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For Omri, my galactic captain. Because of you, I can dream of the stars.

 


Chapter One

I WOKE WITH a stretch, trying to catch the fraying edges of a hot, summery dream about my lost home-world, Teva. Then the straining sensation of my cock pushing against its citanium cage kicked in, a daily reminder of my submission to Turo, and to the Union for which he stands. Swapping my freedom to save the frozen world of Jansen had made me an accomplice to Turo’s attempts to bend the galaxy’s Outer Verge to his green-eyed will.

The cage has some give; it flexes when I’m soft and relaxed, so much so that I can barely even feel it when walking around. But in the mornings, when the curse of male biology hits, I’m reminded of its presence. Turo might be on the other side of the Outer Verge, or the other side of the galaxy for all I know, but part of him is always with me. Reminding me, he’s in control.

Even when I’m not caged, I act as if I am; not touching the area, not sleeping on my front; imagining my own relief coming only from subservience to others. Admiral Turo constantly reminds me I’m nothing but a receptacle. A hole for his pleasure, a slave to his desires. Although when I’m not chained up in his private quarters on the ship, like today, I’m Commander Ales of the Union, tasked with difficult negotiations on the heterosapien world of Nelu. We need their minerals for our STAR drive, but their planet is still stubbornly aligned with the Trades Council. Simply being here could get me killed. Get us killed, as my security guard Yovnan kept reminding me.

“Commander, are you ready?” Came the sound of Captain Yovnan’s voice accompanied by a knock on the wooden door.

“One minute,” I called back; although it was hardly a door, he could probably see right over it if he stood on his tiptoes. See me lying here naked on the soft rugs piled on the wooden floor, a silvery metal cage around my cock, in contrast to my night-black skin, a still unusual sight in the cold worlds of the Verge. It wouldn’t be a bad thing if Yovnan saw me; in fact, I’d rather hoped to turn that stiff, professional, former-corporation-turned-Union officer into one of the small but growing number of men in Union-blue uniforms who were happy to use me. Although the time I had to turn him was quickly running out.

I reached over to the pile of clothes on the floor and grabbed my wrist-tech. The thin silvery metal melded to my wrist, coming alive with a flurry of updates and messages.

I checked the news bursts. Turo’s upcoming negotiations hadn’t even made the top story headlines.

MEMORIAL SERVICE FOR PREMIER FORDEN PLANNED ON MATRAENUS MAJORA

VEXTA CORPORATION CONSIDERING ABANDONING MOON BASE DUE TO ONGOING ECONOMIC CRISIS

TRADES COUNCIL AND UNION TO OPEN FRESH ROUND OF TALKS AIMED AT RESOLVING CRISIS

I tapped the third one.

The bitter dispute between the Trades Council and upstart Union that has crippled the Vergian economy is to be the focus of high-level discussions in the coming days. The Union of the Outer Verge, which previously provided security services for the Trades Council, seized control of the Jansen system a year ago. Since then, nearly half the systems in the Outer Verge have fallen under its orbit, precipitating the most serious political and economic crisis for the Outer Verge in living memory.

I closed the story, about all the Standard Galactic I could read at once. More messages from Franx:

Ales, he’s not come home in 2 days. What’s going on?

Ales, I’m worried. Can you answer me already? Why are you ignoring me???

Answer me!!

I swiped the messages away, pushing the problems on Targuline to the back of my mind. I eyed my black trousers and thin white T-shirt, more than enough for the sweltering Neluian heat. They were the clothes I used to wear, all that time ago before putting on the blue tunic. On this mission, though, we were incognito. Trades Council spies could be anywhere, and although the Vexans were allegedly interested in switching sides, the presence of two brazen Union officials on Nelu would shatter the uneasy truce between the Union and the Trades Council and most likely plunge the Outer Verge into all-out war.

In the soft light floating through the cracks of the wooden walls, I stood and slipped my legs into my trousers, pulling them over the round of my bare ass before lifting my caged cock inside with care. Below me, I saw the thing I’d been afraid to remember: a gap in the floor where the tangy green of the jungle hundreds of meters below rushed up to my terrified eyes. Falling asleep in a wooden box suspended from a branch of a great chalkwood tree had required my last shot of lactarian malt, although I would have preferred Yovnan shoot me with a stun gun. A rustle of wind swept through leaves, and I braced myself, legs spread and arms out, as this guest room, allegedly built for homosapien use, swayed far more than I felt comfortable with.

