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And now you’ll be telling
stories…and they won’t be false,

and they won’t be true, but
they’ll be real

― Mary Oliver

 


 


 



Chapter One

 


 


Redmond had never really
liked wearing the Tygerian robes. They were comfortable enough, but
he always felt a little like he was walking around in his bathrobe.
He wondered if that put him at a disadvantage on Moravia,
particularly when he was dealing with a certain commander, who was
currently seated across the table from him wearing a great deal of
leather, or what passed for leather on this planet, and fairly
bristling with weapons. Not only did he have a large disruptor as a
side arm, but he also had two knives noticeably visible—one stuck
in a sheath he wore on his back and another strapped to his leg.
Did the man not realize they were planning a wedding, and not
preparing for an armed conflict?

“Should I repeat the
question, Redmond Sinclair?” the annoying commander was saying to
him in a slightly louder and definitely frosty tone of
voice.

Commander Tallon had barely spoken to
him in days, and then only when absolutely necessary. Redmond
suspected Tallon had been less than pleased when King Stefan had
asked him to sit in on these meetings with Blake and Ryan to plan
the king’s and Vannos’s upcoming wedding and reception. No doubt
Tallon would think it was beneath his dignity, but Vannos had said
Stefan made it clear to Tallon the upcoming visit of King Davos and
Crown Prince Mikos of Tygeria and the Axis of Planets was an
important state occasion. It needed careful planning, particularly
because Moravia, with its long-standing isolationist views, had
never in living memory entertained royal visitors from another
world so elaborately or for so long.

Prince Mikos had visited King Stefan
on one previous occasion, back during the war, to solicit an
alliance with the planet. He had only been allowed to come down to
the planet’s surface briefly, and while their meeting had been
cordial enough, Stefan had made it clear to Mikos that it was
Moravian tradition and policy to remain isolated from the affairs
of other planets by declining to enter into any agreements with
them. In other words, he’d turned Mikos’s request for an alliance
down flat and sent him on his way.

All that had drastically changed quite
recently when King Stefan declared his love for King Davos’s son,
Prince Vannos, along with his desire to marry Vannos in an official
state ceremony before their child was born.

Redmond glared across the
table at Commander Tallon and matched his icy tone. “No, Commander,
you don’t need to repeat your question. I’m not in my dotage yet,
and my hearing is perfectly fine. I was thinking—pondering—before I spoke, an activity you may not be familiar
with.”

“Shots fired,” Ryan
murmured softly beside him, making no effort to hide his smirk.
Redmond sniffed, and turned to Blake, Davos’s Consort and the
highest-ranking person at the table, inclining his head.

“Sorry, sir. I’m sure I
meant no disrespect to the Commander.”

“Oh, I’m sure you did,”
Blake drawled. “Come on, gentlemen. Vannos has told me everything
that happened since he arrived, and I know about the incident in
the tent between you two. Let’s put our cards on the table. Do you
think you can both put all that aside for the time being and work
together? Can you concentrate only on the ceremony and the
reception and not your…differences?”

“Cards?” Tallon responded
with his brow furrowed. “What cards?” He glared at Redmond. “Did
you bring cards?”

Redmond rolled his eyes and Tallon’s
second in command leaned and said something quick and
harsh-sounding in Tallon’s ear.

He nodded. “Ah, a slang expression
used by humans. Of course, Consort Blake. But I assure you I have
no…cards. Any personal issues I might have once had with your-your
representative, Redmond Sinclair, are at an end, unless he wishes
to make amends. Since he’s steadfastly refused to apologize, I
don’t see any way forward. I simply asked the colonel a question to
which I have yet to get a response, and my time is
valuable.”

Redmond huffed loudly.
“The use of my full name is unnecessary, as I believe I’ve told you
on numerous occasions. You,”
he said, pausing for full effect, “may call me
Colonel Sinclair. And I was trying
to answer you, but...” There was a brief pause
and then Redmond felt his cheeks growing warm as everyone looked at
him expectantly. “Damn it, I forgot the question.”

Tallon gave him a mean smile. “I asked
if King Davos was going to be involved personally in the actual
ceremony. If he is, then I may need to increase the number of
guards inside the ceremonial hall.”

