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Chapter One

 


 


“Stop worrying about me.
I'm not upset about this wedding, Omak,” Nicarr insisted in one of
several arguments he had with Blake about his impending nuptials.
“All my older brothers and most of my friends are already married,
so I figured it was probably my time pretty soon, and I’ve always
known my consort would be chosen for me. Considering some of my
brothers' spectacular fuck-ups, I doubted I can do any worse. Mikos
was the only one who followed your wishes.”

“Yes, yes, I know all
about your brothers," Blake replied, frowning. "I know you don’t
approve, but I don’t like the term you’re using to describe their
marriages. They’re all really happy.”

“Of course. And it’s not
that I don’t approve of their choices. It’s not my place to approve
or disapprove, after all. I don’t dislike their husbands. I simply
feel like I shouldn’t let you and Father down the way some of them
did by refusing to do my duty. I know I need to marry someone who
would be more suitable than the mates some of my brothers found for
themselves. Someone who would provide a necessary alliance for
Tygeria. I’ve already agreed to the marriage with this Xalian
princess and met with Father and Mikos. They’ve given me advice on
how to proceed in the months I’ll remain on Xalia. I hope to stay
only a quarter cycle or so, just long enough to get this princess
pregnant, and after that I can come home and get on with my life.
With the King of Tygeria’s grandchild on Xalia, they’d have their
‘insurance,’ and would no longer need me as their glorified pawn in
this game of theirs.”

Blake, who had been against this
wedding from the beginning, frowned at Nicarr’s words. “You think
you’re a pawn?”

“Pawn, hostage…you know
that’s all it really is, Omak. And don’t worry, after I get the
princess pregnant, I would never just abandon her and my child. I
plan on spending time on Xalia in the future, and I can bring the
child here for visits.” Nicarr had agreed to provide the Xalian
kingdom with an heir or possibly two, and then both he and the
princess could go their own separate ways, still married in name
only, but living essentially separate lives except for the
children. It was a situation that Blake found abhorrent, but he’d
been overruled by Nicarr himself.

“But Nicarr, you don’t
even like women in that way. Besides, what if she should fall in
love with you and want more than you're willing to give
her?”

“First of all, I’m
perfectly capable of having sex with a woman. I even find some of
them attractive, although females would never be my first choice.
As for whether or not she'll fall in love with me...maybe you're
projecting a little bit. I'm not that irresistible." He laughed and
turned away, but Blake pulled him back around.

"What if you are, though?"

"I'd never want to hurt anybody. I
guess I'll have a talk with her when we meet and see if she feels
the same as I do. If she's willing to look on this as a business
arrangement, then I think we can do fine. I'd like for us to be
good friends, if we can. I wouldn’t mind having children, you know.
In fact, I’ve always wanted them, and this way I won’t have to find
a female surrogate or run the risk one day of a dangerous pregnancy
for a male lover when I find one who suits me.”

His omak, Blake, had been one of the
extremely lucky ones who hadn’t had much difficulty with his
pregnancies, but that was far from the norm. Even Mikos had decided
that the risk to his consort was far too great and had decided not
to have any more children after Mikol.

“Anyway, I have no
intention of remaining permanently on Xalia. I’ll only visit from
time to time to make sure my children are properly cared for. It’s
the way I want it.”

Having seen his brothers Derrick and
Larz, even Vannos and Anarr to some degree, make their own mistakes
by succumbing to their passions, he had no desire to do the same.
Larz had married the man responsible for his own kidnapping. Anarr
and Vannos had both married arrogant men who were controlling and
domineering. Derrick had topped all of them by marrying a fucking
pirate.

They all seemed happy
enough, it was true, but Nicarr had informed Blake that he had long
ago decided his marriage would be entirely different. His marriage
would never be
ruled by his passions.

“A marriage of convenience
like this one with the princess will suit me much better, because
it will allow me to pursue my own interests, while my new wife can
pursue hers. If we’re discreet
we can both have separate romantic affairs on the
side, I think. It sounds like the perfect arrangement.”

"It sounds awful," Blake replied. "I
want you to be happy."

"I am happy. After all, not everyone
can find a love match like yours and Father's." He leaned down to
kiss his omak's cheek. "Stop worrying."

