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Blurb

Awakening from four thousand years encased in ice in an alien world is not how Viking warrior Aki Bloodaxe imagined his life would be. His twin Einarr is his only contact with his old world. Can Aki come to terms with his new existence and find bonded mates to help him survive and learn that the power of love is beyond the limits of time?


Note to Readers

Dear Readers,

We met one four thousand year old Viking in Viking Unbound, so it’s only fair that his twin brother gets his own book. Welcome to Viking Claimed, which deals with Aki, Einarr’s twin brother. You’ll also get to meet other familiar characters from the Triad series as our two fearless Vikings find their happy ever after’s.

If you want to know what’s coming up next in the Triad series, or about any of my upcoming books, please check out my website and consider joining my newsletter for more regular updates.

Enjoy!

Kate Pearce


Prologue

The Triad System

“Aki… you aren’t even trying.”

Aki looked across the room at his twin brother, Einarr. “Trying to what?”

“Learn.”

Aki shoved back his chair and rose to his feet. “Because it doesn’t interest me.” He gazed longingly out of the window into the darkness of the strange planet he now inhabited. “I want to be outside. I want to go home.”

Behind him his brother sighed in a way that had begun to infuriate Aki greatly.

“There is no home, you know that.”

Aki swung around, his braided blond hair catching his cheek. “How do you know? We could be bewitched. The Gods could be lying to us.”

“For what purpose?” Einarr stretched out his long legs and tried to look relaxed, but Aki wasn’t fooled. “You have seen the pictures. The Earth is completely changed beyond our wildest dreams.”

“It could be a lie.”

“Again I ask you why would anyone want to lie to us? We defrosted four thousand years too late. We should be grateful that these people have welcomed us into their world and are trying to help us even when you are being so pigheaded.”

“I am not being pigheaded.” Aki glared at his twin. “But then I am not the fool who thinks he’s found his mate and wants all this to be true.”

Einarr rose slowly to his feet, his blue eyes narrowed. “Are you questioning my honor, brother?”

Aki reached forward and poked Einarr’s broad chest. “You won’t even fight with me anymore. Your female has your cock in a stranglehold.”

Einarr’s gaze went stony. “My female is thousands of miles away on a different planet.”

Aki pushed him again, making him rock back on his heels. “Is that why you are in such a foul mood?”

“At least I have a reason.” Einarr shoved him back. “You, on the other hand, are just contrary. Halfviti!”

“Kukalabbi!” With a growl Aki launched himself at his brother. To his surprise, his challenge was met and accepted, and within seconds they were rolling around on the floor, desks and chairs and equipment falling around them as they tried to choke and punch the other into inglorious surrender.

An alarm blared somewhere, and Aki was pulled off his brother by two of the security team that accompanied them everywhere. Einarr looked up at him, his mouth bloody.

“As I said, you are a fool, a halfwit. The longer you take to complete this task, the longer we have to stay here on this Mitan moon. I want to go to Pavlovan.”

Aki tried to shrug off Brown and Ilker, the two men who held his arms tightly behind his back. “You can get a female here.”

The sound Einarr made was almost inhuman as he struggled against the guards. “I want my female. If you do not care who or what you fuck, Aki, stay here. I swear to the Gods that I will finish the tasks assigned to me and leave you behind.” He glanced up at his guards. “You can let me go now. I will not touch him. I am done with him.”

“Release him,” Brown, the head of security spoke up.

Einarr stood, and after one last glare at Aki, walked out, slamming the door behind him.

Brown sighed as he surveyed the wrecked room. “Ross, keep an eye on Einarr and get someone here to clean up again.” He dropped his hold on Aki’s right arm. “And you’d better get a grip. Did you just call your twin a scumbag?” Brown tapped his earpiece. “That’s the closest translation I could get. What the frak was that all about?”

“My brother is a lovesick fool.”

“Your brother has completed his onworld training and is about to leave you here and go to another planet. Is that what you want?”

Aki shook off the second guard and swiped at his face. His nose appeared to be bleeding and two of his teeth felt loose. Experimentally, he cracked his jaw and winced.

“I want to go home.”

“You won’t be going anywhere if you don’t pass Reintegration 101,” Brown stated. “Our scientists would love that.”

“What do you mean?” Aki turned to survey the chief of security who wasn’t known for his sweetness of tongue or his inability to pull a punch.

“If you don’t get with the program, FREN will be suggesting you aren’t capable of dealing with your new world and need to be closely watched by our scientists. You think you’re in a cage now, mate, you wait until you see what they do to you.”

Aki kicked a chair. “This ‘work’ you expect me to do makes no sense. It does not test me. I already know who and what I am. I am a warrior.”

“You can be a warrior in the bloody Pavlovan army if you want, but you’ve still got to pass the tests.”

“Brown, you bore me.”

“Just trying to get the idea through your four-thousand-year-old thick skull.” Brown headed for the door. “There are always wars to fight, Viking, you will still be needed, but—”

“First I have to pass the stupid tests,” Aki finished for him.

“Do you want to go to the infirmary and get your jaw checked out?”

“It is fine.”

Brown sighed. “Bloody stubborn Viking idiot.”

Aki picked up one of the chairs and set it in front of the table with the white screen on it. He sat down and the screen came to life. The thought of any scientists getting near him and treating him like a worthless dog was enough to help him concentrate.

The voice in the box started speaking and for the first time, Aki sighed and paid attention.


Chapter One

“Do you really think he’s coming?”

Elli Slavin glanced at the tense face of her friend Frey as she watched the exit doors of the spaceport open and close on an endless stream of people.

“Of course he is.” Elli glanced over her shoulder. “Senator Ash has just arrived so I’d say it was a certainty.”

“He offered to put Einarr and Aki up in his apartment. He already has a group of telepathic human soldiers living there who came to Pavlovan with Neeve’s First Male. He thought the Vikings might feel more comfortable being with a group of men who are also learning to acclimatize to Pavlovan culture.” Frey sighed. “Gods, I’m babbling now, aren’t I? What if Einarr has forgotten me? Or regrets our bond or…”

The doors opened again and two huge males emerged, one blond the other dark. With a shriek, Frey ran across the concourse and launched herself at the dark-haired Viking who picked her up as if she weighed nothing and kissed the life out of her.

“I don’t think he’s forgotten you, Frey,” Elli murmured as the other Viking, the blond, navigated around his twin and came straight for her, a scowl on his handsome face. He wore his long hair loose around his shoulders apart from three small braids on his left temple.

She couldn’t have moved even if a wall had been about to crush her as his vivid blue gaze scanned her face.

“Female.”

His voice was deep and made her feel very female indeed. She stuck out her hand. “I’m Elli Slavin. We have met before.”

“I remember it well.” He took her hand and bowed over it before bringing it to his lips. “It is a pleasure, my lady.”

She wanted to giggle and flutter her eyelashes at him.

She never giggled.

Turning slightly, she gestured at Ash, who was walking toward them. “My cousin, Senator Ash, is here to welcome you to Pavlovan. You will be staying with him.”

“We have also met before. He is a powerful mind talker.”

“Yes, he is quite exceptional.” She risked a glance up at the Viking’s austere face. His cheekbones were to die for and his eyes as blue as the Pavlovan oceans…

“You have this gift as well.”

Gods if she’d thought his speaking voice was compelling, his thoughts were even more intimate.

“Pretty much everyone on Pavlovan is telepathic.”

“But not quite like you.”

“Aki Bloodaxe.” Ash bowed. “Welcome to Pavlovan. As soon as your twin stops kissing his female, we can be on our way.”

Aki scowled. “Then we had best settle in. I fear he means to kiss her all night.”

“He’ll need more privacy at some point.” Ash smiled. “Perhaps you might mention that to him.”

Aki sent Einarr the thought and was relieved to see his twin pay attention for once and come closer, one hand joined with his mate’s. Both of them were grinning like besotted fools.

Aki went to follow Ash out, and then realized Elli Slavin was saying something that sounded like a farewell.

“If you like, I’ll come and say hi once you are settled in at Ash’s. It’s been so nice to see you again, and I hope—”

He took hold of her elbow. “You are coming with me.”

“But I don’t think—”

He met her anxious brown gaze. “Please.”

“Are you sure?” She bit down on her lip and he found himself staring avidly at the small indentation her teeth had left. He wanted to lean down and lick that small groove before it disappeared, and then replace it with his own teeth, marking her as his own.

Her cheeks flushed, and he wondered how much she’d picked up of his curiously errant thought. Lifting her hand to his mouth he slowly bit down on the fleshy mound below her thumb. Her whole body quivered and her breathing hitched. Were all females on this planet so susceptible to a man’s touch, or was he the problem? He hadn’t touched a real woman for four thousand years…

“Aki?”

He looked up to see that Einarr and Frey had reached the exit.

“Come with me, Elli Slavin.”

She sighed. “Okay.”

The vehicle Ash led them into was large and appeared to need no horses to make it work. Since being catapulted into a different time and space, Aki had seen many wonders. He tried not to think about them too much or else his longing for his home overtook him. The idea that he could never go back, never kiss his little sister or his mother, or live the life he had always assumed would be his was terrifying.

Beside him, Elli shifted in her seat, her worried gaze fastened on his face. How many of his thoughts was he inadvertently sharing with her right now? He still hadn’t learned to shield his mind very well. It hadn’t been necessary at home when only he, Einarr and a handful of their male relatives had the power of mind talking. Here, he felt other people’s thoughts beating constantly at him like raindrops.

“Are you all right, Aki?”

He looked down at her. “Aye. This is all a little strange still. That is all.”

“I should imagine it must be quite a shock.” She shivered. “If I’d been in your place, I think I would’ve gone mad.”

His smile was grim. “I have considered it. But Einarr was there to guide me. I am lucky to have him.”

He looked over at his twin whose mind was now so entangled with his female’s that Aki might as well not have existed.

Elli gave him a sympathetic glance. “The first few months of a newly mated pair can be a bit intense. Your brother will be more like his old self once he has gotten through this first mating phase.”

“I hope so,” Aki grumbled. “He is behaving like a lovesick calf.”

Ash who was sitting opposite Aki chuckled. “I was just as bad when Esca came to my bed and even worse when we completed our triad and found Soreya.”

“You bed both of them?” Aki inquired.

“Yes.”

“Good.” His gaze moved back to Elli who was still watching him. She was very beautiful, her hair the rich yellow-red of gold and her skin freckled. He wondered how far down her body the freckles went…

Her cheeks flushed and she swallowed hard. Were his thoughts that obvious to every female on this planet? He would have to be more careful.

“Where are we going, Ash?” Aki asked.

“To my apartment. I have a large duplex within the building that’s spread over two floors and three levels. I live in one suite with Esca and Soreya and the floor beneath that is for our guests.”

The words made no sense, but Aki persevered. “Who else is there?”

Ash sat forward, his hands clasped together between his knees, his almost white hair streaming over his shoulder. “Currently, there’s a group of ex-military telepaths from Earth.”

“My planet?” Aki still found the idea that his world was not the only one ridiculous, but he’d learned to hide it. “Are they as old as Einarr and I am?”

“No one is as old as you two. They only arrived recently on Pavlovan.” Ash hesitated. “They were in danger from their own government on Earth, so we offered them a home. Most of them intend to stay here and join the Pavlovan military.”

Aki nodded. “Good. They sound like excellent companions. I like to fight.”

“So do they. Their commander will enjoy matching his strength to yours.”

Aki instinctively flexed his biceps and caught the flash of interest from Elli. He smiled at her. “Do you like to fight, Elli?”

A sudden image rushed into his head of her naked in his arms as they fought their way through an intense fucking. His cock hardened and he sat upright, his gaze locked on hers as he realized the salacious image had come from her.

She immediately averted her gaze and stared out of the window. Beside her Ash patted her knee.

“You have embarrassed my cousin.” Ash’s voice echoed inside Aki’s head. “I’ve never seen her react so violently to a male’s presence before.”

“Do all Pavlovan females act like this around men?” Aki asked.

“Not unless they are extremely attracted to them.” Ash winked at him. “My cousin isn’t mated yet, so please feel free to pursue her if you have a genuine interest in mating with her. However, if you just want to fuck around, leave her alone.”

There was a threat behind Ash’s politely spoken request that Aki intended to respect. He nodded. “By Odin’s blood, I swear I will never disrespect your kinswoman, Ash.”

“Good. I’d hate to have to set Esca on you.” Ash looked out of the window as the vehicle slowed down. “We’re here.”

Aki got out and stared upward at the towering buildings that surrounded him. He tried not to let his jaw drop, but it was hard to understand the landscape he now found himself in. There were people everywhere, metal vehicles both large and small screaming through the sky and on the ground. And the noise… He wanted to cover his ears and cower in a corner like a small child caught in a raid.

“Aki?”

A gentle touch on his arm had him spinning around to face Elli.

“Are you ready to go inside?”

He nodded and allowed her to take his hand and lead him into the relative quietness of the stone building and into a small glass box that shot upward at such a speed that he thought he might puke up his innards. When the doors opened, he stumbled out only to find himself faced with a view over the whole town, which stretched for miles and miles in every direction. At least it wasn’t as bad as the blackness of space.

Inside the room, a large man rose to greet them. His expression was pleasant, but Aki knew a fellow warrior when he saw one. To his surprise the man dropped down on one knee in front of Ash and kissed his hand.

“First Male.”

“Second. I’m glad you’re back, Esca. I want to introduce you to Einarr and Aki, Viking mind talkers from Earth.”

Esca stood, his face on level with Aki’s and stared at him. “You must be Aki.” He held out his hand. “I am very pleased to meet you.”

Aki extended his hand as he’d learned to do. “How did you know which man I am?”

“Because I can feel the bond between your brother and his mate.” Esca grinned. “And they obviously can’t keep their hands off each other.”

Aki looked back to see Einarr’s female clinging to his side like a vine. Both of them were smiling and looked dazed with happiness.

“He is a fool.”

“Why is that?” Esca asked.

“Because he needs to be more aware of what is going on around him. Anyone could come up and kill him and he would never even notice.”

“Not in this apartment. Ash is a very important man and this building is guarded night and day.” He looked over at Ash, who was listening to them intently. “And I would not let anyone hurt my First Male. I would die for him.”

Aki nodded, impressed by the sincerity in Esca’s voice. Perhaps there were a few worthy men on this planet after all.

Ash patted Esca’s arm. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” he murmured. “Would you like something to eat, Aki, or would you prefer to be shown to your quarters first?”

“I think my brother needs to find somewhere to fuck his female, and I would like to wash.”

Einarr gave him a dirty look, but Aki merely smiled at him. His brother was usually very discreet when he took a woman, but not with the Pavlovan.

“Is it acceptable to fuck in front of others?” He directed the thought at Elli who had come to stand beside him.

She blushed again. “Within one’s Triad, yes, but in public? Usually only at the festivals at the Temple of the Oracle.”

“I would like to meet this Oracle.” Aki murmured. “She is a powerful seer, is she not?”

Ash nodded. “Once you have settled in, I intend to take you and Einarr to visit her. She rarely comes to the city anymore. It doesn’t suit her.”

“I can understand why.” Aki risked another quick glance at the sheer drop beneath the glass window. “There are too many mind talkers here. It makes my head ache.”

Ash patted his arm. “You’ll get used to it. We have teachers here who can help you protect your thoughts and distance you from others.”

“More teachers?” Aki groaned.

“It would be worth your time to learn these things.”

“If you say so,” Aki said dubiously.

“Shall we go downstairs then?” Esca asked. “You get on with your work, Ash, I’ll get them settled, and we’ll all come back for a celebratory dinner.”

Aki liked Esca. Even his thoughts were straight as an arrow. He also said what he thought, which was just how Aki was. With a man like that, you knew where you were. He couldn’t imagine what kind of female would appeal to both Ash and Esca. Would she be a tall, well-muscled warrior like one of his goddesses? He imagined the three of them fucking…

“Aki?”

Esca held open yet another door for him. Einarr and his female had gone straight to bed, and Elli had stayed back to talk to Ash about something. The door opened out into a large room with several seats around it, and one of the huge moving screens that he still struggled to comprehend. He inhaled the smell of roasting fowl and ale and immediately felt more relaxed. Outside the big glass windows, there were a group of men throwing some kind of ball at each other. The game involved many skirmishes away from the ball, which resulted in bodies flying everywhere.

“Watch out guys!”

Aki instinctively ducked as the ball flew toward the glass, but it bounced off and disappeared over the edge of the building.

“You dickhead, Rolf!” Two of the men were looking down over the parapet. “I hope you haven’t killed anyone on the street. Even Ash would have a problem explaining that away.”

For the first time in a long while, Aki found himself grinning. Ash was right; these were the kind of men who might understand him.

Esca banged on the glass and several faces turned toward him. Aki remained close to the door as the men filed in, each of them giving him an assessing glance as they greeted Esca.

“You’re one of the Vikings Ash told us about.” The tall redheaded male who’d lost the ball stepped forward. “Which one are you?”

“I am Aki.”

“Good to meet you. I’m Rolf. Where’s your brother?”

“Fucking.” Aki shrugged. “He has a mated female.”

“Lucky bastard.” The huge blond muttered. He held out his hand. “I’m Kaiden. I’m in command of this motley crew.”

Aki had to take a step back to take in all of Kaiden’s huge frame. His muscles rivaled Aki’s and his eyes were the color of steel.

The other man continued talking. “This here is Roberts, and that’s Bevan, and the short-but-deadly one is Declan.”

The other men nodded at him, their gazes assessing, their minds closed to him. Aki didn’t mind that. He already had a headache from too much mind sharing from Einarr and Ash.

“You are from Earth?” Aki asked.

“Yes. We’re all ex-military.” Kaiden glanced at the other men. “We’re pretty damn bored stuck in here, but like you, we have a lot to learn about Pavlovan culture before they let us loose on society.”

“Do you not wish to return to Earth?”

Kaiden’s smile was rueful. “They’d kill us. We are too formidable for them to control. We frightened them.”

Aki nodded. “Sometimes that happened to my family. We had powerful magic, which made the weak fearful or eager to try and steal it for themselves.”

Kaiden gestured toward the interior of the room. “Have some beer and Pavlovan chicken. It’s not bad. Ash says once we are settled we can import stuff from Earth if we really want home cooking.”

“I would like to return to my Earth.” Aki confessed as he took the bottle Kaiden offered him. “But Einarr says it is gone.”

“That must seem wrong to you.”

Aki looked behind him where the man called Rolf had taken a seat. Despite his menacing appearance, Rolf’s eyes were a soft golden brown and sympathy flowed from him like a warm spring.

“Sometimes I cannot believe it is true.” Aki drank the entire bottle of ale in one gulp.  “I keep hoping I will wake up from this nightmare and find myself back at home in my kinsman’s hall with the other warriors of my house.”

Kaiden slid another bottle over to him. “If you cannot go back, you must find a way to go forward, yes?”

“If I must,” Aki grumbled.

“Most of us intend to go into the Pavlovan military or teach at the university or academy.”

“Teach your fighting skills to those younger than you?” Aki nodded. “That is good.”

“Yes and our telepathic skills.” Kaiden hesitated. “We were given… extra powers. We aren’t normal soldiers.”

“You look normal except that your thoughts are closed off from me like they were within a shield wall.”

Rolf spoke up again. “We can teach you how to do that. We can also teach you how to fight.”

For the first time in a long while, Aki chuckled. “You think you can teach me how to fight?”

Rolf’s answering smile was sweet. “I’ll have you begging for your life in less than five minutes.”

Aki tipped back his head and roared with laughter. “I think not, little man.” He reached for Rolf only to have Kaiden step in front of him.

“Not in here. We have a training room below.”

Aki finished his second ale and wiped his mouth. “Then lead on.”

“Elli, are you sure you want to teach him?” Ash asked.

