
        
            
                
            
        

    
	“Too bad this isn’t a sci-fi holo. Then, we could just ignore physics.”

	 

	 

	Something’s afoot. Every Owl-class frigate in the fleet has been summoned to Hevetich, including Laughing Owl. Astrogator Cai and Captain Steele arrive prepared for anything, but they don’t expect the mission Admiral Nbuntu hands to them.

	Humanity may be ready to strike back at the aggressive Rels, but Cai thinks the plan has more holes in it than a block of Swiss cheese, and it’s up to the strategic mind of his husband to salvage the situation yet again.

	With the war hanging in the balance and an admiral breathing down their necks, will Nick and Cai manage to complete their mission and take the fight to the enemy?
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Chapter One: Earth Orbit

	 

	 

	Flat on his back, Cai stared at the ceiling as he allowed his leg to relax. He wasn’t given but a moment to rest before his torturer commanded, “Heel slides. Twenty of them.”

	He concentrated on the position of his kneecap, keeping it pointed straight up as he slid his heel up the bed. It hurt. Unbelievably so. Cai persisted anyhow. When the foot was flat to the pad he was on, he slid it the other way, allowing the muscles to relax but still keeping the knee up. Only nineteen more times, and then Si-el will devise another means of torturing me. He blithely ignored the fact that Si-el was working from a stored set of physical therapy instructions and not just inventing these exercises on the fly. With all this marvelous technology, can’t they come up with some better way to heal a knee?

	“It’s not the knee; it’s the muscles around the knee that are the problem,” Si-el replied.

	“I wasn’t asking you,” Cai muttered as he repeated the exercise.

	“Stop torturing your poor adjunct,” Nick suggested from the doorway. “Before he charges you with adjunct abuse.”

	“There’s no such crime. Or if there is, it’s lumped in with self-flagellation.” Cai rolled his head to look at his husband. The man was dressed in the dark grey of the Space Corps semiformal uniform, with the gold and black rank insignia of a ship’s captain. “I thought you were heading Earth-side?”

	“I am. After I make sure you’re okay.” Nick smiled.

	“I’ll be fine,” Cai protested, trying not to grunt and swear as a lance of pain shot through his knee because he’d done the exercise improperly. “I’ll stay here and let Si-el torture me.”

	“So it’s self-flagellation if you torture him but actual torture if he does it to you?”

	“Of course!” Cai did the exercise right this time. “Ten?”

	“That was seven,” Si-el replied firmly.

	Cai sighed. “He doesn’t even let me cheat.”

	“I’ll be back in a few days with Evie and Mom.” Nick paused, shook his head. “You sure you don’t mind me being gone that long?”

	“Nick, the only thing I mind are these twice daily torture sessions I’m being put through.” Cai gave a mock glare then smiled at the worry he saw in Nick’s eyes. “I’ll be fine, really. Besides, you said you’d show me the unicorns!”

	Nick grinned at that. “I remember. I got the new implant this morning.” Nick had gotten the first implant, an addition to his dataport, before the Brahe mission some time back. It had stopped functioning shortly after that mission, and Cai still wasn’t sure why. At the time, it hadn’t seemed that important, and he hadn’t pushed Nick to get it replaced, until that incident with the Guild chief on Hevetich. Even then, they had waited until the new, improved model had become available. With luck, this one would last longer. Cai would complain mightily to the manufacturer if it didn’t—the blasted device cost a full month’s pay, not that he did much of anything with his paychecks.

	Cai tested it again. He watched himself through another repetition of the heel-slide exercise, seen through Nick’s eyes. “It’s still working,” Cai said, satisfied. “That was ten.”

	“Yes,” said Si-el. “Ten more.”

	Cai sighed dramatically and waved a hand in the air. “Go, my dear. Have a good time. Try to think of me, trapped in here with this torturer...”

	Nick laughed. “See you in three. Promise.” He blew Cai a kiss before ducking back out of the room. With a soft sigh, Cai returned to his exercises. But his thoughts and his heart went with Nick.

	 

	Three days with no company other than his own six hadn’t done much for his temper. The implant had worked, and Cai had enjoyed seeing mountains and trees even more than he’d enjoyed the unicorns, to the point where he’d been forced to release the contact with Nick. It was too much. He would never set foot on a planet again, not so long as he was an Astrogator. Most times, that didn’t bother him, but the raw wilderness of Nick’s home was just too much for Cai, emotionally. Planet-sickness he dubbed it. Not homesickness, because he didn’t recall ever having a home, but it was related.

	Feeling irritable and out of sorts, Cai rubbed his aching knee as he studied the console, waiting for Nick’s signal. Nick wasn’t late, far from it, there were several hours to go before Cai could realistically expect Nick’s call. Realizing that he couldn’t speed time by staring at the console, Cai stood up, hobbled across the room to the couch, picked up a book and flopped himself on the faux-leather cushions. He looked at the book he’d randomly selected from the pile. Strategies of the First Q’Kathi War. He’d gotten this book for Nick; it was to be his birthday present. Vaguely curious about this volume that Nick had been interested in, he opened the book to a random page.

	 

	One thing contemporary historians fail to take into account when considering how strategies were developed by the War Leader is that the Rovania did not perceive the world as humans do. Humans are a primarily visual species, but the Rovania had poor eyesight by most accounts. The primary sense of the Rovania appears to have been scent, and certain strategies, when considered with the sensory differences in mind, suddenly make sense. Furthermore, since the Rovania could see in the dark as well as they could in more luminous settings, attacking in the dead of night without the use of artificial light also makes sense.

	 

	Cai shook his head and reread the paragraph. First, the author stated that Rovania had bad eyesight. Then, he showed how Rovani eyesight was superior to humans. “You can’t have it both ways,” he growled at the book, as if it could answer him. He set the book down, hoping that Nick would enjoy it at least. He glanced at the stack, and the next book floated up and over to him. The book was heavy and Cai had trouble controlling it, but he managed. Once he had the book in hand, he released his mental grip on it. He looked at it. The Iliad—the copy Nick had given him. He opened it to the first page.

	 

	Mῆνιν ἄειδε, θεὰ, Πηληϊάδεω Ἀχιλῆος

	οὐλομένην, ἣ μυρί’ Ἀχαιοῖς ἄλγε’ ἔθηκε,

	πολλὰς δ’ ἰφθίμους ψυχὰς Ἄϊδι προί̈αψεν

	ἡρώων, αὐτοὺς δὲ ἑλώρια τεῦχε κύνεσσιν

	οἰωνοῖσί τε πᾶσι, Διὸς δ’ ἐτελείετο βουλή

	ἐξ οὗ δὴ τὰ πρῶτα διαστήτην ἐρίσαντε

	Ἀτρεί̈δης τε ἄναξ ἀνδρῶν καὶ δῖος Ἀχιλλεύς.

	 

	There was a flow to the Greek that was entirely lacking in English. He wasn’t entirely sure of his pronunciation on some of the words, but it wasn’t like there were any scholars of classical Greek literature waiting to pounce on him. “Sing the wrath, Goddess, of Peleus’ son Achilles,” he murmured, translating the first line without needing to look at the English text on the facing page. “An accursed, destructive wrath, which for the Achaeans caused countless woes. Or should that be, wrath which caused countless woes for the Achaeans?”

	That’s the problem with trying to translate the Greek, Cai realized. It doesn’t translate directly. It can’t. He was two lines in and already questioning his own translation. Homer’s word choice was so careful. He chose words not only for their meaning, but also for their sound. Rhymes in Greek didn’t rhyme in English. Alliteration in Greek wasn’t alliterative in English. Greek was an accented language, and where the stress fell in a word made a difference to the sound.

	Tri-ess set a mug of hot tea on the table for him, and he finally relaxed and just got into the text, reading the Greek and doing his best, utterly ignoring the translation and allowing that most ancient bard, Homer, to take him away to a distant time and place.

	The chiming tones of Nick’s call, therefore, took him completely by surprise, wrapped up as he was in Achilles’ well-justified anger at Agamemnon. He set the book down and rubbed his eyes as he sat up and accepted the call.

	“We’re leaving the house,” Nick told him. “We should be at Orbit Control in half an hour.”

	“I’ll have the shuttle ready for you,” Cai replied.

	“See you soon. Love you.” Nick signed off.

	Unwilling to let Nick get the last word like that, Cai reached out and touched Nick’s implant. Love you, too, he sent. He stood up, stretched and called for his adjuncts. He would only use two of them for something this basic. They brought him the bowl of raw Synde; as he usually did, he paused to savor the scent of it, honey and orange, sweet and spicy. He drank. He could feel the drug hitting his system, the sudden rush of expanding consciousness as if his skull were suddenly too small to contain his brain.

	He walked into the Chamber and settled into his acceleration couch. It was extremely comfortable—it had been molded to fit his body and was adaptive to his moment-to-moment needs as well as any changes in his body over time. Right now, it offered the perfect amount of support to his still-aching knee. Cai stopped thinking about the chair as the ceiling opened and the crystal array descended. With a rush of power and a feeling of rightness, he left his physical body and became himself, his ship-self.

	He had already performed his daily checks and maintenance, so he wasted no time on that and turned his attention to the shuttle prepped in the launch bay. He’d gotten two new shuttles from admiralty, a sort of shuttle-scout hybrid that really did have the best features of both its parents. He had taken to playing with them at every opportunity; it not only relieved his boredom, it improved his remote-piloting skills. That was necessary since he couldn’t just hop into the pilot’s seat and take the shuttle down in person. He ignored the fact that there were two dozen qualified pilots among his crew, more if he counted the officers with pilot certification, like Nick.

	Laughing Owl was in a parking orbit adjacent to Orbit Control Station, tethered to a station tug. The refit to turn him from the tramp freighter he’d pretended to be back into the frigate he was had been completed over a week ago. There were some new things, too, like the shuttles, and a few new devices in the space between his hulls. He didn’t know what those devices were for; he’d been told that they’d be explained at Hevetich, where he was ordered to go once the crew’s shore leave was over. They got vacations. He didn’t.

	 


Chapter Two: Shuttle Flight

	 

	 

	The preflight on the shuttle done, he launched it and contacted Orbit Control Station, which was distinct from the Orbit Control Base, which was on the ground, though both were just referred to as Orbit Control since the station was geosynchronous to the base and linked by a unified command structure. To increase the confusion, it was also sometimes called Space Corps Command, which wasn’t accurate since Space Corps headquarters was nowhere near any spaceport, which Cai just figured was typical. Why have Space Corps HQ anywhere near what they commanded? Cai wouldn’t be at all surprised to learn they had buried HQ under a mountain somewhere in the name of security.

	“Orbit Control, this is Laughing Owl. Shuttle Aristophanes en route to base for passenger pickup.”

	“Laughing Owl, shuttle Ariston... Arista... shuttle is cleared for approach and landing, assigned to pad Delta Eighteen.”

	Cai focused his attention on the shuttle. It was a responsive machine, much more maneuverable than he was. He enjoyed flying it but didn’t indulge in any wild acrobatics. Orbit Control would have a litter of kittens if he did anything to foul up the carefully orchestrated flight paths of the hundreds of shuttles that went between the two control points on a daily basis. Instead, he flew it as precisely as he could, dropping it from orbit to the exact center of pad Delta Eighteen without a single course correction. Once his shuttle was on the ground and secured from flight mode, he opened the outer airlock door and lowered the lift.

	He had never liked the old shuttle design. Having a spacecraft with a single hatch that opened directly to vacuum was, in his opinion, stupid and dangerous. He liked airlocks. Airlocks saved time, energy and lives. He surveyed the base through the shuttle’s sensors, checking out the other shuttles, admiring a few scouts—he’d wanted a scout ever since Brahe. He’d requested a scout so many times that he was the first frigate to get to play with the new hybrid shuttles. According to Admiral Nbuntu’s aide, the admiral was hoping the two shuttles would stop the endless requests.

	Cai hadn’t decided. He hadn’t gotten to use the shuttles in action yet. If they fought as well as they played and flew, they’d do admirably, without entirely filling his launch bay like a scout would. He’d crammed two scouts in his belly for the Brahe mission, and he still wasn’t sure how he’d managed to stuff them in there, given that he’d also carried a full wing of two dozen fighters, an equal number of drones and a pair of shuttles.

	He wondered if a frigate launching a scout could be analogous to giving birth, but he stopped speculating about scouts when the shuttle’s sensors picked up an approaching hovercart. There were lots of hovercarts around the base, and they whizzed by all the time, but this one was heading straight for him. The cart came to a stop directly before his lowered lift and settled onto the ground with a phoomph as it released its air cushion. If anyone had been standing beside the cart, they’d have been knocked tail over teakettle by the blast.

	“Can I recommend some anti-gas medication?” Cai asked, unable to resist. It had sounded like an enormous fart.

	Evie’s laugh peeled out in response to his query, and she swung out of the cart and onto the lift in a single, smooth motion. “Hi, Cai,” she caroled. She then turned and helped another woman, this one older, though not yet old, out of the cart. The woman looked up at the shuttle and nodded a little.

	Nick brought up the rear, carrying several bags and a basket. “I don’t think you could give that thing a big enough dose to help, Cai,” he said as he thumbed the lift controls.

	The lift ascended smoothly. The hovercart whined, lifted up, wobbled twice then finally stabilized itself enough to whizz away. Cai, for one, was glad to see it go. The last thing he needed was a farting hovercart phoomphing up and down his central corridors. His passengers hesitated at the top of the lift, looking into the admittedly small space of the airlock.

	“Please enter,” Cai said smoothly. “There is enough space for all of you.” Since the floor space of the lock was identical to the platform of the lift, that was technically true. It just looked smaller because it was enclosed.

	“If you’re sure.” Evie stepped in, still supporting the other woman, who didn’t really look like she needed the support, but she didn’t object to the help, either.

	“Are you sure?” The woman, who had to be Karen Gillespie, asked.

	“Cycle the lock, Cai,” Nick requested. “No reason to squeeze, we’ve got time.”

	“Very well.” Cai closed the outer hatch, spun it locked, equalized his pressures and opened the inner hatch. “Welcome aboard the Aristophanes, ladies. Please take any seat you wish.”

	“Aristophanes?” Karen Gillespie grinned from ear to ear as she entered the main cabin. “You named your shuttle after an ancient Greek comedic playwright?”

	“It seemed appropriate for a shuttle belonging to an extinct humor-inflicted symbol of wisdom.” Cai closed the inner airlock door, opened the outer hatch again to admit Nick and his bags. “What are you lugging?” he asked privately.

	“Food,” Nick replied and winked. When the inner airlock hatch opened, Nick told the ladies, “He named the other shuttle Menander, but at least I talked him out of naming it Lysistrata.”

	“If I were the Horny Owl instead of the Laughing Owl, you would not have won that argument.” Cai watched as the two women settled into their seats and Nick stowed the cargo.

	“Don’t you mean Horned Owl?” Evie asked, clearly attempting to repress her giggles and not having much luck.