Nicarr knew his wedding, would be
bittersweet to his parents, but this marriage would end a short but
extremely violent war between Xalia and the Cygnus star cluster and
the Axis planets, and because of the vast distances involved, the
war was an expensive one for Tygeria as well, so Davos was anxious
to sign a peace treaty and put the hostilities behind him. Xalia,
the largest of the planets in the Cygnus star cluster, had decided
it didn’t want to be any part of the Axis after the war with the
Alliance ended, except for the lucrative trade agreements with
Tygeria, of course, which they wanted to keep. The other planets in
the Cygnus star cluster agreed and that left them all in the
precarious position of being not enemies, but definitely not
allies. In other words, the Xalian king and the other leaders
wanted to have their cake and eat it too, as Blake would
say.

Prince Mikos, in his role as Axis
Battle Commander, had arrived over Xalia with a vast fleet of
warships. Entirely outgunned, the Xalian king, along with the
leaders of the other major planets in the star cluster had
capitulated and asked for a peace treaty. The wedding was part of
that treaty.

That didn’t mean the marriage couldn’t
be a successful one, though. This marriage would create a bond with
Xalia and end this costly war. If only Princess Brista had been a
male, it might have been a really good match. Princess Brista was
an attractive female, at least, though Nicarr had only seen her
images so far and had never met her in person. That very evening
would be, in fact, his first chance to see exactly what he was
getting himself into.

A reception in the young couple’s
honor was being held on the planet’s surface. Nicarr and the entire
family had arrived at the Xalian palace earlier that afternoon to
attend the reception, with the wedding ceremony to follow the next
morning. Nicarr, whose room was just down the hallway from Blake’s
and Davos’s, took his leave from his omak to go get ready. He might
have just enough time for a short nap before he had to get
dressed.

He waved off Blake's concerns and
left, shivering a little at the cold breeze wafting down the wide,
drafty corridor in the Xalian king’s ancient castle. The castle
halls were dark too. They reminded Nicarr of the old castles in the
picture books his omak used to read to him. “Fairy tales,” he
called those books, and Nicarr had loved them because they were all
so violent and bloody and cruel. Blake had been a little appalled
by them, as he recalled, saying there had been a mistake in the
order he’d made for them, and he’d gotten the original stories.
Nicarr had begged for them anyway, and he’d finally
relented.

The buildings in the illustrations of
those books had the same high arches and vaulted ceilings,
ornamental stonework, and small sculptures on the outside walls.
This huge palace of the Xalians was a bit like that, though not
quite as ornate. It was also uncomfortable and cold as four hells
too, due to the truly terrible weather this planet seemed to suffer
from. The fortress or castle, or whatever the Xalians called it,
also had the thicker defensive walls, with the small windows, to
help guard against a siege—and to keep out a bit of the cold,
Nicarr suspected. As a result, the interior hallways were dim and
shadowy.

He went along the corridor to his room
and went inside to flop on the big, too-soft bed. He’d stayed up
late the night before, “celebrating” the end of his single days
with his brothers, and then this morning, Blake had requested his
presence at an early breakfast with the family, so now he felt the
need for a quick nap before the evening reception.

He covered himself with a thick quilt
and fell asleep right away, probably because he’d had a bit too
much to drink the night before. When the alarm on his personal
timekeeper went off, he peered at it with groggy eyes and then
panicked when he saw he was already over a half an hour late. He
leaped to his feet, ran to the bath chamber and splashed around in
a quick bath, then quickly dried himself and put on the robes Soran
had left out for him.

Soran, his new aide de camp that his
father had just appointed to stay with him on Xalia, had offered to
come by to help, but Nicarr had declined. It wasn’t that he didn’t
like Soran helping him. Soran almost always had much better taste
about such things than he did. The color of the robe he’d left out
was prescribed because of Nicarr’s station, of course, but Soran
had chosen a silky, rich fabric in a deep shade of the sapphire
blue that all the royals had to wear. The material made the look
dressier than Nicarr’s choice probably would have been.

The thing was, Soran was really more
his friend than anything else. Nicarr didn’t feel right asking him
to do things for him, like he was some kind of servant. Even if
technically, that was part of his new job as Nicarr’s aide de
camp.