She gazed up at her powerful cousin, noting the concern in his blue gaze. Her parents were dead and Ash’s family were her closest living relatives.

“Why, what’s wrong with the idea? I am a trained counselor. I could help him adapt.”

“You are also attracted to him.”

She felt herself blushing. “So what if I am? I can be professional.”

“I know you can, but I’m not sure about him.” Ash hesitated. “He doesn’t understand our culture and he might…offend you. I don’t want you to be hurt again.”

“Oh, Ash, you are so sweet, but I’m over all that.” Elli patted his arm. “Aki’s biggest problem is his inability to shield his thoughts. Once he’s mastered that he’ll feel so much better, and so will everyone around him.”

“But he seems to feel something for you.”

She shrugged. “As you said, he doesn’t know what he’s feeling at the moment. He might react to every single Pavlovan female in the same way.”

“As long as you are sure.” Ash kissed her cheek. “I’m happy to arrange for you to tutor him—if he agrees.”

“Thank you, Ash.” She kissed him back. “Now go and do all that important stuff running the planet and I’ll go and see how Aki is settling in.”

She stayed where she was until Ash closed his office door and then contemplated the awesome view over the city skyline. In an exceptional family like Ash’s she’d always felt like an underachiever until she’d discovered her talent for nurturing telepathic growth and counseling those learning to deal with their ever-evolving abilities.

Joining the space corps and traveling throughout Pavlovan space had helped her create a separate identity and only enhanced her teaching skills. She’d dealt with several rescued Etruscan telepaths who had barely been allowed to survive in a culture that hated their talents. Aki was a challenge she would gladly embrace because she knew she could really help him.

Sure, she was attracted to him. Who wouldn’t be?

She set off down the stairs to the lower level, leaving Ash in his apartment. Her confident smile faded as she descended. Gods, she’d never felt like this about any male before in her life. Her intense feelings for Carlin seemed like pale imitations of the visceral reaction she was having to Aki. Maybe Carlin had been right to run away from her and ask the Oracle to release them from their partnership. Maybe she was too needy for any male.

That had hurt her badly—to be publicly abandoned by her First Male and left with no mate. Such a thing didn't happen often and since Carlin’s abandonment her name was always recognized and pitied. She’d learned to raise her shields, behave impeccably and never ever show any interest in acquiring another mate. But from the first moment she’d seen Aki’s scathing magnificence, she hadn’t been able to look away…

She took a deep breath and opened the door into the lower apartment. The vidscreen was still blaring, but the room appeared deserted. She paused for a second and heard a muted roar from the training center below. With a resigned smile, she went down yet another level. It hadn’t taken Aki and the other Earth telepaths long to get down to basics.

The smell of sweaty male and testosterone hit her like a wave as she came into the gym. No one noticed her. They were all fixated on the battle going on between Aki and Rolf. Elli eased forward until she had a good view and almost swallowed her tongue as Aki’s half-naked body came into view. He had a bluish-black tattoo that covered his right shoulder and most of his arm, and his stomach rippled with muscle as he charged at poor Rolf with an almighty roar.

Rolf stood his ground, and in a blur of motion, altered his stance and hip checked Aki, sending him sailing over his head to land with a gigantic thud on the mat. The watching soldiers cheered and clapped as Aki stayed down. Rolf sauntered over and held out his hand.

“As I said, Viking, size isn’t everything.”

Aki took the proffered hand and got to his feet, his blue gaze locked with Rolf’s.

“I do not understand how you bested me, little man, but you have.” He slapped Rolf so hard on the shoulder that he rocked on his feet.

“It wasn’t really a fair contest,” Rolf admitted. “You have magic in your thoughts and spells. I have magic in my body, which makes me super strong—like a berserker.”

“Ah,” Aki nodded. “You cannot give me this magic.”

“I can teach you some of it.” Rolf tapped his forehead. “The parts that come from my thoughts.”

“Then I shall be glad to learn from you.” Aki bowed.

“And I’m sure we’d all like to learn some of your tricks with an axe or a sword.” Kaiden stepped forward. “Some of the people on this planet don’t use guns or advanced technology. Understanding basic warfare techniques would be an advantage.”

“I am sure that once my brother stops rutting long enough to meet you, he would be more than willing to show you our skills.” Aki grinned at Kaiden. “He is a fearsome swordsman while I favor the axe.”

Kaiden slung an arm around Aki’s shoulders. “I think you will fit in well here. Come and eat.”

As Aki turned he spotted Elli and came toward her.

“Did you see me laid low by that heathen Rolf?”

“I’m afraid I did.” His ability to take his defeat with a smile had impressed her. She tried to look at his face, she really did, but rivulets of sweat were running down over his chest and abs and she wanted to lick him clean and follow the trails down lower until…

“My lady?”

She jumped as Aki moved close until she could smell his sweat, which was normally a complete turn off in a man, but somehow made him even more delicious. She licked her lips.

“Sorry?”

He reached forward, put a finger under her chin and gently closed her mouth. “You are staring.”

“I know.”

His smile was just for her. “I do not mind, but if you continue to do so, I fear my interest will become obvious to everyone.”

Her gaze slid lower to his low-slung, black workout pants and the thrust of his erection tenting the fabric.

“Oh Gods,” she breathed and backed away two steps. “I’m so sorry. I’m embarrassing you.”

“Nay, you are making me hard.” He cupped himself and ran a thumb up the length of his cock. “It has been a long time since I’ve felt like this.”

“When you were in the ice, were you aware of anything?” she asked.

His gaze became distant. “It was like being trapped underwater. I occasionally became aware of something, but it was all very faint until the Pavlovan eclipse.”

Realizing everyone had already gone upstairs, she started toward the door. “That astrological event only happens about every four thousand years. I suppose you could say you were in the right place at the right time.”

His laugh was short. “Sometimes I think it would have been kinder to have left us where we were.”

She turned toward him, only to see his gaze fall over her shoulder as Kaiden’s voice boomed out.

“Come on, Aki. There’s food. Are you joining us, First Officer Slavin? There’s plenty.”

The food was good and being in the company of warriors made Einarr’s continuing absence easier to bear. But Aki missed his twin. He missed their easy communication. Einarr was his only blood kin in a world where he was adrift without his solid presence at his side.

It was almost impossible for him to shut Einarr out of his head, so he’d spent the dinner feeling like he was spying on his brother fucking his woman. His cock throbbed like a toothache and refused to go down. Sitting next to Elli wasn’t helping much either, her thigh was jammed against his on the bench and every time she reached for more food, her breast brushed his arm.

“Ash wanted me to ask you something,”

Aki turned to Elli, his eyebrows raised. She was slightly flushed, her tongue peeking through her lips. He wanted her mouth on him so badly…

On his other side, Rolf gave a snort, and Aki swung around. “What is so amusing?”

“You and your lack of shielding. You’re blasting out the most filthy images.”

“You have no shields yourself then?” Aki asked politely. “Perhaps you shouldn’t be peeping.”

“I have excellent shields, but I must confess that I’m enjoying the show.” Rolf’s gaze dropped to Aki’s pants. “If you are still hard later come and find me. I’d be more than willing to get down on my knees and suck you off.”

Aki’s cock kicked up even more and he barely suppressed a groan before turning back to Elli who had been waiting patiently for him to finish his conversation. Hopefully, her shields had protected her from Rolf’s coarseness.

“Excuse my rudeness.” Aki bowed. “What did you wish to ask me?”

“Ash said you need to continue your studies while you decide what you wish to do on Pavlovan.”

Aki groaned. “More teachers?”

She angled her head to one side. “What if I was your teacher?”

He went still, almost too afraid to speak or even to think all the various images that offered him. “You?”

“Would that offend you?”

He stood and grabbed her hand. “You may tutor me in any way you wish.” He managed to get her outside the door before she started to pull against him.

“What are you doing?”

“Taking you to bed.” He turned her so that her back was against the wall and leaned down.

“Stop!” She slammed both her hands against his chest.

Mystified, he shut the door behind them so that they were alone in the narrow corridor.

“You do not want me?” He inhaled her scent. “I can almost taste your need on my lips. Teach me how to please you.”

She let out her breath. “That’s not quite what I was offering you.”

He braced his hand on the wall above her head and forced himself to ignore the demands of his body—and hers—and concentrate on her words. Life had been much easier for his ancestors who could simply toss a woman over their shoulder, take her home and ravish her at will.

She smacked him on the chest. “That is so not funny. Those poor women!”

“I have never done that!” he protested. “I am an honorable man. You take my thoughts now and use them against me? Is nothing private?”

“Not until you learn to shield better. That is what I’m offering you help with. I’m a trained telepathic counselor.”

“What does that mean?”

“I can show you how to build the strength of your shields and increase the power of your thoughts.”

“Oh.” He studied her closely and then took her hand and brought it to his lips. He liked her bravery and her willingness to stand up to him. “I will do my best to learn these things if you are willing to teach me.”

“Thank you.” She smiled into his eyes. “I’ll give you a couple of days to settle in and then we can start your lessons.”

To his dismay she pushed gently on his chest. “I have to get back to work now.”

He fought down the desire to beg her to stay. He was becoming a weakling and he hated it. “You are quite certain that you do not wish to join me in my bed? I swear I will give you more pleasure than you have ever imagined existed.”

She shivered. “And now you are a poet. I won’t sleep with you Aki.”

He kissed her nose. “You will not be sleeping, my heart—unless I have worn you out with my lovemaking. And even then I will wake you up and make you want me again.”

“Oh Gods,” she whispered. “This is so not happening to me.”

Her words made no sense but her mind closed against him and he took an unwilling step back. “I do not understand.”

“Which is why us getting together would not be a good idea at the moment.” “We hardly know each other.” She met his gaze head on. “You need to get used to being here and living with millions of telepaths.”

“And then you will bed me?”

“You are way too persistent.” She pushed a lock of her hair behind her ear. “I don’t know, Aki. You might not feel the same about me when you’re more in balance.”

“I will still want you.”

Her smile was sad. “It doesn’t always work out that way, but I appreciate the thought.”

Aki took another step back and bowed. “Then I will wish you Godspeed, and look forward to seeing you again soon.”

Her gaze softened as she stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “It’s going to be okay, Aki. I swear it.”

So his attempts to deceive her about his fear of being left alone hadn’t worked. It stung his pride. There was nothing he could do about it but accept her kind offer and improve his shields.

After Elli left him, Aki returned to the main room and got himself another ale. It was difficult to remember that this new world had its own set of rules and customs that he did not yet fully understand. He wanted Elli. He was fairly certain she wanted him back, but that apparently wasn’t enough. He frowned. What were the courting rituals of the Pavlovans? Did he need to seek the approval of Elli’s father? Or should he speak to Ash?

Rolf nudged him in the back and Aki spun around. “What now?”

“She likes you.”

“She is merely being kind.”

Rolf shook his head. “Nope, I can feel the vibe.”

Aki shoved a hand through his disordered hair. “I do not know what that means. All I know is that the females on the planet make no sense.”

“I’d agree with you, seeing as I tend to prefer men.”

Aki studied Rolf’s features. “You have to choose one?”

Rolf chuckled. “Not if you believe in the idea of this Pavlovan mating trio. It tends to be two men and one woman. You get the occasional one man with two women, or all the same sex, but most triads are male heavy.” Rolf shrugged. “At some point Ash said he will take us all to see the Oracle.”

“And what will this seer do for you?”

“She introduces you to your fated mate. Or, if you’re really lucky, both of them. That’s how Esca came to be Ash’s Second Male at age eighteen”

“And the Oracle is always right?”

“By all accounts, she is pretty damn good. There are only a handful of failed matings a year here, which is quite something compared to Earth.”

Aki shook his head. “The women in my village were free to leave a man if they wanted, and no one cared whether you fucked another man or a woman.” He hesitated. “But the new religion, the Christian one, insisted one man had to cleave to one woman. Some of our people tried to keep worshipping both Gods, but it was hard for them.”

Kaiden stood up and nodded to Aki and Rolf. “I’ve got to go to a bloody strategy meeting in Mac’s place. Will you keep an eye on Aki for me, Rolf?”

“That will be my pleasure, sir.”

Aki grunted as he watched Kaiden leave. “At least I only have to put up with you watching me. The security forces followed our every move on the other planet.”

“That’s because you passed basic onworld training. You’re no longer considered a major threat to society,” Rolf said. “They’re still watching all of us, but it’s much less obvious and we have more freedom. We have to prove our worth, which makes sense when we could be dangerous.”

“I suppose it does,” Aki agreed. “No ruler wishes his kingdom to be invaded by armed mercenaries. The Saxons fought hard to keep us out of their lands until we overwhelmed them.”

The other guys relocated to the seats in front of the big moving picture screen, and Aki finished his ale.

“Do you want me to show you to your room?” Rolf asked.

Aki held his stare. “That would be very good of you.”

Rolf winked at him as he got up, and they walked down a hallway that had several doors leading off it. He stopped at the last door at the end of the hall and tapped in a code.

“Give me your hand.”

Rolf pressed Aki’s palm to the panel on the right-hand side of the door and pressed the keypad again until it blinked three times. “You’re in. All you have to do is place your palm in the square just like you did then and the door will open.”

“Thank you.”

“Seeing as I kicked your ass, earlier, it’s the least I can do.”

Aki went through the door and then grabbed Rolf’s black T-shirt in his fist, practically hauling him off his feet. “I am more than willing to fight with you again.”

“You don’t have to prove your masculinity because the lady turned you down.”

Aki bared his teeth and growled, but Rolf leaned into him instead of away.

“I like you mad. And I’m always willing to be handed my ass.” Rolf licked his lips. “Although I’d rather give you a better welcome to Pavlovan by offering to be the first man in four thousand years to suck your dick. I bet you’ve worked up quite an appetite, haven’t you?”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because I saw your thoughts, remember?” Rolf said patiently. “And if I’d been frozen for thousands of years I’d be wanting to get laid pretty damn quick to make up for lost time. And seeing as the female won’t have you…”

He removed Aki’s fingers from his shirt and sauntered toward the bathroom, pulling the garment over his head as he went. “Come on.”

Aki followed more slowly and heard the sound of water being turned on. One thing he did secretly love about his new life was the availability of hot water. After being incarcerated in ice, he had a feeling he would never be warm enough again.

By the time he reached the large shower, Rolf was naked, and Aki paused to consider the other man’s muscled body. Unlike Aki, he had no visible scars, but it didn’t matter. His battle experience showed in his eyes and in his warrior’s stance. Aki slowly took off his shirt and Rolf grinned at him.

“Nice tat.”

Aki glanced down at his arm and shoulder. The magical designs were so much a part of him that he hardly even noticed them.

“This…favor you offer me.”

Rolf raised an eyebrow. “Sucking you off?”

“It does not mean that we are mated or matched as the Pavlovans would call it?”

“Nah. I don’t feel like that about you, and I’m getting nothing off you. This is just for fun. Kind of a welcome-to-your-new-world thing. Did you ever do that back in your day?”

“At the festivals, yes.”

“Then think of this as pure pleasure with no expectations on either side.” Rolf snapped his fingers. “Take off your pants. I want to see you.”

Aki obliged and Rolf fell to his knees, his tongue emerging to lick Aki’s already erect cock. “Damn, you’re big.” Even as he murmured the words, Rolf was sucking Aki deep into his mouth.

The explosion of senses made Aki’s knees wobble as Rolf brought him to a hard and brutal climax. Within minutes, he was coming down Rolf’s throat, his hand fisted in his partner’s thick, red hair. Was it wrong that he thought of Elli while he did it? Wished she was kneeling at his feet and struggling to accept the length of his cock?

He gulped in some air and released his rigid grip. “That was…good. I thank you.”

Rolf got slowly to his feet, wiped his mouth and headed into the shower. “That was just an appetizer. Let’s clean up and then if you feel like it, I can show you the rest of my repertoire.”


Chapter Two

“Good morning, brother.”

Aki turned to see Einarr entering the kitchen area. He had the smug look of a well-satisfied man and moved rather slowly toward the white box with the icy insides where food was kept. Aki had opened it accidentally once and recoiled from the coldness.

“I am surprised you can even walk,” Aki grumbled.

Einarr smirked. “Frey cannot, which is why I am bringing her breakfast in bed.”

“Do not pretend you know how to use the implements. Chase will be back in a minute to serve you. She does not appreciate ‘Vikings rampaging through her pantry.’”

Einarr snorted and Aki raised an eyebrow. “I have not seen you for two days. The least you could do is sit down and talk to me for a few moments.”

Einarr’s smile faded. “What is wrong?”

“Something has to be wrong before my twin can tear himself away from his lover’s arms and speak to his only living brother?”

“I am sorry. I know I am not being fair to you, but seeing Frey again…sharing her body and her mind has been the best experience of my life.” He took a seat opposite Aki. “You have my permission to laugh. I never imagined I would meet a woman who consumed me as Frey does.” Einarr sighed, reached across the table and took Aki’s hand. “I have also been neglectful of you.”

“I have managed quite well by myself. The soldiers from Earth have been most welcoming…” He thought about Rolf’s talented mouth. “Most welcoming indeed.”

“Good. I will make time to meet them today, I promise you.”

The door opened and Chase, the woman who ran all the kitchens in Ash’s large dwelling, came in and smiled at them both.

“Oh, Aki, he does look like you. His hair is quite different, but you both have such lovely blue eyes.”

Einarr rose to his feet, strolled over to Chase and bowed. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

Chase shook his hand. Aki reckoned his brother was almost two feet taller than the diminutive cook.

“Now are you looking for something to eat for you and your young lady? What does she fancy?”

Einarr frowned. “I do not know.”

Chase laughed. “Then I’ll give you a bit of everything and you can surprise her.” She opened one of the cupboards. “Would you like some more pancakes, Aki?”

“Yes, please.” He’d been a bit suspicious when Rolf had persuaded him to try the flat brownish circles. They resembled oatcakes but they tasted remarkably like the flat patties his mother used to make. After he’d been introduced to the sticky syrup that went with them, he’d quickly decided they were very good.

Einarr strolled back over to him and swiped a piece of pancake from his stack. “This is excellent.”

Aki slapped his hand. “Get your own.”

“Sit down, Einarr. I won’t be a minute,” Chase bustled around the kitchen. “I’ll make you up a tray in no time.”

Einarr sat and Aki lowered his voice. “How did you know Frey was your woman?”

“It was obvious.”

“In what way?”

“In all the ways that mattered. I just knew that she was mine.” Einarr shrugged his wide shoulders. “I cannot really explain it.”

“Do you think everyone is supposed to feel like that when they meet their mate?”

“I do not know. You should ask the Pavlovans.” Einarr looked at him more closely. “Why?”

“Because I thought there was something between me and Elli. Her thoughts call to me, as does her body. She is quiet but brave and she does not allow me to intimidate her. Beneath that soft exterior, she has a warrior’s heart. I have never met a woman who affects me in this way before.”

“You always say that.” Einarr slapped his arm. “You fall in love far too easily.”

“That was in our old life,” Aki insisted. “Here all is different. Here I can use my magic freely and have found a female who can accept me as I am.”

“All the females here are mind thinkers, Aki. Maybe you are overreacting.”

“So you feel the same way about all the Pavlovan women as you do about Frey?” Aki demanded. “She is no different to them?”

“She is my mate.” Einarr growled and thumped his fist on his broad chest. “I know it here.”

Aki sat back. “See? You know it. I did not think of your Frey like that for a second. I think Elli is meant to be mine.”

“Then tell her.”

“I tried. She insists that I do not know my own mind and is keeping away from me and out of my bed.”

Einarr let out a breath. “If she truly is your mate. I suspect that whatever you feel for her will resolve itself and become clearer. If she is right and the feelings disappear, then you will certainly know it.”

“I don’t know what I feel or who I am anymore,” Aki groused.

“Then give yourself time to find out.”