	“I meant what I said. I went through training with Pol.”

	“That’s the Gator of the Horned Owl,” Nick told them, sparking off another round of giggles. He slid into the co-pilot’s seat and strapped in. “We’re ready for lift-off, Cai.”

	“You’re not flying it?” the older woman asked abruptly, her eyes on Nick and concern evident in her voice.

	Privately, Cai sent to Nick, If it would make her more comfortable, I’ll let you fly the shuttle.

	I think it’ll be okay, Nick replied the same way. Just try to make it a smooth flight. Aloud, he said mildly, “Cai is a fantastic pilot. This shuttle can be thought of as an extension of Laughing Owl; it has the same network of neurologics as our ship does, and Cai can control the shuttle with the same ease and skill as he flies our ship.”

	Cai lifted the shuttle as gently and as smoothly as he could. He’d already sought and received clearances on a separate channel while Nick had praised his abilities. His passengers didn’t seem to notice that they’d taken off.

	“I just get nervous if there isn’t a real pilot sitting in the chair,” Gilly was saying.

	“Cai is very real, Mom.” Nick grinned at her.

	“That wasn’t what I meant,” she replied, flushing. “But if something went wrong, how fast could he react?”

	“I would be reacting before you even realized that something had gone wrong,” Cai said, growing exasperated. Didn’t this woman understand? “The shuttle is part of me. Part of my body, my ship-self. I am aware of everything—I can feel the molecules of air scraping over my hull. The vibration of Evie’s toes, tapping the deck. The smooth flows of the electromagnetic currents providing my lift. Trust that I will avoid hurting myself and try to enjoy the flight.”

	“He feels damage as actual pain,” Nick added dryly. “I’ve given him more than one massage just to soothe away phantom aches from damage sustained in battle.”

	“Oh. I didn’t realize, sorry.” Gilly settled back in her seat. “I’m ready.”

	“Mom, Cai lifted us off a couple of minutes ago.” Nick checked their position. “We’ll be passing the Karman line in about a minute. We’re already at eighty kilometers.” He touched a button to route the view from the sensors to the screen built in to the bulkhead behind the empty pilot’s seat.

	“Oh, my,” Gilly exclaimed. “I never even noticed! That’s a first.”

	“Cai’s really good,” Evie said with a low chuckle. “Smooth and fast.”

	Passing through a hundred klicks, Cai added additional boost to the shuttle and double checked his heading—it was perfect, despite the atmospheric turbulence he’d had to deal with. He only kept a fraction of his attention on his passengers, most of his mind was occupied with flying the shuttle, and what wasn’t busy with that was busy with the sensor feeds from Laughing Owl. Adjuncts made it possible for him to divide his attention, sort of the ultimate in multitasking.

	“He doesn’t talk much, does he,” Gilly was saying.

	“Not while he’s flying remote like this.” Nick shrugged. “He’s also tied to Laughing Owl—I never have his undivided attention. Part of his mind is always attuned to his ship.”

	Cai wanted to protest that, to tell them that Nick could indeed demand his total attention, but he knew Nick was right. He was attuned to Laughing Owl because he was Laughing Owl, waking and sleeping, in Chamber or out. He was the ship and the ship was him, and he wouldn’t have it any other way.

	“He can divide his attention like that?”

	“Of course. He’s Chambered right now, Mom, he has to be, to fly a shuttle remotely. When he’s in the Chamber, he is Laughing Owl in every way that matters. And this shuttle is also him, in every way that matters.”

	“Well said, Captain,” Cai couldn’t resist saying. As he spoke, he flicked on Laughing Owl’s external lights and lit the road, the slang term the pilots used for turning on the landing guide path. Evie and Gilly reacted with the appropriate awe to the sight of him, while Nick just smiled fondly. Cai didn’t need the guide path, he’d turned it on merely for the visual display. A series of red lights flicked on and off in a pattern that led inexorably in toward the landing bay.

	He brought the shuttle in with the same smoothness as he’d taken off with and set it precisely in its cradle with nary a thump to give him away. He’d already closed the landing-bay doors by then, and air was cycling back into the large space. He wondered if it would be possible to hold air in the bay, perhaps by gravitational containment, so that he wouldn’t be forced to pump the air in and out every time he needed to recover a smaller ship. But that was the problem—any field strong enough to keep air in was also strong enough to keep the smaller craft out.

	“Too bad this isn’t a sci-fi holo. Then, we could just ignore physics.” Laughter from the shuttle made him realize he’d spoken aloud, so he added, “The time I waste pumping air into and out of this hangar is annoying.”

	“Cai, I think you do a fine job of ignoring physics—every time you jump,” Evie said.

	“The jump doesn’t ignore physics so much as disrespect it,” Cai countered. “Everything I do is well within the known laws of physics, up to and until I use psi to force a wormhole to open where I want it to.” The atmospheric pressure within the landing bay was now at an acceptable level. He allowed both airlock hatches to cycle open. “Welcome aboard.”

	“Thank you, Cai,” Gilly said, undoing her harness. “That was definitely the smoothest shuttle ride I’ve ever been on.”

	“My pleasure,” Cai told her. “Nick, I’m exiting the Chamber now. Are you bringing them directly?”

	“I’d like to show them to their guest quarters first, if you don’t mind,” Nick said.

	“That’d be better,” Cai agreed. He relaxed and collapsed the linkage holding him and his adjuncts to the ship. The crystal array retracted as his eyes opened. He hadn’t been in the Chamber for an extended stay, but he was still ravenous. He slipped out of the couch and headed for the kitchen. A little snack was in order.

	 


Chapter Three: Dinner

	 

	 

	Nick opened the hatch to the first of the two spare officer’s spaces. It wasn’t large, consisting of a room barely big enough for the bunk and wardrobe, a private bathroom and a small, barely functional sitting room that opened onto the corridor. None of the crew spaces on this ship were all that large, but this would do for an overnight visit. “You can leave your things in here,” he said. “It isn’t much...”

	“It’s more than I expected for a warship,” Gilly said, smiling. “I imagine the regular crew is packed in like sardines.”

	“Not quite,” Nick laughed. “But close.”

	She stepped into the space and set her bag down. “Do I have time to freshen up?”

	“Yes, of course. Cai won’t be ready for us for at least another hour,” Nick said easily. He knew his husband—Cai was not at his best fresh from the Chamber. The Gator needed time to recover, to unwind and to accept being merely human again. “Evie, you’re in the room directly across from this one.”

	Evie touched the pad by the hatch. It opened silently for her. “Thanks, Nicky. These are larger than the guest rooms you had us in for the Brahe mission.”

	“Well, there’s only two of you this time.” Nick waved her on. “Go on. You need time to freshen up, and so do I. I’ll be back in an hour.” He turned on a heel and walked up the corridor before they could stop him. He wasn’t going far; his own quarters were at the end of that very corridor. He ducked through his hatch with a feeling like he’d finally come home. He paused. No, this isn’t home. Not really. Cai’s chambers—that’s my real home.

	He headed through his front room, into his bedroom, dropped his duffel on the bed and made a beeline for the bathroom. Why on earth did we decide to go hiking this morning? He stripped out of his sweat-soaked, dirt-streaked uniform. Oh, yeah, I wanted to see the unicorns one last time. He stepped into the shower and turned the water on. One nice thing about spaceships, he never had to wait for the water to heat—it poured out at exactly the temperature he’d set it for and would continue to do so until he was done.

	Once he was clean, toweled and lotion had been applied to various spots—bruises mostly—he dressed in a clean uniform, ran a comb through his short hair just to make sure it wasn’t sticking out oddly, and headed back into his sitting room.

	“I took the liberty of unloading the produce you brought back,” Cai told him the moment he logged into the shipnet. “I had it placed in my kitchen since you do seem to prefer cooking here.”

	“Your kitchen has more space to cook in,” Nick pointed out, “and thank you. I was going to ask you, but I got distracted.”

	“I thought as much.” Cai sounded amused. “I didn’t figure your mother for the nervous type.”

	“She was in a shuttle accident some years back. She hides it well, but flying terrifies her. I think it’s entirely to her credit that she doesn’t let her fear stop her.” Nick checked his queue. Nothing was pending for a change. Everything was on schedule and no crises had developed anywhere. He wasn’t sure he trusted this seeming peace and quiet, it couldn’t possibly last, but he’d enjoy it while he could.

	“I concur,” Cai said at length.

	Nick wondered what his Gator was agreeing with—his mother’s bravery or the peace and quiet not lasting. With Cai, either was likely.

	“Both,” Cai admitted.

	The thought that Cai was reading his thoughts didn’t bother him in the least. It was just a side effect of being married to a powerful telepath. It certainly made things convenient at times, since he didn’t have to explain what Cai had already heard directly from his mind. He thought that was becoming more common as time went by. So, just to tease his spouse, he daydreamed about slowly stripping the clothes off Cai’s body, running his hands over Cai’s smooth, pale skin, pushing Cai down over the arm of his couch and... Nick broke off with a groan. It was time to collect Gilly and Evie and here he was with a raging hard-on.

	Finish it, Cai whispered in his mind. Damn it, Nick, don’t leave me dangled over the arm of a couch!

	“But it’s time for dinner.” Nick grinned as he replied via the shipnet. “And it wouldn’t be as satisfying in a dream as it will be in person.” Power cracked over his balls, slid up his erection from base to head. He groaned again, his hips lifting in spite of his intentions to wait. Invisible fingers slid up into his ass and pumped him, stretching him open and teasing him, making him want more. It stopped as abruptly as it started and Nick moaned aloud, “Caaaiii... not fair.”

	Now we’re even, Cai said tartly. See you in a few.

	Nick cursed softly under his breath as he reached down and felt his aching pole. He was so hot, so close, it was tempting to just finish himself by hand. He wondered what Cai would do to him if he did. Cai could be very creative. Thinking about the various ways Cai could punish him wasn’t helping the situation, he realized. He sighed and stroked himself quickly, picturing Cai over him, himself in chains, Cai in him, taking his due... it worked. He caught the discharge in the hand towel he always kept at his desk then went back into his bathroom. He cleaned himself, washed his hands, checked his uniform, and finding nothing amiss, he headed out to pick up his family.

	Gilly and Evie were both ready—he was the one running late, not they, and so Nick was able to lead them to Cai’s chambers without delay. He touched the doorplate to inform Cai of their arrival. Usually, one of Cai’s adjuncts would open the door for him, but this time, the door just opened as if he were keyed into it. Nick gestured to the opening, “Please, ladies first.”

	“First into the lion’s den?” Gilly teased, but she walked through with Evie following her a moment later.

	“He’s not a lion,” Nick said, grinning as he followed them into Cai’s parlor and immediately found his spouse casually sitting before his console. He wondered if his family had noticed him yet, but Cai didn’t leave them waiting.

	“I would certainly hope not. All that hair, what a bother that would be.” Cai turned toward them and stood, abandoning his comfortable swivel seat. The Astrogator was tall and slender, pale as milk, with tousled platinum hair kept manageable only because it was so short. His intensely blue eyes were set in a sharply slanted face, and laugh lines lurked around his mouth and eyes.

	No, he isn’t a lion, he’s a fox, Nick silently said and not for the first time. An arctic fox.

	“Ms. Gillespie, I am pleased to meet you,” Cai was saying pleasantly. “Evie, it’s good to see you again.”

	“Call me Gilly,” she said firmly. “Or Mom, since rumor has it that you’re married to Nick.”

	“Hi, Cai,” Evie said. “I’m glad to be back, and I’m so happy for you, but how could you two run off and get married without inviting us?”

	“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Cai said, smiling slightly. “If we could have invited you, we would have. As it was, the entire crew invited themselves... the party afterward has reached legendary proportions, according to the space-bar flotsam.” Cai walked across the parlor, motioning for everyone to follow him. Nick fell in beside him as they reached what Cai called the socializing spot—the left side of Cai’s parlor, from the door, was set up with a couple of comfortable couches, chairs, low tables and dim lighting, perfect for a casual chat or rough sex over furniture.

	The adjuncts were already bearing platters of snacks and beverages, setting their burdens on the low tables before vanishing once more. Gilly watched them with great interest then glanced at Cai. “Are they all male?”

	“Yes, though I’m told that isn’t usually the case.” Cai shrugged. “Four of them are still original, selected while I was still in training. The newer pair... the Guild didn’t even bring female models for my consideration; they had a limit on how many bodies they could bring for me to choose from so didn’t waste any space on something I’d never shown an interest in before. Please, help yourselves.” He gestured to the offerings spread over the tables. “That’s tea in the pitcher, from the last batch Nick made. It has Synde in it. If you prefer something without Synde, or something else to drink, just tell me, please. My adjuncts can get you anything you’d like.”

	Nick picked up a plate after Gilly and Evie were done making their selections. He filled it with what he knew were Cai’s favorites and handed it to his husband. Cai accepted it with a wry smile then retaliated by handing Nick a plate filled with his own favorites.

	Evie caught the byplay and grinned. “You’re such a cute couple. So, done anything fun lately that you’re allowed to talk about?”

	“We were tasked with hunting pirates. Not exactly fun,” Cai said.

	“I don’t know, it had its moments,” Nick countered. “We were a bait ship, rigged out as a tramp freighter—down to fake patches on the hull and dirt in the corridors. Drove Cai nuts to have to keep things so messy... but it worked.”

	Cai was scowling at the memory. Nick reached over and casually massaged Cai’s left leg, right above the knee, where he knew it often hurt.

	“You look familiar,” Gilly said abruptly. “But I can’t place you... where did you grow up?”

	“I have no idea.” Cai laid a hand atop Nick’s. “I don’t know if it is just memory suppression or a full wipe and resynapsing like they do with the adjuncts. No Astrogator I know of has ever regained any memory of their childhood. My earliest memory is of sitting up in a bed, staring at the crystal in my palm and wondering why my head hurt so much.”

	Nick added his own thoughts on the matter. “But there are traces of things that have to be from before the Guild, so I think it’s probably just suppression.”

	“Traces? Like what?” Evie cocked her head.

	“Cai can play the violin; he’s actually really good at it. He can also read Attic Greek as easily as he reads standard English.”

	“I see your point.” Gilly smiled at Cai. “The Guild wouldn’t resynapse you with an interest in history or the ability to play an instrument. Besides, if they had resynapsed you, they’d have lost whatever it was about you that made you a person—nobody has ever regained what we term higher-level cognition after a resynapsing, no matter how meticulously the brain was patterned. I’ve read some studies on the subject. I’ll send them to you, if you’d like.”

	“Please,” Cai said quickly. “I’d like to read them. It’s a personal goal of mine to undo whatever the Guild did to me in that regard. I like being an Astrogator, and I’m okay with all their rules and restrictions, but they had no right to steal my past from me.” He studied Gilly for a moment, his expression intent. “So you are the head of Child Protective for Noram East?”

	“Actually, I’ve moved up to all of Noram. The directors for each region report to me. It’s challenging at times, rewarding at others.” Gilly shrugged.