Soran Lira was half-Tygerian and
half-Leerian. His bearer had been a love slave who had left his
Tygerian mate after Soran was born and had gone back to Leeria with
him. He had thus been raised on Leeria and hadn’t come back to
Tygeria until his bearer died in an accident when he was fourteen.
His father, who was mated again by that time, sent him to a
training center on Tygeria itself, instead of sending him away, and
that’s where he and Nicarr had first met.

Nicarr had taken some of his training
on Tygeria, because of Mikos and Ryan’s fears that he was depressed
and needed to be with his family after Blake and Davos went
missing. Also, the threat of another kidnapping loomed large in
Mikos’s mind after what had happened to Larz. Soran, who had also
been displaced because of a tragedy, thus shared some of Nicarr’s
military training with him, and they became good friends. Since
they were also both addicted to some of the same hologram games
that Nicarr had always loved, and they both loved sparring in the
ring, their friendship grew exponentially.

He had also been a good influence on
Nicarr. While Blake and Davos were missing. Nicarr’s temperament,
which had often been brash, grew much worse. He had a temper that
was legendary among his friends and schoolmates, and he greatly
benefited from Soran’s calmer and more thoughtful take on
situations. He was a good influence on Nicarr, and they had bonded
to the point they had become almost like brothers.

King Davos himself had asked Soran to
go along on this trip to act as Nicarr’s aide de camp and personal
security guard. Nicarr actually had an entire contingent of
security guards who would stay behind with him for the duration of
his time on the planet Xalia, but Soran had been named their
supervisor, with the brand new, shiny rank of Captain of the
Guard.

In deference to that, Nicarr hated
using Soran as an aide to do some servant’s job, like helping him
to dress, for the gods’ sake. It made it seem like Soran wasn’t his
equal, and Nicarr definitely didn’t think of him that way, so he’d
informed Soran in advance that he wouldn’t need his services as
aide de camp the night of the reception. Soran, who understood him
quite well, had only stopped by his room long enough to lay out his
robe. Now Nicarr was wishing he hadn’t been so quick to tell him he
wasn’t needed.

He didn’t have any security guards
with him either, though the royal family’s guest quarters were in
the most secure area of the palace, so Nicarr thought there was
little need, and he’d dismissed his guards too. He was all alone as
he rushed to get ready to go to the reception.

He’d finished and glanced at himself
in the mirror to make sure he looked decent, and that his hair
wasn’t sticking up somewhere. He thought he looked good, actually,
though he rarely spent much time in front of mirrors. Physically,
Nicarr resembled all of his brothers, except for Rakkur, of course.
His omak said he was a combination of them all in looks, with the
almost “pretty” features of Anarr, Vannos and Derrick, but the
slightly bulkier muscles of Mikos and Larz. He had, of course,
rejected the idea of being “pretty” in any kind of way.

His omak could be
so human sometimes.

Satin-like folds rustled as he hurried
down the hallway. He would wear a robe like this for his wedding
the next day too. He had refused to wear white, like Anarr had done
on his wedding day, saying it was no more appropriate for him to
wear white than it had been for Anarr. Anarr had already been wed
to his lusty Lycan general when he came floating down the aisle
like a virgin in the big white wedding Blake had planned for him,
and Nicarr had thought he looked stupid and told him so. His Lycan
husband had only laughed, but Anarr socked him in the arm, and they
might have fought if Blake hadn’t broken it up.

Despite Blake’s
disapproval and pleas that Nicarr keep himself “pure” for his
future husband, Nicarr had also gone his own way and done whatever
he liked with his romantic partners. Well, not whatever he liked.
Anal intercourse, as his
omak insisted on calling it, was forbidden to him in case he might
imprint on someone, like Derrick had done with his pirate. Blake
said Nicarr was very much like Mikos in that he “rushed in where
angels feared to tread,” whatever that meant, so he had to be
careful. Privately, however, Blake had heard talk that the family
all agreed Nicarr had inherited Blake’s personality, if not his
looks. He wasn’t sure if they meant that as a
compliment.

