
        
            
                
            
        

    A scribe to an emperor who moonlights as a Guardian has Ariadne confused and anything but neutral.
 
 
Ariadne loves calligraphy, the pen and ink meeting paper and the strange rituals that go with it. It gives her a focus and a reason to move forward, day by day. The rituals move her along, and it is her skill with the pen that gets her into the Volunteer Program.
Training as a scribe brings her to the empire of Hredu as the means to slow the flow of requests to the emperor. She has no idea that she was summoned there for more than her penmanship.
Usorn has led his people for years, but he needs an heir and a woman who is genetically neutral is his only option. If she can double as a scribe, it is a win-win situation.
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Chapter One
 
 
Ariadne Longway couldn’t believe what she was hearing.
“You want me for my penmanship?”
The serious voice on the end of the line confirmed it. “Indeed. Your aptitude test indicates that you are suited to the position of scribe. Many worlds and cultures still prefer to have formal documents handwritten in front of witnesses. There is a demand for this work, but few can manage to write in alien languages. I believe that you can be one of them.”
“Recruiter Norz. If you are sure of this, when can I leave?” Ari took one of the ubiquitous pieces of paper and one of a dozen pens scattered in the room. She took down the information, repeated it back to him and smiled the entire time. When she hung up, she counted to three before jumping up and down frantically.
She was going to space and she would get to write important documents. The excitement spilled through her, and she whirled around her living room.
She had nine days to get ready, so she had better start packing.
 
The man waiting for her in the crowded office looked up with a sceptical smile. “You want to become a scribe?”
It was surreal to see the Earth in the window behind him. The thick material that made up the window allowed her to feel safe, but it was quite surreal to see the parchment, the scrolls and the huge tomes around the room with a very sci-fi view.
Ari straightened her shoulders. “I want to become a scribe.”
His face shifted and he beamed. “Then, come over here and sit. Your apprenticeship begins now.”
“What is your name, sir?”
“Ah. I am Scribe Denhiaku.”
“I am pleased to meet you. I am Apprentice Longway, I guess.” She shrugged.
“Good, we will start with that. Write your name in five languages. Here is the pen and the parchment, look into the download that you were given and see what you can find.”
She settled on the stool and followed his directions as he gave her minute suggestions for adjustments in posture and hand position.
Ari dipped the pen in the ink, wiped the overflow and she started writing her name in English. She then moved on to Alliance Common, Imperium Common, Azon and Wyoran.
When she was done, she moved aside and let Scribe Denhiaku go over her work.
He shook his head. “Do it again. See if you can spell your own name correctly in your own language.”
She wrinkled her nose and did it again, beginning a practice of writing and being critiqued that was going to last her months of her life.
 
