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      “Second Male? No. That can’t be right.”

      The Oracle stared right through Esca. Her beautiful face disinterested, immune both to his shock, and to his highly inappropriate question. She was too deep in her trance with the deities of their planet to care what he thought.

      “Esca!” He turned to see his father gesticulating wildly. “Thank the Oracle, and withdraw!”

      He bowed his head, but he couldn’t force himself to say thank you. He stumbled down the marble steps toward his parents, who hustled him away from the main hall of the temple and into one of the side rooms. His mother was already weeping, his father as pale as the stonework.

      “How can I be Second Male? I graduated first in my class from military school! Everyone knows I have a brilliant career ahead of me! How in frek’s name am I supposed to bow down to another male?”

      His father took a deep breath. “The Oracle has spoken. We cannot go against the decision of the gods.” He looked past Esca to the priestess who had come into the room behind him. “My lady, do you have news of the male my son is to join with?”

      Esca turned his back on his father and glared at the priestess. His graduation day was in ruins He’d always known he’d be in a relationship with two others; it was the way of his people. But he’d assumed he’d be First Male, preferably to two females, certainly not the inferior position of Second to another man.

      The woman bowed, handed Esca a scroll, and departed. He slowly unrolled the parchment and read the single word.

      “Ash. Who the frek is that?”

      “Ash?” His father’s jaw literally dropped. “He’s the newest member of the Senate. By the gods, if you are allied to him you will be untouchable.”

      “Not by him,” Esca snapped. “Who is this man? If he’s on the council, he’s probably ancient.”

      “He’s only about seven or eight years older than you are.” His father’s expression was lightening with every second. “He is extraordinary.” He turned to his wife. “If Esca is allied to him, Marnee, we can be proud.”

      “And what about me?” Esca demanded. “I’m the one who has to live with the guy, has to let him⁠—”

      “Let’s go home and discuss this further.” His father wasn’t even listening to him anymore.

      Esca turned on his heel and started down the stairs. In the entrance hall of the temple, a uniformed man looked up and stepped forward.

      “Are you Esca?”

      “Yes.”

      The man bowed. “Ash would like to meet you. I am here to take you to him.” He smiled at Esca’s parents. “I shall return him to you before dusk.”

      Esca didn’t bother to talk to the man on the way through the city. What the frek was he supposed to say to this Ash guy? The last thing his father had said before he’d been escorted to the limo, was not to disgrace his family. How was he going to do that when he’d been put in an impossible situation?

      They arrived at one of the premier apartment buildings in the city, and Esca was taken in a private elevator that went up so fast he almost puked. The elevator opened onto a narrow white marble vestibule. His companion knocked on the only door, and led Esca through into a large room that was almost all windows and offered a stunning view over the capital city.

      “One moment, sir. I’ll go and find Senator Ash.”

      His driver disappeared. Esca focused his gaze on the distant lights of the military base where he’d hoped to begin his career. His throat hurt and his gut was tied in knots. But he had to do the right thing, the reputation of his family depended on it.

      A slight sound behind him made him turn. His gaze took in the long fair hair and perfect features of the man who studied him with equal interest. And frek, not only was his face good to look at, but his mind… the psychic power emanating from him called to something deep inside Esca, made him want to move closer…

      “Esca? I’m Ash.”

      Swallowing hard, Esca moved forward and fell to his knees in front of the other man. He formally kissed Ash’s fingers.

      “First Male.”

      “Thank you for observing the traditions. I appreciate it.” Ash withdrew his hand. “Now will you come and sit down? Let me offer you a drink. We have a lot to discuss.”

      Esca rose to his feet aware that although he was as tall as Ash, he was already broader, and going to get even bigger.

      “But aren’t you going to⁠—”

      “Take you straight to bed and ravish you?” Ash’s smile was sweet. “That isn’t really my style.”

      Esca subsided into the nearest chair and waited until Ash gave him a drink and took the seat opposite him. “You don’t want me?”

