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        The stunning conclusion to the Space Gypsy Chronicles.

        

      

      After a millennia of roaming the universe, he’s bringing his people home…

      Rafe thought once he found all the artifacts, he’d finally understand, and the prophecy would set him free. Instead, he finds himself leading what remains of the Rhomanii clans into the far reaches of the unknown, looking for…he doesn’t know what. But the pirate in him sure hopes it involves treasure.

      So much is riding on this gamble he’s taking, and the voices in his head aren’t helping matters. Compounding the problem? Not everybody wants him to succeed.

      What will happen when they reach their final destination? Will this be the start of a new Rhomanii life, or the end of everything they’ve ever known?
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      According to the priestesses of the Gytanoi clan…

      

      The savior is coming, the one who will guide us home. The true son of the thirteenth will answer the call of the lost ones. With the help of the mirror, the Rhomanii shall find their way back to where they belong.

      That was according to the Dom’umm Terramyn’oos, also known as the one true religion with loyal followers who believed black holes held the secrets to their future. People saw things when they traveled through those folds in space. Rafe saw things when he imbibed too much Jaanja herb; it didn’t make it true. But tell that to the priestesses who swore by their visions. According to them, Rafe was the chosen one, which meant they wanted to keep him alive.

      If you listened to the Eternal Roamers, then Rafe was destined to kill them all. …For he shall wake the great darkness. It hungers for blood. We must hide, lest it devour us. To survive, the destroyer must die.

      Opposing religions all centered around one core truth—Rafe.

      Rafe wished they’d go suck some dick. Seriously, leave him the fuck alone. His entire life had been spent at the mercy of a prophecy. At birth, his own mother had hidden him, had him raised by less-than-gentle teachers, while his twin brother—he still couldn’t say it without a sneer—got to enjoy the loving bosom of the family. See, in his culture, twins didn’t exist. A lie…but, at the time of his birth, a widely believed untruth. When Rafe returned to his family, the rumor bandied about was that Mikhail was only a clone. A duplicate who had lived longer than he should have. An anomaly that had gained sentience.

      More lies. Rafe had a brother, one who was his mirror physically, but mentally…they couldn’t be more different, and they hated each other. It had led to them being banned from his family wheel, a mighty enclave ruled over by his uncle, the archduke.

      Running away and playing pirate had proved only a temporary respite. The Rhomanii clans, rovers of the galaxy, found Rafe and brought him back to serve his destiny. Fate was determined to fuck Rafe over, but at least she used lube.

      Things weren’t exactly awful. He had a woman he cared for at his side—a human he’d kind of abducted from Earth. He’d managed a wary truce with his double, Mikhail. He even had a ship under his command again—stolen, of course—and the miraculous return of his AI, Annabelle. He’d thought the artificial personality dead from an explosion, yet it seemed his Annabelle had somehow managed to get herself to safety, stow herself away, and then find him again.

      His computer had found him. The very thought brought a chill. Just how much autonomy did Annabelle have? It disturbed Rafe on a level he couldn’t explain, much like how the secrets of the citadel haunted him.

      The citadel with its wicked truths and his power-hungry uncle was gone, but Rafe couldn’t erase what he knew. His entire life, everyone’s existence, had been based on lies. What surprised him was the willingness of the Rhomanii to forget. No one wanted to speak of the twin twist. Not his mother who’d hidden him, nor his sisters. They pretended ignorance. It made no sense. Why did no one show outrage over the deception and the secrets?

      A truly determined male could ask the priestess aboard the Zoll’a, but he didn’t trust a thing the religious leaders said, not since they’d declared that the prophecy was moving forward with Rafe at its head.

      “I’m not your fucking messiah,” he’d asserted.  But the declaration didn’t stop the acolytes and crew from bowing when they saw Rafe. Closeting himself away and refusing to communicate didn’t stop the Zoll’a and others from following him. The massive druudary ship refused to leave him, keeping as close as it could to Rafe’s smaller vessel.

      The city ship was bursting at the seams, having acquired refugees, picked up along the way as the Rhomaniis around the universe found themselves attacked by a mysterious force. Almost as if they were being culled.

      By whom—or should he say what?