Scribe Denhiaku looked from her to the three-foot document and back again. “Are you sure about this?”
She nodded. “Yes. I am sure. It is precisely as you dictated.”
He scowled and looked it over from top to bottom. “Well…”
Ari waited, her scribe robes didn’t move. It was a scribe’s job to be unseen unless watched. They must blend in with their surroundings by whatever means. She had to be still, quiet and unremarkable in her day-to-day work.
He finally nodded. “It is good. Set the seal and it is locked in.”
She smiled. Setting the seal meant it was going into her personal archive of all her training documents.
“What next?”
He looked at her and waved at her to have a seat at the small table where two chairs waited for them.
When he had poured her tea, she took it with ink-stained fingers.
“Ari, as much as I have enjoyed our seven months together, the time is at an end. It is time for you to get out and ply your trade. I have gotten you a position in the Imperial Court of the Hredu System. They still enjoy a handwritten agreement and depend on scribes for marriage certificates and betrothal arrangements.”
She blinked at him over the edge of her teacup. “What language?”
“Ancient Hredu. You will get the upgrade to your information packet. I am sure you will practice on your way.”
Ari felt the same bubbling excitement that she had felt initially when Norz had called her. “What else do I need to know?”
He made a slight face. “There is a dress code, but you can pull it off.”
She cocked her head. “What kind of dress code?”
“The Hredu is an imperial court, and as such, you will need to dress as an imperial representative. That involves some ornate makeup and a particularly fetching dress. You will need to learn not to get ink on your breasts; it is cute in practice, but I believe you will be wearing a white blouse with the dress. Also, a headpiece will be involved. The previous scribe was dismissed due to tampering with the documents. You will be under intense scrutiny.”
Aria asked, “Was she Alliance trained?”
“No, she was actually a he, and he was Imperium trained by the previous Imperial Scribe of Hredu.”
She nodded. “Ah. Have they had a female scribe before?”
“Not in the last two hundred years. There will be a learning curve.”
“And a culture shock.” Ari sighed. “When do I leave?”
“The shuttle is waiting to take you. This was a formality. Now, fix your seal and get going.” He raised his hand and waved her off.
A trickle of hurt ran through her, but it had no basis in reasonable thought. She was here for training so that she could do a job. The training was over, the job was about to begin.
She set the apprentice seal with her name on it on the document and turned to put the seal in her kit. When she opened it, a gleaming gold seal with a carved phoenix was on it. She lifted it and read it backward. Scribe Ariadne Longway.
She fought her tears and put both seals into her kit. “Thank you, Den.”
He blinked back his own tears. “You are welcome, Ari. Now, go and pack. I am honoured to have taught you what I know.”
“You didn’t teach me half of what you know.” She kissed his cheek.
“You need to learn your own styles and details on your own. Now get going. Let me know how you do once a month in a public messaging system. Everything you do must be public and above suspicion. You have to remain completely neutral in all you do. Your life depends on it.”
She swallowed as she realised that the previous scribe had not simply been arrested. “Everything in public. Got it.”
“They will take care of you when you arrive, and there will be two weeks of training in your responsibility to the throne, psychological evaluations and regular interrogations by a Minder. You are up for it, now go.”
She picked up her kit and bowed lower than she ever had before. “Thank you for the honour of your instruction. I will take it with me when I go.”
His sad smile was her last view of him as she turned and headed for her quarters to pack the meagre possessions she had brought with, and the first illuminated page she had gilded.
The shuttle wasn’t an Alliance vehicle; it was an Imperium vehicle with an honour guard waiting to greet her. A man in an elegantly draped tunic, boots and a richly coloured and embroidered sash stepped out to greet her.
“Scribe Longway?”
She inclined her head. “I am.”
“Please offer confirmation of identity.”
She set down her bags and peeled off her gloves, displaying the inked fingers to the second knuckle. It appeared they were simply stained blue, but if one looked closely, the details of her planet of origin and training were written in a minute design of elaborate images tattooed into her skin.
She tucked her gloves into the belt she wore with the tools of her trade in pouches around it and extended her hands to the representative of Hredu.
He took her right hand and flipped it, reading what he could before dropping it. “Good enough. Come on board.”
She smiled tightly and pulled her gloves back on. She lifted her bag and full kit, following the dismissive man up the ramp to the ship. The honour guard in black and gold followed her and sealed the ship behind her. One of the men spoke quietly, “Scribe, your quarters are this way.”
She nodded and followed him into the ship, through a series of halls, and finally, he opened a door and showed her inside.
“Oh. This is larger than I expected.”
He quirked his lips. “I get that a lot.”
She paused and realised that he was laughing at her. “Apologies. This is new to me.”
“This ship is for you, the VIP quarters are for you, the guard is for you. Lord Dremal is just here to verify your credentials.”
Ari blinked and jerked her head. “Thank you, Captain.”
He winked. “Captain Kredik, at your service, Scribe Longway. We will walk with you when you leave the ship and keep Dremal from being a pest. Two guards will be posted outside your door at all times, both here and in the palace.”
She tilted her head and nodded as she got her security briefing. She was an asset and they were taking possession of her.
“Within the palace itself, you will be escorted to the audience hall and to all your meals. If you are out of your quarters, you will be under escort. At no time will you be unwatched while you are at the court.”
“That sounds like fun. I am delighted that it is a two-year contract.”
“Renewable by mutual consent, but you will have to draw up that contract when you arrive. It is a test, by the way.”
“Is it, Captain?”
“It is. If you put anything into it that favours you more than the imperial house, there will be a penalty. It is your job to be completely neutral in matters of contracts, even your own.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because you look like being a scribe means something to you. I am trying to help you achieve the best start I can.”
He bowed, his helmet obscuring his features. His skin was a green so deep it appeared black, but his eyes were a sparkling gold.
She couldn’t make out his hair colour, but as long as it wasn’t cotton candy pink, he would probably be very handsome.
“Were you ordered to do this, Captain Kredik?” She quirked her lips.
“No, but it was a suggestion made by one of the Guardians on Hredu. A reliable scribe is hard to find, and we wish you to have a long and flourishing career. Enjoy the flight, when you move about the ship, you will do so with guards to get you used to being followed.”
She flipped her braid over her shoulder to hang down her back. “That sounds like such an attractive way to spend my time. I can hardly wait.”
“You will also have a bather and a dresser, as well as a makeup specialist. Your time off will be allocated in large chunks, but you will still be guarded during your free hours.”
“This just gets better and better.”
The ship throbbed and lifted away from Luna Base.
The captain inclined his head again, “That is what they all say.”
He left her in her spacious quarters, and she stared at the closed door before giggling. With a grin that didn’t want to quit, she put her clothing away and sat at the desk, watching vids and reading up on Hredu. The learning flash gave her the language and letterforms, but she had to learn about the people and how their society was constructed. If she could see anything on the scribes, it would be most helpful for her current path.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
The captain had not been kidding. When she left her quarters, she had guards with her, when she ate in the galley, when she sat in the observation deck. It didn’t matter where she went in the ship, they followed her without complaint.
There was a small space where she could exercise, and she did it, trying to ignore her guards. Well, she ignored them on one level and memorized what she could about them so that she could recognize them on sight.
The scar on one hand, the missing nail on one pinky finger. One held his shoulders lower than the other and the tilt of the head made one look like he was always listening.
Having a scribe kidnapped was not a thing, but killing one to delay negotiations was not unheard of. On at least one occasion, the assassin had been disguised as a bodyguard.
She worked out as she had become accustomed to doing when she needed to think, and when she was done, she mopped off the sweat, cleansed the machines and returned to her quarters without a word being spoken to the guards.
They walked her back through the halls and she hardly knew they were there until Lord Dremal blocked her path. One guard moved to her side and another moved to get between her and Dremal.
“Out of my way. I wish to speak to the scribe.”
“Your assignment is complete, you are not authorized to speak with her.” The guard was calm but direct.
“I have already spoken to her. Why is this different?”
“You confirmed her as the Imperial Scribe. You know that you do not have access to the Imperial Scribe. Her location has no bearing on this fact.”
His lordship blinked. “I am in need of a bed companion.”
The move was so fast that Ari didn’t even see it. One moment Lord Dremal was posing in the hallway, and the next, he was up against the wall, held high and choking with the deep green hand around his throat tightening.
“Scribe, please come with me.” Her other guard led her away, and he tucked her back in her room. “Good night, Scribe.”
The dismissal was clear. She headed for the shower and peeled her workout suit off as she went. It was tucked carefully inside the refresher for the night, and she stepped into the sonic shower. With her tattoos, solar was out of the question.
She unbraided her hair and combed it straight before braiding it up again. A plain shift was her nightgown, and she tucked herself into bed with a tablet, reading up on her new home. Ari had another full day in the ship and tomorrow was script practice.
 