“Oh. Well, um… Consort Blake,
what do you think?”

“Personally, I see no need
for Vannos to float down the aisle wearing white on the arm of his
father at this stage in the game. Considering the fact he’s five
months pregnant, I think that ship has sailed, don’t
you?”

Redmond smiled, and Tallon turned
helplessly to his aide again, and listened intently to his
translation and explanation, before nodding to Blake. Ignoring most
of what Blake said, he focused instead on the king’s role in the
ceremony.

“We have no such wedding
tradition with fathers on Moravia. Sometimes, however, the fathers
of both parties are asked by the officiant to stand and give their
official permission. Stefan’s parent is no longer living; however,
in this case, King Davos may wish to…”

“No, it’s not necessary.
Vannos is as much mine as he is Davos’s and if I don’t get a say,
then neither does he. Next question.”

Redmond saw that Tallon was sitting
forward a bit in his chair, looking at Blake with both approval and
surprise. It was easy to see that despite Blake’s frequent use of
informal speech, Tallon liked his matter-of-fact, rapid-fire
approach to a meeting like this. Tallon had told Redmond once—back
when they were still on speaking terms—that he hated diplomats
because they took so long to say what was really on their minds.
He’d said it was a complete waste of his valuable time. Arrogant
ass.

“How much room will you
require for your royal entourage? I believe they will be arriving
soon, along with the king, so we’ll need to move your rooms today,
sir, if you can be ready. We can give you an entire floor if you
need it?”

“Why in the world would I
need an entire floor? No, that’s absolutely not necessary. I’ll
have no retinue or entourage, other than my children, who already
have the adjoining room to mine. Leave things as they
are.”

Tallon looked confused. “I thought
your husband…excuse me, the king. I thought the king would be
occupying the room adjoining yours, Consort Blake. We can move just
your children, then.”

“No,”
Blake said firmly. “My children can remain where they are. You’ll
have to ask my husband about requirements for
his accommodations. I’m
not privy to that information, and I have no idea who he might be
bringing with him or where he expects to stay. It won’t be with me,
I can assure you.”

“I…see,” Tallon replied,
making it obvious he didn’t. “Very well, then. We’ll leave you to
your preparations, and I’ll go and make contact with King
Davos.”

“Yes, you do
that.”

After one more quick glance at Blake,
Tallon let his gaze stray toward Redmond before he bowed to Blake
and strode from the room, leaving his aide to gather his papers.
When the door closed behind both of them, Ryan sighed and looked
over at Blake. When he spoke, Redmond could tell that he was
choosing his words carefully.

“Are you sure this is the
best way to handle the situation with Davos?”

Blake lifted one shoulder,
carefully keeping his expression devoid of any emotion. It’s
probably not the best way, actually.” He smiled over at them then.
“But when have I ever let that stop me before? Davos is giving me
the cold shoulder. I suppose that’s his not so subtle, passive
aggressive way of letting me know he’s displeased with me. I tried
twice yesterday to reach him. I know he has his communicator with
him, because he never goes anywhere without it, yet he’s rather
obviously not paying any attention to my messages. Two can play
that game, you know. I’m
done. Let’s see how he likes being ignored.”

Ryan smiled. “I should be so lucky.
Mikos hasn’t stopped messaging me since he found out we lied to him
about going to the spa on Jupiter’s moon. He even gives me frequent
updates on when he’ll arrive. I’m not sure if he’s reassuring me or
warning me. All he’ll say is that he has something he wants to talk
to me about.”

Blake snorted. “Well, you know what
that is. He believes in his father’s lunatic theory that another
baby will ‘settle you down.’”

Ryan huffed. “That’s why I’m not
especially looking forward to his arrival, except for the fact he’s
bringing Mikol.”

“It will be good to see the baby—I know you’ve missed him. Well,
that’s it then. We’re agreed that Vannos is to have a traditional
Moravian wedding, as he wishes, and a feast afterward. I’m not sure
why we were even asked to attend this meeting.”

“To make you feel as if
you had some say in it,” Redmond said quietly. “But this is really
Stefan’s show.”