      Maybe they would find out before they reached their destination because they were headed somewhere. Someplace new and unknown. But what would they find when they got there? Answers to centuries of roaming, or an end to their life as they knew it?
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      A signal was received. It pertained to a convoy of Rhomanii spacefaring vessels, the number of which had snowballed in size. This ragtag fleet made its way through the many galaxies, following a long-forgotten path, seeking a lost planet not charted by any federation or pilot, a planet that rotated in a figure eight around dual suns—always and ad infinitum.

      One of the agents sent out so long ago had been part of that convoy. And this agent had found something.

      Found someone.

      The coded message bounced from galaxy to galaxy, making its way to the one place that would understand it. A simple message, and yet it caused an entire world to exhale. Things long asleep woke and began to watch the skies. So long had they waited. But that all changed with a small string of binary code: Coming home.
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      The panting of his breath filled the silence. Racing, always racing. Trying to reach the end. The goal. The prize.

      His breath heaved, and his body tightened. Almost there…

      He thrust one last time and withdrew, spilling his seed on her stomach. Better to waste it than believe any woman’s claim about birth control. Women lie, and the last thing he wanted was to sow a mini version of himself.

      Climax achieved, Mikhail rolled onto his back with a satisfied groan and reached for his pipe. Carved out of a rare wood, the bowl of it held a tiny crystal that immediately ignited the pinch of herb he dropped on it. He sucked on the stem. The smoke tickled the back of his throat with a familiar taste that made him close his eyes in pleasure. The effects were immediate, a relaxing euphoria that required only a few smoky drags of the prized plant, a plant found on only a few planets. It had cost him dearly but tasted so good. Especially after sex.

      The woman tried to talk to him. What a buzzkill. He didn’t bother to listen, simply waved a hand in the direction of the door.

      “You can go. We’re done.” At least he was, and that was all he cared about.

      “You used me.” Why did she sound so surprised?

      “We used each other.” Words he said all too often these days. He didn’t feel any remorse. People used him. So he used them right back.

      “I hope you get impaled by a yunacorna.” A sentient breed that could run extremely fast on their six cloven hooves and give themselves the momentum needed to spear anything in their way with their horn.

      “That isn’t very nice. Not my fault you didn’t climax. Perhaps next time, you should try and keep up.”

      “Die, false son.” Apparently, she meant that quite literally. She didn’t scream, and yet instinct had Mikhail opening his eyes in time to see her brandishing a twirled black horn. The tip of it hit him, or should he say hit his invisible body shield, and shattered.

      “Well, that was a disappointing attempt.” Because, thus far, no one had managed to penetrate his protective armor. Not for lack of trying. “Now what am I to do with you?” Calling security would involve paperwork, and he really would prefer a nap.

      “I am ready to die.” Head held high, the woman held out her arms and waited for a killing blow.

      “And spill blood all over my sheets again? Do you have any idea what a hard time the laundry service gave me after the last time?”

      “You cannot allow my act to go unpunished. Kill me.”

      Her insistence made him shake his head. “Nope. Not happening. I am not about to martyr you for whatever religion you’re playing for.” Religion. Snort. Such a waste of time. He believed in only one thing. Himself.

      “Your death is coming, dark prince. You and the chosen one will perish and free our people from the curse of the darkness.”

      More blathering garbage. “Promises. Promises. I keep waiting,” he said in a singsong voice. “But none of you seem to be able to follow through. Your cult should think about recruiting better assassins. Run along and tell your fanatical leader that he or she failed. Again.”

      “The next one won’t miss.”

      “A man can hope. And by the way, can you ensure the next one shaves her treasure box?” He waggled his brows.

      The woman left with an indignant sniff. Always with the attitude, even the ones who didn’t try to murder him. They should know by now that he was pretty much impossible to kill; the artifact he wore made sure of that. And if his latest fornication partner expected soft pillow talk after the act, then she should have listened to her friends. Mikhail didn’t cuddle. He also didn’t stick around for seconds.

      Mikhail was known to give a woman a good time, maybe even make her scream once or twice. But then it was goodnight. Or was it still a good day? He’d lost track a while back. It wasn’t as if there was anything to mark his existence. Every day unfolded just like the last.

      Standing from bed, he stretched, naked and unbothered. He had nowhere to go that required pants. Once upon a life more innocent, it seemed like the best way to live. Now, he knew it for the nightmare it was. Not needing pants equaled loser.

