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        Prophecy says he’s the one who will find the lost Rhomanii homeworld. Fate has governed his whole life. But he’s not letting it control his future.

        

      

      The Rhomanii are looking for the man foretold in the prophecy, a leader that will unite the clans and lead them home. Some addled seers decided that man is Rafe. That caused a bit of an issue, mostly because there is a second foretelling, one calling him the destroyer. Cooler name, but it comes with attempts to kill him, mostly by his uncle, the archduke for the enclave.

      But what’s a little blood and murder between family members? Rafe is older now. Wiser. And most definitely deadlier, which is why Rafe is returning to the mighty wheel housing his clan. It seems his uncle has some of the artifacts he’s seeking. Not for long.

      Rafe is so close to completing the puzzle and solving the mystery. Maybe even finding the mysterious path home. Time is running out, though.  The forces for and against him are rallying. Grumbles and whispers tell of entire families gone silent. Who is killing them, and is rebellion the only solution?
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      Boom. Kaboom. Boom-fucking-boom.

      Rafe’s ship exploded, without much of a flash, the relentless chill of space extinguishing it before it had a chance to burn. The pieces of his craft scattered in all directions, spinning, and flipping, now and forevermore space junk.

      He blinked, and in his mind’s eye, saw it again. And again. The end of his Annabelle, a ship that was more than just bolts and welded parts. His ship was real, the Annabelle a person to him. He couldn’t have said how or when it happened. One day, after a trip through a wormhole, she’d changed. His ship’s AI achieved a true personality, going from robotic and humorless to sarcastic and sassy. And now she was gone, extinguished, never to drive him to lunacy again.

      “Are you fucking crying?” asked Mikhail, not even attempting to hide his disgust.

      Men don’t cry. A lesson oft repeated before the cane came down across already bruised knuckles. His tutors didn’t allow weakness in their pupil. They’d also taught him what to do if someone ever saw him acting weak. Eliminate the witnesses.

      Without a second thought, Rafe punched his brother. The fist hitting flesh felt good, even if his knuckles protested a bit. His face joined that protest when Mikhail slugged Rafe back. The brief flare of pain was welcome, especially since it momentarily distracted him from what had just happened.

      Another punch. And another. The physical exertion felt good, so, of course, she had to ruin it.

      “Stop it!” Emma hollered.

      Why did the woman have to screech when men were just having fun? Rafe glared at her. “Why should I stop? He started it.”

      “I started it because I am tired of looking at your woebegone expression,” Mikhail retorted. “Man up. Get some balls and act instead of wallowing.”

      “I will damned well wallow if I please,” Rafe shouted back. “My fucking ship just blew up, I’m stuck in a tiny life pod with Emma and you, which means—”

      Mikhail’s expression brightened, and he interrupted. “It means threesomes are possible so long as our junks don’t touch, because I don’t know if the fact that I’m your twin makes it masturbation or just really weird.”

      That is a really good question. One he wasn’t in a hurry to answer.

      “We are not having a sexual orgy,” Emma stated quite firmly.

      His twin grinned. “You say that now, but wait until boredom sets in. Not to mention, you’ll need to do something to stay in shape.”

      Look at that. Rafe’s fist hit him again. “I hate you.” With a passion.

      “Poor little prince. Maybe we can find a tit for you to suckle on.”

      “At least I have a tit to play with. Your hand is going to get pretty callused.” A smirk curled his lips.

      “Been there. Touched that,” Mikhail taunted. Nice reminder that he’d seduced Emma when she’d mistaken him for Rafe.

      Whack. Mikhail might have expected the blow, but Rafe held nothing back.

      “Nice shot.” Mikhail rubbed his jaw. A jaw that was an exact copy of Rafe’s.

      It still freaked him out to see his clone, the body double created soon after his birth to protect him. A clone now grown into something that shouldn’t exist. A clone with a soul, or so it seemed.

      Usually, clones didn’t exist past a certain age, not sentient versions at any rate. For some reason, instead of Mikhail remaining a slobbering, mindless creature, he’d grown into a man with intelligence.

      Debatable intelligence.

      Emma called Mikhail his twin. They were common on Earth, apparently. Not common at all with the Rhomanii. Actually, more like unheard of. Did the fact that they shared the same genetic makeup, if different wombs—flesh versus vat—make Mikhail his brother?

      He is more like my nemesis. The boy who’d stolen his childhood. How long had Rafe plotted Mikhail’s demise? Plotted and yet never followed through. He wasn’t quite sure why.