“Commander, it’s okay. I checked the riggings last night.” Yovnan’s handsome face appeared at the top of the wooden door. I could sense a hidden grin behind those strict eyes and smooth-shaven face. My cock gave another push against the cage, now at least safely hidden away in my trousers lest I be betrayed by the thought of him grabbing me by the neck and pounding me right here. I wouldn’t care how much it swayed then. I wouldn’t even care if we plummeted to the jungle. It’s funny how a month in a cock cage makes one realize what’s important in life. I’d happily trade the chance of death for a good fuck.

“Yeah? Well, the Vexans have wings.” I said, slipping on my T-shirt over my abs. “I can’t say I trust flying bugs to accurately measure the physics of a homosapien sleeping inside one of these things. And what if I’d had company? What if there’d been three of us in here?”

Yovnan opened the door up with a guilty grin on his face and beckoned me over. I slipped on my boots and hopped across the room, giving the box a real swing. He held out a hand and helped me as I tried not to look down, instead glancing at the sidearm he’d attached, not under his white T-shirt, but over it. We might be here ostensibly as traders, but things were fraught in the Outer Verge, and I was glad for his ostentatious show of protection.

“Only things that fly would think it’s nice to live up here,” I complained again as we headed down the narrow wooden walkway built on top of a thick branch. The width meant Yovnan had to walk behind me, but at least they’d constructed a small barrier on either edge. Although it came up to a little worryingly less than human-waist height, just enough to leave me worried about tumbling over the edge. We were still deep in the foliage of the tree, bright-green leaves the size of a torso and as thick as an arm covered the walkway in a dazzling green menagerie. The leaf cover was so thick no direct light from the planet’s double suns actually made it through to us; each leaf seemed to glow.

“I think we’ll make more progress if we can show we’re interested in long-term investment,” Yovnan said, already diving straight into our negotiation strategy. “They’re fearful of losing the only source of external income they’ve got. Perhaps if we can offer some kind of transition period, where they continue to supply corvascent on the regulated market and give us an increasing amount in secret, they’ll be more satisfied.”

The walkway began to slope down toward the central trunk of the chalkwood tree, as the foliage became thinner. Shafts of direct sunlight now slashed across our vision. “If I wanted only a couple of tons, then the Union could buy it from any dealer.” I turned around to look at him. “Perhaps if you’d still been at your old job you could’ve given us a discount.” I winked and we kept on walking toward the center of the tree. “No, I need a secure, uninterrupted supply. And I need it all.”

I moved one large leaf out of my way, and suddenly the entire world came into view. An unending green carpet below rushed toward the far horizon. One burning sun hung low in the east, the other rose in the west, bathing this side of Nelu in its perpetual sunlight. We stopped for a moment and looked out over the vista, clinging to the wooden edge of the walkway. I tried not to let the thought of tumbling over the side occupy my mind. Every few kilometers another chalkwood tree soared up from the dense jungle below, its wide trunk bleached white by the dual suns. They dotted the horizon, perfectly straight white wood hundreds of meters high, leading to a vast green mushroom head of branches and leaves. Every chalkwood tree doubled as a Vexan town. They made their nests in the trees, raised their families, and conducted their business from the safety of the sky.

“They said even if you did fall,” Yovnan explained, bravely peering down, “you’d have a soft landing because the leaves are so thick down there.”

I kept my eyes locked straight ahead. In the distance, through the haze of the heat, came the shimmering blue of the great sea, and beyond that the corvascent quarries. It felt funny to me that we were negotiating with the Vexans high up in the treetops, while the Musstine, an entirely different heterosapien species also native to Nelu, risked life and limb to mine the mineral. I wondered, for a long moment, what set of circumstances had caused the Vexan species—barely half the size of a human and three times as light, lived in trees and ate flowers—to exercise such complete dominance over the Musstine. I’d seen one of them once, on a Shard construction site on Targuline. It had lifted an entire plank of steel right above its head with one arm, while happily scratching itself with the other.

The Musstine stood at least twenty meters tall with two arms that reached almost to the ground. Their bodies were covered in thick, black leathery skin to protect them from the dual Neluian suns, although the one I’d seen had worn overalls. Their heads almost laughably small. Although the Verge classed them as a sentient species, which should have entitled them to certain rights, it seemed to me they lived in a state of slavery on their own home-world.