	“But you were the director for the region Nick lived in as a child?” Cai’s question was pointed, his gaze more closely resembling a laser glare. Nick wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of a glare like that from the Gator, but Gilly handled it well.

	“Is this about what happened to Nick and Evie?”

	Nick stiffened, his stomach clenching. He shot Gilly a pleading glance. Don’t, he thought. Please don’t.

	Cai squeezed his hand, but he didn’t back off. “Yes. It is. Nick was horribly abused. He nearly died... where was Child Protective when all that was going on?”

	Gilly sighed, her eyes dark and expression mournful. “Yes, Cai, they were in my region—nobody knew. They were homeschooled, and so long as they passed their courses and didn’t get into trouble, no flags were raised in the system. That’s a loophole I’ve since closed—empaths and other monitors check on all students regularly, especially the ones who learn from home.”

	Nick sat frozen. He couldn’t believe they were talking about this. He’d never told Cai about his father, none of it. It was too painful, even now.

	“It seemed odd to me that you would take them into your home. Adopt them.” Cai raised a hand before she could speak. “But now that I’ve met you, I understand. You have a big heart and enough latent empathy that it must have about killed you to realize how badly the system had failed them.”

	“It seems odd to me,” Gilly countered, “that an Astrogator would even care why I chose to take in two orphaned, abused children and treat them as my own. I am also surprised that Nick spoke of... the incident. We all have things we don’t like to remember, Nick more than most.”

	“He didn’t. Speak of it, that is.” Cai squeezed Nick’s hand again, shot him an apologetic glance, then told Gilly, “I am a level five telepath, and Nick shares my life and my bed.”

	“So you’ve read his memories? Isn’t that unethical? Don’t you actually have to exert an effort to do that?” Now, it was Gilly that was glaring.

	Nick was astonished. He didn’t mind the thought of Cai reading his past, but he’d have thought Cai would have at least asked first.

	“I’ve never intentionally read him,” Cai snapped. “But he has nightmares, and I can’t block them out any more than he can.” The Gator took a deep breath, clearly steadying himself.

	“Why didn’t you tell me?” Nick asked, barely above a whisper. The thought of the torment he must have put Cai through, still put him through, almost every night... he wished desperately for some way to fix it so Cai wouldn’t have to be dragged through his personal hell on a nightly basis like he was. It wasn’t right, it wasn’t fair and he felt tears threatening to spill the more he thought about it.

	“Because it wouldn’t have done any good. It would’ve just made you feel guilty, like you’re feeling now.” Cai turned enough to look straight at him. “Stop it. I love you enough to tolerate your bad dreams.”

	“I’m sorry,” Gilly said.

	“Don’t be, it was a fair question,” Cai replied. “Ethics are important, especially for me. It’s all too easy to slide down the slope of letting the ends justify the means, and I could really hurt people if I let my control slip.”

	“Aren’t we just the cheerful crowd tonight,” Evie muttered after she’d taken a drink of something a bit stronger than tea. “Wasn’t this supposed to be a happy occasion?”

	“Yes, it was, and it will be,” Nick said firmly. He suppressed his unhappiness, much as he’d done as a child, and turned the conversation to a lighter topic, aiming to keep things cheerful.

	 


Chapter Four: Interlude

	 

	 

	Nick’s attempts to keep things light and cheerful weren’t fooling Cai, not for a minute, but he went along with it. Gilly was a more complex, interesting person than he’d thought she’d be, and he simply liked Evie, so dinner wasn’t the onerous chore he’d been dreading. They talked too much, drank too much and got to know each other pretty well over the course of the evening. Once they admitted their exhaustion, Cai had his adjuncts show the ladies the way back to their temporary quarters, and he steered Nick into his bedroom.

	“Cai,” Nick turned to face him halfway to the bed. “Do you really have to suffer through my nightmares?”

	“I see what you see,” Cai said slowly, trying to explain it in a way that would let Nick understand that he didn’t need to feel guilty. “But the emotional impact isn’t there for me. It’s like watching a holo as opposed to living it. You relive it, and that’s what bothers me.” He gently steered Nick to the edge of the bed.

	“Oh.” Nick sat down and looked up at him. “What about you? Do you have nightmares?”

	“Not that I’m aware of. I haven’t had that many bad experiences, Nick. Not that I remember. God only knows what my childhood was like, though I seriously doubt I was in the dire straits you were in.”

	“Would you even know it now if you had been?” Nick raised his eyebrows.

	Cai thought about it. It was a fair question. “I don’t know.”

	Nick’s arms went around his waist. Nick rested his head on Cai’s stomach. “I don’t want you to have to suffer through what that bastard did to me.”

	“You did the right thing. Don’t blame yourself.” Cai ran his hand through Nick’s short black hair. “I certainly don’t blame you. I’d have done the same thing.” Since he couldn’t pull Nick up, he went down, ignoring the immediate protest of his still-healing knee. He cupped Nick’s face with his hands and pulled him in for a kiss.

	It was meant to be a gentle, loving, simple kiss, but it didn’t stay that way. Nick’s mouth fastened onto his with a deep hunger. Their tongues met, writhed against one another, stroked one another, until Cai’s knee spasmed so hard it left him breathless and shaking in Nick’s arms.

	“Your knee,” Nick whispered and pulled him up onto his lap. “Don’t strain it.” Nick lay back on the bed, drawing Cai with him. Nick rolled, half-pinning Cai to the mattress, and their lips met again.

	Cai closed his eyes and just enjoyed Nick’s exploring, stroking tongue. Tonight, he wasn’t in the mood for dominance, and neither was Nick. He knew that. His hands sought the fastenings to Nick’s clothing, unbuttoning, unzipping, until he was able to tug the garments free.

	His hands wandered over Nick’s body, stroking the warm, soft layer protecting the hard, strong muscles beneath. He reached down and stroked Nick’s balls, held for him in the locked cuff that declared Nick’s love and submission. Nick groaned, his hips bucking from the stimulation. Cai curled his still-clothed body around Nick’s naked frame and ran his tongue up Nick’s engorged shaft from base to tip. He slid the heavy head of the long, thick cock between his lips and gave it a swift, strong suck.

	Nick’s hands were now pulling at Cai’s clothing in an insistent manner, so Cai let up on his husband long enough to allow himself to be undressed and his lower half pulled into the position Nick wanted. Once they were both naked, Cai returned his attention to the fully erect pole waving at the junction of Nick’s muscular legs. Cai went down on it, pressing himself into it with jaws wide open. Nick’s cock filled his mouth, pushed against the back of his mouth, and with an effort, Cai pushed it even deeper down his throat to the point where his air was cut off and his nose pressed against the leather and steel of the ball cuff.

	He gasped, or tried to, when Nick’s hot, wet mouth slurped and sucked his scrotum. He could feel Nick’s mouth pressing and working against his nuts, the hard-ribbed palate on one side, the writhing muscle of the tongue on the other, the hardness of teeth just barely touching... it was intense and wonderful and almost distracted Cai from his growing need for air.

	Cai bobbed his head up and sucked in a breath, exhaled as he went back down. He worked Nick’s cock faster, moaning in pleasure at what Nick was doing to him in return. Several minutes passed while Cai plunged Nick’s cock down his throat over and over and Nick sucked his balls like they were going out of season.

	What felt like an explosion of fluid, salty and hot, filled Cai’s mouth, and he valiantly tried to swallow it all but failed. He could feel Nick’s cum all over his lips, dripping down his chin. He licked the excess off Nick’s softening shaft, enjoying the flavor.

	Nick released the suction from his balls and swallowed his cock instead. It was too much. Within moments, Cai’s climax thundered through them both, and he did his best to paint Nick’s face with as much cream as was on his own.

	They relaxed together, changed positions languidly just so they could snuggle in one another’s arms, until rising energy levels eventually allowed them to move on to the second, main course for the evening.

	Cai rolled Nick first, lubed himself up and gently entered his spouse. He thought about throwing Nick over a piece of furniture, just because he could, but the bed was comfortable and they were already on it, and it was far too much trouble to relocate just for that. His thrusts grew in vigor as he deepened his penetration, and he let his telekinetic ability loose to play with Nick’s balls, crackling electricity over the sensitive orbs in a mental caress.

	Nick moaned beneath him. “Feels good,” he breathed.

	Encouraged, Cai pumped faster and deeper, rocking his tool over Nick’s G-spot over and over until his man was panting as he worked his ass in needy counterpoint. “Like this?”

	“God, yes,” Nick groaned. “More, please.”

	Cai continued to pump, holding back his climax through sheer force of will. He wanted to see if he could get Nick to come before he released, just from the stimulation inside him. Each inward thrust was like sinking into a velvet-lined hose, tight and hot, constricting and wonderful. The slap of his balls against Nick’s body was enjoyable in a different way, as if each impact of flesh on flesh said, “You belong to me.” The cuff locked around Nick’s scrotum was the tangible reminder of that.

	He whispered into Nick’s ear, “I found out how to give you a baby. There’s a surgical procedure; it’s routine, easy, gives you an extra hole and a uterus built from your own cells. The lab takes samples from us both, uses one of your female sperm for the DNA to make an egg, one of my sperm to fertilize it, then the egg is implanted into your womb and the baby develops naturally from there.”

	As if excited by the thought of this, Nick cried out and orgasmed powerfully, his ass clenching tightly around Cai’s impaling shaft as his own cock let loose like a firehose.

	Cai caught the ejaculate in a mental grip then closed his eyes and soaked in the pleasure that suffused his spouse even as he continued to pump. Mirthfully, he sent the sample to one of the machines here in his bedroom, the one he was required to use once a month or so himself, for the Guild’s baby program. It had been noted, many years ago, that Astrogators rarely had children. They were kept separate from normal people both by tradition and by their talent-driven desire for mental space.

	As a result, the Guild feared the abilities would be bred out of the population. To combat this, they created a program that paid young women a handsome salary to conceive and bear babies for the Guild. These women also received educational benefits and had the option of either keeping their babies or giving them up at birth—their choice, freely. Cai had been told that a young woman could set herself up for life just by bearing two Guild babies. She’d not only end up with a fully paid university education, she’d have enough in the bank to live on for the rest of her life if the money was managed wisely. The sperm for these babies came from the various Astrogators, participation in this program was mandatory. Because of this program, Cai already had the equipment to safely store sperm samples. The Guild collected whenever they were in port, so currently, his sample bay was empty. He tagged this first sample as being Nick’s.

	With a sigh of satisfaction, Cai allowed himself to orgasm, filling Nick’s tight ass with his cum. A new wave of pleasure, this one Cai’s, swept through them both, and Cai relaxed atop Nick, not seeking to extract himself, half wondering if he was in there deep enough to stay. It seemed that he was, for he didn’t feel himself slipping out, and Nick continued to lie still beneath him, his legs submissively spread for Cai. It was a wonderful sensation, and Cai indulged in it until he sensed Nick’s interest stirring. Amazed that his mate had anything left after two strong climaxes, Cai eased out of Nick’s ass and laid beside the man, spreading his own legs in silent invitation.

	Nick entered him, stroking him inside and out in a wonderful conflux of sensation that went on and on until Cai was wallowing in the pleasure of it and sharing that pleasure with Nick so fully his husband was moaning for him. Just when he thought it couldn’t get any better, Nick whispered in his ear, “I want to bear your baby.”

	 


Chapter Five: Hevetich

	 

	 

	The crew was back aboard; all hands were accounted for and at their stations. Not one medical or personal emergency had arisen, which was remarkable in and of itself, and Cai was impatient to break orbit and head for Hevetich. Gilly’s visit had extended almost until the end of shore leave, and Cai had enjoyed getting to know Nick’s mom, but the enforced idleness of planetary orbit grated on him. He was happiest sailing the void, far from any planet. Dancing between the stars was his love and his life.

	On the bridge, Nick was taking forever to work through the departure protocol checklist. Cai’s engines were hot; it felt like an excess of energy was crackling over his skin as he waited for permission to actually engage thrust and move... fly... away from this place. Nick glanced up at the main sensor array on the bridge. Through the shipnet, Cai heard him say, “Relax. It won’t go any faster no matter how hard you fret.”

	“How about I just break away and set my course?” Cai shot back.

	“Admiralty would have my balls and your ears for trophies if you pulled a stunt like that.”

	“But not my balls?”

	“I think the Guild would claim those, leaving admiralty with the second-best prize to nail to their bulkheads.” Nick’s lips were twitching suspiciously. Aloud, he said, “Astrogator, please confirm that all airlocks are sealed.”

	“All airlocks are sealed, Captain,” Cai managed to reply, but he couldn’t resist adding, “all crew is accounted for, the engines are ready and I am standing by.”

	“Very good, Astrogator,” Nick said mildly, and Cai noted the poorly concealed grins all over the bridge. “Since you are ready, you may take us out. Our destination is Hevetich.”

	“Understood; destination Hevetich,” Cai said without snarling somehow. The redundancy of the procedures was irking him today; he knew damn well where they were going, he’d actually been the one to upload the orders sending them there. He contacted Orbit Control on an open channel so that the bridge crew could follow along, also per protocol. “Orbit Control, Laughing Owl requesting clearance for departure, destination Hevetich via Tarasch.”

	The newest protocol concerning the insane system Tarasch was to mention it in the course if it would be used so that, as the joke went, admiralty would know where to send the rescue ships.

	“Laughing Owl, Orbit Control, clearance for departure granted. Please use outward channel Space Corps Beta Nine.”

	“Orbit Control, Laughing Owl, understood Beta Nine.” With a great deal of satisfaction, Cai cracked the seals holding them to the tug and applied a hard upward thrust, relative to the plane of the ecliptic. Since he wasn’t attached to the station and he wasn’t thrusting toward any structure, he didn’t have to be gentle. Laughing Owl shot upward with ever-growing momentum. Cai killed the upward thrust as he applied forward thrust, which had the effect of sending them further upward but at an angle now. He’d continue to rise until he exactly matched and canceled the initial upward thrust, and all he’d done was turn off that thrust since he already had sufficient upward motion for his purposes.

	He started to apply downward thrust as he engaged the ion engines, and by the time he was cruising at point five, he had canceled all the stray motion he could detect other than the course line he’d set for the Tarasch marker. Though all his tasks were done, he remained in Chamber, just reveling in the freedom of spaceflight. There was nothing better in all existence.

	The physical pleasure he shared with Nick really was a pale second to this, in that his Guildmaster had been correct. But there was so much more than just physical pleasure between him and Nick. The ancient Greeks had recognized several varieties of love and eros, the physical love, was the least important of those. The love Cai bore for Nick was transcendental. He’d love that man even if they never had sex again. He didn’t think Nick would care for that, however. Nick was downright earthy when all was said and done.