In actual fact, the idea of white as
being a color for weddings was an old Earthan custom and not
Tygerian at all. But since Blake and Ryan had become so popular on
Tygeria as consorts of the King and the Crown Prince respectively,
many Earthan customs had gained ground there, even though neither
Blake nor Ryan ever had a really big wedding like Anarr’s. Still
Nicarr had refused the idea outright when Blake had approached him
with it, saying it was not only stupid, but it wouldn’t be honest,
and it might give the wrong impression. He was most assuredly no
virgin.

He fished in the pocket of his robe
for his communicator as he ran down the hall to the reception. As
he figured he had by now, Blake had sent him several messages
demanding to know where he was and why he was so late. Thankfully,
the last one reminded him where the reception was taking place, on
the third floor of this massive palace. He raced down the hall and
took a lift to the correct floor, stepping off into a noisy and
crowded scene.

The party was in full swing by the
time he got there. He looked around, but didn’t see a single
Tygerian face anywhere, so he moved a bit farther in, weaving
through the crowd and finally spotted most of the family seated at
several tables together by the far wall. The twins, Anarr and
Vannos were together with their husbands at a table, where there
was an empty seat. He started toward them, but then saw Larz and
hesitated. He was standing by another table where Mikos was
standing too, both looking agitated, and he watched as Mikos was
pulled into a seat by Ryan. It looked as if they’d had words again.
Since Mikos and Ryan found Larz on Laltana with his now consort,
things had been very tense between them. Blake continued his
efforts as peacemaker, but so far, nothing had healed the emotional
wounds.

Nicarr decided he’d rather not get in
the middle of all of it, so he hesitated and kept looking around
the room. One of the security guards for the family, recognizable
by his deep red robe, was standing much closer to Nicarr though, so
he headed over to him first, to see how things were
going.

The guard was near a small group of
men and women who looked like Xalians, and he was at attention,
with one hand resting on his disruptor, signifying that he was on
duty. That had to mean Nicarr’s future bride was in the group,
since Tygerian security had taken on the duty of guarding Nicarr’s
new consort the minute they’d arrived on the planet.

Since he had no clear idea exactly
what this female looked like, having only seen pictures up to that
point, he looked at the group to see if he could figure out who she
was. All of the male Xalians, except for one, had the big beards
covering half their faces that seemed to be in style on the planet
for the young men. They mostly had the same bushy, pale blond heads
of hair too. The girls were all tall and big-boned, except for one
girl in the center of the crowd. Brista was smaller than the
others, with darker hair. For a moment, he just watched them,
looking her over.

Nicarr thought she was fairly
nice-looking, though he wasn’t attracted to her, but then he hadn’t
expect to be. He was still hoping to make friends, though. She was
talking and laughing in an animated way with the others. She had
exotic high cheekbones and curly black hair. All of them were just
ignoring the security guard, who stood several paces behind them,
looking ill-at-ease. Nicarr walked over and returned the guard’s
salute when he looked up and noticed him. Nicarr asked him if there
was some problem that he should be aware of.

He said, “Oh no, Your Highness. I
apologize for the distance between me and your consort, and I tried
to explain that it was our protocol to remain by her side when she
was in public, but she...the princess...refused to let me get
closer. She said my-my stench offended her.”

Nicarr got angry as the guard started
explaining how he’d bathed before he went on duty. The guard, whose
name was Ogarth, was the youngest member of the detail Nicarr had
brought with me. He was standing next to Nicarr, who didn’t smell
anything in particular, except for a mild odor of soap. He figured
the princess was just being rude, and she’d been teasing Lt. Ogarth
for no particular reason, other than that she could. All the
younger Xalians seemed to despise the Tygerians here, so far as he
could tell. In fact, they didn’t seem to like much of anybody.
Mikos had told Nicarr the Xalians were very xenophobic. He’d
noticed. It would take some time to bring them around, but he
thought it could be done. King Davos was a good and fair ruler, and
they’d eventually see that and be glad they were a part of the
Axis. At least he hoped so.

They probably would have a hard time
accepting him as a consort for the princess, no doubt. Not that he
really cared. They still had to bow to him, or he’d know the reason
why. Anyway, he told Ogarth not to be bothered by her.