Yes, we needed all the corvascent we could get our hands on for the STAR drives, and Nelu was the only world in the Verge that contained it. Much like the galinium in the Jansen system, the Neluian system had also benefited from extragalactic pollination of minerals during its formation. I remembered how close the Union had come to bombarding that world from space just to get its hands on a secure supply of galinium. Despite the sweltering heat, I shuddered at the image of a missile coming down from the sky and lighting the jungle on fire.

I almost jumped as Yovnan’s hand touched my shoulder. He looked at me as if wanting to ask what was going through my mind. His hand lingered. Another sign, more confusing than the last. It had been like this since we’d set off from the Loukas II, the Union command vessel, on our convoluted journey to Nelu.

“Ales.” He said kindly, his beautiful brown eyes breaking into a soft smile. The suns lit up his face, so alert to the world around him. My gaze was drawn down to his plain white shirt, loose enough to give a sense of the understated yet sculpted pecs on a smooth, hairless chest. “It’s time to go.”

 

DEEP INSIDE THE chalkwood tree, Yovnan and I rested on seats of wood pulp covered in leaves. We sat at the bottom of a giant tubelike room carved inside the tree itself, spiraling a hundred or more meters above us. Thin shafts of light from holes cut through the meat of the trunk meant we weren’t in total darkness, but I couldn’t see how far up it went. I could hear though: the low buzz of the Vexan’s double wings flapping in the air. Hundreds of them watched us, floating or sitting on ledges carved into the belly of the tree. The stench was unbearable. The floor springy under my boots. I didn’t want to imagine what it might be covered in.

I glanced in Yovnan’s direction with a little apprehension. He’d said their leaders would be willing to negotiate with us. He said they’d want to make a deal. He’d said they’d turn up. Yovnan didn’t return my look. Instead he gazed upward, waiting for something to happen, someone to come through the buzzing darkness.

“I told you before you’re wasting your time.” A broken, croaky voice said behind us. The Vexan vocal cords were clearly not designed for speaking Standard Galactic, but he, or she, made do, nonetheless. A fragment of memory told me the Vexans were mostly females, with only one male being born out of thousands whose entire existence focused on fertilizing as many of the females as he could before dying. However they did it, every heterosapien species I’d met reproduced with much greater efficiency and much less drama than humans.

“We’ve simply come to talk,” Yovnan responded, keeping his head straight and not looking around. I wanted to get up and take a look at our negotiating partner, but as Yovnan had warned me again and again, the Vexans were easily spooked by sudden movements. Or anyone being taller than them.

Something buzzed past my ear, causing a rush of stale air that whipped up the foul stench my nose had just started to deal with. The hetero bug hovered in front of us. It’s body looked more like a miniature homosapien than I’d expected; with shoulders, a head, and two arms. Four bug-like wings fluttered without pause, and its bottom half curled into a sharp, pointy stinger, covered in black hair. All in all, as light as anything. That stinger must’ve put some amount of fear inside the mind of the Musstine to cause them to toil in the corvascent mines under two hot suns for endless generations.

“Commander Ales, I presume?” She asked. I nodded.

“And you are?”

“My name cannot be pronounced by the mouth of your species.”

“Okay, so I’ll just call you head bug,” I said. Yovnan shot a hand out toward me in terror, as if trying to cover my mouth. The sudden movement caused our Vexan host to edge back and created a ripple of audible concern through the rest of the chalkwood tree.

“Commander Ales only meant he’d like a way to address you as the most high representative of Nelu.”

“Very well, since you are only humans, after all. You may address me with the closest translation of the meaning of my name: Most Shrill.”

I snorted. Yovnan looked ready to kill me. I could tell. Although not if Most Shrill got to me first.

“Most Shrill?” I asked. Her small black eyes flicked to me. They sat atop a flat nose and bald head, the skin as delicate as the wings on her back.

“Yes? Your servant says you want to talk. So let us talk.”

I re-crossed my legs on the chair, even that causing some consternation among the Vexans. The Musstine were a slow and lumbering species, so size and strength didn’t frighten a Vexan. Only something that could move quicker than them was a threat.

“The Union of the Outer Verge requires a permanent and uninterrupted source of corvascent. As you are the sole supplier of that material, I’ve come to discuss the terms of a contract.”

“Commander, there’s no reason to come directly to us. Corvascent is available on the market regulated by the Trades Council. You can simply approach any licensed corporation in the Verge who deals in our material and purchase what you need.”

