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Let us risk the wildest
places,

Lest we go down in comfort, and
despair.

― Mary Oliver

 


 


 



Chapter One

 


 


Sometimes Redmond Sinclair truly hated his
job. Especially on days when he had to look at holograms like the
one on the communicator he’d just slid across the table to his
boss, Renard Dimitru, the newly appointed Chief Law Enforcer for
the three Planets of Lycanus.

Renard glared at the hologram projected by the
device into the air in front of him, his wine-colored eyes even
more savage than usual. The child pictured was a human boy, surely
no older than five or six. He was lying mostly naked on a bed, with
only a thin strip of white sheet across his groin, looking up in
complete terror at the person who was taking the picture. His
little mouth was twisted with fear, and his blue-green eyes were
brimming over with fat tears. It made Redmond sick. It made him
want to throttle whoever was torturing this child, and it obviously
had the same effect on the general, who flung the communicator back
across his desk.

“What kind of shit is this?” he
growled at Redmond, unable to control his revulsion.

“It’s the hologram Minokov is
circulating to advertise his new auction tonight, sir,” Redmond
said cautiously. “This child will be delivered to the man who won
the bid, after the boy’s been paraded around on stage. The bidding
was private, but I think he hopes that displaying the child will
boost attendance for this newest public auction. It’ll be the last
thing on the agenda.”

“Minokov is a sick
motherfucker.”

Redmond tensed as he heard the muttered
response and the low growl that accompanied it. He glanced up at
General Dimitru, recognizing the signs that Renard’s temper was
dangerously close to a full eruption. He had worked with the
general in the Alliance Army as his aide de camp before the end of
the war, so he was well aware of the general’s near legendary
temper. Humans were so much smaller and weaker than Lycans that
when a Lycan fuse was lit, it was wise for any human in the
vicinity to find a place to take cover. Saving this child was so
important, however, that Redmond held his ground, though his
trembling increased and the other staff members seated at the
conference table with him stirred uneasily.

“A bid has been accepted, sir.
Minokov is keeping the buyer’s identity a secret, but the man’s
coming tonight to take delivery.”

“That won’t happen, if I have to
personally rip Minokov’s head off with my bare hands and stick it
up his Farlian ass. I’ve been spoiling for a fight with Minokov for
a while now.”

The slave trafficker, Minokov, from the planet
Farlia in the huge and distant K-8 galaxy, had just opened up a new
auction house, and the word was that in addition to the young
child, Minokov often traded in other “exotics” in his auctions.
Exotic was code word for illegal, or in other words, young
kidnapped victims, but this was extreme even for him.

“As for this anonymous buyer,”
Renard continued, “I’ll make sure he’s put in prison for so long he
won’t be able to even think about his perversions, let alone act on
them. That’s a small child
in that picture! What kind of sick, depraved
creature would purchase a little human boy for sex?”

“I know, sir, believe me. We only
got this flyer minutes ago from one of our informants, and I
brought it to you immediately.”

“How long will it take to ready my
ship?”

“Another hour. I’ve taken the
liberty of already ordering it.”

He flicked a glance at him but then nodded.
“Good.”

“The auction tonight is on the
pleasure moon, Belline. It’s Minokov’s base of operations, so he’ll
have a hundred or more guards up there with him. Not to mention the
fact that plenty of his patrons at the auction will back Minokov up
in a fight against law enforcement.”

“Let him and his thugs bring it.
It’s time to shut down these filthy, fucking illegal auctions and
let these so-called ‘patrons’ know that the law has come back to
Belline. Anyone who doesn’t like it is welcome to speak to me about
it personally.”

“Does that include General
Primatu, sir?”

“General Primatu?” Renard narrowed
his eyes at his assistant. “What do you know about Primatu that I
don’t, Redmond?”

“Just rumors, sir. Nothing for
sure. But rumor has it that he has long had a taste for young
men—young illegals who like to fight. And that he has one of these
young men in the new shipment already earmarked to go to his
household.”

“Does he, by the gods?” The
general got a mean look in his eyes that made Redmond nervous.
“We’ll see about that then, won’t we?”

Primatu was another retired general from the
Alliance Army who had come back home to settle on Lycanus. He was
in charge of the Lycan Intelligence Agency, or the LIA, and one of
the foremost experts on the activities of the recently formed
Alliance Resistance, or ARes, or so his supporters claimed. His
detractors thought the reason he knew so much about it was because
he was heavily involved in the outlawed organization. Renard was
one of those people.