“The princess is obviously
rude and ill-mannered. Maybe her schooling was inadequate, or she’s
just ignorant and doesn’t know any better.”

He said this loudly enough that all
conversation stopped abruptly in the Xalian princess’s group, and
then they all started talking at once. One or two of the bearded
men surrounding the princess got red, angry faces and shot him an
unpleasant glare. One of them was imprudent enough to make a fist
and come at him, but the guard leaped in front of him and raised
his weapon. The princess grabbed the young man’s arm, and the
others glared in solidarity. Obviously they had understood him, but
weren’t aware that his sapphire blue robes indicated
royalty.

“We understand your
barbarous language, Tygerian fool,” Brista said. She spoke perfect
Tygerian and had a really good accent. He knew the Xalians studied
Tygerian in their schools as a second language, since they thought
Tygeria was their greatest enemy, and they should learn all they
could about it, but Nicarr was still surprised at how fluently she
spoke his language.

“Take care, Tygerian,” she
said in a loud voice. “Or else I’ll allow my ‘ignorant’ lords to
teach you some of the manners you say we’re lacking.”

“You’d all have to know
some first,” Nicarr said with a shrug. He was trying his best to be
calm, but his temper was flaring.

“You’re right about them
being ignorant, though,” he continued in a conversational tone. “It
seems to me your ‘lords’ don’t know much of anything. After all,
they don’t know better than to be rude to their guests. Not to
mention the fact these ‘lords’ of yours wouldn’t be able to
teach me anything, but I’m willing to let them try. Come on,” he said,
in a dangerous voice. “Please. Let them educate
me.”

The Xalian lord closest to the
princess came at him, his lips drawn back in a snarl. Nicarr gave a
little shove to the guard to get him out of the way, and then he
hit the Xalian so hard he didn’t get back up again. Brista knelt
down beside him and gave Nicarr another mean and shocked
look.

“Leave him alone! My
brother said you Tygerians would probably try to pick fights with
us to give you an excuse to break the treaty, so you can attack
Xalia and steal our resources.”

“King Davos doesn’t need
any ‘excuse’ to do whatever he wants. In my opinion, he should have
gone after this little shithole planet a long time ago, instead of
allowing Xalia to grow cocky and think it could challenge him.
You’re lucky Prince Mikos didn’t obliterate all of you when he came
with his warships, because he doesn’t have a lot of tolerance for
bullshit planets like this.”

Sometimes he used Blake’s words like
“shithole” and “bullshit” that made little sense to anyone not
human, or who hadn’t grown up with one who cursed a lot, like Blake
did. But he was counting on the tone to make his meaning clear, and
apparently it worked fairly well. Princess Brista flushed and took
a step closer to him, raising her fist like she wanted to hit
him.

Nicarr just stared steadily down at
her, until she lost her nerve and lowered her hand. “Do you know
who I am?” she asked.

“I think I have a pretty
good idea.”

“Then perhaps I should
inform Prince Mikos of your insubordination and outrageous behavior
toward me. He’ll no doubt beat you soundly, and that would be
something I’d love to watch.”

Nicarr smirked and lifted one
shoulder. “Well, you can tell him if you like, but I doubt he’ll do
much about it. Our omak doesn’t much like it when my brothers and I
fight.”

Her eyes widened, and she took in a
sharp breath. “You...you’re Prince Nicarr?”

“At your service. Now,
Princess Brista, please apologize to your security guard for
insulting him when he was only trying to do his job.”

She turned and tried to walk away,
while her friends were picking the man up off the floor. But Nicarr
grabbed her arm and said, “Maybe you didn’t understand me,
Princess. I said, you will apologize to your guard.
Now.”

She tried to wrench her arm away, but
when it didn’t work, she glared up at him.

“Unhand me, damn you, or
I’ll slap your face.”

Nicarr laughed, and the princess drew
back her hand and took a swing at him. He caught her wrist and
pushed her arm behind her back, being careful not to hurt her. He
only held her arm there, exerting no pressure despite her wild
struggles. But he wasn’t going to stand there and just let her hit
him in the face. They were glaring at each other, when King Axel
suddenly arrived on the scene behind him.