“At a vastly inflated price.”

Now I saw Most Shrill smile. The lipless mouth grew twice its size and her wings gave an extra flutter, sending her into a spin. “The market sets the price. We simply provide the raw material to that market. As you know, we Vexans are not space traders, so we cannot supply it ourselves.”

“Nor can your miners. Tell me, what’s your production cost per unit of corvascent?”

“What does that mean?” Most Shrill asked, buzzing about the base of the tree.

“The price you sell it to the corporations must reflect on the cost of extracting it from the mines, no? Transport, tools, wages for the miners?”

“Ahh, you are asking me about the Musstine. Their species is eternally indebted to ours. It’s always been the way of things on Nelu. You do not need to worry about them. They enjoy the work. And as I told you, anyone who wants to can purchase corvascent from any supplier. If the Union are having trouble accessing the regulated market, I’d suggest taking it up with the Trades Council, not with Most Shrill.”

So they’d heard about the schism between the Trades Council and the Union of the Outer Verge. Not surprising. I shifted in my seat at the memory of that day of high drama on Targuline. How Ukko had bundled me into a transport under heavy cannon fire, and how we’d hidden out during an awkward night with my ex Franx and his boyfriend Boren as the anti-Union forces completed their takeover of Targuline and the Trades Council. My cock strained against its cage at the memory, but now wasn’t the time.

In a flash, I jumped from the chair and grabbed Yovnan’s sidearm from his belt. He instantly raised his hands in fear, but I turned the weapon away from him and fired. It’s bright-blue blast echoed off the inside of the tree as the pulse left a smoking hole, right behind Most Shrill.

The Vexans inside the tree went crazy. Hundreds of wings flapping wildly sounded like thunderous rain crashing to earth accompanied by deafening high-pitched screeches. Yovnan covered his ears. I looked up. Shafts of light appeared at the very top as, in chaos, they fled in an orgy of fear.

All except for Most Shrill, who remained, with a look of utter terror across her face, and a couple of slightly larger Vexans, who’d immediately flown down to her side for protection. I kept my weapon pointed straight at her as the last screech of the escaping bugs disappeared from the chalkwood tree—no doubt to spread the message they were under attack from two crazed humans.

“Trouble accessing the regulated market?” I yelled at her, repeating the words she’d just said. “The Trades Council banned the Union from half the worlds in the Verge. They’re even threatening our access to the slipstream.” I took my voice down a few levels, if only for Yovnan’s benefit. He stood to my side, his hands still raised.

“But you’re right, Most Shrill. It’s not your problem. You’re problem, however, is that there’s nothing to stop me shooting every single one of your bug-brained friends and taking this planet by force.”

I tightened my grip on the weapon and pushed my arm out farther. She flinched in fear. But without hundreds of eyes on her, perhaps we could negotiate properly.

“Do you think the Musstine care which master they serve?” I asked her pointedly. “I met one of them once, I should tell you. He said your people hadn’t treated theirs very well for a very long time. So do you think they’ll come to your rescue? I doubt it.” I stepped forward, backing the three Vexans farther toward the tree wall. “Tell me, what would happen if my friends and I were to take this planet by force? Although I think you and I could do a pretty good job of it ourselves.” I said to Yovnan with a laugh. At least now he understood my negotiating strategy.

“Perhaps decades ago the Trades Council would’ve condemned such an attack on an independent heterosapien world and the massacre of its inhabitants.” I let the words hang in the foul air. “Perhaps they’d even have authorized one of the corporations to come and restore order and ensure no disruption to the corvascent supply.”

“Doubtful,” Yovnan added.

“Yes exactly. Doubtful, but you never know.” I stepped even closer. Her two protectors had their stingers pointed forward, ready to attack. I had to swallow a laugh. I remembered something I’d read about the Vexans; while their venom caused excruciating agony to a Musstine, to human biology, it acted as little more than a painkiller, and a mild one at that.

“So, give me an answer. What would happen if I took control of this world? Even if I declared this system as Union territory. Do you think the Trades Council will risk all-out war for you?”

“Highly doubtful.”

“Highly. But certainly not if the culprits were an unknown band of mercenaries simply helping the Musstine rise up to overthrow their oppressive masters.”

Most Shrill’s wings fluttered in nervous panic, her little, bony hands shaking as she tried to regain some composure, knowing she was beat.