Renard had once told Redmond that he’d thought
briefly of joining the Alliance Resistance forces right after the
end of the war, but soon discovered its leadership was both
incompetent, corrupt and nothing he personally wanted any part of,
though ARes had wide support among the Lycans. Instead Renard had
decided to come home to Lycanus and take this job as Chief Enforcer
of Lycan Law and concentrate his efforts on his home planet. His
cousin, Lucas, the Chief Consul, had actually offered him the job,
as law enforcement on Lycanus has been spotty for the last few
cycles of the war. Still, Renard hesitated. He wanted to help his
people, but he seethed with bitter defiance and a deep hatred for
the Axis war machine that had destroyed so many of his men. And as
the Chief Enforcer, he would now be enforcing Axis law.

“Maybe I’ll personally intercept
this shipment tonight then, and pay the general a visit to inform
him his illegal shipment has been intercepted. I’d enjoy seeing the
look on his fatuous face when I tell him.”

“Yes sir!” Redmond said with a
grin, gazing at his handsome boss in admiration and shaking his
head at his language. The story went that Renard, who was perfectly
proper in his native Lycan, had spent a cycle in an Axis prison
cell during the war with an older Alliance marine gunnery sergeant,
a human who had taught him to speak English. Earthonian was the
official language of the now defunct Alliance Forces, but the
gunnery sergeant told Renard that English, his native language, was
the very best for cursing. And he’d taught Renard every curse word
he knew.

The Tygerians, as head of the Axis and victors
in the war, were talking now of having the official language
changed to Tygerian. Redmond could only imagine how that would go
over with Renard, whose hatred for the Tygerians hadn’t diminished
one bit with the end of the war. If anything, it had only
increased.

Both residents of the same quadrant of space,
Tygerians and Lycans were ancient and traditional enemies. When
negotiations with Earth had first broken down so long ago, the
Tygerians established their own king as the leader of the Axis
forces and declared war against Earth and its allies. The Lycans
promptly joined the Earth Alliance. Despite their invaluable aid,
the Tygerian king’s son, Bloody Prince Mikos, had led the Axis army
to victory over the Alliance. And Lycans didn’t take defeat well.
Or at all, for that matter.

In Renard’s opinion, which he had expounded on
at some length with Redmond, Lycans weren’t defeated when the
Alliance lost—they were only defeated if they quit, and so far that
hadn’t happened. Giving up was what it made it permanent, and
Renard, along with most of the population of the three planets of
Lycanus hadn’t done that yet, and probably never would.

“I think that will be most
satisfying for you, sir,” Redmond said. “I’ll get the units ready
to roll.”

Redmond got to his feet, motioning to his
staff to follow him and took off back to his own desk in the outer
office as his staff dispersed to their own workstations. Redmond
had handpicked every one of the largely human staff and his trust
in them was absolute. They were a comfort to him on this strange
planet.

He had to wonder sometimes why he had decided
that coming along with Renard as his aide had seemed like such a
good idea after the surrender. When the war ended, Redmond had
resigned his commission in the Alliance army, traveled to Lycanus
as the general’s aide and had never really looked back. He could
have chosen another field back home on Earth—he couldn’t think of
what that might be at the moment, but he was sure it would have
come to him. So why this job, one that left him dealing with the
scum of the Three Planets, and sometimes had him questioning his
life choices? It was a damn good question, but most of it had to do
with how much he admired the general.

When he’d first been offered the job as the
general’s aide de camp a few cycles before the end of the war, he’d
been hesitant. Lycans were the Earth’s staunchest allies, but big
and gruff and scary as hell, too, and Redmond was afraid he
wouldn’t live up to a Lycan’s exacting standards. Particularly with
the general, who was almost legendary in the Alliance for his
take-no-prisoner’s attitude. He’d been pleasantly surprised with
Renard Dimitru, however, who was every bit as big and gruff and
scary as Redmond had feared and his name implied, but also
amazingly kind. It was true he had little patience for
incompetence, but when he knew an employee was trying hard, he was
the soul of patience. He had trained Redmond, for example, to serve
his exacting standards, and the first time Redmond messed up, as he
inevitably did, Renard had coped with great poise and
fortitude.