      Big. Unwanted. Loser.

      Ever since the citadel had exploded, his brother didn’t want him anywhere close by. Rafe’s discomfort was all too clear. Mikhail even understood it; after all, he felt that same dizzying sense of betrayal when he saw his twin. Because twins weren’t supposed to exist. What a big lie that had turned out to be.

      I’m a twin. A twin that had, for a moment, fused to a citadel and experienced immeasurable power. I could have ruled them all.

      Could have if he’d given up his humanity. The citadel had wanted…no, that wasn’t correct. In order to survive, the citadel had needed a biological body, one linked via blood and genetics to another body. One entity to be connected to the tech, and the other to actually rule and provide a bridge to the clans and families.

      Once a being chose to serve the citadel, they were forever changed. Not in a good way. Mikhail had seen what it did to a person. Had seen the archduke’s twin in that most hidden of places. Mikhail still woke in a sweat each time he dreamed of that moment.

      Since Mikhail preferred to avoid living his life as a blob attached to a computer, he’d escaped. And the citadel hadn’t been happy about that. It seemed Mikhail and Rafe were the last viable set of twins able to rule the ship. Whatever. Mikhail still left, and then had almost died when he decided to help rescue his brother and his twin’s human consort.

      Yes, a forbidden human traveled with them. Emma. What a conundrum that woman was. She treated Mikhail with nothing but kindness. Her smile open and genuine, her conversation sincere, and yet she was sleeping with Rafe. Not me.

      It bothered him.

      Then do something about it.

      The voice with its bad, bad ideas didn’t leave him alone much these days. It seemed he couldn’t help but argue with himself over every single decision. Starting with leaving the citadel.

      It had cried for him. It had wanted Mikhail, wanted him like no one else in the universe did. Not even his mother and sisters. Especially not his brother.

      Walking away, fleeing, had meant listening to the citadel as it followed, resorting to pleading, begging for him to come back.

      Then cackling maniacally as it had described how it would kill everyone.

      That had helped with his resolve to stay away.

      He didn’t have to listen to the madness forever. Without viable twins to run it, the citadel had imploded, just more dust and debris in space.

      But that hadn’t entirely stopped the voices. Now, they demanded he do something about Rafe. Kill him. They also wanted him to do Emma. And he meant do.

      However, he knew those thoughts were wrong. So wrong, which was why Mikhail had left the Belle—renamed from its original moniker of Thorny Prick. He’d left because he couldn’t stand to remain close to his brother and the woman Mikhail couldn’t have.

      You could have her if you’d take care of your twin.

      With perverse thoughts like that, he figured it best if he moved far away.

      He’d chosen to get a room aboard the Zoll’a, the big city ship still piloted by his cousin Luca and meant for long voyages. Within his lavish apartment—the benefits of being related to the family, even if an embarrassment—Mikhail ate, fornicated, and slept.

      He slowly died of boredom, and apparently, was the only one. Everyone else on board gushed—yes, gushed in the most emasculating way—about the news that they were going home. “The prophecy is true,” they insisted.

      They might possibly be in for a big disappointment because, according to Rafe, “I don’t know where the fuck we’re going. The coordinates might exist, but by all accounts, they don’t lead to anything.” Nor could they double-check them. The map that had appeared when they’d gathered all the artifacts was gone, hiding once again in the amulet Rafe wore, but not before Annabelle—an artificial intelligence—had supposedly recorded the coordinates. How Annabelle had managed to read it was still not quite clear—as unclear as their destination.

      Where are we going? Did it really matter? If the past repeated itself, Mikhail would have no place in it.

      Make a place. Or take someone else’s. You have just as much right to rule.

      He shut his eyes against the insidious voice. It wanted mutiny. But that seemed like an awful lot of work so he could have even more work and responsibility. Why? Why would he do that to himself?

      Because he was bored. How to solve that problem?

      I need a job. Something to make him feel useful. Let him become somebody again. I want to feel needed. Or, at the very least, be able to hit things. He missed the pits of Lac’uus. The adrenaline of the fights in the arena had made him feel alive.

      “Not looking too lively there, little worm.” The jeering comment by his friend—although friend was debatable at times—made Mikhail glare at Fred.

