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Chapter One

A TREMBLING FEAR crept over Osvai as he wandered through crystal corridors, his destination no place for the heir to the Empire of a Million Suns. High-heeled shoes clicked against the glass floor while floating robes of crimson silk swished around his legs. Thankfully, the floor wasn’t translucent, but the walls were, and outside shone the brilliant view of a bright Jiwani day, the shimmering towers of the Crystal City set against the deep-green forested hills of Alsatan in the distance. The hills were oddly misshapen: lumps of raw clay dried out and taken over by vegetation. The ones in the distance appeared as ridges etched in shadow in the ocean-blue sky.

It would not be the end of the imperium if someone spotted Osvai here on his own. But questions would be asked. Serious ones. Most likely from his uncle Viscamon. Trips to the baths were affairs of state, not jaunts for pleasure.

He may only be nineteen, but Osvai knew, with a frail father entering his one hundred and fiftieth year and a ruthless uncle on the prowl, danger lurked around any wrong turn. Hence the pink silk scarf covering his smooth black hair and wrapped tightly around his face, so anyone he passed would only see dark-brown eyes set against sunset-colored skin.

Dressed like this, he’d pass for any other highborn Kyleri noble taking a pleasurable midafternoon stroll around the artisanal boutiques and raw fish delicatessens of the Crystal City. The jewel of the planet Jiwani, heart of the ancient and powerful Kyleri Empire. Alsata itself a shimmering city with towers of pure crystal and diamond that could blind a ship’s captain long before she even approached orbit. At certain points in the summer season, the sun reflecting off the Crystal City fired beams of light deep into space. A constant reminder to the souls existing in the orbital stations and surrounding moons of an imperium with the power of a star itself.

The Royal Baths of Alsata were carved into the very crust of Jiwani, far below the Crystal City. The flow of natural volcanic water channeled into a thousand different pools throughout the cavernous labyrinth frequented daily by Kyleri nobles. The Emperor’s Pool in the center by far the largest, surrounded by multiple viewing galleries carved into the rock above for courtiers to see and be seen.

Osvai instantly recalled his trips there with his father and the rest of the imperial court; the smell of the sulfurous rock and the incredible smoothness of his skin after every visit. He used to sit, bored to infinity, splashing at the warm water’s edge as thousands of naked men milled around, conducting their business in steam baths and hot springs as military men swam never-ending laps to show off their physical prowess. Meanwhile, the inner circle of Emperor Kantori would lounge upon silken beds on the raised royal dais next to the Emperor’s Pool, their bodies slathered with oil and their muscles massaged by young servants as they traded gossip and intrigue from across the Million Suns of the Empire.

Osvai had spent many long hours as a child simply staring at those servants’ bodies, watching sweat drip down chiseled chests as thick arms worked through the fat of the imperial court. The customs and etiquette of the Royal Baths were the last fragment to a measure of supposed equality in the Kyleri system of government. Affairs of the empire conducted in hundred-degree heat amid clouds of steam and hot bubbling water came without the trappings of office. Instant judgment by a snobbish courtier based on the quality of one’s silks or the value of jewels around one’s neck was suspended. While a man must be of certain pedigree to attend the baths, indeed even to live on Jiwani, in nakedness, all men at least appeared equal.

Osvai had become so wrapped up in his thoughts he hadn’t noticed he’d nearly arrived at the elevator which would take him straight down into the bowels of the planet. A door of clouded glass opened and a gaggle of laughing men emerged wrapped in soft silks and crystal heels. Their faces colored pink from the baths and their bright skin looking fresh, peeled and scraped in preparation for the upcoming Feast of the Thirteenth Star. For a split second, Osvai wondered why they didn’t gasp in awe at his presence and bow down to the floor, as is custom upon seeing a member of the imperium, but he quickly remembered his attempt at disguise and moved aside as the men passed by him without another look. Although who could even recognize him outside of royal garb and accompanying heavy makeup was anyone’s guess.

Osvai took long, deep breaths, trying to calm his fluttering stomach; but the hot air against the silk only made him warmer. No one would ever imagine these ancient baths, which held such exalted status in the imperial court, had such a dark and dirty secret hidden within. He still wasn’t completely sure the hidden gallery was real, having pieced together its existence from the whispered snippets of hushed chatter overheard from palace servants and pleasure slaves. To think all this had been going on right under the nose of his father’s moral crusade terrified him. The elevator descending hundreds of meters into the darkness underground caused him to tremble as a rock trapped in a stream, leaving nothing but a trickling fear rushing through his ears.