Renard had been teaching Redmond how to use a
disruptor gun, in case Redmond ever had the need to have the
general’s back on some future mission. Renard had been sitting at
his desk, drinking a cup of the strong, sweet Lycan tea he loved,
and directing Redmond to aim at a target on the wall of his office.
Disruptors, unlike other weapons, weren’t noisy and made no mess at
all when they fired. They were devastating weapons, though, and
disrupted the molecules of the object fired upon so completely the
object simply disappeared, not even touching anything else around
it. For example, if Redmond hit the target as planned, it would
disintegrate, leaving the wall behind it intact and untouched. It
was naturally assumed by the Alliance military that a person would
hit what he was aiming for—unfortunately, that was a skill Redmond
had never quite mastered.

Just as Redmond went to fire, a communicator
went off on the general’s desk, startling him. He dropped the
disruptor’s barrel down and whirled to the side, taking out the cup
Renard was holding in his hand and spilling hot tea all over his
lap. Renard looked astonished for a moment, ran a slightly shaky
hand over his face and then mopped up the tea with his napkin. He
looked up at a trembling Redmond and calmly said, “Let’s try that
again, shall we?” Redmond decided then and there a man who was that
cool and collected under fire was a man he would follow anywhere.
Which led him to this position as the right hand man of the most
powerful policeman on the Three Planets—he had yet to regret the
move.

When Redmond got the word that the general’s
ship taking him to Belline was ready to launch, he hurried to the
door to inform him. He found him already on his feet, strapping a
holster to his thigh for his custom made disruptor. It looked a
little like an old Earth style sawed-off shotgun.

Redmond’s general really was something to see.
His wine-red eyes were flashing with a savage light as he got ready
to face Minokov, and he irritably pushed his long hair off his
face. His hair was brown and wavy and he usually kept it carelessly
tied back, but today it was unbound and fell past his broad
shoulders. He was dressed in pieces of his old uniform, dark
trousers and the shiny armor he wore under his shirt. It reminded
Redmond of pictures he’d seen of ancient chain mail, but was made
of a lightweight fabric that was resistant to any kind of
penetration by sharp objects. It even deflected a disruptor shot
very effectively back onto the shooter. After strapping on his
various weapons, he looked more than capable of meeting any
challenge. Also sexy as hell. Redmond had long acknowledged his
attractiveness, and even though he wasn’t attracted to men, for the
general, he’d almost make an exception.

Renard straightened up when Redmond told him
the ship was ready and grinned at him.

“Then let’s fucking
do this.”

Renard pulled on his long, red Alliance
overcoat, leaving it open and streaming behind him as he strode
arrogantly past him and out the door. Redmond smiled with
satisfaction. This whole business with the child had disgusted him
and made him furious, and if his general decided to kill Minokov
for it tonight, Redmond wanted to be in the front row to see it,
preferably munching on popcorn.

 


****

 


Renard sat tensely in his chair on
the comm deck of his ship, watching the action on the planet below
on the monitors. He had reluctantly made the decision not to show
himself until after the child had been safely rescued by his men
for two reasons. One, he would no doubt be recognized the moment he
showed his face on the planet’s surface—he already had a reputation
among the criminal element of Lycanus 2 and its moons as the worst
Enforcer to come along in a hundred cycles. In Renard’s mind, that
meant he was the best Enforcer in a long time, and he might have felt flattered if
he’d given a fuck what any of those assholes thought about
him.

The second thing that kept him on the ship, as
a matter of fact, was the fear that he wouldn’t be able to stop
himself from killing anyone who had touched that child from the
moment he’d been kidnapped from his parents to date. And while he
had no fear of punishment for what he’d do to the kidnappers—his
cousin and the Lycan Council had given him carte blanche to deal
with the criminals in any way he saw fit—he thought he really
should set a proper example for his men. It would be time enough to
clean house once the child and the other captives were safely on
the ship and in the hands of the physicians he’d brought along with
him. He had no doubt of what the child must have been through, and
he had brought female doctors along to help care for him.
Regardless of whether or not he had been physically or sexually
abused, right now any adult male was probably the last thing the
little boy might want to see.

So he watched the monitors displaying images
from the tiny camera Redmond had attached to the collar of his
shirt and waited as patiently as he could for the action to start.
The child was the final show that night and the money that had been
paid for him was displayed on a continuous loop behind the stage.
The bidding had reached an obscene amount before it had closed out
earlier that day, and Renard was anxious to see the man who was
about to pay a small fortune to Minokov for the “pleasure” of
abusing a child.

