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Quotation

A whore is a whore is a whore.
Except when he's something else completely.

From the writings of King Helios Dayspring, High Priest of the Temple of the Sun



Chapter One

I sat back on a stiff wooden bench, hidden slightly behind the broad reptilian form of
U'shma, my oh-so-beloved pimp and owner. Cautiously I surveyed the seedy tavern that he'd
dragged me into. It was the Trell 57, and unfortunately, I wasn't a stranger to the place. The fact

that we were here at all meant two things. Well, actually it meant three things.

Firstly, U'shma was broke, and the only way for him to supplement his income at the
moment was to throw the veil over my face and the hood over my head and pander me out.
Secondly, U'shma's itch to gamble must be overwhelming at the moment. Addiction was
weakness, and if he was weak, I might be able to exploit him. Or I might suffer. Badly. And

thirdly, by morning, my jaws would ache and my ass would burn.
Life really reeked.

All the whores being peddled at T57 are male, not because of the preference of the
clientele, but simply because the place is fucking dangerous. No offense to the females, but
they're simply too rare and precious to risk in a hellhole like this. The place was crawling with
surly miners and unhappy travelers forced to wait for the next transport to someplace better.
Pretty much anywhere was better than the T57. In fact, most any planet must be better than
Warlan, with its dusty red soil and oppressively hot days. As far as I know, there are no sentient

species native to this rock.

Crude as it was, there were rules in this tavern. No activated weapons. No illegal
pharmaceuticals. Whores had to be appropriately escorted and were forbidden to peddle their
services directly to the clients. In addition, planetary law kept us in the formal veil and hood.

Poor johns couldn't even see what they were buying.

Not that most of the men cared—as long as they got their rocks off. Why did U'shma

choose such a charming establishment? Well, the clientele at the T57 were bored and desperate
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for diversion. In addition, he could hustle twice as many clients in half the time than it would

take at a more reputable house where I might actually be expected to interact with a customer.

The last time I'd had time to talk to a client, I'd managed to convince him to smuggle me
out of the place and onto his ship. Unfortunately Port Security found me within hours and
delivered me home safe and sound, much to my rescuer's chagrin. He'd been hoping for weeks of
unlimited access to my body. After that stunt, he'd probably kicked his heels in a Warlan jail for

a week or two.

So there I sat while U'shma scanned the crowd for a suitable target, and I surveyed the
room for escape routes. My foresight had saved our lives more than once. Like I said, the place
wasn't particularly safe. But more than that, I was still looking for an exit off the planet. After a
couple standard years with U'shma, it was time to leave. Destination? Unknown. As was purpose
in life and the simple knowledge of the name I'd been born with. I simply knew that I was meant

to be elsewhere.

That was probably the worst part, not knowing the origin or purpose of my existence. For
now I was Pasha. That was common vernacular for “slave.” U'shma had never bothered to give
me a name of my own. I couldn't remember any other name from my past. So Pasha was fine for

now.

I was a slave; that much was clear. U'shma was the third owner I could remember.
Memories of brutal training occasionally surfaced when some strange creature had me kneeling
between his knees, a cruel hand twisted into my long hair, my mouth stretched around an alien
body part that was never intended for human attention. The other two owners were vague
memories, faceless people with names that I could not recall.

I was spared the horror of sex with U'shma, who preferred my cooking to my cock.
Thankfully we were anatomically incompatible, and my saliva burned his skin. At worst, he'd get
a bit drunk and make me strip naked and watch as he masturbated. And believe me, watching
U'shma wack his bone-spiked phallus was almost as bad as doing the real thing with a filthy scat
miner.

Yeah...that kind of scat. Lovely planet, eh?

If there is a God, he does have a sense of humor, or he wouldn't have made U'shma.
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He'd won me in a card game and couldn't wait to unwrap his package when he got home. It
took mere seconds to determine that he was allergic to humans and that his blunt, sawlike cock
wouldn't fit into any orifice I possessed. Lucky for me, he immediately fell in love with my
cooking. Unlucky for me, he also saw the benefit of owning a cash cow. U'shma was too lazy to
haul his scaly ass out to pimp me on a regular basis, so my life was generally dull, but not
intolerable. I cooked, I cleaned, and then I sat in my bare little room, dreaming of another life.
Sad to say, the occasional trips to the T57 were the most exciting moments of my life with

U'shma.

The exit at the back of the tavern was blocked by a broken table, but the route to the
private playing rooms was open. There was a back exit near the hidden cubicles that were
available for rent by the hour or by the night. Those who couldn't afford to rent a cube took their
pleasure right in the tap room. Nasty as it seems, I preferred the pinch-pennies. It kept me out in

plain view of all. Less likely to take a beating that way.
Or a rape.

I continued to evaluate the room, when my attention was caught by a long, lean figure
sprawled negligently at a table near the back exit. Even seated, it was plain that he was taller than
the average humanoid. He was hard muscled and battle worn. His black hair was overlong and
tumbled in a wavy mass down his neck. The profile he gave me was hard as a blade. An arched
nose accentuated cruel, sensuous lips. He wore a black leather patch over one eye, and a scar
bisected his high, hard cheekbone. Since he was blind on my side, I took the occasion to watch

him openly. He couldn't possibly see me behind the veil, but I was certain that he felt my stare.

He surveyed the room slowly, stopping to watch a whore take position between a gambler's
knees. After a few moments, the pirate reached down and readjusted his cock, and then turned

his attention elsewhere. He might be interested, but he was here for a reason other than sex.

But God! His head turned slowly in our direction, and my mouth grew dry. My head spun
at the impact of that gaze. His remaining eye was black as night and as fierce as flame. I felt the
weight of his gaze from behind the veil, where my eyes were covered by a mesh panel. He

looked at me for a few heartbeats and then moved on.

I shifted uncomfortably; my cock had grown long and heavy beneath the sheer gauzy robes

that covered me from head to foot. Pain lanced through me as it reached the limits allowed by the
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chastity ring that shackled me. Every instinct urged me to cross the room, to take his arms and

look into that dark face...to make him see me.

Sadly I could only go where summoned, and not far from the dark man, a nervous-looking
human was gesturing to U'shma. My chest went tight as my owner rose to begin negotiations
with the john. They whispered and they argued, and finally U'shma signaled defeat. Not really
defeat; the twitch of his blunt fingers told me that he'd negotiated a higher-than-expected price.

Rising smoothly to my feet, I carefully manipulated the folds of fabric that shrouded my
body and face. There were perhaps three seconds for me to decide on a course of action. An
erupting fight in my path held me steady in place, buying a few more seconds and ultimately, the
opportunity to act. I'd paused within a few paces of the dark man when a body inevitably
slammed into mine, throwing me in his direction. My hand lashed out, knocking over the goblet

of sweet wine that sat on the table.

“I'm so sorry,” I whispered as the bloodred fluid soaked into his shirt and beaded off the
battered black leather of his pants. He growled in annoyance and stood, hands brushing at the
wet stains. I was tall, but he towered over me. His shoulders were nearly as wide as U'shma's

blockish form, and the black eye was as fierce as I'd imagined it would be.

Once again my lust surged, my heart pounded, and I knew that this man could not be

allowed to walk away.
“Sir, I do apologize for his clumsiness. Please allow me to help!”

U'shma began batting at the stranger with a kerchief, angering the man even more. Finally
the pirate dropped back into his chair, snarling in anger. I stood meek and subservient, with my
hands neatly folded and my head bowed, watching as U'shma waved for more wine. It wasn't a
surprise when he dropped into the chair opposite the man as though they were old friends. No
doubt my erstwhile client had fled in fear of his life. U'shma was a top-rate con artist; he
wouldn't allow that loss to deter his plans. Within seconds, he'd hauled out a set of cards,

tempting the stranger into a game to sweeten his time.

“And as apology for ruining your clothing, my boy here will be glad to service you. No
charge, good sir.” He poked me, and obediently I dropped to my knees, waiting for the stranger

to accept or reject the offer. He looked me over, no doubt seeing heavily lined gray eyes behind
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the mask, but little else. He grunted in acceptance, and I awkwardly crawled under the shelter of

the table and folded the robes to cushion my knees.

I knew my job—keep him unsettled, distracted. U'shma was a conniving old bastard. We'd
played this game before. Kneeling between the stranger's spread legs, I palmed my cock,
moaning silently at the agony of denial. Unless he hired me for the night, my climax was
expressly forbidden. I mean, what if the next client wanted to be fucked? It happened often
enough. The electro-magnetic cock and ball ring kept me in a continual state of discomfort.

U'shma kept the remote that would free me, and that particular service cost the client dearly.

The stranger's legs were long and hard as iron beneath the leather of his pants. I ran my
palms over the insides of his thighs, wondering how much foreplay I dared to indulge in. It really
depended on the game they played up on top of the table. U'shma tapped once on my right

shoulder, telling me to take it slow.
Fine by me.

Running my hands up his groin, I felt the length of his cock. He was aroused. Through the
thick leather it was hard and broad and hot to the touch. I rolled my face over it, sliding my
hands up to his stomach where the skin was a bit sticky with wine. Swiftly I pulled the shirt up
higher, unlaced his trousers, and then, lifting the veil, lowered my mouth to his belly, slowly
licking his skin clean. My lips tingled. The house wine here packed quite a kick; I'd probably
pick up a mild buzz just by cleaning him up.