      “How do you keep getting in?” Because Mikhail kept locking the door, but the Ymp, a red-skinned fellow with the exalted title of Marshall General of the Ha’ellbound Legion, always got in. Fred—short for Ferocious Raging Eliminator of the Dense—could get into anything. He followed an advanced form of the Grmlyn art. It proved handy when a case of contraband liquor was needed to save Mikhail’s sanity.

      “My secret to getting in is a fist full of lube and a good thrust.” His friend might have worn a pair of leather shorts, but the hip swirl still proved plenty graphic.

      “How you keep managing to find anyone to fuck you with those kinds of come-ons is beyond me.” Mikhail shook his head.

      “How you keep resisting my charms is also a mystery.” Fred threw a superb leer at Mikhail and waggled the muscle over his eyes.

      “Is there a reason you’re harassing me again?” What he liked about Fred was, no matter what Mikhail said, the Ymp didn’t take offense.

      “If I wasn’t such a modest being, I would expect you to thank me.”

      “Thank you for what?”

      “Not mocking your sad worm for starters.” Fred cast him a glance, and Mikhail managed to not slap a hand over his rod. But he could not stop the shrivel.

      No point in replying. He knew what would happen. Fred would whip his own cock out and begin a dissertation on its magnificence. Never again. It had taken too long to wipe his mind clean after the last time.

      “You should also thank me for arriving and preventing you from ending your sad excuse of a life.”

      “I am not suicidal.”

      “Are you sure? You’ve stooped pretty low. That woman I saw fleeing wasn’t up to your usual standards. I don’t even think she’s worthy of seeing my beast.” Fred leered.

      “Since when do you have standards?”

      Fred’s lips split wide as he grinned, showing off both layers of his teeth, the pointed tips gleaming wickedly. “Is now a good time to tell you I actually tapped that hairy oiister first?”

      The comparison of a woman’s honeyed sex to the slimy blobs that lived on a few oceanic worlds made him grimace. “I feel an incredible urge to burn all my skin off.” Because he was certain he felt an itch in his right testicle. Please don’t let it be craa’bbs. He knew a guy who’d woken up with no sac. Eaten down to the bone.

      “Stop being such a prude. And stop twitching.”

      “I’m itchy. I think I might have caught something.”

      Hopping onto the bed, Fred wiggled himself a spot in the bunched sheets. “You are perfectly healthy.”

      “How can you tell? Maybe she gave me something.” Wouldn’t it be ironic if it wasn’t a fatal stab that killed him but a venereal disease?

      “Doubtful she had anything potent enough to even make you break out into a sweat. You’re immune to most germs. I took care of that when we first met.”

      If one didn’t know, one might mistakenly interpret Fred’s words as being well meaning. And they were. In a twisted way. But there was always a kicker. “Exactly how did I become immune? You never administered any medications or shots.” And Mikhail had not taken anything out of the ordinary.

      “All you need is some of my saliva. I made sure to give you plenty. Adding it to your food was the most fun because I got to taste the stuff when I licked it.”

      “And then served it to me?” Said on an incredulous note before Mikhail gagged.

      “Yeah, I’ve licked almost all the things you’ve put in your mouth. Even that last oiister.”

      “That’s truly disgusting.” Especially since he never would have known.

      “Disgusting is me knowing you’d hate it but still licking you when you passed out.”

      “Licked me where?” Mikhail held up a hand. “On second thought, I don’t want to know.”

      “How about a salty clue?” Fred winked.

      Mikhail definitely died a little inside. “I think you just cured my alcoholism.” Because the realization that he didn’t remember Fred doing it frightened him. Scared him a heck of a lot more than real life. Being stone-cold sober reminded him, “My life does suck.”

      “See, you say that like it’s a bad thing,” Fred replied. “And yet, in my experience, suction is always good. I’ll take any kind…lips, vacuums, even a bit of action with an interdimensional rip.”

      Mikhail glanced at him sharply. “What rip?”

      “Did you say you want my dick?” Innocent blinks didn’t work with Ymps.

      It was always the same with Fred. Say something, and he either replied with something dirty or bloodthirsty; sometimes, he combined the two.