Hredu formal script was complicated, but she managed to work for seven hours straight before taking a break. She set her pen and ink aside, rubbing her hands together in a brisk massage to stretch the tendons she had just cramped up.
She put cream on her hands, rubbing it in with practiced motions before wiping her hands on the neatly folded linen towel at the edge of her workstation.
Her stomach rumbled and she got to her feet, heading for the door. Her guards were standing there, and she announced, “Time for a meal.”
They nodded imperceptibly, and she led the way to the galley where a meal was summoned on a ceramic plate with an elegant trim. She wasn’t really hungry, but her body was telling her that she was an idiot, so she ate, drank some water and took a pot of tea back to her room on a tray.
Once she was back in her quarters, she analyzed her work under a magnifying lens. The works of Shakespeare written in Hredu were lovely if a little stilted. It was her favourite practice medium. She could spot an error in the script right away.
Her first few pages of Hamlet were stilted, but by the time she got to his famous soliloquy, she was on track.
Ari folded up her practice work for destruction in a fire and scrawled the word Practice across it. She filed them in her kit and put her tools away. When she woke up, she would be on Hredu and her actual job would begin.
She curled up on her bed and read a book about the history of the Imperium scribes. It was a fascinating read with scandal on every other page. Salaciousness was not something that the scribes regularly dabbled in, but when they did, they went big.
Ari set her evening reading aside and pulled the covers over her. Tomorrow, her new life started with all its formality along for the ride.
 