	Nick was right outside the Chamber now, waiting for him. The man was beautifully nude but for his ball cuff and collar. Cai admired him through the sensors before he allowed the linkages to collapse. Returning to his physical body was always a letdown, made tolerable mostly by the presence of the man out there. If not for Nick, Cai thought he might try to merge himself permanently into the navnet. It was theoretically possible, just impractical for entirely physical reasons. Bodies were soft, mushy and prone to odd failures and breakdowns. Cai did not approve of this. There just wasn’t anything he could do about it. Yet.

	 

	Eleven days and three jumps later, Cai approached Hevetich Station yet again, but this time, he noticed an usual number of frigates trailing the station. “Captain,” he said over the net, “it looks like an Owl family reunion out here. Every ID transponder is registering as an Owl-class frigate.”

	“Interesting,” Nick replied. “I’m sure we’ll find out what’s up soon enough.”

	The Fourth Fleet used the Owl-class frigates exclusively, while the other three fleets used the Hawk and Falcon classes of frigates. No doubt that Nick was right, Nbuntu wasn’t likely to keep them in the dark for long, but in the meantime, Cai felt like the curiosity was eating him alive. He contacted the station, received an orbital berth assignment that put him right in with the rest of the Owls, and once he was parked on station, he contacted Pol, the Astrogator for the Horned Owl, and a friend he’d gone through training with.

	“Hiya, Cai, we were wondering when you’d get here; you’re the last to arrive.”

	“The last for this mission, whatever it is?” Cai did a rapid count. “We’re all here? All the Owls?”

	“Yes, and yes,” Pol said cheerily. “Let me tell you, the rumor mill has gone into overdrive.” Pol proceeded to regale him with some of the more wild ideas for why they were gathered, though Cai doubted they’d be asked to take the station in tow to relocate it from L5 to L4 or used to patrol home system or tasked to plant mines in the systems that bordered the Rels. Pol then changed the subject. “So, did you really marry your captain?”

	“Yes, I did.”

	“And the Guild?”

	“They accepted it.” Cai added, out of honesty in case Pol had similar aspirations, “I had to face the Guildmaster over it. He threatened to take my wings.”

	“Ouch. You didn’t back down?”

	“No, I didn’t.” Cai paused then admitted, “I decided being with him was more important. I meant the vows I swore at our wedding. I suspect my willingness to hold to my principles is what won the Guildmaster over.”

	“You could be right,” Pol agreed. “Too bad I don’t swing your way. Captain Ballard is a firm hand at the helm, but he just doesn’t get my juices flowing like, say, Ban’s Captain Carney. She’s gorgeous. Ban’s so lucky, and he doesn’t even notice how hot she is!”

	“Ban has never struck me as the type to notice anything without the gravity signature of at least a small moon.” That was the polite way of saying the other Astrogator had no interest in anything other than astronomical bodies and interstellar navigation, a common failing of the breed. If not for Nick, Cai suspected he’d be much the same, if not worse.

	“Too right, brother,” Pol muttered. They exchanged some more pleasantries then broke off the conversation in order to chat up some of their other fellows. It wasn’t often that they had the opportunity to catch up with so many of their fellow Astrogators all at once.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Being the head of Child Protective for all of Noram didn’t leave Gilly with a lot of spare time. Her visit with Nick and Cai on their ship had been her first real vacation in years, and she’d really enjoyed the visit, but at the same time, the work had piled up in her absence. It took her two solid weeks to catch up enough that she no longer felt in imminent danger of drowning in paperwork, and finally, she had time to turn her attention to the puzzle of Cai.

	She had seen him before. She was certain of it, but she couldn’t recall the details. Cai wasn’t any older than Nick, however, not if he’d been in the Guild Halls while Nick was at the Academy. She decided to use logic to narrow down her search. The training for an Astrogator took between three and four years and Cai had been in service for about ten years objective time, so she was looking for reports no older than fifteen years ago, no sooner than twelve years ago. If she didn’t hit pay dirt in that range, she’d work backward toward Cai’s probable birth year, the one thing she was certain of was that there’d be no data on Cai past the date of the Guild’s claim of him.

	She entered her parameters, eliminated half of the results because the person she was looking for was undeniably male then sighed. Only two million odd reports remained for her to browse through. She glanced at the still photo now decorating her desk—a photo of Nick and Cai in their formal uniforms and looking too good for words; then, it dawned on her. She quickly scanned the photo into her system, used the cropping tool to narrow it down to Cai’s face, and told the computer to compare it to all pictures in the waiting files and display the closest matches.

	She turned to other work while waiting for the results, her computer systems were far from the fastest available. Nevertheless, she had the results in under an hour. She started with the top match and found herself looking at a photo of what could only be the same person but taken years earlier. Jason Hunter, she read. Missing. She flagged the entire file and routed it to her personal workstation. After a quick read-through, she realized two things. Cai had to be this missing boy and there was no Guild letter of claim in the file.

	Her first instinct was to reach out to the Hunter family and tell them she’d found their missing child, but sense prevailed. The Guild had no sense of humor—if they interpreted her actions as even potentially threatening the safety of one of their Gators, well... she rather thought she was too old to be an adjunct, but she had no doubt that the Guild could eliminate any problems like her with very little trouble.

	The Hunter family was fabulously wealthy, controlling the largest fleet of privately owned space cruisers in existence. If they, with all their vast resources, hadn’t been able to locate their missing child—which had caused a terrific scandal, according to the file—it meant the Guild might not want it known that Jason had been claimed. She could think of several reasons for that, but it was all conjecture.

	Taking a deep breath, she placed a call to the Guild. Although she could think of reasons why the Guild hadn’t placed the claim on Jason Hunter, not doing so meant that their hold over the man was illegal. Jason had lived under her jurisdiction when the missing person’s report had been filed—that’s why he’d looked familiar, she’d seen the initial report and all the follow-up reports years ago as it had happened. So she had a duty now to follow up on this, even though she suspected she’d be a lot safer if she just dropped it and pretended she’d never thought Cai had looked at all familiar. Of course, her search was now a matter of record, too. Nothing done on a computer could be erased, and attempting to do so raised plenty of red flags in multiple law enforcement arms. Criminals either avoided using the networks or disguised their data and relied on the billions upon billions of other records to hide them from the casual, unfocused data sweeps.

	Her contact in the Guild was a pleasant woman that she’d known and worked with for years. “Yriad, I’ve got a hot mess I need advice on,” she said, skipping the pleasantries.

	“Okay, lay it out for me.” Yriad was a study in calmness, as usual.

	Gilly laid out the case quickly, sending the file, including her personal picture of Nick and Cai. “There’s no claim letter, Yriad. This family was left hanging.”

	“Oh, my,” Yriad said softly. She studied Gilly’s photo. “Nicky’s looking good,” she offered. She had been one of the two Guild telepaths dispatched to Nick’s home that horrible night many, many years ago. Because of her continuing interest in the Steele children, Yriad and Gilly had become fairly close, until the Guild just made her the official contact for Child Protective, officially recognizing what was already occurring. They retained a cordial relationship, something Gilly was banking heavily on at the moment.

	“Yes, he and Cai are very much in love,” Gilly said, smiling. “Cai says the Guild’s okay with it.”

	Yriad raised both eyebrows. “That’s more than a little unusual, but then, so is this case. I’m going to have to take this further up the chain, Gilly. I, personally, have no answers to this. I’ll be in touch once I find something out, until then, keep it private.”

	“Of course.” Gilly sighed as the connection closed then shut down her console. She was too worked up now to accomplish anything else productive for the day. She decided to head home and curl up with a book and a pot of tea.

	 


Chapter Six: Briefing

	 

	 

	The profusion of braid in the room was mildly amusing to Nick. There were a dozen ships’ captains there, including himself. They were all waiting for Admiral Nbuntu. Four years subjective and ten years objective time as Captain of the Laughing Owl placed him two spaces up from the bottom of the table—the third most junior captain. He greeted those to either side of him. “Joni, Pete, so good to meet you both in person.”

	“Nick,” Joni replied. She inclined her head. “You’re quite the celebrity, standing against the Guild and all. How’s Cai?”

	“Cai is doing well, but he still complains about his knee—he took a slug pirate hunting.”

	“We caught one, too,” commented Pete. “You got the flagship, though. Well done, taking them down.”

	“There was more than one?” Nick encouraged Pete to tell his tale of cat and mouse with the pirate’s second ship. More than one captain listened in, offering comments and critiques. Nick admitted to the trouble they had with Captain Dredd and the psion Mouse, warning the others not to take anything at face value.

	Before any further space stories could be told, Admiral Nbuntu entered the room without announcement and strode directly to the front. Silence reigned as the captains turned their attention to their commanding officer. “Please, be seated,” the admiral said mildly as he turned to face them. Once everyone was in a chair, the admiral touched a button.

	The space above the table immediately filled with a holographic, three-dimensional space map. Nick studied the system, a binary of main sequence stars with a solid dozen planets. He could see activity around the fourth planet and some of the moons of the gas giants, namely the seventh and eighth planets. There was an asteroid belt between the fifth planet, which looked to be a barren rock, and the sixth planet, a smallish gas planet tidal locked to the much larger seventh planet.

	Nick triggered his implant and sent a silent message to Cai. In moments, he could feel his spouse’s presence, listening in as the admiral began to speak.

	“Several of our colonies have been raided by the Rels. Space Corps Command has tasked us with taking the fight to the enemy. We will be attacking what the analysts believe is the Rel home system. This will not be a full-fleet exercise; instead, we have devised something a little more... diabolical. All of your ships have recently been refit with the latest in stealth technology. These devices, which have been extensively tested by crews under my command, will render your jump signatures unrecognizable. In fact, they will be close to nonexistent, and if the Rels can figure it out, I’ll fucking resign, that’s how confident I am in this new technology.”

	After that, they went over the details of the plan. Nbuntu ended with, “This mission is critical to the over-all strategy that the Corps has developed to combat these menaces. To that end, I will be accompanying you on this mission. You may have noticed that only Owl-class frigates are assigned to this mission. That’s because you’re the only ships with the stealth technology required. Therefore, for this mission, I shall be transferring my flag to one of you.”

	Nick almost shrugged. The admiral’s flag wasn’t something he’d need to be concerned with. Jenny McCormick of the Eagle Owl was senior, so the admiral would be her problem.

	“Captain Steele,” Nbuntu said.

	Nick managed not to blink in surprise. “Yes, Admiral?”

	“Cai is the strongest Gator in the Fourth Fleet. Therefore, I will use Laughing Owl as my flag for this mission.”

	“Admiral, my cabin is yours,” Nick said formally. It was traditional, but it wasn’t the sacrifice for him that it might be for others. Cai, want a roommate?

	You’re my husband. What I have is yours. Besides, you should have moved in with me a long time ago.

	“Thank you,” Nbuntu said with a wry smile that led Nick to believe he knew what a non-issue giving up the captain’s cabin would be for Nick. That might have had as much to do with the admiral’s decision as Cai’s pure power had.

	That may well be, Cai agreed.

	The briefing done, the admiral left the room.

	Pete stood up. “We’re all heading over to the club. You coming?”

	Go, socialize, Cai said immediately. You know half your job is politics. If you don’t rub elbows, people will think less of you. I’ll have your things moved by the time you get back.

	Are you Gators enjoying your own form of R&R? Nick responded.

	Oh, yes. We’re doing our best to saturate the comm bands tonight. Cai sent the impression of a smile, followed by a mental caress. Go, have fun. Tell many stories, some of which may even be true.

	“I’d be happy to,” Nick replied to Pete. They sauntered out of the conference room together, already chatting about weird things they’d seen.

	 

	By some miracle, Nick wasn’t hung over the next morning when Admiral Nbuntu came aboard. Cai had docked Laughing Owl with the station before going to bed the night before, specifically to await the admiral, though Nick had appreciated not having to take a shuttle back to his command. The admiral moved straight into his cabin with very little formality. Nick had already set a briefing for his officers at oh-eight-hundred, the ship’s clock having been reset at Hevetich Station as was usual and customary. He sent a polite message to the admiral, informing him of the briefing if he wished to attend. Cai was already in Chamber, like he was every single morning, but he’d promised to attend the briefing, so Nick didn’t pester him.

	The admiral pinged him on the shipnet. Nick immediately acknowledged the contact. “Yes, sir?”

	“Tell your Astrogator to get us moving. You can hold the briefing while we’re heading out-system. Tell Cai to signal the others, I want the whole fleet moving in half an hour.”

	Nick acknowledged and repeated the admiral’s orders to Cai verbatim. Cai snorted. “He’s barely aboard and he’s already throwing his weight about, eh? Don’t worry, dear. I’ve already told the others, and I’m prepared for departure now, but we’re down a crewman.”

	Nick did a rapid check. “Where’s Sandra Dann?”

	“Medical.”

	“Oh. The baby?”

	“Affirmative.”

	“Authorizing medical leave,” Nick said as he routed the orders through to the station. “Can we go without her?”

	“Yes, if the mission parameters remain as stated, we shouldn’t need an ecologist.”

	Nick snorted in amusement. “With our luck?”

	“That’s okay; I have a replacement en route; she’ll be at our airlock in five minutes.”

	“Cai? What?” Nick sat straight up. It wasn’t like his Gator to spring things on him, particularly not things as important as crew assignments.

	“I knew Sandra would go into labor—I do have just the slightest touch of prescience, you know? So I made arrangements in advance.” Cai sounded very, very smug.

	“Okay, Cai, what are you hiding?” Nick wanted to shake his head as he realized the answer was obvious. “It’s Evie, isn’t it?”

	“My, my, you’re not only hot, you’re smart, too. Of course, I already knew that; your mind is one of the things I love about you. Evie was delighted by the opportunity. She’ll be here shortly.”

	The men and women of the science team were officers by courtesy, not line officers. Whatever Evie didn’t know about shipboard military discipline, she’d pick up from the others. His little sister was smart; Nick had every confidence in her. Fortunately, she was also fast, for she hit the airlock in less than the five minutes Cai had promised. As captain, Nick immediately authorized her presence on the ship, granted her access to the shipnet and routed her to her bunk with orders to prepare for departure. It was done before the inner airlock door even cycled open.

	Evie acknowledged via the shipnet and, thanks to her previous tours of the vessel, went quickly to her assigned quarters. As soon as Cai had the outer airlock sealed, Nick heard him request departure from the station.

	“Hevetich Control, this is Laughing Owl, ready for undock and departure at this time.” Cai’s voice, the voice of his ship, always brought a smile to Nick’s face.

	“Laughing Owl, cleared for undock and departure.”

	Cai broke them away from the station neatly and quickly. Accelerating down the lane, he signaled each of the other frigates in turn. One by one, the Owls departed from Hevetich Station, following Laughing Owl’s lead.

	Nick watched them via the holographic display until the entire flotilla was moving. Then he stood. “Time for the briefing. Ensign Takani, you have the conn.” Nick couldn’t leave the bridge unattended with the ship underway, it was against regulations. The ensign was at least an officer, barely, and it would be good for his morale to get to stand the watch, even briefly.

