a double-take. Jorvik wore his formal kingly attire, wiping out any hint of out-of-his-element youth, or predatory monster he claimed he’d soon become. He held himself proudly, wearing a neutral expression Van labeled “diplomat face.”

      How the hell did he get here, and not be shocked to suddenly find himself existing in the artificial environment of the ship’s circuitry? Sure, he claimed Terran ancestry, but how could heredity allow him to jack into the ship via Tayn’s pod? Especially after all the genetic engineering his kind underwent to call Akiak home.

      Nothing about this situation made sense. Was Van asleep and dreaming? Sometimes the lines between dreaming and virtual reality blurred to the point of being indistinguishable.

      Van glanced down at a trousers and shirt combo much nicer than he normally wore. What the fuck was going on? Normally he appeared as he saw himself. This wasn’t his doing. Tayn sat across from him, similarly attired on a matching couch. Tayn? Dressed? He’d changed his chin stubble into a well-groomed beard.

      “Tayn, what the fucking hell is going on?”

      Tayn gave him a playful smile. “Watch your language. We have guests.”

      “Guests?”

      In the blink of an eye two men appeared on the couch beside Tayn, one small and dark with close-cropped, tightly curled hair, the other powerfully built.

      Genetically built. Van had seen many of his kind over the years—usually pointing a weapon his way.

      “Oh, fuck!” Van glared at Tayn, reaching behind himself for a missing blaster. “He’s a fucking Federation soldier!”

      The soldier turned his head slowly, regarding the smaller man at his side. Said man took his hand with a fleeting smile. Despite the bulk of the larger one, the assertive presence, the smaller man acted as spokesman. “We are Connell”—he dipped his head in greeting— “and Stone, travelers, such as yourselves. And Stone is a former soldier. He serves the Federation no more.”

      Was Stone the guy’s name or description? He appeared chiseled from rock. The sneer at the mention of the Federation couldn’t be ignored.

      Tayn draped himself casually on his end of the couch, one arm resting on the seat back, but not too close to Connell. He waved a hand toward the other couch. “That’s Van. He’s kind of an asshole at times, so overlook him.” He nodded to Jorvik. “His Highness or whatever, King or whatever, Jorvik of Akiak, some planet in the middle of no-fucking-where with a lot of shiny pretties everyone else in the galaxy wants and would happily screw him and his people over for.” Dramatically side-whispering behind his hand, he asked Van, “Did that about sum up the whole clusterfuck we’ve gotten ourselves into?”

      Pretty fucking accurate, yes. But Van wasn’t telling two strangers anything until given a reason to trust them.

      “How did you get here?” No one appeared in the middle of space. Nobody’s consciousness appeared in the middle of space. Tayn seemed to have taken leave of his senses, and if Jorvik assessed the newcomers any harder he’d fry the ship’s circuits. Damn, but Van hated being the responsible one. He narrowed his eyes. “Why are you here?”

      Connell gave a bittersweet smile. “You needn’t fear us. Stone hasn’t been a part of the Federation in a very long time, and neither of us are its friend.”

      The openness on Connell’s friendly face might lull an unwary man into a false sense of security.

      The other man, Stone, expression matching his name, must’ve stood six foot four or better, with broad shoulders and muscles bulked by wearing a sentient suit and being raised from childhood to be a killing machine in the Federation military. At least, according to the intel from Commander on Federation recruiting tactics. The same fate the Federation wanted for the young of Van’s colony.

      For him and Tayn.

      Bright blue eyes gazed out from a well-formed face. Old Terran stock, by the looks of him, and likely from one of the higher echelons, judging by the well-fed-during-early-childhood look about him. Unlike some of the pitiful civilians Van encountered trying to eke out a living on some barely habitable planet, scrawny and malnourished.

      Full lips, well-formed nose, cheekbones sharp enough to cut. If Van met him in a bar, he’d either have the guy up against a wall, sucking his cock, or they’d end up beating the shit out of each other over some inconsequential matter.

      In Van’s experience, the only former Federation soldiers were dead. The Federation didn’t tolerate deserters, nor did anyone serve their time and walk away. Their military duty called for a lifetime oath, and a short one in many cases.  “Answer my question. Why are you here?”

      “To help.” Again, the visitor offered a gentle smile. A sense of peace emanated from Connell. He’d make one hell of a diplomat.

      “How did you get here?”

      “To explain, I have to give you a bit of our history. As we told your friend here”—he cocked his head toward Tayn— “we use Stone’s bio suit as a home base, hitching rides, if you will, on ships with circuitry sophisticated enough to hold our consciousness.”

      Van glared at Connell, then at Stone. “Your consciousness.”

      “Yes, ours. You see, I’m a common man, a fisherman from a world that managed to escape the Federation’s notice. My body has long since turned to dust. Since Stone’s suit prolongs his life, he found a way to modify the circuitry, contain my consciousness with his own. As to why…”

      “They want to fuck over the Federation too,” Tayn chimed in. “They’re from New Wailea.”

      Van took a side trip down the computer’s memory banks. “You can’t be. New Wailea has been uninhabitable for centuries. Something about a radiation accident or something.”

      Connell chuckled. “You believe what the residents want you to believe. Amazing how easy it is to fool those who don’t look any farther than their noses.”

      “You’re telling me people live there?”

      “Approximately 500,000 at last count. They grew tired of giving up their young to the Federation military machine and Stone convinced the rest of the universe to stay away.” Connell shrugged, his openness urging Van to trust.

      If they spoke the truth, Stone managed to escape the Federation and remain hidden. No easy feat. Van let out a whistle. “He did a damned good job.”

      Connell beamed and patted Stone’s hand. “I agree.”

      “Now, will you listen to what they have to say?” Tayn asked.

      “But where did they come from? How did they get on the ship?” There must be some kind of security breach.

      “We picked them up at the last port. They came with another ship, we started up a conversation, and they agreed to help us.” Tayn looked entirely too pleased with himself. “We’ve been making plans ever since.”

      “What about the alarms? I thought we were being boarded!” Van’s pulse gave an uneasy jump as he recalled his rude awakening, nearly hitting the floor a time or two in his hurry to man the battle stations.

      Tayn shot Van a cocky grin. “Got your attention, didn’t I?”

      Too bad Tayn didn’t have a body. Van needed to kick the shit out of him. “Why didn’t you tell me they came aboard?”

      “Because now you can’t do anything about their being here but shut up and listen.” If Tayn’s smirk didn’t get Van so hot and horny he might truly be angry with the guy. “Also, I figured we’d better lay some groundwork before including you. Running in with blasters and to hell with the consequences isn’t the best battle strategy.”

      Van scowled, glancing from Tayn to Stone to Connell and back. “Works for me.”

      “And that, my friend, is why we waited.”

      “Now, see here…” Van shoved a finger into Tayn’s face.

      Oh, fuck. If they’d been here since the last port, they’d been in the ship’s circuitry during his night with Jorvik.

      Tayn likely showed the whole thing on the viewscreen, making rude comments all the while. But no. He wouldn’t have exploited Jorvik’s pain.

      Tayn kissed Van’s fingertip. “I’m the brains, you’re the brawn, remember? I got this part. You just sit back and flex your muscles every now and then, letting them know you can kick their asses if they get out of line.” Tayn flicked a raised-brow gaze to Stone. “Yeah, well, my credits are on the big guy. Sorry, friend, but you’ve seen him, right?”

      Yes, most definitely. Van alternately pictured the sullen Stone fucking him into the mattress or body-slamming him against a bulkhead. Possibly both.

      Maybe a few years ago.

      For all his small size, Connell might put up a fight too if Van looked at his man too long. He had his own men to look at.

      “You said you wanted to help us.” Last night’s vulnerable Jorvik disappeared. The authority he’d shown on the space station paled in comparison to his bearing now—the bearing of a leader.

      Van sank back into his seat. Plans and schemes weren’t his thing. If someone needed their head smashed in, he’d step up, no prior thought necessary.

      “Tayn has told us how he is confined to this ship, the Cormorant, but he’s never actually tried to find a compatible ship to link with.” Connell stroked Stone’s fingers.

      Damned, fucking Tayn for keeping information from him. They’d been partners for years, damn it! Didn’t he trust Van?

      Trust.

      Fuck. The fight went out of Van. If he wanted trust, he’d have to give it, trust Tayn to make the right decisions for them both. Like he always had.

      He’d kept the information to himself because Van’s hands were already full.

      Maybe.

      Van waved off the comment. “There are no compatible ships.”

      “You’re wrong.” Connell leaned in, resting his elbows on his knees and twining his fingers together beneath his chin. This time Stone initiated contact, placing his hand on Connell’s thigh. However these two got together must’ve been one hell of a story. “The Federation has used sentient ships for over four centuries, but unlike your own, it’s a one-way trip. Once a mind connects, the body is disposed of. The mind stays. The technology is similar to Stone’s cybersuit. Back on New Wailea the suit is keeping his body healthy, awaiting his return. However, he physically cannot leave the suit for long. See the problem? His physical body must remain home in the suit.”

      Fuck! Van shuddered. But wait. They understood Tayn’s reality: never leaving the ship again unless Van managed to work a miracle.

      “Our physical means of traveling are limited. However, our minds are free to roam ship to ship. Federation ships.” Connell flashed a grin. “I’ve never known a ship brain to travel freely, but we go where we want. The Federation could have restrictions in place to keep their enslaved pilots confined. We hitch rides with cyberships.”

      “Fuck me.” All the knowledge, the battle plans, everything the Federation hoped to accomplish on Akiak—theirs for the taking. “Do you think Tayn can do this? His physiology isn’t the same as yours.”

      “Most of the colonizing races in our sector shared common ancestors. I’m not so different from you. And though your friend”—Connell shifted his focus to Jorvik— “shows signs of adaptation to a new environment, genetically, we’re all cousins.” He ran a hand over Stone’s thigh, a gesture Van might lose a hand over. Through all the talk Stone displayed no emotion at all, yet the two remained in constant contact.

      “Him too?” Van nodded at the solid wall of muscle.

      “Him too.”

      “How do you propose we put this information to use?” For all his willingness to let Tayn handle the ship’s business, this new information affected Van directly. The possibilities fascinated him as well as spiked his protective instincts.

      “The Cormorant is small, fast, and carries minimal weapons. In their arrogance, no Federation vessel would consider such a harmless-seeming craft a threat. You could safely dock on Akiak while Stone, Tayn, and I gather information from other ships.”

      Van narrowed his eyes. He’d done too much trusting lately and paid the price. “Sounds too good to be true. What’s in it for you? And why would Federation ships help us?”

      Connell cocked his brows. “While the Federation is responsible for bringing me and Stone together, let’s just say we owe them one, or possibly more.”

      Stone spoke up then, his voice as gravelly as Van imagined a Federation soldier’s would be. “The Federation takes the young of most planets in their grasp, raises them to feed the machine. Those who don’t have the physical characteristics to be soldiers, but have sharp minds, are used for ships.” His expression turned grave. Or graver. “Those who don’t measure up are used for experimentation and discarded.”

      How had the barbaric Federation lasted so long without an uprising? Oh. They’d taken anyone strong or smart enough to lead the effort. Van winced. “Why would anyone agree to giving up their body, their life?” Never to know affection, good times with friends, never to fuck again. He’d rather die.

      “They have no choice.” Although he didn’t move, Van still imagined Stone rolling his shoulders in a shrug. “The Federation uses their loved ones against them. They believe if they don’t follow orders, their family and friends will be killed.”

      What the ever-loving fuck? How did they get away with such shit? Maybe because no one stood up to them. High damned time someone did. “That still holds true, right? How could we get them to help us if it will cost them their family?”

      Connell sighed. “Most of these ships have been in service for hundreds of years. The consciousnesses piloting them have lost all concept of time. Anyone they cared about died long ago. Until now, we thought it best not to enlighten them and compound their pain.”

      Fuuuuuuck. “You think they’d help us?”

      “Like us, they’ve no reason to serve the Federation except out of inertia.” The corners of Connell’s lips turned up. When he smiled, Van could almost imagine a Federation soldier breaking his training for the man. “We’ll convince them to make the bastards pay.”

      “Still, sounds pretty iffy to me.” Van couldn’t risk Tayn and Jorvik.

      “There are other advantages.” The usual grin or smirk didn’t appear on Tayn’s face.

      “What advantages?”

      “Not only do Connell and Stone connect with ships, they also connect with each other when they’re on their home world.”

      Van shifted his gaze from one to the other, finally landing on Tayn. “So, what you’re saying is…” He spread his hands. Tayn better explain.

      Tayn grinned. “Though no one has successfully transplanted a human consciousness into an empty brain, in all likelihood, I can tag along and leave the ship with you or Jorvik.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Cyber Banks of The Cormorant

        

      

    

    
      “You don’t have to help me. I won’t blame you for leaving.” Jorvik sat upon silken pillows, dressed in his royal finery. He still managed to appear regal despite the nearly palpable despair rolling off him in waves.

      No one should look so beaten, especially not someone Tayn claimed as his own.

      He’d created their environment in a forlorn attempt to put the man at ease. From his stooped shoulders to his downcast eyes, every line of Jorvik’s body claimed defeat. He’d lost all hope, even with Stone and Connell’s promise to help.

      “Don’t you believe in the plan?” Tayn asked. He’d worked with their visitors for days before he trusted their intentions; he’d no right to expect Jorvik and Van to put their faith in entities they’d just met.

      Tayn and Van especially had a bad track record, trust-wise.

      Over the years Tayn and Van fought many battles, from bar fights to wars. They fought to save their own sorry hides, or for pay. Never because they wanted to, because they’d invested themselves in a cause. The future remained uncertain. Without a body, what good was Tayn to anyone? What good was he to Van?

      He saw the way Van looked at Jorvik, treated him. No matter how hard he fought, day by day he softened toward their new partner. With time, there could be something there.

      Like the something Tayn himself held inside for Van, too afraid to ruin their friendship by wanting more. While Van held his heart, all his love, Van needed a flesh and blood partner, one he could physically touch outside of virtual reality.

      Someone like Jorvik.

      Oh, Tayn wasn’t ready to give up yet, but how much longer could he exist in a half-life, daily witnessing Van’s guilt over the loss of his body?

      Connell mentioned the possibility of Tayn sharing Jorvik or Van’s minds short-term. Would those brief respites be enough to keep him going?

      Oh, to embrace Van one more time, make love to him in physical form, even with someone else’s body. Or share Van’s mind while they loved Jorvik.

      Van exchanged a glance with Tayn, resolve in his eyes. Tayn nodded. Years of practice put them on the same page. “We’re not going anywhere.” He put his arms around Jorvik.

      Tayn abandoned his comfy couch to sit beside Jorvik, creating a spacer sandwich with king filling, and planted his lips against Jorvik’s cheek. Normally he spoke for himself and Van. In this, they must each make their own declarations. “I’ve never walked away from a fight and I don’t intend to now.” Besides, he didn’t have nearly as much to lose as the others. Short of someone blowing the ship up, he’d live on. He’d learned more from Stone and Connell in the past few days than he’d yet shared. Van and Jorvik didn’t need to know of their last resort planning. Worst case scenario, he’d ensure the Federation never got their hands on his lovers and find himself another sentient ship to stow away on.

      Much like their two visitors did now, hitching a ride on an unsuspecting Federation freighter heading for Akiak to do a little recon, leaving Tayn, Jorvik, and Van on the Cormorant.

      Alone. To ensure their resolve.

      Without even possessing physical balls, Tayn’s balls ached. It’d been too long, and judging by Jorvik’s dejected expression, he could use a little pick-me-up too.

      Van worried too much about Tayn feelings to openly acknowledge his growing feelings for Jorvik.  Time to lay all his cards on the table about his relationship with each man.

      Since no one else seemed inclined to set the mood, Tayn shaped their surroundings, adding to the piles of soft cushions on the floor, lowering the lights, and calling up some soft music Van once teased him about being too romantic.

      Tayn ran his teeth up the side of Jorvik’s neck. Jorvik arched back, giving him more room, more skin to lick and suck. He spotted Van, gasped, and jerked away.

      Oh. Tayn better start explaining.

      “What? Are you two…” Van stared at them with wide eyes.

      A flush tinted Jorvik’s pale cheeks.

      Tayn should’ve explained earlier. Yeah. Probably. Finding out the guy you fucked also fucked your partner might take a toll on a relationship, though maybe not. No matter how many men he’d fucked in the past, he’d never poach his best friend’s lovers if he thought Van would take offense. Van meant more to him than some random fuck.

      Somewhere along the line, Jorvik started meaning more to Tayn too. “We found out early on he could jack into the ship. He’s… visited a few times.”

      Van glanced from Tayn to Jorvik. When Jorvik turned away, Tayn connected his gaze with Van’s, hoping with his eyes and expression alone he could say all he needed to, but didn’t dare say aloud. I love you. I always have. But he belongs with us too.

      Van remained still for a long moment. If he showed any sign of discomfort, any jealousy…Tayn glanced down. Had he done a bad thing?

      A cut-off moan drew his eyes upward, where Van laid claim to Jorvik’s mouth. Hard, demanding, passionate. Van held nothing back.

      Jorvik stiffened, then relaxed and cupped the back of Van’s head.

      Just like old times, only, Jorvik wasn’t some anonymous guy found in a bar. In short order he’d become as much a part of the Cormorant as Tayn and Van.

      Now to see how he reacted to the three of them together. Tayn ran his hands beneath the soft silk of Jorvik’s garment, caressing bare skin. Where there’d been smoothness before, now a thick mat grew, the same frosty-white of Jorvik’s hair.

      Van relinquished Jorvik’s mouth and, with two fingers barely touching his chin, turned him to face Tayn. Jorvik swiped his tongue over his glistening lips, all the invitation Tayn needed.

      He swore he tasted Van on Jorvik’s tongue. His fingers connected with Van’s on his journey across Jorvik’s body.

      They’d shared men before, he and Van, or one watched while the other fucked someone else.

      Always for a fuck, no one they planned to ever see again. Would adding a third to the mix on a more-than-short-term basis complicate things? Well, probably not since they didn’t stand a good chance of living through their next adventure. What the hell, most people thought them already dead.

      Jorvik’s tongue sliding along his, warm hands on Tayn’s body, stole any other thoughts away. Never breaking the kiss, Jorvik settled Tayn on his back on the cushions.

      Tayn watched as Jorvik and Van shared another kiss. Damn, but they looked hot together, contrasts of copper hair versus nearly colorless, and green eyes versus fathomless darkness.

      Both sets of eyes trained on Tayn. Gods, his cock ached. But did he want Jorvik, someone new and exciting, or the comfort and familiarity Van offered?

      They took the choice out of his hands, Van settling between his legs and taking Tayn’s cock into his mouth. He knew he’d done the right thing by being naked for this meeting.

      As were Van and Jorvik, though he’d not noticed when clothes disappeared, or whose thoughts caused the change. Who cared with so much skin on display?

      Jorvik knelt beside Tayn’s head, offering a cock slightly larger than last time. Tayn took the offering, matching his strokes and suction to Van’s.

      The scent and taste of him, the feel of Van, holding his cock in one hand and swirling his tongue around the head. So good, so right. Van knew just how to suck him, how to keep him on edge, or how to send him plummeting over the cliff.

      He let Jorvik’s moans and gentle thrusts guide him, teaching him how to please his new lover.

      Tayn lifted his hips, setting a faster rhythm. Van withdrew with a chuckle. “Impatient?” He crawled up the cushions, putting him within sucking distance of Jorvik’s stiff flesh. Tayn released his mouthful, licking up one side of Jorvik’s cock while Van ran his mouth up the other. Their tongues connected, and they stopped to share a sloppy kiss.