Before this main event, though, the
auctioneers paraded a host of other young love slaves in front of
the drunken, raucous audience. The slaves were all male, since
Lycan men preferred them sexually, and they were alarmingly
young—most of them looking to be no more than fifteen or sixteen
cycles. The men catcalled and yelled obscenities at the stage at
each of them, and a great deal of money changed hands.

Belline was one of the three moons orbiting
Lycanus 2, which had sometimes been called the Sin Planet, because
of the large number of brothels and bars located there. The miners
that made up the largest population on the planet worked hard, and
they played hard too, but things had badly deteriorated in the past
few cycles, when the war for the Alliance started to go badly. Less
and less attention had been paid to enforcing regulations on the
facilities that made up the planet’s nightlife, allowing criminals
like Minokov to gain a foothold.

The laws on Lycanus 2 were liberal, but they
sure as four hells didn’t allow this kind of thing, and Renard was
determined to put a stop to it. In defiance of the law, several of
the brothels and the love slave auction houses had been seriously
pushing the envelope for the last few cycles. This auction of this
child as a love slave, a boy who was so obviously young, not much
more than a toddler, was an inconceivable new low, however. It was
a bad miscalculation on Minokov’s part if he thought Renard would
let him get away with it.

Renard had his men stationed at every exit to
stop and arrest each of the buyers as they left with their “prize,”
since it was patently obvious that this was an auction of unwilling
and very young kidnap victims. He had cautioned his men to follow
protocol religiously with each arrest, because he planned to
prosecute each of the buyers to the fullest extent of the law and
get these evil predators off the streets for a long, long
time.

It was nearing the end of the auction when
another very young boy, surely no older than thirteen, was brought
on stage. Renard sat up and leaned closer to the monitor. He was
Jayronian, he thought, because of his long blue hair. He was a
pretty child, but barely past puberty nd obviously scared to
death.

The Jayronians were supposedly allies of the
Alliance, though their allegiance had been known to sway in the
direction of any favorable wind that blew, so far as Renard could
see. The boy had dark, olive-toned skin and a handsome face that
was partially hidden by a lot of navy blue hair falling around it.
When the young man stumbled coming up the stairs, a Farlian guard
backhanded him. Renard nodded with grudging approval when he saw
the fierce little Jayronian stumble backward, then wipe the blood
from his mouth and spit down at the guard’s feet. It was exactly
what Renard would have done.

Renard despised bullies. These teenagers being
auctioned tonight were defenseless. They were obviously in poor
condition. Renard would save them and send them back home where
they belonged.

The young man on stage was only a kid and had
been beaten pretty badly, and Renard found himself inexplicably
moved by his plight. From what he could see underneath the long,
navy blue hair, his face was swollen and bloody, but his body was
well-formed and muscular, a promise of the man he would become.
Just then an older Nilanian stood up near the stage and bid on the
young man. “A thousand diamond standard!”

A voice from behind him called out raucously,
“That little boy will steal you blind when you get him home!” and
the whole room erupted in laughter.

A tall, cadaverously thin Avian stood up at
the back of the room. On the whole, Avians were not considered to
be an attractive race of people and this one was hardly an
exception. A long hooked nose almost met his pointy chin and a
shifty look narrowed his beady eyes. “Twenty thousand!” he yelled
and a shocked silence met his bid.

One of the drunken miners blinked at him,
doing a double take. “Twenty thousand? I wouldn’t pay that much for
the Bloody Prince of Tygeria!”

“Ah,” the Avian said. “But just
look at the boy. He’s so brooding and defiant. He’s a savage and he
likes to fight. There are plenty of my customers who would pay to
see him humbled and fucked to death. I’ll sell the vids for the
whole universe to see and make my money back a thousand times
over.”

Renard could hear Redmond speaking softly
then, knowing that Renard could hear what he said. “That’s Agamore,
of Avia. He makes his living with snuff vids.”

Renard frowned. “What the fuck is a ‘snuff
vid’? What’s he talking about?”

Redmond hesitated for a moment and then spoke
even more softly. “A pornographic vid of an actual murder. Agamore
plans to kill him on camera.”