      Tweet. The strident whistle stopped the tussling with ear-piercing efficiency. “Instead of getting into a pissing contest, we should be discussing what the hell we are going to do.” Emma paced. Three paces, turn. Three steps, turn. Tight quarters didn’t lend to proper agitated pacing. “I mean, let’s look at facts. We are stuck in this life pod thingy, going…” Emma, dressed in a filmy gown covered in the stained signs of the battle they’d just left, fixed him with a stare. Brown-eyed, very cute, but not very imposing given her hair tumbled in a mess over partially bared shoulders and she had a smudge of dirt on the tip of her nose. She snapped her fingers. “Life pod to Rafe, come in, Rafe. Are you even paying attention to me?”

      More than she knew. “What do you want me to tell you?”

      “I want you to tell me where we are.”

      “Space.” He got the expected glare and grinned.

      “That wasn’t helpful.”

      “I know.” Said in his best Solo voice. Yes, he’d seen the movies while on Earth. Guess which character he connected with most?

      “So, is this thing programmed to find a safe place to land?”

      “While the pods can technically land on a planetary surface, that is only feasible if one is very close by. And before you ask, no, there is nothing suitable in the vicinity. The closest one that would support us is too far. Even if we did make it there, I doubt we’d have enough power and hull integrity left by that point to land.” Judging by the expression on her face, he should have left parts of that out.

      “Are you trying to tell me we’re going to float in space forever?”

      “Just you. And me. And him.” Mikhail jerked his head. “Until the first baby. Then things might get crowded.”

      “Would you stop that?” Rafe snapped. “I will eject you from this pod before I let you lay a hand on her.”

      “We’ll probably run out of power and food before things get that far.”

      As soon as Mikhail had said it, Rafe groaned. “Now you’ve done it.”

      Having experienced it before, Rafe braced himself. Time for an Emma rant.

      Her lips pursed, and her hands hit her hips. “Exactly what use is a life pod if we’re just going to die in it?”

      “Have a little faith.” He shrugged and tossed her the grin that usually got him out of trouble. “No one said anything about dying.”

      “But you said we can’t float around forever.”

      “We can’t, which is why the pod emits a signal and informs craft in the vicinity of our plight.”

      “Assuming there is someone around.”

      “The signal travels pretty far. Someone will hear it and retrieve our vessel.”

      “Will they? And why would they bother to rescue us?” A heavy sigh left Emma as she flopped in the chair that was one of a pair. The two seats comprised the only furniture in the cramped space. “Aren’t you the one always telling me the universe is a big, bad place where no one helps anyone else?”

      “Of course you can’t help.” Mikhail snorted. “Helping makes you look weak.”

      “Or compassionate.”

      “But mostly weak.”

      Her brow furrowed. “If rescuing looks weak, then why on earth would this beacon thing work?”

      “Because it’s not a rescue if we offer payment,” Rafe explained as he drummed his fingers on the glass screen before him inset into the wall of the craft. A panel spanning several of his hands wide and high illuminated. He quickly scanned the metrics displayed.

      She leaned forward. “What are you looking at?”

      “This shows me everything we need to know about our situation. The fact that you don’t see any blue means all of our systems are at optimum performance. While this”—he pointed to a green pulse—“shows our signal radiating outwards. Once it hits a ship in this system, it will ping back.”

      “Unless they’re pirates who tend to jam return signals so they can sneak up on us.”

      “Pirates!” she squeaked, and Rafe narrowed his gaze on Mikhail.

      Without an ounce of apology, his mirror image grinned. “Don’t glare at me for telling the truth. Isn’t that what you do?”

      Used to do. Rafe didn’t have a ship anymore—sob—that he could use to plunder.

      For now. His first order of business after rescue was getting a new vessel. Even if nothing can ever replace my Annabelle.

      Despite it going against his nature, he attempted reassurance. “Don’t worry about pirates.”

      “Says the pirate.” Muttered under her breath.

      “How much are you offering to rescue us?” Mikhail asked as he leaned in and perused the screen.

      Rafe almost growled. “Stop calling it rescue. It’s payment for services rendered.”

      “Whatever. How much is the bribe?”

      As Rafe slid his finger on the screen, the amount scrolled up.

      A low whistle slid past Mikhail’s lips. “Very nice. Half of it upfront. The other half at a destination of your choice.”

      That was the deal Rafe offered. However, that wasn’t the end of it. A male had a certain reputation to maintain. Getting plucked from space and then having to travel under the guest rule of a fellow commander was more than his two balls could take. To counteract the emasculation of it all, there would be only one solution. Eliminate whoever rescued him.

      “At least you made the bounty higher than our worth.”

      “What do you mean by ‘our worth?’” Emma stood, only to flop herself on his lap. No warning, just trusting in the familiarity they’d achieved during their time together since they’d fled Earth. Can you imagine how mad she’d be if I shoved her off? Maybe later if he needed entertainment.