      “You’ve just graduated from military school, and you’re due to attend the space academy, correct?”

      “That’s what I wanted to do, yes.”

      “Then I suggest you go ahead and do it.” He looked up and Esca noticed how blue his eyes were. “The only difference will be that instead of going to your parents when you’re on leave, I’d like you to come here. I’d like you to start thinking of this as your home.”

      “I don’t understand.” Esca tried not to scowl. “You could make me live here permanently, and stop me from being anything, but your mate.”

      Ash raised his eyebrows. “Why would I do that? Don’t you think you deserve to fulfill your dreams?”

      Esca let out his breath. “I want to be the best space fighter pilot our military has ever produced.”

      “Then do it.” Ash toasted him with his glass. “We have all our lives to get to know each other.”

      “I never imagined I’d have to—to⁠—”

      “Submit to another male?”

      “Yeah.” Esca raised his chin. “I always thought I’d be First Male.”

      “I can see why. From what I’ve read, you have extraordinary potential both in the military and as a psychic match for me.” He hesitated. “Do you feel that, at least?”

      “That I’m drawn to what’s going on in your head?” Esca nodded. “Yeah, I get that loud and clear. It’s the other stuff I’m not so sure about.” He looked hastily down at his empty glass. “I’ve never been in a physical relationship with a male.”

      “I know, which is why I’m not pushing that on you right now.”

      “Right now?”

      Ash smiled. “One day, I hope you’ll come willingly to my bed.” He shrugged. “I can wait.”
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        8 years later

      

      

      “Congratulations, on your new command, Major.”

      Esca smiled at the assembled guests, and raised his glass to accept the toast.

      “Thanks. I always wanted to be a fighter pilot, but apparently the military had other plans for me.” He grinned at his assembled team. “I’m more than happy to lead this new Special Forces unit.”

      “Good luck with that with this war going on.” Grumbled his cousin, Trenx. “As captain of the ship, you’re going to be based on, I’ll do my best to keep you all alive.”

      “Thanks. We appreciate it.” Esca turned to Ash who had come up behind him and was refilling his glass. “We’ve got an early start tomorrow, so don’t give me too much.”

      Trenx groaned. “That’s right. We’ve got to be going anyway.” He raised his voice. “All of you except Senator Ash, and Major Esca, we’re returning to base.”

      “You don’t want me to come?” Esca asked.

      “Nope, you get the night off to celebrate.” Trenx winked at him. “But be on board in eight hours, or we’ll go without you.”

      By the time his shipmates and assorted guests had been waved off, the caterers were done cleaning up, and Ash had disappeared. Esca thanked Chase, their housekeeper, and went through to his suite to finally strip off his dress uniform. Even though he scrubbed his dark hair twice and spent a long time in the shower, he emerged wide-awake, and aware that Ash hadn’t gone to bed either.

      He sat down on the side of his bed and clasped his hands together. Since his last leave, he’d been dreaming constantly about the other man, waking up hard and wanting, imagining their limbs entangled, Ash moving over him…

      He was twenty-five. Old enough now to understand the power the other male had over him, and want to put it to the test.

      “Frek.”

      He’d never turned his back on a challenge but this was damned hard. With a sigh, he got up, wrapped a towel around his hips and headed back across the now deserted main living area to Ash’s bedroom suite. He knocked on the door and waited until he heard Ash’s reply before going in.

      His First Male sat in a chair by the fire. From the look of his long damp blond hair he’d also showered. He wore a white silk robe, knotted at his waist and his feet were bare. He looked up as Esca entered.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Esca gathered his courage and went to kneel at Ash’s feet. “I have a confession to make.”

      “You don’t want this assignment? I can⁠—”

      Esca wrapped his fingers around Ash’s ankle. “If you use your influence to protect me, I’ll bloody kill you. It’s not about that.”

      “Then what?”