The elevator doors opened into the heat of the underground. Hundreds of robed men floated around the grand entranceway to the baths, the ceiling supported by columns of carved rock. The soft light of mini-pulsars beamed down as the sound of trickling water from inside the rock mingled with the din of polite conversation of a self-serving elite. Banners of crimson hung all around them, displaying the golden thirteen-pointed star, the sigil of the Kyleri Empire.

Being alone among a flock of groups, Osvai felt rather exposed. One came to the baths as part of a social group, or with those with whom one wished to do business. So Osvai walked with haste past huddles of men, from the young and ambitious to the aging and powerful. His robes fluttered behind him and diamond heels clipped the polished rock floor. But instead of going straight toward the wide archway of the main entrance, he veered to the right. Behind a column of intricately carved rock, displaying ancient scenes from the Kyleri past, the promised service entrance emerged. A group of half a dozen older men who appeared to be royal courtiers stood near the narrow opening in the rock wall, idly chatting. Osvai’s heart almost stopped when he recognized one of their faces. He would have to walk past them to get inside. They’d wonder where he was going. He would simply die if any one of them pointed out he was going the wrong way.

Osvai kept his head down and brought the silk scarf lower over his forehead. He kept walking; there was no other choice. Out of the corner of his eye, he thought one glanced at him strangely, but before long he’d made it around the rocky corner, now shielded from any penetrating gaze. Suddenly alone, he should’ve felt relief, but only more nerves came from worrying about what further obstacles might lie ahead.

Eventually, the narrow corridor cut into the rock ended at a bolted door of heavy wood. “Poor man’s entrance” had been scrawled across the top of the doorway. Osvai recoiled for a moment at the words. The conversations he’d eavesdropped on were right. Any self-respecting Jiwani noble would run to the end of the empire before going anywhere near a poor man’s entrance. Unless of course, one knew what lay behind.

Osvai’s heart pounded far louder than the light tap he gave the door. A growing part of him worried this was all a terrible mistake. He’d let his base desires run away with him. He’d snuck out of the imperial palace for this. To be caught now was nowhere near suffering the indignity of being seen out of royal dress or walking unescorted among the people. Those behaviors could, albeit with difficulty, be explained as youthful exploration. No, this was disobedience on a whole new level.

The shame it would bring to the very heart of the imperium. The legacy of his father left in tatters by the crudest actions imaginable of his only remaining son. Actions that went against everything Emperor Kantori had dedicated his life to. The scandal would envelop the court; even the empire itself. Fornication among men with the imperial heir in the sanctity of the royal baths. It would only confirm the subtle assertions Viscamon whispered around court that Osvai was unfit to inherit the largest and most powerful empire in the galaxy.

The light tapping had worked. The door opened. Osvai swallowed hard, not listening to the pounding in his ears, and stepped into the darkness. The door closed behind him. Now there was no turning back.

“Which side are you after?” A gruff voice said. An old man wearing nothing but a loincloth and a utility belt covered in keys and tools emerged from the darkness, illuminated by a candle in his bony hand. It seemed to be the entrance to maintenance, not the pathway to debauchery.

“I’m sorry?”

“Which side?” The maintenance man held up the candle and peered into Osvai’s eyes. “If you’re after the top side you’re in the wrong place. Their entrance is from inside the baths. This is bottom only, you understand?”

Osvai swallowed, his breath hot against the scarf again. Heat radiated from the rocks cramped around him. His heart felt close to bursting out of his chest. Sweat pricked all over his body. He had to breathe. Hoping the darkness would add extra cover, he pulled off the scarf, took in a deep breath, and nodded.

“You know the rules here?”

Osvai nodded again and bit down on his bottom lip, his face now exposed in the candlelight flickering in the hot shadow of danger. He didn’t know the rules but didn’t care to either. He knew what he might get here, and that was enough. Talking would lead to thinking, and thinking would cause him to run for his life. Right now, Osvai only wanted to feel the forbidden touch of men, countless hundreds of men the hidden gallery promised. The keys jingled on the man’s belt as he apparently finished his investigation, turned away, and began to walk down the cave, holding the candle high and beckoning Osvai to follow.