      Gods, the man. His mouth. His body. Why hadn’t they spent every waking moment kissing, loving each other, instead of merely enjoying an occasional buddy fuck? They’d passed being buddies eons ago.

      Tayn took Van’s hardness into his hand and stroked. Yes, yes, yes.

      Van urged Jorvik down with a hand to his chest, hefting Tayn up with the other. “Bossy, much?” Tayn asked, without any heat.

      Van slid a finger up and down the crack of Tayn’s ass, pressing in but not fully penetrating. Tayn growled his frustration, until Van lined him up with Jorvik’s hole.

      Oh, yeah. He shoved his hips forward, easily breaching the tight ring of muscle at Jorvik’s entrance. Oh, sweet, sweet virtual reality where nothing hurt unless he conjured too much realism into his fantasy. With the level of experience he’d gained over the years, he never needed lube, and he could fuck from the ceiling if he properly shaped his environment.

      With his luck he’d lose concentration halfway though and wind up crashing down, or something. Who knew the full extent of the rules, what could and couldn’t be accomplished?

      Right now, fuck the rules.

      Jorvik rocked up into his strokes while Van knelt beside them, kissing one, then the other, while stroking Jorvik’s cock.

      Van took Tayn’s mouth, moaning as he performed a well-practiced dance of tongues. Gods, he loved this man. That information would likely follow Tayn to his grave. Things might get too awkward if he confessed his true feelings. Still, he couldn’t help bringing his hand up, cupping the side of Van's face, reveling in each and every touch.

      Their eyes met and held, understanding passing between them. Van flicked his gaze to Jorvik and back. Yes, equal time.

      Tayn put more of his weight on his legs, lifted Jorvik’s calves to his shoulders, and sought a better angle. If Jorvik’s whimpers were any indication, he’d found the magic spot.

      Securing Jorvik’s ass in his hands, he snapped his hips, driving farther inside. This might all be in his head, might not exist outside the ship’s mind, but damn, it felt real enough to him. Van peppered kisses on his shoulders, hand on Tayn’s ass rising and falling with each stroke.

      Tightening began in his groin, the pressure building with each forceful thrust.

      “I’m gonna cum,” he croaked out, redoubling his efforts. Gods of a thousand planets. How damned good, pooling liquid heat in this groin and curling his toes. Oh, fuck, oh, fuck, oh…

      Van jacked Jorvik’s cock to Jorvik’s chanted litany, “Oh, Queen of Stars, oh stars, oh stars…”

      Leaning in to join his mouth to Van’s, Tayn jerked, filling Jorvik’s body. Once, twice, three times he shot, chills racing up his arms and legs, down his spine.

      Jorvik tightened around him. “Ah, ah, ah!” He shuddered, spasms rocking him as he found his release.

      Van, still on his knees on the cushions, reached beneath his balls with one hand and stroked himself with the other. Head thrown back, eyes closed, he finished what started with a kiss, spattering droplets of cum on Jorvik’s chest.

      They lay on the cushions together in silence, enjoying the afterglow, Van and Tayn, with Jorvik in the middle, drinking his fill of skin on skin contact, even if only virtually. Van absently ran a hand up and down Tayn’s arm. If only the others could join him permanently, live out their lives in cyberspace.

      Never leave him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          The Cormorant

        

      

    

    
      An alarm claxon vibrated throughout the ship.

      Tayn zipped through the ship, checking sensors. A ship, barely a blip now, but fast approaching, sending out a general hail. Fuck! They weren’t ready yet. So much he needed to learn before proving to the world the crew of the Cormorant still lived.

      At least they approached a Coalition ship, and Van wasn’t in the ship’s circuitry at the moment, necessitating a lengthy return to his body.

      “They’re hailing us,” Tayn said, ready to broadcast a “Go fuck yourself” message. For nearly three weeks they’d managed to stay put, going over their plans with Connell and Stone.

      Jorvik changed more every day. They couldn’t wait much longer to launch their attack.

      So now who the hell showed up to ruin their plans?

      “They know we’re here. We might as well answer them.” Van heaved out weariness in his sigh. He took his place in the captain’s chair and opened frequencies.

      Yeah, planning a full-scale invasion wore a guy out.

      The Commander’s visage filled the screen. Oh shit! No account sonofabitch!

      Showing no recognition, Commander Shithead said in his best official voice, “I’d like to speak with King Jorvik of Akiak.”

      The bastard found out they’d escaped the station. Figured. Tayn might suspect Connell and Stone of leaking intel, but no, they hated the Federation too.

      In Tayn’s mind, Commander’s showing up proved his guilt in wiping out all those people on the space station in hopes of ridding the universe of three. And possibly installing a hidden tracker on board the Cormorant. No amount of searching found one, however.

      Which proved nothing.

      His and Van’s former boss often talked about collateral damage. One day, hopefully soon, Tayn could shove collateral damage right up Commander’s ass. One of his asses. Whatever.

      Van reclined leisurely in the captain’s chair, betraying no surprise at the commander’s appearance. Of the two of them, Van had a better poker face, though a muscle twitched in his jaw.

      Tayn answered the question. “He’s in the cargo bay doing some kind of weird meditation shit.” No way, no how, could he let anyone see Jorvik in his current state, totally unrecognizable as the lithe young man he’d originally appeared to be.

      Each day he looked more and more like Stone, proving the genetic engineering stories true. Whatever the ancestor put into the red king shit Jorvik took might mimic the synth drugs the Federation pumped into Stone and his ilk to make them impervious to most weapons.

      Two of Commander’s eyes narrowed. “Let me speak to him, and that’s a direct order.”

      Van held his ground. “We don’t answer to you anymore, dickhead.”

      Commander ignored him.

      Jorvik’s voice came across the speakers, as soft and musical as ever. “Greetings, Commander. I apologize for not being on the bridge to see you face to face. It’s my culture’s habit to seek solitary meditation in times of trouble.”

      How the hell was his voice sounding so polite and normal?

      “No problem, Highness. I wanted to see for myself if you were well. I heard about the unfortunate accident on the station.”

      Unfortunate accident?

      “I am well, and thank you for your concern. I’m pleased to know you, too, escaped unharmed.” Oh, but Jorvik shoved one hell of a lot of innuendo into his otherwise civil exchange. Funny. Somehow over the past few weeks the otherwise well-mannered king developed a sense of sarcasm.

      And sounded like Tayn on occasion. Van accused them of spending way too much time over holovids and chess.

      Van’s brow furrowed, but Tayn didn’t ask the question on his mind with the commander on their vid. They seemed at an impasse, Jorvik refusing to appear onscreen and Commander making small talk and failing to get to the point.

      “Look, you four-eyed sumbitch, you didn’t pick us to work for you ‘cause we’re stupid. We know good and damned well you tried to kill us.” Keeping his eyes on the screen, Van reached down and tapped the manual controls, programming in a hyperjump.

      Connell and Stone didn’t make their presence known, but Tayn sensed them listening in.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was beside myself, thinking you’d met your end. Imagine my surprise to find out you not only escaped unscathed, but you didn’t contact me.” The boss—former boss— made one hell of an actor, though he didn’t fool Tayn for an instant.

      “Okay. You checked in. You’re still alive, we’re still alive. Did you bring any Coalition ships?” Van yanked his hand away from his face. Yup, he’d been about to chew his fingernails, a decade-old bad habit.

      “Why, no, I—”

      “His weapons are charging to fire,” Connell barked through the ship’s speakers.

      Motherfuck!
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        * * *

      

      Van engaged the hyperjump. He’d only bought them a small amount of time, but he’d take what he could get. The moment the screen went blank he charged down the corridor, nearly dove through the opening below, and dashed to the cargo bay.

      Jorvik wore a pair of Van’s pants, the material stretched tight across his thighs. They hadn’t found a shirt to fit. The vision before him brought to mind the image Van saw the first time he’d landed on Akiak, the monstrous being yanking a man’s heart out of his chest with bare hands.

      The commander knew about them, hadn’t brought a Coalition force, and prepared to fire, so must have switched sides. Then again, they’d trusted Commander’s word about his loyalties to begin with. Men lied. Why not Commander’s race?

      Van stopped, heart trying to crawl out through his throat. He approached slowly, holding one hand out to the man he hardly recognized. “Are you okay?”

      Jorvik nodded and growled.

      Van cupped Jorvik’s face in his hands, running the tip of his index fingers over the fangs now protruding from Jorvik’s mouth. So many changes in a short period of time, and yet Jorvik’s beauty endured, fangs notwithstanding. “How were you talking?”

      “Seems Connell and Stone synthed some of his conversations and put them together,” Tayn answered.

      Van nodded. Nice plan. “Are they in place?”

      “We’re here, Captain.” What? Oh. Damn. Must be soldier Stone. Captain worked.

      Tayn took over. “Okay, change of plans. They now know we’re here, so we moved up the timeline. Van, Jorvik, once the fighting starts, you gotta get down to the surface. Connell and Stone will gather all the intelligence they can from up here, see what cooperation they can get from the ships. We need you on the ground, Jorvik. Taking Akiak is only part of the problem. Then we have to keep it, and we need support from the people. They won’t fight for us, but they will fight for their king.”

      This plan would’ve worked so much easier with Coalition backing. But no, they likely kept ships just out of sensor range, waiting to swoop in and snatch the spoils when the takeback failed.

      It wouldn’t fail. They couldn’t afford to fail.

      Jorvik’s body was made for battle, heavily muscled, with more of an exoskeleton than skin. How could this be the same man Van took to his bed?

      “Does it hurt?” he asked, stroking his finger over a pronounced cheekbone.

      Jorvik gave his head a soft shake and stopped. “Some,” he replied, the word barely discernable around the mouthful of teeth.

      He stepped forward, dark gaze both familiar and terrifying at the same time, and lifted a hand three times the size of Van’s. “If I’d known I’d meet you and Tayn, I’d never have…” He dropped his gaze. “You must think me a monster.” Jorvik’s lips moved, the words traveling through Van’s translation implant.

      “No, you’re not a monster.” Van rose up on his toes, gently gripping either side of Jorvik’s head. Heart racing, he planted a kiss on lips so different from how they were the first time he kissed the man he’d thought a servant.

      Today they’d fight, having run out of options. The commander knew they lived, and even now might be warning the Federation, or whoever else held his leash. The war could end today, or like other skirmishes, last for years. Once they won—and they would win—Jorvik would have no further use for a worn-out spacer—or a pair of them.

      What then? Van never asked, didn’t dare ask now. He might not survive the day, or the war.

      Jorvik would, he had to.

      And Tayn.

      Jorvik said after the battle he’d have to be put down like some rabid dog. Not on Van’s watch. Maybe the man just needed incentive.

      “Promise me something,” Van murmured, sure Jorvik’s sensitive hearing picked up his words. With any luck Tayn wouldn’t hear him too.

      “Anything.” Jorvik spoke a word and sent Van’s translation implant into a frenzy of decoding, ending in, “Does not compute.”

      “If anything happens to me. Promise me you’ll take care of the Cormorant. Take care of Tayn.”

      Jorvik stiffened, neck muscles bulging. “You are my mates. Nothing will happen to you. I will not allow it.”

      Mates? Did he mean “mates” in the way Van’s former brothers-in-arms used the word?

      Van patted Jorvik’s arm. “I know. Promise me anyway. And do what you can to get Tayn a body. He doesn’t deserve to be stuck on a ship his whole life.” A life stretching as long as the Cormorant held together.

      Would Tayn one day choose to end his life rather than exist only as a part of the ship? Did the other sentient ships feel the same? What an awful way to live.

      Tayn needed reason to live too.

      Red king, serum, geneticists be damned. Van would lose his own life before he allowed his men to die.
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        * * *

      

      Connell and Stone sat on the floor in the Cormorant’s cyberspace, a map laid out in front of them.

      For the first time the former Federation soldier acted as spokesman. “You say the caves are lined with crystals?”

      “Yes.” Jorvik traced off portions of the map with his finger. “The greatest concentration is here”—he pointed to the palace— “and here”—he indicated the northern realms.

      Thank the queen of stars Jorvik could visualize himself without fangs and claws in here. Within the ship’s circuitry, he could be humanoid again, and therefore easily understandable. He also felt less of a monster, more willing to allow his mates to look at him.

      “You’re thinking too narrow.” Stone stood, motioning Jorvik up with his hand.

      Jorvik cast a quick glance at Van, who shrugged. He joined Stone in standing. “What do you mean?”

      Stone waved a hand at their surroundings. “Even here, you tie yourself to the comfortable, the known. There are few rules in cyberspace. You recreate cushions and what’s familiar, as do your companions. You can do so much more.”

      “Like what?”

      “Instead of the usual settings, show me areas you traveled in the caverns and can clearly visualize. They could be useful to us.”

      “Useful?” Jorvik caught motion from the corner of his eye, and a moment later Van stood beside him.

      “How about the caves you showed me when we escaped.” Van stepped close.

      Jorvik liked him close. Concentrating, he tried to imagine himself in the caves, the glittering crystals, the gathered pools, the steps leading up to the palace. Nothing happened.

      “Let me help you.” Van placed a hand on his shoulder.

      The air shimmered around them and shifted, forming rudimentary walls. Focusing all his will on the vague outlines, Jorvik worked to see them more clearly. Like fog lifting, the half-formed images solidified: the passageway right outside his old rooms.

      Stone turned right and left, running his fingers over the glowing walls. The glow intensified, as though they actually stood in the caves beneath the palace. “Are these formations close to accurate?”

      “Yes.” The color might be off slightly, but otherwise Jorvik and Van managed to recreate a small aspect of his home.

      “Good. What are the crystals made of?” For a moment Stone didn’t look much like the soldier he used to be. Instead, he patted, thumped, and even caressed the crystals like a curious child. “Hey, they’re warm. And soft.”

      “They solidify with age. Once they mature they can no longer move and start to harden. I’m not sure what they’re made of. So far we’ve managed to keep Federation scientists away.” For how much longer before his uncle gave away all their secrets?

      Stone’s eyes widened as he stroked the glowing crystals. “They’re sentient?”

      Now to tell Akiak’s biggest secret. “Yes.”

      Van let out a low whistle. “When you said the geneticists combined human DNA with crystals, I had no idea they mixed two living organisms.”

      With a nod Stone dropped his hand to his side. “This might give us an advantage. Crystals, depending on their makeup, can interfere with suits’ communications.”

      “They cut my communications with the ship when I was there.” Van turned in a circle, wonder painted on his face.

      “Good.” Stone gave a curt node. “If you can lure the bulk of the Federation ground forces into the caves, they’ll be cut off from command.”

      Jorvik shifted the image to another angle, showing the crystal-covered ceiling. “They’ll still fight, won’t they?” Of course, anyone who’d spent much time exploring the planet would know a million places to hide, so luring the soldiers into the caves and disappearing would be easy, with him as guide.

      Stone’s smile held a touch of bitterness. Connell silently rose and wrapped his arm around his mate’s waist. Stone kissed the top of his head and squeezed him tight in a one-armed hug. He didn’t let go. “The soldiers don’t fight by choice. I’m thinking half would desert if they got a better offer.” He looked pointedly at Jorvik. “Make them a better offer.”

      A better offer? “What? What are you saying?”

      Stone exchanged a long, intense stare with Connell, silent communication crackling between them like static. “The battle is merely the beginning. To truly take back your world and hold it against future invaders, you’ll need your own military. I’m thinking many of those soldiers would rather switch sides than live in servitude their whole lives. And they’ve got extremely long lives.”

      “And ships?” Van asked.

      Stone clapped him on the shoulder. “Leave the ships to me and Connell.” He turned back to Jorvik. “Now, show me the port.”
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      “Approaching a heavy cruiser,” Tayn reported over the speakers. “Galaxy class, full weapons. Made for distant travel and long sieges. Tricky to maneuver in tight places, no speed to speak of. Built about one hundred years ago.”

      Not so sophisticated then. Van wasn’t too familiar with Federation vessels, except for the one he’d stolen, a newer model far superior to the aging hulk in their viewscreen.

      Ships had always been Tayn’s area of expertise.

      Tayn’s voice faded and Stone’s picked up the account. “Sentient ship, but retrofitted so not exactly efficient. Two operators in total control of the navigation, life support, and other ship functions. One hundred seventeen lifeforms, various species. Twelve gunners, two long range blast arrays.”

      “Weaknesses?” The problem with being in his body meant Van couldn’t look at whatever schematics Stone might be conjuring. Like flying blind.

      “Badly patched hull breach on deck five. The engines will likely overheat if they try to hyperjump.” This from Stone, who became more talkative when military tactics and ships were involved.

      Soldier. Lacking social niceties.

      Van could learn to like the guy. Maybe. “How do you know all this?”

      Stone chuckled. Until now he’d stayed totally serious and focused to the point of pain for all who watched. “Me and brain ships go way back.”

      “Can they see us?” The cruiser grew larger and larger in the viewscreen. Ships built to destroy other ships weren’t made for beauty, and Van spotted only a handful of places where a passenger could get a visual of the Cormorant.

      “My friends in the wiring can, but they don’t feel the need to share the information. Crews refer to the pilots as dickless wonders.” Again Stone laughed. “They’ll pay for their lack of respect.”

      Eyes glued to the viewscreen, Van sat frozen in his seat, watching the Cormorant slip silently past their first hurdle.

      Jorvik stood behind him, close enough to share body heat. Van leaned back, pressing his shoulder against his lover’s abdomen. His lover. Not Jorvik, not the prince or king, but his lover. His and Tayn’s. If he didn’t turn around, he could remember their first night together, the slender hairless body, wide eyes he now knew to have held a touch of desperation.

      He wouldn’t look, for he’d see sorrow in those eyes now. The fangs made speaking near impossible, and those claws could accidently rip upholstery if Jorvik wasn’t careful.

      Or skin now resembling armor, limiting all their sexual encounters to cyberspace, while Connell and Stone discreetly gave them distance.

      Somewhere underneath the genetic mutations Jorvik still lived. Regardless of what he’d said, Van couldn’t kill him when this was over and done. He’d find a way to bring the man back to him.

      Restoring Tayn too.

      His light at the end of the tunnel, his reason for living, the prize he swore he’d have one day: to stand in the sunlight with Tayn on one side and Jorvik on the other.

      Jorvik slathered in ultraviolet repellant and wearing an eye shield, but still.

      He’d take them somewhere secure, maybe New Wailea, Connell’s home planet, made safe by a lying beacon, screaming at all passing ships, “Danger! Radiation!”

      He’d lie with them on the cliffs overlooking the sea Connell spoke of so fondly.

      Make love to them both—in the flesh.

      Why not dream big?

      His heart ached for such a moment. He’d done a lot of wrong in his life, with few regrets, but two of his biggest were not telling Tayn he loved him years ago, and not doing the same with Jorvik.

      Jorvik would see the words as pity now, if he could even comprehend them at all. Sometimes he listened intently, tried to communicate, other times he hissed or howled.

      The dietary offerings the nutrition panel prepared for him kept Van out of the kitchen during mealtimes.

      May the geneticists who’d created the serum changing Jorvik from sweet man to bloodthirsty beast have all died horribly.

      Unable to help himself, needing comfort as much as needing to offer the same, he reached behind him, resting a hand on Jorvik’s waist. Jorvik leaned into the contact.

      Slowly, slowly, they advanced on Akiak. What a hair-brained idea. One man, one whatever-the-hell Jorvik was now, and three bodiless consciousnesses against Federation ships, troops, and Jorvik’s asshole uncle.