	“Yes, sir!” The young man saluted. He looked ready to burst with pride.

	Nick managed not to laugh. Had he ever been that young and eager?

	 

	Evie hadn’t attended the briefing—only the chief science officer, Scott Quinn, was required to attend, he’d then be expected to tell his people what they needed to know. That was standard for all sections except line officers. All line officers were required to attend the briefing so that no matter what happened, they knew what the mission was.

	Nick was well aware of how vital that really was, having been forced to take command as a junior lieutenant after the first Rel ship ever spotted had attacked the ship he was assigned to. Surprise had been on the Rels’ side; they caught the Scarlet Dragon with no protective screens up, no weapons powered up, still in cruising mode, and it was just pure luck that the Gator, Lem, had even been in Chamber. The Rels’ second missile spread had unluckily impacted right over the bridge, as if they knew exactly where to aim, taking out all the senior officers in one go, leaving Nick alone and in command of a clusterfuck of a situation.

	When the briefing was over, he’d gone not to the bridge, but to his office, a small space adjacent to the bridge where he could deal with the drudgery of being a captain—reading reports, writing reports, reviewing and evaluating crew, reviewing inventory, repairs, and a hundred other things.

	Evie found him there. “Captain, reporting for duty.” She attempted a salute.

	“Welcome aboard, Dr. Gillespie. Sit down.” Nick set the reports aside with a hint of gratitude for the interruption. “How did you and Cai manage to sneak this past me?”

	“Cai’s quite something, isn’t he?” Evie grinned. “During our little visit in Earth orbit, Cai and I got to talking. I told him the truth—I’ve got all my degrees and I’m getting bored. I envied the two of you for getting to see the stars. I think Brahe gave me a taste for adventure. So Cai suggested I join up; he said the Corps always needs scientists and that he could guarantee me a position as ecologist on Laughing Owl.”

	“So that’s why you left early,” Nick mused. Evie had taken off a full three days before Gilly, claiming she had problems at work that couldn’t wait.

	“Yes. The Corps sent me here by fast courier scout then rushed my intake, all at Cai’s request, I’m told. Your hubby has some real pull with admiralty.”

	“He’s the strongest Gator in the fleet,” Nick told her calmly. “He’s certainly the strongest Gator alive and possibly the strongest Gator ever. His telepathic range is over a hundred kilometers. It’s amazing he didn’t go insane before the Guild claimed him. It’s in admiralty’s best interests to keep him happy.”

	“And they put him on a small frigate?” Evie shook her head. “They should have him on one of the big ships if he’s as powerful as you say.”

	“This is a temporary assignment for him. He’s slated for the second of the new heavies still under construction—the Star Wolf class, they’re calling it. It’s cheaper to rewire a frigate than a battle cruiser, so they gave him Laughing Owl to play with while he waits for his permanent ship.”

	“Oh.” Evie swallowed. “When he goes to his new ship, what happens to you?”

	“I hope that by then, admiralty will consider me experienced enough to take the helm of the heavy. Otherwise, I’ll resign my commission so I can stay with him.” Nick smiled wryly. “He was ready to give up being an Astrogator to keep me, you know. He stood up to the Guildmaster himself over our marriage. As much as I love the Corps, as much as I love being captain, I love him more.”

	 


Chapter Seven: Departure

	 

	 

	Over the course of a half-dozen jumps, Nick had watched as the fleet split up into four teams of three ships. They all had the same target destination—the Rel home system, or at least the system assumed to be the Rel home since it was so saturated with Rels—every planet and most moons had at least a colony according to the data. It was one of the systems Laughing Owl had done a flyby of; they’d stayed only long enough for the one quick set of readings, then Cai had ducked them back into subspace to avoid the heavy fire aimed at him.

	Physicists had taken their data and jump logs and had carefully analyzed everything. It had taken them years to chart it all, to work out where the hardpoints should be, to find alternate routings to that system to avoid the massive black hole skewing the jump from Luyten’s Star that had nearly cost them the Laughing Owl and everyone aboard. If Cai had been any less powerful, any less capable, the ship would almost certainly have been destroyed.

	As Nick well knew, Cai wasn’t happy that their targets were theoretical hardpoints, and worse, the flotilla couldn’t travel in convoy all the way there. In order to have the teams emerge at different points around the periphery of the system, they’d have to jump there from different starting systems. Nick and Nbuntu got to stress over the time dilation effects, which could well skew their timetable. They thought—hoped—prayed—that the physicists’ analysis of the time factors were also correct. Cai only had to jump his ship safely and keep to the strict timetable laid out for him in the plan, but his husband was a perfectionist, and the unknowns of this mission really bothered him.

	 

	Nick was strapped down over the special pillow Cai had made for him with his ass in the air at the perfect height for Cai. He was naked again, wearing only his collar and his ball cuff, and his erection was pressed into the foam of the pillow—Cai had recently carved a pocket out just for that, but strangely, it make Nick feel even more restrained to have his penis shoved into the hole. He immediately thought about having Cai add an actual restraint to the bottom of the hole to hold him in place. The idea shivered his skin as he imagined his cock being stretched and pinned deep inside the pillow.

	“I will be astonished if any of the other teams arrive at the target when they’re supposed to,” Cai said as he slid two fingers into Nick’s ass.

	Nick grunted in pleasure as the digits entered him, trying to relax himself as he pushed back into them, working them in deeper. “Why wouldn’t they? They have the same time tables you have; they know when and where to jump.”

	“But the jump is a relativistic event—time is dilated, twisted all out of proportion.” Cai added another finger and pumped them, stretching and working Nick’s ass in a delightful way. “But here’s the thing, time doesn’t dilate equally for every jump, not even for every jump between the same two hardpoints.”

	“More,” Nick moaned and ground himself onto Cai’s hand. He really didn’t care about time dilation right then, unless Cai was planning to slow time so he could use Nick that much longer.

	Cai pumped a little more vigorously, and Nick groaned in appreciation for his husband’s consideration. After adding a fourth finger to the play, Cai continued, “So, the time table is just a best guess. These hardpoints we’re going to be using are theoreticals. We don’t know, absolutely, that they’re there, and there’s no way to even guess what the subspace conditions will be like. Time dilation effects are certain to be a problem.”

	“That may be,” Nick gasped out, humping himself on Cai hard and fast, enjoying the sensation of half of Cai’s hand sliding into him, he could feel not only the knuckles of Cai’s hand, but also the thumb pressing into his flesh outside his rectum. “But there’s nothing we can do about it but carry on and hope for the best.”

	“We had better also prepare for the worst,” Cai said firmly and pressed his whole hand in.

	Shuddering with pleasure, Nick rolled his hips, pushed himself more firmly onto Cai’s arm, groaned as his husband’s wrist entered him. “Love this,” he panted in time to Cai’s thrusts. “Love you.”

	“Stop trying to change the subject,” Cai said lightly, but he didn’t stop pumping his arm in and out of Nick’s body, so as far as Nick was concerned, the subject had already been changed.

	“We always prepare for the worst,” Nick said anyhow, because Cai deserved a response other than his moans of pleasure. “How about we just pretend, for the rest of tonight, that nothing can possibly go wrong with the plan?” Nick was well aware that the plan had holes big enough for a heavy cruiser to fly through; he just didn’t want to think about what he couldn’t change, especially not at the moment.

	Cai laughed. “Okay, dear, point taken.” He slowly, gently pulled his hand out of Nick.

	“Nooo,” Nick protested when he realized what was going on. Cai was leaving him unfulfilled and achingly empty.

	“Shhh.” Cai stroked Nick’s upturned cheeks with both hands.

	Nick could feel the crystal embedded in Cai’s right palm as the hard edges of the dodecahedron slid across his sensitive skin. A moment later, he felt something even better—Cai’s delectable cock pressing into him, hot and hard and greased, sliding into his well-stretched hole without impedance. “Oh, yeah,” Nick said. “Just like that.”

	Cai’s answer was to pump harder, thrusting into Nick vigorously. It felt glorious. Cai’s cock was like him, slender but long. Very long. Nick could feel it plowing deeply into his core with every inward thrust, and he loved every motion of that curved tool within him. The tension and the pleasure built and built until Nick was squirming with the need for release and humping the pillow under him in counterpoint to Cai’s action.

	The more they moved together, the more in synch they became, linked together by Cai’s immense telepathic power. It didn’t always happen, because Nick had a natural, dense mental shield that was apparently as variable as it was unconscious. Sometimes, Cai could touch him mind to mind, and sometimes, he couldn’t. Right now, their minds were linked in perfect, glorious harmony that made Nick want to sing. He refrained since he was well aware that he couldn’t carry a tune to save his life, and he didn’t want to offend Cai’s ears.

	“You can always sing for me,” Cai murmured at the moment of climax.

	Ecstasy swept through Nick as they came together, bound together by psi; and he did sing, in a manner of speaking, as he cried out from the intensity of the sensations coursing through his body. He felt the restraints releasing, the buckles being worked by Cai’s telekinetic power, and he, once again, marveled at his husband’s abilities. It was incredible to him, when he allowed himself to think about it, that someone as mentally talented as Cai could even exist. Back before the great collapse and the second dark age, real psychic ability was nonexistent and people who claimed to be psychic were only trying to bilk the gullible.

	Cai just about peeled him off the pillow and pulled him close. Nick turned and wrapped Cai in his arms, enjoying the cuddle and the post-climatic haze.

	Cai whispered in his ear, “I want you in me tonight.”

	Nick stroked Cai’s back, enjoying the feel of his husband’s body.

	A low chime sounded, and Nick blinked. “Who the hell has the balls to ring the door of your chambers? I’ll chew them a new one and hang them by their balls in the cargo bay.”

	“I wouldn’t recommend that,” Cai replied calmly, though Nick knew full well that his husband was as irate as he was. “It’s the admiral.”

	Nick sat up and rolled off the bed. “I’ll get it.” He threw his uniform on as he headed for the front room. At the last moment, he remembered that he was wearing his collar. “Cai, the collar?” he asked, hoping Cai was still linked with him enough to hear; he was. The collar vanished from around his neck as a finger of power crackled across his balls, Cai’s version of getting the last word in. Nick struggled to compose himself as he reached the door and palmed it open. “Admiral, please come in.”

	Admiral Nbuntu walked in and looked at him. He had an unmistakable twinkle in his eye. “Am I interrupting something?”

	Yes, of course you are, Nick thought, but he said, “No, sir.”

	“Very well, please let Astrogator Cai know that I’m here to pay my respects as is usual and customary.”

	“Yes, sir.” Nick saluted, spun on a heel and marched back into the bedroom. “He’s here to pay his respects. I should have expected that.”

	“Me, too,” Cai replied. The Gator was already dressed in his full uniform. He glanced at Nick and cracked a smile. “Your shirt is misbuttoned, my dear.”

	Nick smiled sheepishly and hastily repaired the problem. Cai didn’t move. Nick looked up. “Aren’t you going out there?”

	“I’m waiting for you,” Cai replied firmly. “The admiral will wait for me; he’s here at my pleasure.”

	And realistically, there was absolutely nothing Nbuntu could do to Cai; Astrogators were, for the most part, untouchable. “And if he retaliates by making things difficult for me?” Nick asked reasonably.

	“If the admiral makes your life difficult over a couple minutes cooling his heels in my parlor, he will regret ever stepping aboard Laughing Owl,” Cai assured him.

	Nick finished adjusting his uniform and stepped up beside Cai, who led the way out to the front room.

	Nbuntu was surveying the parlor and didn’t seem at all concerned to be kept waiting. As soon as he saw them, he turned to face them. “Astrogator Cai,” he said, “I am pleased to meet you in person at last.”

	“Admiral Nbuntu, welcome aboard. I hope your quarters met with your satisfaction?”

	“Indeed, it was kind of Captain Steele to give up his space to me.”

	“At the same time, you did me a favor,” Cai replied. “I’ve been trying to convince him to just move in with me, but until now, he’s insisted that the captain of the ship has to maintain a presence in the captain’s cabin.”

	“He has a valid point,” Nbuntu commented, “the captain’s presence in officer’s row does much to keep the younger officers in line during their off-duty hours. But a married couple ought to sleep in the same bed, eh?”

	“My view exactly,” Cai said. “Refreshments?”

	“No, no,” Nbuntu said, raising his hands. “I only stopped by to pay my respects, and I ah... apologize for the interruption.” The look he bestowed on them said plainly that he knew what they’d been doing.

	“Admiral, your apology is accepted,” Cai said with a perfectly straight face and an angelic expression. “If we’re done here, I’d really like to get back to having my way with my husband.”

	Nick managed not to choke, somehow. He couldn’t believe Cai had just said that. When Nbuntu looked at him in clear surprise, and no little amusement, Nick managed to smile with apparent unconcern. “Admiral, I wish you a pleasant evening.”

	Nbuntu barked a laugh. “Not as pleasant as yours will be,” he retorted. “Good night, gentlemen.” He strode out, chuckling.

	Nick collapsed on the nearest couch and said, “I can’t believe you said that.”

	“What?” Cai smiled. “You think Nbuntu’s going to care what a married couple does in bed?”

	“That doesn’t mean it’s okay to dismiss an admiral with the excuse that you want to get back to having sex.” Nick leaned back and looked at Cai upside down.

	“Oh, Nicky... I don’t think it matters. He has to keep me happy, and that means he has to treat you well.” Cai moved to sit in the recliner beside the couch. “I love you. I don’t love him.”

	“I know,” Nick said, relaxing as he thought about it. Cai was right—Nbuntu would be an idiot to take it out on him, and Nbuntu wasn’t an idiot. The door chimed again. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding! Now who?”

	“It’s Evie,” Cai said over the top of Nick’s exclamation. He didn’t even glance at the door as it opened.

	Nick sat up and beckoned to his sister. “Evie, get over here and give me a hug.”

	Evie just about bounced over to the sitting area to comply. Nick stood up for a very satisfactory hug. To his surprise, Cai stood also and joined in. Cai was not at all fond of physical contact with anyone other than Nick.

	Evie must have realized, because she smiled warmly. “Cai, I’m doubly honored, both to be here and to be hugged by you.”

	Cai laughed. “Sit down, Evie.”

	They all sat; Cai’s six adjuncts brought in refreshments, and they had a nice conversation that lasted for over an hour. Eventually, Evie left, and they were able to return to the naked cuddling they both enjoyed.

	 


Chapter Eight: The Jump

	 

	 

	Cai had never jumped with his emissions dampeners running, but doing so was an essential part of the plan. Ibi’s Screech Owl and Ryh’s Barn Owl flew in formation with him, maintaining a comfortable hundred-kilometer distance. Cai appreciated Nbuntu’s political skills—for their team, the admiral had selected the two ships which were junior to Steele in terms of seniority. The most senior captains of the Owl-class frigates were leading the other three teams. It was adroitly done, designed to reduce friction among the many personalities of the fleet.