“Your tray is ready, Einarr,” Chase called out.

“Do you wish me to speak to Elli Slavin about this?” Einarr asked.

“You? I don’t think so. But maybe your female could? They are friends.”

“I’ll ask her.” Einarr stood and slapped Aki on the back. “I will see you later, brother.”

Einarr went back to feed his woman, and Aki contemplated what lay ahead of him for the day. Exercising with his fellow warriors, learning the Pavlovan language so that he could do without the translator and maybe going out in the city.

He’d been out twice now and both times he’d hated the experience. There was nothing he could understand or relate to out there. The people were not like him, and the buildings and vehicles made him feel dizzy and small. Aki heaved a sigh.

There was no way of hiding it. He was afraid to go out into this alien world. Even looking down at it from the top of the building made him feel like emptying his innards. And the sounds of city… Not just the incessant rumble of noise that found its way even through the thick glass, but the thousands of mind talkers he couldn’t escape…

“Here are your pancakes, Aki, and someone else to visit you. Good morning First Officer Slavin.”

Aki looked up to see Elli standing by the door. She wore a dark blue garment that covered her from neck to waist and a short, tight skirt fitted to her body and displaying the length of her legs. Her fair hair was tied back at the nape of her neck and she wasn’t smiling.

He still wanted her.

“Hey, Chase, hi Aki.” She came to sit opposite him. “I wondered whether you’d like to make a start on those shielding lessons?”

If it meant he didn’t have to venture down into the city he would agree to anything.

“I would like that.”

“The other guys are going out so we can sit in here and work without disturbing anyone.” She waved at his plate. “Finish up first. I’ll get some coffee.”

Elli wanted to sit in Aki’s lap and feed him the pancakes and then maybe pour a bottle of syrup all over him and lick it off…

Yeah…

She was so not needy. She forced herself to get some coffee, spoke briefly to Chase before she left to prep Ash’s lunch, and gave herself a severe talking to. Aki was her student. She had to remain aloof and in control around him. Only when he was fully integrated into Pavlovan society would she have the right to find out what his feelings were about being mated.

The fact that she was even using the “M” word again was a big deal. She’d decided she was done with all that after Carlin had publicly disowned her. But Aki was so… gorgeous. She glanced over at him and almost choked on her coffee because he was staring right back at her.

As if in a dream, she watched him pick up his empty plate and bring it over to the sink. He wore a tight black T-shirt and pants that did nothing to hide his bulging muscles. She’d never been into men who worked out before, but now she wanted to climb him like a tree.

He put his plate in the sink and turned toward her, his head angled to one side making his fair hair fall over his shoulder.

“You confuse me, Elli.”

She licked her suddenly dry lips. “In… in what way?”

“You study me as if I am something you would like to devour and yet your mind remains clear.”

“That’s because I have good shields.”

He frowned and moved closer to trace the line of her brow. “It is ironic that the one person I would like to hear my thoughts chooses not to hear me.”

“As we’ve already discussed, you need to work on this so that you can choose to share your thoughts with whomever you want rather than broadcasting everything to everyone.”

“You think I imagine being in bed with everyone?”

She blinked up at him.

“You think I imagine stripping the clothes from every Pavlovan and using my mouth on them?” His thumb moved lower and traced the curve of her lips. “I imagine your mouth on me, too.”

She took a hasty breath to argue with him, but instead used the tip of her tongue to touch the pad of his finger.

“Elli…” He shuddered. “Please.”

He pushed his thumb deeper into her mouth. She didn’t stop him and sucked on him instead. With a groan, he lowered his head and replaced his thumb with his lips and tongue, taking possession of her mouth in a way that offered her no quarter.

She forgot her name, forgot that they were standing in the kitchen of Ash’s apartment and simply kissed him back. He tasted of syrup and coffee and male and she wanted to drown in the rough combination of hardness and sweetness…

He picked her up, settled her on the countertop and moved between her knees. His head lowered, nuzzling her throat, biting her to hold her still as his hand crept up her inner thigh and curved over the damp mound of her panties.

“Oh, Gods…” she breathed as he slid one long thick finger beneath the silk and barely up inside her. His thumb settled over her clit, and just like that she came apart, clutching a handful of his long blond hair in her fist as she climaxed.

He lifted his head and slowly inhaled. “You want me, Elli. Do not deny it. You are slick and wet and ready for my cock.”

She could only stare helplessly into his blue eyes as he licked her juices off his finger.

Behind them, someone delicately cleared his throat. She slid off the countertop and turned to face the intruder, checking to see that her skirt was all the way down.

“I apologize for interrupting, Elli, but I needed to speak to you both.” Ash came further into the kitchen, his expression far too innocent for Elli’s liking, although he winked at her as he went past.

Aki wiped his hand slowly across his mouth and looked dazed. She reckoned she probably looked about the same. What was wrong with her that she could forget all those years of restraint and perfect behavior and allow a man to touch her like that in public? Anyone would think she had finally found the right male for her. She pushed that traitorous thought away. Rushing into anything when she was so aroused like a naïve fool would be fatal.

“Good morrow, Ash.”

“I had a message from the Oracle this morning,” Ash said. “She wishes me to take you and Einarr to her Temple at Quoxor as soon as possible.”

Elli sat down hard on the nearest stool. So much for putting distance between her and Aki. It seemed as if she would be separated from him regardless. That bothered her far more than it should have.

“Why?” Aki asked.

“I don’t know, but in my experience, when the Oracle tells you to do something, it’s usually best to comply,” Ash said. He nodded at Elli. “She wishes you to accompany Aki so that you can continue your ‘lessons.’”

Elli couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry.

“What about Einarr and his female?” Aki asked.

“I have already spoken to Einarr and Frey. They are coming as well. We will be leaving tomorrow.” Ash nodded and headed for the door. “Carry on.”

Aki sat down and slammed his hands against the table, making it rock. “I do not like being ordered around.”

“You can’t really argue when it’s the Oracle who is doing the ordering. She can see into the future, Aki. If she wants to meet you and Einarr so urgently, she must know something important.”

“Mayhap she has found a way to get us back home?”

The hope in Aki’s blue eyes made Elli feel selfish for her lack of pleasure at that thought. “Who knows?”

He patted the seat next to him. “We should continue our lesson. It was becoming far more enjoyable than I had expected.”

She stayed where she was and crossed her arms over her bosom so that he wouldn’t notice her nipples were hard and begging for his attention.

“I didn’t mean to kiss you. It’s unprofessional.”

“I do not understand your ‘professional.’” He sighed. “I enjoyed kissing you. I want you naked and stretched out under me, Elli, but you seem determined not to believe I know my own mind.”

“Perhaps when we see the Oracle she will be able to tell you whether we are… meant to be together.”

He raised his head. “I know in my heart that we are meant to be together.”

“It doesn’t always work out like that, you know.”

“Who hurt you, Elli?” He growled and half-rose out of his chair. “Tell me his name, and I will avenge your honor.”

She reached over and pressed her palm to his shoulder, pushing him gently back down. “It’s okay, really. I don’t need my honor saved today.” She hesitated. “It’s just that sometimes we need time to decide how we really feel about something, or someone.”

“You wish me to give you time?”

“Yes.”

She wished he’d give her about five years but she suspected that wasn’t going to happen. When had she become such a coward? Hemmed in by her own rules, afraid to even try and reach out to a man who obviously wanted her? There had to be a balance between what she’d always feared and what she suddenly craved.

“Then I will wait to hear what this Oracle of yours has to say.” Aki smiled at her. “I am a very patient man, Elli. I have had four thousand years to hone that skill. But if the Oracle is as wise as everyone says she is, she will know you are mine and that I am determined to have you.” He patted the seat next to him. “Now come and teach me how to guard my thoughts and I promise not to kiss you.”

The journey to the Oracle’s Temple was accomplished in yet another form of a flying machine called an airplane. It skimmed through the skies at great speeds, and Aki spent most of his time looking out of the small window while below him the ground scrolled out like parchment. Seeing the tiny dwellings and roads beneath him, he imagined himself a hawk searching for his prey.

He also appreciated the silence. There were only about a dozen people on the air ship, and thanks to Elli’s continuing lessons, he was able to block most of them from his mind and not project his thoughts outward. He couldn’t imagine mastering the skill of obstructing every thought except his bonded mate’s and his family, but Elli insisted he would soon learn.

She was sitting beside him, her head on his shoulder as she slept, her hand securely in his. Einarr and Frey had vanished into one of the cabins and hadn’t reappeared yet. Aki was also relieved that he’d learned to block out at least some of Einarr’s thoughts, although it also made him sad not sharing everything with his twin.

Ash was working near the front of the ship and Esca guarded the door. The evening before they’d left, Aki had met Soreya, the female who was mated to Ash and Esca. She was also a warrior and had been very kind to Aki, sharing her own struggles at adapting to Pavlovan culture. She’d given him hope that the future might not be as difficult as he’d feared.

If only he could persuade Elli to believe that his need for her was true, his world would be even better. She was trustworthy, strong and very good at understanding how hard it was for him to adapt to his new life. She reminded him of the frozen lakes of his childhood with their smooth surfaces and immense hidden depths. She allowed little to disturb her calm exterior, but she felt deeply about things and beneath the surface lurked a passionate and complex woman.

Einarr was right that in his past life Aki had chosen his bedmates with an eye to their beauty and stamina, but now he was older and wiser. He smiled to himself. Far older than he’d ever expected to be, and the things that called to him now—strength, steadiness and kindness—were encapsulated in Elli. She hid her hurts well, but he still wanted to kill anyone who had made her life difficult. Leaning closer, he inhaled her scent, willing her to wake up, take his hand and walk with him into one of the cabins…

“Stop right there, Aki. I don’t want to picture anymore.”

Aki recognized Esca’s distinct voice in his mind and raised an eyebrow. “I apologize. I am working hard on my shields, but the occasional thought escapes me.”

Esca beckoned to him. With a resigned sigh, Aki left Elli’s side and went to sit next to the formidable warrior.

“Are you serious about her?” Esca demanded. “Because if you aren’t…”

“Ash has already warned me off.” Aki held Esca’s gaze. “But I still want her and believe she is meant to be mine.”

“She’s had a bad experience with mates.”

Aki frowned. “I knew someone had hurt her. She is reluctant to believe that I could want her. She keeps telling me that I must be certain and not make a mistake. What happened to her?”

“It’s not my story to tell, but then I’ve never been known for my ability to hold my tongue. All I’m going to say is don’t hurt her, and don’t go public about how you feel about her unless you are one hundred percent certain you mean it.”

Aki nodded. “I understand.”

“If you hurt her, Ash will be upset. And nothing is allowed to upset my First Male, so I’ll be coming for you and not in a good way,” Esca added.

Aki frowned as he puzzled through what Esca had said, recognized it was some sort of threat and then nodded. “I will not change my mind about how I feel about Elli Slavin, I swear it.”

“We’ll see, won’t we?” For once Esca looked entirely serious. “She’s awake and watching us. Don’t tell her what we were discussing, okay?”

“I will not betray your confidence.” Aki rose to his feet and bowed. “Thank you for your counsel, Esca.” He started making his way back toward Elli when a thousand screams tore through his mind and he rocked on his heels.

Elli shot to her feet. “What’s wrong?”

“Didn’t you hear that?” Aki clutched at his head. “Something is wrong, someone is dying and—”

A door slammed and Einarr emerged half-naked his sword in his hand. “What is going on?”

Aki spun around to look at Esca. “Someone is being attacked below us. Can’t you hear them?” He winced as another wave of emotions swept over him. “Other voices now, they sound like your female, Esca.”

“Etruscan?” Esca snapped.

“I do not know.” Aki concentrated. “They want Ash… They—”

“Roberts, get this frakking plane down on the ground right now!” Esca shouted and ran toward the flight deck. “Ash—to me!”

Aki staggered as the floor dipped sharply to the right, sending him to his knees. He gathered Elli in his arms and stayed down as Esca continued to issue orders.

“Weapons fired.” Robert’s cool voice came over the system. “Fourth engine out. Brace for impact. We’re going down into the Quoxor preserve.”

Aki closed his eyes as the airship plummeted downward, engines screaming as Roberts continued to talk as though nothing was wrong. That man had ice in his very veins.

“Hold on everyone.”

The impact as they hit something solid beneath them made Aki bite his tongue. He held Elli close to his heart, shielding her with his body as everything around them buckled and screamed and threatened to tear itself apart. When he finally opened his eyes, alarms were blaring and there was the smell of burning in the air.

Einarr shook his shoulder. “We have to get out. Do you have Elli safe?”

“Aye.” He picked Elli up and followed Einarr out of the enormous hole ripped into the side of the ship. “Where are Esca and Ash and the rest of the crew?”

“Trying to put the fire out.”

Aki gently deposited Elli under a tree next to Frey. Ash lay there as well, his eyes closed and a nasty gash dripping blood over one of his eyes.

Elli nodded at him. “Go and help them shut the plane down before it explodes. I’ll locate the medical emergency kit and keep an eye on Ash and Frey.”

Aki shoved a reluctant Einarr away from his mate and back toward the ship where Esca and the crew were dousing the flames with thick white clouds of frothing water.

Esca spared them both one glance. “You okay?”

“Aye.”

“Is Ash conscious?”

“Not yet, but he is still breathing. What can we do?”

Esca gave him one of the heavy metal tanks. “Point this at the flames while I scout around the area.”

Einarr shoved Aki aside. “I’ll do this. You go with Esca.” He nodded at the other man. “Aki will keep you safe. He is the best hunter I know.”

“Come then,” Esca said. “But no more words, just mind speak. And shield as best as you can.”

From what Aki could tell, they’d landed in the middle of a large forest, flattening several trees during their descent. The air felt heavy and sticky, making it hard to breathe, and his clothes were already drenched with sweat. He and Esca made a wide circle around the crash site, but detected no immediate opposition or interest in their arrival.

“Can you still sense the voices?” Esca asked eventually.

Aki went still and then pointed to the north. “Over there.”

“Which ones?”

“Both kinds of thoughts. But the enemy are far louder now.” Aki swallowed hard. He’d seen what a raiding party could do to a peaceful settlement. It was never good. “Why do they want Ash?”

“Because he’s the leader of the senate.”

“Like a king?”

“Kind of.” Esca checked his weapon, his expression lethal. “He is also my First Male. I will not allow him to be hurt. When I find out how the Etruscans targeted our plane despite supposedly the highest security level on the planet…. I will frakking kill someone.”

Aki nodded. “I do not sense any of our enemies around us yet. Perhaps we should do a final circuit and then head back to the others.”

“Agreed.” He slapped Aki in the shoulder. “If you hadn’t picked up on those Etruscan raiders, we’d probably all be dead by now.”

Einarr crouched beside Frey. “The fire is out, and the alarms have been silenced.”

“That’s good.” Elli forced a smile. “You and Aki probably saved us all.”

Einarr shrugged. “That is only because we have inadequate shields and heard what you all managed to keep out.” He shuddered. “I would rather not have to experience the screams of the dying. Who are these raiders?”

“They are probably Etruscans. They are supposed to be our allies, but they hate telepaths and think it is their solemn duty to erase us from the universe. They tried to kidnap the Oracle recently and now this…” Elli glanced over at Ash who remained unconscious. “They probably want Ash.”

“Because he is a powerful mind talker?”

“Yes, and because he is the current leader of our Senate—the body that makes the laws for all Pavlovans.”

“Ah.” Einarr nodded. “A very important man indeed.” He glanced over her shoulder. “Here come Aki and Esca now.”

Esca paused to talk to Roberts and the crew, and Aki loped toward her. He’d stripped off his shirt, leaving him in just low-slung black pants and thick boots. His blond braid was coming undone, allowing his fair hair to flow over his tattooed shoulder, and he carried his heavy axe easily in one hand.

His blue gaze fastened on her. “You are well, Elli?”

“I’m fine.”

He looked over at Ash and frowned. “He is still not awake?”

“I think he must have hit his head quite hard.” She paused. “I can’t bring him out of it.”

Aki knelt by Ash’s side and placed a hand on his throat. “He is still breathing, and I feel the pump of his life blood. All is not lost. Do you think we will find help out here?”

“It’s hard to tell. This isn’t a very populated area, and they don’t like to use technology. There are two local tribes, the Neveks, who tend to keep to themselves, and the Hakron, who supply the Oracle with the majority of her bodyguards.”

“Then we will find one of their villages and get you all to safety.”

Esca arrived and almost pushed past Elli in his haste to get to Ash. “Why isn’t he conscious yet?”

“I need to access some of the equipment from the medic station to find out exactly what’s going on. Is it safe to go inside the wreckage?” Elli asked.

Esca grimaced. “The right side of the plane is smashed into the ground. There’s not much left to find, but you can go ahead and search.”

“Thanks.” Elli hesitated before she rose. “Have we sent out a distress signal?”

“That happens automatically if a Senate-registered craft goes down. They’ll find us eventually—although Roberts already told me that he chose one of the remotest spots in the preserve to set down so that he wouldn’t take anyone out. That means our communication links are very weak.”

Aki came with her to the plane and helped her get back inside. Unfortunately, Esca had been right, and there was little left of the cabin that hadn’t been compressed into a sheer tangle of metal. After a careful search, she located one mediscanner and checked to see if it was working.

“Thank the Gods,” she murmured as it lit up. “At least we can check everyone out and relay the information back to the nearest medical facility.”

Aki held her hand as she stepped out of the wreckage and returned to the others. Some of the six-man crew had erected a temporary shelter to give some shade and were busy checking out the rest of the area for water and for any supplies they could glean from the ship.

As a test, Elli ran the scanner over Aki and saw nothing more serious than a few bruises, which he reluctantly confirmed. She also checked out Einarr. Frey had a badly sprained ankle. Roberts and the rest of the crew were also unharmed and happy to deal with their own cuts and scrapes with the supplies Elli had in the medical kit.

Esca refused to be scanned and wordlessly pointed at Ash.

Elli crouched next to her cousin, waited for the scan to complete and then touched Esca’s shoulder..

“Esca, please don’t panic, but the scan suggests he is bleeding internally in his brain. We should get him to a medical facility as soon as possible.”


Chapter Three

Esca shook off Aki’s hand and shot to his feet. “Where the frakking hal am I supposed to take him, Elli? We’re out in the middle of frakking nowhere!”

Aki frowned at the male. “Do not shout at Elli. She is trying to help you.” He beckoned to the pilot Roberts. “Are we able to navigate our way out of this forest on foot?”

“Yes.”

“Can you find the shortest route to a medical facility?”

Roberts consulted the scanner in his hand. “There’s a village to the south which should be reachable within a few hours.”

“That’s not damn quick enough!” Esca interrupted them.

Einarr came to stand beside Aki, his presence a solid comfort as Roberts continued to speak. “As soon as we start moving toward normal levels of the communication network we can send out additional emergency signals. They’ll find us quicker.” Roberts glanced over at Ash. “None of us wish to see Senator Ash’s life cut short, Major Esca. We will do anything necessary to ensure he survives this.”

Esca let out his breath. “I know this. I… apologize. But what about the Etruscan threat?”

“That is to the north,” Aki said. “Einarr and I can take two of the men and find out what is going on there. If we can stop the invaders we will do so.”

Einarr nodded his agreement. “And you can take Ash and the women to safety.” He frowned. “Frey cannot walk far on her ankle.”

“We’ll manage. We’ll rig up something to carry our patients,” Esca said. “Once you find the Etruscan threat, which is closer to the full security network, you can call in backup from our military and then make your way to the Temple at Quoxor.”

“Agreed.” Aki bowed. Despite the danger, he felt more alive and more useful than he had since he’d first opened his eyes in this hellish new world.

Esca started issuing orders while Einarr sat down beside Frey and started binding her ankle. Aki remained in the center of the clearing until Elli came to join him. He cupped her cheek.