Blake lifted one shoulder. “A while
ago, that might have made me furious, but Vannos seems to love
Stefan and he’s convinced himself that this is what he wants too.
And I’ve never been one to interfere in my children’s
lives.”

A surprised bark of laughter from Ryan
was quickly turned into a cough. Blake gave him an acerbic glare
and continued. “Besides, Vannos has already had his wedding in
Blevia when he first arrived. This is only a formality to please
the family and the Bulgaron people.”

“Vannos is really pleased
to have you here, sir.”

Blake smiled. “I know. Vannos has
always been the sweetest of my children, but don’t tell the others
I said that, please. Especially Nicarr. He’s so jealous of my
attention to his brothers. He’s the baby and never lets any of us
forget it.”

Redmond nodded, having
witnessed a fist fight break out earlier between Larz and Nicarr
when Larz sat beside Blake at first meal. Nicarr was far from being
a baby, in his opinion. He was already almost as tall as Blake and
no doubt outweighed him too, considering those muscles he’d put on
display when he put Larz in a headlock, but he was only nine years old. He showed
promise of being a huge man, even for a Tygerian.

Blake was a little less than
average-sized for a human male, but King Davos, like Prince Mikos,
was not only very good looking, but taller than the average
Tygerian male by a couple of inches at least. Using Alliance
measurements, the king was probably about six feet seven. It looked
as if his youngest son might top that at the rate he was
growing.

Ryan was still smiling at
Blake’s comment.
“Mikol really is still a baby, but he’s already
almost too big for me to carry around. Which works out, actually,
because then Mikos has to help more. He tries to get out of it if
he can think of an excuse fast enough.”

Blake nodded. “Believe me, I’m
familiar with that kind of behavior.” Blake planted his hands on
the table and pushed himself up. “Speaking of my children, I need
to go see what they’re up to. I left them with Vannos, and he
probably needs rescuing by now.”

“I don’t think they’re
actually back yet, sir,” Redmond said. I heard Vannos say he was
taking his brothers down to the stables to see the
arrizes.”

“Oh God, they’ve been
pestering me to let them learn to ride those horse
things.”

“I believe it’s safe.
Vannos won’t let them do anything to get hurt. And they have older,
more gentle arrizes for the young people to learn on, and an
experienced rider always accompanies them.”

“How did
you learn so much about it?” Blake asked, smiling at Redmond.

“Well, as you know, Vannos
has asked for me to stay on as his assistant, and since I’m going
to live here with him, I thought I might as well learn about the
culture and the people as much as I could. Even the animals. Vannos
wants me to learn to ride in case I need to accompany him
sometime.”

“So you’re learning about
the people of Moravia? Including the surly, gorgeous
commanders?”

Redmond could feel his
face getting warm. “I have no interest in them. Or
him, I should say, if
you’re referring to Commander Tallon. I wouldn’t be interested in
him if he were the last man left in the universe.”

“Uh huh.” Blake smiled and
moved toward the door. “I seem to remember saying something similar
myself when I first met Davos.”

“But
sir, that was an entirely different situation. King Davos
is…well, he’s not a-a pompous, self-important, unreasonable
ass.”

“Mm. If
you say so. If you’d known him twenty-some years ago,
when I first met him, you might rethink that statement.”

Ryan’s communicator buzzed and he dug
it out of his pocket to read the screen. “It’s from Mikos. Fourth
time today. They expect to make orbit by late afternoon, but are
being careful because of reported Drex in the area.”

The Drex were basically space pirates,
their vessels reminiscent of the old Nilanium space craft that had
a black flag with a skull and some crossbones painted on the sides.
Over three cycles ago, King Davos had forged a deal with the
Nilaniums, who had “gone straight” and in exchange for a great deal
of trade concessions, had given up their former nefarious ways and
become almost model Axis allies. They even had an embassy near the
royal palace now and a seat on the council. Unfortunately, not all
the Nilaniums had agreed, and the rebel holdouts still used the old
“Jolly Roger” style symbols on their ships and raided planets all
over the galaxy as freely as their ancestors once had. They called
themselves the Drex.