      They’d end their lives fighting. Unlike his folks, who’d been attacked at night and died never knowing what hit them.

      The stories Stone told of his time as a soldier, of being ordered to kill children, decimate entire planets, only added to Van’s already raging hatred. Before he’d deserted and met Connell, he’d been known only by a number: Fourteen. Soldier Fourteen. Not even seen as a human being.

      Would the brother Tayn didn’t know about be subjected to the same treatment? One more regret added to a growing list: not being able to find the baby ripped from Tayn’s mother, if he even still lived.

      Van might not win this battle, but he’d take as many of those sorry bastards with him as possible.

      Soon the cruiser faded to a speck on the rear viewer, without a single shot fired. One hurdle down, many more to go. A few unmanned, sentient drones guarded the boundaries of Akiak space, convinced to turn a blind eye by Stone.

      What power he wielded, even without a body.

      Like Tayn.

      How did one say “Fuck the Federation” in cyberspeak?

      Not so much as one single challenge, and one hell of a lot of ships telling their crews, “Nothing to see here, folks, move along.”

      A bone-rattling plunge through the atmosphere, and the reddish-brown surface of Akiak lay before them, the white and yellow of the mountains no longer appearing to be bones. So beautiful now, where they’d been intimidating before. And about to be deadly.

      “You ready, Tayn?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” The smirk in Tayn’s voice came through loud and clear.

      Still, Van asked, “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

      “Van?”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t make me take over Jorvik’s body and kick your ass.”

      Van gave an all-too-brief smile and pulled in a deep breath. He loved his partner, forever at his back. Gods of all planets willing, he always would be.

      Even knowing Tayn could more than handle himself and the Cormorant, Van hated going in blind, piloting the ship from outside rather than from within. Maybe he’d spent too much time in virtual form, more used to the freedom of cyberspace than his own body.

      Jorvik inched closer behind him, maybe a little too close. A massive length Van didn’t even want to think about pressed against his side. “Should I be worried?” he asked. He’d seen men lust-filled during battle. Consent mattered little to them.

      Jorvik the man wouldn’t hurt him, but he didn’t yet trust the animalistic tendencies brought on by the altering of Jorvik’s genetic code. The changes were too new, too unpredictable.

      Van barely deciphered Jorvik’s reply. “Red king created for battle. Excitement.”

      While he’d never turn down a chance to be with Jorvik or Tayn, he so did not want to be on the receiving end of a dick as long and hard as his forearm.

      Only days of getting used to the slurred, teeth-affected quality of Jorvik’s words, plus a few tweaks to Van’s aural implants, let him understand.

      The flashing light on their panel went out, Akiak’s base no longer requesting the Cormorant’s call signs, thanks to Tayn and Stone.

      Van let out a relieved sigh and sank deeper into the pilot’s chair. “Secure yourselves. We’re going in.”

      He braced, but they managed to put the ship down gently near the old temple where he and Jorvik made their escape. Had they really met only a few weeks ago?

      Scavengers feasted on the much-larger pile of half-burned bodies.

      Scans of the immediate area showed large concentrations of life signs inside and outside the palace, as well as on a nearby hilltop, which turned out to be a pack of four-footed carnivores with green fur.

      What were they… Oh.

      Van quickly switched the viewscreen to the temple. Jorvik didn’t need to see two of the beasts fighting over and tearing a body apart in their greed.

      Jorvik calmly turned the viewscreen back. “From Southern realms. Their coloring.” Muscles jumped in his jaw. “Stay here, they turn light.”

      He squeezed Van’s shoulder. Van winced. “Sorry,” Jorvik said. “Forget.”

      Could he return to his original state once the red king served his purpose?

      Words. He spoke in words though Van couldn’t make out full sentences. Maybe his recent silences were his way of coping. Or the weird meditation thing he did.

      Van posed a question, unsure if he wanted the answer, “What happened to the last red king?”

      “After battle, went to hills. Not come back.”

      Fuck. “You can’t simply walk away, you know.”

      “I know. No heir. No one to carry line.” Jorvik bent and stared into Van’s eyes. “I don’t wish to leave you.”

      Shit. Van never considered as king, Jorvik might be compelled to mate with a female of his kind and produce offspring, though he had mentioned his hopes of his father’s mistress giving him a sibling to succeed him. What would become of him and Tayn then? Would Jorvik write them off as a sacrifice to duty? Oh hell. They’d probably be dead soon, making his concern a moot point.

      Tayn answered the unasked questions. “He spoke to me about this before. If he’s forever like this, aggressive, a man of war, he will need to be killed for safety’s sake. If he somehow manages to survive, as I’ve told him he will, we’ll depend on you to work as his ambassador, ensure he crosses no lines. He’ll also need help selecting an heir.”

      Selecting, not creating. Another nuance of Akiakian culture.

      Hearing Jorvik’s plans for their future together, even if he required Tayn to get the words out, shouldn’t have made Van feel so good. Surely Tayn said those things to him to bolster his courage before battle. Whatever the case, Van’s spirits lifted.

      Blaster in his back holster, one in his boot, another in his hand—not to mention the contraband explosives he’d strapped into a bandolier across his body—Van exited the ship, keeping low. Jorvik carried nothing but a black stick, topped with a red crystal, like the palace guards carried. “Sure you don’t want something more substantial?” They’d visited lots of worlds and filled nooks and crannies of the ship with slightly, or greatly, illegal items.

      Most extremely lethal.

      Best to be prepared.

      Jorvik hefted the staff. “Sure.”

      Behind them the Cormorant’s engines whined, Tayn retreating into the relative safety of orbit.

      They rounded the temple with its sagging, crumbling walls, and retraced their steps to the caves they’d escaped from. Van viewed the place with new eyes, not as a shithole world he couldn’t wait to see the last of, but as Jorvik’s home.

      In his mind’s eye he imagined a young Jorvik playing among the ruins, or swimming in the shallow pool in the caverns.

      He’d grown up so differently from Van and Tayn, likely doted on by his father with a slew of servants at his beck and call.

      And yet he wasn’t the spoiled little princeling Van would have expected.

      No, Jorvik held to a higher conviction, his people’s happiness and fates more important than his own. Even to the point of sacrificing his own chances for survival.

      Not if Van could help it. If he hoped to have a future with his lover, this might be his home too, at least part of the time. First, to live. For survival, he’d fight like hell.

      Jorvik didn’t have to duck inside the caves last time they were here, but now squeezed through the cave mouth.

      “You gonna be able to fit?” Van rested his free hand on Jorvik’s back.

      “No choice.” Jorvik’s smile held pointy teeth. It took Van a few moments to work out what the king said.

      Van fought a wince at the image of what those teeth could do to flesh. No, this wasn’t some wild animal. This was his lover. He wrapped his fingers in Jorvik’s hair and pulled him down until their lips met. Trust. He needed to trust, and for Jorvik and Tayn to trust him. He thrust his tongue into Jorvik’s mouth and lost himself in the taste, the same sweetness he’d enjoyed many times before.

      Not a single tooth scraped his tongue to the point of pain.

      Jorvik carded rough fingers through Van’s hair, longer now than on his first trip to Akiak, pulling away to rest their foreheads together. “Thank you.” Without another word he led the way deeper into the caves, stroking his hand along the wall to ignite the crystals.

      The crystals likely interfered with Tayn’s ability to sense them from the ship, making Van rely on ground technology to detect life forms. He ran tentative fingers over the nearest crystals. Spongy. Not hard. Although warm, they didn’t burn him either as he’d suspected of the red crystal in Commander’s pocket.

      Except for small rodent-like creatures, one scurrying past with an insect in its mouth, the caves were still and quiet. No humanoid presence.

      The closer they got to the surface the faster Jorvik paced, until Van barely kept up with him. Yes, he understood the eagerness, being home.

      Van didn’t have a home. No place to go to and recall memories, both good and bad.

      They slowed and Jorvik crouched, eye against the wall. He stayed still for several moments, sighing when he stood. “Uncle not there.”

      Nothing could be so easy.

      Jorvik cocked his head to the side, fires of anger dancing in his eyes.  He seemed to grow, muscles bunching, clenching and unclenching his fists. “Won’t kill him quickly. Set example for enemies.”

      Without another word he continued trudging upward.

      Though the caves appeared to have been deserted for some time, no dust sprinkled the rough-hewn steps, nor marred the surfaces of the multifaceted crystals.

      Did dust not exist on this world? Van noticed no dirt and dust during his previous visit, only threads the locals turned into silk.

      They kept going, finally stepping out into the glowing green room they’d made their escape from. It too, looked unlived in. Jorvik knelt for a moment and ran his hands over the rumpled bedcovers.

      Van didn’t comment on the dark stains on the floor, something he’d noticed but not questioned before, hustling after his mate. His mate. What the hell? He’d gone from being alone to tying himself to two other lives.

      Finding a measure of contentment along the way.

      If their blood didn’t join the stains on the floor. The walls contained crystals, and ceiling contained crystals, and he stepped closer to a small window to communicate with the ship.

      He lifted his wrist, putting the comm unit near his mouth to hiss, “Tayn, check in.”

      Laughter bubbled over the unit. “Oh, they are so hating me right now.”

      Van rolled his eyes, almost afraid to ask. Almost. “What are you doing?”

      “Two Federation gunships blew each other out of the sky before anyone figured out I’d jacked into the controls. They can’t figure out who I am or where I am, and are about to chalk it up to an anomaly. I’ve already picked out my next victims. I am so glad we ran into Stone so he could teach me how to do this.”

      Van pictured Tayn’s shit-eating grin. “Don’t have too much fun. Save some for me.”

      The hallways were deserted as Van and Jorvik made their way out of Jorvik’s old quarters and to the main stairs.

      Creeping in shadows, they followed the stairs down, hitching left at the bottom. Bits of hushed conversation carried from beyond the door. They headed toward the kitchens, where he’d come to Jorvik’s rescue the night they’d met. He’d love for the offensive guard to stumble across their path now. Jorvik would tear his head off with little effort.

      If Van didn’t beat him to the honor.

      More voices, softer this time, came from the kitchen. “Matron,” Jorvik hissed. The voices quieted. The large woman who’d also come to Jorvik’s defense stepped from the kitchen arch, wicked-looking carving knife firmly gripped in her white-knuckled hand.

      She stopped, dark eyes wide, mouth open. After a moment she lowered the knife. “Jorvik?”

      “Yes.”

      A smile flitted across her face, gone in an instant as she eyed him up and down. “What have you done?”

      He never faltered, never flinched.

      Van answered for him in stumbling Akiakian, thanks to his implants. “What he thought necessary.” She’d likely not understand him anyway. Maybe she’d grasp meaning from the tone of his voice.

      She studied Jorvik a long moment, nodded, then shot a venomous glare through Van as surely as if she’d stabbed him with her knife. “Who is this man? Why are you with an off-worlder?”

      “He is…” Jorvik lapsed into the clicking language too fast for Van’s translator to decipher. Apparently, the native language came easier, even with the new dental issues.

      Again her eyes went wide and the woman summed Van up with a scathing glance. “Are you sure?”

      “Sure. Do not question your king.” The scared youth from before became a distant memory. Seeing him now brought to mind a samurai of Old Terran tales. A fighter, head and shoulders above any others.

      She didn’t even flinch at the sternness in his words. Van marveled at how clear Jorvik sounded. Apparently, his ability to speak fluctuated. Interesting.

      “You have allies here,” the woman assured him. “Those who resist your uncle. Many families have been separated. Most able-bodied palace staff have been sent to the mines. Many have died.” Her sorrow melted away, lines forming across her forehead. Her scowl would’ve even made the commander back away. “Which stops today. I won’t let your sacrifice be in vain.”

      Jorvik waved a hand, silencing any questions Van might voice. Right. Akiak. Jorvik’s world. Where Jorvik ruled. “Have any crystals been transported off-world?”

      She shook her head. “No. They’re waiting for a full shipment, and rebels attack them whenever possible, destroy their transports. Rebels loyal to you and your father.”

      Hard to reconcile the man whose gentle cries filled his ears, and whose body bowed under him in ecstasy with the hard-featured being making battle plans with a matron who strategized taking a world as efficiently as she likely prepared evening meals.

      She led them into a room near the kitchens, lined with cabinets, a bed and a chair the only other furnishings. An infirmary. She drew out a writing instrument and paper.

      Paper. Actual paper. Tayn would be amazed.

      How Van longed to be inside the ship, sharing visuals of where they were going, and not merely hand-drawn illustrations.

      “The king,” she spat, “has taken rooms here.” She drew out a crude map. “The ambassador stays here.” Again with the diagram. The aged woman cast Jorvik a knowing look. “They are usually to be found together.”

      Oh. Fuckbuddies. If the fake king involved himself with an off-worlder, changing his mind for him might not prove easy. Van snorted. Off-worlder. Damn, but he’d been hanging around with Jorvik too much, thinking like an Akiakian. Then again, if Jorvik followed through on the consort thing, the idea might not be so farfetched.

      A kept man. He’d be a kept man.

      Van shook his head, regaining his senses. He’d be a kept man if and when they made it through this battle alive…

      They planned a war.

      “Remember,” Jorvik slurred around his mouthful of teeth. “When fighting starts, keep allies away.”

      Matron gave a slow nod.

      Van shivered.

      Let the battle begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Planet Akiak

        

      

    

    
      Jorvik ran his hands over the walls. The crystals sang under his fingertips. Welcome, brother. He closed his eyes. This. This feeling of communion others of his race missed since the last red king.

      Voices upon voices, telling him of their shared history, of their hopes and dreams. The beings embraced him, enfolding him in their energy.

      Welcome, welcome, welcome, welcome. They didn’t speak in words, or not as Jorvik understood. No complex thoughts. These were simple beings, but sentient in their own way. He could have stood there forever, communing with distant kin.

      Something stepped close. A man? How dare he interfere…

      Van. Not interfering. His scent brought memories of love and comfort.

      Love and comfort. Thoughts for another time. Right now he must right a wrong.

      Where is he? Jorvik asked his brethren, picturing his uncle’s stern face in his mind.

      The crystals tittered, the sound like stones hanging from strings some farmers used to scare away vermin.

      Where is he, where is he, where is he? echoed in his mind, though somehow in impulses, not words, the crystals passing his question from one to the next. Jorvik fought for a mere moment and allowed himself to smile. This! His ancestors surrendered their communion with Akiak’s other citizens to become what the rest of the universe called “civilized.” The smile changed to a frown. Those “civilized” races killed a king and so many more for power and credits. Civilized, indeed. If the credit-grubbing, grasping, greedy excesses he’d witnessed were civilized, he wanted no part of their civilization.

      He’d rather build his own.

      He closed his eyes, connecting with the beings around him. Felt them, saw them in his mind. Every sense became clearer, crisper, sharper: feel, smell, touch, hearing, even taste.

      He focused, an image solidifying of his uncle and the ambassador. He saw them. Without color and as a rather distorted image, but the crystals sent him visions.

      Jorvik opened his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      “How’s it going up there?” Van paused his pursuit of Jorvik long enough to find a bit of signal and comm Tayn. “What’s happening?”

      Matron scowled at him from a few feet away. He’d no idea why she tagged along, but if she kept Jorvik’s best interests at heart, Van wouldn’t run her off.

      A laugh Van recognized as carrying more than a little stress greeted his ears. “I’ve never seen anything like this in my life.”

      “What, exactly?” Van trotted after Jorvik, keeping his blaster at the ready. Damn it! He needed to find out how the air defense faired.

      Tayn’s voice sounded more serious than Van had heard in a long time. “My new buddy in a Federation ship just launched an entire platoon of soldiers out a cargo door.”

      “What?”

      “Seems Stone got through to them with a ‘are you gonna let them treat you this way?’ speech. The ships are fighting back.”

      An explosion sounded over the comm. What the fuck? “Tayn! Tayn? Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, but fuck, we cut it close! Stone says for me to pull back. It’s about to get ugly. How about you?”

      “I’ve never been ugly,” Van quipped, in automatic smart-ass mode. “We haven’t seen any real resistance yet.”

      “Only because you didn’t come in the front door. They’ve got forces waiting for you. Since they’re still waiting, I’d imagine no one’s sounded the alarm yet. They’re just yellow alert, not red. They don’t know anyone’s snuck in. One thing I can say for the Federation, their arrogance will be their undoing. They think no one dares confront a superior fighting force. How’s the ground offensive coming?”

      “I’m following Jorvik. He closed his eyes, touched the walls, then said he knew where his uncle was.” Strangest thing Van ever saw, which said a lot coming from a hardcore spacer.

      “Well, you keep out of trouble. I mean it.” Tayn dropped his voice. “Without you there won’t be a me. They’ll wipe the damned circuits clean and throw someone else in here.”

      Van wasn’t going to tell his partner they wouldn’t eject his consciousness, but Tayn would likely wind up like those poor bastards piloting the Federation ships, unaware of the passing of time. The family members the Federation held hostage to gain loyalty turned to dust long ago.

      Stone likely caused a revolt by dropping a few hard truths.

      Jorvik sprinted down a hallway to the left, followed by the far-more-limber-than-she-looked Matron.

      “Duty calls.” Van snapped his comm unit off and chased after Jorvik, barely keeping pace.

      Jorvik ground to a halt, closed his eyes, and held his arms wide, brushing his fingertips against the crystals on either side of the narrow hall. The greens gave way to blues.

      After a moment Jorvik’s eyes snapped open. Once again he darted to the left. Time after time, whenever they came to an intersection, Jorvik performed the same ritual.

      The crystals darkened the farther they went, a light blush turning pink, then rose, until they stood in an open chamber, deep burgundy crystals giving off faint light. Occasionally a crystal glowed pure red, sparkling with internal fire.

      Bowing his head, Jorvik caressed the glowing rocks with reverent fingers.

      Damn. Felt like they’d trudged across half the planet. The air seemed thicker here, the walls pressing in. Underground. Deep underground. Why? “What is this place?” He stepped up to Jorvik.

      Matron answered. “The old ones come here. They are the elders, the leaders of their people. The red are the oldest of all.”

      Elders, leaders, living beings. No wonder the people of Akiak fought so hard to keep off-worlders away.

      “They eat refuse and make silk.” The terrifying woman swept a hand out, indicating webs so thick they nearly dampened the crystals’ glow. “We bring our dead here, for their bodies to become one with Akiak.”

      The crystals consumed dead flesh?

      So, the red ones… Van’s stomach gave a lurch. “The red ones are so powerful because they built up energy over years.”

      “Centuries, as you see time,” the woman corrected. “In a way they live on in the residual power. The treaty established long ago between our societies allows their young to grow among us in our homes, protected and well fed. We take the red ones for use to better our world. We know how to use them without killing them, you see.” She scowled. “But the outsiders have no such agreement, or value for life other than their own.”

      She lifted a single red crystal, slightly burgundy around the edges, and extended her hand.

      Van yanked his hand back.

      Matron offered the crystal again. “They’re alive, and can judge intent. If you mean them harm, they’ll defend themselves.”

      A test? Van focused his energy on mentally chanting, I won’t hurt you, I won’t hurt you, and took the crystal from her hand.

      Heat, like touching a warm hand. The crystal, no, the being glowed brighter. Though Van braced, no burning came.

      The woman smiled. “They accept you.” She returned the crystal to its original place on the wall.

      Jorvik stared, unblinking, at the faintly glowing walls, the colors reflecting off his skin. His skin, now glittering like crystal. Not like, his skin was crystal. His hair swept down in a long curtain, shielding his face from view. Ever so slowly he raised his head, gazing at Van with those dark, dark eyes. Jorvik shook his head, hair sliding over his shoulders in a shimmering waterfall.