Renard was stunned at first and
then a strong, primal rage swept over him so quickly it made him
dizzy. Murder?
The word in connection with the defiant kid on stage, or for that
matter, any of the kidnapped victims, made him furious. A snuff
vid! These animals had disrespected the law and Renard so much that
they had brought this filth to Belline right under his nose! It was
insupportable.

“Get that boy out of there! Off
that fucking stage. Now!” he screamed into his mouthpiece and saw
the camera tilt wildly as Redmond reacted to all the yelling in his
ear.

There was bouncing around as
Redmond ran to the nearest corridor, speaking frantically into his
mic. “Sir, we’ll get him, I promise you, but first we have to
secure the child. They’ll run with him if we tip our hand. I
promise you Agamore won’t take that boy anywhere. I’ll see to it
personally.”

Renard was already on his feet and on the
move, heading to a shuttle to take him down to the moon’s surface.
His breathing was harsh as he answered Redmond. “All right, damn
it, but don’t let that fucking Avian out of your sight. Arrest him
the moment he touches the boy, or any of the others. I won’t have
that kind of evil shit on my watch.”

“Yes, sir, I hear you loud and
clear. I’m on it!”

“You better be. I’ll be on the
surface in a few. I want to be in plenty of time for the grand
finale.”

“According to air control, the
shuttle carrying the buyer hasn’t arrived yet.”

“No?” Renard grinned, a new plan
forming in his head. “In that case, arrest Minokov now! Get him in
custody! Do you understand?”

“Not really, sir, but whatever you
say. Consider it done!”

Renard snorted, despite the fierce anger he
was feeling. He had just changed the original plan and hadn’t yet
told Redmond, but as usual his little aide was ready to adapt,
improvise and overcome, just like the motto. Renard had trained his
aide to understand that these were words to live by. That old
marine gunnery sergeant Renard had once known in the Axis POW camp
had taught Renard more than just English.

“Just take Minokov into custody,
Redmond. I’ll be down in a few minutes. I’ve decided to personally
take his place and give this ‘child buyer’ the reception he
deserves.”

 



Chapter Two

 


 


Prince Anarr of Tygeria paced worriedly up and
down the length of the command deck of his father’s ship. Rizzos, a
former colonel and now his father’s Head of Security watched him
thoughtfully, but was keeping his own counsel. Anarr knew that
Rizzos had advised against this plan to free the child, and that
the man kept in close communication with King Davos. All the more
reason Anarr had to make this mission a success.

Anarr and Vannos, his twin brother, had grown
up in the shadow of their older brother, Mikos, known far and wide
as the Bloody Prince of Tygeria. He adored his older brother and
was proud of his exploits and his courage, but Anarr had a burning
need to prove himself too, to travel all over the galaxy having
amazing adventures. He wanted to show his father that he was no
longer a boy, but a warrior and a man. Not to mention proving it to
his omak.

Anarr had probably the most protective omak on
the entire planet. Maybe the universe. His omak had resisted
allowing him and Vannos to even leave for military training until
their father, the king, had stepped in and forced his hand. He
still remembered the angry arguments between them over the
training.

“I had to allow you to take Mikos,
because he’s the crown prince!” his omak had shouted at his father.
“I had no choice with him, but you won’t turn my twins into killing
machines. They’re babies!”

His father took on the long-suffering tone he
sometimes got with his omak. “They’re still in line for the throne
and already a full cycle older than most boys when they leave for
training, sweetheart. They’ll be fine, and they won’t see any
actual combat for years yet. Besides you have three more boys at
home to baby to your heart’s content until it’s their time to
go.”

“I don’t ‘baby’ my boys. I
love them, and try to
keep them protected from some of the harsher realities of life,
that’s all.”

It was true that they were
loved—well loved.
They all felt the strength of it, even Mikos, who escaped the worst
of the attention Blake gave all of them. And they certainly
returned that love, because he was the best, funniest, bravest omak
anyone could ever have. Sometimes he embarrassed them—like most
recently during the Exhibition Games when he and Ryan had showed
their bodies off to all the other Tygerian males.

And sometimes his omak refused to allow them
to go out in the evenings with their friends and lectured them
again and again about how careful they had to be not to share their
bodies with anyone until marriage. It seemed a little like he was
smothering them. Make that a lot—not that they would ever be brave
enough to imply that to their omak’s face.