“Mikos and Davos are going
to wait until tomorrow morning to be officially received on
Moravia, but he wants to send a shuttle down for me as soon as they
arrive in orbit.” Ryan glanced up at Blake. “No mention of you or
the children, Blake. I-I’m sorry.”

“Why should you be sorry?
I wouldn’t go if Davos asked me. And the fact that he didn’t bother
to is just more nails in his coffin, as far as I’m concerned. Now
come on, let’s go find something to eat before you have to go. And
before Larz and Nicarr return. I don’t want another fight over the
seating arrangements at the table.”

Blake swept out of the room, leaving
Redmond and Ryan to glance uneasily at each other. Both of them had
seen Blake’s face when Ryan told them of Mikos’s message, and
Redmond knew that Blake was far from being as sanguine about the
situation as he was pretending. A storm was brewing, and when it
hit, Redmond wanted to be as far away from it as he possibly
could.

 


****

 


Blake stood inside the
door of his room and closed his eyes. When they got upstairs, they
found that the children had indeed still been at the stables with
Vannos, so instead of having a meal, he’d told the others he was
going to rest a while before they returned. He’d had a nagging
headache all morning that he hadn’t been able to shake. He hadn’t
slept well the night before and that was probably all it was,
though despite what he’d told Ryan and Redmond,
Davos’s behavior was
troubling to him. Davos had never, not in all the years they’d
been together, not responded to a call from Blake on his
communicator. Even back during the wars, when they’d been separated
by such unimaginable distances, he hadn’t ignored him. He’d always
found ways to keep in contact when it came to Blake. He used to say
that he thought he was the one who was more in love than Blake, and
while it hadn’t been at all true, he still clung to the idea. It
might have had something to do with how quickly Tygerians fell in
love.

Tygerians didn’t understand why the
people of other worlds didn’t feel love as quickly or as strongly
as they did. They were actually quite proud of it and congratulated
themselves on their superiority in this as in other things.
However, it made things difficult for them when they fell in love
with a member of another species—a human, for example. For them,
love was simple biology. Chemicals and hormones flooded their
bodies when they fell in love and that was essentially it. A done
deal and then they moved on to more pressing matters.

In addition, Tygerians were very
intelligent and surprisingly in touch with their emotions. It was
hard for humans to understand—a human might feel attraction or even
lust right away, but it took them much longer to fall in love. If a
Tygerian male fell in love with a human, then for a long time, they
were in love all by themselves, because most humans took much
longer to establish their feelings. That was hard for the
Tygerians. Blake thought it would be hard for anyone to be in love
alone. He rubbed his forehead and leaned back against the door. Was
he about to find out how that felt? Had Davos changed the way he
felt about Blake after all these years?

Davos always said he had been strongly
attracted to Blake when he saw him for the first time and by the
time he’d had a chance to process his strong attraction to him,
he’d realized he was in love. It hadn’t happened so quickly for
Blake. Maybe what was happening now was his payback for those days.
If, indeed, there was anything going on and this wasn’t all just in
his imagination. Davos was simply angry—he was showing it in a way
he’d never done before, but there wasn’t any more to it than that.
Surely… They would have one of their epic arguments, clear the air
and everything would be back to normal. And Blake decided that
maybe if he kept telling himself that, he could make himself
believe it.

He sighed and walked over to stand by
the huge floor to ceiling window in his room. It was overcast
outside and Blake’s reflection shone in the glass. He turned his
head to the side and then back, checking for wrinkles or signs of
aging. He was vain about his looks and always had been. He didn’t
mind admitting it. It was his looks, after all, which had first
attracted Davos when Blake had arrived on Tygeria. Or so Davos had
always told him. And Blake was older than Davos. God, Davos was in
his prime, still not quite out of his thirties yet. And Blake was
almost forty-four.

After six children, Blake’s body had
irrevocably changed too. He was still extremely fit—he took great
care to watch what he ate and exercised religiously. Even sparred
in the ring with much younger men and often came out on top. But he
wasn’t what he used to be twenty, or even ten, years ago. He wasn’t
the same man Davos had fallen in love with. Could that be what this
was all about? Could Davos have found someone younger and more
attractive and decided that Blake was not only too old, but just
too damn much work?