      “By worth, he means that we’d make good salvage. There are many ways to profit off the lives of others, starting with the markets that are looking for goods. Across the universe, there are buyers looking to acquire new flesh as slaves or concubines.”

      “And then there are those seeking a delicate cut of flesh, a treat for a refined palate. The sentient snails aren’t just collected for their poems and lovely custom shells. They are excellent sautéed in a butter reduction served with a twice-reduced cream sauce.” Mikhail rubbed his stomach.

      A moue of distaste twisted Emma’s lips. “Space is not a nice place.”

      “I’m glad you finally understand that.” Rafe had certainly been trying to make her see the truth, but it didn’t prove easy for Emma to adjust. The companion he’d stolen from Earth struggled so much to understand the strange new existence he’d submerged her in. She still thought the majority of people would do the right thing. The nice thing.

      Only if there was profit.

      Profit didn’t explain, though, why he kept Emma around and didn’t toss his clone out an airlock.

      Stupid feelings. For an evolved species, the Rhomanii had one major failing. They cared too damned much. Then again, the histrionics from a good temper tantrum did provide entertainment—and kept the glass industry in high demand.

      His mother and sisters loved to throw things. Breakable things, usually. It made more noise and gave the men who’d peeved them a chance to buy them something in apology. In that, the Rhomaniis and Earthlings had much in common.

      And Earthlings, while not from a recognized sentient planet, were smart. Too smart at times. And Emma wasn’t easily fooled. While Rafe had done his best to remain calm and reassure her, the truth of their situation remained dire, so he wasn’t surprised when she turned in his arms and gripped his shirt, her eyes wide with panic. “We could be floating in space forever if someone doesn’t find us.”

      Adrift in space. Many succumbed to momentary madness as they realized they required luck and the right price to stay alive.

      He didn’t panic. I still have a destiny to fulfill. Surely there were gods out there that would give events a nudge to ensure that he remained alive to play his part. “Someone will find us.”

      “How reassuring. Someone will find our rotting corpses,” she said darkly.

      “Actually, we’d mummify,” Mikhail interjected with his usual helpfulness.

      “And how are we going to die?” She craned to look at him, and he struggled with what to reply.

      Mikhail didn’t. “Would you like a list?”

      Rafe didn’t even bother trying to punch Mikhail this time. It didn’t seem to do any good. The moron didn’t have enough brains to scramble.

      “Anyone thirsty?” He was. Rafe leaned back in his chair and opened a cupboard hatch. He pulled out three nutritional drinks and handed them out.

      Emma eyed the pouch before asking, “How much food and water do we have on board?”

      “Enough.”

      “It’s not starving you have to worry about. We’ll probably run out of breathable air long before that because the filters in this thing are beyond expired,” Mikhail noted. “And that’s if the heating system doesn’t conk out first. Meat-sicles. The traders love finding them.”

      “Shut up! What is wrong with you? Can’t you think of anything positive to say?”

      Mikhail tapped his chin in thought. “Positive, eh? Well, we could conserve energy by lowering the interior temperature and relying on body heat instead. We’ll take turns being the naked person spooned in the middle.”

      “Not helping!” Emma’s small fist punched Mikhail, unafraid to hit him below the waist, a solid blow to the sac.

      Ouch. Rafe shared Mikhail’s wince. Then he dealt with a few panic attacks. Enjoyed a few more fistfights, which caused more panic attacks by Emma. And once they’d gotten some of their issues worked out, he shared his bottle of vodka, the two-liter size bought on Earth and kept stashed in the pod for an emergency. I think this counts.

      He sloshed a generous amount in a shot glass he’d salvaged from a bag he’d stashed on board in another hidden cubby. The dice decorating the glass were a nice touch. They were relying on chance. He handed it to Emma. “Drink this.”

      She did, several shot glasses full actually. Enough to get her tipsy and giggly, followed by maudlin, but the best part was when she uttered a horrified, “I have to pee.”

      “Then go. I’m not stopping you.” He held out his hands so she could get up from his lap.

      “I can’t go!” she wailed.

      “Can’t? But you said you had to.”

      “I do.” The words snapped out. “But I can’t go with you here.”

      That was why she freaked? “I won’t watch. And neither will Mikhail.”

      “But you’ll hear it.”

      Earthlings and their strange notions. “I’ll plug my ears.”

      “I don’t need to go.” Emma crossed her legs.

      He leaned back in the seat and laced his fingers over his chest. “Are you seriously not going to pee because you have stage fright? What if I dare you to go?”

      “That’s just stupid.”

      “No more stupid than refusing to go.”

      “All this talk, and now I have to piss.” Mikhail stood from the seat and headed the few steps to the back. He slapped the wall, and a cylinder rose around him, encasing him.