“You will take care of Einarr’s woman?”

She scowled at him. “I’d much rather come with you. I can fight, you know.”

“You are a fearsome warrior.” He smoothed her lower lip with his thumb. “Which is why I trust you to protect my twin’s mate.”

“She is my friend. I would protect her regardless.” She bit her lip. “I wish I hadn’t waited.”

“For what, my heart?”

“To share your bed.” Her eyes filled with tears. “What happens if I never see you again?”

Aki held her gaze. “I swear to you on Odin’s blood that I will stay alive and that we will be reunited at the Temple. Do you believe me?”

“I’ll try,” she whispered. “I’m not normally like this, I don’t know why I’m even crying…”

“Because you care about me, my heart,” he said gently. “I am yours. Do not forget that.”

She touched his face, oblivious to everything that was going on around them. “I’m scared to say the words. I don’t want you thinking I’m too intense. Last time I…”

“You can never be too much for me. I want everything you have to give.” He placed his finger on her lips. “I am a man of honor.” He went down on one knee and kissed her hand. “I will never betray you.”

He rose to his feet and took her hand again, drawing her into the shelter of one of the trees. Bending his head, he gently took her mouth until she moaned his name and kissed him back. He wanted to lift her in his arms and bring her down over his demanding cock, sealing their bargain for all time, but he couldn’t do it in such a public place and with so much to lose.

“I am yours, Elli Slavin.” He kissed her again. “I will be waiting for you at the Temple. I swear it.”

“Aki?”

Esca was calling him. With an impatient sound, Aki released Elli and walked over to him.

“I need to go. I’m leaving you Roberts and Bevan. They are both enhanced super soldiers.” He held Aki’s gaze. “I’m trusting you and your brother to behave yourselves, okay?”

“We will do your bidding and only that.” Aki nodded. “I wish you well, Esca. And I will send up many prayers to the Gods that your First Male recovers.”

“Thanks.” Esca saluted. “As they are a mated couple, Einarr should be able to hear Frey clearly despite the distances, so we’ll be able to keep you informed of our progress.”

“Aye. Take care of Frey and Elli.”

“Will do.” Esca signaled to the four men carrying Ash’s litter. “Let’s move out.”

Aki stood with Einarr and watched them go. Frey looked back at his brother for a long time, and Elli had eyes only for him.

“I feel as if someone has ripped my heart in two,” Einarr growled. “I am looking forward to meeting some of these invaders and expressing my displeasure to them in person.”

“Me too, brother.”

Aki turned to Roberts who was busy packing up essentials for their journey. “These Etruscans. Can we kill them?”

“They are here illegally. We’re supposed to round them up and hand them over to the proper authorities to be dealt with through diplomatic channels.” Roberts winked. “But Major Esca said we have his full permission to destroy the bastards who dared to hurt his First Male.”

Aki smiled. “Esca is a man after my own heart. What weapons do we have?”

“Not many conventional ones. This ship isn’t military. But we have you and Einarr who are weapons of a different kind.” He paused. “Bev and I are pretty damn lethal as well.”

“You are like Rolf?”

“Way better.”

“Then we shall easily overcome any assailants.”

“Can you share the feedback you are getting from the village as we move closer?” Roberts asked Aki as they paused to drink some water.

“Feedback?” Aki frowned.

“The impressions you are getting in your mind. Just send them outward to me.”

“I will do my best. These ‘skills’ elude me.”

“It will help me pinpoint our enemies’ locations more clearly so that we will be able to kill them and not the innocent villagers.”

“A worthy cause.”

Einarr and Bevan had gone forward to scout out the approach to the beleaguered village, leaving Roberts and Aki behind to guard their gear and find a place to reconnoiter.

The light was fading and they were approaching what appeared to be the outskirts of a settlement. The smell of burning drifted toward them, making Aki’s throat raw. They’d heard sporadically from Frey that the other party had almost reached the medical center without incident and that Ash was still alive.

Aki focused on the mass of thoughts flowing from the village and pushed them to Roberts who winced.

“That’s very helpful, but I think I’ve got it covered now,” Roberts said. “I want to be certain we take out the right people.”

“What do the Etruscans look like?”

“The same as us,” Roberts said flatly. “But ninety-nine percent of them aren’t telepathic. You’ll notice that even more now that you’re used to being surrounded by telepaths. None of their males are telepathic. They have a few females who work with intrusion units.”

“Like Soreya. Ash and Esca’s mate.”

“Exactly. This is a Hakron village so you should be able to differentiate between them and the Etruscans.”

“How?”

“The Hakron tend to have green skin and they are advanced telepaths and fearsome warriors.”

“That is good to know.”

“I’m trying to key into a Hakron telepathic stream to warn them of our approach, but so far they are impenetrable.” His smile was wry. “They don’t react well to my particular brand of telepathy. They think I’m a machine.”

Aki drew his sword from his shoulder scabbard and carefully checked and cleaned the blade before sharpening the three additional daggers he’d taken from the ship. His axe was always honed to perfection. A whisper of a thought brushed his mind and he looked up.

Einarr was coming back through the trees with Bevan behind him. They both looked grim as they joined Roberts and Aki.

“Half the village has been slaughtered. There are bodies everywhere. It is obvious that they cleared a space in the center of the village and set up their rockets to fire at our airship.” Einarr said. “The remainder of the population are either being held captive in the great hall or have escaped.”

“How many Etruscans did you see?” Aki asked.

“Two dozen maybe?” Einarr spat on the ground. “May they rot in hell.”

“Do not worry, brother. If they are not true warriors then we shall not allow them the glory of a place in Valhalla even in death.”

“Amen to that,” Bevan muttered. “They are using the people trapped inside the hall as bait to get the others to surrender.”

A high scream reached them and was abruptly cut off.

“Then the sooner we get this over with, the better. No fucking prisoners. Shoot to kill.” Roberts shouldered his weapon. “We’ll surround them and take them out one at a time until somebody notices and then we’ll have to go in. Agreed?”

Aki nodded, as did the other two. He was not afraid anymore. For the first time since waking up in this strange future, he had a purpose and a just cause to fight for. He finally felt alive.

“Let’s keep everything telepathic from now on in,” Roberts moved forward. “And shield because the Etruscans definitely have a telepath with them.”

They went into the wooded area that surrounded the settlement and began to spread out. The sounds from the village grew louder, a horrible chorus of the dead and the dying that made Aki want to kill the Etruscans with his bare hands.

A thought slid past him, and Aki’s head went up just in time to see an arrow flash past his cheek and bury itself in the fabric of his shirt, pinning him to a tree. Before he could rip the arrow out, a male was on him, his dagger right against Aki’s throat.

Aki let out his breath. “Hakron?”

The huge male who had him pinned against the tree arched away until Aki could see his face. He had eyes the color of an angry sky, hair like soot and soft green skin, most of it uncovered apart from a swathe of checked fabric gathered with a belt at his hips. There was a bow slung over his broad shoulder and a dagger tucked into his belt.

“We are friends. We come to help,” Aki said.

The pressure against his neck didn’t ease, and the knife tip dug deeper, releasing a thin trickle of his blood.

“You are not Pavlovan.”

“I’m from Earth.”

“Ah.” The Hakron male slowly smiled. He had flowers and leaves braided into the left side of his hair. “Like Ian Mac?”

“Yes.” Aki was sure he’d heard that name somewhere. “Our plane was taken down from the sky by the Etruscans in your village.”

There was a pause, as if the male was communicating with someone, and then the dagger was drawn away from Aki’s neck.

“Welcome, Human. I am Morek.”

“I am Aki. There are three others here with me.”

“I know.” Morek smiled. “We have you all.”

Aki allowed the Hakron to take him deeper into the forest. Despite his size, the man moved with the light grace of a hunter, meaning Aki struggled to keep up. Eventually, they reached a clearing with a set of four equally spaced boulders at the center.

Aki hesitated before entering the circle, and Morek glanced at him.

“You can sense that this is a holy place?”

“Aye.” Aki put out a tentative hand to touch the stone and snatched it immediately back.

Morek studied him closely and then spoke out loud, his accent as melodious as his movements. “The stones like you. Can you hear them?”

Aki nodded as the swell of sounds washed over him. This place was even older than he was, but it also seemed to understand and welcome him. He touched the stone again and felt the pull of emotion and countless experiences. It reminded him of the cave where he and Einarr had crossed the waterfall and been frozen in time.

“Aki.”

He blinked as Morek touched his arm and the resonance of the stone seemed to flow through him and consume Morek, too. For a moment they were all one and Aki groaned as his mind was filled with so many images and feelings and…

“Aki.”

Morek dragged him away from the stone and held him upright against a tree. “Are you well?”

He looked into the other man’s worried gaze and managed to nod. Whatever had just happened, he would never forget it. The stones knew his history and somehow that made his loneliness much easier to bear.

Morek slowly smiled at him and cupped his chin. “You are extraordinary. I knew you would be.” He bent his head and kissed Aki full on the mouth and then stepped away, looking to his left. “The others are coming.”

Aki remained pressed against the tree like a mindless fool still caught in the magic of the stones and the sense that Morek was somehow part of it. Was it normal for Hakron warriors to kiss other men? Not that he objected. The snap of attraction left by the stones had made him more than willing to be touched by the other man.

Einarr emerged from the trees and like Aki, halted before the stones.

“Touch them.” Aki said. “They know us. They are ancient.”

The male beside Einarr looked questioningly at Morek who shrugged. “I do not understand it, Ungar, but Aki is right.”

Morek turned to Aki. “This man is of your family?”

“Einarr is my twin.”

“As Ungar is mine.” He gestured at the man with Einarr who nodded at Aki. “We are both bodyguards to the Oracle when she resides in the Temple of Quoxor. Luckily, we were on our way home for a family celebration when the Etruscans struck.” He slammed his fist against his palm. “They have killed many of my people. And now they are using the young and the old as hostages to force us to lay down our weapons.”

“How many of you are left out here?” Roberts and Bevan had also appeared in the clearing accompanied by one Hakron male and one female.

“Just us four.”

Roberts smile was cold. “Then between us we should have no problem killing every single one of the Etruscans should we?”

Ungar’s answering smile was savage. “We are still few but we will die trying.”

“I’ve no intention of dying,” Roberts replied. “All we need to do is come up with a plan and carry it out.”

They had paired off, each of them with one of the Hakron who knew the area better than they ever would. Aki was crouched beside Morek on a small rise behind the village, which gave them an excellent view of the main hall where the captives were being held. The Hakron village was comprised of simple stone and thatch structures that reminded Aki of his old home.

Between the eight of them they’d already taken out four Etruscans who had been sent to patrol the forest, leaving twenty or so of them left to deal with. The plan was to move in closer and take out the secondary guards before launching a full assault on the remaining soldiers guarding the hall entrance. The telepathic Hakron inside were well aware of what was happening and would be quick to help their rescuers if the opportunity arose.

Morek notched an arrow as one of the Etruscans wandered away from the watch fire and toward the forest. Within a second the man fell quietly into the lush foliage, an arrow straight through his throat.

“Good shooting.” Aki remembered to mind talk just in time.

“Thank you. Now I will take out the man by the fire before he becomes anxious for his companion’s return.” Morek suited the words with his actions, and the Etruscan slumped forward like a puppet.

“I am not sure you need me here, Morek.”

Morek smiled. “Oh, I need you, Aki. Never doubt that. My brother and I knew you were coming to us years ago.”

Aki frowned. “How could you have known that when I didn’t even know I would wake up here four thousand years after my supposed death?”

“The Oracle told us on our eighteenth birthday.” Morek slung his bow over his shoulder and beckoned for Aki to follow him down the slope toward the fire. “She is rarely wrong.”

“What exactly did she say?”

Morek grinned at him. “Enough to convince us both to wait.” He crouched down beside the fallen Etruscan and relieved him of his weapons. “We can speak of this later. Roberts says we are ready to move in.”

Eight more Etruscans were dead, and Roberts was somehow feeding into Aki’s head a very detailed map of exactly where each Etruscan was situated compared to Aki’s position. It was quite disconcerting.

Morek shook his head. “Roberts is as strange as Ian Mac. Their thoughts are like a machine.”

“And what is Ian Mac to you?”

“He’s the First Male of the Oracle’s First Daughter. He came from Earth like you.” Morek smiled. “His Second, Willow, is a cousin of mine.”

“Ah, so Ian Mac is a super soldier like Kaiden and Roberts and the others.”

“Aye.”

Aki stopped and stepped sharply to his right, going in low and tackling the Etruscan creeping toward him before the man was able to get off a shot. He hung onto the man, bringing him to the ground and efficiently slitting his throat.

Morek’s dagger flashed and another raider died with a cut-off gurgle. Aki shoved the dead body away from him and went back to Morek who was calmly cleaning his bloody blade on a large leaf.

They shared a satisfied grin and moved on.

Roberts’s calm voice came into his mind. Did the male ever get angry? “All clear so far. We’re down to the last dozen. Four are at your end of the hall, Aki, four at Einarr’s. The rest are inside. Take out your four targets as quietly as possible and we’ll handle the rest.”

Morek touched his shoulder and they crouched down beside the stone wall. “These men are more dangerous because they are now aware that their compatriots are not coming back. The range is too short for my arrows. We will have to kill them quickly.”

Aki nodded and took out his axe, wishing he had his old familiar shield rather than the flimsy Pavlovan thing he’d been given.

Morek winked at him. “Ready?”

“Aye.”

They rose as one and ran toward the group of four soldiers. As time slowed, Aki saw the first man turn and raise his weapon. Holding his shield high, Aki lunged in a perfect arc, cutting the man off mid yelp as he sliced his blade right through his neck. Even as the body was falling, he was spinning on the balls of his feet to confront the next soldier.

His arm was jarred by the force of the bullets pumping into the shield, which to Aki’s amazement held. He kicked out with his booted foot and caught the man in the knee, sending the second volley of shots in an arc that almost caught Aki on the way down. He stabbed the second man through the heart and whirled to help Morek who was rolling on the ground with another Etruscan.

A shadow behind the dueling pair made Aki look up as another soldier emerged, his weapon firing down at Morek. The soldier screamed as Aki’s thrown dagger sliced through his fingers, making him drop the gun. Aki followed him down with his axe and made short work of ending the coward’s pitiful existence.

He pulled the last dead Etruscan off Morek and threw him to one side. His Hakron companion lay still, his eyes closed and a bloody track across his cheek. Aki went down on his knees and felt frantically for a pulse.

Morek opened one eye. “I’m not dead.”

“Thank the Gods.”

“I knew I wouldn’t die today.”

Aki glared at him as his heart settled into a more comfortable rhythm. “You might have told me that.”

Morek had the audacity to grin. “The Oracle would not have made me wait so long for you if I were to die on this, our first meeting.”

The door of the hall burst open and Roberts came out. “All clear. Come and get cleaned up.”

Aki cupped Morek’s chin and kissed his bloodied mouth. “It seems your Oracle has a lot to answer for.”


Chapter Four

Morek knelt by the pyre and threw fresh flowers into the flames before finding his twin, who stood watching in the shadows of the hut. Ungar’s cheeks were stained with tears, earth and blood, as were Morek’s.

“For the first time in my life I feel no sorrow for those I have killed,” Morek murmured. “They deserve no respect or prayers to send them on their way.”

“I agree with you, brother.” Ungar patted his back. “Do you wish to stay here tonight with what remains of our family?”

“I should do so. Yet my thoughts turn to the Viking.” Morek grimaced. “I am ashamed of myself.”

“I, too, think of Einarr.” Ungar cleared his throat. “He told me he would be willing to share my bed.”

“You asked him?”

“I’ve waited over ten years for this day. I was impatient to begin.” Ungar drew Morek closer. “I have already spoken with the Elders. They understand that we have a duty to meet our mates. They wish something good to come out of this night and give us both permission to leave.”

“You are certain of this?” Morek looked over at the inhabitants of the hut and received a nod and a smile from the oldest female.

“Go with out blessing, Morek and Ungar. We thank you for saving us tonight and wish you well with your new mates.”

Morek went over to the Elders and bowed. “Thank you.”

“Go in peace.”

He nodded and walked with Ungar toward the Great Hall.

“Are you nervous, my twin?”

“Aye. But Einarr has already spoken with his female, and she is more than willing to accept that I might be their third.”

Morek stopped walking. “Einarr has a female? Does Aki?”

“I don’t know, brother. Perhaps you should ask him when you offer him a place in your bed tonight.” Ungar rolled his eyes. “Does it matter?”

“I… never thought I’d be in a Triad with a female.”

“It is the most usual kind.”

“Mayhap Aki is not yet mated at all,” Morek said hopefully.

“As I said. You should ask him.”

“I’m not as direct as you are. You have always been my mouthpiece.”

Ungar smiled at him. “On this occasion, I suspect you will have to speak up for yourself. We have waited a long time for these Vikings, Morek. We deserve the truth.”

Einarr drew Aki to one end of the great hall where they could be alone.

“Frey said Ash is recovering nicely and is being transported back to the city for further treatment. Esca is going with him. She and Elli will meet us at the Temple of Quoxor as arranged.”

“Good.” Aki glanced around the hall where the Hakron villagers were laying out the injured on pallets on the floor. It was now nighttime. The air was heavy with sorrow, and Morek and Ungar had disappeared to help their family mourn their losses and bury the dead. The night sky was lit up by the red glow of several funeral pyres. In his thoughts, Aki added his own prayers for the dead.

“What will happen to these people?”

“The Pavlovan army is on their way to protect this place. They’ll also take away the Etruscans.” Einarr spat into the rushes. “They do not deserve to be honorably buried. They used modern weaponry against a peaceful village without just cause.”

“I agree with you, my brother.” Aki patted Einarr’s tense shoulder. “When will we leave for Quoxor?”

“When Morek and Ungar are ready to travel.” Einarr lowered his voice even more and spoke their own language. “Ungar fights well.”

“As does Morek.” Aki paused. “He kisses well, too.”

Einarr’s gaze met his. “Ungar wants me to share his bed tonight.”

“And do you wish to do that?”

“Aye. Very much.”

The simplicity of Einarr’s answer made Aki want to smile.

“I asked Frey, and she told me it was all right to proceed,” Einarr added.

“Morek hasn’t asked me, but he did mention something about the Oracle having foretold our arrival.”

“So Ungar said.” Einarr nodded. “Perhaps these males are meant to be ours.”

Aki slung an arm around his twin’s shoulder. “All the more reason for us to reach Quoxor and meet this famous Oracle. A lot seems to hang on her word.”

Even as he turned back, he noticed Ungar and Morek entering the hall. They both looked rather somber. For a moment, Aki was ashamed of the carnal nature of his thoughts.

Morek met his stare and after a last kiss on his brother’s forehead, he made his way over to Aki.

“Did you see the healer?” Aki asked him.

“Not yet.” Morek sighed. “There were many of my family to be laid to rest. The flow of my blood, my tears and my pain seemed a fitting way to mourn them.”

Aki patted the bench beside him. “Sit. I will tend to you.” He went to one of the women managing the injured and came back with a bowl of warm water, a soft cloth and some healing ointment.

Morek turned to sit with his legs facing outward and Aki stood in front of him. With gentle fingers he cleaned out the gouge on the other male’s cheek and patted on some of the thick, creamy balm. He continued his ministrations, washing away the dirt and blood to expose each hurt and then tending to it as carefully as he could. Despite everything that had occurred that day, a great sense of peace descended upon him as he worked his way down Morek’s muscled body.

It took him a while to realize that the calming sensations flowed effortlessly from Morek’s mind and had enveloped his completely. For the first time since arriving in this foreign world, he felt whole again.

“There. That is better.” Aki murmured.

Aiding Morek gave Aki his first chance to really look at the Hakron male—his gleaming green skin, long dark hair and sensuously curved lips. When Morek opened his grey eyes, and stared right back at him Aki didn’t look away.