“You got to remember: if someone starts, they have to finish, if they want. You don’t get to say no; that’s not your right here. None of this banging on the walls or trying to wriggle out of the straps. When you’re in, you’re in. And I’m keeping the gallery open for at least half an hour, understand?” He turned back and gave Osvai a sickly sweet glare. “Sick of these so-called bottoms who get one hard pounding and want out after five minutes.”

Osvai quickened his pace to follow the man, wishing he’d already taken off his heels and silks, now dragging along the ground. The cave dripped, and the floor felt dirty. But soon the rocky walls gave way to a tiled floor, then opened into a long narrow corridor illuminated by the soft light of pulsars high above. Water pooled in puddles on the floor and twenty or so wooden doors with rope handles and thick metal key holes ran along either side of the narrow corridor. All the doors were open.

“It’s your lucky day.” The man said, placing his candle down on a dry patch of the floor and grinning at him. “You’ve got the place all to yourself, and it’s about to get packed. Everyone’s here ’cause of the feast in a few days’ time. Although it’ll get busier the day before the feast, so if you want in then, better come early. Anyway, get yourself inside. I’m opening up in five minutes.”

Osvai wandered down the corridor, glancing inside each of the rooms.

“Stick to the left, the other side’s only for mouths, and there’s no point in opening that up today.”

He glanced at the rooms to the right. Indeed, they were empty save for a round hole at waist height. But the ones on the left each had a wooden bench running to the vinyl-covered hole on the other wall. Osvai chose one in the middle and stepped inside the cramped cubicle.

“Lie on the bench and put your legs all the way through first.” The maintenance man said as Osvai began to undress inside, glad they’d provided at least a hook to hang his robes on. “I’ll come around to the other side and hook your legs up into the straps above you, all right?” Osvai nodded. “There’s no room to put your hands through so don’t try, you’ll get them stuck. And don’t try to get your feet out of the straps either, you’ll only hurt yourself.”

Osvai nodded, now naked inside the booth. It had felt strange to be inside the baths, yet remain with clothes on for so long. Men stripped naked from the moment they stepped inside the main entrance. Relishing the free hours away from their wives, commitments and clothes; their status and wealth and power unknown to their fellow man except through polite conversation.

He felt a shiver, despite the warmth, and the bottom fell out of his stomach as a trembling sense of apprehension made his legs go weak. The time was quickly coming. Osvai longed to be strapped in already, legs in the air, eyes closed, letting the fantasies of a thousand nights come alive.

“Uhm…how many of them will be out there?” The man gave him a wide grin as he took a rusty key from his chain and scraped it inside the lock.

“Ah! So he speaks. There’s thousands at the baths now. That’s why everyone’s out there and no sod wants to come in here.” The man chewed his tongue over as he creaked the door closed. “So maybe you’re not important enough to have to be seen out there then? Funny, you look highborn.” Osvai heard him laugh as the door closed and the key turned in the lock. But as soon as it did, it flew open again.

Osvai had been in midmovement to lie down but now plastered himself against the tiled wall. His heart throbbing even faster.

“Here. I almost forgot.” The man threw a small glass jar at him with a corked top. “Rub this on your cunt. It’ll make everything go a bit smoother.” The door locked again and Osvai was left alone.

He took a deep breath to steady himself and then angled down onto the bench in a business-like fashion, on his back and legs stretched behind almost to the other side. He fumbled for the jar and, straining his neck up to see, popped the cork open, and tipped a little of the clear liquid onto his fingers. It felt slimy and wet, which he assumed would be useful. This would be his first time. Well, first times. His legs were as far back as they could go as he tipped the entire contents of the jar out. With a finger, he pushed as much inside as possible.

The little that dribbled down his smooth hole onto the wooden bench helped him slide his bottom half through the vinyl cover, which let him move up to his belly button. His legs flopped around in the unknown on the other side, eventually finding the floor lower than the floor of his cubicle. Perfect height for the men out there. As promised, the hands of the maintenance man grabbed one leg and guided his foot in through a strap, then the same with the other. His ass sat a bit farther out than the top of his legs, giving the strange sensation he might slip all the way through at any moment. But the vinyl material locked tight against stomach, and he tried to breathe through the unfounded fear of sliding all the way through. Flat on his back, he saw only the darkness of the cavernous rock far above and streaks of light dancing with the shadows.