She kept herself from laughing when Lord Dremal was denied access to the imperial transport, and her honour guard kept him from boarding when he tried to push in.
The six men surrounded her as they slid through the city on a magnetic rail system. Ari kept her box of tools touching her feet and her bag in her lap. When they approached the palace, the captain handed her a mask.
“From this point forward, only the emperor can see your face in public. Your guard surrounds you and we know you now. Should one of us be transferred or fall in service, you will meet the replacement when and if it is necessary.”
She licked her lips. “I would like to see you without helmets if possible. I can draw a better picture if I can see the whole image first.”
The six men pulled off their helmets, and there wasn’t a pink hair on any head; in fact, all six were completely bald except for silvery eyebrows.
She looked over their faces and nodded. “Thank you.”
With fingers that fumbled a little in their gloves, she tied her mask on as they replaced their helmets.
The transport that they were in split from the regular line and was diverted through security gates that scanned them as they passed.
Ari smiled at the odd sensation of being in a private train car with the imperial crest of a raptor’s claw against an eclipsed sun.
They were waved through a number of checkpoints until the transport stopped inside a building. Her guards rose, and Ari picked up her kit after settling her bag over her shoulder. It had been checked on the ship for any restricted materials, and she had been given a clear seal for her possessions.
“This way, Scribe Longway. You are going to meet the emperor.”
They surrounded her, and their group moved through the ornate hallways painted with murals of battles fought throughout Hredu history.
Ari didn’t ask questions. There was no place for questions in public. Silence was her only defence when she didn’t understand what was going on. It was strange to live with such restrictions, but this was her life now until the end of her contract. When her contract was over, she would have a new band of tattoos on her fingers to indicate her service to the Hredu Imperium and she would go on to her next job.
Her guard walked her through the halls, but aside from a few glimpses of colour, all she could see was their soot black and bronze armour.
Another set of guards was waiting in the hallway. Captain Kredik stood stiffly.
“We have brought Scribe Longway for her meeting with the emperor.”
“He is in his office. Please go through.”
Ari blinked. She thought she was supposed to meet him formally. If he was in his office, she was going to have to remember all of her protocol briefings. She wasn’t sure that she remembered how to meet an emperor.
The double doors opened and more guards met them inside. A man to the right of the door touched his helmet and spoke softly. He nodded to whatever he heard through the com unit and opened the door.
“Please proceed, Scribe Longway.”
She wasn’t asked to leave her bag or her kit, so she took them with her through the door that was held open and closed when she passed.
The man at the desk had a central crest of silky black hair, and the same dark green skin as most of her guard. She could not make out any other features because he was bent over his screen and focusing on what he read.
Ari walked forward and bowed when she was ten feet from the desk. She waited in that position until he spoke to her.
“Rise, Scribe Longway.” His voice was low and calm.
She slowly straightened and flicked a quick glance at him. His bright gold eyes reminded her of the hawks and eagles of Earth.
“Take off the mask. You arrived late so the formal greeting will have to be skipped. You will go to your chambers, get into your evening clothing and attend the state dinner this evening, no gloves.” He tapped his fingers on the desk.
She set her kit down and reached up to undo her mask. When it was dangling from her fingers, she looked at him again.
He was surprised, but he covered it well. “You are aware that eye contact with the emperor is not allowed.”
She nodded and bit her lip. “I am aware, Your Imperial Majesty.”
“And yet, I can clearly see the deep blue colour of your eyes. Are you always so pale?”
She blushed.
He chuckled. “Apparently not. Well, I am having a busy afternoon, so please show me your hands.”
Blinking, she stripped her gloves off and tucked them in her belt. She hesitated.
“Come close. I don’t bite.”
She shifted her bag so it settled against her back and stepped forward, extending her hands to him, palms down.
His fingers were warm as he turned her hands over and examined the detail. “The design is lovely.”
She blushed. It was a scribe’s duty to design their first tattoos. The artist filled in the necessary formalities, but the initial designs representing the Terran animals were hers.
He looked up with a smile. “I look forward to seeing the Hredu black and gold added on in a year.”
She blinked in surprise. “A year?”
“Yes, we go through scribes so frequently that we mark them annually. The more double bands you will have, the longer you will have been here.”
She nodded. “Yes, Your Imperial Majesty.”
He wrinkled his nose. “If you must address me by my title, call me Emperor Usorn.”
Ari cocked her head, “Aren’t you Emperor Usorn Lukarik?”
He grinned. “You have my planet’s prosperity in these slender hands. You may call me Usorn.”
She blushed again. He wasn’t flirting. He couldn’t be flirting. He didn’t let go of her hands, even when she tried to tug them back. “Thank you, Emperor Usorn.”
He grinned and let her go, sitting back. “You may go and get into your assigned clothing, though I may make a few alterations given your grace and beauty.”
She swallowed and backed up to retrieve her kit. “Yes, Emperor Usorn.”
She bowed again and waited.
He let out a blast of a sigh and he said, “Dismissed, Scribe Longway. Do not forget that I am expecting you at dinner in full regalia.”
“Yes, Emperor Usorn.”
She backed to the door before turning and pulling it open. When it closed behind her, she let out a loud exhalation and she heard a bark of laughter from the office. She winced and her guards formed up around her, a few were grinning. Her mask went back on and they led her out of the reception area with smooth steps that made no noise on the hard floor.
She had made an impression on them, and she had learned something she didn’t know before. All the emperor’s guards had open coms at all times. He heard what they heard.
Ari was just happy that she hadn’t burped.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
Nexica was her bather, dresser and makeup artist. When she found out Ari was expected for the court dinner, the guards were kicked out and Ari was stripped before she could say a word.
Being bullied through an apartment while naked was a new experience, but Nexica was calm about it, unravelling Ari’s braid as they walked.
“I cannot believe that they have summoned you this early to an event. It is unheard of to have to attend a dinner on the day you arrive.”
The bathroom was the size of Ari’s first apartment. A huge tub was filling from the pouring churn of three wide taps. Soft curls of steam were rising, and Ari was prodded into the tub via the steps that led into it.
To her shock, Nexica plunged into the water next to her and started to soap and scrub her.
“I can bathe myself.”
“Can, but won’t. I am your bather, in service to the empire. There is no chance that you will conceal poison or illness. That is what the bather is here to check.”
Nexica was a jade green, and her eyes were a brilliant pumpkin orange. Her brisk fingers did not miss a spot.
Ari tried to defend herself at first, but Nexica just pushed her hands away and tripped her into dropping beneath the water to wet her hair. When she spluttered up, her hair was soaped and she was dunked again. When she was clean from head to the spaces between her toes, Nexica finally let her out of the water.
Ari stepped out of the tub with the feeling that she had just gotten caught in a washing machine. She was dried, seated and her hair combed with long, smooth strokes until it was dry. She then waited as the hair was pinned and finally couldn’t hold her tongue any longer.
“How did you learn to do all this?”
“I worked for the emperor’s mistress for two years until she made a political move that did not sit well. I was dismissed from her service and taken on to attend the ladies who arrive at court.”
Ari watched the woman coil and pin her hair with practiced skill. “Is this a step down for you?”
Nexica paused and smiled in the mirror. “No, it is a promotion. I do not have to worry about sudden visits from the emperor and getting you into appropriate lingerie. I will dress you for work and for events like this evening. Working for the scribe is not an opportunity I thought I would have. We have not had a female for centuries. Will you take many lovers?”
Ari blinked. “I am here to work. Sex has not been considered so far.”
“Fair enough.”
Her hair was up in a series of twists.
Nexica held out a robe. “Now for the makeup. You are fortunate. You are being allowed makeup in lieu of the mask that would normally be required. I have the design at the makeup table.”
Ari slipped her arms into the robe and followed her maid into the large bedroom, and she took a seat at the makeup table, across from Nexica. There was no mirror, just a stand. She simply leaned forward and the makeup was applied in the prescribed pattern.
Nexica smiled. “I have to say I am excited to use these colours. They are not normally allowed on aliens.”
Ari leaned her head onto the support stand. “I am in your hands.”
The base coat went on in a shade paler than her normal skin. Ari kept her eyes closed unless she was asked to open them while she was painted and stroked with tiny brushes and exotic makeup.
The makeup took an hour.
“Next time I will be faster. Your skin has a slippery texture that I am not used to.” Nexica checked her chrono and nodded. “Thirty minutes to finish. We should just make it.”
The gown was wrapped around her, wide sleeves covered her from shoulder to wrist, but if she raised her hands, her arms were completely exposed. The sleeves were not closed underneath. Her hands looked very distinctive with this style of gown.
A sash held the gown closed and Ari realised something. “No underwear?”
“No. There will be some for daylight hours, but not for eveningwear. You don’t want to ruin the line of the gown.”
Ari nodded, and then, she smiled as she was ordered to back up toward the small stepladder that Nexica produced. When she stood, a jewelled headpiece confined her hair and acted as jewellery.
A few tugs and some suede slippers completed the dressing ritual.
Nexica smiled in surprise at the finished product. “The mirror is inside the wardrobe.”
Curious, Ari looked, and she stared at the woman in the mirror with the blue lips and the stylized stars over her eyes. The headpiece looked heavy, but didn’t weigh her down as she turned her head.
The gown was bands of gauzy black and deep gold. The sash was a deep orange. She was wearing the imperial colours.
“Will the makeup change for the daylight hours?”
Nexica shook her head. “No, your hair and makeup will remain the same. I will clean up and be here when you return to help you out of your clothing. You do look striking.”
Ari gave a small smile with her blue lips. “I feel startled. It is a work of art. Thank you, Nexica.”
A knock on the door proved that the timing was perfect.
Nexica went to the door and spoke with the guard.
“Scribe Longway, your escort is ready.”
“Thank you, Nexica. Please, call me Ariadne or Ari.”
“I cannot do that, but thank you for the offer, lady.” Nexica inclined her head.
With a deep breath, Ari headed out and was slightly gratified by the startled looks of her guards. “Shall we?”
The four that were still on duty surrounded her, and she was walked through the halls to the dinner.
 