      Emma blinked a few times before turning an accusing stare his way. “You knew the bathroom had privacy this entire time.”

      “Yes.” But screwing with her proved much too entertaining.

      The bathroom fiasco, the serviceable yet bland food, and the copious amounts of arguing served to pass the time, as did Rafe’s baiting of Mikhail.

      The problem with that was every time he threw a zinger at his twin, he got just as good back.

      “I wish you’d do the right thing and die,” Rafe grumbled at one point.

      “You’re not the only one who wishes he was an only child.”

      Glare.

      Identical glare back.

      A proximity alarm beeped. He and Mikhail spun and froze as they perused the screen. As if by practice, they turned to meet the other’s gaze. It was like looking in a mirror as Mikhail’s lips curved at the same speed as Rafe’s.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      A metallic glint brought attention to the pommel of a blade sitting in the palm of Mikhail’s hand. “I’ve still got a knife.”

      One weapon. What else did they have? The vodka wasn’t the only thing Rafe kept stashed in the pod. He rummaged under a seat, the compartment jammed with stuff. His fingers touched and rejected a few items until they wrapped around the grip of a blaster. As he pulled it free, he peeked at the meter on its side. “It’s got a full charge.” But would it be enough?

      “What’s happening?” Emma asked.

      “We have company.”

      “Is that a good or bad thing?” She bounced a glance between them. “Why are you getting weapons ready?” Her eyes widened. “Is it pirates?”

      “Probably.” Who else would roam this stretch of space? Actually, given the abandonment of Lac’uus, the dead moon they’d recently escaped from, it could be any number of miscreants trying to sneak up on them. Miscreants with ships.

      I could use a new ship. How nice of them to accommodate.

      A bright light pierced through the porthole window. Emma raised her arm to block the intense illumination. “What is that?”

      “Tractor beam. Someone is bringing us on board.” He couldn’t contain his glee. What luck being found so quickly. Now the question was, were they interested in the bribe or the contents of the life pod? The other ship remained cloaked until the very last moment and made no attempt to communicate as they dragged the pod toward the open bay of a much larger vessel.

      Big and with no markings. At least none the scanner on this vessel could locate. Rafe peered through the single small window, absorbing all the clues he could while Mikhail recited more mundane findings as they scrolled across the pod’s utility screen.

      “Looks like it was custom built,” Rafe observed as he admired the sleek underbelly of the ship.

      “According to the pingback from their computer, it’s Rhomanii owned,” his brother announced.

      Which meant nothing. The Rhomanii—called “gypsy” by many—were just as crooked, if not more so at times, than other races.

      There were twelve clans roaming the universe; although, once upon a time, before they went extinct, there had been thirteen. Within those clans were families; Rhomanii families all playing a game of posturing to see who could inhabit the inner enclave ring. The fact that a Rhomanii ship had snared them wasn’t exactly the best news. Depending on which clan the ship belonged to, they could be in a steaming dung pile of trouble.

      In many places, Rafe was worth a lot of money—and not necessarily alive. The Eternal Roamer sect, a religion born eons ago, wanted him dead and had been trying to kill him since the moment of his birth. Trying but failing. Their followers no longer had the numbers to truly cause Rafe any trouble. The backlash after the massacre of children born the day of his birth—a bloodbath that had come about because their high priestess claimed the foretold one had been born—meant the sect’s numbers got decimated. A Rhomanii mother who saw her child ripped from her arms and slaughtered showed no mercy to those doing the killing. She didn’t care if the Eternal Roamer sect was saving them from the supposed destroyer—or savior depending on the religion you followed—of their race.

      That massacre was why his mother had him sent away. To keep him safe, she claimed. It meant he’d spent the early parts of his childhood on desolate worlds with rough teachers.

      The Roamers were just one religious group that had a problem with Rafe. There was also the opposite of the Roamers. Just as scary, the Dom’umm Terramyn’oos crazies preached going home—and thought Rafe would lead them there.

      I don’t have a clue where there is, though. Not that the true believers cared. They blindly believed their prophets, who claimed Rafe would some day be king.

      I’d rather just be left alone.

      Which religion would the owners of this vessel follow? Were they the fanatics who would see Rafe dead, or the ones who expected him to pull a miracle out of his anus?

      Thump. The tractor beam extinguished abruptly, dropping the life pod onto a hard surface, sending Emma stumbling, face-first, into Rafe’s groin. Being a guy, he, of course, cupped the back of her head and leered at his brother. It never hurt to remind Mikhail that Emma was his, even if he was having issues with that.

      I still can’t believe she made out with my twin. They might be the same male on a cellular level, but how could she not notice the differences? We are not the same person. But they were damned close.