He shifted a bit, which told me to get down to business. Reluctantly I left the hard planes
of his abdomen and followed his silent command. With a gentle nudge, I urged his hips up and
slid the leathers down just a bit. Much as I'd like him bare-ass naked, they couldn't come down

far, not with my kneeling so close.

His cock spilled out, as hard and dark with blood as I could have imagined. Even in the
dim light under the table I could see the thick shaft capped by a heavy, graceful head. Again my
cock gave an answering surge, which was rather amusing. As often as I serviced men, usually the

women were the ones who really did it for me.
Maybe I just had a thing for big, battle-scarred warriors.

Gently I worked my hands into his pants and lifted out his scrotum. I rolled his balls in my

hand and then paused. Make that...ball. He had only one. That didn't seem to be affecting his
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pleasure though. I lowered my face to the silky skin and gently cherished that one ball, taking
care not to injure what had already been so badly damaged. I ran the tip of my tongue over ridges
of scar tissue there. [ was gentle...so very gentle. He became very still in his chair. I paused until

he flexed his hips, urging me on.

Raising my head again, I shifted his heavy cock to the side and laved my tongue over the
surprisingly soft skin of his belly, picking up sweet wine and salty man as I followed the trail of
fine hair up to his naval and then back down to his groin. His pubic hair was thick and wiry, and

I nuzzled into it, grasping the root of his shaft to hold him ready.

The first taste made me shiver. I lapped up the salty tear of precum and let the thick hood

of his cock slip between my lips.

He was big and powerful, and I adjusted my position, angling his cock so I didn't
accidently slam my head into the table above me. That was an occupational hazard around here.
I'd seen whores carried out unconscious and bleeding after their client got a little too enthusiastic
at the moment of truth. He was strong, and I was a little too tall to give a blowjob with the table

above my head, so extra caution was called for.

When I took him deeply into my mouth, he sighed. Not much; he probably didn't even
betray himself to U'shma, but I saw it...felt it. For a few moments, I allowed him to gently ride

my mouth, shifting my hand so that the penetration wasn't too deep.

And then I let him go, placed one fist at the base, squeezing hard, and nuzzled down to his

scrotum again.

If T could reach, I'd have fucked his tight ass with my finger, but that wasn't happening.
Not this time. And somehow I got the feeling that this man was just dominant enough to refuse
that particular service. But he'd probably be more than willing to dish it out. That thought made

me shiver in delicious fear.

I played. Up the length with my tongue, and then down with my lips. I pushed his foreskin
back and teased that tiny, precious spot behind his cockhead. I kissed my way down that faint
line of skin as far as I could possibly go. When he grew close—so close that he grew that shade
harder—I opened my mouth as wide as possible and laid my teeth in warning at the base of his

cock. His hips jerked.
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God only knows what compelled me to do it—he was so fucking close, and I knew my
instructions—but [ wanted this man to come. I wanted his seed on my skin and in my mouth. I
wanted his hands on me, his skin against mine. I wanted to make him want me so very badly that

he'd pay for the night. Just one night. Was it completely inappropriate to pray for such a thing?

I bore down just slightly into the meaty flesh of his cock, feeling him go still...so very still.
He liked that...a lot. Releasing the pressure, I dragged my teeth up the length of his shaft, then
slid my incisors lightly over the ridge of his cockhead. It would be too much for most men. Not

him. My pirate liked that kiss of pain.

Without warning, his rock-hard hand came down and fisted into the veil. I could see his
belly pumping. No doubt he was panting for air. His hips thrust as I swallowed down his cock.
As his hot semen spilled into my mouth, his hand dug under the fabric of my veil, trembling
fingers skimming over the surface of my skin. He traced the hollows of my eyes, the slender
length of my nose. Pushing back the covering on my head, he dug his hand into the long braid of
my hair and held tightly, his fingers flexing convulsively as his climax twisted his body in the

chair above me.

He pulled away, and I let his semi-erect shaft slip from my mouth, but he did not release
me. In fact, he pulled me closer to his body until my face was pressed against the damp warmth
of his groin. He adjusted his pants and then pulled me close. I rested there between his powerful
thighs, feeling oddly safe and content. His hand continued to stroke my hair, to roam my face,
almost as though he were seeing me through the rough tips of his fingers. When they trailed over
my lips, I opened my mouth, and the calloused pads slid over my teeth. I closed my lips over his

fingers and sucked, and then released him.

U'shma didn't call me back up, so I carefully adjusted my position, smiling when the
stranger's hand clasped my braid, not allowing me to move far. Once I was sitting comfortably
between his legs, I rested my head against his thigh, letting my eyes slip closed. The

conversation between the two was scant, and as hours passed, it grew terse, nearly angry.

Money changed hands, and then changed hands again. I heard my owner curse, and then
later, laugh in delight. As he'd originally won me in a game of chance, it occurred to me to pay

attention. My fate might be in play there above my head.

“His paperwork for this hand.”
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U'shma's laughter was harsh and angry. He was clearly down by many points. “No, I think

not. Perhaps...a visit until I retire for the evening. That gives you two, perhaps three hours.”
“No. If not his papers, his service until I depart.”

They continued in this vein for several minutes, during which my hopes rose and fell with
every offer and counteroffer. At some point the flask of wine was passed to me under the table; I
drank gladly, letting the wine lull me into a slumberous haze. For the first time in memory, I felt

confident in allowing another to take control of my safety. I didn't sleep, not quite.
“Pasha...wake up!”

A sharp kick from U'shma's pointed shoe jerked me awake. I clumsily adjusted the veil and
headscarf, and stiffly crawled out from under the table. Truly, I had no clue of my age; I was not
old, but surely too old to fall asleep under a table. The stranger looked strained yet pleased.
U'shma looked pissed. But it's difficult not to look pissed when the Maker gives you a damp,

blue-gray snout where your nose should be.
“You will go with him tonight. He has you until this time tomorrow.”

I looked from one to the other. Hope warred with apprehension. I knew I could run this
time, but hell, they'd just catch me within hours. The cuffs on my wrists held all the information

law enforcement needed to spot me and send me back to my rightful owner.

Perhaps the stranger had some amazing tech skills and could release me...I glanced at his

battle-scarred hands and revised that hope. Perhaps he knew someone with amazing tech skills...

U'shma pushed away from the table, his stocky body clumsy with anger. He'd come out
hoping for a profitable, pleasant evening, and walked away empty-handed. By tomorrow, the
gambling itch would become a screaming rash on his brain. His addiction was a wicked thing. I

bit my lip and considered my options. I glanced up at the pirate.
“I've got a room upstairs.”
Hmm. Big spender. Most men on layover here just took a cube and shared the communal

toilet. That's pretty much why the place smelled so bad. There was a waiting list for the single

public shower.
He stood, and I stepped up to follow, hanging back the obligatory step or two. I spared a
glance for U'shma; in spite of his anger, he'd already turned away and was hovering near a busy

gaming table. Undoubtedly his thoughts were with the next con he could run.
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The stranger seemed like the type who liked his weapon hand clear, so once there was

room, I gave him space. He didn't like it.

“Up in front of me. I can't guard you if I can't see you.”

Now that caught my attention. I turned in surprise, looking at that stony visage. A whore
preceding a client? I shrugged, turned, and led the way, pausing at the base of the stair.

“Third floor, turn right.”

His voice was deep and gravelly. I liked it. The sound made my insides a bit shivery. I
tripped and went down onto my knees.

“Stupid fucking robes.” I'd gathered them up, but the ends got away and tangled between
my feet. I don't know how women and clerics did it on a daily basis.

“You'll have them off soon enough.”

Now more of me went shivery. It was taboo to reveal the face of your whore, but still, the
rest of my body could be naked. I'd never been in a position to ask about that little bit of
etiquette, but my suspicion was that there were some whores working the brothels and inns who
weren't really out for money. Some people just got their rocks off pretending to be something
they weren't. Hell, according to U'shma, the local council head had sucked more dick than I

would in my life.

Well, that was my hope. I really didn't want to suck dick all my life.
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Chapter Two

The room was surprisingly quiet and blessedly cool. The window was slightly ajar, and I
stood looking out over the busy streets. At first I wondered that he'd leave the window open,

until I looked outside. No one would climb this high to enter the window of a sleazy lodging.

“The veil has to stay on, but everything else can come off.” I began my memorized spiel,
just in case he didn't know the rules. “Unless he gave you the remote for the chastity ring, I
prefer not to penetrate you, and I am unable to climax. I'm current on my health certs; if you
aren't, then I ask that you use appropriate protection. I can provide you with your choice of

shields.”

I slowly lifted the headscarf off, closed my eyes, and relished the sensation of cool air on

my scalp and neck. I turned, checking for the effect of the slow striptease.
He stood by the door, his body taut with expectation.
“Just get that stuff off. I don't like seeing you in it.”

Fine. I struggled out of the gauzy robes, leaving only a pair of high-waisted pants that were
held up by a sash; the legs tapered and were tied at the ankles. Under it all, I wore decorative
fabric slippers. My cock was beginning to wake up again, and I willed it down. With the chastity

ring, erections were uncomfortable, to say the least.

“Where'd that scar come from?”

I glanced down and looked at the white mark on my ribs. Truly, I don't think I'd ever
noticed it before. I frowned and shrugged. “I guess it's always been there.”