“Why don’t I take you both to see the corvascent mines? Perhaps there we can talk more about an agreement on a contract, and a price?”

Instantly, I dropped the weapon to my side. “Excellent idea. After you, your Most Shrillness.” The Vexan zoomed up through the tree, and the rope ladder that had let us descend in the first place dropped back down.

Yovnan stole a quick look in my direction as I hoisted myself onto it. “Exploit your opponent’s weakness, Yovnan—best negotiation advice I ever received.”

He nodded and gave the slightest grin. That smile of his was not making life in the cock cage any easier.


Chapter Two

THE WIND COULD really be felt at this altitude. We’d soared far beyond the chalkwood tree jungle with a dozen Vexans each pulling a rope attached to one corner of the wooden airboat through the sky. Yovnan and I sat on a bench of the contraption, really little more than a canoe, with Most Shrill and her two enforcers resting their wings on the bench in front. Crystal-blue ocean sparkled beneath us now, and I wondered why we didn’t sail the rest of the way to the mountains in the distance.

“Wait, we’re descending?” I shrieked as my stomach flipped out of my mouth. I looked over at Yovnan, who was clutching the edges of the airboat, ready to vomit.

“We’ll take the rest of the journey on the ocean?” Yovnan asked Most Shrill, his voice floating away with the whipping wind.

She fluttered her wings at being drawn out of the silence we’d enforced on ourselves since setting off. My negotiation strategy, while proving effective, had not exactly won us new friends.

“Yes. The unpredictable jet stream prevents us flying directly over the mountainside, but by the time we descend, it’s only a short time on the water till the coast. A carriage will take us the rest of the way to the mines.”

“It’s not very advanced, is it?” I asked her. I felt Yovnan’s eyes on me again, but I ignored him.

“I don’t understand,” Most Shrill replied as I tried to keep hold of my stomach while the airboat sailed steadily toward the sea.

“Your civilization,” I said, to her expected shock. Her mouth narrowed and wings fluttered. “I mean, you people evolved on this world at about the same time as homosapiens did on theirs, yet humans have proliferated across the galaxy, while here we are being dragged through the sky by fifty exhausted Vexans.”

This was what I’d learned—the Admiral Turo brand of negotiation. Always keep them off guard, not knowing what to expect next.

“Our world doesn’t quite have the breadth of resources humans have access to.”

“Yet you sell every unit of corvascent you mine and do what with the profits, exactly?”

“What concern is that of yours?”

“Just interested, really. I’d have thought the biggest supplier of the most critical material for gamma reactors this side of Thranga would have more to show for their profits.”

“Perhaps they’ve buried the treasure,” Yovnan whispered to me.

“And you, Commander Ales—you’re seeking to build a gamma reactor, are you? Or perhaps a thousand?”

I didn’t answer but grinned at her as the airboat skimmed ever closer to the water’s edge, although I wasn’t sure she understood. The ocean below greeted us with a brilliant sheen, perfectly transparent in the double sunshine. An entire universe of aquamarine creatures rushed around under the surface on the edge of the unexplored.

“Infinity! What’s that?” Yovnan gasped, gawking in the other direction. I followed his gaze. Something close by thrashed under the water, sending heavy waves rushing in our direction, like it was swimming up to greet us. I grabbed onto the sides of the airboat—we both did—while Most Shrill and her two companions flapped their wings, bracing for impact.

As the wooden edge of the boat kissed the water, the creature presented itself, soaring out of the ocean with a clarion call as loud as a mountain falling and sending jets of water into the sky. It’s monstrous gray-and-white body soared, for one brief moment, clear of the waterline. Twice the size of my old space ship. An eye bigger than me took sight of us in our flimsy, little wooden vessel. With unusual grace, it crashed back into the ocean, while Yovnan and I lurched to the side from the ensuing waves.

“A Malchantanchok.” Most Shrill coughed out. “Sea king would be the closest translation.”

“Magnificent,” Yovnan said in wonder. I kept my eyes dead-on the cliffs, the sensation of sloshing around not doing wonders for my stomach. The Vexans still pulled us along, but with much less effort than through the air. They rotated in their four groups from front to back, each one at the head of the pack giving it all she was worth, her little hands yanking the rope, her wings beating hard for half a minute before swapping out with the next one. Their combined effort kept us moving ever closer to the shore.
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