      These were the entities the geneticists combined with the early settlers to make the first Akiakians. Crystals and human? Sentient crystals. Living beings. How’d that even work?

      One look at Jorvik and the toll on his body became clear. What exactly had the scientists done?

      Jorvik changed, turning into something else. Regardless of what the serum wrought, he remained beautiful, more ethereal now than ever.

      So beautiful merely looking at him made Van’s heartrate spike.

      “When all this is over, what then? He said the last red king disappeared into the hills and never returned.” He wasn’t losing Jorvik. Or Tayn. “I’m not giving him up.”

      Neither Matron nor Jorvik answered. Jorvik merely resumed petting the walls. The lights sparkled under his fingertips.

      With a forceable effort Van managed to close his mouth. He turned in a circle, taking in the splendor of what he saw. “How old are they?”

      Matron shrugged. “Three, four-thousand Terran years. The king swore to protect them. As his father did.”

      “As his uncle refused to.”

      “Yes.” Matron hung her head. “He wants to age them unnaturally. Make more red crystals. Kill them. He’s not the first, and likely won’t be the last.”

      Van lifted Jorvik’s head with two fingers under his chin until their eyes met.  His mouth opened and out came the words, “I’ll help you protect them. So will Tayn.”

      Jorvik gave him a half-hearted smile and continued inspecting the crystals. What was he looking for?

      “You are an off-worlder,” Matron spat. “This is not your fight. You kept your promise to help. Brought the king home. I’ll pay you. You leave.”

      What the fuck? Van hadn’t come this far to run away. “No, not without Jorvik.”

      “Don’t you understand? He is lost to you already.” She gave a sad smile. “When the fighting starts, he won’t be himself. He could hurt you, me, or anyone else he encounters.”

      “I’ll take my chances.” Van threaded his fingers through Jorvik’s hair and pulled him close. Over the past few weeks Jorvik progressed from a few inches shorter to standing eye to eye with Van, then taller. He pressed their lips together. “Don’t you realize I’ve stopped being in this for the credits a long time ago? Your fight is my fight.”
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        * * *

      

      Van paced the length and width of the cave. For too long Jorvik sat cross-legged on the floor, eyes closed, conversing with whatever spirits dwelled in the crystals.

      Shivers chased each other up Van’s spine from the moment they came here.

      How different Jorvik appeared now from the delicate being Van first encountered, gossamer costume barely covering his body. Now muscles bulged along his arms and legs, visible even in a cast-off spacer’s uniform.

      Would he change so completely he’d forget about them and what they shared?

      Van shivered from more than the chilly cave temperature, recalling the images he’d seen on a wall when he’d first arrived: the powerful being, tearing a man apart with its bare hands. Would such a drastic transformation really happen to Jorvik?

      The last red king wandered off into the hills five hundred years ago. Surely technology advanced enough since then to reverse whatever he’d done to himself.

      To hell with what Matron said. She thought she knew Jorvik, but inexperience and traditional beliefs limited her opinions.

      Back in his military career Van often used weapons of destruction in battle. Once the skirmish ended, they repurposed the artillery. Today’s blast cannon would be melted down and become tomorrow’s bridge support.

      People weren’t so easily repurposed.

      At last Jorvik rose to his feet and pulled Van in to a vicious kiss. This time, when he pulled back, Van winced and sucked at his cut lip.

      With single-minded determination Jorvik strode away.

      Van gave the glittering elders one last look before taking the safety off his weapon and following his lover into battle.

      Only to notice Matron had already slipped away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jorvik plodded along, driven by the crystals’ voices in his head.

      “Van? Van! Where the hell are you?” Tayn shouted through the comm the moment Van cleared the crystalline interference.

      “Why? What’s happening?”

      The words came from far away, barely penetrating the fog in Jorvik’s brain. Van? Tayn? An image came to mind, the three of them performing Tayn’s much-loved act of “cuddling.” Cuddling. With his mates.

      Soon. First…

      No. Any future with them could never be.

      “Stone tapped into the communication systems and is ordering all soldiers into the caves. You need to get to the large cavern near the temple.”

      “But I can’t leave Jorvik.”

      “Think of the big picture, man.” Some note of caution in Tayn’s voice gave Jorvik pause.

      Jorvik landed a heavy hand on Van’s shoulder. With every ounce of his being, he longed to say, “You must leave. It’s not safe for you,” but words wouldn’t come. Already he could feel the adrenaline and more pumping through his veins, and he expended too much effort into controlling his baser nature.

      In a few moments, he wouldn’t want Van to see him, or what he’d become.

      Anxiety in his gaze, Van gave Jorvik a parting kiss. “You will get through this, understand? No going off into the hills. You’ll be coming back to me.”

      “Me too!” Tayn shouted over the comm.

      Jorvik loved them. Even as his humanity slipped away, his heart cried for the two men he’d met too late. He’d cherish his moments with them as long as he could.

      He wouldn’t, couldn’t tell them he loved them. Better for them to never know. Soon they’d have to forget him, and the deeper the bond, the harder to break. “Go to the caves,” he instructed his consort.

      Jorvik was selfish enough to stand immobile, watching Van exit his life. Nearly out of sight, Van turned, mouthed, “I love you,” then faded from view.

      Love. Van loved him.

      Too late.
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        * * *

      

      Van stood at the mouth of the caves, checking his weapons and mentally preparing himself for a lost cause. What chance did he have? One man against gods knew how many Federation super soldiers.

      He’d fight to the finish and die if needs be.

      For Jorvik. For Tayn.

      He recited prayers to every deity he’d ever heard of, though what the god of gray blobular masses on Ceti Nine’s third moon could do to help him was anyone’s guess.

      Damned traitorous Commander! How stupid to ever have trusted him, someone who valued credits above everything else. Another reason to live: revenge.

      Oh, yes. He’d seek his revenge against the one who’d tried to kill him and his lovers.

      “Van? You there?” Even in his dark frame of mind, Tayn’s voice brought a spark of life.

      Van raised his wrist to his mouth. “Yeah. What’s up?”

      “Remember what we talked about? How Stone can transfer from one ship to the next?”

      “Yeah.” Sounded like he’d been using the ability to the fullest.

      “He wants to try it with you.”

      What the hell? “With me? I’m no damned ship.”

      “No, but think about it. A brain is just a sophisticated computer. Cloned bodies take a person’s consciousness all the time.”

      “Only with doctors and scientists there, and the person’s own DNA. Even then the success rate isn’t one hundred percent.”

      “How do you know? Isn’t it job security for them to make us believe we can’t do thought transference without them? They couldn’t get rich off the procedure if anyone could do it. Besides, your aural and vocal implants might allow you to connect directly to the ship, and your comm unit is linked to the Cormorant. We’re thinking they might work both ways.”

      Could they manage on their own? Would he want to? Sure, he trusted Stone—for now. He’d trusted the commander too, and saw where his misplaced loyalty got him. “I’m not sure about this.”

      Another voice came over the comm, deeper, rougher. “I know you have no reason to believe in me, but I can help. Can make the soldiers understand.”

      Van stayed quiet. What if Stone decided he liked living in Van’s body and took over?

      “Van, listen to me. I was like them, killing because the Federation told me to, with no free will. One day I entered a crystal-lined cave, which shut down my communications. A baby girl, Van. They’d ordered me to kill a baby girl and her mother. It was too late for the mother, but I wouldn’t kill the child. I took her and deserted. Tucked her into my pod and set course for the nearest habitable planet.

      “There I met Connell, raised our daughter. Lived a life free of war. I want the same for my brothers-in-arms. Let me help them. Let me help you. I won’t stay. In fact, I don’t really want to do this at all.”

      “What happened to your daughter?”

      “Pearl grew up, married, had children and grandchildren of her own. She closed her eyes for the last time with her fathers holding her hands.”

      Ouch.

      Stone paused for a few moments. “I don’t want to leave Connell. He’s all I have now. All I need. Since the moment his consciousness joined mine, we’ve never been apart. I’m thinking to use a similar method to join your mind as I did with his, only temporary.”

      If their roles were reversed, Van wouldn’t want to leave his lovers either. Didn’t want to leave Tayn and Jorvik. “What do I have to do?”

      “I’m not sure it will even work, but we can try. I suggest you lie down, if you can.”

      Van eyed a not completely uncomfortable looking spot on the ground and curled up on his side. “Okay.” He braced, but for what? Would there be pain? Or maybe the fuzziness that preceded his blending with the ship.

      It started slowly, an awareness of not being alone. No invasion, merely a melding, with neither consciousness dominating the other. Images of a naked Connell entered his mind, easily banished with little effort.

      A soft chuckle rumbled in Van’s head. “Sorry.”

      What? No being shoved into the back of his brain and watching in silent horror as someone else hijacked his life? This was more of a partnership. “Is this what it’s like all the time?”

      “Depends on each entity’s purpose. Sometimes I’ve prevented violence by asserting dominance, but most times those I catch a ride with are willing hosts and we form a temporary partnership. This is the first time I’ve partnered with a bodied man.”

      Interesting, but Stone’s reassurances didn’t prevent chills from snaking up Van’s spine.

      Stone kept his communication soft, with minimal inflection. His calm demeanor must come in handy when he spoke to ships with brains taken from a living, breathing human once upon a time. “You have the ultimate say, you know. You’re strong and in your right mind. You could easily overpower me and cast me out. You know this body, you have the advantage.”

      A truth or a lie? How much could he trust this being who’d miraculously appeared just when they needed him?

      “C’mon. We need to get moving.” Van’s body jerked, as though someone tried to pull him up.

      Van stood, swaying on his feet. The disorientation lasted but a moment, and he took them through the cavern passageways. What a strange sensation, like having someone walking beside him, but when he turned, he found no one there.

      The crystals gave off a barely perceptible glow. Would his touch work as well as Jorvik’s? Extending his fingers, he stroked along the walls.

      The crystals came to life, lighting his way.

      To what?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Jorvik strode through familiar hallways, resting a hand on the stair railing to compensate for his awkwardness. Gaining so much height and muscle mass so fast didn’t give him time to learn how to navigate.

      His father’s rooms appeared untouched, possibly because of superstition, partly because Matron threatened bodily harm. None would stop him, Jorvik, Red King of Akiak. The hallways were deserted, most of the staff loyal to his father likely killed or fled.

      When he’d lived here, he could hardly progress five paces without having a servant’s, “Can I help you?” ringing in his ears. Then, he’d found the constant attention annoying. Now, the quiet, the lack of life, unnerved him.

      He made his way to his father’s rooms. How many times had he sat on the floor cushions while servants dressed his father’s hair for the day? Once, when he’d been ill, his father worried so much he’d brought Jorvik to his own rooms and sat beside him night and day, despite the healer’s fears for the king falling ill too.

      His father put his leadership role first and foremost, but he’d also taken the time to be a father, or as much as his duties allowed.

      A hollow longing formed in Jorvik’s soul, a void to forever remain unfilled. In the very back of the closet, he found what he sought.

      He searched his old clothing pockets for the strands of Van’s hair he’d taken from the sanitizer, and wove them into the braided armband: a triple strand of his own hair, his father’s, and his grandfather’s, though a few shades of violet peeked through from his great grandsire.

      The extra time he took allowed Van to move safely out of reach.

      Van. No, he couldn’t think of Van now. Or anything else but revenge.

      With any luck, Matron would have moved all innocents out of harm’s way. She knew full well the danger of the approaching storm.

      “Goodbye, Father. I shall make you proud.”

      The anger he’d been suppressing bubbled to the surface. He tamped it down. Each time became harder and harder, until soon he’d lose the battle to remain himself. A few more moments. He needed only a few more moments.

      His uncle’s image came to mind and something… shifted in his head. Lifting the weapon he’d stolen from a guard and hidden on the Cormorant, he prepared himself to meet his fate.

      He should have told Van and Tayn he loved them.
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        * * *

      

      Van nearly reached the clear pool when trouble arrived.

      “Duck!” Stone commanded, seizing control and sending them hurtling behind an outcropping. All fell silent. Van moved to raise his weapon, but Stone stopped him with a mental hand on his arm. “You were a soldier, too, were you not?”

      “Yes.”

      “But not a Federation soldier. You do not know their ways. Do you trust me?”

      “A little late now to decide I don’t.”

      Even at this inappropriate time, Stone chuckled. “Very much so.”

      “Then do what you plan and try not to get us killed.”

      Van faded to the back of his shared mind and let Stone take over. Please let him not get them killed. The occasional blaster fire echoed throughout the cavern, but none too near.

      “Colonel? Colonel?” came a voice on the other side of the crystal structure Stone and Van crouched behind.

      Stone peeked over and dropped back down. “Just one,” he mind-spoke to Van. A solitary man, every bit as big as Stone, currently with his helmet removed while he tried to restore communications.

      Just one. With a hell of a lot more firepower, training, and drive than a man who merely wanted to live to see tomorrow.

      Crackling came from the soldier’s comm.

      Before Van could register movement or intent, Stone launched himself, taking the soldier down in one clean motion. He slapped a hand over the soldier’s mouth. “Do you have any love for the Federation?”

      The soldier ceased struggling and Stone lifted their hand enough to let him answer.

      “You gonna shoot me if I say no?” the man asked, eyes wide as he took in Van’s blaster aimed at his head.

      “I have no love for them.”

      The soldier shook his head. “This is the first time I couldn’t hear their damned voices in my head, telling me what to do, since I got recruited.”

      “It could be like this all the time if you wanted.” Stone kept his voice low and soothing. “Imagine, being your own man again. Are they holding family members hostage to ensure your good behavior?”

      Again the soldier shook his head. “A brother. They said he’d be safe, they’d send him to university if I enlisted.” He spat on the ground. “They recruited him like they recruited me. He died in his first battle.”

      “How about the other members of your unit? Do they feel the same way?”

      “Most, yeah.”

      Van felt the edges of his mouth pull back in a smile. “How’d you like to switch sides?”

      In the shortest battle in Van’s history, less than an hour, eighty percent of the soldiers disowned the Federation. Those soldiers loyal to the old regime died at the hands of their fellows.

      Van gave thanks to roughly seven hundred gods.
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        * * *

      

      No one met Jorvik in the great hall, and he hadn’t expected resistance yet. The complete transition heightened his senses. Suddenly the low light of Akiak’s sun seemed too bright, the colorful cushions and table coverings nearly painful to his eyes. And the crystals.

      The crystals glowed with inner fire, reaching for him, speaking to him.

      Welcome, welcome, welcome, welcome.

      He raised his head and sniffed the air. Off-worlders, at least three different species, guarded the front of the palace, with another contingent massed in the direction of his uncle.

      The traitor must believe himself safe. He’d never be safe again.

      He’d die today, even if Jorvik himself died in the process.

      He crept quietly down the hallway, stroking his hands along the walls, listening to his brethren. They, too, hated the off-worlders, who killed many of their young in a quest for more red crystals.

      They shall pay, Jorvik assured them.

      With each step Jorvik died a bit more, saliva filling his mouth at the scent of prey. He’d kill, he’d rend. Today he’d end the evil.

      With one final thought for the mates he loved, gave up to fulfill his destiny, he pulled in a deep breath.

      “Your H… Highness?”

      Jorvik whirled, claws extended. A woman stood before him, long white hair shot with the silver of age. Woman. Mother? No… Matron.

      She held up a cup, hands trembling. A bit of greenish liquid sloshed over the cup’s rim and she grimaced. “This… this might help you. Preserve your mind. My… my grandmother told me of this.”

      Snatching the cup, Jorvik breathed deeply. Herbs, wine, a touch of… Powdered crystal? He gazed at her, unblinking. She paled and backed away.

      A friend, trying to help.

      In one long gulp he swallowed the sour fluid and dropped the metal cup to clang against the floor. He held out a hand.

      One hesitant step at a time she approached, flinching when she came within his reach. Why did she fear him? Didn’t she know he’d never hurt her?

      Placing his hand carefully on her head, he stroked her hair, memories forming of her once doing the same for him. “Thank you.”

      She managed a tremulous smile. “Go with the queen, Jorvik.”

      He watched her scuttling away, warmth seeping through him from the drink and from her smile. She loved him, put aside her fear to help him. This day he’d honor her, by being triumphant in battle.

      Battle. Even now his enemies gathered, confident in a victory. He’d bring an unexpected storm.

      He was the storm.

      They weren’t waiting for him in the open, though he took no precautions to muffle his steps. What was this puny rod in his hand? He didn’t need weapons.

      He cast the nuisance aside.

      Time to begin.

      The eye-searing colors from before receded, leaving only red in Jorvik’s vision when he left the great hall for a passageway leading to living quarters. A figure covered by a long cape came at him, holding up a stick and uttering a battle cry.

      Jorvik wrapped a hand around the thing’s head and closed his fist. Ah, the satisfying crunch. When he opened his hand, the attacker dropped to the floor, a bloody mess from the shoulders up.

      Lumbering step by lumbering step, he approached roughly a dozen more enemies. The puny creatures raised off-worlder weapons. ZZZzzzzzzp! A tiny insect bit Jorvik’s skin. The closest weapon-carrier paused, then pointed the thing again. ZZZzzzzzp! Another insect bit, not even leaving a mark.

      Annoying. The creatures opened their mouths, noises emerging to assault Jorvik’s ears. Stop! He raked his claws across the face of one. More noise. He quieted the ear-piercing squeals with another swipe.

      Rivals fled before him. One stumbled. Off-worlder! Intruder! Jorvik snatched up the man’s arm and sank his teeth into a too-fragile neck.

      Warmth coated his tongue, flowing into his mouth, down his throat. Enemies. Die!

      A man with long white hair made to dash around him. An image formed, this man, standing by while a young man crumpled dead to the floor. A name formed. Sika. Friend. Sika.

      He sniffed the air. The scent reminded him of something else. A cloak? Uniform. He’d known this odor before. The hateful man killed Sika, dragged Jorvik by his hair. Left him bruised and bleeding.

      The king dead. A true guard would have died defending his king. Jorvik growled low in his throat.

      Red king. Justice. Justice had come. “Guilty,” he rumbled.

      The man's eyes widened. Jorvik swiped with his claws. The man’s mouth still opened and closed when his head hit the floor.

      Claws to the belly, fangs to the throat. One by one Jorvik decimated his foes. With only one way in and one way out, any who sought to escape must pass by him.

      Or attempt to—the last thing they’d ever do.

      Blood pooled upon the floor, the air sticky with the sweetness of retribution. More noise. Screams? Yes, screams.

      Hot blood in his mouth, the taste of fear and despair, fueled primal energy. Today he'd repay treachery.

      None responsible for exploiting his world would survive this day.

      Three enemies rushed him at once, sticks held out in front of them. Jorvik struck with one hand, knocking the first against the wall. The thing’s wail cut off and it slumped to the floor, face a distorted mask of torn flesh.

      The second charged, poking his stick at Jorvik. The tip hit his chest. The stick snapped in half. The man stepped back, turned, and ran.

      Jorvik roared his challenge and leapt. No escaping!

      Wrapping clawed fingers around a scrawny neck, he whipped his hand back and forth. A crack vibrated up his arm. He dropped the now-empty shell onto the floor.

      How easily his assailants died. Not like him, a weapon created by the queen of the stars to avenge the wrong done to her people.

      The third thing—man?—turned an off-worlder weapon on himself. A blast, then the man fell, adding more blood to the growing pool spreading across the polished stone floor.

      Hands balled into fists, Jorvik tossed back his head. A challenging roar sprang from his throat. He charged.

      Blood, warm on his hands, sliding down his mouth. He licked his fangs clear. Feed! Tear!