      Time to change the subject. “How are you not going insane yet?” Mikhail paced as he ran his fingers through his hair. “I need to get off this bloody ship. I can’t stand all these people who can’t decide if they hate me, don’t see me, or want to shove their tongue up my ass before stabbing me with a dagger.”

      “You know what I’d vote for.” A disturbingly long tongue wiggled.

      Mikhail turned away to continue his rant. “Did you know the priestess that jumped onto the Zoll’a from the citadel keeps trying to talk to me?” The religion had yet to decide if Mikhail was needed or not to help the chosen one. Some thought he was the mirror, the one who would help guide Rafe home. Other religious factions thought him impure and that only the spilling of his blood would show the way. And then there was the opposite side of the theology. According to the Roamers, the dark prince would supposedly kill the destroyer.

      But that would mean I’d have to kill Rafe.

      Do it. The insidious whisper curled around him.

      No. He couldn’t. Shouldn’t. A man shouldn’t obey the mad ramblings of voices no one else could hear.

      “There is something very strange about your priestess.” A surprising remark coming from Fred.

      “She is not my priestess.”

      “Yet she is often seen in the presence of your mother.”

      “My mother may consort with whom she wishes.” She’d even tried a few times to come see Mikhail. Each time, she tried to look sincere. Loving. She failed.

      His mother, the one who believed in the prophecy so much that she’d manipulated both of her sons, didn’t believe in delaying the inevitable. She went to the heart of the matter. “You should meet with the priestess. She just wants to speak with you,” his dyi had said.

      Mikhail spread his arms. “Then let her come talk to me.” He had no interest in running to the priestess—because that was what the voice wanted.

      “You know she can’t leave the temple. She’s been ill and confined ever since the citadel exploded.”

      Odd, that illness. It had struck only the priestess. I have an illness, too. It’s called don’t give a fuck. The expression, an Earth one, was used quite often by Emma. He missed seeing the human.

      Fingers snapped, drawing Mikhail back to the moment.

      “Someone was thinking of oiister. Which is good because that’s all I think about, too.” Fred made a grunting noise not appropriate for anyone’s ears. “Speaking of bearded, slimy delights, has anyone ever seen one of them naked?”

      “One of who?”

      “The priestess and her minions?”

      “Why would I see one naked?” If there was anything truly asexual, the priestesses were it. Tall for their kind, limbs and torso stretched so that they were freakishly slim, they could have been man or woman, the smooth features hidden by a white fabric shroud, the body, amorphous in shape. The idea of stripping one held no appeal, especially because he couldn’t help recalling his childhood conviction that beneath the outfits was smooth skin, smooth all over, meaning no true gender, no face, nothing. Just a body to host a spirit.

      A disturbing line of thinking.

      “Aren’t you the least bit curious?” Fred canted his head, his slitted eyes studying Mikhail.

      “Nope.” A true male never admitted to strange fears.

      “And you don’t find that odd? I do. How are none of your people more curious about this group who rules your clans so closely?”

      “The Dom’umm Terramyn’oos have always been. Why would we question that?” He frowned as the voice in his head cackled. He doesn’t see what’s in front of him. Idiot. Hee-hee-hee. Mikhail frowned.

      “Questioning is normal.”

      “Since when do you advocate normal?”

      “Since you stopped being yourself.”

      This was the most serious Mikhail had ever seen the Ymp. And over the most ridiculous thing. “Are you smoking that weed that makes you paranoid again?” The last time Fred had over-imbibed, he’d become convinced that gravity was trying to kill him and kept trying to reach the ceiling.

      “I’m not the one listening to some creature in a white bodysuit.”

      “The Dom’umm are harmless. They are the voice of a religion. Nothing more.”

      “A religion that came out of where? Where did they come from? Who started the lies? What do they know of your people that they’re not telling you? Who are they?”

      Mikhail knew that answer, and so did Fred. “How many times do I have to say that those serving the religion are one half of the twins?” He remembered that fact from the time he’d spent melded with the citadel. So much more knowledge had been lost, and only a few tidbits stayed behind to tease him with the knowledge he’d once held.

      “So they hide because people would recognize who they were. But why did they start hiding? Wouldn’t it be easier to just tell folks that when twins are born, they only get to keep one and that the other must join the church?”

      “But we weren’t always split.” Mikhail blinked. He’d spoken, and yet he’d not meant to. Nor did he know what his words meant.