He looked a bit disappointed. He probably got off on comparing battle scars. Or perhaps he
thought it odd that I had no memory of such a vicious wound.

Standing awkwardly, I waited for him to move, to command me, but the man stood gazing,

a fierce frown on his face.
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“Do you know me?”

“No sir. Er...master.” I guessed he might be the sort who'd like that kind of thing. I was

wrong. The word brought an even darker expression to his face.

He circled me like a giant panther as I stood obediently in the middle of the floor. Oddly,
he didn't frighten me in spite of the angry face and rough hands. Even the cache of weapons piled
on the table didn't intimidate me that badly. I spotted a golden kilij; my hands itched to grasp the
hilt of the scimitar, to dance the blade under the harsh lights of the room.

Then I had to wonder, how in hell did I know that thing was called a kilij? That isn't in the

vocabulary of the common whore.
Guess [ must be an uncommon whore.

He completed his inspection of my body and ended up in front of me, just feet away. My
urge was to drop to my knees and wrap my fists around that lovely cock of his. Yet something in
his bearing held me back. Something that stirred in the back of my brain told me to hush...to be
still.

He looked deeply into my eyes, and the expression on his face caused something to loosen
inside my gut. [ wanted to cry, to hide my face in shame. Instead I stood still and quiet, awaiting

his instructions.
“Get rid of the veil.” His voice was faint and strained.
“Ahh...local statutes...”
“Take off that fucking veil!” His tone was a low, angry growl.

Fine. If he wanted it that much, I'd take the veil off. I had nothing to hide. I fumbled with
the tie at the back of my head, but he didn't want to wait. A big hand reached out and jerked,

taking a few strands of hair with it. I suppressed a curse.

He stood as though fixated, and I suppose there was cause. While slaves don't own mirrors,
the temptation to sneak a peek now and again was always present. At one time I'd believed that
learning my face would trigger my memories. It hadn't, but I knew that my face was handsome
enough. High cheekbones crested slightly hollow cheeks. The nose was straight. The lips were
wide and bowed, neither too full nor too thin. My eyes were large and gray, surrounded by deep
brown lashes and brows, which were at odds with the coppery hair that was braided away from

my face. A strong chin was graced with a slight cleft.
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I could be objective enough to know that I was as beautiful as a man can be without

looking effeminate. That knowledge meant nothing.
He stared, and defensively, I held my head a little higher.

When the pirate abruptly dropped to his knees, I was more than surprised—I was stunned.

When he clasped my limp hand, pressing it to his forehead, I became alarmed.
But when he cried, taking great, sobbing breaths, I could do one thing and one thing only.

I dropped to my knees and took the huge warrior into my arms, doing my best to offer him

comfort. And I hadn't a clue what was wrong.
“I failed you.”

His voice was forlorn and despondent. Ashamed. His hands hung at his sides as I wrapped
my arms around his body. Tears slid from his intact eye, trickling down his cheek to settle on my
bare shoulder. He outweighed me by many pounds, and I held on tighter to keep from going

over.
Okay, so I groped him.

Not to disrespect the man or anything, but he was a complete stranger, if you discount the
fact that I'd just given him a blowjob. But still, I didn't even know his name, yet here he was,

leaning into my body and crying on my shoulder.
It seemed like the perfect opportunity.

He sobbed; I stroked his back, my hand dropping to his muscular ass. He let out a grief-

stricken moan, and I wiggled in a bit closer.
“I am so sorry.”

I really didn't know what to say to that. If this man was responsible for my current life
status...well, not good. Not good at all. But still...this man was a rock-hard badass, and he was

so overwhelmed by emotion, by guilt, that he was falling apart in my arms.
And he knew me. Not Pasha the whore, but me.
“What was your primary responsibility...to me?” That just sounded weird.
“To keep you alive.”
A bodyguard, perhaps? That led to some interesting possibilities.

“Look at me.”
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He resisted, and I leaned back, pulling away from him. Slowly he raised his head and

looked at my face. Not into my eyes, though. My current status bothered him immensely.
“I am alive.”

He began to gather his composure and recover his dignity. However, he didn't move from

my arms. He seemed unconvinced by my simple argument.

“Do you hear me? I am alive, and relatively well. I'm not certain who you are, but

whatever happened, my life has been spared.”

We were still on our knees facing one another, and my cock was painfully happy with the
contact. His cock was quite happy too, which rather impressed me. Emotional angst usually
doesn't serve well as an aphrodisiac. That's the lovely thing about men; there's no guesswork

involved when it comes to arousal.

Once again he bowed his head, slowly lowering it to my shoulder. His arms came up and
wrapped me in a loose embrace. It was a touch that brought so many sensations. It was intimate

and arousing, but ultimately, that embrace made me feel safe. Hopeful.

And strange as the entire situation might seem, that embrace was familiar. It was like
returning home from a long, long journey. Succumbing to temptation, I slowly lowered my head
to his shoulder, letting the smallest part of my burden rest on him.

Just a little, because the burden was mine. His burden was mine as well. In fact, it was my
calling to bear the burdens of many. It was my birthright. Odd that I should know that, but that
knowledge brought a sense of calm to my heart.

That was why living in the relative ease of U'shma's ownership chafed so badly. There
were occasional humiliations, but really, no man should be without those moments of reality,
those experiences that tell him that he is only a mortal and not a god. I sighed and let him pull me
closer.

“What is your name?”

A harsh breath escaped his body. His grief literally encompassed me. I felt bad that I even

needed to ask the question.

“Griffin. Captain Griffin Hawke of the Royal Guard of Astrum.”
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He was still and quiet, allowing me to process that information. Allowing me to formulate

the next question.
“And who am 1?”

Was I friend to this man? Lover? Peer? He straightened a bit, gathering his dignity once
again. He was removing himself from me both physically and emotionally. I braced, waiting for

the answer.
“You are Helios Dayspring.”
“Helios.”

Sun. Hope. I whispered the name, but it fell from my lips like something foreign and

strange. Looking up at him, I saw hopeful expectation fade from his expression.

“You are...were...a prince of our people. You were one of our spiritual leaders.” He must

have seen the disbelief on my face, because he laughed abruptly.

“That look on your face...that hasn't changed.” He smiled then, a sad smile that settled

oddly on that scarred visage. “Indeed, Sire. You were—and are—the hope of our people.”

There was so much to ask, and yet I didn't know enough to formulate a single intelligent
question. My brain was still engaged with my new name. Helios Dayspring. I didn't want to face
the idea that I was part of a greater whole. That I was no longer alone upset the odd balance of

my life. It was overwhelming enough to have an identity, though it consisted only of a name.
How absolutely precious those two words were!

My knees were beginning to ache on the hard floor, but I didn't move. Countless hours of
training had gone into my ability to remain on my knees; I could stay there as long as it took.
Eventually he reached out and rested his hands on my shoulders, then slid them down my arms to

settle on the slave bands around my wrists. His battle-toughened hands were surprisingly gentle.

“He gave me a remote... Will it remove these?” The bands seemed to offend him greatly.

More than the veil, even.

“No.” I swallowed hard, and for the first time in my memory, shame settled briefly on my
shoulders. I pushed it down and rose stiffly to my feet. My muscles ached from holding the
position. “That remote is to the slave ring I wear on my penis.” His eyes flicked down to the

front of my pants. “And I would greatly appreciate it if you'd remove the damned thing!”
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That brought a reluctant laugh.

I reached to untie the sash at my waist, but his hands moved mine away, and Griffin gently
loosened my trousers, then lowered them to the floor. He fished the small device from a pocket

and tripped the small switch. Abruptly the device loosened and dropped from my flesh.

I braced myself for the inevitable rush of pain that accompanied the blood flow to my

nether bits. It hit, and I gasped, my knees growing weak.
“Fuck.” He glared down at my wilted shaft, lips white with fury.
“That's pretty much what it's supposed to prevent.”

Unable to stop myself, I reached down and rubbed the sore skin at the base of my cock and
balls. The device wasn't a toy, but rather a control device. It was legally required equipment for
all male whores. Goodness knows they didn't want us out running wild and having

uncompensated sex.

Stiffly I retrieved my trousers and began to refasten the wide sash. Unable to look at me,

Griffin crossed to the weapons cache and began polishing the blade of a saber.

There had been many moments of humiliation in my life, but this was undoubtedly the
worst. Losing the cock ring was blissfully sweet, but there was still shame in being as helpless as

a child. I took a deep breath and tried to remember what it felt like to have some dignity.

“I don't want to hear everything right now, just the basics. Please.” My fingers were stiff
and clumsy on the fabric. I had to focus on breathing in and out; the enormity of the moment
threatened to shatter the last threads of my self-control. I wanted to cry even as laughter bubbled
up my throat.

He turned and propped his ass on the edge of the table, muscular arms crossed over his
chest. Gone was the formality that he'd shown earlier. Clearly I wasn't deserving of such respect.
My throat went tight as the shame surged over me once again.

“God, Lio, I don't know where to start.”

Oh, not contempt. He'd relaxed into familiarity. He knew me well, it seemed. Something

tight inside my heart went soft. Instinctively I knew this man would not lie to me. Tears burned

my eyes, and I blinked them away. I felt positively giddy with emotion.