* * * *
 
Usorn paused mid-conversation as the scribe entered the room. Even knowing that her face was covered with makeup, he wanted to touch the curve of her lips.
The curves of her body were another matter. There was no way that she had anything on under that gown. If he focused, he could just make out the darker curve of her nipples through the semi-sheer fabric of the gown.
“Excuse me.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” Guardian Winter quirked his lips.
Usorn gave him a dark look and he walked over to Scribe Longway, taking her by the hand as her guards backed away.
“You look lovely.”
Her neck turned that delightful shade of pink. “Thank you, but isn’t this against protocol?”
He quirked his eyebrow. “It is and it isn’t. As I have never had a female scribe before, there are new rules in action. I am making this up as I go along.”
She reached up and paused before she touched her face. “It isn’t too much? Should I wear a mask?”
“It is perfect and will help you when you are working. The starbursts make your eyes hypnotic.”
She smiled, but her brows said she was unsure. “I thought I was here to write.”
He sighed. “Yes, but you can still do it with grace and style. Come on, I wish to introduce you to the Guardians of Hredu.”
He held her blue-black tinged fingers in his, and he tugged her toward his teammates. Something about her made him want to show her his entire world and she had only just arrived.
Ariadne Longway belonged on his world, and he had no idea why. Usorn grinned; he looked forward to finding out.
 
* * * *
 
Ari had heard of the Guardians. They were the Imperium version of the Sector Guard, but they tended to be posted to a single world as opposed to travelling when called.
Given the slightly more wild set of societies in the Imperium, it made sense to have a dedicated set of heroes for one particular world.
Winter had a shock of white hair in a crest design and pale minty skin. Spring’s hair was deep emerald and his skin was bright leaf green. Summer was rich tones of emerald skin and waves of burgundy hair.
“Where is Fall?” She asked Winter.
“Holding your hand. His Imperial Majesty has a talent for flight and telekinesis. He leads and protects his people instead of simply ruling them.”
Emperor Usorn was speaking with Spring and a minister for the interior. If he heard them, he didn’t show any sign.
Winter smiled. “You were expecting more formality?”
She sighed and cocked her head. “Something like that. Certainly more isolation.”
His smile turned into a grin. “Since you are the first of your particular kind, consider all previous regulations gone. I think that Fall is rather smitten by you.”
Usorn turned his head toward them and smiled politely. “Not smitten, just curious.”
Winter smiled, “Then let her hand go, Your Imperial Majesty.”
Usorn looked down at his grip on her hand as if surprised. He looked back to Winter. “No.”
Her skin and blue-black-tinted fingers were trapped in his warm and comfortable hand.
She felt a wave of relief when a gong rang for dinner. The frustration that flickered over the emperor’s face was frightening, but Winter laughed.
“I will take her in to dinner, Your Imperial Majesty.” Winter grinned.
Ari reclaimed her hand when the emperor released it. She inclined her head as he turned her over to Winter and left to enter the dining room.
“I will be your dinner companion this evening, Spring and Summer will be across from you.”
Winter took her hand and placed it against his forearm. “You seem a little nervous.”
“This is new. It is a lot of new in a very short time.”
“You will adapt. From your security file, your species thrives at adaptation. You will do just fine.”
She stifled a yawn. “I am sure that I will, eventually. Today, I am just trying to get to tonight and my own bed.”
Winter patted her hand. “Many here have that same goal.”
Her surprised laughter went with her into the dining room and the formality finally kicked in, for about five minutes.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
The dinner party passed in a blur, and Ari remembered making polite conversation about how much her tattoos had hurt when they had first been administered.
The evening wrapped up abruptly when the report of a landslide sent the Guardians out the door.
Ari rose to her feet, nodded to those assembled and headed to the point where she last saw her guards.
The four of them moved into position around her and walked her back to her quarters. Nexica took charge of her and had her stripped and her face scrubbed in minutes.
“Come along, lady. You look exhausted.”
Ari raised her arms up as the maid slipped her sleeping gown over her head, and it was clear that Nexica was now as familiar with her clothing as she was.
The bed was warm, fluffy and it could have swallowed her whole for all she cared. By the time she settled her head on the pillow, sleep crept into her. In the morning, she would be able to work. That was what she was here for.
 