“Enjoy yourself.” Came the muffled, slightly snarky voice of the man. A breeze blew against Osvai’s exposed hole as his shadow moved away. Osvai took a deep breath in and found bars underneath the bench to grip onto. Minutes passed with nothing but the drip of water onto tile to break the silence.

The sexuality of the baths had never even occurred to Osvai before now, but suddenly the whole concept of the hidden gallery made perfect sense. Even if two men did wish to fornicate with each other in some hidden hovel, how would they know which position to take? Was the younger or poorer man automatically the bottom? And how would they deal with bumping into each other at court or in the boutiques? What if one day the two men were at a feast and recognized each other across the gilded table? What if their wives became friends and then they found themselves spending every other festival caught in a horrifically awkward social circumstance they couldn’t escape from?

The horror of it raced through Osvai’s mind. The hidden gallery system seemed much more civilized. Those who wished to were able to come here to fill their desires in blissful anonymity. While on the other side, men came to take a break from the politicking and networking and relieve themselves, free from judgment or awkwardness since they were all doing the same thing.

Then a distant sound of cranking gears met his ears. More light flooded in from over the wall, as did the faint scent of fragrant lavender and masked sulfur from the baths. Straining his ears and holding his breath, he was able to hear faint footsteps akin to rain on a roof approaching, along with the murmur of low chatter, the slap of skin and a restrained laugh or two. Many shadows now moved around the ceiling far above, the footsteps and voices came closer. The fingers of a stranger grazed the smoothness of his ass. Osvai gasped in pleasure and pain as the first man in the queue dived straight inside him.




Chapter Two

FAR FROM THE Kyleri Empire, Captain Sanya flicked away another message on her palm-tech with a thumb; she hoped it would silence the vibrations in her hand for at least a few more seconds. She leaned back in the captain’s chair on the bridge of the Daring Huntress, as micro-pulses massaged her back from top to bottom, completely failing to de-stress her. The viewscreen displayed the looming orb of the planet Talorian in all its hazy glory. How it’s noxious sandy-colored atmosphere could sustain life was beyond her. But the planet information clearly stated homosapien breathable air.

The bridge, although spacious enough to comfortably accommodate the nine-woman bounty-hunting crew, felt more cramped by the second as the planet drew nearer. She had to make a decision.

“Captain,” Xenia, her first officer, said with the worried tone she always had, “we can’t keep orbiting the planet like this. If we don’t indicate a landing position, the authorities can fine us.”

“Fucking typical,” Kaj called out from the engineering controls on her right. “Only a world in the CSS would fine you for loitering in the atmosphere. If we were in Thrangan or even Kyleri space, they’d have shot us down by now.”

Sanya glanced sharply at Kaj across the bridge who quickly turned back to monitoring their MAST drive. After ten hours hard flying from the Valdian Gateway, the engine needed to rest. Sanya would accept a certain level of insubordination from her two most trusted officers, and they knew that, but their attitude had been skirting a little too close to pissing her off ever since they’d arrived in the Talorian system, nestled at the edge of the Central Star States.

The vibrations in her palm started up again, and she squeezed it tight to shut the thin slice of material off. A bit too tight, as nails stung against skin. She hadn’t answered Brock’s messages, which had grown more frantic by the minute. He knew perfectly well they’d been in a long, low orbit around Talorian for the last hour and a half, hence the descent of the messages into nothing more than multiple versions of “Are you coming???”

That she’d even agreed to the meeting had shocked her, not to mention Xenia, the only one who knew the stories of how Brock had treated her back in their days as mercenaries, long before Daeron had even been born. Right now, the ship should’ve been entering the slipstream that would take them, and their prisoner, from the edge of the CSS right across the Shakti Nebula, skirt the edge of Thrangan space, then into the heart of the Kyleri Empire.

Maybe the thought of delivering a wanted man to an unknown fate on Jiwani made her delay. Or because Daeron’s father still lived there, rising up the slippery ranks of the imperium as he’d always wanted. But more likely she’d accepted the invitation to meet Brock as one more distraction from the true purpose of their visit to Jiwani: cutting loose the tenth man on a nine-woman ship.

He was no longer a cute kid, helping the girls make meals in the kitchenette or curling up beside his mother on her captain’s chair. Sanya knew he hadn’t been for a very long time. Keeping a twenty-one-year-old man such as Daeron stuck up on a ship of middle-aged bounty hunters simply wasn’t fair. Not to the girls, and certainly not to him. Not to mention that since the last incident, her crew all threatened mutiny if she didn’t deal with the Daeron problem.