“Will you come to my bed, Viking?”

“Aye, if you want me.”

After the increasing incursion of the new religions in his home village, it was refreshing to find a culture that accepted a man might desire both sexes without being considered a godless sinner. And Morek’s desire for him was as straightforward as the man himself. Aki could no more have denied him than he could Elli.

Morek rose in one fluid motion. “I want you more than I want to breathe.”

Aki followed the other male out of the Great Hall and down several narrow streets until they came to a small thatched hut at the very end of the row. Morek opened the door and bowed.

“We will be safe here until morning. The first scouts of the Pavlovan army are already within our boundaries and have sworn to protect us from further attack.”

There was a fire built into a stone fireplace on one wall, a small table and chairs, and on the other side a large bed covered in furs and animal skins in colors Aki didn’t recognize.

“My main home is at the Temple.” Morek took off his cloak, wincing as he flexed his bruised shoulder. “This is where Ungar and I grew up. It is a simple place.”

“It reminds me of my own home,” Aki said hoarsely. “I hated the Pavlovan city. This feels more… real to me.”

“You wouldn’t find me in one of those cities.” Morek shuddered. “I went with the Oracle once and that was enough. All that noise, all those thoughts…” He shook his head. “I begged to be allowed to stay home. There were others eager to take my place. The Oracle agreed I could carry out my duties just at the Temple.”

Aki undid the clasp of the cloak one of the Hakron had lent him and laid it carefully over the chair.

“Are you hungry, Aki?”

“Nay, the women in the hall fed me while I waited for you.”

Morek fetched a jug and two clay pitchers. “Then shall we just share a drink to send our dead on their way to Harven?”

Aki took the cup and clinked it against Morek’s. “We call it Valhalla.”

“And what does a Viking warrior do there?”

“He fights alongside the Gods all day and then returns to the hall at night to hear songs of his exploits sung by the bards and to enjoy a never-ending feast.”

Morek smiled. “That sounds like our Harven. Except our warriors get to enjoy other more sensual matters as well.”

“As they do in Valhalla.” Aki licked his lips. “All together in a big, writhing naked pile of bodies.”

“I can only offer you one body—unless you wish to join your brother and Ungar?”

“Watch my brother fuck?” Aki grinned. “No, I thank you. I’ve had to listen to him with his female for the last few weeks. That was quite enough.”

“Have you met your other mate yet?”

Aki held his gaze. “Aye. She is not convinced I mean what I say and wishes the Oracle to confirm our mating.”

“She is wise.” Morek nodded. “She will have to approve of me as well so it is better if all the issues can be resolved at once.”

“You think you are bonded to me and to Elli?”

Morek sank slowly to his knees. “I hope so, First Male, otherwise I have waited for you in vain.” He rubbed his undamaged cheek against Aki’s thigh. “I wish to prove myself worthy of you.”

Beneath his leather trews, Aki’s cock kicked up and Morek purred and ran his tongue down the length of Aki’s straining shaft.

“Let me taste you.”

“What about your injuries? You—” Aki stopped talking as Morek set his teeth over his stiff cock and reached up to untie the laces that held Aki’s clothing together.

He groaned as his iron-hard shaft was freed and eagerly swallowed between Morek’s demanding lips. Within seconds, his hips were rolling into the motion, thrusting himself deeper and harder into the hot, wet cavern of Morek’s mouth.

“Gods…” He groaned as he started to come. Morek eased up, sucking lightly on the tip of Aki’s cock until his lips were shiny and smeared with Aki’s seed. He slowly stood and licked his fingers, gathering the wetness and swirling it around his tongue.

With a guttural sound Aki reached for him, but Morek avoided his grasp, one hand working the buckle at his hips, allowing his chequered plaid to fall to the ground. Still holding Aki’s gaze, he brought his hand down to his dripping cock and then further down between his legs.

“Fuck me, First Male.”

Aki took an unsteady step toward him and then another until he was able to push Morek down onto the pile of furs and spread his thighs wide with his knee. Aki ran his fingers down Morek’s thick shaft and gently pumped his own cock, bringing them together in one of his massive fists.

“Gods…” Morek strained against his tight hold. “That’s—”

Aki held his gaze. “You will not come until I give you leave. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, First Male.” Morek nodded as Aki stroked the tip of his cock against the tight bud of Morek’s arse. “Just fuck me. I want to feel you.”

Aki contemplated the size of his cock as he managed to get a fingertip inside Morek. “You are too tight. I won’t hurt you like that. I want to have you all night.”

“There is…oil…” Morek waved a hand at the table beside the bed. Aki found a small clay bottle and smeared his fingers and the crown of his cock in the clear liquid.

“You have taken other men like this?” Aki asked as he managed to slide one finger deep and then another.

“Not quite like this.” Morek gasped. “You are my mate.” Morek’s thoughts blended seamlessly with Aki’s. “Do you feel that?”

“Aye, as if we were two halves of the same coin? As if we were twins? Not that I have ever wanted to fuck Einarr.” Aki worked his fingers free and replaced them with his cock and felt Morek’s intense reaction shudder through his very bones. “That is…good.”

He lifted Morek’s hips, driving himself deeper with every thrust until his entire mind and body was focused on the building pleasure in the other man. And then there was no divide between flesh or thoughts as need blended them into one being…

Fighting alongside a fellow warrior and then fucking him hard simply because he was still alive to do so was a precious thing to Aki. He sensed it in Morek, too, the need to create something new and visceral between their two working bodies both striving for dominance. Two different blades forged from steel into one. Both knowing that with the need to be strong came the need to be held and loved. Because what were they fighting for, but to protect their loved ones?

Eventually, Aki lay on his side, his knee resting on Morek’s belly and his hand tangled in his dark hair. The flames crackled and whispered and for one wonderful moment as he woke, Aki imagined he was back home…

“What’s wrong?” Morek asked. “What makes you sad?”

Aki unclenched his fingers and let out a soft breath. “I am more happy here with you in this Hakron village than I ever imagined I would be again. It is hard to wake up out of your time and find that your world has gone.”

“What do you mean?” Morek came up on one elbow, his black hair tickling Aki’s chest.

“My brother and I were frozen in ice for four thousand years by a magic spell that was only broken when the planets aligned and finally set us free.”

“That is a long time.”

“Aye.”

“You look well on it.” Morek bent to kiss him. “And I thought Ungar and I had waited forever to meet our mates.”

“It does not worry you?”

“The fact that you are from another planet and are extremely old?” Morek kissed him again. “I do not care. All I know is that you fill my heart and that if you choose to stay with me I will always be content.”

“You make it sound so simple.”

“It is for me.”

Aki sighed. “I am adrift from everything I know and everything that I took for granted. Where does your faith in me come from? I fear I have lost all mine.”

Morek’s grey gaze strengthened. “You have survived against impossible odds to end up here with me. How can I not believe that the Oracle spoke the truth when you are present in my bed?”

“How can you be so sure of me when I am so unsure of myself?”

Morek took Aki’s hand and pressed it against the smooth green skin of his chest. “Because you are here, Aki, in my heart.” He moved Aki’s fingers to his forehead. “And here in every thought. What more could I want?”

Aki stared up at him for a long moment as a curious sensation of warmth and belonging settled around his own heart. Perhaps Morek was right and the Gods had released him at exactly the right time for him and Einarr to be happy with their own kind. Aki trailed one finger down Morek’s flat stomach to play with the stiff arch of his cock.

“How about here?”

Morek’s grin widened as he rolled on top of Aki. “Most definitely there, First Male. Shall I prove it to you?”

“Well?” Einarr moved close to Aki as the final preparations were made for their departure to Quoxor. “I have not seen you for three days.”

“I have been busy.”

“Busy fucking.”

Aki raised an eyebrow. “You cannot talk.”

“I have… enjoyed my time with Ungar.” Einarr’s smile was thoughtful. “He is a fine warrior. Our minds flow in harmony like the two fjords that joined together in our old village to become one. I think Frey will like him.”

“I pray she does.” Aki hefted his pack onto his back. “Let us hope the Oracle makes the correct prophecies and that none of us will be disappointed.”

Aki watched as Morek spoke one final word to the commander of the Pavlovan military team left behind to guard the village and help them rebuild.

“Disappointed like poor Elli Slavin was you mean?” Einarr shook his head. “Frey said it was horrible for her.”

Aki stopped walking. “What happened to Elli?”

“Do you not know?” Einarr took a step backward. “If Elli has not mentioned it, I probably should not—”

Aki grabbed his twin by his shirt and almost hauled him off his feet. “Tell me, halfviti.”

Einarr sighed. “Elli was taken to the Temple on her eighteenth birthday and matched with a male called Carlin Gran at a public ceremony. He was based off-planet so Elli hardly saw him for six years. When he finally returned to Pavlovan, he asked Elli to meet him at the Temple. She thought he intended to ask the Oracle about their third. But he didn’t. He publicly asked to be released from his bond because he had fallen in love with two others.”

“Esca told me some of this earlier.” Aki’ dropped his brother and his hand clenched into a fist. “Carlin Gran is a dishonorable cur. No wonder Elli is worried about whether even the Oracle can deem us a good match.”

“She probably fears being publicly humiliated again.”

“I would never do that to her.”

Einarr winked at him and shouldered his own pack. “Then you’d better make damned sure the Oracle doesn’t announce you are bonded to another male before she mentions Elli.”

“Why would the Oracle do that?”

“Because as we both know all too well, Aki, the Gods like to destroy our certainties. Have you even told Elli about Morek?”

“She told me not to contact her,” Aki snapped. “She said she wanted to concentrate on bringing Frey safely back to you.”

“And you obeyed her?” Einarr shook his head as though Aki was a complete fool. “Talk to her, Aki. She and Frey are safe now.”

Aki gave his brother a scathing look and marched off to walk alongside Morek.

“My twin is a fool,” Aki muttered.

“Mine too, but I still love him.” Morek glanced at Aki. He’d braided fresh flowers into his hair and the perfume lingered as he turned his head. “What has Einarr done?”

“He’s suggesting that he knows more about how to handle a woman than I do.”

“He is already mated, aye?”

“Yes.”

“Then he probably does know more.” Morek pushed through the foliage and led the way out onto a more substantial roadway. “I have little knowledge of how a woman thinks myself and I am quite willing to admit it.”

“He says I should have told Elli about you.”

“You haven’t?” Morek walked on in silence for a few paces. “Are you ashamed of fucking a Hakron? Some Pavlovans think the Neveks and the Hakrons are inferior primitive beings.”

“Nay!” Aki grabbed hold of Morek’s bicep to make him stop walking. “I am not Pavlovan. I thought I should wait until the Oracle confirms that we are all meant to be together before I went ahead and told her exactly whose bed I have been sharing.”

“Why would she mind?” Morek raised his eyebrows. “Pavlovans are free to share unless the mating Triad decides against it.”

Aki hesitated and then found himself looking into Morek’s eyes. “She was…discarded by a previous male in a very public way. I want to tell her in person.”

“If that is the way it must be, I understand.” Morek nodded. “If she is there when we arrive, I will keep away from you both until you give me leave to approach.”

“That is very…good of you.”

“If we are to be a bonded Triad, she is my female as well. It would not pay to hurt her before I even meet her.” Morek slapped him hard on the back. “Now walk faster, my friend, or we will never reach the Temple.”

“How are you, my brother?” Ungar crouched down beside Morek at the fireside and warmed his hands in the flames. They’d stopped for the night and made camp. Tomorrow they would reach the Temple.

“I am well enough,” Morek said, continuing to stare into the fire.

“You are enjoying fucking the Viking?”

“Aye, who would not? He is a fine male.”

Ungar sat down on Morek’s log, shoving him further down. “Then why are you sitting out here by yourself in the middle of the night?”

“I’m on guard.”

“It’s my turn.” Ungar poked his twin in the ribs. “I would much rather be with Einarr right now.”

“Then go to him. I will take your watch as well as mine.”

There was silence as they both studied the fire.

“What troubles you, my twin?” Ungar asked again gently.

Morek sighed. “Aki has a female in his sights.”

“So? You would prefer an all-male Triad?”

“I’ve never had a female. Not because I haven’t wanted one, but because the occasion has never arisen. What if Aki’s female doesn’t wish to be mated to a Hakron male like me with no experience?”

Ungar wrapped his arm around Morek’s shoulders. “Fucking a female is easy. Fucking is easy.” He tapped Morek’s forehead. “If the connection between your thoughts is right, everything else will fall into place.”

“And you know this, how?”

“From asking Ulluiao about his mating with Ian Mac and Neeve. Talk to him yourself when you reach the Temple. I’m sure he will set your mind at rest.”

“Aki hasn’t told her about me,” Morek confessed.

Ungar frowned. “Why not? Einarr has spoken to his mate, Frey. She is agreeable to our meeting and that we might also be fated mates.”

“It is more complicated for Aki and his female. I understand his reasoning. I have agreed to wait until I can meet her before any decisions are made.”

“You are a good man.”

“I feel like a fool.” Morek glanced behind at the open door of the tent where Aki lay sleeping. “If I go back in there I’ll want to fuck.”

“And Aki doesn’t want you to do that either?”

“Nay, he would be more than happy to accommodate me, but I’m not sure if I could take it.” He glanced at his brother. “What if things go wrong? The more I share with him, the harder it will be to let him go.”

“The Oracle promised us the Vikings would come.”

“Aye, she did.”

“Then her prophecy that they would be our mates must also stand. We cannot doubt her or ourselves at this point. Where is your faith, brother?”

“Shaken.” Morek sighed. “After what just happened to our village can it be right that my First Male turns up amidst such sorrow? Why should I be happy when so many of my family are dead?”

“Because they would want you to be happy. They would want to hear that the Oracle’s prophecy came true and that you and I were fully mated,” Ungar said fiercely. “Do not give up hope, Morek. I am convinced that everything will work out as the Oracle wished.”

“I hope so.” Morek managed a smile.

“Now go back to bed,” Ungar commanded him. “If you truly fear your Viking will be torn away from you then enjoy him while you can.”

Morek rose to his feet and contemplated his brother’s words. “Thank you, my twin.” He bent to kiss the top of his brother’s head. “You were always the practical one.”

“And you are the best fighter and the thinker.” Ungar winked at him. “Just don’t think too much, will you, and spoil what you have?”


Chapter Five

Aki wasn’t talking to her… To be fair, she’d told him to back off so she’d only gotten what she’d asked for. And at least it proved that he’d been working on his shields and hadn’t been broadcasting his thoughts to everyone… Or maybe he still was and he had just managed to learn to block her out.

That would be just her luck.

“Elli, are you even listening to me?”

She turned to see Frey staring at her from the couch opposite her seat. Frey’s ankle was much better, but she was still using a cane to walk. The medical facilities available in the Quoxor preserve were fairly basic. She’d refused to go back to the city with Ash because she didn’t want to be apart from Einarr.

“Sorry, what?”

They were in the guest quarters of the very grand Temple at Quoxor awaiting the arrival of Einarr and Aki. The last time she’d been at the Temple her First Male had chosen to publicly announce his desire to uncouple with her. It was no wonder that she was still somewhat on edge.

What if Aki had realized he’d been fooling himself and didn’t have a bond with her? What if—

“Elli, you are really starting to worry me,” Frey said. “When Aki arrives and meets the Oracle everything’s going to be sorted out.”

“He’s not talking to me.”

“You told him to leave you alone until he reached the Temple and met the Oracle.”

“Einarr’s talking to you.”

Frey gave her a smug smile. “But Einarr and I know we are fated and mated. He thinks he might have found our third.”

“Where?”

“In the Hakron village they rescued from the Etruscans.”

“Maybe that’s why Aki isn’t talking to me.” Elli put her hand to her mouth. “Maybe he’s met a nice Hakron couple and realized he doesn’t need me anymore.”

“Elli.” Frey gave her a look. “It isn’t like you to be so dramatic.”

“It’s this place.” Elli shuddered. “It gives me bad memories.”

“Well you’ll be out of here soon enough.” Frey grinned. “Einarr’s just arrived.”

The door opened and Einarr came in and went straight to Frey. He knelt down before her and kissed her hand. “My Female.”

“Oh, Einarr…” Frey wrapped her arms around his neck and he lifted her high. Within seconds they were disappearing down the corridor into one of the bedrooms.

“Elli Slavin.”

Elli tore her gaze away from Einarr’s retreating form and turned to find Aki had come through the door. She kept her shields high, and her smile painted on.

“Aki.”

He halted a few paces in front of her, his smile dying. “Am I not welcome here?”

She took a shaky breath. “You are very welcome. I just wondered if there was anything you wanted to tell me about—like whether you have realized I’m not the one for you. It’s okay. Just tell me the truth—I can handle it.”

She kept babbling on and his face relaxed. He crouched beside her chair.

“Elli, I missed you so very much.”

His simple words did something to her insides, and she smiled like a fool. “That’s good.”

“Did you miss me?”

She nodded and he took her hand. “I am glad.” He kissed her fingers and then the inner curve of her elbow. “May I kiss you?”

“I thought you were—” She gasped as he placed his hand firmly on the back of her neck, drawing her face down to meet his. His mouth softened over hers and the subtle touch of his tongue made her open to him. For the first time since Carlin had abandoned her, she allowed herself to fall into a kiss and let it consume her.

She clutched at Aki’s massive bicep and held on, her nails digging into his skin as he continued to kiss her senseless.

“You smell like the forest.”

“I could hardly smell of anything else, my heart, I’ve been walking through it for days.”

He angled his head, tasting her in a different way. Her breasts were now crushed against his chest and her nipples were two hard points of need. He pressed closer and she opened her thighs, letting him settle in between them. They both groaned as his stiff cock pressed against her belly. She was already wet for him, the scent of her arousal drifting up to mingle with his more earthy tones.

“I want you,” he said the words out loud against her lips.

“I noticed that.” She touched his chest and slowly trailed her finger down until it reached the huge bulge in his leather pants. His breath hitched as she gently scratched her nail against the soft fabric.

He covered her hand with his own. “I also know that if you wish to wait until we come before the Oracle, I will abide by your decision.”

She went still. Did she want to wait? Even if he wasn’t her one true mate, could she just enjoy one night with him? His shaft kicked up against her fingertips, and the desire to see him and touch him overwhelmed her.

“I want you.”

He nodded. “I was told that a Pavlovan may take any lover that pleases them unless their bonded mate disagrees. Is that true?”

“Yes.”

“Then will you take me?” He rolled his hips, pushing his cock hard against her hand, and her knees went to jelly.

“Yes, but I want you to know that it doesn’t have to mean that we’re fated mates or anything. You don’t have to make any promises, and I—” She gasped as he swept her off her feet and over his shoulder.

“Which is your bedchamber, Elli?”

“The first on the left.” She might not enjoy being tossed over his shoulder, but it certainly gave her a fine view of his ass. She grabbed the back of his belt and hung on.

To her surprise, he kicked the door shut with his heel, placed her gently on the bed and then simply stared down at her before falling to his knees.

“You are beautiful, Elli.”

She could only smile foolishly down at him.

“You make me forget my words and think only about the pleasures of the flesh.”

“That’s okay,” she managed to croak.

“But there are matters to discuss…”

She sat bolt upright. “No. There aren’t. I don’t want to discuss anything about the Oracle, or our matches, or let anything come between us at this point.”

Confusion flooded his face. “But I wish to be honest with you.”

“You can be as honest as you like when we are in front of the Oracle. I don’t even care if you repudiate me. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“I would never do that to you. But the Hakron I spoke with suggested it would be better for us all if I made sure that you did not object to—”

She held his worried blue gaze. “Aki, did you have sex with someone in the Hakron village?”

“Aye, I did.”

“Then that’s okay.”

He frowned. “But what if the Oracle—”

“Can we just leave all that outside this door? Can we just have sex without it having to get so serious?”