Dawn was a brutal bitch and Nexica worked for her. Ari was shaken awake, prodded out of bed and into the bath for another scouring session.
Her hair was brushed, but today, she was dressed before the arrangement of her locks or the makeup went on.
“I never thought I would be so thankful for underwear.”
Nexica winced. “I had not realised that the contrasts in your skin colouring would be so visible beneath the gown. The dressmaker has been given your specifications and the rest of your evening wardrobe will be adjusted accordingly.”
“Terrans use a fine layer of slick fabric that increases opacity without changing the line of the dress.”
She was being swathed in a long black skirt, and she pulled on the white cap-sleeved blouse. Tubes of fabric were handed to her and after a little trial and error, Ari got them into place. They covered her from just below the edge of the sleeve down to her wrist.
Nexica urged her to the dressing table, and her hair went up in five minutes. It was still a little damp, but it was out of the way. Her makeup base went on faster than the day before, but the details still needed twenty-five minutes to get in place.
Nexica leaned back and checked her work as a knock at the door sounded. She nodded in satisfaction and rose to her feet, checking the door and allowing the guard with the tray to enter.
Ari asked, “Is this how I will get all my food?”
“It will always be delivered by your guard, yes. They prepare it themselves. When you are with the emperor, you will eat from his servings. His food has all been vetted for poison or other substances.”
The guard set the tray down on the table, and Ari called out her thanks as he left the room.
He nodded his head in acknowledgement, and she settled down at the table for breakfast.
“How long do I have, Nexica?”
“Thirty minutes before you must leave, lady. Shall I bring your kit?”
“Please. I need to check it before I do anything stupid.”
It didn’t bother her that Nexica had looked into the kit and identified it as the tools of her trade. Ari knew every scrap of paper and every fleck shaved off a seal in that box.
Breakfast was over in ten minutes and the guard could definitely cook. Ari sat back and smiled before sipping her tea. The moment Nexica removed the tray, Ari put her kit in the empty space on the table, and she began to take an inventory for her day’s work.
Ink, practice parchment and the fine pens that she favoured were all accounted for. Nexica had examined her seals, but had put them back in the nearly correct position. In her months of training, Ari had learned to put her seals in so that if she reached for one, it would be in the correct rotation for immediate use. She was supposed to be using the imperial seals, but she would have to be installed in her workstation before they would bring them to her.
Nexica paused, “Are you ready?”
Ari snapped her kit together. “I am.”
“Your meals and tea will be brought to you by your guards. If you don’t see them bring it in, don’t eat or drink it.” Nexica gave her a serious look.
“Yes, Nexica. Thank you.”
Nexica knocked on the door and nodded to Ari. “Good luck, lady.”
Ari walked through the door and two of the guards were waiting to walk with her while two others remained in front of her door.
She was on her way to work.
 