      Placing a hand on the latch for the pod door, Mikhail arched a brow at him. Odd how he deferred to Rafe. In reply, Rafe gave the slightest of nods.

      The seal around the exit hissed, and Rafe held himself ready, gripping the handholds positioned around the pod. Since the landing legs hadn’t extracted, the opening of the door shifted the weight, and the pod tilted. Rafe used the motion to leap out, followed by Mikhail. Emma more or less followed, if you counted the fact that she landed with a splat on the metal grid floor.

      She groaned. There was no time to give her a hand. Not with whom he was facing.

      I can’t believe I got caught in a trap.

      With a clap of his hands, A’Diabbloh—not as dead as Rafe had thought—welcomed them. He smirked, canines gleaming. “There you are. Both the princes, the light and the dark, in one piece, as promised. Search the pod and you’ll find the treasure pieces, too, I will wager.”

      Don’t touch my precious artifacts. Words thought but not spoken. He didn’t want to let A’Diabbloh know how it bothered him.

      “Uncle will be pleased.” No surprise this statement came from Rafe’s treacherous cousin, Luca.

      I knew I should have killed him instead of dumping him at a way station three wormholes ago. But he’d ignored the rules of space and listened to the soft-hearted Emma as she’d said, “You can’t kill him, he’s family.” He wouldn’t make that mistake again. He raised his gun, ready to blow Luca’s head into tiny chunks of meat, but a woman’s shout stopped him. “No. Don’t shoot.”

      That voice. He knew that voice, but it couldn’t be. Not here. Not now. Rafe pivoted around. He wasn’t alone in uttering a shocked, “Mother? What are you doing here?”

      “Bringing you home.”
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      Shock at seeing his mother meant it took him a moment to process the crazy turn of events, and then the meaning of his mother’s words penetrated. She wanted to take him back to the enclave. Back to that hellacious wheel that spun slowly between three suns.

      “I am not going back to the clan. If you want the contract payment, then you will deposit us on Aldorea.” Rafe owned property on a bluff by the ocean there. Plus, the tropical planet was a good place to buy a ship.

      Buy? Snicker. Who was he kidding? Aldorea had a thriving gambling trade, which meant Rafe would either cheat the owner out of his vessel or steal it. Not that any other craft could ever replace the Annabelle.

      “I didn’t come for payment, chykny.” Son. She always called him and Mikhail that, as if she saw no difference between them. As if she didn’t see them as people but things. “I am here to help you in your time of need.”

      No. This isn’t happening.

      “Oh, the shame of it, rescued by our mother. I think my balls just shriveled up and died.” Covering his eyes with his arm, Mikhail groaned. “Kill me now.”

      “Don’t tempt me.” But his twin had a point. Dying of embarrassment seemed a distinct possibility. “What are you doing here, Dyi?” The proper term of respect for a matriarch. What he didn’t add was a reminder that his mother’s place was within the bosom of the clan, not here in a disreputable area of space.

      “I am here to gather my sons and usher them back to the heart of our clan where they belong.”

      It irked how she referred to the other one as her son. She treated him and Mikhail equally. How that annoyed.

      “We don’t belong there.”

      “You shouldn’t argue with your mother,” said A’Diabbloh, reminding Rafe of his presence.

      Don’t worry, you soul-sucking bastard, I haven’t forgotten about you. He would ensure the Myko leech suffered.

      “Exactly how did you hook up with this back-stabbing whoreson?” Rafe jerked his head in Luca’s direction.

      “He’s your cousin.”

      “And?” Rafe replied.

      “I have to agree with Rafe here.” Mikhail jumped in. “You are hanging with the scum of the universe.”

      “Instead of disparaging them, you should express your thanks. I hired them to help me locate you.”

      “Hired them?” Of all the stupid reasons for his mother to consort with criminals—that weren’t Rafe. “Why not just message me and ask where I was?” Not that he would have told her. Long-range communications were never one hundred percent secure. Nothing like broadcasting his location to who knew how many assassins looking to collect any current bounties on his head.

      “I gave up trying to contact you because, had you answered, you would have lied. Then again, it’s not as if you ever did answer. A mother would almost think her chykny was ignoring her.”

      “Me, ignore you?” Did anyone believe his querying reply? He fidgeted under her rapier stare. “I may not have picked up a time or two.” The dark gaze didn’t waver as his excuses fell on deaf ears. “I’ve been busy.”

      “Busy gallivanting about the universe with a human.” She couldn’t help the disdainful curl of her lip. “I’ve heard gossip of your antics. The mess you made at that vulgarly named refueling depot.” The first way station he’d visited with Emma. Now undergoing massive repairs because of a revolution that he may or may not have precipitated. His galactic legal representation had denied all the charges in the hopes of mitigating the fees they wanted to charge Rafe. Good luck collecting any damages. He’d completely blow the way station apart before paying any ransom due.