An image of the new young lieutenant
who had taken Redmond’s place as Mikos’s aide popped into Blake’s
head. Lt. Caleb Beecham. Blake sniffed and clenched his fists. He
disliked the man. He couldn’t prove they were together—had no way
to verify it yet. But he was pretty sure Beecham, a former Alliance
marine, wanted to take his place as Royal Consort. So far, it was
only a feeling and he knew Davos would never cheat on
him—probably.

Blake and Davos had always had a
passionate relationship—their arguments were epic, but their making
up was on a grand scale too. Right from the beginning. And this was
far from the first time he had done something against Davos’s
wishes. So, okay, Davos had asked him not to interfere in this
affair with Moravia. He’d said he wanted to let Redmond talk to
Vannos when he arrived on the planet and find out the lay of the
land, so to speak. Then if Redmond felt the need for back-up,
Davos, himself, with Mikos’s assistance, would handle things. The
implication being, the way Blake interpreted it anyway, was that
Blake needn’t worry his pretty little head about it.

And that was the kind of thing that
set Blake off every time. Davos knew that, had always known it, yet
still continued to push that button every chance he got. He’d
basically told Blake to toddle off and do whatever it was he did
and let the “men” handle things—in so many words. Davos was an
incredible, powerful warrior, and known throughout the galaxy for
his prowess in battle, but he wasn’t quite brave enough to imply
Blake wasn’t a real man, no matter how many times he’d gotten him
pregnant.

Blake had simply nodded when he’d
given him the benefit of his wisdom and made his own plans to
rescue Vannos. He’d told Davos he was going away to a spa. And
incredibly, Davos had believed him—had not only believed him, but
encouraged him to go and not worry about a thing. As if he would go
haring off to a fucking spa when one of his children was in danger.
Blake left the king behind with Mikos and his new aide, Lt. Caleb
Beecham. Beecham was younger, some might say even
better-looking—but Blake would see the son-of-a-bitch dead and in
hell before he allowed him to break up his marriage. He just needed
time to figure out how to stop it from happening.

As Blake recalled, Mikos had asked
both his father and their battle commander Haggoz to sit in on the
interviews for a new aide with him, and together they had chosen
this young former Marine, who had actually known Haggoz’s mate,
Kevin, before he’d come to Tygeria. They had been in the Marines
together.

Fucking jarheads. He hated them. Blake
hit the glass with his fist, rattling the glass or whatever the
Moravians called this clear stuff in the windows. Sometimes he
longed to be back on Earth where he knew the names of everything
and it was all so much easier. He laid his hot forehead against the
cold window pane and sighed.

He didn’t really hate the marines. Not
at all—as a matter of fact, he admired his friend Kevin very much
and would always be grateful to him for his part in bringing Mikos
home from Sanduleak, that awful dark side of the moon where Mikos
and his men were stranded after the ARes sabotage to their ship. It
was only Lt. Beecham. Him, he hated.

Beecham was exactly
Davos’s type. Not so much physically—he wasn’t blond, like Blake.
His hair was dark brown. And he was very serious and tall for a
human, probably six two or so. Blake was well aware that Davos
secretly liked it that he was so much bigger physically than Blake
was. He would never admit it, but he did. Caleb Beecham had brown
eyes, instead of blue like Blake’s that Davos had said he
preferred. And Davos had always said he liked a good sense of humor
like Blake’s. But other than the hair and the eyes, the large
frame, and the personality, he was exactly the kind of human that Davos
liked.

Blake banged his forehead a little
harder on the window pane, knowing he was jealous and hating
himself for it but still unable to do anything about it. But he’d
seen the expression on Beecham’s face when he looked at Davos. He
was very familiar with that expression, because even after all
these years, it was the same one he had on his own face every time
Davos walked into a room.

Blake blew out a long breath and
rubbed his forehead. This damn headache was making him crazy, and
banging his head wasn’t helping any. The lieutenant was
twenty-four. A year older than Blake had been when he first arrived
on Tygeria and got his first look at the city that would become his
home. He hadn’t known it then, of course. Back then the Tygerians
were his sworn and hated enemy.