      He clutched his head in sticky hands. No! He couldn’t lose himself to the madness. Not now.

      And yet…

      Prey ran, bleating.

      Giving himself over to feral need, he pursued.
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        * * *

      

      Jorvik found himself leaning heavily against a wall. Close. So close to fulfilling his task. Then he must leave. Go into the hills. Why? Why must he leave? A sense of wrongness settled over him at the thought, an emptiness deep within. Some fleeting memory, Come back to me.

      Come back? To whom?

      Images of eyes, blue and green, blocked out his surroundings. His heart swelled. Eyes? Why would eyes make him… feel wanted?

      Whose eyes?

      The scent of carnage permeated his senses, the pungent odor of evil set right. He’d been created to destroy, kill. Serve his purpose. Rid the world of the invading blight.

      But… He turned his head right and left. Beings of different forms spread out before him, some alone, some in piles, some barely recognizable for what they’d once been.

      What? Had he killed all these creatures?

      Yes, and without remorse. Pressure built inside his chest. He lifted his face, letting the heaviness out in a victory cry. He’d won. But wait.

      A door stood before him. These men died to guard this door.

      He sniffed and growled. More enemies within.

      The one he sought.

      Bitter hatred rose from the depths of Jorvik’s stomach, bile burning his throat. Murderer! Traitor! One kick felled the heavy wooden panel with a crash.

      Two men huddled by an off-worlder style bed, clinging to each other. For a moment Jorvik paused. Lovers? They were lovers. One babbled, sounds not quite forming words. A hairless head, with sickly ruddiness and hideous three-colored eyes.

      The other was of Jorvik’s people, yet not. Traitor. He’d turned against his own. How could he betray his people, his planet, his king?

      And he clung to an off-worlder. How could he mate with such a vile creature?

      A fuzzy image appeared somewhere deep inside Jorvik’s brain. Hazy, but still there. Three-colored eyes: blue, white, black. Green, white, black. Those eyes weren’t ugly. They were beautiful. They sparkled in laughing faces or held sorrow when his lovers were sad.

      Names. Ta-yn? Tayn. Van. Lovers. Jorvik’s lovers. Where were they? Could he go to them?

      No. Duty. He must do his duty.

      Step by step Jorvik approached the two trembling beings.

      Uncle? Images surfaced, this man at various points in Jorvik’s life, always on the edges, haughty, looking down his nose.

      Sneering at Jorvik’s dead father.

      Father. Pain. Jorvik grabbed his chest, but couldn’t soothe the agony ripping at his heart.

      His father. Dead.

      Because of the men before him. Jorvik narrowed his eyes.

      They must pay. With their lives.

      Brother killed brother.

      Vengeance.

      The worthless scum of an uncle shoved the bald man at Jorvik and tried to flee.

      Jorvik blocked his escape. With deliberate care he snatched up the bald man. Ambassador? Yanking his struggling captive against his chest, turning him to face Uncle, Jorvik sniffed. The scent of his treacherous kinsman clung to the off-worlder’s skin, an awful stench.

      Grinning, he dug his claws into the offender’s throat.

      The man wriggled and yelled. Jorvik closed his fingers tighter. Gurgling. Music to his ears. With one hard pull he silenced the screams. The body still thrashed, then fell still. Holding the bloody mess, he made sure his ultimate prey understood its coming fate.

      Never taking his eyes from his still-living enemy, he dropped the body to the floor.

      Uncle retreated behind the bed.

      Like distance would help.

      Even now the traitor sacrificed those who put their trust in him to save his own neck. Jorvik placed a foot on the still-warm body on the floor, deliberately crushing bones.

      The false king winced. "Who are you?"

      Jorvik barely registered the man's utterances, spoken in a foreign tongue. Abomination! Akiakians should speak Akiakian. But…

      Words didn't matter now. Nothing mattered now. He'd nearly fulfilled his purpose. For a short while longer, he needed to keep his wits about him. He took a calming breath, slowing his words so his uncle might understand. Speaking his native language helped, the Akiakian dialect involving tongue clicking in the back of the throat far easier than words formed with his mouthful of teeth.  "I am vengeance."

      His enemy reeled, splaying hands against the crystal-lined walls for support. The amber glow cast a sickly yellow over unkempt white hair and sweat-soaked skin. Ah, the glorious smell of fear. "Vengeance? For what?"

      Several heartbeats passed, Jorvik struggling to find the right words. Calm, he must stay calm, not let the beast control him. Not yet. "For the brother you killed, the innocents you cut down, the women and children whose bodies lay by the old temple, to be eaten by wild beasts."

      "I... I did what I did for Akiak. For the future of our world!"

      How dare he. Fire raced through Jorvik's veins. How dare this man claim to have considered anyone but himself! He bellowed, the sound more animalistic now. He’d precious little time before his humanity disappeared completely. Let him finish his mission first, let the—bastard?—know his crimes. "Liar! You did what you did for yourself." Jorvik kicked the dead lover’s body to prove his point.

      The condemned dropped his gaze to the remains of someone he’d likely bedded just the night before, and gave a hard swallow, the greenish cast to his skin more than the result of crystal light.

      "I didn't. It was the Federation." His uncle took a backwards step, pressing against a wall. He had nowhere left to go. Panicked glances right and left marked the actions of a trapped animal, followed by the acrid scent of urine.

      Fear cut across the room, rekindling Jorvik’s anger. "You were there. You gave the order to kill me. Only, you killed the wrong man. Your worst mistake."

      Uncle shuddered. "Who are you?"

      Jorvik smiled, knowing full well the horrific picture he made, teeth stained with blood, bits of the ambassador still clinging to his claws. "Don't you recognize me... Uncle?"

      The soon-to-be-dead-man's eyes flew wide. "Jo... Jorvik? But... but you died! I saw it with my own eyes." He slapped a hand over his mouth, pulled in a deep breath, and tried to portray calm. "What have you done to yourself?"

      "What red kings do to save Akiak."

      “Red king?” Haunted eyes betrayed when the truth of the matter sank home. Uncle dropped to his knees, hands clasped together. “Please! I didn’t kill anyone!”

      Too late. He’d all but confessed to his crimes. "Liar!" Jorvik’s shriek rattled an earthenware bowl on the table by the bed. This man killed Jorvik's father. Tried to kill Jorvik. Killed many more besides, their bodies left to rot, not even placed into the caves to serve Akiak with their flesh. He paced back and forth in front of the bed.

      "No, nephew. You have it all wrong, I would never..."

      Jorvik lunged across the bed, grabbing his uncle by the throat. "For the murder of Oona, my father's mistress." He extended a claw, pressing the tip into the skin at his uncle's temple, hard enough to draw blood. In one quick slash he opened the side of his uncle's face, from hairline to chin.

      Satisfaction rushed through him.

      His uncle’s scream rang like music, bouncing off the walls. Jorvik tightened his hold. "For Sika, the man your guards mistook for me. He died in my place." He slashed again, this time leaving a gaping line running across Uncle’s chest. Blood flowed freely along the dying man’s torso, the metallic perfume of iron sweeter than the scent of flowers blooming outside his former chamber’s windows.

      His uncle screamed again, pressing his hands against his wounds. Blood squeezed between his fingers. "No! Jorvik! Please! I'm your uncle. Can't we talk?"

      "Gris will never speak again. Because of you." He swiped a claw across his uncle's throat, enough to draw blood without nicking an artery.

      The traitor squirmed, to no avail. Jorvik cut off his protests by tightening claws around his neck. He focused on his words, wanting every one to sound crystal clear. "You killed my father. Your own brother. The rightful king of the people of Akiak."

      "No!"

      Jorvik shoved his face up close to his uncle's, baring his fangs. "Isn't it fitting the last two red kings held the name Jorvik?" Pressing his face closer, so their noses touched, he asked, "Do you remember what the other Red King Jorvik did to his rival?"

      False King Otkiovik's mouth opened in a silent scream.

      Jorvik pulled back his hand and punched, mimicking the mosaic image he’d seen a million times. His uncle stared down as Jorvik pulled his still-beating heart from his chest.

      His uncle's body slid to the floor. Jorvik threw the heart down with a splat. He breathed in and out, basking in the rage pouring through him. Dead. His uncle was dead. He'd killed his greatest enemy.

      Kept his promise. Blood and gore splattered the walls, floor, and ceiling. As he watched, the blood pools grew smaller.

      The crystals grew bigger, brighter.

      The children of Akiak's original inhabitants would feast tonight. They deserved their vengeance too.

      Jorvik reached under his uncle's tunic, snatched his father's pendant from the lifeless body, and left the crystals to their work.

      Silk strands would soon fill the room.

      Only a few enemies likely remained. He could let them go. But no. They'd chosen the wrong path; they'd pay the price. He stalked through the room and crunched over the open door. More beings approached, encased in some nearly-impervious material.

      Cybersoldiers? He’d heard of those. From—Tayn? Van?

      Tayn. Van. He wanted his lovers. They’d understand. He wouldn’t feel so lonely in their presence.

      The suited figures aimed weapons. Again the sensation of insect stings hit his skin, annoying, but not penetrating.

      The first he caught struggled. The suit shocked him, further fueling his anger. How could he stop this thing?

      He ripped at an arm. The arm held fast. Punching the chest got him nowhere. There! A crack between the head and body. Digging his claws into the crack, he yanked. The headpiece fell free, exposing a man’s head. The man’s eyes grew large.

      A single slash of claws closed those eyes forever.

      He now knew the enemy’s weakness.

      He’d done his part. Only a few more to go now. Blackness crowded his vision, the beast trying to take over. He’d accepted his fate long ago.

      Now, he carried regret. Would Tayn and Van mourn him, like he mourned those he’d lost? They’d lost so much already, their families, their livelihood, their trust.

      He fought, for himself, for them, for the life he wanted for himself and his mates.

      Slowly, with each soldier he killed, more and more of Jorvik receded.

      Leaving only a beast of legend.

      His last thoughts before losing himself to madness were of Van and Tayn, and the love they’d shared.

      He’d die content.
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        * * *

      

      Van entered the palace through the hidden doors, once more alone in his body. Screams rent the air: terrified screams, screams of despair, and above all, the roar of a predator. Every instinct told him to run, to save himself.

      He couldn’t. Jorvik entered a lion’s den alone. Van couldn’t let him fight this battle on his own.

      Charging across the floor, Van slipped, reaching out to grab anything nearby to hold himself up. Crystals sliced into his palms. Red smeared the walls, the floor. Puddles of blood made his footsteps tricky.

      A Terran stared up at him with unseeing eyes, throat torn out as if by some vicious beast. The roar sounded again, closer this time.

      Nothing in the blood-chilling sound seemed familiar, but he recognized the angry snarls all the same.

      Jorvik. Jorvik was in there with whatever.

      Jorvik might be whatever.

      Bloody footprints marked the survivors’ route from destruction.

      Keeping to the wall for support, Van slipped and slid toward the back corridors, where Jorvik indicated his uncle hid.

      Bodies lay strewn across the floor, broken dolls of several species. His blood ran as cold as the blood spread across the floors at his feet.

      The mosaic he’d seen the day he first set foot on Akiak. The monster tearing enemies apart bare-handed.

      And getting forced into banishment for his nature.

      There! A window.

      Settling near the opening and keying his comm, he said, “All hell’s broken loose down here.”

      “Need me to come get you? How’s Jorvik?” Tayn’s voice offered much-needed reassurance.

      “I don’t know. I think he caused this.” Van so didn’t want to give his next order. “If I don’t make it out of here and Jorvik isn’t himself anymore… Do what you need to.”

      “I won’t have to.” Tayn’s voice came out as barely a whisper. “Because you’re coming back to me. Both of you.”

      “You don’t—”

      “Look, Stone, Connell and I are working on something. Don’t give up yet. Just get yourselves out of there as soon as you can.”

      “How’re things up there?” Van closed his eyes, trying to picture Tayn in command of the ship.

      “There’s Federation vessels everywhere.”

      What? Van never felt the lack of the Cormorant’s vid screen more deeply. “Then you get the hell out of there!”

      Tayn couldn’t risk being blasted into oblivion.

      “You’re not listening. There’s Federation vessels, but no Federation. The sentient ships rid themselves of all who wouldn’t surrender. Since most of them were pressed into service against their will, it wasn’t a hard choice.”

      More screams echoed through the palace. Van shouted above the noise, “I have to go. Just remember what I said.”

      “Will do.”

      “And Tayn?”

      “Yeah.” Van swallowed around a lump in his throat. “You’ve always been there for me, my best friend.”

      “Well, yeah. Who else would’ve put up with your sorry ass?”

      “I don’t think I ever told you before how much I appreciated you, but… I wouldn’t have lived this long if not for you.” Van cut the connection before Tayn could respond and swiped at his damp eyes with the back of his hand.

      One more reason to get out of this alive: he and Tayn needed to talk.

      Blaster at the ready, back to the wall, Van inched down the hallway.

      He stopped in his tracks. Oh, gods!

      Jorvik. His lover. The man he’d made love to, dripped blood and gore, streaks of red and other colors smeared across his face and matting his clothes.

      He’d pinned a man by the throat, talons digging into the wall. For a moment Van swore he heard the crystals’ pained cry.

      The man grappled with Jorvik’s unmoving arm, eyes bulging and mouth open. No sound emerged. Silently, the man died.

      Many of the bodies on the floor wore the robes of the royal guards.

      As he’d promised, Jorvik dealt with the traitors.

      An off-worlder’s body lay still on the floor, while a rather portly example of an Akiakian lay immobile on the bed, chest completely torn open. Van winced and glanced away. Just like the mosaic. This must be the ambassador and the fake king.

      Throwing back his head, arms to his sides, Jorvik roared, like some primitive animal declaring victory.

      He turned toward Van and cut off mid-bellow.

      Oh, fuck! “Jorvik! It’s me! Van!”

      Still the magnificent killer approached. If either of the two major powers—Coalition or Federation—found out Jorvik’s current state they’d exploit him. The perfect killing machine.

      Dimples in Jorvik’s skin might have been blaster shot or burns from the wand things Akiakians used.

      “Jorvik! Don’t!” Van couldn’t run even if his shaking legs let him. Stone was gone. He faced this adversary alone. He dropped his weapons to the floor and held up his hands. “I’m not your enemy. I’m your friend.”

      Jorvik stopped a mere pace away. “Friend?” The word came out garbled. The fangs Van thought bad enough on the ship had grown, as had Jorvik. Muscles upon muscles bulged and flexed with Jorvik’s every movement, every breath.

      He stepped forward.

      This was it then. The end of Van’s miserable life. At least he’d die at the hand of someone he loved rather than an enemy who’d celebrate his death, or worse, kill him and collect the Federation’s bounty. Would Jorvik ever know who he’d killed? What they’d been to each other?

      Did he remember Van at all? Tayn?

      Jorvik bent at the waist, audibly snuffling along Van’s neck.

      “Friend,” he said again, followed by another word Van didn’t know. Damned out of date translator implant!

      Van’s lover ran the pad of a clawed thumb over Van’s jawline, smearing gore. Lover. Despite everything. Lover still.

      Van didn’t mind. He still lived. Something of Jorvik still lived.

      Jorvik abruptly strode past Van and out the door. What? “Hey! Where the hell are you going?”

      Van paused to take a relieved breath. He lived. He breathed. Yes! He spared a glance at the man slumped against the far wall who’d never breathe again.

      Where was Jorvik going? Please let him not attack the Federation soldiers. They didn’t know him, and he didn’t know they’d changed their allegiance.

      Van snatched up his blaster and charged out the door, following the destructive force of the red king.

      No need to search, wails and shrieks marked Jorvik’s passage, but only of fear. Van passed the occasional skirmish, but mostly off-world soldiers rounding up anyone dressed as a guard. The man Stone named General spoke in hushed tones with his closest counterpart in the Akiakian forces: Matron.

      He hurried his pace up the steps, fully believing he knew his lover’s destination. The closet door in the king’s rooms stood open, light spilling from the opening. If only he could speak to the crystals like Jorvik.

      Though he might not need them to draw him a map.

      Down, down, down, he ran, into the bowels of Akiak itself.

      He stopped outside of a particularly large cavern.

      Praying to every god he’d ever heard of, he entered, following the growls and rumbles of a terrifying creature deeper into the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Caves Beneath the Surface of Planet Akiak

        

      

    

    
      Jorvik stood in the middle of the cave, chest heaving and skin spattered with the evidence of his massacre. He growled when Van approached.

      Van lifted his hands. “Jorvik, it’s just me, Van. Please tell me you remember.” His heart flailed in his chest, wanting to flee, even if the foolish human the heart lived in wasn’t keen on self-preservation at the moment. Sacrifice. Your sacrifice the old woman said.

      To save his people, to save this world, Jorvik sentenced himself to death, for surely so frightening a being could never be allowed to live. He now understood why Jorvik said red kings must be destroyed or disappear into the hills.

      He’d taken out over a thousand men singlehandedly.

      Jorvik threw back his head and bellowed.

      Van couldn’t hide his flinch. If only he could contact Tayn right now, if only the caves allowed communication with him or even Stone.

      No. In this, Van acted alone.

      He stepped forward, prompting another challenging growl. If Van could communicate with the crystals somehow, enlist their help in calming his lover… Jorvik was still in there. He’d spoken, after all, even if only one word.

      No traces of the old Jorvik remained visible, the soft features from before now much more masculine, more rugged. Harder.

      Only the eyes remained the same, though filled with madness.

      Could Van do something to help? One hand behind his back on the handle of his blaster, he advanced, other hand extended before him and pulse throbbing in his ears. He scrambled for something, anything to say. “Jorvik, it’s me, Van. You remember me, right? We met after some kind of feast. You gave me bread. Some dickwad messed with you and I ran him off. Don’t you remember?”

      The night replayed itself in Van’s mind, though he couldn’t quite wrap his head around the difference in the man he’d fucked one night on Akiak and the one currently giving him wary glares.

      In the next few moments one or both of them could be dead.

      He hadn’t used his explosives, and the bandoliers still crossed his chest.

      Maybe they could walk out of here—together. Returning to the commander wouldn’t be an option, since the bastard revealed his true colors. Nothing held Van to the Coalition anymore. And since Commander hadn’t minded sacrificing the Cormorant for his greed, chances were no one would show up wanting it back.

      Which meant, no matter what, Van could never return to his old life. Civilized society would deem Jorvik too dangerous to live, or the Federation and Coalition governments would fight over him, wanting to use him as a weapon against the other.

      Never!

      If Commander spoke the truth, a handful of red crystals and he and Tayn wouldn’t need fuel stops for a long time. He knew hundreds of worlds too small and insignificant for the warring governments to monitor closely, where he’d get what supplies they needed.

      Jorvik could stay on the ship with Tayn. They’d go rogue. Or maybe escape to Stone’s planet, hidden behind the false threat of radiation. Where they wound up didn’t matter, if they wound up there together.

      Be together. Van stopped. The old him would leave Jorvik here, grab a handful of crystals, and haul ass off-world.

      The new him couldn’t leave behind a comrade in arms, a friend—a lover.

      He’d always loved Tayn, who’d kept him from being alone, stood at his back in barfights, held him on rough nights and never mentioned his tears in the light of day. Losing Tayn’s body tore at his soul. But he still had Tayn. Needed Tayn. Wouldn’t want to exist without him.

      As he wouldn’t without Jorvik.

      Jorvik screamed and lunged, striking at Van with clawed hands.

      Nails like razors scored Van’s side, sending the blaster flying. He shouted and jumped back. “Jorvik, please. Don’t do this. Let me help you. Help us.”

      Jorvik lunged again, bloodlust in his eyes.