      His mother wasn’t done with her rant. “You’ve been bandying the human about like some kind of trophy, flaunting her, and implying a certain status she doesn’t have.”

      Was his mother worried about another female taking her place? Could Emma stand up to his mother? Speaking of whom, he was being rude by not introducing them. He couldn’t help a grin. “Dyi, this is Emma of New Mexico, Earth. She’s my…my, ah”—he smirked—“first mate.” A role Annabelle used to have. As for Mikhail, Rafe considered him more of a stowaway. “Emma, meet my mother, Llyuba Kam’yskro, first ring duchess of the Zyngary clan.” His dyi inclined her chin to a lofty level, which still put her shorter than Emma, making it lose some of its impressiveness.

      “Really, chykny, one does not introduce animals. And shouldn’t she be on a leash?”

      To Rafe’s surprise, he didn’t have to hold Emma back. Rather, she blinked, her mouth rounded in an O of surprise.

      Mikhail snorted. “Imagine that, Dyi doesn’t like your plaything. But”—he leaned close to Emma and said in a conspiratorial whisper that carried—“don’t take it personally. She doesn’t like anyone.”

      His mother sniffed. “I like plenty of people who live in the first ring and even the second ring and spokes.”

      “You’re a snob.”

      “I am the duchess of the clan Zyngary and can claim to be a direct descendent of the original Kam’yskro family.”

      “I think you just quoted the definition of snob.”

      “I guess this means we won’t be going for a mani/pedi together,” Emma noted as she got to her feet and brushed herself off. Not that it helped her appearance much, given she wore something fairly skimpy, definitely nothing close to his mother’s demure habit.

      Disdain wrinkled his dyi’s nose. “Impertinent creature. Probably disease-ridden, too, given your backwards culture. I should toss you off this ship before you infect us with some primitive germs.”

      “Ooh, you might get Earth cooties.” The idiot female darted forward, wiggling her fingers and moaning, “Better run away before I touch you.”

      Utterly childish, and absolutely hilarious, to Rafe and Mikhail at any rate. Nobody else found it as amusing. Weapons resumed active stances, all aimed at Emma. That wouldn’t do at all.

      “Is it me, or are they acting like she’s the threat here?” Mikhail sounded quite incredulous.

      The moment remained emasculating because Mikhail was right. How dare they ignore him? Hadn’t Rafe’s reputation preceded him? He drew their attention with a strident whistle. “I wouldn’t shoot her if I were you. Actually, harm a single hair on her head, and you won’t live long to regret it.” Said with his favorite smile—the one that made people hand over things. Amazing how the implication of violence could make people act.

      Too late it occurred to Rafe how the threat sounded. As Emma would say, I fucked up. He knew better. Never show favor to anything. It would only make others covet or use it against you. Even his mother wasn’t above taking advantage.

      Mikhail muttered from his side, “Way to go, moron. Why not put up a sign saying you’re fucking her?”

      “Would it have stopped you if I had?” he snapped back.

      “No.”

      Slam. His fist went for a chat with his twin’s face. Since the first chat had felt so good, he punched Mikhail again, only noting, after the act, the interest in his mother’s gaze. She’d use this against him for sure. But use it to gain what? Why had she come looking for him? It finally occurred to him to ask. “What do you want with us?”

      “Can’t a mother want her sons home?”

      At that, JD—more formerly known as Jakk’ohb A’Diabbloh, the devil who recently ruled a planet Rafe might have had a hand in destroying —snorted. “I doubt they’ll believe that. Rumor has it, the last time they were both home, they almost started a war between the rings.”

      Not exactly. More like a big vendetta involving numerous families, starting with their own.

      Deflower a virgin, and a male might be forced to marry. Find out his twin had dipped his wick, too, and the families became outraged. Add in another family, or two, whose sons may or may not have tapped that same supposed virgin, and events ignited.

      But it could have happened to anyone.

      “They were but children when that happened.”

      Not according to their laws.

      “So you’re going to claim that your brother has forgiven them? Is that why he now desperately desires their return all of a sudden?” JD recounted with that mellow cadence of his meant to hypnotize.

      “Uncle was very specific about me never coming back when he banned me from the enclave.” Actually, his uncle had sent assassins after Rafe, and given that he lived—and the killers didn’t—that meant Rafe had won. Won the right to live a life constantly on guard. But he had his freedom, made his own rules, and every breath he took was another reminder to his uncle that he’d failed.

      “Perhaps your dear mother’s brother had a change of heart.” JD rocked on his heels, and Rafe could practically see the freak inhaling emotions. There were plenty for the vampiric creature to feed on. Anger from Rafe. Fear from Emma. Amusement from Mikhail.