      “What’s that you say?” Fred leaned forward, his expression intent. “Tell me about a time before the split.”

      The flames in his friend’s eyes danced hypnotically, and Mikhail’s lips parted and his voice escaped with a cackled, “One to serve the people, the other to serve the ship. One plus one does not equal two but one. One. One. One.” The words pitched out of him higher and higher. He wanted to stuff a fist into his mouth, anything to stop the mad gibberish. As rapidly as it had hit, the cackling halted.

      Fred didn’t comment on the madness. “I still can’t figure it out. Your people have been giving children over to the citadel and your religion for eons, and you never thought to question it. Never, until your mother suddenly thought, ‘I’m keeping my baby.’”

      “Of course, we didn’t ask because we didn’t know of the twins.” It seemed like a basic reply, but Fred frowned.

      “Exactly.”

      Mikhail waited.

      Fred sighed. “What in the burning plains of Haydez have they done to you?”

      For a moment, Mikhail grasped Fred’s concern. How is it that no one ever spoke of or suspected the truth about the multiple babies? The layers of subterfuge needed to hide something like—

      The shrill screams in his head and mad singing—La-la-la-la-la—derailed his train of thought. His mind blinked, and he noted Fred staring at him. “What were you saying?”

      “To steal a phrase from that human female, this is all kinds of fucked up.”

      “Only to an outsider.” For some peculiar reason, he felt a need to protect his people. Odd, because they didn’t usually give him the same kind of care.

      “Are you sure those religious types are the missing babies? Have you ever really looked at the priestesses or their acolytes? They don’t look Rhomanii.”

      “But they are.” Mikhail knew this because his mother had said so.

      An exaggerated groan escaped Fred. “This is impossible.” The Ymp tugged at his horns. “Let’s try a different approach. What happened to your cousin, Vlenko?”

      “He went to serve the temple.” Mikhail tossed a bright, triumphant smile at Fred. “I remember that. He suddenly felt a need to serve.”

      “Did he?”

      Of course he did, because he lost his twin and without him felt too alone.

      Mikhail blinked. Vlenko didn’t have a twin, and yet a fading citadel memory showed a chubby Vlenko lying in a pool alongside a very corpulent Tobii.

      Another twin.

      He blinked. What twin? The memory tried to slip away, but he held tightly to it and finally grasped what Fred was saying. How could something so vast be so secret?

      Because you refuse to see. You all refuse to see. All the ships have at least one acolyte, living apart, observing you, and yet you don’t observe them.

      Impossible, yet the thought proved pervasive. But wrong. Mikhail never had anyone shadowing his ship. And neither did Rafe. But what of the other Rhomanii? Could he say the same? He certainly knew how well the acolytes spread themselves among the various clan branches.

      “Your people are being brainwashed.” Fred seemed determined to press the point.

      “By who, though, and for what purpose?”

      “I don’t know yet, and no one will talk about it. How’s an Ymp to peddle information if there’s none to be had?” He sounded so put out.

      “Perhaps because there is nothing to find.”

      “There’s more to it than that, and you know it.”

      The topic bored Mikhail, and he waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter if I know because I don’t care.”

      “If you’re going to lead the legion and your people, then you should.”

      The correct reply was, I’m not a leader, but…Mikhail didn’t want to be hasty.

      He changed the subject to one more pressing. “I hope something happens soon, or I’m going to hit the walls.”

      “Why hurt the poor defenseless ship when you can hit living beings?” Fred slapped a fist into his palm. “The screams and blood from others is much more satisfying.”

      “Until we get tossed in a cell.” Solitary confinement combined with subliminal conditioning encouraged misbehaving prisoners to obey the laws.

      “Prison might be worth it if I don’t get some fresh food and new putang soon,” Fred grumbled.

      “What is putang?”

      “A really cool version of—”

      The actual word got muffled by a sudden chiming bell, the warning before a system-wide announcement.

      “This is your commander speaking.”

      If it isn’t that pompous butthole, Luca, who couldn’t find his rectum if given a map. Mikhail had his own introduction for his cousin.

      “…coming to a planet with suitable surface conditions for restocking...”

      In other words, they’d found a place with fresh air, water, and possibly some indigenous legumes.