"I don't know exactly what's going
on," he said softly enough that only the two of them heard him.
"But it ends here and now. Do you both understand? Prince Nicarr,
kindly unhand my sister."

Nicarr turned in surprise. The Xalian
king was younger than he’d realized and very handsome. His face was
forbidding now as he glared at both his sister and Nicarr, his dark
eyebrows drawn together in a frown.

The other lords standing with Bristol
bowed deeply to the king and backed off a few steps. Nicarr
actually hesitated a second or two, but when he glanced over toward
the Tygerian faction and saw Blake staring at him with raised
eyebrows from across the room, he blew out an irritated breath and
let go of Brista's arm. He gave the Xalian king a sketchy
bow.

“As you wish,
sire.”

The king then turned to his sister and
his voice deepened to an angry growl. "Apologize."

"But Axel, no! You don't know what he
said..."

"I said apologize. Now."

Brista flushed hotly, but finally
jerked her head in an angry nod. "I'm sorry," she ground out as she
gave Nicarr a heated and hate-filled glare.

"It's not me you need to apologize to.
It's your guard, Lt. Ogarth. The lieutenant has been permanently
assigned to see to your safety and welfare, and you have insulted
and belittled him."

Axel looked horrified. "Is this true,
Brista?"

The young woman flushed and shrugged.
She cast a hot glance up at Nicarr and then at Ogarth. "Lt.
Ogarth,” she said, grinding the words with her teeth. “I apologize
that you felt offended." She pulled her arm from her brother’s
grasp. "There. Does that suit his royal highness, Prince
Nicarr?"

Nicarr gave her a feral smile. "It’s
piss-poor as apologies go, but I imagine it's the best the
lieutenant can expect."

Brista gave him one more hot look,
obviously unclear about what “piss-poor” might mean but perhaps
guessing it wasn’t good. She turned and tore off across the room,
losing herself in the crowd. Those who had been standing with her
followed close behind her, each one giving Nicarr a hostile look as
they passed him.

King Axel blew out a long breath and
nodded curtly to Nicarr as he started to leave. He turned back
around, though, after taking only a step, looking back at
Nicarr.

"My sister is young and rash. She's
also easily influenced by those around her."

Nicarr nodded, waiting. He knew the
king had more on his mind, and Nicarr was used to the way kings
weighed their words before speaking. King Axel fixed him with a
stern look. "I won't have her mistreated, you understand. No treaty
is worth her happiness to me."

"I won’t mistreat her. But I won't
allow her to be rude to the guards either. Her life and safety may
depend on them one day."

The king nodded thoughtfully. "Good
enough then."

Nicarr wasn't quite finished. "You say
Brista is young and rash. But we are nearly the same age, you
know."

"Yes," he replied, with a wry smile.
"I'm aware. And that's what worries me."


Chapter Two

 


 


Blake, with his family beside him, was
feeling a little nervous. He sat in the large assembly room on this
alien planet next to his husband, King Davos of Tygeria, gazing out
across the room full of hostile looking strangers. None of the
guests present in the room, except for his family and the other
Tygerians, were Axis allies. Some were outright and unapologetic
enemies, so it was no surprise they appeared to have less than
cordial feelings toward the Tygerian royals.

Blake had no fear of them—Davos had
brought a huge security contingent with them and had battleships in
orbit around the planet—but it was uncomfortable on a day that
should have been only about Nicarr’s wedding. His next-to-youngest
son stood in front of the dais where he and Davos were sitting, and
though Blake couldn’t see his face, he figured Nicarr was still
scowling, like he had been all morning.

Blake sighed, and to distract himself
as they waited for the arrival of the priests, he glanced over at
his family. The long line of his children serving as Nicarr’s
attendants stretched out beside him in order of succession. Closest
to Nicarr stood the Crown Prince Mikos, eldest son and heir to the
throne. Then came King’s Consort Vannos of Moravia, and beside him
his twin brother, Prince Anarr. After the twins were Prince Larz,
the new King’s Governor of Laltana and beside him, on the very end,
little Prince Rakkur, holding tightly to his big brother’s hand.
They were all so handsome it warmed Blake’s heart to know they were
his sons.