Tears pricked in her eyes as the memory of her decision washed over her mind again. She knew the best thing she could do as a mother was to leave her son with a man he’d never met on a strange world. Yet it killed her.

“Captain, Brock’s trying to send a direct communication to the ship again,” Xenia said, the worry in her voice reaching a crescendo. “What am I meant to tell him?”

“Oh for fuck’s sake. Tell the cocksucker I’m coming.” The two women glanced in suspended fear at their captain’s outburst, their eyes rolling and cheeks puffing out frustrated air. It couldn’t have been much fun to be stuck with her on the bridge for the last few days, but she didn’t care. The one thing she expected from her crew was absolute, unwavering loyalty. The kind of woman who blindly welcomed death before even the hint of betrayal. In the end, it’s what she got from each and every one of them. Sanya just hated the fact loyalty cut both ways. One job from Brock would pay more than they’d all make in a year; they all knew it. There’s no way she could turn it down.

Sanya stood up, put her hands on her hips, and stretched her back out till it cracked in three places. She slicked her silvery shoulder-length hair behind her ears and away from her face, lined with the stress of years of responsibility.

“Tell Ezi to get her tit’s ready. I’m going to need backup.” Sanya reached for her sidearm, a Thrangan-made cellular disruption weapon that caused the very nuclei of the cells of its victim to erupt in a billion tiny excruciating explosions. She had to admit it was her favorite way to kill a man, and it was only men she would kill. “Oh, and if Daeron so much as even thinks about looking at our cargo, you can tell him his ass’ll be on the slipstream to Jiwani while his cock is strapped to a missile heading straight toward the fucking Outer Verge.”

“Without question, captain,” Xenia said with a smile.

 

“NO, NO, NO,” Daeron said, snatching the handful of diamond-tipped counters from Voros’s scaly hand. Her sharp green eyes turned almost diagonal as they narrowed in suspicion, the horns of her brow extending in frustration as hot breath snorted from her nostrils. The Crejan half-breed navigator hated losing. “Six moon’s beats a terraformed planet.”

“Wait,” Ezi said, lifting her boot off the flimsy table the three of them sat around in the middle of the Daring Huntress’s living quarters. Tal looked over from the kitchenette, where she cut vegetables for soup, to watch the unfolding discussion. Various little boxes containing three-dimensional images of moons, planets, royalty, and space stations floated in front of Voros. “She’s got an imperial piece, so how can you beat her without any royal suits?” Ezi asked.

“It doesn’t matter,” Daeron explained, helping himself to Voros’ diamond counters. “She’s got no attack boxes, so the royal suit is useless.”

Ezi looked unconvinced and grabbed her own boxes from the air, throwing the stack onto the table. “Why do we have to play this stupid Kyleri game anyway? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“It makes perfect sense,” Daeron exclaimed. Maybe when he had been a boy, his aunts had been able to pull a fast one over him, but not anymore. “It’s no good to only hold a few systems and crown a ruler if you’ve got no one to defend it.”

Voros snorted loudly, scattering the boxes from their floating position across the table. “He’s right.” She said with her telltale no-nonsense Crejan attitude. “I failed to defend my worlds, so they should be destroyed. I lost.”

“All right, Voros, it’s only a game, not the destruction of Teva,” Daeron said as Voros emitted a soft but audible growl and lifted her lips long enough for a few sharp teeth to be seen. Underneath her mostly human personality, Daeron reminded himself, half a heterosapien still lurked.

Ezi yawned and stretched back on the plastic chair while Daeron packed away the Galactic Settlers game. He got up from the table and put it with the stack of boxes and microdrives in the corner next to the cooling unit, which always emitted a low hum. They had games and puzzles from every corner of the galaxy. Even the buckets of shipbuilding blocks from when he’d been a kid were still there.

A sense of hominess flooded over him—a feeling of everything being as it should be. The smell of hot soup stewing in the kitchenette, Akiki asleep on the couch in the other corner under a pile of blankets, his aunt’s chatting about the last mission or swapping stories about the scrapes they’d got themselves out of in their previous lives as smugglers and mercenaries. These women who’d raised him, protected him, loved him since he had taken his first steps around the ship.
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