      “Preliminary scans don’t show any kind of habitation or outposts.”

      So what was wrong with the planet? You could also almost guarantee that there was something crazy wrong if it could provide materials and yet hadn’t found itself over-colonized.

      Habitable planets never stayed vacant for long. An effort to keep it untouched was sometimes made if a truly intelligent species seemed to be in control. Stupid environmentalists. Most of the time, an attempt was made to preserve a culture, but it never lasted long. Someone with ample credits and an avarice-guided mentality usually introduced a devastating event and wiped the surface clean.

      Look at Earth. It used to have massive lizard creatures ruling its plains until some weird galactic overlords thrust it into an ice age and then seeded it with gentler creatures. Some said humans were derived from early Rhomanii dropped on there. But Mikhail had his doubts.

      As for this sudden planet, even if they now traversed uncharted territory, they weren’t that far in. A virgin planet with no signs of habitation wasn’t a good thing. History lessons had taught him about the planets that seemed lovely. In most cases, after a certain number of planetary rotations, the surface found itself rapidly submerged in hot lava or some other catastrophic event. Some things even explorers couldn’t overcome. Those planets tended to remain vacant after the first few wipeouts.

      So what problem would this planet have?

      Luca still yapped via the ship-wide speaker. “…while all personnel are welcome to explore the planet, please adhere to the strict departure schedule. No exceptions.”

      By that, Luca meant miss the last transport to the ship and prepare to build yourself a new home because they weren’t sticking around for you.

      What a tempting thought. What if Mikhail stayed planet-side? Sure, he’d be alone, but it couldn’t be any worse than hanging with people who pretended he didn’t exist until it suited them. The irony, though? Those same women who looked past him and tittered behind their hands when they saw him in public usually came to his room to have sex with him. Of course they did. They liked being able to claim that they’d lain with the dark prince.

      He, on the other hand, tired of the games.

      “Think there’s anything dangerous on the surface?” Fred asked.

      “I hope so.” Anything to relieve the boredom. “So when did my high and mighty brother decide on this pit stop?”

      “He didn’t.” Fred flopped on Mikhail’s bed and began to scratch.

      Mikhail would have to strip the sheets. You could never be too careful with an Ymp. “Don’t tell me Luca made a decision on his own.” While Luca might possess his own delusions of grandeur, he always marched to the tune of others.

      “The esteemed commander of the Zoll’a takes advice from his distinguished aunt the duchess, and from his uncle Jo’quan.” Who happened to be married to Mikhail’s mother. “But most of all, he heeds the whispers of a certain Myko.” Myko being short for Myktlantyhcuutlii, a race of beings that, through a special ritual, had given up their so-called souls to become long-lived psychic vampires. It wasn’t as appealing as people would think, given not everyone survived the transition, and it involved being sterile. Long life or sex? Sometimes, the choice was all too clear.

      The Myko Fred referred to was the same one Mikhail had met during his time on Lac’uus, the fighting planet. Jakk’ohb A’Diabbloh, nicknamed JD, was the kind of pest that just refused to go away. And not for lack of trying. Mikhail tended to avoid the male because he hated how the purple bastard had the ability to sometimes control his thoughts and actions. The former Maestro needed to die.

      All it would take is one quick thrust of a knife. Except whenever the opportunity presented itself, Mikhail hesitated. Probably because he’s hypnotized me and everyone else into not killing him. An annoying mind control ability the Mykos enjoyed, but without the drugs used on Lac’uus to enhance the effect, Mikhail had to wonder if JD’s hold was as strong.

      “Imagine that, JD tonguing Luca’s butthole. Perhaps he thinks he convinced Luca to retake the ship Rafe stole from him.”

      “I don’t think JD gives a squirting shit about that little galaxy hopper. He could buy another one—a bigger one—easily if he wanted to.”

      “Then why is he still here?” Mikhail couldn’t figure out what stopped the conniving pit master from jumping ship. Probably the same thing that keeps me on board. Curiosity to know what happens next. And if he were truly honest with himself—something he hated with a passion—a lingering hope he’d find a way to belong.

      “The former Maestro thinks something is going to happen.” Fred lowered his voice, and his eyes took on an ominous glow, almost as if flames danced in the orbs. “We all want to be a part of history.”