      “I can’t stop thinking about you.” Esca managed to look up. “I kept wondering which of our guests you were dating, or, or fucking, or⁠—”

      Ash touched his hair. “I haven’t fucked anyone since we were formally mated.”

      “That’s almost eight years ago!”

      He shrugged. “I was convinced you would be worth the wait.”

      Esca groaned. “Frek, I wish I could say the same, I’ve fucked way too many females, I didn’t know you’d wait.”

      “No males?”

      “No, you’re the only one I’ve ever—” He swallowed hard. “Ever wanted that way.”

      “Well, that’s good isn’t it?”

      Esca kissed Ash’s elegant foot. “So will you fuck me?”

      “If that is what you wish.”

      “Tonight?”

      “Why this sudden rush?”

      “Because I keep thinking about all the time I’ve wasted because of my own stupid pride, all the psychic power I’ve denied you by refusing to complete our bond.”

      “I’ve done fairly well without you.” There was a hint of amusement in Ash’s voice that made Esca relax. “But additional psychic power is always appealing to a man of my political appetites.”

      “Then will you take mine?”

      “With pleasure.” Ash stood and headed for his bedroom. “Come, then.”
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        * * *

      

      Ash led Esca into his bedroom and closed the door. At first sight, the Oracle couldn’t have chosen a more unlikely mate for him than this hardened soldier who still looked rather unsure of what he’d let himself in for. Esca wasn’t a man used to submitting to anyone, his sheer strength of will and physique shouted that. Even at eighteen, his arrogance and courage had impressed Ash. At twenty-six he was breathtaking. Ash considered the flex of his Second’s muscles, the tight abs and long legs. He’d waited a long time to lure his mate into his bed, and he was determined not to frek it up now.

      “Sit.” Ash pointed at the side of the bed and Esca did what he asked. He sat like the military man he was, feet spread wide, shoulders back and his hands on his knees.

      Ash approached and put his hands on the other man’s shoulders, felt his own shock at the intimate contact echoed in Esca’s mind. Gods, he wanted this man. Reaching out with all his senses, he slid his hands down over Esca’s arms and muscled chest, letting him access his mind in a way he allowed no other, letting him feel what he was feeling.

      He stroked over Esca’s nipples until they were hard against his palm and then used his finger and thumb to make them even harder.

      “Ah…”

      Ash smiled as he noted Esca’s cock filling out and pushing against the confines of his towel. He kissed Esca’s nose and then his forehead.

      “What did you imagine it would be like, Second Male?”

      “Like this,” Esca whispered against Ash’s lips. “Like I wouldn’t want to stop, that I’d end up begging you to do anything you wanted to me.”

      Ash’s own cock thickened at that admission, and he bit gently at Esca’s lip. “Are you hard for me?”

      “Yes.”

      Ash dropped his hand lower until he grasped Esca’s hard cock through his towel. “May I see you?”

      “Yes.”

      Ash pulled the towel away and fell to his knees. “Beautiful.” He leaned forward and licked Esca’s already wet cock from tip to root.

      “Aren’t I supposed to be doing that to you?”

      Ash smiled up at him. “Eventually—unless you object to me touching you first.”

      “Gods, no, go ahead, I’m⁠—”

      Ash swallowed Esca’s cock in one smooth motion, easing him down his throat and sucking hard. He wanted to smile at his mate’s reaction, the way his hips thrust forward to push himself deeper and his hand buried in Ash’s hair holding him in a tight painful grip. He took his time getting to know what Esca liked, keeping him aroused and hard, only easing off when he sensed it was too much. Being able to access his partner’s chaotic thoughts made the process so much easier and much more intimate. While he sucked, he brought his hand up to play with Esca’s balls and explore the soft skin of his taint and the pucker of his ass.

      “Oh frek, I’m⁠—”

      Ash swallowed Esca’s come and then carefully released his lover’s now flaccid cock. He stood and gestured for Esca to lie back on the bed. He climbed up beside him and slowly took off his robe. Esca’s gaze lowered.