      “I don’t think there’s anyone gullible enough to believe my uncle wants me to return.”

      Mikhail laughed. “You never know. Perhaps some parasitic worms took control of his brain.”

      It happened from time to time. Zhommby critters were considered dangerous, and yet that didn’t stop people from harvesting them and making them into a powder that rendered those who inhaled it invulnerable for a moment. Thrill seekers paid a fortune for it.

      JD sighed. “Always with the smart answers. When, in the end, it doesn’t matter. Your uncle’s mental state is not my concern. All I know is he’s paying good credits to have you both returned. An amount that he’ll be increasing given what you did to Lac’uus.”

      Ah, yes, the pit planet JD used to rule. Rafe might have accidentally been party to the chain reaction of explosions that destroyed it.

      “You won’t be escaping on my ship. I’ve got a cell with your name on it,” Luca announced as he hitched his fingers through the loops on his pants.

      “Did you learn to spell since our last encounter?” Rafe arched a brow.

      “You bastard piece of dung.” Luca’s face turned a mottled red.

      “Don’t be ashamed of it. Admit you’re an uneducated moron.” Mikhail just had to have his say.

      “I’m going to kill you both!” Luca screamed, his eyes wild and spittle flying. His hand rose, weapon gripped tightly.

      Thunk. Mikhail’s knife hit their cousin in the forehead, pommel first, sending Luca staggering.

      “Mikhail!” Mother uttered his name with reprobation.

      “What? I didn’t kill him.”

      Nope, his twin just pissed Luca off, and Rafe applauded.

      No, really, he did. He clapped and made commentary. “Splendid shot. Nice arc on the blade. Very good alignment, you can see the bruise dead center. Excellent job. I give it a ten.”

      Emma snickered. Mikhail tucked one arm to the front of his torso, the other to the back, and bowed. “Thank you. I owe that excellent shot to the training I received on Dueggo. Han’cho was an excellent teacher until the incident.”

      Hand held to the growing lump on his forehead, their cousin glared. “Laugh now, but you seem to have forgotten who is commander of this ship.” Luca jerked his head at the guards, more of the crustaceous Naakle that JD seemed to rely on. Think of a seven-foot walking and talking lobster, but more putrid colored and stupid. “Put the prisoners in separate cell blocks. Strip them before you run an electromagnetic pulse over them.”

      “A rectal search is probably not amiss either,” JD added. “We wouldn’t want any surprises.”

      Butt cheeks clenched, Rafe snarled, “Like the one you left me on my ship?” The loss of his spacecraft, and his AI—the Annabelle with her saucy, less than robotic personality—would sting a long time, and JD was the one responsible.

      “A shame I had to destroy the vessel. Clunkers like that often come in handy. Then again, given its age, I probably would have just melted it for the metal.”

      “Why you—” Rafe strode forward, and a ring of guards standing a few paces behind JD and his cousin, raised their weapons.

      The medallion on Rafe’s chest heated, and his lips curved into a smile. “Go ahead. Shoot. But your aim had better be good because I’m not in the mood to be nice.”

      As he charged forward, Rafe trusted in the shielding properties of his medallion, a medallion left behind by his father. Made of a strange metal and etched with a symbol, he’d always worn the relic, and yet, it was only recently that it had begun to act as a body shield. As it activated, encasing him head to toe, his skin tingled with heat.

      Weapons fired, and membranous ampoules of liquid, some kind of sleeping agent he’d wager, burst harmlessly on his shield.

      “That was your shot. And you failed.” He smiled and raised the gun he still held. “My turn.” He aimed the blaster at the nearest guard.

      Zing. A bright flash streaked in a spraying arc. Luca hit the deck, the stunning shot dropping him unconscious. Yes, stun. Rafe realized he might regret not killing him later, but given his mother was on board and this was a Rhomanii ship, he had to watch what he did, lest he start a blood feud on board. He needed this ship intact.

      Again, he fired. And again, he used the same motion to drop bodies. His attackers weren’t as gentle. The hot singe of a laser caused his fingers to spasm and drop the gun to the floor. A quick dip and he managed to grab it. As he popped back upright, he prepared to launch himself at a guard to rearm himself, only to stop short. His mother held a gun to Emma’s side while JD gripped her throat, the tips of his nails pricking her skin.

      Ah, fuck. Without being asked, his hand dropped to his side, and the weapon clattered to the floor once more.

      Mikhail, in the midst of pulling his dagger free from a Naakle chest, gaped at him. “Are you that vaginally whipped that you would let something like them murdering your bedmate stop us from rampaging through the ship and taking over?”