	They were already running silent, which meant that anyone taking sensor readings of them would see three uninteresting, nonmetallic rocks. Their trajectories weren’t outside the acceptable parameters for a space rock’s elliptical orbit. Using psi backed by the power of his singularity, Cai contacted the others on a channel no technology could overhear. We’re approaching ten thousand kays from the hardpoint. We need to increase separation to a thousand kays to avoid conflicting jumps. Bring the jump dampeners up at five thousand kays and start your countdowns at ten minutes out as usual.

	Cai wasn’t all that happy about the plan, but he’d managed to confirm that the previously theoretical hardpoint existed. Of course, that was no guarantee it would link to the system they actually wanted. The sheer number of things that could go wrong was enough to give him a headache. Nick kept telling him not to worry about it, to let Nbuntu and himself worry about it since that was their job. But it was Cai who’d be jumping blind into an unknown system with two other ships close behind him. How could he not worry?

	Orders received and understood, Ibi replied.

	Acknowledged, sent Ryh. Cai, do you think maybe a piggyback would make more sense? That way we’d all arrive together.

	And if the local conditions are hostile, or there’s something unexpected in subspace, all three of us could die. No, we’re jumping blind, so we’ll do this as safely as possible.

	Are you going to hold the hardpoint? Ibi asked.

	That was a reasonable question. Cai thought about it. If he held the hardpoint, he’d deny it to the other two ships, but he’d be able to duck back out of the system if it proved inhospitable. Yes. I will hold the hardpoint. The other Astrogators would be able to tell when he released it, and it shouldn’t slow them appreciably. Nbuntu would just have to deal with the slight change in plans. The admiral had too much faith in his scientists to suit Cai. Scientists who’d never had to jump a ship or take responsibility for hundreds of lives.

	Ibi and Ryh sent their acknowledgments. Cai checked positions—they now had a thousand-kay separation from one another and Laughing Owl was nearing five thousand kays from the hardpoint. He turned his attention to the jump maskers and brought them online. They’d tested them on their previous jumps, just to make sure they actually worked. They did, much to Cai’s surprise. When the maskers were active, the only being who could hear the song of Laughing Owl’s singularity was Cai himself, and none of the energies that accompanied the opening and closing of the wormhole escaped, but the power requirements were twice what jumping plain were.

	This was another thing that made Cai nervous—he was vulnerable in the moments after a jump, with the maskers active, that vulnerability extended to several minutes before he had enough power to bring up more than the most basic of shields. If the Rels were onto them and looking for rocks to appear, they could all die. But he had to admit that it would be very unlikely for Rels to be there waiting for him or even notice the rock he was pretending to be. The Rels didn’t appear to be that perceptive when it came to Fourth Fleet stealth technology.

	He was rapidly approaching the hardpoint. “Ten minutes until FTL transit,” he announced.

	The XO, Juan Cortez, immediately followed this with, “All hands, prepare for jump. You must be in your acceleration couch in seven minutes from mark. Three, two, mark.”

	Cai brought up the jump protocols and finally stopped worrying as he entered the number storm of the faster-than-light equations. Pure mathematics didn’t leave room for emotion. He was already slowing his subjective time.

	On the bridge, Nick and the crew were working through their own jump checklists, the admiral sitting in the observation seat and staying out of the way. The bridge ran smoothly these days, a far cry from their early jumps. The screens were split as Nick usually preferred, showing the jump protocols and bridge checklist on one side, and Cai’s protocols and activity on the other side. The holotank showed their position in space; that’s what it was for, so Nick never messed with it.

	“Five minutes until FTL transit,” Cai announced then lost himself in his calculations. He had no more time or attention to spare for the crew, even under subjective-time dilation. The hardpoint was so close, he could feel it, his subspace insertion speed and angle of approach were perfect, and his singularity was singing a lovely melody on the pedals of a pipe organ. He knew better than to fall for the seductive song, it was a siren at heart, bound in chains of magnetism and gravity fields, but it would kill him if it could.

	He reached into the heart of his chained siren and twisted the untwistable, the gorgeous tones of Bach’s Passacaglia in C minor surrounding him as the wormhole opened and Laughing Owl surfed down the incline, accelerating just below the redline of acceptable levels. He looked forward, searching for the next system, the system almost touching this point based on the curvature of the universe. It wouldn’t necessarily be the closest system, because the fabric of space more closely resembled a crumbled, balled up, holey pile of rags than the smooth rubbery surface it was often rendered as for easier understanding. Sometimes, even to Cai, it was mind-boggling how two systems, so far apart in normal space, could be so close as to almost touch in subspace.

	He found something further out than any other jump he’d ever made, and it was the only possible target, the norm for a hardpoint jump like this. He gathered himself, accelerating past the redline tolerances of his body, knowing there was a safety margin built in and using all of it to leap the impossibly wide gap. He leaped, feeling the strain of the gee forces, but it wasn’t as bad as the singularity that had nearly marooned them back when they’d been hunting the Rel home world. He remained within his structural tolerances.

	He caught the very edge of the destination system. Usually, he’d climb inward, past the Oort Cloud and Kuiper Belt before exiting subspace at the heliopause but not this time. He climbed for several seconds, until the Oort Cloud was behind him and the Kuiper Belt before him and untwisted the untwistable, emerging from subspace at a crawling point one c with absolutely no power available. Even life support was running on the emergency backup system.

	He held the wormhole open as he looked. It was the Rel home system. His readings confirmed it; he’d been here before. He was absolutely amazed that the scientists had gotten it right. There was absolutely nothing out here waiting for him either. The closest Rel ship he could detect was millions of kays in-system. He might not have power or shields, but there was absolutely nothing that could take advantage of that fact out here. He sent the signal, a pulse of psionic energy containing his jump data, back through to the other two and allowed the wormhole to close. It was the only warning he could give them of the super-long gap they’d have to leap.

	He coaxed energy back into his systems, drawing hard on all three of his fusion reactors. His first concern had to be the containment fields around the singularity. The backup batteries could only maintain those fields for five minutes with life support functioning or seven minutes without it. He could cut the air exchangers feeding oxygen to the acceleration couches and would do so if he had to in order to save the ship. The couches had rebreathing capability built in; he could run up to twenty minutes with the exchangers off before his crew would be in jeopardy. He’d prefer not to rely on that.

	The power was flowing into him now like water into parched ground. He switched the field generators from batteries to fusion power four minutes after ending his jump. Once the singularity was secured, he brought up his defensive shields, double checked his dampeners and other stealth devices, all of which had their own power supplies just in case of an event like this. One by one, he brought his systems back online. The last thing he brought back was the artificial gravity field and full, normal life support. He permitted the clamshells of the acceleration couches to open once Laughing Owl had returned to full and normal function.

	“That was rough,” Nick told him over the shipnet.

	“At least you don’t have to scrape foam off the walls this time,” Cai replied. “That jump was insanely long; I almost didn’t make it across.”

	“What would have happened if you didn’t?”

	“We would have emerged into normal space in a completely random location, almost anywhere in the universe. My recollections of this from training are not pleasant. Of course, I suspect Ortat was stacking the odds against me, but he did get the point across that a random subspace exit was very undesirable.”

	Through his bridge sensors, Cai watched and listened as Nick issued the orders necessary to secure from the jump. They wouldn’t move from this place until the other two ships joined them, so Cai remained in Chamber. He studied the system. It was crawling with Rels. Every rocky planet was covered with signs of occupation, most of the moons around the gas giants were the same. Orbital stations followed every planet in their L4 and L5 positions. There were mining stations in the asteroid belt—one of the thinnest such belts Cai had ever seen. The Rels had clearly been mining it for a long, long time. Spherical ships were everywhere, but they remained in-system of the Kuiper Belt, and Cai had to wonder why. As much mining as they’re doing of their asteroid belt, why would they ignore a second, abundant source of resources like this?

	Cai pinged both Nick and the admiral over the shipnet. “Admiral, Cai here. I have analyzed the readings. They’ve occupied all the rocky planets and almost all of the moons in the system, but the fourth planet has the highest density of activity.”

	“Then, the fourth planet is still our primary target,” Nbuntu told them. “Set your course and be prepared to fly once the others arrive.” He paused, and Cai waited, sensing the man wasn’t done. “Cai, I based my strategy on the back of your talent. Are you strong enough to find the Gators of the other three groups and relay my orders?”

	Cai had suspected that this would be required of him since he’d first heard the plan. Fortunately, that part of the plan hadn’t worried him. “Yes, Admiral, I can do that. I’ll have to be in Chamber to reach that far, of course, but as I shall be in Chamber twice a day, there should be no difficultly.” Backed by the power of the singularity, Cai didn’t think he’d have any trouble contacting the other Astrogators. When he had been a young Astrogator, he’d believed his range was limited to a hundred kays, but he now knew that was merely his unaugmented range. Augmented, Cai wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he could reach across a significant chunk of the galactic arm.

	“That’s what I thought,” Nbuntu replied. “You’re wasted on a ship this small.”

	“I believe I’m in line for the second Star Wolf-class heavy cruiser.”

	“Yes, you are. Once we’re underway, I would like Captain Steele and you to join me for dinner.”

	“We’d be honored,” Cai replied formally, but he was actually disappointed—he far preferred Nick’s cooking to anything the admiral would be able to dish out for them.

	“Admiral, I would be honored to cook that dinner for us,” Nick replied smoothly, as if he were the telepath here. “I swore to Cai that he’d never have to cope with the standard ship’s fare again.”

	“I’ve heard rumor that you’re an accomplished cook,” Nbuntu replied. “I accept your offer in the spirit which it was meant. By all means, treat our palates to something better. Thank you.”

	“If Captain Steele is cooking, then we had best hold our dinner in my chambers,” Cai said. “I have a far superior kitchen, according to our chef.”

	They finalized the arrangements before the Barn Owl emerged from the jump.

	 


Chapter Nine: Nbuntu’s Dinner

	 

	 

	The other two ships had arrived; the admiral hadn’t complained about the delay. Cai doubted the man had even noticed it. They were sailing into the target system now, still making like a bunch of rocks on a perfect cometary ellipse. Cai’s first check for the other teams had turned up nothing, but there was time.

	Cai had taken a nap after he left the Chamber, because he’d set up for battle drill, he’d been fed sugar continuously, so he wasn’t so hungry that he had to eat immediately, he could wait.

	He thought that if the damn feeding tube weren’t so uncomfortable, he’d run with it every time. But the insertion, down his nose to the back of his throat and then to his stomach, was a nearly intolerable procedure, and the removal made him gag and heave every time. It wasn’t something he wanted to put up with unless there was a dire need, and ideally, his mind would already be separated from his body by the time his adjuncts rammed the nasogastric tube down him.

	By the time he awoke, feeling refreshed, Nick was already making his chambers smell wonderful. Cai dressed and padded out to his parlor. The admiral wasn’t there yet, at least. He poked his head into the kitchen. “Everything okay in here?”

	“Yes, fine, now shoo,” Nick scolded. “Go read Homer—you left it on the coffee table.”

	“Yes, dear,” Cai replied, hiding a grin. Nick hated to be bothered in the kitchen. It was in Cai’s interests to indulge him in this, so he retreated to his sitting area and picked up the Iliad, quickly finding his place. He’d worked through perhaps three lines and was just starting to get back into the rhythm of it when the door chimed. Annoyed, he sent Si-el to answer the door, fully aware that the adjunct’s head was uncovered.

	This made most people uncomfortable, because the entire right side of the head was covered with the metal of an implant that actually occupied the entire skull space but only showed through the surface on the right. And the strange thing was it didn’t need to show at all. Cai had far more implants than his adjuncts, and all he showed on the outside was the standard dataport behind his ear and the crystal in his palm. Cai had often wondered why the adjuncts had been left this way. Currently, his theory was it was done so that people would leave the adjuncts alone.

	The admiral walked over with a carefully blank expression. “Astrogator, may I join you?”

	“Of course, Admiral. Please, have a seat.” Cai gave up on getting any reading done. He marked his place and set the book down.

	The admiral sat and looked at the book. “What are you reading?”

	“The Iliad,” Cai said reservedly.

	“Ah, talk about a classic.” The man smiled easily, the expression appeared genuine enough.

	The actual interest he sensed led Cai to add, “Nick gave me this copy. It’s in the original Greek, with an accurate translation on the facing page.”

	“Which version are you reading?” Nbuntu asked, after picking the book up and glancing at a few pages. The man was careful not to lose Cai’s place in it. His expression was a cross between interest and jealousy.

	“I’m reading it in the Greek,” Cai said. “It’s slow going. Homer’s word choice is interesting; he seems to pick words as much for their sound and imagery as for their actual meaning.”

	“Huh. I didn’t know that.” Nbuntu set the book back on the table. “If it weren’t from your husband, I’d ask to borrow this.”

	Cai just smiled at that, and they discussed literature until Nick summoned them to the table. They were still discussing their favorites among the ancient writers as they moved to the dining room. One look at the table and Cai decided that Nick had outdone himself. This wasn’t food on the plates but culinary artwork.

	Nbuntu’s eyes widened appreciatively, too. “Captain, I wasn’t expecting fine cuisine.”

	“Please, be seated,” Nick said without a trace of smugness. “Start eating before it all gets cold.”

	Cai was quick to sit beside Nick; the admiral sat across from them. “What is it?” Cai asked politely but also because he was curious. He took the first bite and no longer cared what was in it, because whatever it was, it was amazing.

	Nick rattled off ingredients, most of which Cai ignored in favor of eating, though he caught the gist of it: beef, mushrooms and deliciousness.

	Once the exquisite meal was over—nothing got cold, thanks to some hot plates and the skill of the adjuncts—Nbuntu cleared his throat, took a sip from his wineglass and said, “I didn’t invite myself for dinner purely for social reasons, though I do appreciate the effort you both put out to make this happen.”

	“Thank you, sir,” Nick replied.

	“Then, why are you here?” Cai wanted to know, skipping past the pleasantries impatiently.

	Nbuntu quirked an eyebrow at Cai and grinned. “You really get straight to the point, don’t you?” He pulled something from his pocket and set it on the table, leaving his hand atop it to obscure whatever it was. “I brought this for you, Astrogator. I thought you’d like to see it.” He lifted his hand to reveal a standard twelve-sided data crystal. “Within the matrix of this dodecahedron are the technical specifications and current construction progress of your new ship. Dex’s Star Wolf is already finished and is undergoing his first field tests. Your ship is next—you also get to choose its’ name, we included a list of appropriate names for you to select from.”

	Cai looked at the crystal then at the brown man sitting across from him. “Admiral, I thank you. I appreciate this, I truly do... but what about Nick?”

	“I had a feeling you’d bring this up,” Nbuntu said, still smiling. “And it’s not an issue. Steele transfers with you and remains your captain. This ship will be my new flag, as well, so any mutterings of Steele’s being too young for such a post will quickly die down because he’ll have the admiral to deal with and everyone knows what a pain in the ass that is.”

	Nick coughed a laugh. “Anyone who thinks that doesn’t know you, sir,” he suggested very diplomatically.