16 Belinda McBride

“You were third in line to the throne of our kingdom, Astrum. We live...lived on a planet
known as Arash. Your Uncle Johan was king, your cousin Batte was the heir presumptive. His
brother Bhar was the spare. After time in the army, you were recruited by the Sun Priests to

serve.”
“A priest? | was a priest?”
He grinned then, seeing my chagrin. “It is not a puritanical sect. You were quite happy

being a warrior-priest. Your wife...”

I let my eyes drop closed. A wife. Someone was waiting for me. I swallowed hard, feeling

nausea rise.
“I'm sorry this is painful, Helios.” His voice was surprisingly gentle.
I nodded, waiting for him to continue.
“Your wife Cloris died some time before the invasion. Your son is well and safe.”

Oh God. I was a father. My hands trembled, and his next words were almost lost to the

rush of blood in my ears.

“We were invaded without warning. The battle for our kingdom and planet did not last
long. Our fighters were unsurpassed in the field, but we were unprepared for invasion from
space. They outnumbered us greatly, and a neighboring kingdom joined with them. My final
duty was to remove your family to safety. We were overwhelmed, and I was badly injured. After
a brief fight, you commandeered my forces. You broke away and led the soldiers away from

your family. And from me.”

I had no memory of these events. None at all. And yet their telling tapped into an endless
well of grief and need and mind-crippling fear. My hands ached to touch the face of a child I did

not know and could not remember. My heart ached for a lost wife.

“How long ago?”

“Five years.” The strength drained from my legs. I barely made it to the bed before
collapsing, and there I sat, doing my best to process the information. An hour ago I was a whore

with no worries, no ambitions or goals beyond a vague need to escape. Now I was a prince, a

cleric, and a father.
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“Our refugees have taken shelter on a small planet. It's a harsh place, but we've begun to

build a city, a civilization.”
“The king? The princes?”
“All gone now. Executed. You are our king.”

“No.” I shook my head in denial. Denial of my personal pain, of course, but more at the
fall of an entire people. The loss of heritage and culture and the thousands of lives that must have

been snuffed out.

He stayed quiet then, running a rag over the already gleaming blade in his hand. My mind
raced like a hysterical child in a hedge maze, turning one corner after another, only to come to a

wall.

And as always happened when I thought too hard, my muscles began to grow heavy with

fatigue. Weariness settled over me like an old blanket.
“You've been searching for me?”

“Many of us have. We are watched, so we practice great caution. Most of our military is in

space now. I travel under the guise of a mercenary.”
“Well, you certainly look the part!”

He grinned briefly, and then shook his head. “I've actually made a good deal of money in
this persona. It's helped feed our people.” He set the blade gently down on the table and faced

me. “Do you need food? Drink?”
I shook my head.
“Well, I'm damned hungry.”

“Go straight to the kitchen for food. For a little extra scratch, the cooks will make sure it's

hot and clean.” The waitstaff at this place left a lot to be desired, but the cooks were competent.

Wearily I crawled to the head of the bed. “Griffin.” He turned; his face was hard and
without expression. “What you have told me frightens me. I won't deny that. But you've given

me the first hope that I can remember. Ever.”
He paused at the door, stared for a moment, and then nodded his head.

“When I come back, we'll talk about getting you out of here.” His eyes fell to the cuffs.
“And out of those.”
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“Thank you.”

I threw my arm over my eyes; my body and mind were nearly tapped out. I covered my
eyes partly to block the harsh afternoon sun, but also to hide the tears that were gathering there.
I'd seen the look of pity on Griffin's hard face and didn't want to see it again. My tears must be

shed in private. My pain would belong to me and only me.

The door quietly opened and shut, and I was left alone with my memories of nothing.
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Chapter Three

I slept. I don't know how long, but as I rose slowly into wakefulness, all that seemed
important was the amount of time I'd wasted that could have been spent in Griffin's company. I

rolled to the right, meaning to rise, and encountered a large, solid body next to mine.
“Good morning.”

I blinked my eyes against the inky darkness of the room, seeing the sheen of stars still in

the sky. It must be very early morning.

“I'm sorry, Griffin. I didn't mean to fall asleep on you.” I shifted and felt the coarse weave

of the bed linen against my naked skin. He must have undressed me as I slept.

“Stress can cause weariness. As can malnutrition and whatever's been introduced to your
body to keep you compliant.”

That brought me awake fast. “What do you mean?”

“Think, Helios. Whenever you get stressed, whether from too much anger or fear, or even

humor, don't you become sleepy? Earlier you slept while under the table.”

I thought about that and realized it was true. All these years I'd been oblivious to that
reaction, yet he'd spotted it within hours.

“I imagine you have a cerebral implant that keeps you placid. It probably also took your
memories.”

At that, a sharp spike of pain ran through my heart. Slowly I dropped back onto the hard
pillow. I could feel him next to me, a warm, solid presence in the darkness. Impulsively I turned

into him, seeking the comfort of his body. When his arm settled comfortably around my

shoulder, I knew.

“We were lovers.”
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I tried to see him in the darkness, to see if he smiled or frowned. I saw only his profile

against the night's darkness.
“Long ago. We were young.”

“In school? The military?” I wasn't certain how old I was, but he seemed older. More

competent.

“In the army. As is the custom of our people, our first lovers are chosen from our brothers
or sisters in arms. We fight better next to those we love.” He ran his hand down the length of my

braid. “This is new. I think I like it.” He tugged, and I winced.
“It isn't a handle.”
Immediately he let it loose.

“I'm sorry, Griffin. It's just...” I trailed off, knowing he understood. He'd used it earlier

when he thought I was just a whore. As had countless partners that had preceded him.

“Sometime I'd like to see it loose.” His hand had wandered to my braid again, but now he

stroked gently. “It must be beautiful when it's loose.”

We lay quietly for a time, and a comfortable drowsiness crept up on me once again. Maybe
it was indeed a reaction to stress, but frankly, I believed it had to do with the absence of the
chastity ring. It was hard to get a good night's sleep with that thing strangling me all the time.

Yet there was still so much I needed to know.
“How did you recognize me?”

My eyes had adjusted to the darkness; I could see his profile against the faint light of the
window. His eye gleamed in the darkness, and I noticed that he lay between me and the entrance

to the room.

“That trick with your teeth.” He grinned, his teeth flashing white in the darkness. “You
always knew just how to send me over the edge.” He chuckled hoarsely. I couldn't help grinning

back.
“I've never done that to anyone else, you know. It just seemed to be the right thing to do.”

His smile faded a bit then, and I knew he was thinking about the years I'd served as a

slave...a whore. I rose on my elbow to look at him.

“Griffin. I survived it. I survived it with all the grace I could muster. Please allow me that.”
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He swallowed hard. He choked back all the words that threatened to come forth. It was an

admirable effort. Instead of speaking, he pulled me tightly to his body, and I reveled in that hold.
“How did we end?” I whispered.

“Not how...why.” The hand around my shoulder stroked my skin soothingly. Somewhere
in my brain, [ wanted sex. His touch brought forth another need as well—the need to be held and

comforted. I laid my head on his shoulder, feeling...safe.

“It happened fairly quickly. You expected an army career, but one of the Sun Priests had a
vision. You were called to serve in the temple, and I was promoted to officer status. Your uncle
deemed it wise to provide you with a suitable wife, and you were wed to Cloris. A few years

later, Suzan and I were married.”
That shot through me like an arrow. Married? He was married?
“Suzan was killed in the retreat. I wasn't there for her or for our children.”
“I'm sorry, Griffin.”

I got the feeling that he was carrying a heavy burden of guilt. He must have been at my

side when his family was killed.
“My children survived. They are living with my cousin and her husband.”
“Good. Good.” T hugged him tightly for a moment. “You must have sons.”

“Daughters. Twins.” I could sense the smile in his voice. “One blonde like their mother,

the other is dark like me.”

I lay a palm flat on his bare chest, feeling the beat of his heart. It sped up slightly at my
touch. He knew what I was asking, even though I didn't.

“Your son's name is Alexander. He favors you, with copper hair and gray eyes.”

My eyes were wide open in the darkness as I tried to visualize the child I had no memory

of. “I guess I didn't want to burden him with a silly name like mine.”

He laughed out loud, and I knew that I was correct.

“Actually, his name is Helios Alexander Dayspring. Your family insisted on the first name,
you insisted on the second.”

Past the bulk of his body, I watched the slowly graying sky. The outlines of the city towers

were etched black against the horizon. I'd never thought of the city as having any sort of beauty,
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but there it was. Black velvet against silver gray, tiny stars twinkling with unsuppressed hope.

Even the air smelled good. Why hadn't I noticed these things before?
“Griffin.”

He turned his head slightly to look at me. I wondered if he'd slept at all. There was much to
discuss, much to do if I was to get off this rock, but right now, this moment was out of time. It

was ours, and no one could intrude.

“I know I have no right to ask, and I know you may not have the right to accept, but...I
find that I need you.”

He let out a slight breath of air, as though he'd taken a blow.
“You have every right to ask.”

“I'm not asking as your prince...or whatever. I don't even remember you or what we had.
But right now, I need touch. I need your touch, Griffin Hawke. If I had a room full of the most

beautiful men and women from which to choose, you would be my choice.”