 


Huddled in the cage they’d
put them in, Blake and Staff Sgt. Arrington, a man he’d known only
by sight before last night, clung together tightly for warmth. This
godforsaken planet was one of the coldest he’d ever been on, and
the fucking Tygerians had stripped them of their clothing before
they put them in these cages, for no other reason than humiliation.
The cages were so small there had been no way all night for them to
stretch out their legs or even raise their heads. It was total
misery for both of them with no relief in sight.

As near as Blake could
figure the time, the Tygerian vessel had appeared suddenly in front
of them around nine hours earlier. Their ship, a Warrior Class
troop carrier, had been on their way to Lycanus to put into port.
Blake was only a second lieutenant, fresh out of the Academy and on
his way to his first duty station off planet when the transport he
was on was captured. He was going to join a unit on Lycanus and
maybe check out some of the Lycan women to see if they were as
sexually adventurous as rumor had it. They were a little large for
him—he was only five feet nine and not overly muscular. From what
he’d heard about the Lycan women, they were big chunky hunks of
burning love. It wasn’t as if he weren’t proud of his own body, as
he’d worked hard since his induction into the Army to build himself
up, and his broad shoulders and lean muscles would attest to that
fact.

It had been six long
months in space, with a strict non-fraternization policy on board
the ship, and he wouldn’t object overly much to being manhandled a
little by a big, curvy Lycan female. His mother used to say, “Half
a loaf is better than none,” which hadn’t made much sense at the
time, but his mother loved her old, stock phrases, and he’d been
raised on them. He figured out that this one meant
a person in need should be grateful for whatever
they could get rather than complaining about what they wanted
instead. That really broke it down as far as he was concerned. He
wanted sex—so he’d take what he could get and not
complain.

Blake had only arrived
back on the bridge a few minutes before the attack began, having
just taken his meal break. He’d just sat down at his console when
the Tygerian vessel had uncloaked itself right off their port bow.
The captain tried to outrun them, but the effort was doomed from
the start, because they were woefully outclassed. A hail from the
Tygerians had come over telling them to surrender immediately or be
blown apart. The captain had reluctantly surrendered and all hands
had been taken as prisoners of war without even a single shot being
fired.

All things considered, it
was good that Blake had gotten the chance to eat dinner. They
hadn’t been given either food or water the entire time they’d been
in this fucking cage, and he was about ready to bite his arm and
suck the blood just to get some moisture in his mouth. Sgt.
Arrington, who was probably twenty years older than Blake, was in
much worse shape though. He’d been struck on the back of the head
when he hadn’t moved quickly enough to suit one of their guards and
had been going in and out of consciousness all night
long.

The sergeant was awake at
the moment though, and moaning softly. He was carrying a few extra
pounds and Blake tried to scrunch over as much as he could against
the bars to give him more room. Arrington raised his eyelids and
gazed over at Blake, his expression bleak.

“You know what they do to
Alliance prisoners, don’t you, sir?”

“Make them fight in some
kind of stupid gladiator type games? Yes, I’ve heard about
it.”

Blake had heard stories
about the Tygerians for most of his life—about their savagery,
their foolhardy bravery, their strange customs. Some said they were
shapeshifters, and had the ability to turn into huge, terrible
tigers when they were under dire attack or in imminent fear of
their lives. Nobody knew for sure. The Alliance had been at war
with Tygeria and the Axis of Planets for as long as he had been
alive and for many years before that. Tygeria was a planet on the
far reaches of the Milky Way and shrouded in mystery, along with
thick clouds of gas that obscured the planet and shielded it from
their sun’s rays to some extent, so that the weather was usually
overcast and cold, or at least it was by human
standards.

Blake had learned in
school about the start of the war, but he hadn’t paid all that much
attention to his teachers back then. He’d never liked school much
and went to college only at the insistence of his parents and to
avoid being drafted into the Alliance army. They got him when he
graduated anyway, but at least, his mother had said, he had been
allowed a chance to grow up. Which meant that the war was not going
well for the Alliance and hadn’t been for some time. Alliance
casualties were at an all-time high the year he graduated from
college, and he’d been taken for the Army almost as soon as the
ceremony was over.