“But you are a serious person, Elli. I am not toying with your affections. I would not wish to do that to anyone on your planet,” Aki protested. “And Ash and Esca would kill me.”

She slowly pulled her top over her head and took off her bra. His words stuttered to a stop, and his gaze fell on her naked breasts.

“I cannot argue with you when you are undressing, Elli Slavin.”

“Then perhaps you’d better stop arguing,” she said sweetly.

His hands went to his belt and he unbuckled it and removed his axe. He unlaced his shirt, his gaze fixed on her. She shimmied out of her pants and sat cross-legged on the bed as he removed various weapons from all over his body. She could see new scars on his torso from his recent fight to save the Hakron village. She wanted to kiss every single one of them better.

“You may do that later,” Aki murmured. “Come here.”

He went back on his knees and drew her close to the edge of the bed, his hands on her hips, spreading her legs wide with his massive shoulders. Elli tensed as he let out a warm breath over her most intimate parts and then inhaled.

“You smell like home.”

He bent his head, and the three blond braids at his temple brushed her inner thigh. She was so aware of him that the first gentle lick of his tongue against her clit made her jump. One of his big hands settled over her hip, holding her exactly where he wanted her to be.

“Mmm…”

He continued his careful exploration, spreading her with his tongue, learning her until she was pushing upward, demanding more. He laughed against her flesh.

“Patience, my heart. I’ve waited four thousand years to taste paradise. I intend to enjoy every second of it.”

He continued to torment and lick her and then introduced one thick finger, rubbing up and over her clit and then lower to dip inside her in an unending circle of heightening need.

She reached down and grabbed his forearm and dug her nails in deep.

"Please.”

“What do you want?”

“More,” she whispered.

He eased back and watched the slow penetration and retreat of the tip of his finger until she was biting down on her lip and writhing up against him.

“I’m big,” he murmured. “I want you to take all of me.”

“How big?”

He smiled at her and climbed onto the bed, lifting her higher against the pillows and kneeling between her thighs. “Touch me.”

He took her unresisting hand and placed it over the huge bulge of his cock that pressed against the leather of his pants. He rolled his hips against her fingers and groaned. “Unlace me.”

Even as she attempted to unlace his pants, his fingers continued to play with her slick, hot folds, and his thumb rubbed a steady circle against her clit. Her climax hit her unexpectedly, and she bucked against his thrusting fingers.

“Ah…” He sighed as she finally shoved down his pants and released him in all his glory. Gods, he was an impressive and somewhat intimidating sight. His cock not only long, but thick and wide as well. She wrapped her fingers around him and they barely met.

Her whole body went molten and soft at the thought of taking him inside of her. Leaning forward, she licked at the pearly wetness gathering at the tip of his crown. He growled as she sipped at him and then gently pushed her back onto the bed. She licked her lips as he stared down at her.

“Nice.”

“You can taste me all you want later, my lady. But now I want to be inside you.” He stroked his shaft, bringing it away from the muscled wall of his abs. “Do you want me?”

She nodded and held out her arms to him. With a soft prayer, he shed the rest of his clothes and settled over her, his knees spreading her thighs wide as he brought the crown of his cock down to rub against her already swollen clit.

“You are my true love,” he murmured. “I want you more than anything in this world.”

The thick head of his cock nudged against her and pressed inward back and forth in an inviting dance that begged her to ram her heels into his perfect ass and drive him home deep within her. But Gods, he was huge…

“Is all well with you, my Female?”

She opened her eyes and stared into his fathomless blue gaze. “You’re big.”

“Aye. I will give you much pleasure.”

“And I haven’t really… done this completely before.”

He went still, his whole body quivering over hers, his hands braced holding him away from her. Only the throbbing head of his cock remained notched against her sex.

“You are a maiden?” Elli nodded and then almost whimpered as he drew back. “Then this will not do.”

“But I want it to do.”

His smile was ragged. “You need more time to accept me.”

She grabbed hold of his massive bicep. “You are going to continue, aren’t you?’

“Aye. If you still wish me to. We will take it more carefully. Are you certain that you don’t wish to discuss our mating further?” He frowned. “I am honored that you have chosen me as the first male to share your bed.”

“I want you. I never had sex with Carlin because we never actually lived together as mates. I waited almost ten years for him to come back to me.”

“And have never wanted anyone else since?”

“I was too ashamed.”

“Of what, my heart?” He cupped her chin, his blue gaze intent.

“That I wasn’t good enough, that Carlin had rejected me for a reason,” she whispered. “He said I was too intense—that he had to get away from me.”

His scowl was ferocious. “Carlin was a fool. But at this moment, I am glad that he was a fool because he did not deserve you.”

He bent and kissed her slow and sweet, reigniting all the feelings she’d feared she’d left behind during her incomplete mating.

“Now, where were we?” he whispered as he thrust his tongue into her mouth in a slow, languorous rhythm. “I want you very badly, Elli. I want to make you so wet and eager that you won’t even feel my cock penetrate you for the first time.”

“I doubt that.”

He chuckled against her throat. “Aye, I am big, and I want to feel you coming hard around every inch of my flesh. Do you think you would like that? My cock buried deep in you as you come and keep coming for as long as I can manage to stay hard?” He bit her. “And I can stay hard for a very long time.”

His fingers played gently with her clit, rubbing her wetness in circles as his big, callused finger eased deeper inside her, copying the subtle thrusting motion of his tongue. She forgot how to breathe, her body following his lead and moving with him as if they had one single purpose.

“That’s nice, my heart.” He eased a second finger in alongside the first and she took it easily. “If you take my cock like that, I will be in heaven indeed.”

She took a strangled breath as he widened the motion of his fingers and added a third, the wet sounds of her need loud against the pounding of her heart and his soft murmurs of encouragement.

“I didn’t think you would be so careful with me,” she admitted.

“When you grow used to me, I will sometimes be a little more direct.” He groaned. “I will fuck you as hard and as often as you like. I swear it.”

At his darkly uttered promise, her body opened to him even more and he planted his thumb on her clit, making her climax and grip his thrusting fingers.

“Please.”

“Aye, I cannot wait any longer. I need to be inside you.” He growled and replaced his fingers with the thick crown of his hot, wet cock. “Please take me.”

Elli held his gaze as he carefully pushed inside her. Gods, he was still so big.

He smiled down at her. “Take more.” He rocked his hips very gently and another inch of him disappeared inside her. “I want you. I want to fill you up, make you come and scream my name. I want you to forget that Carlin ever existed.”

“I think I already have.”

She opened her mind to him, and his thoughts touched hers as intimately and carefully as his body. His whole focus was on her and her pleasure. Seeing that—feeling that made her open her body to him even more.

“Elli,” he sighed her name and surged forward. “By Odin, you make me so hard I cannot imagine ever wanting to come out of you.”

She let out another breath as he continued to play with her clit, making her eager to take more of him than she had dreamed possible. Gods. He was pushing deeper. She whimpered and angled her hips to allow him more room, gasped as he continued to fill her.

Another climax shuddered through her and, with a soft sound, Aki slid even further in, holding himself still as she writhed and pulsed around the hard steel of his thick length.

“Do you like it, my lady?” Aki murmured. “Being impaled on my cock? Your body spread beneath me? ” He rocked his hips, sending thousands of pulses along her nerve endings like fireworks.

“Gods yes.” Spoken words were beyond her now. All she had were feelings that could only be expressed mind to mind.

“Then you will like this even more.” He placed his hands under her knees, widening her and raising her for the now steady thrust of his cock. Each motion brought him almost out of her and then back in again.

She grabbed hold of every piece of him that she could, desperately needing something solid to cling to as he brought her to peak after peak of pleasure. She invaded his mind, sharing her pleasure, taking his delight in her and using it to heal parts of her that she hadn’t even realized still hurt.

“You are my heart,” he whispered as he slowly fucked her. “You are my female. I will never let you go, even if the Oracle denies our union.”

“Oh Gods,” she whimpered as another climax crashed over her, turning her thoughts molten and blending them with her lover’s like freshly forged steel. He gathered her even closer, lifting her into his hands and pistoning in and out until he roared her name and came hot and deep inside her.

With a hoarse sound, he rolled onto his back, bringing Elli to lie on top of him. She rubbed her cheek against his muscled chest and let him hold her as a curious sense of peace flooded through her mind and soul. This was right. She didn’t care what the Oracle said, either.

Aki chuckled and smoothed her hair away from her face. “That’s my girl. We shall defy the Oracle together if necessary.”

“I hope it isn’t necessary.” She kissed his warm skin. “I want to get it right this time.”

“The blessing of one’s Gods is never to be sneered at, Elli Slavin. I understand.”

He kissed her again and she thought they might have dozed. The next thing she knew, he was picking her up as if she weighed nothing and walking her to the bathroom. Still holding her, he mounted the steps into the large bath and then sunk down in the hot, perfumed water with her still on his lap.

“You will be sore,” he murmured. “This will help.”

She allowed him to wash her, wrap her in a thick towel and take her back to bed. Before she’d even hit the pillow, she was fast asleep and still smiling.

Aki found some clothes laid out in the room beside the bedroom where Elli slept and pulled them on. The light, white garments were far more suitable for the heat and stickiness of the Temple surroundings. He was smiling as he dressed, aware of each ache and tug of his muscles from his lovemaking with Elli and the sense that with her, and with Morek, he truly had the beginnings of a new life in his strange new world...

Even though Elli was sleeping, he could still sense her in his mind just as he could Morek. It was quite extraordinary.

There was a knock on the door to Elli’s chamber and Einarr appeared.

“Are you well, brother?”

“Aye.” Aki grinned at his twin. “I believe I need to speak to the Oracle with all haste.”

“She’s already said she will meet with us tomorrow morning,” Einarr confirmed. “Now come and eat. I’ve seen Ungar. He said to tell you that Morek is in his usual quarters in the bodyguards’ complex.”

“Good.”

Aki stretched and followed his brother out into the main hall where Frey and Ungar were sitting opposite each other at the table. From what he could see, they appeared to be getting on rather well.

Realizing he was ravenous, Aki helped himself to the various foodstuffs on the table. He couldn’t recognize most of them, but he’d already learned that there were enough similarities with the food he’d eaten in his own time to partake of a decent meal.

After a while he began to feel as if his company was unnecessary as the other three drew closer together. Clearing his throat, he stood up and bowed.

“I believe I will go for a stroll before I sleep.” He turned to Frey. “If Elli awakens, will you tell her I’ll be back shortly?”

“Not too shortly,” Einarr murmured with a direct look at Aki. “We have a lot to… discuss here.”

“I can see that.” Aki winked. “I will make sure to announce my return in the loudest tones possible.”

“We would appreciate that, my brother.” Einarr bowed.

Aki set off from the guest quarters, making his way up to the main Temple complex, which was relatively quiet in the evening. One of the Hakron guards he’d traveled with saw him and called him over.

“Aki, are you looking for Morek? He is on duty until moonrise.”

“I was just taking a look around the Temple. It is an impressive place.”

“Aye. It is ancient. The first worshippers came to this sacred spring over five thousand years ago.”

“That is impressive.” Aki nodded gravely. “Can I visit the spring and leave an offering to your Gods?”

“If you intend to show your face before the Oracle tomorrow, I would highly recommend it.” He pointed at a stairway running down the side of the highly polished Temple wall. “Follow these steps down as far as they will go. You will find yourself at the source of the spring.”

“Thank you.” Aki bowed. He had a desire to pray and where better than a place where people had worshipped for thousands of years? It did not matter whether they were the Gods of his Valhalla. They still might listen to his prayers and accept his offerings.

He went down the spiral staircase, watching his footing carefully on the narrow turns until he was dizzy. He finally reached the bottom and stepped away from the stairwell and onto a white, chalky surface that crunched underfoot. As he stood there, a beam of moonlight struck the ground, awakening a thousand small ripples of light within the sand.

Aki slowly let out his breath. The place wasn’t large. Water lapped at the small crystal beach and disappeared within the mouth of a cave on the opposite wall. Looking up, Aki’s gaze followed the towering lines of the front of the cave. The rock was twisted like frosted branches and formed an altar festooned with thousands of scraps of fabric and metal and other precious objects that swayed gently in the breeze.

He stood back and watched as the only other person present knelt down on the waters edge, splashed his face and murmured a prayer before sending his little trinket floating out into the spring. The current took the offering, drawing it back toward the entrance of the cave. The man watched until the trinket disappeared over the edge and then stood up and bowed.

His expression when he turned to Aki was full of hope, and he smiled as he went past. “May the Gods favor you, too, sir.”

“Thank you.” Aki bowed.

After a while, he knelt at the edge of the water and dipped his fingers into the stream, hissing at the unexpected coldness in such a warm place. He considered what he wished to say. His world was gone. He had to accept that. There seemed no point in asking to be returned to it. Perhaps he should simply pray for those he had left behind and give thanks for his new life and the chance to live again?

“Aye,” he said softly as he formed the prayer in his heart and mind. Even as he finished composing it, he fumbled in his pocket for the bead of amber he’d had since he was a small lad. There was an insect caught within the depths of the stone, forever trapped. Rather like he had been in the ice.

But now he was free…

If he allowed himself to be.

He closed his eyes and set the amber bead on the surface of the water, repeating his prayer as the offering was taken further and further away from him. Within moments he caught a last glint from the amber before it disappeared down the back of the cave.

Aki lowered his head as a curious sense of peace came over him, followed by the sharp hint of tears.

“You did the right thing, Viking.”

He turned his head to see a woman sitting against the wall. He couldn’t guess her age, but she was beautiful and dressed in the white garb of a Temple priestess. She patted the space beside her and Aki immediately obeyed. He leaned back against the wall and surveyed the small grotto with its deep sense of serenity and time. A serenity that also seemed to emanate from the woman sitting beside him.

“Do you think your prayer will be answered?” she asked.

“I hope so,” he sighed. “I tried not to demand things but rather pray for those I have left behind and for the strength to cope with this new existence.”

“Not many people get the chance to live again, Viking.”

“I know that. At first, I thought it meant my brother and I were still cursed by our Gods, but now I am not so sure.”

“What changed your mind?”

He shrugged. “Finding out that even in such a different place out in the starry sky, there are still people who love, laugh and bleed just like they do in my world.”

Her laugh was low. “That is a good lesson to learn. You have come far in many ways, Aki.”

“I suppose I have.” Aki considered the moonlight that was now brightening the sacred grove. “Tomorrow I will meet with your Oracle and find out if she is as great a seer as everyone says she is.”

“I believe she is considered very competent.”

“Well with all due respect, my lady, seeing as you serve her, you would say that.”

“I also happen to believe it.”

Aki touched her hand. “I meant no offense.”

“And what if she tells you that she knows of a way for you to return home?”

He went still. “I am not sure if I would want to go back. Four thousand years of being alone has changed me.”

“But what of your family?”

He slowly exhaled. “I will always miss them and pray for them, but I suspect they would know I was not the same man anymore.”

She nodded. “That is very true.”

“And I have Einarr here with me and the possibility of a new life serving your Oracle and two people who love me.”

“Also true.”

Aki frowned. “I just hope the Oracle understands that Elli and I are meant to be together.”

“And the Hakron warrior?”

He gave her a swift searching glance. “You know of this matter? You must be in the Oracle’s confidence.”

“I would like to think so.” She paused. “So what if she doesn’t proclaim that you are now mated to your two choices?”

“How can she not?” Aki thumped his chest with his fist over his heart. “I know these things are meant to be in my very marrow.”

The woman rose gracefully to her feet. “Then let’s hope you are right.”

Aki stood and took her hand. “Will you offer the Oracle your counsel on this matter for me, my lady? Will you tell her that I will be loyal to Elli and Morek for the rest of my days and will live with them in her service?”

She met his gaze and he couldn’t look away as the power of her mind sifted through his as if he had no shields at all.

“I will consider your request.”

For some reason, Aki found himself falling to his knees and kissing her hand. By the time he looked up, she was gone and Morek stood at the bottom of the stairs smiling at him.

“Were you looking for me?”

He wore the more formal robes of the Oracle’s bodyguard, which consisted of a silk-like garment belted at the hips. It came over one shoulder and was fastened with a bejeweled pin at the waist, leaving one half of his chest bare. Morek’s dark hair was also tamed and braided in one thick plait down his back.

“I was speaking to one of the Oracle’s handmaidens,” Aki said. “She might ask the Oracle to favor us tomorrow.”

“That is good. Did you pray?” Morek held out his hand and helped Aki rise. He had his spear but his arrows were absent.

“Aye.”

Morek smiled into his eyes. “That is also good. Did the goddess of the spring accept your offering?”

Aki pointed toward the cave. “It disappeared down there, so I suppose that means it was accepted.”

“It does.” Morek took a moment to bow in the direction of the cave. “May the Oracle find favor with our wishes and desires tomorrow.”

They turned together and made the journey back up the stairs. By mutual consent, Aki followed Morek toward his lodgings, which were far simpler than the rooms Aki currently inhabited and shared by many guards. Morek, at least, had a room to himself.

“Have you seen Ungar?” Morek asked.

“Aye.” Aki smiled at the other man. “He was with my brother and his female.”

“That explains why he isn’t responding to me. Thank the Gods Ungar has excellent shields.”

“They seemed to be getting on very well.”

Morek nodded. “I am pleased for him. He deserves to be happy. I hope he is mated tomorrow.” He sat down on his narrow bed. “And you? Was your female pleased to see you?”

“Aye. She… accepted me.”

“I am very pleased for you, Viking.” There was something about the way Morek’s mind flowed into Aki’s that soothed and comforted him without even seeming to try.

“I tried to tell her about you, but she was too afraid to ‘complicate things’.” Aki rubbed his chin. “I am not sure what that means, but I decided not to argue with her. All will be sorted out by the Oracle tomorrow, anyway.”

“Do you think Elli will accept me?” Morek asked slowly.

“I cannot see why not. You are an honorable and beautiful male.”

Morek unpinned the elaborate broach on his shoulder and the silk fell away to reveal the rest of his chest. His skin gleamed green. Aki paused to admire the sheen of his muscles as he undressed. Morek unbuckled his belt and allowed the rest of the fabric to fall to the floor. He bent to gather it up and folded it into a square, giving Aki an excellent view of the long, supple line of his spine and his tight arse.

“Come here,” Aki said.

Morek turned to him, his expression quizzical. “I thought we had decided to wait until tomorrow?”

“We have.” He crooked his finger. “Come here and kneel at my feet.”

Morek carefully placed the silk in his cupboard and then walked over with his usual grace and dropped to his knees in front of Aki.

“What can I do for you, my Viking?”

Aki reached for the silk tie that held the end of Morek’s braid and eased it free. Using his fingers he carefully combed through Morek’s long hair until it lay around his shoulders.

“This is how I picture you,” Aki murmured. “Wild and beautiful and ready to kill.”

Morek’s mouth twitched. “And bloodied?”

“Aye—that too.” Aki brushed his finger over Morek’s full lower lip. “But only so that we can tend to each other’s hurts afterward.” He framed Morek’s face with his hands. “You bring me peace.”

“That is good.” Morek didn’t look away from Aki’s gaze. “As you make sense of everything that I am.”

“I look forward to fighting alongside you.” Aki paused. “Do you think the Oracle could find a place for me here? I do not wish to return to the city.”

“But what about your Female? Our Female?”

Aki went still. “I haven’t asked her. I will endure that place if I must but…” He shook his head. “I fear I will not thrive there.”

“It is not where I would choose to live either, but perhaps if we are together and it is what our Female requires, we shall be content.” Morek turned his face and kissed Aki’s palm. “You should go.”

“I should.” Aki reluctantly released Morek and waited until he stood, which brought Morek’s hard cock right to his eye level. He gave a regretful sigh. “I wish I had time to bed you properly and thoroughly.”