His hand settled lightly over my mouth then, and I knew that my tendency to babble on
must be a habit of old. But then he drew his hand away, trailing heavy fingers over my lips.
Much of my body was soft and pampered like a woman's. My muscles were strong, but my skin
was soft. The feel of his calloused fingers drew shivers over my spine. For the first time in recent
memory, my cock was free to express its happiness, and it did, rising up to meet his wandering

hand.

He grasped me in his rough palm, then pumped and pulled, and his whiskered chin dragged
along the skin of my chest. He licked my nipple, and then bit it hard enough to hurt. My back
arched, pushing my cock tighter into his palm.

My breath shuddered from my chest on a moan when he fondled my balls, pulling them
forward to meet my rigid, straining cock.

“How do you want me, Helios?”

My eyes popped open, and I looked down at his dark form. That was my question! My
head dropped back on the pillow as options ran through my mind. What did I want from this big,

hard man? What did I want for our first time together?

“Come lie on top of me. Hold me.”
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I brought my knee up, making room for him as he settled his weight on top of me. “Is this

how we used to do 1t?”

He pressed a kiss on my lips. “Later.” His grin told me this position was new to us. He
kissed me again, his tongue a rough intruder into my mouth. I sucked and bit and pulled,
enjoying the harsh feel of his beard. My skin was baby smooth thanks to a permanent depilatory
treatment. I had no beard, no hair anywhere on my body, and I never would again. It would be a

permanent reminder of my time spent as a slave.

He left my mouth; his journey took him to my jaw. His tongue swirled into my ear,
bringing my hips up to buck against his. Our cocks dueled; he raised his hips just enough to give

them space to tangle and embrace. Our balls pressed together tightly and then released.
I wrapped my arms around him, lost in the comfort and bliss of simple intimacy.

We rolled, trading places, and he went so easily that I knew the movement was expected. I
straddled his hips and looked down at the dark beauty beneath me. His ebony eye glittered with
emotion, and those harsh, sensual lips parted slightly. The lines beside his nose grew deep as his

face went dark with passion.

Continuing the visual tour, I gazed down to view the broad, muscular shoulders. His chest
was layered with lean, sinewy muscle, and his arms were hard and delineated. He didn't carry a

spare ounce of fat on his body.

His belly was sculpted and flat; faint scars peppered his dark skin. They were remnants of
battle, though some were the tokens of something much darker and uglier. My mind skittered

away from that.

I scooted back to look at his lean hips; dark hair trailed from his chest down his belly,
leading the eye to the dark thatch that surrounded his cock.

I pressed my hips forward, catching our shafts in my fist. My light to his dark, my

circumcision to his natural.
“That's new.” His gaze was hot and fierce.
“My cock? I'm fairly certain it's always been there.”

His grin flashed briefly. “No Lio, you've been cut. Circumcised.”
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“Oh.” I stared at the smooth column of my shaft. “That must have hurt.” As though
agreeing, my manhood softened slightly. He nudged me slightly, which quickly solved that
problem. I was hard again, and once more fascinated with the contrasts between us. I began to
thrust, running our cocks side by side. He gasped as the heads caught on the sensitive ridges. |

was fairly certain that we could come this way...very quickly.

But that wasn't what I wanted right now. I knelt between his legs and raised his knees. |
wet my finger and pressed it to his tight hole. He clenched, which made me grin. My pirate

wasn't accustomed to being plundered.

I found my discarded trousers and dug into the pocket, pulling out the tube of lubricant that
was my constant companion when U'shma took me out on the town. Quickly I lubed his ass, and
then moved on to my cock. I was patient and gentle, letting him grow accustomed to a finger,

and then another stroking into his body.

He didn't protest as I arrowed my cock and pressed for entry. However, his very being
radiated discomfort and resistance. He bore down; his gasp was muffled as I invaded him just the

barest inch.

His ass was tight around my cockhead, and after ages of denial, I wanted to pump, to
thrust, to spill deep inside his body. But more than that, I wanted it to be good for us both. He
groaned when I withdrew, and then took the penetration stoically when I returned. I had to

wonder if this was the first time for Griffin.

I stroked into him carefully, finding the little gland that gave such pleasure and watching
the pain on his face melt away into shocked bliss. He began to rock into my thrust, tightening his
ass on my shaft. My pleasure was rising, and my poor abused cock was near its limit. His was
rigid and heavy on his belly, a pearl of liquid bearing witness to his pleasure. I don't think he
expected to like it so much. Clearly my skills had grown since we were last together. I grinned

when he clasped my hips, trying to control my movement.
When I could bear no more without surrendering to orgasm, I withdrew.

He cursed in protest, and then took a deep breath as I began to lube his cock. He was big
and thick, and I knew this was going to hurt, but the pain would be the companion to pleasure. In

honesty, I craved his possession.

Wordlessly I rolled to my back, raising my knees for him.
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If you'd asked just hours ago, I'd have said I never wanted to be fucked by a man ever
again in my life, but somehow this man was the exception. He knelt between my knees, forcing

them just a little more apart, raising my hips just a hair.
He knew what he was about.

He pressed, and after a moment of resistance, my ass got over its reluctance to be fucked. I

relaxed, feeling his massive cock gently work its way in.

That was it. He was gentle. He probably wasn't always gentle in bed, but right now, I
couldn't bear anything else. He knew that. Just as the burn became too much, he drew back,
lubed some more, and started the penetration once again. As I relaxed, the pain melted away into
something delightfully dark and wonderfully delicious. I clenched my jaw against a guttural,

animalistic groan.

“I'm in.” His voice was gruff; he slowly lowered his body till we were face-to-face. We
didn't fuck then; we kissed, deep and slow. He made love to me, cherishing me and letting me
take all the comfort and strength that I needed. My cock was trapped between our bodies; it

began to harden once again. He began to thrust, and within seconds, it was weeping and ready.

The old bed squeaked slightly under our tempo, and I smelled the night air mixed with his
sweat and the spice of the incense that scented my hair. I grabbed his tight, hard ass with one
hand and buried the other into his thick hair. I felt the leather tie of his eye patch at the back of
his head. He brought his hand to the mattress on either side of my shoulders, rising up slightly to
watch my face. That slight shift in position had him gliding over the gland that was buried inside

my body, driving me into twisting, mindless bliss.

I was going to go before him, and with great effort I kept my eyes open, watching him
watching me. I bucked under him, fighting to hold his cock deep in my body, savoring the sting
where our skin slapped together. He let me set the pace, and I fought to hold back. I fought to

draw the moment out as long as possible, to grasp and savor the shining moment of surrender.

When I came, my back arched, and I slammed down on him, my ass squeezing him tight.
My semen shot between our bodies, a slick curtain that dripped from his belly to mine. I cried
out in pleasure, in relief. I cried out with an emotion that had no name, at least not in the bleak
existence I'd lived in for so long. And then I was finished, my body going lax, my breath coming

harsh and fast.
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Satisfied with my climax, he increased his tempo, and his powerful thrusts drove me up the
bed till I grabbed the metal headboard to hold myself steady. He lowered his head and released a
shuddering breath, his hips digging into mine. I felt the hot spill of his cum, the sudden blooming
of sweat on his skin. His groan was rough and harsh in my ear. He pounded into my ass,
suddenly releasing all the heat and the power that he'd been withholding. He roared like a man in
pain, freezing and then pumping into my body once again. His muscles shook with tension, and I

held on, breathless at his abandon.

Finally he collapsed, the full weight of his body resting on mine. I wrapped my arms
around him as he recovered. I felt his cock slip from my body, and still I held on, reluctant to let

this moment go.

He was weak in my arms—weak and spent. At this moment, he needed me to hold him,
and it felt so very, very good. We were both limp and sated, and if an army had broken in on our

stolen moment, we'd have been at a loss to fight. At that moment, we were helpless.

And you know? It was perfect.
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Chapter Four

Griffin was still heavily asleep when I rose. Crossing to the small toilet area, I did my

business and then washed, and then I looked critically at my reflection in the grubby mirror.

Most of the makeup had washed away from my face, leaving only the dark lines at the base
of my lashes. Those were tattooed on permanently. The artist who'd enhanced my best feature
had been remarkably skilled, and it took a close look to see where the pigment had been applied.

Thankfully I'd been spared the full works...no lip liner or extra embellishments.

My ears were pierced, once through each lobe, and one piercing up higher. U'shma only
spared enough cost to ring me with modest golden hoops. That was another minor blessing. He'd

never seen the need to ring my nipples or genitals.

Aside from the hair, which I intended to shear off as soon as possible, and the slave bands,
I could walk the streets without causing much suspicion. Some slaves had elaborate body
modifications that marked them conspicuously and permanently. I could live with earrings and

eyeliner.

Digging into the copious pockets of my robes, I located my hygiene kit and quickly made
myself presentable. There was a man in the other room that I really wanted to impress. A quick

shower in the tepid water did much to restore my self-confidence.

Stepping back into the bedroom, I caught the sound of a muffled snore. That made me

smile; U'shma's snore sounded like a blast horn.

Since Griffin was clearly dead to the world, I began surveying the weaponry on the table,

wondering how much of this he actually wore on his body.

Most of it, probably. He seemed the sort. My pirate was a bit old-school with his eye patch

and leathers. I'd noticed last night that he even wore a single gold hoop in his ear.