	“Of course they know me,” Nbuntu snorted. “Better than you, apparently, if you don’t think I’m a pain in the ass.”

	“I only think that when you knock on my door,” Cai muttered as he picked up the crystal, so similar to the one in his hand. He studied the pentagonal planes of the twelve-sided dark-blue rock. It was a form of neurologic crystal, with stacked matrices capable of holding an immense amount of data. It appeared to be the same size as the one embedded in his hand, too. He rolled the polyhedron between his fingers and grinned at the laughing admiral.

	“Astrogators are known for their fanatical desire for privacy,” Nick pointed out to the man.

	“Just because I let my captain in doesn’t mean I want or welcome others,” Cai added. “Nick’s a natural impervious; I don’t have to shield against him. I do have to shield against you.”

	“I hadn’t realized that Steele was an imper,” Nbuntu drawled. “I think I now see how the two of you manage to remain so close without going insane. My staff and I had wondered about that; you know how unusual you both are in that respect.”

	“I know,” Cai said. “As you know, we’ve had our challenges from the Guild as well.”

	“I know, and I was pleased to help. You nearly gave my lieutenant a heart attack the first time you called my office. That was the first call we’ve ever received directly from an Astrogator, though it was perfectly understandable, since with your captain missing, you could hardly pass your message to me through him, eh?”

	Cai inclined his head and refrained from pointing out that he hadn’t called the admiral directly since that incident, either. He was well aware of the chain of command and proper communication channels.

	Abruptly, the admiral stood. “Thank you for the excellent meal, Captain, Astrogator. I’ll see myself out and let the two of you get on with looking over your new ship.” He strode out quickly, not even acknowledging the goodbyes they tendered him.

	“Let’s go pop this in the reader,” Cai suggested. Nick was hard on his heels as they went out to the parlor and Cai’s immensely powerful console. Cai pushed Nick into the chair then folded himself into Nick’s lap. “Very nice.”

	“Love you,” Nick murmured, nuzzling the back of his neck in a delightful manner. “But if you don’t put that crystal in the reader like right now, I’m going to have to spank you.”

	Although he thought he might enjoy that spanking, Cai was too curious to call Nick’s bluff. He absently oriented the crystal and pressed it into the reader. His screens came up as the computer read the data. The schematic bones of the ship came to life for them. Both of them knew how to read a spaceship schematic, they knew every bolt and weld of the Laughing Owl. What struck Cai was the scale. “Ten kilometers in length? That’s not big, it’s bloody enormous.”

	“The central cylinder is a full thousand meters in diameter, flaring to three kays at the beam, where the spars are at their furthest spread,” Nick added. “These numbers just don’t look right. Ten times the size of the Laughing Owl... that’s just astonishing.”

	“Four decks, twin landing bays both large enough to accommodate Laughing Owl with space to spare, four full squadrons of fighters... and look at those gun batteries. I’ll have a full combat division of gunners, too.” Cai actually liked his gunners and flyers. He had a great deal of empathy for his cybernetic crew and didn’t shun them the way some full-human crewmen did. Of course, he was the ultimate in cybernetics himself. His gunners and flyers knew that—the differences between them were vanishingly slim if psychic ability wasn’t considered. Like him, they also required Synde to function. Sloppy organics just hadn’t evolved with pairing to hard crystal in mind.

	“What do you want to call it?” Nick asked gently.

	Cai pulled up the list and read over it quickly. “I like Dark Star. Or Dire Wolf.”

	“I’d suggest Arctic Fox, but that’s not on the list, and I don’t see you as a wolf at all.” Nick kissed the back of his neck again. “So Dark Star it is. I think it suits you better than the other choices.”

	Cai wiggled his butt against the hard shaft pressing against him from beneath. “Are you going to spank me now?”

	“I was thinking of rodding you instead,” Nick replied, referring to a space-war technique of dropping an iron rod onto a planet from orbit. It had the effect of a massive nuclear strike without the nasty radioactive effects. Basically, it was equivalent to smacking a planet with an asteroid, but their shape and composition meant that they could be aimed. Laughing Owl was actually carrying six of the heavy rods suitable for planetary bombardment and a dozen smaller rods deemed sufficient for domed colonies. Cai had supervised the loading of this payload himself, in person, along with his chief engineer and the supercargo—the mass had to balance just right.

	Nick’s hands were unfastening Cai’s pants now. Cai wiggled again. “Here?”

	“Why not?” Nick tugged the waistband down; Cai raised himself to allow the fabric to slide down. Nick pulled the pants and the underwear down at the same time, baring Cai’s ass to the cool breeze from the air exchangers.

	The air caressed his skin in counterpoint to Nick’s hot hands, the contrast adding to the tactile enjoyment. When Nick pulled Cai back down, he discovered that Nick had bared himself as well. The hard head of Nick’s cock briefly pressed against Cai then parted him and bulled its way inside. Cai’s own weight worked to push Nick more deeply into him; he impaled himself on Nick’s thick spear and loved every moment of it. It felt so good pressing into him, rearranging him, filling him to the point of bursting then delving even more deeply. He groaned as the coarse pubic hair pressed against his tender flesh, as Nick’s hand came forward and cupped and rolled his balls.

	The hard rod pumped him, stroking him from the inside as it moved in and out with a firm, forceful action. Cai spread himself against it, flexed his back and buttocks to accentuate Nick’s efforts and simply enjoyed being taken so deeply and so well. Nick’s hands continued to play with his package, rolling his balls and caressing his erection, adding that extra bit of stimulation and love.

	Cai felt the tension mounting in him far more quickly than he would have thought, and Nick sped up, working him harder and faster, deeper and stronger, and Cai lost his control, spurting into Nick’s waiting hand as the wave of orgasmic pleasure crashed over him and into Nick. It was almost as glorious as a jump and entirely satisfying in its own right. Nick pumped him a few more times, then Cai moaned in appreciation as he felt the strong throbbing of Nick’s cock as it pumped its load deeply into him. That night, he’d be the one wearing the plug, holding Nick’s semen inside his body for as long as he could.

	 


Chapter Ten: The Attack

	 

	 

	Nick studied the holotank with Nbuntu at his right elbow and Cortez at his left elbow. All four attack groups were closing on their targets. Nbuntu had changed the plan after seeing the system; instead of all twelve Owls hitting the one planet, each group had a different planet. Cai called it a miracle that all the ships had made it to the system, though they had idled for weeks out in the Kuiper Belt before they’d all gotten there.

	More than once, Nbuntu had been ready to launch the mission without the full complement of ships and had backed down saying, “Let’s give them a little more time.” His patience had been rewarded.

	The Owls had crossed through the Kuiper Belt and through the outer system completely undetected. None of the Gators had reported so much as a casual scan. They were approaching the inner system now, coming in just above the plane of the sparse asteroid belt. If this succeeded, they had every chance of exiting the system alive. If it failed to cause enough chaos, they’d be in for a heavy firefight.

	Nick thought they’d be in a firefight either way, so he had his flyers already in their fighters and ready to launch and his gunners manning their guns in a heightened alert mode. Each gunner had already selected an enemy ship to target and was continually adjusting their aiming point as relative positions changed. If a ship fell out of the gun’s range, the gunner promptly selected a new target to aim at. It was great practice for them in addition to the practical aspects of being prepared to take out as many nearby ships as possible, as quickly as possible, when the time came.

	Cai pinged him and the admiral on the shipnet. “Captain, Admiral, all Owls are in position and ready to go.”

	“Thank you, Astrogator,” Nbuntu replied. “Captain, please commence the attack. Astrogator, signal the others to proceed as well. Unleash hell on these bastards.”

	Nick’s mouth went dry, but he managed to broadcast shipwide, “Commence the attack.” The crew was already at their battle stations, of course. Nothing more needed to be said. After losing hundreds of thousands of civilian lives across a dozen colony worlds, the humans were finally going to strike back.

	The AI was acting as the targeting computer now. The screens showed the scan of the fourth planet’s surface. Their six targets had been carefully selected over a day ago. None of the rods were being aimed at the same place. With eighteen rods between the three ships, there was enough destructive energy being delivered to the planetary surface to trigger an extinction event twice over. Laughing Owl shook like a wet dog as each of the six rods were launched. Cai was flying a specific pattern over the planet to drop his payload, the Barn Owl and the Screech Owl had different patterns reflective of their differing targets, and the Gators had taken care that none of the course lines conflicted.

	Cai had shut down all his dampeners before commencing his attack run, as had the others. To the Rels, Nick imagined it would be frightening. Out of nowhere, a dozen enemy ships suddenly appeared and attacked. Cai was accelerating now since there was no need for stealth and great need for speed. With the six planetary rods on their unstoppable trajectories, Cai turned his attentions to the moon colonies. These were designated as targets of opportunity, and Cai and the AI had a dozen rods to cause as much damage as he could while screaming back out-system at his maximum speed.

	The ship didn’t shake as much as Cai launched rod after rod aimed at the domes on several moons. Cai did seem to be shooting them as fast as he could, though. Nock nodded to himself. Cai was shedding the excess mass. He’d already pushed Laughing Owl past point five c, and the faster one tried to go, the more power it required. Energy still equaled mass times the speed of light squared, after all.

	Cai pinged them again. “Captain, all rods are away. Targets are locked.”

	Nick studied the holotank. Swarms of Rel ships were moving on intercept courses. A fight was guaranteed, and although the Owls were valiant, they were outnumbered a hundred to one. “Admiral, I recommend an emergency FTL transit—the undampened effects of multiple wormhole formations and collapses within the inner system will play as much havoc with the Rels as the rods will.”

	“I concur. Astrogator, prepare for emergency jump, order the others to do likewise. Scatter plan delta.”

	Nick nodded. Scatter plan delta was the retreat plan with the best chance of success. Each ship would resume full-stealth mode and change course. The original plan had them all aiming for a different hardpoint to jump from, but with this variant, they’d jump from wherever they were. The Astrogators were responsible for charting their way back to human-held space independently; they all had the charts from previous exploratory runs, including Cai’s now-famous run from Luyten’s Star to Meli.

	He wondered what the Rels thought—he saw immediate changes in trajectories as the Owls went into full-stealth mode, not just making like rocks but becoming literal holes in space even more impenetrable than even a black hole because the Owls didn’t have event horizons to give them away. Only direct organic observation could spot them and then only by the stars they occluded on line of sight for the hulls had all been replated from matte grey to an eye-twisting black. Meeting the Rels has caused a sharp upgrade in our stealth technology, Nick thought.

	Yes, it has, Cai replied directly. Isn’t it always thus? Nothing fuels rapid technological advancement like an enemy with unknown capabilities. Aloud, the Astrogator announced, “All hands, prepare for emergency FTL transit. You have three minutes to suit up and couch down.”

	People scrambled shipwide while Cai brought up the jump protocols. Fortunately, for most, it was just a matter of double checking their oxygen supplies and tightening down the restraints of the couches they were already in. Nick and Cortez both monitored the crew’s progress as the rest of the bridge crew ran through the shortened version of the jump checklist. This would be a hard jump; there were a lot of masses. But Cai was delaying his jump—Nick could tell. The Astrogator was ready to jump and yet, not jumping. The entire ship was prepared, everyone was in his or her couches, the batteries were at maximum capacity, the fusion reactors were cranking out their full output, and still, Cai wasn’t jumping.

	“Astrogator, what are you waiting for?” Nbuntu snapped.

	“Shut up,” Cai snapped back. He directed his sensor feeds into every couch on the ship as the rods impacted the fourth planet. Red, yellow and white flowers bloomed across the planet’s face then vanished into the blackness of smoke and Cai jumped the ship into subspace a moment later.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	He couldn’t believe the admiral had dared bother him in the midst of jump preparations. Yes, he’d delayed the jump, but still... Cai shrugged his anger off and concentrated on slaloming down the treacherous slope, trying to avoid the looming masses all around him. His acceleration was phenomenal, too, reaching the maximum stress level his frame could take far too quickly, forcing him to try to slow, to bank his body around the obstacles in a way that didn’t add velocity. He reached the chasm and leaped easily, catching the edge of the next system and climbing upward past the Oort Cloud and Kuiper Belt until he could feel a stable place to emerge.

	He activated his jump maskers, hoping they’d respond even here in subspace, and they came right online without a hitch. Cai untwisted the untwistable, and they popped into normal space at an awesomely fast point eight c, still redlining the structural tolerances. He took a quick look around. Another Rel system, one his databanks recognized, since he’d been here before. This time, he wasn’t noticed. He plotted a course for the next hardpoint he wanted; it was a third of the way around the system’s disk from his present location. He could use that giant gas ball, a Neptune analogue, for gravity braking, but at the moment, he was happy with point eight c.

	“Can we slow it down a bit, Cai? Engineering is squawking like a bunch of flustered hens over the structural stressors.”

	Cai recomputed, this time with the gravity-braking maneuver around the gas giant. “Very well, bringing us down to a nice point seven. Will that satisfy?”

	“Yes, thank you.”

	Cai turned his belly to the gas planet as he ripped through the outer layer of the atmosphere, leaving a long line of fire and roiling cloud behind him to mark his passage. Let the Rels wonder about that, he muttered as he shot out of the planet’s clutches like a greased pole. He’d done more than leave a calling card for the enemy; he’d used the planet’s gravity to slow him to a more stable point seven, just like he’d computed. They’d be at the next hardpoint in only a few hours, so once Cai checked to see if any Rel ships wanted to play and finding nothing moving toward him, he relaxed back into his physical body, the group mind of himself and his adjuncts breaking back into their individual states.

	He opened his eyes as the crystal array retracted back into the ceiling then allowed his adjuncts to peel him out of the couch. He still had that damn tube down his throat, and it was very irritating. He reached up and pulled it out, trying valiantly not to heave all over Tri-ess as the thing slid over his gag point. He dropped the tube into the recycle bin as he marched, with assistance, to bed.

	He was so exhausted, he could barely see, his left knee had locked and his right knee ached. His adjuncts ended up carrying him into his bedroom. He collapsed onto the soft surface of his bed, and finally, something good happened. Nick’s arms came about him, supporting him in a gentle embrace. Cai turned toward his husband, rested his head on Nick’s firm, warm chest and fell asleep almost instantly.

	When the alarm sounded two subjective minutes later, admittedly closer to three hours in real time, Nick said, “This is dangerous, love.”

	“Coffee,” Cai replied. He craved coffee from the very bottom of his heart. He’d worry about the jump after he’d had some hot heaven in a mug. He sat up to accept the steaming mug from Fo-vi. His adjuncts knew him, being as they were a part of him. The coffee had been started twenty minutes before his alarm had gone off.

	Nick chuckled, accepting a second mug from Tri-ess. “Thanks, dear.” His captain stretched, and Cai admired the man’s mountain-climber physique. Cai was well aware of Nick’s favorite leisure activity; he’d followed along via Nick’s implant as Nick had tackled rock faces with ropes and pitons and other gear Cai didn’t have the proper names for. He’d never have an opportunity to climb a mountain himself, so the matter was very academic to him. Nick enjoyed it, and that was good enough.