      Despair rooted Van to the spot. Every one of Jorvik’s dire predictions came back to him now. The man he’d loved existed no more, consumed by this thing before him, so bent on revenge it didn’t know friend from foe.

      Van did the only thing he knew to do. He ran.

      With no idea of his destination, he charged through the caverns, possibly buying himself some time. Without a guide he’d be hopelessly lost in the caves, where even Tayn couldn’t find him.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Turning and twisting, he worked his way through passages nearly too small for him, let alone Jorvik, yet the crashing behind him said the monster still nipped at his heels.

      Not monster. Jorvik.

      He needed speed. Yanking at the bandoliers, he drew them over his head and tossed them behind him. Without detonators they wouldn’t explode, but maybe they’d foul Jorvik’s footsteps, if only for a few seconds.

      What could he do?

      The hand he’d pressed to his side came away bloody, and he panted through a bout of pain. If he wasn’t careful, he’d die of blood loss before anyone found him. Oh, to be on the ship, getting tender, loving care from his pod.

      Through blue, orange, yellow, and green passages he roamed. Finally, he spotted a light ahead and tapped the last of his energy reserves. He’d be out of the caverns, but on level ground he couldn’t outrun Jorvik, nor could he stop and use his comm to call Tayn.

      Besides, no telling what Tayn faced up in the skies. He’d said all was well, but he’d lie to keep Van from worrying.

      Van slipped and nearly fell, scrambling on all-fours toward the blessed light. Oh, shit. Oh, shit. Motherfucker, that hurt!

      He crouched on the ground, clutching his injured side. If they got this all sorted out, Jorvik owed him a blowjob. Or two.

      Images sprang to mind of fangs scraping against his flesh.

      Then again, maybe not.

      Van clawed his way up the wall to his feet, resting against the cave entrance to survey the land.

      He knew this place.

      The crumbling temple sat on a hilltop, barely visible in the planet’s eternal gloom. Jorvik screeched behind him.

      Van gained a second wind and ran again. Maybe Tayn would pick up Van’s comm or implants on the Cormorant’s sensors.

      Inside the temple a labyrinth of rooms became a maze. If Jorvik played here as a child, would his now-primitive brain remember the layout?

      Right, left, right… Heavy footsteps pounded behind him. What a fool he’d been. He should’ve taken his reward, gone back to the Cormorant, and been halfway across the galaxy by now. Never thinking of Akiak, crystals, or Jorvik again.

      He skidded to a halt. Broken columns sat at odd angles, a piece of the roof now crashed to the floor. In the center a dark pool waited. No telling how deep.

      Turning to face the angry grunts, he awaited his fate.

      “Van? Van! Man, what’s happening down there? I lost you for a bit.”

      Van raised his arm, angling his comm toward his mouth. No use whispering now. He’d never considered himself timid, but he now knew how those small, long-eared critters on Old Terra felt when cornered by a predator. “Jorvik kinda went berserk. Took out most of the Akiakian guard.” Singlehandedly.

      “Well, the ships took out anyone who tried to escape up here. You and Jorvik okay?”

      “For the moment, but it’s not gonna last. Something happened to him. If he had humanity before, he’s lost it now.”

      “Where are you?” Panic crept into Tayn’s voice, unmistakable, even over the comm speaker.

      “Remember the old temple where you picked us up before?”

      “Yeah.”

      “There.”

      “Hang tight. I’m coming to get you.”

      Van took a deep breath, visualizing the worry crease between Tayn’s blue eyes. “I think Jorvik left some red crystals on board. Plus, I’ve stowed credits in the account I kept from Commander. Somehow hook up with another pilot, get as far from here as you can. You can’t talk to the commander, but there’s got to be someone else to help you.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? They’ll exterminate me!”

      “No, they won’t. The Federation flies ships with bodiless minds. Any freelance merchants will prize you.”

      “B… but why aren’t you coming?”

      A crash sounded directly in front of Van. Shadows parted.

      Jorvik stepped out of the darkness, fangs protruding from his mouth. If anything, his claws were longer and sharper. Van gulped.

      “Because it’s too late for me.” Closing his eyes, he whispered, “I love you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Van backed away, one step, two steps…

      His left leg sank into knee-deep water. So much for his second blaster. May there be nothing worse than Jorvik hiding in the pool. Oh, gods. What about the sea snakes? Van stepped in with his other foot. A single bite, a clean kill, might be the more merciful option.

      Jorvik paused by the pool, raised his head, and sniffed the air. He whined. Trying to communicate or sad at having lost his dinner?

      Bit by bit Van inched away, keeping his movements calm and even, never once taking his eyes from his former lover. No. Not former. Still. Always.

      “Van! Van!” Tayn screamed over the comm unit. “Whatever you’re planning, don’t do it!"

      Van unstrapped the device from his wrist and dropped it into the water. Tayn didn’t need to hear him die.

      In an almost comical move, Jorvik stuck a finger into the water, yanked it back, and tried again. He eased his foot into the pool—ill-fitting boot and all.

      Wall at his back, Van watched his approaching doom. Through the dim sunlight coming in from the missing roof section, he couldn’t take in many details, but the water around his injured side grew warmer, heated by his blood, and the pool darkened around Jorvik, the water washing his gore-splattered skin.

      The defiant bawls stopped, but Jorvik slogged forward. He paused a few feet away, sniffing again. Step. Sniff. Step. Sniff.

      Van closed his eyes and waited for death. He’d lost his blaster, but he’d rather turn the weapon on himself than Jorvik. Someone soon might be forced to end his life, but the brave prince who’d taken drastic action to free his world from tyranny wouldn’t die at Van’s hand.

      A scene unfolded on his closed eyelids of Jorvik and Tayn, laughing, limbs entangled, only to part and allow Van into their play.

      He loved them. Loved them both.

      Even to save his own life he couldn’t hurt the being he wanted to remember as a young man with a beautiful smile and inquisitive nature. Jorvik playing chess or coaxing more food from the kitchen panel for the novelty. Jorvik staring up at him with lust-filled eyes.

      The snuffling grew closer, hot breath caressing Van’s skin. He braced for fangs to slash into his neck.

      His vision grayed around the edges and he caught the wall to keep from falling. Had he suffered enough blood loss to black out? A familiar feeling began in his head, heralding a merging with the ship’s consciousness.

      No! Couldn’t be! His knees wobbled, nearly throwing him to the floor.

      Blackness gathered in his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Tayn lifted one hand, spreading the fingers before his face. Damn, he’d gone too long without being encased in flesh, leaving his movements shaky, requiring specific thought. Van’s body weighed a ton. Boyfriend seriously needed to diet.

      He’d done it, succeeded in merging with Van. Not a moment too soon, as the comm no longer wrapped around Van’s wrist. Who knew if implants alone were enough of an anchor to get him here and carry out his plans?

      He patted Van’s ass, just because he could. In the back of his mind he heard a snarled, Stop! in his partner’s distinctive voice. How’d you get here? And I do not need to diet.

      Tayn tuned out Van’s anger for now, turning his attention to learning Van’s body from the inside.

      Pain! Red hot agony ripped at one side. He’d forgotten pain. And so many other things. The scent of blood nearly overwhelmed him, as did the sensations of cold water drenching his clothes.

      Reality sucked, at times.

      A growl brought his eyes upward. What the ever-loving fuck? He jumped back. What the… what the…

      The thing before him stood every bit of seven feet tall, face framed with long strands of white… crystals? Eyes black as the pits of Hell 3 stared at him, and fangs distorted the mouth he’d once thought made for kissing.

      Jorvik?

      Angled cheekbones could probably literally cut someone, and his skin glittered in the low light. Lose the fangs and overlook Tayn’s mere seconds to live and he’d call the vision stunning.

      But wait. It wasn’t just his ass on the line, but Van’s.

      “Jorvik? Is that you?”

      Jorvik let out a knee-weakening cry, half challenge, half despair.

      What the fuck? Tayn’s inattention already cost him his own body. It wouldn’t cost him everything else he held dear.

      Besides, Van went and dropped the love bomb. No backing away now. Nobody gets to die until I hear those words again, face to face. Preferably in the safety of the ship. Naked, he told Van.

      In his shared mind, Van snorted. Not the time. Van. Van’s voice. Still here. From what Stone said, Van still occupied the pilot’s chair. Anything Tayn did, Van must allow.

      Too bad he made stubborn jerk an art form.

      I heard you!

      But you’re my stubborn jerk. Tayn took a moment to mentally embrace his partner.

      While Van might be able to battle his way out of barfights, some situations called for gentle finesse. Tayn’s forte. Are you going to make me fight you? You know I’m better than you at talking our way out of things.

      Now, wait a minute…

      Where the hell was Van’s comm unit? Tayn moved their feet over, the toe of one boot brushing something. Dare he hope? A quick plunge downward and he found the comm with a questing hand. Yes!

      Gods, how Tayn hated doing this, if his plan worked at all. He must get Van out of danger. Accessing the ship through the circuitry, he engaged the program he’d set up earlier.

      What the hell? Van’s outrage faded, his consciousness now contained in the Cormorant. Any luck and he’d not figure out the program until Tayn got them out of this mess.

      Worst case, Van was safe. Or as much as Tayn could manage. Stone and Connell would take care of him. They’d promised.

      Biting back his terror, Tayn raised his hand. Jorvik jerked away.

      But he didn’t attack.

      Tayn pressed his advantage, lunging forward and planting his hand firmly on his lover’s cheek. Lover. Still his lover.

      Only then did Tayn notice the dagger-tipped fingers approaching his wrist. He winced, bracing for agony.

      Jorvik placed his hand over Tayn/Van’s, holding Tayn’s chilled fingers tighter to his flesh, and rumbled something low and unintelligible.

      Akiakian. And Van’s implants worthless at the moment. When we get out of this mess, we’re investing in better implants.

      When, not if.

      Something in Tayn’s shared heart broke. Somewhere inside this monstrosity the man he and Van welcomed into their lives and bed still existed.

      Words weren’t necessary.

      With the greatest care Tayn led Jorvik out into waist-deep water, dipped his cupped hand into the pool, and washed away a particularly nasty smear on Jorvik’s shoulder.

      When they got out of this, there’d be hell to pay with Van’s temper, but Tayn couldn’t exist not knowing what happened. If he could help bring out a reasonable outcome?

      Right now Van might be fuming and cussing enough to melt circuitry, but at least he was safe, or his consciousness anyway. Worst come to worst? Tayn groveled with the best of them.

      “There, that’s it, big boy,” Tayn murmured, making sure to keep one hand on Jorvik at all times. He’d gained ground he’d no intention of losing.

      Growls and groans softened to near purrs as Tayn washed Jorvik in the pool. Head, shoulders, back, chest, down and down he worked, soothing, soothing.

      In a low voice he sang a half-remembered song from his childhood, humming through parts he’d forgotten the words for.

      Jorvik hummed with him.

      The ridges along Jorvik’s abs hadn’t been there the last time Tayn saw him naked.

      He ran his hand lower, across the hard planes of Jorvik’s abs. Something brushed the back of his hand and he nearly pulled away. No telling what might be living in the water of the long-abandoned temple. The brush came again, more insistent this time.

      Tayn grabbed—and filled his hand with rock-hard flesh.

      He gasped and glanced upward to Jorvik’s face. The pained expression might have been an attempt at a smile.

      He stroked the length in his hand. Jorvik crooned, pushing up into Tayn’s grasp.

      Yeah, battle always left Tayn and Van horny too.

      You called? Van’s voice echoed in his head.

      What the… How? Tayn’s heart fell. Van wasn’t supposed to be here. He was supposed to be safe.

      You forget. I know you. It took me less than five minutes to figure out your programming. In a softer tone, Van added, We’re in this together. Jorvik is mine as much as he’s yours. We both need to be here for him.

      Who’s got the ship?

      Stone and Connell. They’re taking care of business until we return. Van’s voice turned growly. Where we’ll discuss you hijacking my body. Tayn could easily imagine Van’s narrow-eyed, disapproving glare. First things first. We haven’t bled out apparently, so how’s Jorvik?

      Tayn nodded toward the blissed-out creature humping their hand. Van tried to pull their shared hand back. What the fuck?

      Jorvik’s newly bulked up body came perfectly proportioned.

      Scarily so.

      Jorvik grabbed Tayn/Van by both shoulders, spinning them around and pressing them facedown onto a broken column. Oh no! Oh, no! No! No! Van fought to right them.

      Not too late to go back to the ship, Tayn told him.

      Van stilled. You’re right. You go.

      Like hell. I’m not leaving either one of you.

      No lube. Monstrous cock. Horny monster. To get at him Jorvik might rip their clothes to shreds, leaving them naked to find their way out of this mess.

      The least of their worries.

      Jorvik leaned over them, whiffing at their neck. Whatever scent he found there he must’ve liked. He rammed his massive cock against Tayn/Van’s ass. Growling and groaning like the animal-brained specimen he’d become, Jorvik prodded and rutted against them, seemingly uncaring that he’d not penetrated.

      Tayn thanked one thousand worlds’ deities for the small favor. He gritted his teeth through the stabbing pain when Jorvik, mindless with lust, gripped their injured side.

      Grunting in earnest now, Jorvik mated them as best he could through Van’s clothes. Again and again he bucked, driving them into the hard rock column.

      With one last bellow he jammed his cock against their ass and pulsed. The scent hit Tayn’s newly gotten senses. The muskiness shot a jolt to his/Van’s groin. No longer fearing being eaten alive by his lover, he whirled, reached into his suit, released his shared cock, and jacked the growing erection.

      Tayn, what the fuck are you doing? Van barked.

      Shut up and enjoy! Van never slowed down long enough to live in the moment. Not like Tayn.

      They could die in a few minutes. Until then…

      Jorvik smiled again, humming encouragement. Focusing on anything but the sharp talons way too close to their dick, Tayn worked their flesh, faster and faster.

      Getting with the program, Van provided an image of him and Jorvik their first night together.

      Talk about hot. Tayn would’ve liked to be there.

      Clutching the column to stay upright, they shot.

      Through dazed eyes they watched the splatter hit Jorvik’s hand, and Jorvik bring the offering to his mouth. He licked, humming once again.

      He closed his eyes, leaning against the crystal-less wall.

      Tayn fought to regain breath. You all right? he asked Van.

      We all made it through alive, didn’t we?

      Studying Jorvik, Tayn considered the truth of those words.

      Jorvik gathered them into his arms and led them to the edge of the pool, promptly collapsing onto the ledge.

      Tayn struggled to stay awake. Federation soldiers could be around, and no telling what else might exist on this world Jorvik failed to mention.

      Then again, no matter what lay outside these walls, it couldn’t be a match for Jorvik.

      The surviving Federation soldiers all turned, Van assured him. Still, they bore watching. While they claimed no allegiance to the Federation, commander’s betrayal taught a valuable trust lesson.

      Tayn/Van kept vigil over Jorvik until fatigue pulled them down. They’d deal with what came next when it happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          The Cormorant

        

      

    

    
      Van woke up slowly, luxuriating in the soft mattress beneath him and the hard body pressed against him. He must’ve tied on one hell of a drunk last night. The fuzziness in his mind settled in to stay.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” a far too cheery Tayn announced over the ship’s speakers.

      Van buried his head in his pillow. Too damned ear…

      He jumped, glaring at the body in the bed with him, all claws and fangs and sharp angles. But no. Although he still wasn’t the sleekly muscled youth Van first discovered, Jorvik more resembled himself again, though fangs and claws remained.

      Fangs and claws.

      The past twenty-four hours slammed into him, robbing his breath. Jorvik, covered in blood. Jorvik towering over him. Jorvik… humping against his body.

      Jorvik slept on. Van eased out of his filled-to-capacity bunk and padded naked into the miniscule control center. “How’d we get back on the ship?” He scratched his stomach, the gash now a half-healed scar, and activated the viewer. Planet Akiak filled the screen. What? Why were they still here?

      “Stone and Connell got us back. They patched into some of the ships, who relayed messages to ground forces. Let me tell you, we pumped one hell of a lot of sedative into Jorvik to get him to cooperate. You were out of it for a while even without help.”

      A million thoughts whirled in Van’s head. “What about…”

      “Nothing going on planet-side except for cleanup.”

      “What about Jorvik?”

      “What about him?” Now was not the time for Tayn’s smart-assery.

      “He was their king, right?”

      “Still is.”

      “Um… have you taken a good look at him?”

      “Sure have. He’s hung like one of those six-legged animals they ride on Sierra 4.” Easy to imagine the grin in Tayn’s voice.

      Van shook his head. “He can’t be king like he is. So why are we still here?” The farther away the better. They’d figure out the next step later.

      They were already faced with the insurmountable problem of finding Tayn a body. Why not tack on searching for a way to restore Jorvik’s humanity? If they kept this up, they’d soon be qualified to solve all the universe’s problems.

      The humor left Tayn’s voice. “Stone suggested something. Think of yesterday as a test run, me sharing your body.”

      “About…”

      “Hush and listen. Stone says Jorvik is still in there, beneath the beast. If I join with him…”

      Fuck no! “Won’t work. Wrong species. No connection with the ship.” Van wouldn’t risk losing both of them to madness.

      “You know he’d test strongly for Old Terra DNA. He can even use my pod with no problem, without being fitted with implants. We even put him in there to finish healing what few wounds he’d gotten, though he’d done a pretty good job on his own. His skin is as hard as rock!”

      Or crystals. Still, Van dug his heels in. He couldn’t afford to lose this fight. “I won’t risk you… or him.”

      “You risk us both if we don’t try,” Tayn grumbled. “Anyway, I can pretend to be him and handle things on the planet until he’s capable again.”

      “And if he’s never capable?”

      After a long silence, Tayn let out a heavy exhale. “Then I’ll still have arms to hold you with.”

      Fuck.

      It took a bit of maneuvering to get Jorvik into Tayn’s pod, and a bit more to make him hold still while the tubes and wires took their positions and finally located entry points into his body unprotected by the near plate-armor of his skin.

      Wait a minute. “How were you able to access my body when I wasn’t jacked into the ship?”

      Tayn paused before answering with a lie, or at least a half truth. “We never needed cables. It’s all about the host being receptive, and the jacks under your skin gave me access through your comm unit, the same as Stone used. The hardware mostly keeps your body in good shape until you come back.”

      So matter of fact. Like Tayn’s words weren’t freaking Van the hell out. “And Stone thinks we can do this with Jorvik.”

      “I do. But without implants, we’ll need the ship’s hardware.” Stone’s voice came out every bit as gruff over the speakers as it did in the confines of the ship’s circuitry.

      “Let’s get started then.” Van didn’t like this whole idea. Really didn’t like it. But without a leader, Akiak might erupt into civil war. He’d seen the same happen on many worlds where the people fought long and hard to rid themselves of oppression, only to wind up worse than before.

      Jorvik’s eyelids twitched. He reached out and grasped Van’s hand.
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        * * *

      

      A welcome scent teased his nose. Even sight unseen Jorvik knew who hovered over him, fear pouring out in waves.

      Fear? Jorvik’s mate feared? He snapped his eyes open. He’d rend any who scared his mate! Tiny strands popped away from his skin when he drew back his hand.

      Nothing, no threat, just Van, the wrinkle between his brows relaxing and one side of his mouth lifting. Jorvik tried to touch him. How’d he wind up on the floor?

      Easy there, big boy, a voice crooned. Who spoke? Where were they? Jorvik growled. He drew in a deep breath but smelled only his mate.

      Like a gentle caress, the whispering in his mind calmed him. I’ve got you. It’s gonna be all right.

      Jorvik didn’t understand the words but trusted the voice.