He’d kept all of them entirely innocent, and
if it weren’t for the whispered confidences of their friends, they
wouldn’t know anything at all about sex. They still didn’t know
much. Even during their training, they weren’t allowed to share
sleeping quarters with the other trainees and had royal guards
watching over them constantly.

It was so bad that he really had
no clue about exactly what the kidnappers had planned to
actually do to
the child, Jeffrey. He knew it was something shocking and bad
because of everyone’s reactions to it, and he wanted desperately to
save the child. He and Vannos had experimented some on their
own—not together
because that would be disgusting. But separately, alone in their
beds or showers at night, and then they had discussed it a little.
But it was kind of embarrassing to be so ignorant, and neither of
them had any real idea what they were doing anyway. So during this
mission he would keep his eyes open and pretend to be more
knowledgeable than he actually was, because anything else would be
too humiliating for words.

Their shuttles hadn’t been cleared to land yet
because of a plasma storm, and even though the storm was moving
away, he was worried that something could still go wrong. This was
the first mission his father had entrusted to him, and it had to be
perfect. Not just for his sake, though he desperately needed this
chance to prove himself, but for the sake of the little boy. The
Intelligence Agency on Tygeria had assured them the boy was still
unharmed, but there were fears that he wouldn’t be for long if
Anarr couldn’t pull this off successfully.

After talking it over with his father, King
Davos, he had decided that the best way to extract the child was to
simply bid on him, and make the amount so astronomically high that
no one could possibly outbid him. The enormous wealth of Tygeria,
widely known as the Diamond Planet, was backing him, so he couldn’t
lose. Then once the exchange had taken place and the boy was safe,
Anarr would simply take his diamonds back with the help of his
bodyguards and turn the trader in to the authorities on Lycanus, if
the Lycan police could be bothered to deal with him. They should
never have allowed this trader to operate in the first place, of
course. It would never have been tolerated on Tygeria. But then,
the Lycans were a backward and savage race. Everyone knew
that.

His omak, the Royal Consort Blake, had
suggested that the local Lycan law enforcement handle the entire
situation, but both the king and Rizzos had advised against it.
They said this was too important to be left up to Lycans. There was
no reliable system of law on the Three Planets, although the king
had told Anarr the Lycan Council had just hired a former Alliance
general to take the Law Enforcement Bureau. Still...most Alliance
generals were not high in Tygerian estimation either.

Anarr’s father, the king, had been sparring
with Anarr in the royal family’s private gymnasium in the palace
when Blake, Anarr’s omak or second father, had rushed in to tell
him the news that the human child Jeffrey had finally been
located.

“Davos, you’ll never believe it!”
Blake had said excitedly, as he swept into the room in his sapphire
colored robes and interrupted them. It was just as Anarr was trying
to get in a jab to the king’s mid-section, yet with no regard for
his personal safety, Blake had stepped in between them, causing
Anarr to pull back so hard to avoid hitting him that he fell back
on his ass. Blake glanced down at him. “Anarr, get up and stop
playing around down there. Go somewhere else, dear. I have
something important I need to talk to your father
about.”

Anarr stared up at him incredulously and shook
his head. His omak, who was human, still insisted on treating him
and his twin brother Vannos as if they were not very bright
children, though they had recently turned nineteen. An age that
anywhere else on Tygeria was considered to be entirely
adult.

“Omak, we’re in the middle of a
match!”

Blake waved a hand at him, dismissing him.
“Baby, please. This is urgent.”

Davos smiled at Anarr and shrugged. “Sorry,
son. Take a break and cool down a minute and let me see what your
omak is so excited about.”

Anarr got back up to his feet, still
grumbling—though under his breath, so his fierce little omak
wouldn’t hear him—and flopped down on a bench at the side of the
room.

“Kevin’s child, Jeffrey—our
Intelligence Service has located him!”

The king looked blank for a moment and Blake
hissed his impatience.

“Kevin’s child! Haggoz’s new
stepson. The five-year-old child who was kidnapped by ARes! Don’t
tell me you’ve forgotten all about him.”

Kevin, a human who was mated to General
Haggoz, who was the head of the Alliance armies and just under the
king and the crown princes, was expecting their first child any day
now. Kevin had recently been pardoned by the king for his part in
the plot against the royal family when it was discovered that his
son by a previous relationship had been kidnapped and used as
leverage against him. ARes had tried to force him to participate in
their plot to kill the royal family. Luckily, the plot to kill the
princes had failed. Kevin was jailed for a while, but released when
the truth was finally revealed. Kevin and Haggoz had been searching
urgently for the child ever since, but up until now no trace had
been found of him or his mother.