      By we, Fred implied the legion. A legion Mikhail had yet to truly see, but one he kept hearing of. Somehow during their time at the great wheel, before the citadel had gone crazy and the Aba’ddon brothers had blown things up, the Zoll’a had become home to more than just one Ymp. Fred had been joined by a few friends. But a handful of Ymps wasn’t an army.

      What do I need an army for?

      You could be the one to rule them. Because he, too, had the blood. He just didn’t want the fucking responsibility. Look at Rafe. He didn’t have a life. He couldn’t even come aboard the Zoll’a without causing a stir. People prostrating themselves at his feet, chanting his name. Others running at him with knives. Females spreading their thighs in invitation. The man was a celebrity.

      Mikhail, on the other hand, the dark prince that no one was sure of—made distinct by his plain clothes and thick stubble—could wander about freely, avoiding only the occasional piss-poor assassination attempt. He was okay with that. Who wanted limelight?

      Me!

      Except that voice wasn’t him…was it?

      The planet Luca had pinpointed didn’t exactly possess size, but it had plenty of atmosphere. The Zoll’a was, of course, much too immense to land on the surface and take off again without great energy waste, but there were plenty of vessels within the three hangars capable of providing shuttle service to the surface.

      He and Fred took one.

      “What are we hunting?” his companion asked, stroking the dagger by his side while winking at the Rhomanii matron in front of him. She sniffed and turned her head, as did the daughters.

      “I wasn’t planning to hunt anything. I just want some fresh air.” Something that didn’t smell like stale, recycled ship.

      The trip from space to the surface didn’t take very long. Stepping out of the shuttle, Mikhail met the crisp, dry air with a deep breath. He exhaled loudly. “You can’t get that kind of freshness on board.” Not even in the conservatory with all its greenery.

      “Lacks flavor.” Fred made a moue of displeasure. What Fred called flavor, normal folks called rancid and burnt. “But the day is young.”

      The area immediately around them was filled with milling people, some gathering around tables set with food, a planet-side picnic for entertainment. Other members of the ship’s crew were hard at work, bent low to the ground, scooping and grabbing samples of soil and foliage. For all the Rhomanii explored the many galaxies looking for profit, they also suffered from curiosity.

      Feeling no urge to join them, Mikhail wandered away, letting his feet lead him from the hustle and bustle. Industriousness made him gag.

      Across a waving field of yellow, he could see a jumble of rocks rising high, a perfect vantage point. He navigated his way across the golden field, noting that the stalks he kicked rose to just above his knees, the ideal hiding spot for critters. He kept a close eye for movement in the fronds. He knew all too well about predators that hid low to the ground, things with sharp teeth that loved ankles. He remained unmolested during his trek, seeing nothing and hearing nothing.

      Making it to the rock pile at the far end without incident, he climbed, his fingers grasping stone for leverage while his toes found crevices to heave him upward. Fred, while shorter and stocky, clambered with ease, his cloven feet having no problem navigating the jagged rock.

      Once they’d reached the top, Mikhail found himself on a windswept plateau. He took a deep breath, enjoying the clean smell imbued with a hint of moisture. Oddly enough, the humidity seemed greater up here than below.

      “What a boring planet,” Fred observed. “Very little land and nothing to hunt. No wonder it hasn’t made anyone’s guide of places to visit.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Mikhail’s gaze didn’t just take in the vista around them, but also the stone they stood upon. Smooth stone except for something less than natural smack dab in the middle.

      Mikhail crouched and pointed at the eroded symbol carved into the rock. “Is it me, or does this look like the thing etched on those artifacts Rafe used to collect?”

      It also closely resembled the drawing on his breastplate—a medallion of an unknown substance with straps that kept it tight to his body and yet provided head-to-toe protection if invoked.

      “I think it looks like just regular rock surrounded by more rock.” Fred planted his hands on his hips. “And if anyone knows rock-hard things, it’s me.”

      “This isn’t natural.” The grooves in the stone, though, looked too intentional. Mikhail began to trace it, over and over, without even thinking about it. His finger followed the line that whorled and looped while the medallion on his chest heated.

      The etching began to glow, a white and clear light. Then it suddenly disappeared, along with all the rock around it, including the rock Mikhail stood on. Since gravity worked all too well on this planet, he fell!
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