      Besides, he couldn’t fight an invisible enemy.
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        * * *

      

      What a mess! The inside of Jorvik’s head came as a huge shock after roaming state-of-the-art ship’s confines. Jumbled thoughts, impressions, and more focus on taste, scent, and feel than on eyes and ears.

      Plus, the strong urge to mate.

      “Tayn, you in there?” Van asked, more than a bit of concern on his face and a bruise showing dark against one cheek.

      Jorvik’s body didn’t respond like Van’s, bulkier, and with a few physiological differences. After three tries Tayn managed to work Jorvik’s vocal cords. “Yeah. I’m here. What happened to your face?”

      “You did. Or rather, one of you. Is Jorvik still in there?”

      Tayn prodded his consciousness, much like prodding a sore tooth with his tongue. Jorvik’s awareness sent images and feelings, but very few words. Tayn’s heart sank. How he longed for questions, or to see Jorvik in full “I’m a king, you lowly worm” mode, only adopted when faced with self-important bureaucrats.

      “Stone says we’re needed on the planet surface.” Van huffed out an aggravated breath. “Commander is there with Coalition representatives, so watch yourself. We don’t want him to know too much.”

      Commander? The fucking bastard!

      Jorvik’s rage bubbled to the surface, threatening to rip apart Tayn’s tentative hold. No. He couldn’t let emotion rule right now. He must stay calm, for them both. Or rather, for all three of them.

      “Will do.” Tayn tried to rise but Jorvik’s limbs defied him. C’mon, Jorvik, work with me here.

      Several tries later put him on their feet and into the sanitizer. Blood and other things he didn’t want to think on, that had defied the minor cleaning in the temple pool, sluiced down Jorvik’s body and into the drain.

      The formal robes they’d found in Jorvik’s bag weighed a ton, and were more than a little small, but he must act the part. “Are we safe to land?”

      Van nodded. “We won’t go in the front door.”

      “Can you find your way back through the tunnels?” Tayn’s words came out slurred. Nothing in all his years of training prepared him for talking with a mouthful of fangs. He glanced at his clawed hands. Nope, never jacking off again.

      “Jorvik can.”

      Not a good plan. “I’m not sure he’ll cooperate.”

      “He will. Be sure to brush your fingertips along the walls, over the crystals, okay?” Van placed a tentative hand on Jorvik’s shoulder.

      “Why?”

      “How about later I let you fish around in my brain so I don’t have to waste words explaining.”

      At least Van didn’t seem too angry about Tayn’s invasion, which sounded really close to an invitation to bond again.

      Later. For now, they’d get through the next few hours, secure Jorvik’s place as king, and make all kinds of life or death political decisions.

      “What if Jorvik never recovers?” Tayn would gladly spend the rest of his life in the ship’s innards if Van and the Akiakian king joined him every once in a while.

      How odd to sit in a chair, the planet growing larger and larger in the viewscreen. They must’ve passed fifty Federation vessels—none gave chase.

      Skirting around the landing pads, Van set a course for the ruins.

      A snicker came through the ship’s speakers, then the gravelly voice of Stone. “You’re going to disappoint so many people. They’ve formed a welcoming committee for their king.”

      “They’ll get over their disappointment,” Van snapped.

      “How’s Jorvik?” A softer voice asked. Connell. Funny how they sounded different even through the ship’s speakers.

      “We’re not sure. Right now, Tayn’s driving.”

      “Ah, good. I hate we won’t be there to greet you properly. Once you exit the Cormorant, we’ll keep the ship company and be ready to launch if needed.”

      The three of them, Van, Tayn, and Jorvik, could never repay what Connell and Stone did for them, and yet they could tell no one about their existence. Besides, what physical proof did they have of the two even existing at all?

      Van glanced up from studying a panel. “Tayn, your heartrate and breathing are spiking. You okay?”

      “A little nervous, I suppose.” So much could go wrong with their plan.

      Namely, the villagers could come with the local equivalent of pitchforks and axes.

      Van clapped a warm hand on Tayn’s borrowed shoulder. Deities, how Tayn missed the simple act of being touched in the flesh, though the hardness of Jorvik’s skin experienced touch in a remote manner, like several layers of heavy cloth between Van’s hand and Jorvik’s body. Tayn wrapped strong arms around Van, just because he could. Jorvik, quiet until now, surfaced long enough to press their lips against Van’s.

      “C’mon. Let’s go.” Van sat the ship down, opened the airlock, and clasped Tayn/Jorvik’s hand. They’d never held hands before. Then again, until yesterday Van never said, “I love you,” either.

      Things were changing. Hopefully for the better.

      Tayn stumbled once or twice over the uneven terrain, trying to master another body. He’d more or less managed to move normally by the time they reached the cave entrance.

      Shimmering began behind his eyes, a dull sensation, then he no longer looked out of Jorvik’s eyes. “What?” Panic gripped him.

      It’s okay.

      Words. Jorvik managed words. Maybe he’d be all right yet.

      Tayn merged with Jorvik enough to see where they went. Van needn’t have instructed Tayn about touching the walls. Jorvik trailed the back of his fingers over the shining surfaces, and Tayn felt the beginnings of a smile.

      Up and up and up the stairs they went, pausing once to look through a peep hole. They came out in the back of a closet.

      Van squeezed through behind them. “This was Jorvik’s room, I think.”

      Jorvik paused and studied a spot on the floor at the foot of the bed. Damned if Tayn saw anything to look at, yet he recalled the memories Jorvik shared.

      Jorvik whirled, pointing at flowing garments in the closet.

      “What?” Van asked.

      Jorvik tried again.

      “I think you’re supposed to put those on,” Tayn supplied.

      Van scowled at the garments. “I am n…”

      Jorvik growled.

      Van put on the clothes, grumbling all the while.

      Oh, Tayn would never let him live this down, dressing up like a green dancer from Ceti-9. He’d save the jibe for their next argument. Hey, Van. You looked good in that skimpy costume. Thinking of pursuing another career? Oh! Maybe he’d dress Van like that in cyberspace on the ship.

      Van, a hint of pink in his cheeks, opened the far door and peeked out. “Hall’s empty.” He shook out his clothes. “Is this absolutely necessary?”

      Jorvik nodded.

      With a put-upon sigh, Van led the way out the door. His ass did look spectacular, the sheer wispiness of his pants giving glorious hints at what lay beneath.

      Van should dress in silks all the time. But no. He’d draw too much attention on space ports.

      Jorvik rumbled agreement.

      Although no bodies littered the floor, occasional patches of blood and abandoned weapons marked the locations of the fallen. Seen from space, the ships alternately firing on each other and ejecting human passengers didn’t prepare Tayn for remnants of the ground offensive. The heart he shared with Jorvik stuttered. He could have lost them.

      A sensation best described as a comforting hug soothed Tayn’s nerves. With sure strides Jorvik plunged down the palace’s main stairway, more graceful now than when Tayn drove. He held his head high, having to stoop occasionally to avoid a low doorway.

      Voices floated up the stairwell in a language Tayn couldn’t identify. Melding his consciousness more fully with Jorvik’s added clarity to the words.

      Many lamented lost loved ones, while others speculated about the king.

      Jorvik stopped on the bottom stair, regal as all fuck. Slowly at first, then growing, the people quieted and stood from the floor where the dead lay, many swaddled in gauzy fabric.

      No one spoke, though a few drew back.

      An elderly woman approached, wonder in her black-on-black eyes. “Your Highness?” She leaned forward and hissed to Van. “You shouldn’t have brought him here. Though I love him as a son, he’s not stable.”

      Jorvik faded back. Tayn snapped out of his trance, pushing forward into the dominant position. The voice sounded like Jorvik’s, or rather, Red King Jorvik’s, though Tayn struggled with the words, unused to having to adjust his thoughts to allow for Jorvik’s native tongue. “We hope we’ve solved the problem. At least for now.”

      The woman’s eyes widened, the only outward sign of her alarm, though Jorvik’s heightened senses made her fear reek like something rotten.

      Buzzing began anew, the people in attendance passing the word from one to the next. “King” and “king’s son” being among the more prominent comments.

      The woman nodded at Van. “Jorvik claimed you as consort. Escort our king to his rightful place.”

      Van nodded, took Jorvik by the arm, and whispered in Spacer, “Where is your rightful place?”

      The crowd parted, as one staring in awe at the king who should be dead, or banished, from what little Tayn gleaned of Jorvik’s culture.

      Tailoring his strides to appear like Van escorted him, Jorvik led the way. Instead of the throne room Tayn used to see on holovids as a kid, Jorvik traversed to a raised dais surrounded by pillows and cushions. He sat and quietly patted the place next to him, motion slight and barely discernable.

      And so the greatest performance of their lives began.
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        * * *

      

      Clean floors. A complement of former Federation soldiers clad in cybersuits standing at attention. Silk cushions and guests wearing various forms of Akiakian or Terran attire, the blending of societies evident.

      How different the main greeting room appeared from the last time Van saw it, soaked in blood and covered with dead bodies.

      Van sat to Jorvik’s right, a traditional seat of honor in many cultures. Hopefully, Akiak held similar customs, and this wasn’t merely the spot where Akiakians stored their sacrificial victims until needed. “Consort” could mean many things.

      Jorvik sat rigid, saying nothing, intense gaze flitting from one face to the next. A few he acknowledged with a polite nod.

      Van placed his hand on Jorvik’s elbow, a simple gesture to show solidarity, but also to gauge the tension of the moment. He’d brought a dangerous creature with him to the party, and if things got out of hand, the throbbing side injury, though patched up by his pod, still pained him enough to slow him down should the need to run arise.

      He’d not been here long enough to learn more than a few faces. Several off-world races were present. Though no one wore the Federation emblem, spies could still be present. He wouldn’t drop his guard. Pretending to adjust his clothing, Van felt at his back for his blaster. While way too much skin showed for his comfort in his official consort garb, the ever-flowing fabric did offer places to hide weapons with a little creativity.

      Somebody owed him bigtime for wearing this thing.

      At last a familiar hulking shape ambled forward.

      Well, fuck.

      Trust Commander to be the first vulture at the carnage.

      The former Coalition commander raked his gaze over Van, Jorvik, and back to Van. With some difficulty and shuffling of body parts, the being who’d pulled Van and Tayn’s strings for much of their lives affected a kneeling bow. A slight hitch in his breathing gave away his shock at the changes in Jorvik’s appearance.

      Must not be easy to face men you tried to kill.

      “Sit.” Jorvik’s command cracked with the sharpness of a plasma cannon.

      Van whipped his head in Jorvik’s direction. Who spoke, Jorvik or Tayn? How much of Jorvik’s mind returned to him? How much would return? This wasn’t Van’s arena. He’d come forward if Jorvik lapsed into murderous rage. Maybe Van and Tayn’s presence helped rein in the violent tendencies.

      Tayn was still in there, right?

      Because if not, Jorvik would likely go red king all over Commander. He flinched and growled low in his throat but didn’t attack.

      Yet.

      The commander recovered from his moment of uncertainty and arranged himself far more artfully than Van would’ve imagined, given his bulk and extra limbs.

      “Are you here in an official capacity for the Coalition?” Tayn/Jorvik asked, fist tightly clenched by his side.

      Again Commander looked to Van and back. “No. I represent my own interests, and the interests of your… um… consort.”

      What an odd experience, sitting across from the commander.

      And not killing his sorry ass.

      Anyone else might see Jorvik’s slow, deliberate speech as an intimidation factor and not the strangely altered man searching for words and carefully weighing each syllable. “I do not know how things occur on your world. On Akiak, my consort is second only to me in authority. You do not speak for his interests.”

      “But what of his partner, Tayn? He’s not your consort.”

      Van barely restrained himself from knocking the smugness off his former boss’s face. Still, he’d voiced a question Van himself wanted to ask.

      “He, too, is mine, under my protection, sharing my authority.” Like a game of Terran cards, Jorvik met commander’s smugness and raised some attitude.

      Van’s mouth popped open. He forced it to close. But yes, there were three in this relationship. Jorvik offered the best protection he could, acknowledging their bond publicly. Any attempts on Van and Tayn now would be an assault on the royal family.

      A royal family protected by Akiak’s new military.

      “You cannot have two consorts. Unheard of.” Ah, the sweet sound of control spinning out of Commander’s clutches.

      Jorvik pulled himself up straighter, shoulders ridged and claws out. “You tried to kill them. Kill us all. You’ve made yourself my enemy. My enemy is the enemy of all Akiak.”

      A collective gasp went up from those close enough to the dais to hear. As one, the former Federation soldiers turned, training their weapons on Commander.

      If Van kept whipping his head toward Jorvik he’d have a neck injury to add to his list of hurts.

      Commander smoothed his expression into neutral. How could he ignore the very real danger of his multiple asses getting blasted back to his home world? “No king in your history has chosen an off-worlder as consort, let alone two.”

      Oh, Commander needed to watch himself. Although Jorvik seemed in control, anger simmered beneath the surface. “No other red king has survived battle with his mind intact.”

      “I’m in awe of how quickly you retook your home world. Even the Federation’s sizable military forces turned against them on your behalf.” The bastard still wouldn’t admit to being behind assassination attempts.

      Van held his breath, willing Jorvik not to give away too much.

      “Yes,” the king supplied.

      “You asked if I spoke for the Coalition. Do you wish a treaty?” Leave it to Commander to make the offer after all he’d done. Destroy a planet and there’d be nothing left but insects and Commander.

      “I wish to be left alone.” A touch of growl returned to Jorvik’s tones.

      “Those crystals in your caves could guarantee your standing in the—”

      Jorvik slammed his hand down on the floor. The polished rock cracked. Daaaayum! “My people are not for sale.”

      His people? Van gripped Jorvik’s hand. They’d discuss sentient crystals later.

      “You’ll need protection to keep the Federation and fortune seekers at bay.” There was the schemer Van was coming to hate. Ah, good old Commander, wheeling and dealing. He wasn’t used to not getting his way.

      Bargaining for the Coalition? When he’d showed his hand as a Federation puppet?

      “How much more protection do we need?” Jorvik struggled, searching for words, perhaps, given his shaky state of mind. “My admiral assures me we have ample ships to protect our interests.”

      Admiral? Had Tayn chosen the wrong words?

      “What ships?” The shock on Commander’s face was worth more than a million red crystals, even though he’d stolen the words from Van’s mouth.

      “The ones currently in orbit.”

      “In orbit? The Federation ships?”

      “They are now Akiak’s.” A slow smile spread across Jorvik’s face, made even more sinister by his terror-inducing fangs. “One hundred fifty-six sentient ships of varying makes and models, with total crews of 15,000. Plus, ground troops of roughly 20,000. The best the Federation has to offer, I’m told.” He waved a hand to indicate the suited soldiers gathered around them. As one, the soldiers saluted Jorvik. “They stand with Akiak.”

      Well played, Red King. Well played.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          Planet Akiak

        

      

    

    
      How had Van never noticed his boss’s posturing and over-inflated ego? And damn, did the man ever love the sound of his own voice.

      “Unacceptable,” Commander spat. “You need protection, from the Federation or the Coalition. I could arrange either.” For a bag of crystals, most likely.

      He must fully believe they needed him, to so blatantly ignore the weapons trained on him, and the hardened gazes of Jorvik’s people.

      Then, Van spotted beads of sweat trickling down Commander’s face. He sweated? Van never knew.

      Jorvik inclined his head, speaking loudly enough for those closest to hear. “His terror is a sweet scent in my nose.”

      Commander fidgeted, noticed Van’s gaze on him, and stilled. Never show weakness, he’d always said.

      A serving girl approached bearing a loaded tray. She stopped a respectable distance away. Yeah, Van could use a drink right now. Jorvik gave him authority, right?

      Van nodded and the woman stepped forward, crouching to serve them from their positions on the floor cushions. He eyed his cup warily and took a sip. Not alcohol, damn the luck, but not bad either.

      Please let Jorvik not tell Commander they, through Stone—presumably “The Admiral” now—won the air battle by planning a sentient ship revolt. No need to mention the sentient ships at all. No one made Van privy to the little detail earlier of Jorvik claiming those vessels for his own, but he wouldn’t let his surprise show.

      The moment he got Jorvik alone, however…

      “Ships such as those are a big responsibility and require upkeep, fuel.” What kind of deal was the commander trying to cut now?

      Jorvik narrowed his eyes and glared. “We have fuel.”

      Commander winced. Did he still carry the red crystal in his pocket? The one he said would keep Van and Tayn out of ports for months.

      “It’s not merely a matter of fuel. You’ll need repair crews. Pilots.”

      “My consorts are pilots. I will bow to their wisdom in obtaining people we can trust. They visit ports on a regular basis. I’m sure they can find some suitable maintenance workers.” Jorvik never blinked, his withering glare boring through Commander.

      Damn, how much control did Tayn have to get out the string of coherent words?

      Commander opened his mouth to protest. Jorvik cut him off with, “Until we can train our own.”

      “We”, not “I”. Every syllable screamed authority. Even the commander took on a polite demeanor. How much of the dialog came from Tayn, and how much from Jorvik?

      Van dared not hope for a full return of the man he’d known. Instead, he’d learn the man before him now, the hybrid of humanoid and local lifeforms. Used to the boss’s strong-arm tactics, he longed to enter the discussion.

      No, he’d been named consort, not king. Second in authority only to Jorvik, but second, nonetheless.

      The commander balled all hands into fists. “You can’t stand against the Federation and the Coalition.”

      With words undoubtedly picked by Tayn, the Red King of Akiak stated, “Watch me.” Also, something likely supplied by Tayn, or the result of all those holovids Jorvik watched, he fixed Commander with a hard glare. “My uncle committed treason, selling his planet out to the Federation. Now you offer to become a traitor to whichever side I do not pick.

      “On Akiak, the sentence for treason is death.”
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        * * *

      

      Van placed a hand on Jorvik’s arm. Jorvik didn’t shrug off the contact but, with Tayn helping him think clearly, he was in no mood to let slights pass.

      Jorvik stood, gesturing to four of his new guards. “I do not know your name, nor do I care to, but you tried to kill me and my consorts, you have just admitted before witnesses you’d turn your back on your precious Coalition if I but asked for a Federation deal.”

      Commander glanced right and left. He focused four disdainful eyes at Jorvik. “I’m acting as emissary. You can do nothing to me. Diplomatic immunity, remember?”

      Jorvik pulled himself up to his full height. “On the contrary. Akiak recognizes no one’s authority but our own. You’ll find no immunity here.”

      “What? What does he mean?” Commander whipped his attention toward Van, who shrugged.

      How dare this disgusting being look at Jorvik’s mate. Jorvik pulled his lips back from a mouthful of fangs and sharp teeth. Oh, how he’d lived for this moment. Blood sang in his veins, adrenaline thrumming.

      “Run.” To his new troops, Jorvik ordered, “Stand down. He’s mine.”

      The commander wasn’t good prey. Even with five legs, he couldn’t outrun Jorvik on two.

      Jorvik toyed with his nemesis, scenting the air. Ah, the heady aroma of an enemy’s fear. Commander stared at Jorvik with four wide eyes, then turned and scrambled across the room. He paused long enough to shove a table into Jorvik’s way. Jorvik leapt, easily clearing the hurdle.

      The commander darted right and left, never realizing how effectively he’d been herded.

      Jorvik? Jorvik! Stop!

      A mate appealed to Jorvik, but he would not stop. Not until he bathed in the blood of his enemy. Up the stairs they ran, the helmeted guards keeping pace.

      Straight into the king’s chamber, and into the closet. Jorvik approached slowly, giving his prey time to find the hidden door.