“They’ll take you for a
love slave, you know,” Arrington was telling him. “Not me. Too old
and fat. These big bastards will make short work of me in the
ring.”

Blake didn’t know what to
say to that, so he didn’t say anything, just gave Arrington a pat
on the knee. About the only place he could reach with his arm
jammed up against his side. Then a soft sob came from Arrington’s
throat, and he knew he had to say something. Anything. They’d lost
enough men to this war. And Arrington had a wife and three children
at home. Not that these heartless assholes gave a rat’s
ass.

“Look, when they come for
us, let’s try to go together. Fight back to back and at least take
a few of them with us.”

Arrington looked dubious.
“They may take it easier on you because of the way you look. These
Tygerians don’t like women. Don’t even live with their females—they
keep them in a different region altogether.”

The big Tygerian guard
standing nearby their cage said something loud and harsh in
Tygerian and banged on the side of their wire cage. Blake figured
he was telling them to shut up and managed to get his arm up enough
to stick his middle finger up through the mesh at the top. The
Tygerian saw it and must have been familiar with the gesture
because he laughed, a harsh, surprised sound, and motioned toward
his groin, shoving his hips out at Blake a few times.

“Yeah, you’d like that,
wouldn’t you, you big bastard? Well, fuck you!”

The Tygerian laughed
again, like he understood English, or maybe he just figured it out
from Blake’s tone. He moved on past their cage, though, with only
one more obscene gesture toward Blake.

“Don’t make them angry,”
Arrington said softly, avoiding the gaze of the
Tygerian.

“Why not? They’re just
going to kill us anyway. May as well get it over with.”

Arrington moaned again and
Blake cursed his own big mouth. He couldn’t think of a thing to say
to make it better, so he just shut up and sent up a quick prayer
that he’d been right and it really would all be over soon.
Hopefully, due to his low rank, they wouldn’t torture him for
information, since he really didn’t have much to give them. He
wasn’t too sure how long he would hold out under
torture.

It wasn’t too long after
that they arrived on Tygeria. The bay doors opened abruptly after
they landed and big Tygerian males began to swarm onto the ship and
move through the hold. Two of them came over to their cage,
accompanied by the same guard he’d insulted the night before. He
said something to them in their language and they opened the cage
they were in and began to drag both Blake and Arrington out of it.
Blake didn’t fight them—it was useless and there was no way he
could overpower them. Even if he could, what then? The
aforementioned taking as many of them with him as possible sounded
good, but when he was actually faced with it, he decided that
living as long as he could was a better idea. It was his duty to
resist interrogation and endure torture, but none of that had
started yet, so it was better to save his strength for when it
did.

They manhandled him out of
the cage and threw him down on the floor next to a filthy smelling
fur of some kind, then gestured at it as they yelled at him. It was
freezing with the door open, so Blake wrapped the thing around
himself and looked back for Arrington, but they were dragging him
off in another direction.

“Hey!” he yelled at the
huge Tygerians dragging Arrington’s feebly resisting body away.
“No! We go together!”

The guard from the night
before came over to squat down beside him. “No,” he said in heavily
accented Earthan. “He’s for fighting.” He leered at Blake. “You for
fucking.”

That’s when the fight
started. Although, truthfully, it wasn’t much of a fight. They had
him down with his hands tied behind his back in only a matter of
minutes, but still he managed to hit one of the big guards under
the chin with his head and kick another in the balls, before they
wrestled him to the ground. He called them every name he could
think of and a few he’d made up, when they suddenly hauled him to
his feet and pushed him roughly down the ramp that led to landing
dock. He stumbled getting off the ramp and fell hard to the rough
surface of the dock. A little stunned, he still managed to head
butt one of them again when one of them reached down to help him to
his feet, he told him to kiss his ass. The guard looked confused,
then incensed, yelled something and drew back his hand to slap
Blake with enough force that it probably would have broken his jaw.
A sharp order barked at him stopped the Tygerian and made him drop
his hand and flush bright red.