The golden kilij seemed out of place among those grim, well-used weapons. In the

morning light, it gleamed brightly, and picking it up, I saw fine etching along the curved blade.
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At the decorative hilt, solar rays burst out from an orb. As I took it in my hand, my heart raced a

bit faster. It was a perfect fit.

Perhaps my brain had no memory of what to do with such a weapon, but my muscles did. |
stopped thinking and simply allowed my body to take over, leading us through a series of

graceful, albeit dangerous, moves. I dipped and thrust, balanced and lunged.

As long as my body commanded the weapon, the set was flawless. The moment my brain
engaged, weariness came over me and I stumbled, catching the point of the weapon on the table,
rattling the piled swords, knives, and pistols.

I checked the bed and found Griffin sitting up, watching my impromptu performance.

“That was very nearly perfect, Helios. It is a fine thing to see you with the kilij in your
hand once again.”

He was ruffled with sleep, his brown torso bare, the thin sheet draped casually over his
hips. I wanted nothing more than to toss away the sword and dive face-first into that sheet.

It would be a breakfast fit for a king. Or a whore. Luckily, I was both.

Instead I set the scimitar carefully aside. “I'm sorry, I should have asked first.”

“No need, it's yours. You'll wear it when we leave.”

Mine? Granted, the solar rays were symbolic of my name, but still, it was a grand piece of
metalwork. I took it up again, inspecting it a bit closer.

From the corner of my eye, [ saw movement and looked up to see Griffin rise from the bed
and stretch, his magnificent body etched against the light of the window. He vanished into the
toilet for awhile. I heard the water running, and when he returned, his wet black hair was
plastered to his skull and his morning beard was dark against his face. Even that had me thinking

illicit thoughts.
Damn, the things that happen to a man when you take off his chastity ring!

Anyhow, I clearly needed to pull myself out of the moment and look down the road a bit. I
had less than twelve hours before being returned to U'shma. It seemed that Griffin was to be my

rescuer, but as yet he hadn't presented a viable escape plan.

Hell, he hadn't presented a plan at all! He leaned up against the rough wall, naked and

splendid, watching me with an amused gleam in that eye of his.
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“I can't decide if you're like a child learning to play with a new toy, or an adult

remembering to balance on a barely remembered beam from childhood.”

“Beam?” I set the sword down, keeping it slightly separate from the others. That way my

gaze could wander freely to the weapon.

“From the time we learn to walk, we learn balance. Our children learn to walk on upended
beams and bars. As they grow, they begin to carry weapons and then to fight on those surfaces.

There are no better fighters in the universe.”
“Unless you count those who come from the sky.”

He snorted in disgust, finally pushing away from the wall and donning his leathers. I was
wearing only a hip scarf, so he tossed my trousers across the room, planting them squarely over

my face and shoulders.
“Get dressed. We need to talk, and it's difficult to focus with your naked body as a
distraction.”

Aha...he wasn't unmoved! I grinned and stepped into the loose trousers, then wrapped the
sash around my waist. When I bent to wrap the ankle ties, I made sure he had a good view of my
ass. A rumbling growl behind me indicated that my ploy had been effective. A pair of strong

hands clasped my hips; a hard, leather-covered cock ground into my ass.
“Helios...If you keep distracting me this way...”

I grinned and leaned back into his hold. After so many years of isolation and denial,
touching him was like water to the parched. I soaked it up. He rasped his beard up and down my
neck in a stinging embrace. One hand came around and clasped my crotch, rubbing and pulling
till I was hard and needy.

“Do I have your attention?” he rumbled in my ear.

Breathless, I nodded. I might be king, but at that moment he commanded.

“Then take a seat so we can talk.” He stepped back, leaving me swaying on my feet.

“Bastard,” I muttered, flopping onto the bed. For the first time since arriving in this grubby
room, I looked around, noting the peeling paint and scarred walls. Like most buildings on this

planet, it was made largely of rock and heavy clay of some sort. The normal daytime
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temperatures were uncomfortably hot, and the earthen structures helped keep building interiors

cool.

I leaned back against the headboard and sighed, watching my belly rise and fall with my

breath. My cock was still hard, curving up long and thick under the thin fabric of my trousers.
“How could I forget something like a circumcision?”

Griffin didn't answer. There was no need. At some point in time, someone had put
something foreign into my head. The question was, could we undo the damage? And who was

responsible for my enslavement? Just thinking about it made me slightly weary and sad.
“So, Griffin, do you have a plan?”

“Actually, I've always got plans. I just need to decide which one to implement.” He
lowered himself to the rickety chair that served the table. “I could simply kill that lizard and take

your papers and the remote.” He grinned, and I had to wonder how serious he was.

For a moment I considered that option, and then shook my head. “U'shma is probably the
best owner I could have hoped for. As it is, losing me will be a bit of a blow to him.” Not many
people around here had the knack for cooking at all, much less for a finicky reptilian humanoid.
And over the years, I'd come to see that U'shma was as alone as I was. He'd left his people and

his planet long ago.
“I could try to buy you from him.”
That was a distinct possibility. He was hurting for money.
“Or I could just take you and run.”

Folding my arms, I looked at him in question. A rather charming dimple had manifested on

his left cheek. God! What a rogue.

“The ports are heavily patrolled. My cuffs have a sensor that will trigger an alert if I try to

pass through security.”
“Then we've got to get the lizard to release you.” He fished a communicator from his
pocket and swiftly entered a message. “I'll have my copilot standing by to depart.”

That was the first I'd heard of a traveling companion. Griffin stared at the display on the
unit, awaiting a response. He frowned at the tiny screen. Without comment, he slipped the unit

back into his pants pocket.
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We both sat for a long moment, staring at one another. I wanted him...I craved him, and I

let that need show in my eyes. Wickedly, I dropped my gaze to his groin.
“We don't have time for this, Lio.”

I licked my lips. Rested my hand on my bare stomach. I brought up one knee to frame my

thinly covered erection.
He growled. Obviously he was a man of few words.
“So will you visit U'shma alone, or am I coming along?”

He swallowed, cleared his throat, and dragged his gaze from my body. Reaching behind
him, Griffin pulled a sword from the pile of blades and began idly whirling it in the air. His skill
was quietly breathtaking, with none of the flamboyant moves that I'd made with the golden blade

that he said was mine.

“Together, I think.” While his hands were busy, his gaze never left mine. “No one will

question my returning you to your owner.”
I stretched a bit and relaxed, watching my pirate fight for control.
“And if U'shma doesn't agree to release me?”
“I'll use force.”

His control was exquisite. Clearly I'd need to exert a bit more force to compel him to join
me on the bed. My hair was unbound; I pulled it forward and began to comb my fingers through
the length, spreading it over my chest. I separated long strands and began to weave a complex

plait.

He watched with unnerving intensity. As I reached the end of the braid, I dragged my
fingers into the rope of hair, releasing it to fall free once again. This time I pulled out small

sections, making a tiny braid at my temple.
“I'll have to cut this off. It's bothersome.”
“T like it.”
“Then I'll keep it.”
Dropping the hair, I let it spill like a fiery gold curtain over my torso, pooling in my groin.

“How much force will you use?”
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His sudden leap onto the bed took me unawares. His weight dragged me down to the
lumpy mattress; the heat of his breath seared the skin of my neck. This time he wasn't so gentle,
and I reveled in the rough attention. He bit and nipped, drawing blood to the surface of my skin.
His kiss was harsh, his tongue thrusting, teeth clipping mine. His hips pumped into mine; our
iron-hard cocks pressed together in a painful, mind-bending embrace. One rough hand was
twisted into the length of my hair, the other jerked frantically at my pants, pulling them loose of
the sash.

His mouth closed over my cock; he sucked hard, pulling a strangled curse from me. I rose
a little, watching in stunned disbelief as he went down on me savagely. The blinding pleasure of
the act skated dangerously close to pain. One hand was still tangled in the length of my hair, the
other burrowed between my legs, stroking my balls, rimming my ass with the threat of dry
penetration. All the while he sucked and stroked, pulling my cock deep into his throat in a wet,
tight claiming.

I dropped back, unable to speak aside from animalistic grunts of pleasure. Movement was
impossible beyond the convulsive thrusting of my hips. I surrendered to the sheer, overwhelming

assault on my body.

A finger returned to my ass; it was wet this time, and he pressed inward, seeking and

finding my gland.

I'd have come then, but he withdrew, and a heavy grip locked over the base of my cock,
forcing me to come down just a bit, to submit to his control. Dragging my head back up, I
watched. He released the length of my hair and twisted, shedding the tight leather of his pants.
The muscles of his body played under his skin in a sinuous dance. His skin shimmered golden

brown in the light of day; the scars on his torso and shoulders had a harsh beauty of their own.

I expected him to top me, to penetrate my already sore ass, but instead, Griffin lowered his
body over mine, pushing and thrusting aggressively. His hips pumped into mine; our cocks came
together. I caught them in my hand, his harsh face contorted in pleasure as we found a rhythm.
He looked down as our slick shafts strained together. This was his kink; he was wildly excited by
the struggle for dominance, by the sight of our male bodies entwined, by the sight of our cocks

clasped in my fist.
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His breath came quickly; he was braced on muscular arms and watching our bodies, and
then he looked up at my face. With my free hand I urged him on, squeezing and kneading the

tight muscles of his ass.