Morek palmed his cock, releasing a thin trail of pre-cum along the length. “I will think of you while I take care of myself.”

“You will not share this with another?”

Morek brought his wet fingers to Aki’s mouth and rubbed them against his lips. “I am yours now. I will not fuck anyone without permission from my mates.”

Aki sucked Morek’s fingers clean, making the other man groan. “Good. Until tomorrow, then.”

He didn’t dare touch Morek again or he’d be pushing him down onto the bed and rolling with him in the covers.

“Tomorrow.” Morek moved out of his way. “Sleep well, First Male.”

Aki glanced down at his aching cock. “I suspect I will sleep as well as you do.”

Morek’s laughter followed him out of the door and back to the guest quarters. Elli was still sleeping. Einarr and his guests had disappeared and Aki barely managed to crawl into bed before he too was fast asleep.


Chapter Six

The clothes laid out for Aki and Einarr were more elaborate this time and of similar fabric to the ones the Oracle’s bodyguard wore. The silky white robes were long and tied at the waist with a wide sash. They helped each other get dressed and combed and braided their long hair as if they were going into battle. A servant brought them goblets of wine, which was the only sustenance offered to them. It appeared meeting the Oracle involved several rituals, but they were both comfortable with that.

There was no sign of Frey or Elli. Einarr told Aki that the females were being cared for by the Oracle’s own handmaidens and would meet them at the ceremony. Aki hoped that was true. He’d had an absurd dream that Elli’s fears about the Oracle had come true and he’d been mated with a strange blue plant.

Even as they walked through the pink rays of the dawn’s early light, Aki carried with him a sense of unease. At the door to the inner sanctum of the Oracle, a group of people favored with an individual audience had already gathered. There were several parents with a young adult and many couples who seemed to be seeking their third. The atmosphere was taut with suppressed excitement marred with a hint of awe.

Aki saw Ungar and Morek standing in front of a large golden door, their spears crossed in front of it. Neither man made eye contact. There was still no sign of Elli or Frey.

Suddenly, a young woman with a tall headdress stepped forward and solemnly banged the gong hanging by the door three times. The massive doors opened and after Ungar and Morek stepped in behind her, the crowd was allowed to progress in to the inner sanctum.

“Is that the Oracle?” Aki murmured to Einarr.

“No, I believe that is Neeve, the Oracle’s First Daughter. She is mated to Ungar and Morek’s cousin Willow, and one of the Earth super soldiers, Ian Mac.”

Aki studied the tall, gracious woman. She reminded him of someone he had met before but he couldn’t remember whom.

“Neeve met Ian Mac on Earth and brought him and the other soldiers back to Pavlovan with her. She saved their lives.”

“She has been on our world?” Aki marveled at all the connections that fate had allowed.

“Aye.” Einarr steered Aki toward the back of the row of benches. “Ungar said we would be near the end of the ceremony. The presentation of the young adults always goes first.”

Aki sighed and resigned himself to a long wait, aware of his inner tension as if he should be ready to fight a battle but unsure why. Was he picking up Elli’s uncertainty? He hoped not.

The First Daughter raised her hands. “While we mourn the innocent Hakron lives taken by the Etruscans in Quoxor Province, we must still maintain our traditions. Nothing should stand in the way of our religion or our faith. To not celebrate would make us seem afraid. We ask that all who are mated here today make an offering to the Gods in the name of the Hakron dead and honor them.”

There was a light touch on Aki’s shoulder and he looked around to see Morek behind him.

“What is wrong, Viking?” Morek asked. “I have seen Elli Slavin. She is beautiful.”

“She’s here?”

“Aye.” Morek frowned. “You doubt her?”

“Nay, I just feel that something isn’t right.”

Morek patted his shoulder. “I hope not. We’ve had enough excitement at this Temple in the last year to last us several lifetimes.”

“So Ungar told us. He said that Ian Mac is reorganizing the security. Perhaps there will be an opportunity for me here after all.”

“You should speak to Ian Mac when he returns next week. You will like him.”

Ungar cleared his throat and glanced meaningfully at his twin. “It is almost time. We should progress to the front of the hall.”

Aki stood and slowly followed his brother down to the bottom of the steps leading up to the dais where the Oracle sat on her throne surrounded by her priestesses and handmaidens. He hadn’t looked directly at her yet. There was something about the power shimmering around her and from within her that demanded respect.

“Frey,” Einarr breathed his female’s name like a prayer.

Aki hardly dare look to see if Elli Slavin was there as well. Only Einarr’s pointed nudge made him raise his head.

She was there.

Joy expanded in his chest, and Morek patted his back. “See? All is well.”

She smiled at him a little tremulously, but it was enough. His gaze took in the simple white one-shouldered gown she wore and the wreath of flowers in her unbound hair. She looked beautiful, and she was his.

“Einarr Bloodaxe,” the Oracle’s daughter called. “Please ascend the stairs.”

Einarr’s face paled as he started up the steps and came down on his knees in front of the Oracle who laid her hand on the top of his head.

“You have traveled far, Einarr, and have found your new home.”

The Oracle’s voice chimed sweetly, but held undercurrents of power that resonated throughout the large audience chamber.

“Aye, my lady.”

“Do you wish to accept your mates?” The Oracle gestured at Frey and at Ungar who also mounted the stairs and knelt at her feet. She touched their heads as well and then rose from her throne, holding both of her hands palm down over the three of them.

“With the power of the Gods within me, I bind you three to each other for all time. If this is not your wish, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

Aki’s breath hissed out as the blast of power echoed from Einarr’s mind to his. For a moment, he could actually sense the Oracle’s ability to bind a mated Triad’s thoughts into one three-stranded braid.

When Aki opened his eyes, the three were holding hands and the Oracle was bidding them rise and kissing each of them. He took a deep breath and braced himself for what was to come. For some reason, the climb up to the Oracle’s throne now looked very arduous indeed. He risked a glance into her face as he approached and realized, with a jolt, that she was the female he had spoken to at the sacred spring the previous night.

She winked at him.

Aki had a sudden sense that everything was going to be all right.

“Elli Slavin?”

Elli started as her name was announced and walked over to the Oracle’s throne. She went down on her knees and bowed her head. Her heart thumped so hard she was sure everyone could hear it and she feared she might pass out.

“Aki Bloodaxe and Morek of Hakron?”

Elli froze as the Oracle called out two names rather than one. A Hakron warrior? She glanced at Aki as he kneeled down on her right and then at the unknown male who took up the station on her left. His mind flowed toward hers in a soothing stream and she took a quick glance at his face. Gods, he was beautiful and a perfect foil to the blondness of Aki.

“I…” Elli stuttered.

“You have something to say, Elli Slavin?” the Oracle asked.

Having been humiliated at one mating ceremony, Elli was determined not to be made a fool of again.

“With all due respect, Oracle, I was not expecting two mates.”

The Hakron warrior’s hopeful expression disappeared and beside her Aki stirred as if he was about to protest.

“You object to this pairing?”

“I—” Elli stared into the anguished grey eyes of the unknown male. “May I speak to him for a second?”

The Oracle’s daughter spoke. “You doubt the Oracle’s choice for you?”

Elli risked a glance upward at the Oracle as the crowds around them muttered and whispered. “I have been disappointed once before.”

“That is true. You may speak to him,” the Oracle decreed.

Aki touched her shoulder and murmured. “Elli, this is the Hakron warrior I told you about.”

“The one you met on your journey to the Temple?”

“Aye.” Aki looked rueful. “The one you told me not to mention so as to not complicate things.”

“Oh…” Elli breathed. She turned to her other side and held out her hand to the quietly waiting Hakron warrior. “Do you think you are mated to Aki?”

“Aye, I do. The Oracle foretold the coming of the two warriors from another time to my brother and me on our eighteenth birthday. We have waited ten years for the prophecy to be fulfilled.” He held her gaze. “But if you do not want to consider me, as a your Second, I will not contest your choice. I wish you and Aki to have every happiness in this world.”

She pushed against his mental barriers and he let her in without protest. His mind blended seamlessly into hers offering her everything, hiding nothing. After a long moment she sighed. “Thank you.”

“You are most welcome, Elli.” His smile was as beautifully direct as his thoughts.

“Are we done now?” The Oracle cleared her throat. “Elli Slavin, I will ask you once again. Do you accept your mates, Aki and Morek?”

Elli took a long slow breath. If she wanted Aki--and Morek was certain his First Male had finally appeared--then she must be theirs. It made sense to her on a visceral level she had never believed in before. It was time to take a leap of faith and throw off her old fears. She nodded as both men took her hands in theirs.

“Yes. I accept them both.”

The Oracle raised her hands. “With the power of the Gods within me, I bind you three to each other for all time. If this is not your wish, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

“I object!”

A gasp ran around the room, and for a second, Elli thought she’d been pushed back into the past and that Carlin was speaking again. She risked a look down the stairs and blinked hard.

Carlin was standing there.

The Oracle’s First Daughter clapped her hands. “This matter will be resolved in private. Everyone who is not involved may leave and continue to celebrate their own mating.”

Elli winced as the crowd started to whisper and point at her. Why was this happening again? What the frak did Carlin want?

The Oracle beckoned for Carlin to approach the throne. “Why are you disrupting this most sacred of ceremonies?”

Carlin went down on one knee and kissed the Oracle’s beringed finger. “I beg your forgiveness, Goddess, but I could not let this mating stand.” He turned to Elli. “You were promised to me. I was named your First Male when you were eighteen.”

Beside her Aki gave a low growl. “You lost her.”

Carlin winced. “I was a fool. I allowed myself to believe the couple I met off-world were my true mates.” He kept his gaze on Elli, his expression hopeful. “I don’t want them anymore. I want you.”

Elli shook her head, and Aki took her hand in a firmer grasp. “Elli is my female.”

“And mine.” The Hakron warrior took her other hand. She felt surrounded by their concern and love.

“We will not allow you to take her from us.” There was a distinct threat in Aki’s words.

The Oracle put a hand on his arm. “You will not fight within my sanctuary, Viking.” She turned to Carlin. “You say this Triad of yours is irretrievably broken?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Where are the other two members?”

“They are currently in Pavlon City.”

“Then we shall bring them here to find out their side of this story. Once I have spoken to them I will decide how to proceed.”

Aki opened his mouth and then seemed to think better of arguing with a Goddess.

“We will reconvene this meeting as soon as they arrive tomorrow.” The Oracle studied them all. “I expect you all to behave yourselves in the meantime.”

Everyone bowed as the Oracle left. As soon as she had gone, Aki took a menacing step toward Carlin and the Hakron male grabbed hold of him.

“Aki…”

Picking up her skirts, Elli ran down the steps and out of the sanctuary. Whispers and mutters followed her flight, and yet again she was an object of curiosity and pity. How dare Carlin turn up like some spoiled child expecting to get his own way again? It was so like him.

Morek clamped his hand down hard on Aki’s shoulder. “Do not fight him. Promise me.” He sent an urgent appeal to Einarr and Ungar who appeared in the doorway.

“Keep Aki safe. I will go and find Elli Slavin.”

Einarr nodded and went to head his brother off while Morek went down the stairs, following Elli’s scattered flight. Just that small glimpse of her thoughts and holding her hand had imprinted her indelibly in his mind. She was his mate. He no longer doubted that. Now all he had to do was find her and convince her that he and Aki would never give up their claim to her.

He traced her into one of the far-flung gardens where few visitors to the Temple ever ventured. Had she fled here the first time Carlin had humiliated her in public? She sat with her back against a stone wall, with her knees drawn up to her chin. A glint of tears remained in her eyes. Morek wanted to kill Carlin himself.

“Be my guest.”

She looked up at him, and he dropped into a crouch beside her.

“He deserves killing,” Morek remarked. “But I suspect Aki would be the first in line to accomplish that task. I left Einarr and Ungar holding him back.”

She sighed. “I just want to run away right now.”

“I can quite understand why.” He took her hand and gently squeezed it. “By the way, my name is Morek. I am your Second Male.”

She searched his face. “Why would you want to be that when all I do is create embarrassment for everyone?”

“Because you are my Female.” He held her gaze and gently cupped her chin. “I can already feel you in my mind.” He reached for her in his head. “Can you feel me?”

She swallowed hard. “I’m not sure if I want to make any more connections today. I can’t bear the thought that I’ll mess you up as well.”

“I am more than willing to bear your pain, my lady. Aki and I have already agreed that whatever the Oracle says, we consider ourselves to be your males for as long as we all shall live.”

“That’s… very sweet of you.”

“My thoughts are not entirely sweet,” Morek confessed. “I cannot help but imagine what it will be like to share your bed.”

Her pupils widened, and she licked her lips. “Don’t say that.”

“Why not?”

“Because now you’ve got me imagining things and thanks to stupid Carlin they might not happen.”

Morek held her gaze. “They will happen, Elli. I promise you that. By tomorrow night if you so desire it you will be naked and in bed with Aki and me. I cannot wait.”

He used his thumb to wipe away the salty tracks of her tears. “You will need to be strong today, my lady, and have faith that by tomorrow everything will be resolved to your satisfaction. The Oracle is wise. She will not fail us.”

She took a deep breath and finally smiled at him. “I damn well hope so.”

He took one of the perfumed white flowers out of his braided hair and placed it gently behind her ear. In her own way she was as much a warrior as he and Aki. “That’s the spirit, my Female.”

He rose to his feet and held out his hand. “May I escort you back to the Temple? The Oracle wishes you to stay with her handmaidens this evening.”

“Thank you.” She put her hand in his and faced him. “Thank you for everything.”

“I did nothing but reassure you of that you already know in your heart. Aki and I are yours for all eternity.”

She slowly went up on tiptoe to kiss his mouth.

Morek allowed the kiss to remain as platonic as she wished. He had no doubt that she would soon come willingly to him and Aki, and that the Oracle would make a decision that would destroy all Carlin’s foolish dreams.

After depositing Elli back with the Oracle’s handmaidens, Morek made his way to the guest quarters where Aki was staying with his brother. When he arrived he wasn’t surprised to find his First Male pacing the floor, his expression furious, his dagger in his hand.

“Did you find her?” Aki demanded.

“Aye, she is safely within the sanctuary now.”

“Thank the Gods,” Aki breathed. “Is she all right?”

Morek grimaced. “She is mortified and believes you and I would do well to stay away from her.”

Aki stopped pacing. “You told her that wouldn’t happen? That we were hers whatever the Oracle said?”

“I did. I believe she was beginning to accept that we meant it by the time I left her.”

“If I could just stab that fool through the heart….”

“And be banished for desecrating a holy shrine to our Goddess?” Morek shook his head. “That would hardly help our cause.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

Morek spread his hands wide. “That we rely on the Oracle to make the correct decision tomorrow. I have faith that she will.”

Aki collapsed into a chair and put his head in his hands. “By all that is holy, I hope you are right.”

Morek moved over to touch his bowed head. “By all that is holy, so do I.”


Chapter Seven

Aki allowed Morek to help him dress and then followed his mate down to the inner sanctum of the Temple. There weren’t many people about on the terraces. It was late afternoon, and the temperature was high and the shadows long. His thoughts were fixed on Elli, who seemed to be hiding behind her superior shields. But even she couldn’t hide completely from him anymore. Morek had explained that mated couples shared more deeply than was common, and Aki now knew that was true.

At the door to the Oracle’s private apartments, the two men stopped and Morek wrapped his arm around Aki’s shoulders.

“We must believe that the Oracle will make the correct decision.”

“But what if she doesn’t?” Aki argued. “What will we do then?”

Morek’s eyes were troubled. “I cannot imagine disobeying the Oracle, but in this instance when I am certain in my soul that Elli is our mate, I admit I am conflicted.” He nodded decisively. “I will do whatever you wish, First Male, but I will not let you kill this Carlin.”

“Agreed,” Aki said. He brushed a kiss on Morek’s forehead. “Let’s pray it doesn’t come to that.”

The Oracle was seated at an oval table and beckoned to the men to join her. She wore her usual white robe and her long auburn hair was held back from her face with a crown of flowers.

“Aki and Morek sit on my right. Carlin and his Triad members on my left, please, and Elli take the place opposite me.”

Everyone sat down, and Aki took a covert glance at the couple sitting opposite him. They looked upset and were holding hands, their bodies turned toward each other and away from Carlin who sat stiffly beside them.

The Oracle inclined her head and began speaking. “Ilic and Tria, thank you for coming to my Temple at Quoxor. I am hoping that you can clarify the situation between you and Carlin.”

The male bowed. “Thank you, Goddess. Carlin believes he made a mistake in choosing to mate with us. We do not agree with his decision, but he refuses to honor his commitment to us.”

Aki snorted and muttered under his breath to Morek. “See? He is a man who has no morals and lacks loyalty.”

Morek elbowed him to be quiet.

“Carlin? What do you have to say about this?” the Oracle asked.

Carlin shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “They want to have children. I don’t.” She continued to look at him expectantly, and he frowned. “What else do you want me to say, my lady?”

“Surely such matters can be talked out with the aid of a counselor?”

“Carlin refused to seek help. He said that his decision was irreversible,” the female Tria spoke up. “We tried everything…”

“Then you should have presented yourself as a Triad at the Temple here and asked for my counsel.”

Tria nodded. “That’s what we thought Carlin was here for. We didn’t know he was planning to disrupt another mating.”

“Ah.” The Oracle’s gaze swept over Elli. “Then Carlin’s presence here at this moment was an unhappy coincidence.”

She went silent, and Aki held her breath as she considered.

“Carlin, I intend to dissolve your Triad. Not for your benefit, but for your two mates who have been treated very badly.” She glanced over at her daughter Neeve, who was listening intently. “Draw up the proclamation, First Daughter, and make sure it is announced to the Temple guests this very evening.”

She bowed to Ilic and Tria. “I wish you both well in your lives and can assure you that your union will be long, prosperous and fruitful.” Her smile was beautiful. “If you linger in the lower Temple and ask one of my handmaidens to introduce you to a man named Wren, I believe you will all be very happy together.”

The couple rose from their chairs and came to kneel at the Oracle’s feet. Tria was crying openly now. “Thank you, Goddess. Thank you so much.”

Neeve escorted them out of the room, and the door was shut behind them. Aki tried to relax, but he had a sense that things weren’t resolved yet.

“So you are setting me free so that I can reclaim my place as Elli’s First Male?” Carlin asked.

Aki growled low in his throat and cracked his knuckles, wishing he’d been allowed to bring his dagger into the room. Morek patted his arm soothingly.

“No, Carlin. I am setting your Triad partners free of you.” The Oracle paused. “The only person who has to make a decision at this point is Elli Slavin.”

All eyes turned to Elli who sat frozen at the foot of the table.

“It is only fitting that Elli gets to make her own decision is it not?” the Oracle asked. “She is the one who has been publicly embarrassed twice by the behavior of her males.”

Aki slowly stood up, his heart hammering like Thor in his chest.

“Yes, Viking?”

“I agree with your decision, Goddess.” He looked down the table at Elli. “I think Elli has a right to choose to become part of a Triad—or not.”

Morek nodded and rose to stand shoulder to shoulder with Aki. “And I agree with Aki.”

“You would both give her up if she preferred to be free?”

“Aye,” Morek said.

Aki grimaced. “I would never stop loving her, but having been trapped myself for four thousand years, I wish her to be free.”

Carlin shot to his feet. “I don’t agree. Elli needs to abide by her original promise to me.”

The Oracle smiled at Elli. “The choice is yours, my dear. If you don’t wish to mate with any of them, just say the word and I will make it so.”

As Elli stood up, Aki held his breath.

She inclined her head respectfully to the Oracle. “I would like to be mated to Aki and Morek.”

“Then that’s what shall happen.” The Oracle raised her voice and held out her hands. “With the power of the Gods within me, I bind you three to each other for all time.”