It wasn’t difficult to
figure out that the man who’d yelled at them was some kind of
superior officer. All the Tygerians blanched with fear when he
strode over toward their little group and they quickly stood up,
their backs straight as they raised their fists in the air. The
Tygerian salute. Blake stared up at him, noticing first how damned
tall he was. He was wearing an emerald robe, trimmed in gold. Blake
had no idea what that signified. For Tygerians, their robes often
indicated their rank or their status.

As the officer drew
closer, Blake noticed how muscular he was too, even for this
planet, where the males were all huge. He had a neat, well-trimmed
beard on his face. His hair was red, like all of them, but he had
his pulled back behind his head and tied with a cord. Despite his
youth, the guards were wary of him and immediately bowed to him
after their salute. But what was most amazing to Blake was how
young all these soldiers and guards actually seemed to be. There
were older people around, of course, but not that many. The
soldiering seemed to be strictly the province of these young men,
but that was always the way with war, it seemed. Old men started
wars and young ones died for them. Wilfrid Owens, an ancient Earth
poet he admired, called it The
Old Lie—Dulce et Decorum Est, Pro
Patria Mori. And though Blake was as
patriotic as anyone else, it didn’t seem sweet or right to die for
his country, and he doubted any of the young men he was fighting
thought so either as they were drawing their last breaths.
Necessary, maybe, if it came down to protecting his family, but far
from sweet.

The big Tygerian knelt
down beside him, his gaze direct and steady. He spoke to him in
Earthan, a dialect developed by the Alliance that was a combination
of several Earth languages, and taught to every new recruit. His
Tygerian accent was strong. “What is your name?”

Blake turned his head
sullenly away and a strong hand gripped his chin and turned him
back to face him. “What is your name?”

“Second Lieutenant Blake Cameron,
4223895.”

His lips quirked a little
at one corner. “I see. You have numbers as part of your name? I
wasn’t aware of that custom with Alliance soldiers.”

“It’s my name, rank and
serial number, asshole. That’s all the information you’re getting
from me!”

“Do you have much
information? I believe Second Lieutenants don’t, as a
rule.”

“Second Lieutenant Blake Cameron,
4223895.”

“Yes, I heard you the
first time, little warrior. Can you at least tell me why you’re
fighting with my men?”

“Don’t call me that name!
Just because I’m not a big ape like you and your men doesn’t mean I
can’t wipe the floor with all of you—if it’s a fair fight, one on
one. And I want to go with my soldier, Sgt. Arrington. They took
him away for the fighting, and I demand to go with him and the rest
of my men.”

The Tygerian’s eyes lit
with amusement. “Prisoners don’t get to make demands. You’ll have
to go with my soldiers to be processed.”

“I know that captured
human prisoners are given a chance to defend themselves in the ring
against one of your soldiers.”

“Some are, yes. Not all.
Someone like you is rarely wasted on the ring. You’re destined for
a softer life, if you cooperate and do as you’re told. The bidding
would be high for a beauty like you—only the richest warriors will
be involved and you’ll find a luxurious home. You can spend the
rest of your days as a pampered pet. Wouldn’t you like
that?”

Blake snarled at him. “I’m
not some kind of dog. I demand my right to fight and die like a
soldier!”

“Even if you fight in the
ring and acquit yourself well, you won’t be allowed to die. You’ll
still be taken as a love slave.”

“No! I’ll find a way to
kill the man who tries to take me, and then I’ll kill myself.
Nothing can stop me."

The Tygerian gave him a
long, assessing look. “I believe you might try to at that.” He
stood abruptly and said something in his own language to the
soldiers, who were still bowing to the guy, bent over at the waist
with their heads lowered. Who was this guy anyway? The guards
scrambled to take hold of Blake and pull him to his feet, then
shoved him back up the ramp to go inside the ship again. Blake
looked back one last time at the Tygerian officer in his
emerald-colored robes, who nodded at him and then slowly raised his
fist in the air. A salute from one soldier to another? Or a
challenge accepted?

 


A knock on the door of his room
startled Blake from his memories
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