      “You’re big.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll fit.” Ash straddled Esca’s stomach and cupped his cock and balls. “Give me your hand.”

      Esca complied and Ash wrapped it around both of their cocks, intertwining his fingers with his lover’s. Wetness soon covered their moving fingers. Ash carefully leaned forward and brushed his mouth over Esca’s parted lips.

      “Do you like this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to come again, or will you wait?”

      “I’ll do whatever you want as long as you don’t stop touching me.”

      “Oh, I’m not stopping now. Not until I’m so deep inside you that there’s nowhere else to go.” Ash smiled as he picked up the lube he’d placed by the side of the bed and coated his finger.

      He disentangled himself, leaving the other man holding his own shaft and knelt between his legs. As he licked the crown of Esca’s cock he eased the tip of his finger inside him, felt a tremor run through his mate and distracted him with more licks and kisses.

      It was no hardship to take his time. He’d dreamed of this moment for years, Esca willingly spread beneath him, begging to be fucked. The reality was even better than he’d expected. He pushed in further, to the first knuckle and soothed Esca’s cock with his tongue and his mind. Moving up, he added his other hand to Esca’s shaft and kissed him, the slow deliberate penetration mimicking his possession of the man’s ass.

      “More.” Esca groaned. “Faster.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” Despite his words, Ash eased a second oiled finger in alongside the first, and started to work them back and forth.

      “And what if I want that?” Esca said. “What if I want to feel owned, possessed, and sore? What if I want to remember you fucking me hard when I’m sitting on that spaceship tomorrow?”

      “How hard?” Ash’s cock jerked and he fought the urge to come.

      Esca’s brown eyes were narrowed and full of lust. “As hard as I can take. I’m a big, tough soldier. I know you’re being careful with me, but⁠—”

      Ash kissed him, shoving his tongue into Esca’s mouth, adding a third finger and working him until his hips lifted and his cock filled out again.

      “Gods, yes.”

      It was enough encouragement for Ash to draw back, grasp his cock and press the head against Esca’s well-lubed ass.

      “Do it.” Esca growled. “Do me hard.”

      Ash pushed forward, gasping at the tightness of Esca’s passage, each tiny gain a victory, each yielding, a mark of his right to possess this arrogant magnificent male, to own him as no other man ever would.

      “Ah…” Ash paused to appreciate the sight of the last inch of his cock disappearing inside Esca. He looked down at the other man and held still.

      “Hard enough for you?”

      He was rewarded with a flicker of a smile. “You feel as big as my fist.”

      “And I haven’t even started pounding into you yet.”

      “What are you waiting for?” Esca licked his lips and squeezed his own cock.

      “I just wanted to appreciate the moment, to see you on your back, filled with my cock just as I’ve imagined you countless times.”

      “I’ve imagined it too.”

      Ash rocked his hips, watched Esca’s expression tighten. “It’s better than I dreamed.”

      “Then finish it. Fuck me. Make me yours.”

      Ash didn’t need any more encouragement. He leaned into Esca and started to thrust, each jerk of his hips exploding a thousand sensations through his tightly encased cock and his mind. Esca’s thoughts reached him too, became entwined and for a moment as he powered toward a climax, were indistinguishable from his. As he came, he even thought he could see those new neural connections being formed through the red haze of his closed eyes.

      When he opened his eyes he lay against Esca’s chest, one hand tangled in his lover’s short dark hair. He eased his cock free and came up on one elbow to assess his mate.

      ‘Shall we shower?”

      “You don’t want me to leave?”

      Ash opened his eyes wide. “Without reciprocating?”

      Esca went still. “You’d let me do that to you?”

      “Yes.” Ash rolled over and stood up, loved the way Esca’s gaze rested on his nakedness. “We are supposed to be mated.”

      “But I always assumed⁠—”

      “That you were destined to be forever fucked and left wanting?” Ash opened the door into his lavish bathroom and put on the shower. “You don’t have to fuck me.” He stepped under the blissfully hot water and waited for Esca to join him. “If we add a female to our threesome, you could choose to only fuck her.”