Notably absent from the family group
was Prince Derrick, who stood in line of succession just after the
twins and before Larz. It was because of Rhaegar, of
course.

Derrick’s husband, the dashing,
notorious pirate king Rhaegar Barbosa, had still not found full
favor with everyone in the family. They’d been invited to attend
the wedding, but due to some lingering technicalities in obtaining
Rhaegar’s full pardon, he had decided it might not be in his best
interests to come to a wedding with so many Tygerian army officers
in attendance. Though the king had tried to assure him of safe
passage, Rhaegar was still apprehensive, considering his and
Davos’s history. In the end, Derrick had declined to attend the
wedding without him. As soon as this trip was over, Blake would
have to make Davos come with him to visit Derrick and try again to
smooth things over a little more. He had no intention of being at
odds with his children.

All the rest of the extended family
were in the front row—the princes’ husbands, their children and
their entourages, though Larz’s consort, Janos, the former king of
Laltana, had also declined their invitation. Relations between him
and the family were unfortunately still pretty strained as well.
Only the closeness of Larz and Nicarr’s relationship as boys had
brought Larz here at all without Janos. He had already informed
Blake he would need to leave immediately after the wedding, citing
pressing business on Laltana as his reason, but Blake knew the
blame for that situation was all on Davos and Mikos, a fact he’d
pointed out to them more than once.

There were so many strong
personalities in this large family, including his own, that it was
hard to keep the peace among them, though he was determined to try.
Blake’s father had been the product of a big clan too, and Blake
well remembered how much they feuded and fussed, and how awkward
holidays always were when he lived back on Earth years ago. He
didn’t want that for his boys.

Blake was determined that nothing
would spoil his pleasure today in seeing Nicarr get married, even
if the circumstances of the wedding were less than ideal. He was
equally determined that the tense atmosphere, the glares of the
leaders of various countries and nations on Cygnus being directed
their way, and even whatever had been going on the night before
between Nicarr and his intended bride, Princess Brista, wouldn’t
ruin this wedding for him either. Although if the two priests, not
to mention the bride herself didn’t arrive soon and get this show
on the road, he wasn’t sure that Nicarr wouldn’t just lose patience
and walk out.

Their argument at the reception must
have been more serious than Blake had realized. Even now, as Nicarr
waited for the ceremony that would unite them to begin, an almost
palpable wave of resentment wafted up from his next to youngest
son. Nicarr had agreed to this marriage well in advance, or else
Blake would never have allowed it to go forward. What could
possibly have happened the night before to change his mind, and why
was Nicarr looking so miserable?

Nicarr had been the baby of the family
for a long time before the birth of little Rakkur, so it was hard
letting him go. Perhaps Blake had spoiled Nicarr the tiniest bit—or
so others claimed. If there was any truth to it—and Blake remained
unconvinced—it might have been due to those dark months after Blake
returned from Tveir with Larz still missing and presumed dead.
Blake had been nearly inconsolable, and Nicarr had been a source of
great comfort to him then. Blake had clung a little too hard to
him, perhaps spoiling him in the process, or so Davos
said.

And speaking of spoiled children,
Rakkur gave another pitiful whimper, looking soulfully over his
shoulder at Blake. It was took a little sound to recall Blake’s
attention to his youngest child. The little prince was barely
three, and already he was a master manipulator. Blake wasn’t sure
where he’d gotten all that from.

Much smaller than his older brothers,
his personality had been extra-large from the day he was born.
Blake’s other children’s human DNA had been suppressed by the
Tygerian doctors during Blake’s pregnancies, so all of Rakkur’s
older brothers were tall, handsome Tygerian males like Davos, with
little or nothing to show physically for Blake’s contributions to
their genetic makeup. Rakkur, on the other hand, was the only one
of the children who hadn’t been subjected to the drugs, so he was a
beautiful mixture.

Bigger than most human boys his age,
though still much smaller than his Tygerian counterparts, Rakkur
had blond hair and vivid blue eyes like Blake’s, but his eyes had
an exotic Tygerian tilt at the corners. His skin was fair, with no
striping, except for a few marks across his high cheekbones, and he
had most of Blake’s attractive, even features. He was fidgeting
now, anxious to get out of the stiff robe he was wearing and take
off the heavy crown so he could go back to playing with his toys.
He had been, for some time now, shooting Blake longing,
heartbreaking looks of mute appeal from his place in front of the
dais next to his brothers only a few feet away from Blake. Even
though Blake knew very well he was only doing it to make him feel
sorry for him, it was working, damn it. Blake was aching to go
rescue him.