      If he knew about the escape route in the king’s rooms, then he must have spies in the palace—to be dealt with later.

      Commander’s triumphant smile proved short-lived as he dashed headlong into unknown territory. His shoes tapped against the stone steps, and the crystals didn’t respond to his touch, leaving him in darkness.

      Jorvik no longer needed to touch the crystals to ensure their help. They lit the area immediately around him, leading him down to the deepest reaches of the caverns.

      The man who dared try to kill Jorvik’s mates huffed and puffed, his horrendous breathing unmistakable and traceable in the passageways.

      Jorvik didn’t even exert himself. He’d plenty of time. No matter where the man went, he’d never escape his fate.

      The heavy breath turned to screams.

      Time to end this game.

      Jorvik set foot into the dead-end cave where Commander hunkered against the wall. He’d not even provided an admirable chase. What a disappointment.

      Jorvik! Don’t do this! Tayn screamed within the confines of his mind.

      Jorvik wrapped his hand around his enemy’s neck and squeezed. A line of guards ran up to stand on each side, their heartbeats hammering in his ears. They were afraid.

      Of him.

      Jorvik, please. Don’t kill him. Not now.

      For one long moment Jorvik pressed his claws into the commander’s neck, breathing in fear, despair. Killing him would be so sweet.

      But his consort bid him not to.

      Slowly, slowly, Jorvik released his hold. His prey collapsed, snatched up a moment later by two guards.

      I want to kill him. Commander was an enemy. Why wouldn’t they let him kill the traitor?

      You can’t, Tayn said. We still need him.

      Tayn should leave Jorvik’s head. His claws ached to sink into the man who’d tried to kill his mates. Back and forth he paced, back and forth through the cavern. He threw back his head and roared his rage.

      Even the soldiers in their strange suits flinched. Good. Now if only one would run…

      Calm the fuck down!

      No!

      Tayn pulled up a memory of Jorvik, Tayn, and Van in cyberspace, wrapped up together, sated after sex. Would you like to go see Van?

      “Van?” Yes, he needed to see his mate.

      Jorvik could always kill the commander later.

      Until then, he could at least make his unwanted guest’s stay as unpleasant as possible.
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        * * *

      

      “What are we going to do with 20,000 former soldiers?” Van settled himself on cushions a lot like the ones found in the great hall of Akiak. Funny how he’d gotten used to the concept of reclining for conversations rather than sitting in chairs.

      Jorvik felt most comfortable on the floor. Van felt most comfortable leaning against Tayn with Jorvik’s head in his lap.

      Stone regarded him a long moment, seated on a couch of Tayn’s devising with Connell. “Most are dependent on their suits and always will be. With a few modifications to the life support units, the crystals can power the suits, and in turn, gain strength from the impurities removed from their hosts’ systems by the suits’ filtering and reclamation components.” As he spoke, he conjured images around them, showing visuals to better explain. “The soldiers will be free to move about as they please but will need a few hours a day in their suits. Some haven’t been soldiers long enough to become dependent. The older ones will also have to adjust to doing their own thinking.”

      Van relaxed more fully into Tayn’s embrace and worked his fingers through the fine white silk of Jorvik’s hair while they met within the Cormorant. “Do they want to go back to their home worlds?”

      Stone shook his head. “Most have no home world left, or safe enough to escape recapture by the Federation. A few have expressed interest in taking to the stars as mercenaries. Those with no place to go have asked to stay here.”

      Van winced and cast a glance at Jorvik. So far Van hadn’t gotten anywhere with his discreet questioning of the soldiers to find where a now ten-year-old recruit might be held. How would he even know Tayn’s brother if they found him?

      While in the ship’s computer system, Jorvik appeared more like his old self. Inside, though, he’d become a true leader of his people, prone to weigh his words before speaking, even if doing so required every ounce of Tayn’s concentration. On his own, Jorvik would have ripped Commander’s head off—literally. “I do not like off-worlders on Akiak. Most of my people have been harmed by off-worlders, having loved ones put to death by my uncle when they refused to give their loyalty.

      “However, my uncle has laid waste to entire villages, and the off-worlders in question helped to win back Akiak’s freedom. Though there will be some dissenters among the people, the soldiers who agree to abide by Akiak laws will be welcomed.”

      “What about inter-marriage?” Connell asked.

      Stone answered him. “Many soldiers prefer their own gender, and already have bonds with one or more of their company. Those who seek out native Akiakians must learn protocol.”

      Jorvik nodded. “Some pair-bonds, or more-bonds, have inquired about the numerous orphans left behind by my uncle’s misdeeds. The young need parents, and the off-worlders can bring knowledge and skills we lack. Though I do not intend to welcome all who desire to come here, we’ll review those wishing to remain on a case by case basis.” He looked to Stone. “You know these men and women, or those like them. Can I count on you to act as liaison, through myself or any compatible who wish to offer their services?”

      “Not necessary.” Stone smiled. “I can communicate with them through their suits, as long as I’m connected with the Cormorant.”

      For the first time since he’d become king, Jorvik fidgeted, squirming on the cushions and not meeting Van’s eyes.

      “What is it?”

      Jorvik let out a breath of air he didn’t need in this form. Old habits died hard.  “Though I had political reasons at the time, I named you and Tayn consorts. I wish to retain you both in the position.”

      “Since the battle is over”—mere hours after it began— “and you weren’t sent into exile, won’t you be expected to mate and produce the next ruler?” Twisting started in Van’s insides at the thought of another giving Jorvik something Van and Tayn could not.

      “In times of war, it’s not uncommon for leaders to forego procreation in favor of a child in need of parents. The last red king, for whom I’m named, lost his parents during a war.” Jorvik stared up into Van’s face. “I knew someone, Sika, one of the first casualties of my uncle’s treachery. He served tables in the great hall.

      “He saved my life. I borrowed from his history when I first met you. His family was loyal to my father.” He shook his head. “They were put to death.”

      Sika, one of the two young men Jorvik mourned so deeply. “I am sorry you lost your friend.”

      Jorvik nodded and clutched Tayn’s hand. “I couldn’t save him, though I did avenge his death. However, there is something else I can do for him, with your agreement.”

      Van spoke for himself and Tayn. “Why do you need our agreement to do anything? You’re the king. Your word is law.”

      “As is yours, my consort.” He brought Van’s hand to his mouth and kissed the knuckles, repeating the process with Tayn. “As is yours. Sika’s sister and her mate were killed, leaving behind three small children. In honor of him, his family, and their sacrifice, I wish to take them as my own, as our own.”

      Kids? Van? He twisted around and shot Tayn a go-to-hell glare when Tayn laughed.

      Kids. Suddenly an image appeared in Van’s head of his own father, trying to teach him terraforming, to become a respectable member of colony society. The image changed to him, teaching a little boy or girl to fly the Cormorant.

      Tayn stopped laughing. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”

      “You mean to tell me you’re not?”

      “I miss our Pearl.” Connell sighed. Stone rested a hand on his partner’s shoulder. “I wouldn’t mind having children around.”

      Reality came crashing down on Van. “How are we going to manage to make this work? There’s five of us, only two bodies, and we can only get together inside the Cormorant’s circuits.”

      Jorvik gave Van an indulgent smile. “I studied Terrans at school. I recall a saying attributed to them: Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”
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        * * *

      

      With each passing day Tayn picked up more and more of Jorvik’s thoughts and feelings. Sometimes the Akiakian king manifested coherently, at other times he communicated in images and flashes of anger.

      In those moments Tayn cradled his consciousness close, holding on until Jorvik calmed. Always, always, picturing Van’s face, his smiles, his grimace while in the throes of ecstasy, left the impression of Jorvik purring like some large cat.

      Now, standing in the middle of his father’s rooms, the sadness in Jorvik nearly overwhelmed Tayn. Tayn never usually dwelled on the negative, but he fought back tears, studying the place where the old king and his mistress lay dead for Jorvik to find. Pain and sorrow. Heaviness of heart.

      Tayn dredged up happier memories from Jorvik’s psyche to no avail.

      Jorvik mourned.

      Servants came and went, carrying out the old king’s things and bringing in new. With each scrap of cloth, rug or urn, Tayn turned inward for Jorvik’s input.

      Which was to throw anything breakable across the room. Servants scurried amid hurtled pottery shards.

      Jorvik, we’ve talked about this, Tayn said. You can’t go around destroying shit.

      Not shit. Urn. Ugly urn.

      True enough.

      Out. They needed out.

      Odd thing about sharing a body, being one, yet also two. Hard to explain. Sometimes Tayn was enough. Other times…

      “Where is the consort?” he asked a passing servant, fading back to let Jorvik hear the answer and translate the Akiakian into something Tayn understood. With practice, he’d learn, but forming a symbiotic relationship kept the peace while he and another entity shared the same body.

      Sharing a body. What a strange concept. Yet, somehow, he and Jorvik fit.

      Like he and Van fit.

      They followed the servant’s directions to Jorvik’s old quarters and found an empty room.

      Following the hidden stairs downward, brushing hands against the walls to encourage the crystals, he and Jorvik breathed in the familiar scents of Jorvik’s past.

      Hello, friends, Jorvik told the crystals in passing.

      Tinkling, like softly ringing bells, filled Tayn’s mind, though he hadn’t yet learned to decipher the melodic tones into speech. They finally came to a large chamber.

      Van stood in the middle of a group of soldiers and workers, waving his hands and barking out orders. The men and women scrambled to do his will.

      All movement and talking stopped, the assembled focusing on Jorvik and Tayn. Van’s scowl eased into a smile. He barked another order and the cavern emptied, save for Van and Tayn/Jorvic.

      “What is this?” Tayn asked his and Jorvik’s shared question.

      Were Van’s cheeks flushed? “It was supposed to be a surprise.”

      Tayn lifted an eyebrow. Even though the face creating the gesture differed, Van should recognize the “oh, really?” from their long years together.

      Again, a lovely flush swept over Van’s cheeks. “I didn’t think Jorvik would want to stay in his old rooms, or his father’s, given what happened there, and they’ve proven not to be easily defensible.”

      Tayn locked arms around his/Jorvik’s waist. “Go on.”

      Van gestured around them with a sweep of his hand. “The adjoining caverns will hold a new garrison. This will be our personal chambers.”

      “Why so big?”

      “Because I plan on parking the Cormorant nearby. For easy escape if needed, and to tie into the ship to confer with Stone and Connell.”

      Tayn turned around, seeing the space with new eyes. “It could work.”

      “It will.”

      Van stepped into Tayn’s personal space, the heat from his body, his scent when filtered through Jorvik’s advanced senses a heady rush. Where Tayn saw a lover and a friend in Van, Jorvik’s chemistry named him mate.

      At Jorvik’s urging, Tayn sealed his mouth to Van’s. The taste of him, the feel of him in arms not quite Tayn’s, still sparked memories.

      And lust. Both from Tayn and Jorvik.

      After dealing with royal duties, Jorvik needed distraction, and the comfort of being in Van’s embrace. Tayn receded, letting Jorvik experience the same level of sensory input.

      He saw Van through different eyes, noticed freckles across the bridge of his nose he’d not really paid attention to before, like the soft copper glow on Van’s cheeks.

      Jorvik leading left Tayn free to relish the scrape of Van’s whiskers over his lips, the warmth of his mouth, the way they swiped their tongues together in a familiar dance.

      Van’s hands on his and Jorvik’s shared skin sent electric currents pulsing through every fiber of their being. Since the battle, the crystalline quality of Jorvik’s skin slowly faded, allowing more sensation.

      Van gripped their shoulders, running his tongue up the sensitive pulse point at the base of their neck. “You need something?”

      Before Tayn could form an answer, Jorvik choked out, “Yaaaassssss.”

      Van’s chuckle rumbled in their ears, and he pressed them body to body. He really should give up spacer gear for the customary attire, adding greater accessibility.

      Sliding a hand beneath their flowy garment, Van gripped their cock, giving a few firm strokes. Tayn shivered, picturing Van bent over a crystal formation, offering up his perfect ass.

      Jorvik had other ideas, involving all their clothing forming a makeshift bed on the floor, spreading his legs, and taking Van deep inside.

      Worked for Tayn too.

      Every kiss, every caress, so precious, felt against actual skin instead of merely in virtual reality—though he’d hardly scoff at what willing men could do within the boundaries of the Cormorant’s cybernetics.

      With Tayn’s experience and Jorvik’s determination, they mastered the closures on Van’s one-piece suit, brushing lips and, very lightly, fangs, over each bit of exposed skin.

      Van tilted his head back, baring his throat in ecstasy, submission, and trust.

      Jorvik took the offering, sucking up marks on Van’s neck. Beneath a chorus of grunts, pants, and moans, the crystals hummed, too low for Van’s ears to register, but he might experience the vibrations.

      The cavern glowed, casting bluish-green shadows across Van’s skin. Tayn considered Van handsome before, masculine, appealing, but until seeing him through Jorvik’s eyes, never really noticed the man’s perfection.

      Each freckle, each mole, every divot in his skin created by tubes and wires fascinated, even old battle scars added interest.

      Keeping his claws firmly sheathed, Jorvik worshipped Van, slipping his coverall off and onto the floor, urging him down with firm hands.

      Van gripped Jorvik’s hips, sliding his tongue up an impossibly hard cock, lapping away the drops at the tip. Tayn would have tilted their head back, but Jorvik beat him there.

      Van sucked, doing his best to accommodate a cock far too large for a human mouth. Cradling the back of Van’s head in one large palm, Jorvik rocked forward, pushing himself ever so gently into Van’s mouth.

      Occasionally Van pulled back, mouth stretched wide, other times he bobbed with full enthusiasm, moaning around his mouthful.

      Jorvik reached under Van’s arms, pulling him up and securing him in a strong embrace. Mouth to mouth, groin to groin, Jorvik ground against their mate, noises pouring from his throat impossible for a mere human voice to make.

      Van pulled back and stared up into their eyes. “Jorvik? Tayn? Are you with me?”

      Jorvik nodded for them both.

      Van cupped their face in his hands, plundering, knowing how close to those fangs he could get without injury. He sank back to his knees, urging them down with him.

      Lying on their back, Jorvik/Tayn spread their legs, welcoming Van to lie between. Van settled on them, wetting his fingers with his mouth and applying the dampness to their hole.

      They squirmed. Oh, gods and queens, how they wanted, how they needed what only Van could offer.

      Again and again Van wet the puckered skin. At last satisfied, he pushed his cock inside, rocking his hips to work in bit by bit.

      Jorvik howled, taking over the body for a moment, the pleasure too great to keep control. Tayn gentled him, lest he harm Van in a fit of overenthusiasm.

      Harder, faster, Van rocked into them, hands pressed against their chest for leverage. “Gods, you feel so good,” he moaned, snapping his hips in time with his words.

      Deeper he drove, causing stars to dance in Tayn’s vision. For a moment he wondered what Jorvik saw, then thoughts escaped him.

      Pulse after pulse ripped through their shared nerve endings. Muscles seized, Tayn/Jorvik curling up, wrapping Van in a hard squeeze, clutching Van’s ass to them with one hand, snaking the other between their bodies to stroke off.

      Oh, damn. Jorvik uttered a litany of unintelligible sounds, body spasming and taking Tayn along for the ride. They clenched around Van, milking him, until he too cried out and came.

      They lay on a pile of soiled clothing for long moments afterward, limbs tangled and breathing ragged. The crystals dimmed, as though offering privacy in the aftermath of their mating.

      “Tayn? Jorvik?”

      They both perked up.

      Van skated his lips over theirs. “I love you. We’re gonna make this work, you know.”

      “We know.” Who'd spoken? Tayn? Jorvik? Both? As long as they were together, Tayn didn’t care.
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      Tayn stood before the mirror, making last-minute adjustments to his attire, while Van lounged a few feet away. Damn, what a fine man.

      “You look great,” Van reassured him, stepping forward and rising up on tiptoe to kiss the back of his neck. They looked good together, Van’s slightly tanned skin, red hair and green eyes, and Jorvik’s dark eyes and light hair and skin, though both Tayn and Van needed practice to arrange the native garments as easily as Jorvik.

      Van smoothed a hand over the fabric at Tayn’s shoulder to keep him from resembling an unmade bed.

      “I must look the part, mustn’t I?” Although the words were formally spoken, the devilish smile, and fumbling with the silk told Van he spoke to Tayn.

      “Jorvik?”

      “Napping.” Tayn grinned. “Want me to wake him up?”

      “Nah. Maybe later.” Van pressed his forehead against Tayn’s chest. If he closed his eyes, he could picture Tayn as he’d been before the marauder attack, but when he opened them, his heart no longer ached for his lover’s former appearance. They’d found a way to remain together. Better yet, they’d added Jorvik to the mix.

      “You’re consort to a rich king now,” Van murmured. “Cloning…”

      “No,” Tayn snapped, not unkindly, but still resigned. “I’m not sure Jorvik could keep his shit together without me, what with all the weird stuff roaming around in his system. Maybe one day.” He skated the briefest of kisses across Van’s lips. “Not today. Besides, I can still make love to you.”

      Together they ambled their way up from their new quarters in the cavern. Since his change, Jorvik felt most at home surrounded by his “brethren”. They helped pacify him, along with Van and Tayn’s help, creating the first red king in history who didn’t lose his mind and turn on his own people after delivering them from their enemies.

      The fangs were less prominent now, as were the claws, more resembling long fingernails. Long, very sharp, very hard, fingernails.

      “So, the guards?” Tayn tucked his hand into the crook of Van’s arm.

      Van patted Tayn’s hand, settling his own on top and increasing the grasp. “Settling in nicely. Some are determined to take up farming, some just want a home, a family, and to be left alone.”

      “The ships?”

      “Stone’s working with them. Some got a nasty shock finding out how many years have passed, poor buggers.”

      Tayn paused a moment and lowered his voice. “The commander?”

      “Still a prisoner until we decide what to do with him.” Van’s snarl nearly matched one of Jorvik’s.

      “But he tried to kill us, and Jorvik is none too happy with his continued existence.”

      “I know.” Van rose up and kissed the tip of Tayn’s nose. “But he has a lot of contacts on both sides of the government. We might need him someday. Besides, keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”

      Keeping such a dangerous being around might not be the best idea, but for now, the commander got to breathe.

      They stepped out of the hidden passageway and exited the king’s rooms, falling into step with a combination of former Federation soldiers and a local retinue. Two worlds coming together. Like Jorvik’s world and Van and Tayn’s.

      Tayn reached out, grabbed Van by the back of the head, and slammed their mouths together.

      Van grinned. “Hello, Jorvik.” With any luck they’d get through the next few hours without Tayn losing complete control and Jorvik wanting to fuck Van over every flat surface. They’d yet to discover how to completely tame Jorvik’s red king impulses.

      “The crystals are happy,” Jorvik said, head cocked to the side. “Do you suppose I’ll always be able to hear them?”

      “I don’t know.” Van patted his lovers’ hand and continued on to the gathering at the great hall. As with the last time Van dined here, a mixture of Akiakians and off-worlders sat together around the low tables, but none wore the colors of the Coalition or the Federation.

      The corrupt governments might still try to force their way into Akiak’s resources, but Van, Tayn, Stone, Connell, and Jorvik would be ready for them.

      For now, Van sat at the table with his lovers, and after the meal, Jorvik would formally introduce Van as consort, and introduce the new princes and princess.

      Through a ceiling opening Van gazed up at Akiak’s murky atmosphere and his heart gave a little tug.

      They had the Cormorant.

      One day soon he’d have to talk Jorvik, red king of Akiak, into coming on an adventure:

      To find a new body for Tayn, and free a younger brother from the Federation.
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