“No,” Anarr’s father said,
defensively. “Of course I haven’t forgotten. I was just thinking
that General Haggoz is taking part in the training exercises with
Mikos on Jayron. I can contact them, but Jayron is on the other
side of the quadrant, and Kevin…”

“Kevin is too close to delivering
his child, so he can’t go after him either. But it’s of vital
importance that we get to the child quickly. We need someone we can
trust to bring him home. He’s sure to be traumatized, the poor
baby. Those loathsome ARes bastards sold him to a slave trader, and
he’s being auctioned off as a love slave on one of the Lycan
moons!”

“Calm yourself, nobyo,” Davos
said, putting his arm around Blake. “We’ll get him. I’ll send a
ship immediately—but with both Haggoz and Mikos gone, I’m just
trying to figure out who would be the best person to bring the boy
home to his father.”

“Me,” Anarr said, standing up and
taking a step toward them. “Let me do it.”

Blake glanced over at him and then made a
little shooing motion with his hand. “Hush, baby, and let your
father think.”

Anarr huffed and strode forward to stand
beside the king. “I’m serious, Father. Let me do it.”

The king gazed at him searchingly for a moment
and then smiled and nodded. “All right, Anarr. It’s time, I think.
Get all the details from Intelligence and prepare for the journey
right away. I’ll let the captain know.”

Blake gripped Davos’s arm and glared at him.
“You can’t be serious. Can we have a word, please?”

King Davos patted the hand that was digging
into his arm and smiled down at Blake. “Now, Blake, it’s past time
for Anarr to try his wings. At his same age, Mikos was leading our
armies.”

“And you know how much I hated
every second of that too. Anarr and Vannos are too young for
missions. Especially one like this, involving…” He put a hand up to
the side of his mouth and whispered, “S-e-x. And not even normal
s-e-x, but all kinds of perversions!” He held a hand up to stop
Anarr’s protests. “I know, Anarr, you don’t agree with me, but in
my opinion, you’re too young. My God, you’re only nineteen! Back on
Earth, you wouldn’t even be allowed to vote.”

“I’m not on Earth, Omak, and I
never have been. I’m Tygerian, and I’ve been training since I was
fourteen.”

“Like Derrick. Don’t remind
me.”

The subject of his younger brother who had
entered combat training that was mandatory for all Tygerian youth
was a sore one. Blake had argued vehemently against any need for
their thirteen-year-old son to leave home the cycle before and
undergo combat training when they’d won already the war.

“And I can spell sex by the way,”
Anarr said angrily. “You don’t have to treat me like I’m five years
old.”

Davos broke in firmly before Blake could get
himself worked up. “This is not open for discussion. Derrick has
been gone for only a little over a cycle, training for the Army.
He’ll be home when he’s seventeen. Mikos, Anarr and Vannos did
their training at the same age and in their time, Larz and Nicarr
will as well. And Anarr is right about all the rest too. You can’t
keep him and his brothers so innocent. They don’t know anymore than
children, and it’s not fair to them. All this fretting is
unmanly.”

Blake gave him a look that should have dropped
him where he stood and would have felled a lesser man. “You know
they have to be virgins when they marry if they hope to marry well.
I won’t have it any other way. Their husbands can teach them all
they need to know one day. You overruled me with Mikos, but you
promised me I could have my way with the other boys.”

“Boys, yes, but not men. Anarr is
a man now.”

Blake gave him another deadly glare and, not
completely unaffected, Davos nervously took a deep breath and
continued. “Nobyo, please. Be reasonable. You know that Derrick is
enjoying his training, and has come home several times to visit,
not to mention all the times you’ve visited him in camp. He’s a
royal prince and must undergo this training, like all Tygerian men.
As for Anarr and Vannos, you have to let them grow up. I agree with
some of the rest, and I’ll make sure Anarr’s security detail keeps
him safe and well-chaperoned. Now, let us be done with this—Anarr
is going on this mission, and that’s final. We owe it to Kevin to
bring his son home to him after he helped rescue Mikos, and that’s
what we’re going to do. I think it’s fitting that we send our son
to bring Kevin’s back to him.”