Only Davos’s hand kept him pinned
firmly in his seat. “He’s fine, nobyo,” Davos whispered. “A young
Tygerian warrior has to be stoic and strong.”

“He’s a baby, not a
warrior.”

“He’s three. At his age, I
was already cleaning the blood off my father’s weapons and learning
how each of them could be used to inflict death upon my
enemies.”

“Spare me your horrible
stories, Davos. My baby is not going to be a barbarian like you
were,” Blake replied in a fierce whisper. “I’m just going to go get
him and let him sit here on my lap.” He made an attempt to get up,
but Davos pulled him back down.

“No.”

“Then maybe he could stand
here by me and lean against my knees. Look at him. He’s so
tired.”

“He slept like a log
between us all night, and I woke up to find his feet in my face and
his head on your chest. He snored too. Believe me, he got a good
night’s rest. I, on the other hand...”

“Oh, Davos, he was scared
all by himself in that big room you put him in next to ours. That’s
why I went to get him and put him in bed with us. He couldn’t sleep
in that strange place all alone. If you could have seen him
standing up in his crib, abandoned and crying in that awful,
strange room...don’t you roll your eyes at me. Rakkur doesn’t
snore, by the way. He just breathes heavily.”

“Uh huh. Well, it doesn’t
look as if he’s going to have much chance to sleep alone again
since you insist on bringing him to bed with us every night. It
might get a little crowded once he reaches his teens.”

“Oh, be quiet.”

“Rakkur is fine, Blake.
Don’t keep looking over there. You’re only encouraging him.” Davos
tightened his grip on Blake’s hand, no doubt afraid he’d make a
break for it and go retrieve their youngest son. Blake huffed out a
sigh of impatience and displeasure, shooting Davos an evil look he
ignored. Blake forced his attention away, glancing out over the
assembled guests again.

In Blake’s opinion, Rakkur was far too
young to be there at all. He’d wanted to leave him back on the ship
with the servants, but Davos had insisted on bringing him down to
the surface to show what a powerful “dynasty” he had. Bragging,
Blake knew, over his seven handsome sons (less Derrick) and each of
them strong and beautiful.

Another tiny whimper came
to Blake from the direction of Rakkur and Blake turned to see him
mouthing the word, “Please.” His bottom lip was
trembling, with a heartrending look of utter desolation in those
big, gorgeous, blue eyes. Rakkur had also inherited Blake’s
tendency toward the overly dramatic, and Blake knew it perfectly
well. Still, when one fat, stray tear rolled slowly down his cheek,
Blake decided he’d had enough.

He waited until Davos was looking the
other way. Then he used the hand not clenched in Davos’s steely
grip to make a surreptitious sign to Rakkur to come to him. The
boy’s face lit up, and he quickly slipped his fingers from his
brother Larz’s hand and ran over to scramble up on the dais and
climb onto Blake’s lap. Blake shook his head at Larz as he started
to pursue the little boy and glanced over at his husband. If he
hadn’t been mostly immune to Davos’s looks by now, the disapproval
on Davos’s face might have distressed him; however, Davos’s
displeasure had ceased to bother him a long time ago. He’d get over
it.

Blake cuddled Rakkur close, bending to
whisper words of comfort in his ear. Oh, he and Davos would fight
about this later, no doubt, but then they’d have the fun of making
up afterward—once Rakkur fell asleep, that is. Blake glanced back
at his other children, his eyes falling on Nicarr again. Blake only
wished he could solve Nicarr’s problems as easily as he had
Rakkur’s.

Blake glanced up and saw the Xalian
king, Axel, glancing over at Nicarr with concern. He must have
noticed Nicarr’s restlessness too and was probably wondering, as
the Tygerians were, where the princess could possibly be. As Blake
watched, he called one of his servants over and sent him scurrying
off toward the back of the hall
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