The idea of a scribe working on a high-tech world had puzzled her until her instructor had told her about the idea of slowing things down to keep the ruler from being overwhelmed. The act of writing the positions out by hand limited the amount that could be processed in any given day. It kept folk like Usorn from being swamped by endless electronic proposals.
One day, Ari would like to sneak out and see the palace without an armoured back in front of her.
It was only her second day on Hredu and she was thinking of breaking protocol. It was not a good sign for the rest of her contract that she was already dreaming of the day she could get away.
Ari sighed. She just needed to get to work. Once she had a schedule, everything else would fall into place, just as it had during her training.
A crowd was gathering outside an audience chamber and that is where her guards took her. Her guards drew weapons and the crowd parted.
She had seen the ritual on one of the research recordings, but being in the center of it was quite a bit different.
Ari carried her kit to the scribe’s desk and she settled herself, checking the paper, the ink and the pens that she was supposed to use for the petitions. She would have preferred to use her own pens, but on day one, she didn’t want to try to pull any fast ones.
Her guards were stationed on either side of the desk with their weapons out. When she was settled at the angled podium with her ink and pen at the ready, she nodded to the guard on her right, and he nodded to the man who was apparently coordinating the crowd. The first petitioner came in and took the seat across from Ariadne.
She dipped her pen in the ink, they started speaking and she started writing. It was the beginning of a very long day.
Every three hours, Guard Number One brought her a cup of tea. She paused and drank the tea before resuming her work. This was what she had been wanting, had been missing even for the one day. She wanted to work and it consumed her day until she was brought her meal.
Guard One leaned in. “You will be brought your meal, and then, you will attend the emperor as he decides on the petitions and record his decisions.”
She flexed her hand. “I have only seen twenty people.”
“That is ten more than any other scribe before you. Take a break and have your meal. When it is done, you will move into the audience chamber and record the emperor’s decisions.”
She nodded and grimaced as she massaged and oiled her hands. Captain Kredik came in with a covered tray, and he relieved the man she thought of as Guard Three.
Ari had cleared her work area, and she settled the tray down, removing the cover and settling in to eat. Her meal disappeared quickly, and when she covered the empty plate, another guard brought in a pot of herbal tea.
“When do you guys sleep?”
Captain Kredik grinned. “When you do. There are only two of us on duty when you sleep and they are out right now. Nexica is a qualified bodyguard as well, though she probably didn’t mention it.”
“When do I move to the inner office?”
“As soon as you finish your tea. We don’t want you getting dehydrated.”
She wrinkled her nose and worked her way through the teapot. “You realise that this is going to force me to a call of nature.”
He shrugged. “We are here to keep you healthy. That doesn’t stop at preventing you from attacks.”
“So, you are not guards, you are keepers.”
He grinned, “Yes, but most scribes are perturbed at the notion of having keepers, so we have gone with the guard title.”
“Being keepers explains why you bring my meals.”
He chuckled. “Most scribes have not made that connection.”
“I had a lot of time to think this morning while I was being buffed to a high shine.”
Captain Kredik was still snickering when she was escorted from the private and highly secure restroom to the imperial chambers.
Usorn was sitting at a desk and going over the petitions. His tea tray was sitting to one side, and he looked up with a rueful smile. “I suppose it would be too much to ask you to be less efficient.”
“Of course, Emperor Usorn. I will do less petitions tomorrow.” She inclined her head and moved the scribe’s desk he had set up in his chamber.
With efficient movements, she set up the parchments and prepared the surface for ink.
Her keepers removed themselves from the audience chamber, and she waited for Usorn to make a move.
He glanced at her. “Did you enjoy dinner after we left?”
She shook her head. “No, I left after you did. My guards and I were all tired from the trip.”
He raised his eyebrows. “That is too bad. I hear it was quite good.” He chuckled. “I suppose I owe you a dinner now.”
Ari shook her head. “It is not necessary, but thank you.”
“I am your emperor, and if I say that I will have dinner with you, I will.”
She blinked. “Of course.”
He sighed.
She cleared her throat. “How was your mission last night?”
“We rescued two citizens trapped in a vehicle under the collapsed slope and shored it up against further degradation in the rains.”
Usorn looked at her and held up the first document. “Shall we begin?”
“Please.”
“I am addressing the issue of the offer of a bride from the Jurskak system. While the offer is appreciated, I decline the invitation to join with one of the royal houses of Jurskak. My family has always found their own mates and no alliance will influence my marriage bed.”
Ari blanked her mind and recorded each decision and all comments offered by the emperor. When she had dried them all, she passed them to him for his seal.
They had gone through the twenty petitions in ninety minutes. It seemed that Ari had the rest of the afternoon off.
She looked at Usorn and cleared her throat as he confirmed her writing and set his seal to the documents. “Am I dismissed for the day?”
“When I tell you you are dismissed, you will be.” He smiled slightly and kept sealing each of the documents.
She sorted her tools and set them all in their precise positions. She rubbed her hands and applied the cream that would help with the cramping once again.
“What is that?”
She looked up from her focused massage. “Oh, it is cream that I use to warm the stiff muscles of my hand. Allowing my tendons to shorten can dramatically reduce my usefulness as a scribe.”
“Does writing for all those hours hurt?”
Ari smiled. “Not until I stop. When I stop, I feel the tension and the constriction of the muscles.”
He set the pages down and cocked his head. “Are you truly content to just write each and every day?”
She looked at him in surprise. “Yes. I have loved putting pen to paper since I was a child. To be able to do it every day is a joy.”
Usorn stroked the edge of the parchment he was holding and her gaze fixed on that light touch. “What do your lovers think of your obsession?”
Surprised, she met his gaze. “They don’t stay around long enough to have a valid opinion.”
His lips quirked. “You drive them off?”
“I am very good at it. It is a strong secondary talent.” She smiled.
“What would you do if you found a man you couldn’t drive off?”
Ari shrugged. “I don’t know. It has not happened yet.”
“A reasonable answer.”
“Thank you.” She closed her kit and folded her hands on the desk.
He set his seal and moved on to the final parchment. He nodded and finished his authorization for his decision.
“Good. Come with me.”
Ari got to her feet and met him halfway. He tucked her hand into the curve of his elbow.
“I do not think you have seen the gardens yet. It would be a pity to come to Hredu and miss the imperial gardens.”
She didn’t have a choice. She walked with him through the hall, down toward a set of glass and metal doors and past half a dozen guards.