“And as much as I appreciate all
that, I won’t put my own child at risk to do it,” Blake said, his
voice low and dangerous. “Anything could go wrong.” Both Anarr and
Davos knew that tone, but Davos turned to face his consort head
on.

“Anarr’s not a child, Blake.” He
took him in his arms despite his attempt to pull away. “And if
something goes wrong, he can handle it. Nobyo, he’s my son, too,
and I have confidence in him. Don’t fight me on this. I’ll send
Colonel Rizzos with him to watch over him,” he said, referring to
the new head of security for the royal family. He had been
appointed only recently after the frightening attempts on the
family had caused Blake to question their safety. He was a highly
decorated former soldier and an associate of Mikos, so his
background was impeccable.

“It’s time for Anarr to take a
more active role in the kingdom’s business,” Davos said.

Blake glared at both of them for a long moment
and then grudgingly nodded. “All right. You can go—but if anything
goes wrong, I can promise you both you’ll never hear the end of
it.”

Anarr allowed himself the tiniest of eye
rolls. “Believe me, Omak, I know.”

That had been over a week ago, and now the
moment he’d prepared for was almost here. They were in orbit over
Belline, one of the moons on Lycanus 2, and waiting for the signal
to launch their shuttles to take him and his men to the surface.
They had used a call sign and insignia on the hull of the ship that
identified them only as Tygerian traders, since Anarr wanted to
remain incognito until they actually had the child. He had the
diamonds agreed upon in a small pouch on his belt and his personal
bodyguards, headed by Rizzos, would be accompanying him to meet the
Farlian trader. Nothing could go wrong.

“We’ve just received a signal to
launch, sir,” the helmsman called to him and Anarr shook off his
nerves and smiled. “It’s time to go,” he said to Rizzos. “Remember
to stay close and watch for my signal.” The big Tygerian colonel
nodded solemnly at him, with only a slight raising of one eyebrow
to remind Anarr that he was well aware of his duties.

Anarr blushed at the mild rebuke that made him
feel his inexperience at command keenly. It was his first, after
all. He turned next to the captain of the vessel. “As soon as we
have the child safely in hand, I’ll send you a signal to move in.
Don’t let Minokov’s ship escape, no matter what. As my omak would
say, this should be a piece of cake.”

 


****

 


Renard had been to the holding area near the
shuttles to see the little boy, who was sitting up, wrapped now in
a warm blanket and drinking a glass of juice. Redmond was waiting
to take him to the ship that would take them to Lycanus. The
doctors who had been brought down from the ship had examined the
boy thoroughly and found him remarkably intact and uninjured.
Apparently, Minokov had valued his virginity enough to leave him
alone. Emotionally, he was still unstable, of course. They’d had to
give him a mild sedative to calm him down. He was still crying and
clinging to Redmond, the only other human present, with no sign of
letting go anytime soon.

“He seems to like me, sir,”
Redmond said, looking up at Renard as the child clutched his
shoulders. “Or maybe I’m just the lesser of evils.” He grinned. “I
got him to tell me his name was Jeffrey, but he won’t say much of
anything else. Just holds on tight.”

“Bring him over to these chairs
and I’ll see if he’ll answer some questions.”

Redmond sat down with the child in his lap and
they both faced Renard. The boy was looking at him warily. “I think
the kidnappers killed his mother, sir,” Redmond said quietly in
Lycan so the child wouldn’t understand.

He was a beautiful child, with golden blond
hair hanging down just over his ears and the strangest turquoise
eyes. Human children like this one were so tiny they made Renard
feel as if he’d break them if he touched them.

“Jeffrey,” Renard said, keeping
his voice soft. “I’m very sorry for what’s happened to you. I can
promise you that the men who took you away from your parents are
already being punished and you’ll never have to see them
again.”

The child looked back at him solemnly, seeming
to think it over. Renard gave him a moment to do just
that.

The battle over the child had been short and
vicious and his aide, Redmond, had been in the thick of it. Minokov
had brought the child onstage and displayed him to the restless,
raucous crowd, explaining that the buyer had been delayed by bad
weather in the atmosphere over Belline, but should be there soon.
In the meantime, the boy still belonged to him, and he would
display his body for the eager crowd. The child screamed as the
Farlian reached for him.

Redmond had sprung from his seat and fought
his way directly to the stage. He had skirted past
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