      He opened his eyes as Esca’s hand closed around his cock.

      “Oh, I think I want you.”

      Ash smiled. “Then let’s not waste any more time.”
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      “What’s wrong? Are you in pain?”

      Esca turned from his contemplation of the city lights to find Ash framed in the doorway of his suite.

      “I’m fine.” He surreptitiously moved to ease the cramp in his leg. “I was just thinking about tomorrow.”

      Ash sat beside him on the couch, his quiet presence always made Esca feel better. He wore his usual silk robe and his long pale hair was tied back at the nape of his neck. He smelled of the shower and of himself, an indefinable scent Esca still craved like a drug. His robe was tied so loosely that Esca could see his finely muscled torso, the long limbs and strong fingers that made sharing his bed so freking pleasurable.

      Not that they’d been sharing much recently, what with Esca’s injury and Ash’s preoccupation with the affairs of the senate… That was probably his fault too.

      After he’d gotten out of hospital and returned to the apartment, his lover had taken time off to care for him, putting up with his moods, his rages and his totally unreasonable demands. And now Ash was slammed with work.

      “Are you sure you’re fit enough to go on this mission?”

      Esca’s guilty thoughts about Ash dissipated, and he cast him an irritated glance. “Sure I am.”

      “You’re certain?”

      “You might be First Male, but you aren’t my mother, or the military physician. Luckily, the latter declared me fit, so I’m going.”

      “Whether I think it’s a wise decision or not.”

      “What are you going to do, stop me?”

      “I could.”

      “And you know I’d never freking forgive you if you did.”

      “I’m concerned about your fitness.”

      “I get that.” Esca stared out at the city. “I can’t stay here forever. The accident was months ago. I’ve passed all the tests the military have thrown at me, I’m not in pain, I’m mentally competent and I’m bored witless here.”

      Ash didn’t say anything his gaze fixed on the rapidly darkening horizon, too.

      “Dammit, Ash.”

      “What?”

      “You’re determined to make this difficult for me, aren’t you?”

      “I’m well aware that the decisions I make in the Senate have caused this war to drag on, and⁠—”

      “—You don’t like being reminded up close and personal of the cost of those decisions?” Esca gestured at his leg, which despite all his declarations to the contrary still hurt like frek. “I do my job. You can’t protect me from everything.”

      “I know that you wouldn’t be the extraordinary leader and tactician you are if you were any different. I just wish you were more careful sometimes.”

      “I’m a special ops soldier. I’m not paid to be careful.”

      Ash swung around to study him. “You were offered a promotion out of the field. Why didn’t you take it?”

      Esca took a long slow breath. “How the frek do you know about that?”

      “I was informed by the military.” Ash paused. “It would’ve been nice if you’d mentioned it to me yourself.”

      “Really, or did you tell them what you wanted to happen?” Esca glared at his companion. “Dammit, Ash.”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      Esca’s skeptical expression made Ash stiffen, and slam down his shields. “I’ve expressed my concern, you’ve told me it’s irrelevant. I accept that. Have a successful trip.” He rose from the couch. “Goodnight, Second.”

      Esca forced himself to remain still and seethe quietly. Even with their unique psychic link, sometimes Ash could be the devil to understand. He certainly didn’t need the male who practically ran the Senate treating him like a little lost puppy. None of Ash’s colleagues would believe their leader had a weakness like him. Sometimes he didn’t believe it himself.

      He resolutely stared out over the city. His bags were packed and he was going on the next mission. If he didn’t go…

      With a curse, he heaved himself upright and went through to Ash’s rooms, not bothering to knock. His First Male was seated at his desk working, his expression absorbed. He looked older than his thirty-four years, more careworn and exhausted. Despite Ash’s calm exterior, Esca knew better than anyone the tremendous strain his mate was under.

      “You work too hard.” Esca leaned against the door. There was no reply and the
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