      His twin had a point. A smart fellow would turn his back and let them kill Emma. She’d done him wrong. She’d let his twin touch her. Did it matter she’d thought it was Rafe? She didn’t mean to betray.

      Didn’t mean to, and yet, she had, which left a bitter taste in his mouth and a lingering ache in his heart, especially because every time he looked at her, he wanted to hug her and say it didn’t fucking matter.

      Except it did.

      Fuck.

      “I can’t let them kill her.”

      “Well, I don’t give a damn if they do,” Mikhail growled. “I am not letting anyone put me in a cell. Do you know how long it takes to train folks that my anus is not a playground, and that if I say I’m hungry they’d better get me some food?”

      “Are you still whining about your stint on Lac’uus?”

      “I was doing the time for your crime.”

      Indeed, the bounty hunters had managed to snare Mikhail instead of Rafe when they collected on a debt owed from a certain theft. Some people could get so upset when you stole things from them, demanding restitution. What a strange concept.

      Poor Mikhail. He shared Rafe’s genetic profile, which meant he’d gotten to serve some time on Lac’uus, a prison planet for debtors. Imagine a place filled with bad boys and girls and creatures that didn’t straddle either side, fighting for their lives, doing anything they could to pay their debts.

      That world was gone now. The Pit once again a dead rock in orbit around a barren planet.

      My fault. Rafe sometimes got rough with his toys. Breaking them was the only way to make sure he didn’t have to share them with Mikhail.

      Sharing with a twin. Life was so unfair.

      But forget the abomination his mother demanded he accept as brother. Right now, Rafe needed to protect Emma. He laced his hands behind his head. “You never did say why Uncle wanted me, Mother.” Did his uncle want to look him in the eyes before he slid a dagger between his ribs? And Rafe meant his uncle’s ribs. He wasn’t planning to die.

      “He needs an heir. His wife miscarried again. And your cousin Xa’veer,”—his uncle’s firstborn son—“is dead, a malfunction in the air recirculation system.”

      “Accident?” He raised a brow. “Considering the many fail-safes to guard against that, I find it hard to believe.”

      “Hard to believe, yes, and yet it still happened. He was the closest heir.”

      “What about Luca?”

      “His blood wasn’t deemed pure enough to take on the role.” Someone married below their status.

      “What about Kev’lo, and Ani’la, and Pru’ya?” He named some of his family fostered with other clans. She shook her head at each name.

      “The males in our family have been plagued by many accidents of late. All that are left now are the females, and while your sister is carrying a boy child, it is still too early in the pregnancy to declare him. A new heir must be appointed.”

      “I thought a bastard wasn’t good enough for the job.” The irony of his life was that people had been trying to kill him since the moment of his birth, hence why his mother had taken the drastic measure of having a clone made. Yet, the very thing that made him such a person of interest with the sects that followed the prophecy was the thing that made him hated by his uncle.

      While a direct descendent to the Zyngary clan and the Kam’yskro name through his mother, Rafe was the product of an illicit affair. A huge breach of etiquette among the Rhomanii, where virginity was a prize bought and paid for with a marriage contract. His mother was lucky a lower ranked earl had still chosen to marry her given her disgrace.

      “Your father and I were married,” his mother retorted hotly.

      “And yet, you never could produce the proof.” It didn’t help that Rafe’s father, Sha’andhai Aba’ddon, had left his mother to pursue a quest, a quest he’d never returned from.

      “I don’t need to prove it. The gods know what happened.”

      “The gods are a joke. Just like you bringing me back to the enclave is a joke. You and I both know Uncle doesn’t want me to return.”

      “What if I want you back?” A soft admission that he hardened his heart against. This was the woman who’d sent him off to live on a wasteland of a planet with only tutors and guards as company. Her good intentions didn’t outweigh her long abandonment.

      As he walked in the direction the weapons prodded him, Rafe took mental notes of everything he saw, starting with size. The massive star cruiser was of the family-sized variety, and yet, not his mother’s usual ship. He’d wager that vessel remained parked in the inner ring of the wheel. As sister to the clan leader, his mother got to live in the circle of the space city that ringed the archduke’s citadel.

      “Who did you steal the ship from?” A nice ship, he would add, if a tad larger than he liked. He preferred a slick cruiser himself, something that could slide in and out of places with no one the wiser.

      “The Zoll’a is mine,” Luca boasted.

      “Don’t you mean your father’s?” A sly smile curved JD’s lips. “It was loaned with strict instructions to not allow it to get scratched. You should ask your cousin how many souls within his family he sacrificed to acquire it.”

      A glower tugged Luca’s jowls lower. “Rafe’s a trader. He understands how it works.”

      He did; trading was all he did, but there were limits. Of all the reprehensible things he’d done in his life, he drew the line at the buying and selling of flesh. Sex on
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