	“Wish I didn’t have to Chamber,” Cai admitted when Nick noticed his attention.

	“Then don’t,” Nick said, much to his surprise.

	“What?” Cai set his mug down. “Nick, we’re almost at the hardpoint.”

	“I don’t think we should go home, I think we should go back. The Rels think we’ve gone. I want to see the results of our attack.” Nick sipped his coffee. “I think you should hide us here for a day or two then jump back to their home system. We take a look, make some scans...”

	“I think you better run that by the admiral,” Cai suggested. “And quickly.” Cai didn’t have to jump from the hardpoint, but the more he delayed, the less slope he’d have to build up speed in subspace, and that could, theoretically, affect the jump over the bottomless pit between systems. He wasn’t worried, of course, but his crew would be, and also, the admiral might not be thrilled with Laughing Owl sailing off into the starry void past the hardpoint.

	Nick grinned at him. “I already have. He agrees. Now, you need to eat then go back to bed. Once you’re rested, you can turn us around and take us back to the Rel home system.”

	Cai almost choked. He did shake his head. “I’m screaming into the void at point seven c.”

	“At that rate, we’ll reach the closest star in what, five years?” Nick snorted. “You can make it up, don’t pretend you can’t. Time isn’t as important here as your health.”

	“I’d be happier if I could change our course at least.”

	“Not happening,” Nick told him. “Unless there’s an emergency threatening the ship, I’m banning you from that Chamber for the next eight hours.”

	“You can’t do that,” Cai protested.

	Nick snorted, pulled Cai out of bed and marched out of the bedroom, across the parlor and into the dining room where the meal had already been laid out by Cai’s industrious adjuncts. He pushed Cai into a chair and served him deftly.

	Cai looked at the casserole—it was leftovers, but it was Nick’s leftovers and absolutely perfect for a situation like this. It was also hot, flavorful and filling. Nick kept piling food onto his plate until he thought his stomach was going to burst if he ate another bite. Nick then directed him back into the bedroom, pushed him back onto the bed and pinned him down.

	Before Cai could react, Nick had his pants down and was slurping his mouth over Cai’s stiffening cock. Cai moaned in pleased surprise, though he was fully aware of what Nick was doing—delaying him. Nick couldn’t actually forbid him to enter the Chamber. At the moment, as Nick swallowed him from head to root, turning the ship was the last thing on Cai’s mind. In the end, Nick got his way, and Cai didn’t enter the Chamber until a full twelve hours had passed.

	 


Chapter Eleven: The Return

	 

	 

	Cai studied his situation dispassionately. Fifteen hours after his initial jump into this system, he was nearly past the Kuiper Belt and approaching the Oort Cloud. He had to turn around, but the real trick was to do so without being observed. He needed a dwarf planet or a very large space rock. He had already turned his nose to point back along his trajectory and was feeding power to the ion engines. The steady thrust was slowing him since he was applying it directly in counter to his vectored momentum, but it wasn’t stealthy.

	The glow of ionized hydrogen would give him away before long. He had an hour before the light of his exhaust would reach the nearest Rel ships. He’d better be long gone before they mounted a response. However, it had worked to slow him point two c already, and assuming he didn’t find any dwarf planets to change his vector, he would eventually come to a stop then accelerate back along his own path. The problem was it would take too long. He had to assume the Rels would see his trail, unlikely though it really was given the vastness of space, the distances involved and the relatively low-energy output of his thrust compared to astronomical objects.

	“And now I’m a bloody planet hunter,” Cai muttered to Nick over the shipnet as he continued his survey. So far, he hadn’t found anything even remotely large enough to use out here.

	“Then, why not use that bloody planet over there?” Nick replied. “As fast as you fly, you’d be in, around and out before the Rels could react, and with the jump maskers, they might just assume you’d shot off into the Kuiper Belt again.” Nick sent an image of Rel ships chasing a phantom ship into the Oort Cloud.

	Cai looked again at the relatively small gas giant. It was a real planet, inside the heliopause, but he could reach it far more easily than he could perform a direct turn around. Either the planet was at aphelion or it orbited on the very verge of the heliopause and probably played havoc with the hardpoints whenever it was nearby. He ran the numbers again, estimating times, relative speeds, probable Rel response time... he wanted to shake his head, but he was in Chamber. “I think I can do this in such a way that the Rels assume me to be a cometary impact event.”

	“Do it, then. They fall for it and don’t chase us, or they sail off into the Oort Cloud after us; in either case, we win.”

	Cai fired his thrusters, deftly turning himself once more, but he didn’t kill the thrust from the ion engines, so as he turned, he started to curve relative to his original course. Once he was aimed at the gas giant, he fed more hydrogen to the ion engines, pushing them a little. Outside the heliopause, he was technically in interstellar space, and there was no atmosphere out here. Because of that, although he’d turned his body and although he was applying thrust in a new direction, he was still drifting out-system on his original course line.

	This was the part of space flight that the holos still got wrong. Spaceships weren’t airplanes and didn’t behave like winged craft in an atmosphere. Cai continued turning his nose until he appeared to be aiming past the gas giant, as if he wanted to hit some target within the inner system. It was the only way to cancel his outward vector; the angled thrust would eventually bring him right in line with an approach to the gas giant. Laughing Owl had a variety of thrusters to position the ship in space. They weren’t very strong; they didn’t need to be. The three massive ion engines drove the ship, but that thrust could only be applied in one direction—aft.

	Cai triple checked his calculations. He would continue to thrust for another twenty minutes then shut the ion engines down. At that point, he would be locked on a collision course with the gas giant. He would reach the giant in three hours. He didn’t have to be in Chamber to shut the engines down, that was something he could just program into his course and leave for the AI to handle. He locked his course and relaxed his mind, falling back into his physical self with the usual sense of letdown. Being the ship was so transcendental, being human was so... dull.

	He managed to get himself out of his chair unassisted. He hadn’t been in the Chamber all that long, but he wanted to be rested for the encounter with the gas giant. “Lunch and a nap,” he announced to his adjuncts—pointlessly, since they already knew what he wanted. Sometimes, he just liked the sound of voices. Nick was waiting outside the Chamber door with a glass of iced tea and a smug expression.

	Three hours passed quickly when Nick was involved, but Cai made it back into the Chamber on time and feeling refreshed. The gas giant loomed before him. All his dampeners were working, and by killing the ion thrust before he even got close to the planet, he’d hopefully thrown any Rels hunting his back trail off track. He’d give them something else to think about now. He rolled his belly to the planet, angled his shields and opened his ramscoops. He’d siphon some extra hydrogen off the planet while he used it to change his course. It would leave an obvious trail, but so would his planetary transit, so he might as well be hung for the whole sheep instead of just the fleece.

	Fire curled off the edges of his shields as Laughing Owl dipped into the outer atmosphere. The gases scraping along his belly tickled, the winds shuddered his hull, and the planet’s gravity snatched at him and missed. He screamed across the day-night terminator and then shot away from the planet, having successfully used it to perform a two hundred eighty-degree turn. He left behind a bleeding gash of roiling, glowing gas that almost circumnavigated the globe of the gas giant. The Rels would have to be totally blind to miss seeing it.

	However, he had performed the maneuver with all his dampeners running. He was now outgassing a select set of molecules and water along a particular line, as if the planet had made a grab at a comet, missed and now the comet was excited enough to outgas some content. If the Rels looked at him with sensors, they’d see a comet. If they looked at him with whatever they had that passed for eyeballs, he had enough ice and glowing gas around him that they’d still see a comet. He calculated how long an actual comet would outgas for after an encounter like that and set a program to taper off the outgassing along the optimal curve for a comet with half his actual mass. To the Rels, he would grow dimmer and dimmer and then vanish.

	Once he was hidden again, he would adjust his course to reach the hardpoint. He had carefully chosen his cometary course to not pass over the hardpoint, thinking that would be too obvious. So he’d have to perform some minor, stealthy adjustments. Another thing he’d made certain of was that if he were actually a comet, calculations would show him shooting out-system with enough momentum to leave the system permanently. This did happen fairly frequently from an astronomical standpoint, in every star system that had planets, which was most of them, so should be considered unremarkable by the Rels.

	The Rels bought it. Cai felt the sweep of sensors several times, but none of the spherical ships changed orbit to intercept. Comets were balls of rock and dirty ice and not worth capturing, unlike nickel-iron asteroids. The Rels let the comet escape, and once Cai had stopped outgassing, the Rels stopped scanning. Cai tapped all his starboard thrusters, gently pushing Laughing Owl, and he ran them for ten long minutes. Usually, thruster times were measured in seconds, but he had plenty of hydrogen now, and the thrusters didn’t ionize it, so it was invisible to any sort of scan.

	He was relying on his new hull, the eye-twisting black that seemed somehow darker than mere black. Dark Star would have the same hull coating. He could hardly wait. He loved Laughing Owl, of course, but the lure of the heavy cruiser was tantalizing. In due course, he reached the hardpoint and jumped, smoothly and easily, back into the Rel home system. He was careful to emerge in the Kuiper Belt, not wanting to push his luck at the hardpoint. He sailed in-system, planning distant orbital slingshots around two gas giants that would maintain his stealth and aim him at a good exit point while allowing enough time for a full system scan.

	The damage they’d done was staggering. No ships patrolled the heliopause. The radio chatter was continuous; Cai recorded it all in the hope that it would help the linguists crack the language. He took close-up images of blackened, ruined domes, of the ecological collapse of two of the inner, rocky planets. It was sobering, enough so that Cai felt pity for the Rels despite their aggression. Had the civilian populations deserved to die because of the actions of their military? Cai didn’t have any answers. The Owl Initiative had worked—too well. Only time would tell if it would prove to be a move of strategic genius or if it had created an implacable foe that would hate humanity for all time.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nick held Cai close as he thrust deeply into the tall, slender man. He held tightly, his arms wrapped around Cai’s chest, his feet wrapped around Cai’s ankles. If he didn’t, if he loosened his grip, Newton’s third law would rip the two of them apart. Once more, they were playing in Laughing Owl’s null-G spot. Cai found it relaxing, and the screens displaying the breadth and scope of the Milky Way only added to the serenity and the illusion of floating out in the void of interstellar space.

	Cai’s moans of enjoyment as Nick took him were sounds that Nick treasured; it meant he was doing the job properly. Cai’s pleasure was more important to Nick than his own. He wanted Cai to enjoy him, in every sense of the word. It was a gift he could give to the Gator, like a consolation for being trapped in a physical body and not permanently locked into existence as a star ship.

	Nick slid a hand down Cai’s body, loving the feel of Cai’s soft skin beneath his hand, until he reached his goal. He caressed Cai’s balls before wrapping a hand around the erect shaft. He pumped Cai’s cock in time to his action in Cai’s ass, aiming to bring them both off at the same time.

	As he worked them, Nick kissed Cai’s shoulders, nibbled the strong column of his neck, anything he could do to add that extra bit of sensation, and it was paying off, for Cai’s moans were deeper, more heartfelt, more frequent. He was even murmuring encouragement now. Nick kept the pressure up, until Cai was just about singing his enjoyment and Nick was so tense and ready to blow he couldn’t contain himself any longer.

	Nick cried out at the sheer intensity of his orgasm, made so much more powerful by his having staved it off for so long. With the telepathic bond wide open between them, Nick actually felt his orgasm two ways—he felt the sensations of his cock shooting off in Cai’s ass as plainly as if it was his own ass that had just been filled with cum. He felt the hand on his cock as he climaxed and knew he was feeling what Cai felt and understanding that Cai felt the same things he felt. The paired orgasms rocked them both, waves of ecstasy crashed through them, rebounded from man to man, doubling and redoubling. Nick had withdrawn from Cai, they’d turned in place so they were face to face, their lips locked, and the kiss kept the passion alive for an amazing amount of time.

	Cai broke the kiss off, looked Nick in the eyes, smiled gently and said, “Turn around.”

	A shiver of delight coursed through Nick from head to toe as he complied, turning in Cai’s arms until his husband was on his back. He spread his legs and waited, holding still as Cai positioned himself. He felt the head of Cai’s cock pressing into him and tried to relax. Now, it was his turn to moan as Cai entered him and rearranged his insides. “God, that feels so good,” he whispered.

	“I’m glad you like it, but I’m not a god,” Cai teased and continued his relentless impalement of Nick’s ass.

	“You’re a god if I say you are,” Nick retorted, rocking his hips back into Cai’s thrusts.

	“I’d rather be your husband than a god,” Cai said after a very enjoyable delay. “Gods are cold, distant beings if they exist at all. And I doubt they exist.”

	“My husband, my friend, my soul-mate, my master,” Nick decided. “And... oohhh...” He forgot what he was going to say as Cai turned on the power, thrusting into him hard and fast. Nick sang for Cai, a song of grunts and moans, loving the sensation of Cai powering into him, riding him so masterfully.

	Cai’s hands slid over skin, but it was the Gator’s teek that squeezed his balls and stimulated his erection with crackles of pure psionic power. Nick tried to contain his climax, but he was unable to hold himself back under Cai’s powerful stimulation. He sang out the pleasure of his orgasm in a long, drawn out “oh,” that had Cai pistoning into him even harder, faster, until Nick was shuddering in reaction, the stimulation bringing him hard again, hard and tight and then Cai was coming and Nick lost it completely.

	The two men drifted through the illusion of the Milky Way, together in every way that counted, relaxing in the aftermath of a stressful mission and some glorious sex. Mind to mind, heart to heart, body to body, they were in perfect harmony with each other, and that was as things should be.

	 


Epilogue

	 

	 

	Gilly answered the incoming call with as much calmness as she could muster. It was the Psionics Guild calling her, which meant nothing really. There were any number of cases they could be contacting her about, but she still hadn’t heard back from them on the issue of Jason Hunter.

	The Guildmember who appeared on her screen was not Yriad, her usual Guild contact, but an older man.

	“I am Ortat,” he said immediately. “I have reviewed the information you sent to us. The issue will be dealt with by the Guild. Please stay out of it. If you reach out to contact the Hunters on your own, you risk jeopardizing the safety of one of our most powerful Astrogators, one who is slated for the second Star Wolf-class heavy cruiser. That, in turn, would have a direct impact on the ability of the Space Corps to protect us from our enemies. Do you understand what I am saying?”

	“I understand,” Gilly replied, fighting past a mouth gone desert dry to force the words out. Yes, she understood. If she told the Hunters where to find Jason, the Guild would come after her with everything they had. With both Nick and Evie out-system, by the time they learned of her fate, it would be years too late to change anything. There was a reason nobody in their right mind crossed the Guild. “I will drop the case entirely.”

	“Thank you,” Ortat said, inclining his head.

	The screen went blank, and Gilly sat back, closed her eyes and tried not to shake.

	 

	To be continued...
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