“I didn't believe we'd ever be together like this again, Lio.” His whisper was taut with

emotion, and the revelation came to me like a blaze of light.
This man loved me.

It showed in every line of his body as we made love. It showed in the harsh planes of his

face, the timbre of his voice. I felt it in the passion of his kiss.

This man whom I had no knowledge of prior to the day before loved me to the very depths

of his soul.

It made me frightened and elated. It made me sad. Grief welled up, and tears flooded my

eyes. I'd have looked away, but he gripped my hair, holding my head in place.
“Helios. Open your eyes.”

I wanted to refuse, to shake my head and squint my eyes shut like a frightened child. His
grip became tighter, his hips thrust hard against mine. Our sweaty bodies slid together in perfect,

familiar harmony, yet I was afraid to face the moment.
“Helios.”

His voice was soft yet commanding. Against my will, I looked up at him and thought that
surely I must love him. Yet I had no memory of this man. Reaching up, I stroked the side of his
face then cupped my hand over the eye patch. Without asking, I knew that this injury was

inflicted because of me.
He pressed his face into my hand, but never looked away.

Griffin increased his tempo; in my slick, sweaty hand our cocks grew just that shade
harder. He gasped, finally looking away from me, arching his back into the air like a great,
muscular beast. I slammed backward onto the mattress; my body shuddered and heaved. My cum
spilled over my fingers. In seconds, he followed. Another spasm hit me, followed by another.
Our muffled groans joined in an odd, gruff harmony, followed by the sound of labored breathing

in the quiet of the room.
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He remained over my body, looking down into my face. I could see the realization gather
and settle in his expression. Perhaps he hadn't known that his love for me had never died.

Perhaps he suddenly understood that his search had finally ended.

Whatever the case, his epiphany wasn't followed by fear or panic. Instead, a quiet peace
settled over his expression. Whatever he felt brought him comfort. Seeing that look on his face

flushed the panic from my heart. I took a deep breath and then another.
I was safe. I was home.

He leaned down and kissed me, and I kissed him right back.
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Chapter Five

With one hand on my shoulder, Griffin guided me into the low, long house that had been
my home and prison for years now. As I was a slave, the front door was off limits, so we made a
quiet entrance through the back where the kitchen and my room were located. Almost

immediately, we knew that all was not well with U'shma.

The kitchen was dirty and littered; U'shma had probably sated his gambling itch with a

food orgy. I smiled because cleaning up after him was no longer my concern.

What did concern me were the dull, rhythmic thuds that carried on the air. Griffin was

immediately on the alert. Like me, he recognized the sound of a beating when he heard it.

We moved stealthily through the house, finally peering around a corner into U'shma's
private quarters. The room was torn apart, and my erstwhile master lay in a heap on the floor, his

hands and feet tightly bound.

A man I didn't know was swinging a heavy object in a tube of fabric. I jumped as it struck
U'shma about the shoulders and head. The weapon was designed to cause minimum injury with
maximum pain. I'd been visited by that sort of weapon at some point in my past. My skin

pebbled in gut-twisting fear, and I moved to defend my owner.

Griffin held me back, and while my instincts were to stop the beating, U'shma's life wasn't

in immediate danger. There was much to be learned by waiting.
One more blow, and the man straightened.

He was tall and slender, his head crowned with a crop of rusty-colored hair that was cut in
a short, bristly cut. I swallowed. He bore more than a passing resemblance to me. His profile was

clean, with a slender nose and strong chin.
“Where is the slave? The copper-haired human male?”

He stood poised to swing the weapon again, and U'shma spat greenish-white blood on the

floor. His face was hideously swollen, and his blunt fingers were broken and bloody.
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“Fuck yourself, human!”
Got to admit, U'shma had class. He also had pretty good tolerance for pain.

The stranger began to swing the weapon, and Griffin drew his sword. It cut through the
fabric once it arced through the air. With one swift move, he clubbed the man with the hilt of his

weapon, and the stranger fell like a stone.

Without a word, the pirate began rifling through U'shma's clothing, searching for the

missing remote. He found it on a loop around my owner's wrist and quickly activated it.

For the first time in my memory, the cuffs dropped loose. My skin was white and chafed

where they'd rested for so very long.

I stood idly rubbing my tender skin as Griffin bent and pulled the clothing from the man's
limp body. He tossed the clothes to me and then locked the cuffs around the other man's wrists. It

took only seconds to strip and don the leather pants and long-sleeved shirt.

It was amazing how well they fit. I stared at the stranger; suspicion ran through me,
causing the skin to prickle on the back of my neck. This person was not unknown to me, and his

presence was disturbing.

When Griffin produced the chastity ring and locked it onto the man's genitals, I didn't
protest, though I felt I should have. Seeing that reflection of myself on the floor nauseated me.

But this was Griffin's game, and I'd play by his rules.

“U'shma. It appears that your slave has gone rogue. I'd suggest that you take him to a clinic

for rehabilitation.” Griffin's smile was grim and ominous.

I stomped my foot into a knee-high boot that fit perfectly. It could have been custom made

for me.

From the floor, U'shma struggled against his bonds. “Pasha, release me. Now!” He glared

at me in fury.
“My name isn't Pasha. I believe that your slave is on the floor next to you.”
He cursed and struggled. “I will notify the authorities! They will track you down!”

Griffin stood back and pushed at the unconscious man with the toe of his heavy boot. He

gave U'shma a threatening look and unbuckled a sword from around his hips. I just grinned and
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caught the kilij as he tossed it to me. The scabbard fit comfortably at my hip. I couldn't resist

giving a bit of a flourish with the weapon.

“As my copilot said, your slave is on the floor next to you. If you continue to insist that
Markus here”—he swept his hand in my direction—*"is your slave, we'll leave him unbound

before we go. That way he'll be able to...assist you with those ropes when he wakes up.”

At Griffin's threat, U'shma went quiet. He was afraid of the unconscious man. I didn't

blame him.

“It's a good trade, U'shma. He's sound in body. If you aren't happy with him, you can have
him mind-wiped, or you can sell him to another who will appreciate his finer points.” Griffin

smoothly returned his sword to its scabbard.

“Perhaps you won't be allergic to his saliva,” I suggested. When his gaze darted to the
other man, I turned away so he couldn't see my smile. Behind me, Griffin bent to check the cuffs
on the unconscious man. Once again, a wave of pity rolled over me. Who was that man to me?
Could we really leave him to the existence from which I'd just been liberated? Unable to watch

anymore, | wandered the house, looking at it for the last time.

My room was austere and nearly empty, containing few traces of my past life. Spare
clothing hung on a peg set into the plastered wall. A mirror that was barely larger than a coin
hung above a small shelf that held a pot of kohl and a hairbrush. I felt I should take something to
take with me, something to show that I had lived these past years, some artifact of my existence.

I picked up a handful of items and tucked them into my pockets.
“Are you ready, Lio?”

I looked around the barren room and nodded. Turning away, my gaze fell on a small book

that had tumbled to the floor. Griffin paused and retrieved the book, then handed it to me.

Recipes of the Uldmar Guyam. It was mine. Probably the only possession that was really
mine. It was a worn, beat-up cookbook that I'd salvaged from a pile of rubbish at the side of the

street.

I smoothed my hand over the tattered cover and slipped it into the inner pocket of my vest.
In the other room, I heard U'shma moving about. His voice was guttural with anger. I was
leaving another to take my place in what would surely be a hellish existence. Guilt washed over

me, and I looked to Griffin for reassurance.
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“Helios. That man...my copilot. He meant you harm.”

I studied his face, seeking and finding the truth there. The stranger had been beating

U'shma, trying to force him to disclose my whereabouts. For now, that would suffice.
I took a breath and straightened my shoulders.
“I'm ready.”
Griffin nodded, and we walked away.
%k koK ok

The docks were a bustling, noisy place, and as I took my seat in the shuttle that would

carry us to the space docks, I realized what a cloistered, limited existence I'd led.

Griffin and I sat together, monopolizing an entire row of seats. He'd placed himself
between me and the aisle, once again using his body as a living, breathing shield. After a day in
his company, I'd come to realize that the gesture was automatic. He remained on alert though his
body appeared loose and comfortable. Seated next to him, I felt the tension that he hid so well.
When I tried to speak, to ask him about what had happened at U'shma's home, he shook his head.
We'd speak of it later.

Humanoids of all sorts filled the sleek shuttle. Some were familiar, some were strange and
exotic. | watched in fascination, ignoring the leering smile of a blonde mercenary. It was a bit
ironic that even dressed in the utilitarian clothing of a space jockey, I still drew unwelcome
attention. I wondered if this had happened before my fall from grace. Somehow I doubted it.

Something fundamental had changed within, and it must have shown on the outside as well.

The shuttle was swift, and within an hour, we disembarked into a zero-grav corridor, using
heavy straps attached to a conveyer belt to move us to the station. After a brief time in a pressure

lock, we stepped into the noise and chaos of the Warlan space docks.

Griffin led me past rows of sleek fighters and sturdy, heavily armed freighters. My gaze
was caught by ships that looked like pleasure craft and others that looked like patched-together
barges. We approached a disreputable-looking cruiser, and my heart dropped in my chest. Surely

the crate had something magnificent in the engine room?