Aki felt the force of her power sear through him and the sense of bonding with his two mates as though their very thoughts were welded into one complex strand. Morek grabbed his hand, only emphasizing the connection and they both rocked on their feet.

When he opened his eyes, Aki felt the Oracle’s mind brush against his.

“I give you permission to dispose of the unwanted one, Viking.”

With a savage smile, Aki pushed back his chair and advanced upon Carlin who was still whining about how unfair everything was. When he saw Aki coming, he tried to run but he was no match for an enraged Viking. Scooping him up by the throat, Aki picked him up and strode out of the room and down the stairs into the most public of the Temple chambers.

Holding Carlin over his head he dropped him into the depths of one of the ornamental ponds surrounding the series of fountains. The onlookers clapped and laughed as if Aki was part of a traveling show.

When Carlin resurfaced and sat on his arse coughing up water, Aki leaned close.

“Do not trouble my Female again Kukalabbi!”

He dusted off his hands and walked away.

Several hours later, Elli was sitting in her bedroom nervously brushing her hair. She and Aki and Morek had eaten a leisurely meal together and then sat and talked on the verandah until they’d joined Einarr and his mates for a double celebration. Now the two groups had separated again, and Aki and Morek were waiting patiently outside to see whether she had the nerve to admit them into her bed.

They probably weren’t aware just how nervous she was. Having only spent one night with Aki, her skill set wasn’t advanced. The thought of having two virile warriors in her bed at once was remarkably daunting.

But she’d accepted them as her mates. She wanted them, so why was she so worried? All she had to do was be honest. They would understand. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and went into the small chamber between her and Aki’s rooms.

It was empty.

So much for them waiting eagerly for her summons. Elli wanted to smile.

She heard a murmur of voices, and gathering her courage, went through Aki’s door and stopped short. Morek sat on the bed clad in nothing but his long dark hair, and Aki was in the middle of shedding his clothes.

“Oh!” Elli blurted out. “I didn’t mean to intrude.” Perhaps they’d decided not to wait for her at all and were making their own fun.

“Intrude on what?” Aki’s head emerged from his shirt leaving him just in unlaced black pants. Elli checked to see that her tongue was safely inside her mouth and she wasn’t drooling. “We were just debating how many clothes we should wear when we came to your bedchamber.”

Morek slipped off the bed. “We were not intending on starting without you, Elli. Please do not think that.”

She held up her hands. Morek was far too astute to miss anything. “That’s okay, actually, that’s kind of what I came in here to say and—”

Aki’s smile disappeared. “What’s wrong?”

She stared at them helplessly, her tongue tied in knots.

“Elli?”

Morek took one hand and Aki took the other, and she just let the jumble of her thoughts fall into their minds. Sometimes being a telepath was incredibly useful.

“Ah.” Morek nodded. “There is no rush, my Female. We have the whole of our lives to make love together.”

“He’s right,” Aki said. “Mayhap tonight we should just try sleeping in the same bed?”

“Won’t you be disappointed?” Elli asked. “And I don’t mind if you and Morek want to… you know, in fact I’d quite like to see how that works.”

Gods she was babbling again. It seemed that she’d shed her calm and cool persona right along with her past.

“You would?” Aki asked.

Morek chuckled. “Aki has four thousand years of fucking to make up for. He is a little more impatient than I am.” He kissed Elli’s hand. “But if you wish to see us, I would be delighted to show you.”

Aki put his arm around her. “How about we just go to bed first and see how we feel?”

Morek was already naked and Elli couldn’t help notice that he was fully aroused. His cock wasn’t quite as large as Aki’s, but it was still substantial. Aki took off his pants, and then they both looked expectantly at Elli, who clutched the lapels of her robe even harder to her chest.

“Come.” Aki climbed up into the large bed and patted the sheet beside him. Elli went after him, shedding her robe to reveal the large T-shirt underneath. Morek got in after her and for a while they sorted out whose arm went where until Elli found herself practically lying across the two men.

It felt wonderful.

Her eyes started to close as Aki stroked her hair back from her face, and Morek wrapped an arm around her hips, turning her slightly on her side. His thick cock rubbed against her lower back, and Aki’s was within reach of her bent right knee. Both of them were aroused but neither of them made any attempt to push inside her.

They understood. Why had she even doubted them?

When she woke up later, the moon was bright, her T-shirt had gone and she was rubbing herself against Aki’s broad thigh while he stroked her ass with his fingers in long lazy circles. She wasn’t even sure if he was awake, but she didn’t want him to stop.

Morek’s fingers slid down from her waist and he cupped her sex.

“So beautiful, so wet.”

She arched against him, and he began to play with her clit and circle around her swollen folds until she was pushing down on him with every stroke.

“Elli.”

That was Aki in her mind, his lips moving over her throat and then down to capture her taut nipple in his mouth, which only doubled her excitement. Morek added more fingers as he rocked against her, the wet path of his cock branding her lower back with every thrust.

“More?” Aki murmured as he licked his way down over her stomach and then, Gods, his tongue was tangling with Morek’s fingers and she was coming in great shuddering gasps. She clutched Aki’s hair and heard Morek’s low laugh behind her as she silently begged for more.

Aki’s tongue licked her clit once more. “Will you take Morek inside you?”

“Yes.”

“Let me hold you. I want to see you both,” Aki commanded as he rolled onto his back and sat up, drawing Elli between his legs, his cock pressed against her spine. Morek shoved the bedclothes out of the way and crouched between her spread thighs, his hair hanging over one shoulder, and his focus entirely on her.

He smoothed a hand over his cock and then rubbed the crown very gently against Elli’s already sensitized clit.

“I have never made love to a Female before. I am afraid I will disappoint you.”

Elli fought a smile. “I’ve only made love with Aki for one night. I would say that our inexperience is similar.”

Aki’s low chuckle made them both glance at him. “Then perhaps you should both learn from me?” He nodded at Morek. “Just take your time and let her mind guide you into what pleases her.”

Morek nodded and swallowed hard. “Watch me, Elli. Watch me become yours.”

Aki’s fingers came down to rest over her stomach, the longest just touching the top of her clit. When Morek started to ease in, Aki played with her, distracting her from the thrust of Morek’s solid column of flesh, setting off nerve endings that made her crave the penetration so desperately that she was soon whimpering with need.

“Aye, that’s my Female. Take all of him,” Aki breathed.

Morek groaned and reached a hand out to brace himself on Aki’s shoulder. “That is…” His words ended and his mind took over showing Elli and Aki his feelings from their source. His wonder in their acceptance made Elli want to wrap her arms and legs around him and never let him go.

“One day,” Aki whispered. “When you are used to both of us, you’ll take both of us, aye? Mouth or arse or…”

Elli shivered through a climax.

“You like that idea, don’t you?” Aki kissed her throat. “Not half as much as I do. I can’t wait to have Morek while he has you.”

“Or vice versa,” Morek groaned. “Gods, if you keep talking Aki Bloodaxe I’m going to come.”

“Don’t let me stop you, Second Male. Elli does need her sleep you know.”

Morek exhaled and shoved forward one last time, his hot come jetting deep within Elli. “Thank you my Female. Thank you.”

His climax set Elli off again and she held him tightly until he finally stopped moving over her. He felt different from Aki both physically and telepathically, but still recognizably hers. She breathed the mingled scent of their lovemaking and thought there wasn’t a better scent in the whole universe. She suspected she’d never get tired of it. This was what it meant to be so integrated with her mated pair that every single thing about them became precious and special and irreplaceable.

Morek pulled out of her and rolled onto his side and closed his eyes. “I think I am close to paradise.”

Aki slid his fingers into Morek’s long hair and pulled gently. “Not until you’ve finished your obligations to your new mates. My cock needs some attention.”

Elli licked her lips. “I could help him out with that.”

Behind her Aki went still.

“Are you sure, my heart? Morek and I don’t want to tire you out.”

“But I want to.”

Before she even finished speaking, she was lifted off Aki’s lap, turned around and placed on her knees facing him. Morek joined her and they both studied Aki’s huge cock.

“He needs a lot of attention,” Morek finally said. “We can take it in turns, aye? So that neither of us get tired.”

“Agreed.” Elli leaned in and licked a drip of pre-cum off Aki’s crown. “After you.”

She suddenly wasn’t sleepy anymore. She watched the way Morek used his mouth to torment Aki into muttering unintelligible Norse curses that even her translator couldn’t decipher. If she was lucky, and not too sore, she might persuade Aki to make love to her later. She wanted him very much.

Morek turned to smile at her, and she kissed his smooth green cheek. She was where she wanted to be. She had chosen to be there and for the first time since Carlin’s desertion, she could finally be herself.

And that, in her mind, was the greatest prize of all.

THE END
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Trios Space Agency Ship QZ41

Trios System 229995.

“So what we have here, Tecky is a bona fide prehistoric popsicle?”

“Not quite prehistoric, but certainly ancient.” Frey glanced over at the ship’s captain and tried to smile. “My name’s Frey, Captain Travis, not Tecky.”

He held open a door and locked it behind her with yet another security code. “I know what your name is. We call all the science officers Tecky. It makes things easier to remember as you come and go so fast.”

“I suppose that makes sense.”

She tried to sound calm and approachable. It was her first job, and she didn’t want to give the wrong impression. The FREN organization, the Federal Research Environmental Nation, employed all the scientists on Trios System ships, and she desperately wanted to be one of them for more than just her probationary year. Unfortunately, from what she’d seen so far, the crew on this particular ship was rather casual about rules and regulations and found her insistence on following protocol rather amusing.

“I’ve been specially trained to keep an eye on this cargo, Captain.”

“Why, what do they think is going to happen?” Travis laughed, the sound bouncing off the spherical metal walls. “Hopefully that thing is frozen solid.”

“The ice is untouched. And that’s how it will remain until we put down on Alpha Station Three.”

Travis unlocked the last door and handed her the secure passkey. The temperature dropped as they approached the glass-viewing screen. Frey flipped the lights on.

“Well, Holy Magnet, he looks like a real live man, doesn’t he?” Travis whistled. “Like he was freeze-framed from a holo-image rather than really frozen. Do you guys know how it happened?”

“We’re not quite sure. It looks as though he and the other specimen were encased in ice so suddenly that they were preserved intact.”

“When do you reckon that was?”

“About four thousand Earth years ago.”

Travis whistled again. “Who found them?”

“Part of an old copper mine gave way near the ancient city of York and revealed the caverns beneath the city. The Earth scientists believe the males might be of Viking origin.”

“You’re kidding,” Travis leaned in on the glass and shaded his eyes with his hand. “Looks like the guy has some kind of axe.”

“You’re correct, captain. The other specimen on your sister ship is holding a sword or a bow. We’re not quite sure what it is yet.”

“So they’re going to defrost them on Alpha Three like frozen pigcow?”

“It’s a bit more technical than that, but I suppose it is a similar process.”

“We could stick him in our FoodPro and see if that would work. We’d save billions for the Trios Space Agency.”

Frey smiled tightly again as the ship’s captain laughed at his own joke and left her to survey her frozen science project. Travis was a confident man and despite first impressions seemed efficient, which was why she supposed he’d been chosen to carry such a precious cargo.

She went to switch the lights off and then lingered, one hand flat on the glass. Every time she looked at the Viking she noticed more details, the dark stubble on the warrior’s chin, the heavy rings on his fingers and the arm bands with the Nordic writing and runes no one had gotten close enough to yet to decipher.

But soon they would. Frey could only hope she’d be allowed to stay and watch the great thawing out. The Alpha Three scientists were renowned for rediscovering and reintroducing lost species to their native environments. As far as she knew, no one had ever tried to revive two ancient Vikings…

With a quick look behind her, she let herself into the holding cell. Despite what she’d said to the captain, the FREN team had already penetrated the ice around the male more than once. Four tiny microscopic probes had been inserted. She was the only one onboard with the necessary clearance to read and monitor those probes.

The block of ice stood about three meters high and a meter wide on a plinth that provided power and cooling jets to keep the ice from melting or deteriorating further. This close, the ice was almost clear. Sometimes, it felt like the warrior’s eyes were following her around as she worked, but they were still closed tight. She wondered what his eye color would be when he finally regained consciousness, and what he would make of the world he’d woken up in. She had to assume it would be terrifyingly unfamiliar.

She checked the sensors. Everything registered a big fat zero, which was just fine with her. It was quite a responsibility, but she was more than up for it. She’d also been given detailed instructions about what to do in any kind of emergency situation and how her primary function was to save the ice warrior at all costs. Not that anything would go wrong. The small crew flew this route at least twice an Earth month, and there was nothing hostile on the way to Alpha Station Three.

“Tecky, you receiving me?”

She didn’t need to use her com to hear her fellow Pavlovan. They were both telepaths. Frey hadn’t made many close friends during her year on Earth. She’d either been studying too hard, or been too reserved to get into the whole college culture. As a result, she valued having someone around on the ship she could talk to so easily. “Yes, First Officer Slavin.”

“Come and strap yourself in, we’re about to depart.”

Frey blew a scandalous kiss to her important cargo, and after securely locking the series of doors, made her way to the bridge where the other members of the crew were already seated.

Slavin smiled as Frey went by her seat. “All secure down there?”

“Yes, thanks.”

“We’re not anticipating any problems on this flight. It will take about five cycles. We’ll sleep through most of it.”

“Good.” Frey settled more comfortably in the deep padded seat and studied the blackness of space. There was so frakking much of it that sometimes it scared her. She liked her world to be ordered and controllable and…why the heeze had she ever wanted to work for an intergalactic corporation?

During the first space jumps, they’d all be immobilized in a semiconscious state as the ship followed its pre-programmed course and brought them closer to where they needed to be. The chairs acted like life support, monitoring body signs, offering the necessary nutrition and sending all pertinent information back to Earth and the various planets involved in case of emergency.

“There is one interesting thing happening out there,” Slavin added. “We’re expecting an up-close and personal look at a massive eclipse.”

“Oh, that’s right! Five planets are lining up.” Frey grinned. “Being a science geek, I’m ridiculously excited about this.”

“Alpha Station Three is between the last two of the aligning planets, Thor and Odin.”

“Then my Norseman will appreciate that.”

Slavin raised her eyebrows. “Your Norseman?”

Frey pointed down at the hold. “The frozen guy. Thor and Odin are Viking gods.”

“Then it’s a shame he won’t be awake to see it.”

“Maybe I’ll open up the viewing screens in the lab so that he can get a peek at it. I’ll probably have to view most of it from there anyway to catch and interpret the data stream for TSA and FREN.”

“Lucky old you.”

Frey relaxed as the thrusters started to rumble, and Slavin turned her attention to piloting the ship out of the dock and into open space. Sensors emerged from the arms and back of the chair and coiled themselves around Frey as the big engines kicked in and they set up for their first jump.

Now all she had to do was sit back and enjoy the ride.
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“System overload. We are about to crash-land on this planet. Please take evasive action.”

Jerked out of her stasis sleep, Douglass Fraser stumbled toward the pilot seat. This was supposed to be the easy part of her journey. She’d delivered her last scheduled package, used the last of her fuel and was meant to be on a free-trajectory return to Earth.

The soothing female tones of her ship’s emergency alarms failed to dampen her fear as the ship hurtled toward a range of hills on the unknown planet below. Manually landing a damaged spacecraft was not something she did every day.

“Where the hell did that come from?” she yelled, not expecting a response but too overwrought to care that she was talking to a computer guidance system. “It shouldn’t even be there!” Although the big purple planet wasn’t on her charts, its gravitational attraction was affecting her trajectory and had pulled her out of the slingshot effect that should have taken her home. She grabbed the controls and reset them to manual. Despite her best efforts to remain horizontal, the ship dipped sharply to the right. Because the ship had no fuel left to burn the main engines, she couldn’t pull away. She only had the ability to make slight course corrections to minimize the effects of landing. The wing grated on a sheer rock face and slowed her speed, sending the ship down at a less steep angle.

Douglass buckled herself into her seat harness and allowed the ship’s emergency systems to cocoon her in some kind of foam. It started to harden around her as the craft rapidly dropped altitude.

“Ten, nine, eight, seven…”

She shut her eyes as the ship’s auto-defense screens activated and shut off her view of the purple planet’s surface. Dammit, she was only twenty-eight, way too young to die. And she had people who depended on her. She pictured her five-year-old son Danny smiling up at her, his face covered in chocolate, his sticky fingers clasped in hers. She had to get home. As the ship hit the planet surface with a screech and grind of tearing metal, she made herself a promise. If she survived, she was going to take a year off from the United Planetary Parcel Service and spend it lying naked on a beach.

When Douglass opened her eyes, she smelled smoke and charred circuits. She struggled to release herself from the crusty foam confines of the chair. By the time she clawed open the last restraint, flames licked at her boots. With all her energy, she crawled toward the hatch. Agony jabbed and seared her side. Had she broken anything vital during the impact? She fought the pain and managed to force the door open. Better to get out and suffocate than be burned alive.

She gulped in fresh air as she fell onto the soft purple sand. At least the planet had breathable air and an atmosphere similar to Earth’s. Behind her, flames licked voraciously at the new source of oxygen. Heat blasted the back of her neck. She tried to stand, then clutched her side as the pain started up again.

She kept crawling, the sand warm and gritty against her palms. Sweat poured down inside her brown jumpsuit. Ahead of her lay an ocean of swirling purple. She shaded her eyes and blinked as some of the dots melded together and became larger. A rescue party or trouble?

At this point she didn’t care. There was nowhere to hide. She was injured and likely to die out here. The Space Academy had always stressed that staying alive was preferable to being heroic. Douglass struggled to her feet as the figures approached.

The largest of them broke away from the rest and brought his mount to within twenty feet of Douglass. She wasn’t quite sure what it was the guy was riding, something between a chicken and a dragon. She stifled an inappropriate desire to laugh. This wasn’t the time to insult her hosts by ridiculing their forms of transportation.

The man who dismounted looked enormous to her. He was cloaked, apart from his eyes, his face hidden behind a swath of fabric. Douglass stepped back as he came toward her. Damn he was big. Okay, she was only five foot four, but this guy towered over her. She reckoned he must be at least six foot five.

He stopped three paces away from her and unwrapped the cloth from his face. Douglass blinked hard. He had long, thick black hair and golden eyes, high cheekbones and a mouth that begged to be kissed. His cloak was lined with fur and his muscled chest was bare. Gold armbands accentuated his muscled biceps. He held out his hand.

“I am Marcus Blood Axe, king of this planet, Valhalla. Can you understand me?”

She automatically pressed her left earlobe to activate the embedded interplanetary translator but realized that even though his English was heavily accented she could make it out. To her fevered mind, he sounded Scandinavian. Perhaps the Vikings really had been the greatest explorers the world had ever known. She tried to restrain her unruly thoughts. She was already hallucinating, no need to make it worse.

“Yes. I’m Captain Douglass Fraser from the United Planetary Parcel Service. I would appreciate your assistance in contacting my people and reporting the accident.”

He looked past her to the smoldering wreck of her craft. “Is there anyone else in there? Your pilot, your mate?”

“I’m alone. I’m the pilot, the first mate and the entire crew.”

He didn’t smile at her feeble joke. She pressed her hand to her side as another treacherous wave of agony caught at her breath. Behind her, the back end of her ship erupted, spitting forth a lethal rain of hot metal.

“Watch out!” the man roared, as he raced toward her. He caught her in his arms and supported her against his chest. Damn, the man was all muscle. Not a soft spot to lay her head. She wasn’t used to being cradled in a man’s arms. For a terrifying moment, she wanted to give up and bawl like a little girl.

“Are you injured?”

His quiet voice sounded loud in her ear.

“My ribs…” she hissed in pain as he gently ran his hand down her side.

He cradled her in his arms. “I will take you back to my palace. I swear I will take care of you. You will want for nothing for the rest of your life.”
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