To my relief, we passed it and arrived at a common-looking cruiser. It was nothing special;

nothing about the ship would catch the eye or draw suspicion. At our approach, a ramp slowly
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lowered, and without pause, we boarded the Aida. I stifled a smirk. It felt like I was boarding a

sedate, boring, family vessel. The trash heap docked next to us was more interesting!
As the ramp closed behind us, Griffin must have caught my skepticism.
“If you were a port agent, which cruiser would you inspect for contraband?”’

His point was clear; the anonymous appearance of the Aida would draw much less
attention. I shrugged and looked around at the clean, utilitarian interior of the vessel. Clearly
some modifications had been made inside. This cruiser had been stripped down to the basics.
This was obviously not a passenger ship. The common area had been converted to a space
designated for training and exercise, with mirrored walls and padded floors. It could also store

plenty of cargo. I suspected there were also false walls and removable floors.

He skipped any sort of tour, heading straight for the bridge. I quietly slipped into the
copilot's seat, feeling rather useless as Griffin began a preflight check. The expression on his face
was grim; I could see that he was in a hurry to leave the planet behind. There was no telling if the
authorities were seeking us. I chewed on my lip, suddenly realizing what a big fucking deal this
was: [ was a missing king and had been hidden away as a slave on a planet known for criminal
activity.

Someone on Warlan knew about me. Someone would quickly realize that I'd escaped and
left another man in my stead. If we were caught, I'd probably be mind-wiped. And Griffin? That
dominant temperament of his wouldn't be modified, even with a mind-wash. I doubt they'd

bother to keep him alive.

For all I knew, the chip in my brain might activate a tracking signal. My heart fluttered in
panic. And U'shma...what of him? Would he suffer from my actions?

I caught myself at that thought. Why would I care about U'shma's fate?

As the engines powered up, Griffin activated a holographic display over the instrument
panel. It was a map with a course plotted.

“We'll keep to the original flight plan. Our next stop is here.” He pointed to a tiny dot on

the map. “It's an agricultural planet. We'll purchase grain and farming implements. But after we

take on our cargo, we'll be taking a slight unscheduled detour...to this little rock.”

It all meant nothing to me. I didn't know how to read the map and didn't recognize the

system. Feeling that it was expected, I nodded in agreement.
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“What's at the planet we're detouring to?” I gazed at the glittering display in front of me. It
was nothing like the night sky of Warlan.

“Your memories.” He gave me a brief smile. “I know a few people here and there. This

one won't appreciate the visit, but he owes me.”

I rubbed the back of my head, almost imagining that I could feel the microscopic implant
that had taken so much from me. There was odd comfort in not knowing. It was freedom from
the harsh reality to which I'd be returning. Memories held only the promise of pain and grief, of

mourning the loss of so many. In all honesty, I'd rather remain safe in my forgetfulness.

For the next several hours, Griffin worked, taking us out of the port and safely into the

stars, while I simply tried to stay out of his way.
%k k% ok
Time dragged.

I tried to sleep, but to no avail. The room was strange to me, the bed uncomfortable. I
smelled a stranger in the air. We still hadn't discussed the man that we'd left behind on Warlan—
the man who looked so much like me. His room said little about him beyond the fact that his
body was the same size as mine. There were no mementos, no decorations or images of family or

friends. Simply basic clothing and a hygiene kit. Being in his room disturbed me.

Wandering the cruiser, I returned to the large space that was clearly a gymnasium. Two
walls were lined with mirrored surfaces. Standing racks held swords and poles and other
weapons used in hand-to-hand combat. The other walls were padded. That made me grin,
imagining the violent sparring that must sometimes take place here. The weapons were held in

place by a strong magnetic force so they didn't fall loose during rough travel.

I entered the room and began walking a form with the kilij in hand, letting my body guide
me. If I thought about what I was doing, it slipped away. When I simply followed the sword, my
body followed too. Emptying my mind soothed the panic that simmered just under the surface of

my thoughts.

I walked the form until my muscles burned and blisters rose on my skin. The pain threw
me deeper into the meditative state. Words rose unbidden in my mind—nonsensical, meaningless
words. Yet those words had meaning when combined with the swordplay. Faces...images

wavered in my mind as I moved. Gradually I increased the speed of the set, until the room
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blurred in front of my weary eyes. I knew nothing but the blade and the form. This was one set,
one story. This was the story of the beginning, of darkness and light—Chaos and Logos.

I knew there were others—dozens of others—but for now, I'd perfect this first set. In my
imagination, I pictured the golden kilij cleaving a path through nothingness, separating it into
night and day.

“Helios.”

My focus was shattered, the tip of the blade dropped, and I turned to where Griffin stood
leaning against the frame of the entryway. I hadn't heard the door slide open. Another weakness.

No wonder I'd needed a bodyguard.

“It's time to stop now.” He moved to my side and pulled the hilt of the sword from my

aching fingers. He examined my hands critically, cradling them in his own.

“You've caused yourself harm, Lio. I know this is all difficult, but you must rest. I'll begin

training you tomorrow.”
“Training me?” I looked around in confusion.

“I had to learn. I didn't expect you to walk onto a cruiser and know how to operate it. You
need to train just like I did.”

That left me feeling just a bit foolish.

“Truth is that I'm fine when we're flying by the computer, but there'll be times I'll need
your vision.” He tapped the patch over his left eye. “This affects my depth perception. You've
always had better hand-eye coordination than me. I expect you'll become a skilled pilot.”

“So I was actually better at something than you were?”

He cocked a brow at me in humor. He was doing something with my hands, but I didn't

look. Moving caused the room to tilt.

“Let's see...You consistently bested me with short blades and hand-to-hand, while I
excelled in wrestling and long blades. You also bested me with pistols, though not the longer-

range weapons. You've always been better on the skimmers, while I fought better on horseback.”
“Horseback?”

“Yes, Lio. We managed to bring many of our horses away when we fled. We managed to

recover your old stallion, Pax. He's put several foals on the ground these past few years.”
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My arms were nearly too weary to lift the sword, but I hefted it up, tip to the ceiling.
“This? Are you better with this weapon?”

“No. The kilij is a weapon of the Sun Priests. You are one of the few among us who knows

the kilij forms. I've never trained on it.”
“Yet you've had it with you all this time.”

He gave a curt nod and turned to leave the practice room. I followed him into the curving

hallway.
“You knew that you'd find me.”
He paused and then turned to face me fully.

“I have reason to believe that Markus was a spy and a conspirator against our people.
When I partnered with him last year, I knew that it was a risk, but I expected that eventually he'd
lead me to you. I was right.” He leaned back against the smooth wall of the tidy cruiser,
weariness etched on his face. “He obviously knew that you were on Warlan, living with U'shma.
This planet wasn't on our flight plan. Markus coaxed me into stopping there. He insisted that the

ship needed maintenance.”
“While in reality, he was looking for me.”

“You weren't where he expected you to be. We'd been planet side for three days, and
Markus had vanished on me. He damned himself by knowing you'd be with U'shma.”
Fortunately Griffin was a better gambler than U'shma; otherwise I'd have been at home, exactly

where Markus expected me to be.
Wearily I leaned against the wall opposite him. “Did you suspect that I'd be on Warlan?”
He sighed. “Actually, no, I didn't. I thought that Markus just wanted some planet time. |
sometimes planted a tracker on him when we landed on a suspicious planet, but this one slipped

past me. I was just happy to get away from him for a few days. You and I being in the same bar

at the same time was strictly serendipity.”

If Markus was indeed a spy, Griffin had to have lived with his guard up every minute. No

wonder he'd need some downtime. The pity was that he'd had to take it on Warlan.

“He looks like me.”
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“Markus is your cousin. I'd suspected that he was involved in the invasion of our planet.
He was probably hoping to be elevated to some position of leadership. Under your uncle, he was
simply another member of the extended family. With their deaths, and then yours, he'd have been
within striking range of the throne. Following your death, only your sister and your son would

stand in his way.”

Any sympathy I might have had for the man we'd left in U'shma's house suddenly
evaporated. In fact, I rather wished we'd killed him. Anger curled in my chest, tight and hot.
Though I had racked my brain for an alternative explanation, I could only conclude that Markus
had nothing but ill intentions toward me. He was my cousin, and his betrayal left me feeling sick

and frightened.
“Why did you have my sword with you?”
His gaze dropped to the golden blade in my hand. He then looked at me.
“It's all that I had left of you. And I'd lost so much already.”
“I'm sorry, Griffin.”
His face was gaunt with old pain, years of suffering.

“It killed me to be with him, day in and day out. Seeing your face in his, and yet knowing
that he was involved in the deaths of so many of our people. Knowing that he might have been

involved in your disappearance.”
“Why do you suppose he was looking for me?”

He shrugged one shoulder, leaning his head back against the bulkhead. “Perhaps they'd lost
track of you. Perhaps he'd decided enough time had passed that he could safely assassinate you. |

doubt he had your well-being in mind.”
And this was a member of my family.
“If this is what I'm returning to...”

“What you are returning to is not an easy life. We're still struggling just to eat and keep
ourselves warm in the winter. We are finally settling into a method of governance that most are

comfortable with.”
“My return will upset that as well.”

“Your return will give us hope. You will bring the stability that we haven't had in years.”
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I clenched my fists, feeling the sting of raw flesh. My arms hurt, and my body was weary.
But thoughts raced one after the other. A future that had been bleak a