When the doors opened without anyone touching them, she looked at her companion, but his face was filled with delight as they moved from the still air of the palace to the wildly scented air of the gardens.
Ari wanted to stand and take in the expanse of the manicured and wild pattern that mixed and swirled away from the palace as far as the eye could see. It was gorgeous and she was hauled into it.
The twenty-foot descent was managed with forty steps, and Usorn supported her for each one. As he hauled her into the pathway through the green, she inhaled the wild scents in the air.
When they were hidden from all views, she asked him what was on her mind.
“Is there anyone else here, Emperor Usorn?”
“No. Call me Usorn and I will address you as Ariadne.”
Blinking in surprise, she realised that he had brought her out here for the lack of protocol. “Usorn, why are we here?”
“So that I could speak to you as a peer, not as master to servant.”
She whispered, “You are not my master.”
He paused and smiled. “No, but I do wish to try something.”
To her amazement, he pressed his lips to hers, cupping the nape of her neck in his hand.
Her second day on a new world and she was making out with the emperor. She definitely wasn’t on Earth anymore.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
He tasted cool and his lips moved over hers slowly, easing her into responding.
Ari clutched at his arm and pressed her palm to his chest, feeling the beat of his heart speed up when she moved toward him.
He raised his head with a quick lick at her lips. “That answered that. Would you like to continue the tour?”
She nodded. “Please.”
They walked further into the maze of green.
He asked her, “What are you thinking about?”
“That the paint on my face is very sturdy stuff. You aren’t wearing any of the blue on your lips.”
Usorn smiled. “I am gratified that you are looking. The makeup is protective and sealed against damage. It goes back to the days when Hredu was contaminated and masks were required for even the smallest task.”
“Would you tell me about it?”
He cocked his head. “Don’t you know all about it?”
“I did some research, but it is cold facts when you don’t know about how the Hredu came to be under an emperor.”
He smiled and took her hand in his, “Well, when this world was younger and the people were ruled by a series of kings around the globe, they fought for industrial supremacy. The air became contaminated, the environment rebelled and the people began to die. Masks became common. No one entered or left their homes without one. The first emperor was Kriako, a weather elemental. He travelled the world and agreed to fix the environment if his people would simply accept his will over the globe. Any area that did not agree was excised from his balancing of the elements. They soon came and begged to be included in the empire.”
He was rubbing his thumb over the back of her knuckles as they walked.
“The masks became a symbol of the world before the empire. They shifted from gas filters to symbolic representations of a dying population. Your makeup is a mask of sorts. No airborne contaminant can get through to the surface of your skin.”
“Why don’t you wear a mask?”
“Because, as emperor, it is my duty to die for my people if necessary. As a Guardian, I face the same option.”
She swayed closer to him as they walked through shadows, and she got a little cool. “All the Guardians are elementals?”
“We each have an affinity for one particular season; our talent mimics elements of it. Winter, for example, withdraws heat from an object or subject. Summer has the opposite effect; he uses heat to get his manipulation of surfaces going.”
She smiled and shivered, moving closer to him. “I am guessing that Spring has a water effect?”
“He does. And I, as Fall, can work with wind and projections of my mind when necessary.”
She narrowed her eyes. “And use wind to cool off?”
He shrugged innocently. “It is certainly an option. Are you cold?”
She nodded. “Yes.”
He slipped his arm around her shoulders. “Better?”
The bite of the wind and shadows stopped as quickly as it had begun. “Yes.”
They continued their walk, and she smiled at the flowers that greeted them around one corner. She eased away from his grip and walked to the flowers, taking in their scent and smiling. They were like scarlet multiple-layered daisies with a rose-like scent.
“These are beautiful.”
“Beauty is definitely present. I will give you that. The deelar are just lovely flowers.”
She caressed the petals with her fingers and straightened, returning to Usorn’s side. “They smell wonderful.”
“I will order some cut and placed in your room.”
“That would be nice. Thank you.”
“There are very few opportunities for me to give flowers to a woman I am interested in.”
She blinked. “Interested? I thought you told the other petitioner that you had no interest in being bound to a wedding bed.”
“Who said anything about a wedding? I am interested in you and you are responding to me. We could be lovers for a time until one of us tires of the other.”
“That is very baldly stated. I am on contract to Hredu for two years, so if we discontinued the relations, it would make my job awkward. My neutrality might be in question at that point.”
Usorn stopped and looked down at her. “I do not think it will. I think that you prize your personal integrity over all else. You would survive a discontinuation of our intimacies.”
Ari smiled. “I have never had the discussion about breaking up before I ever started seeing someone socially before. This is definitely new. I don’t know if we are sexually compatible.”
He shrugged. “We are; I ran the information search on you last night when I returned. You were given all necessary injections to become one of a dozen species via the copying of their genetics. You are primed to become something else.”
“Are you ready to see me as a Hredu for the rest of my time here?”
“Of course, thought the precise nature of the transformation is unclear.”
“This is all theoretical. I am sure that you do not have time to carry on an affair with your scribe. It seems ridiculous.”
“If I don’t, Winter and Spring want to try. Summer has a woman already.”
Shock ran through her. “What?”
“You are delicate, soft, intelligent and an alien with the potential of her species in her genes. You could bear a whole new span of Hredu evolution. Winter is very interested in the development of our physical beings.”
“I just got here.” It was a strange protest, but it was all she could come up with. Her attraction to the Guardians had been something she had dealt with last night, but she had never guessed it went both ways.
She bit her lip. “Isn’t it a bit of a perversion to want to reproduce with an alien?”
He laughed. “I do not know about the males on your world, but on ours, they have been trying to breed with whatever was handy since history was recorded.”
Ari looked around at the flowers and sighed at the beauty. “Nothing like being convenient and exotic at the same time.”
“You make that sound like a bad thing.” He was surprised.
She continued to walk with him and looked at the green space around her with its bright splashes of colour. “It puts me in an awkward position.”
“What is that?”
“Being pursued with nowhere to run. I am still trying to get used to the food, and now, there is a chance that flirting might be going on. It really isn’t fair.” She felt her shoulders slump.
He kept an arm around her. “How much time will you need before you become social or are open to flirtation?”
“Um, a few weeks. I also have seen nothing of this world. You have higher tech than we did back home, and I am curious about it. My work comes first, of course, but I am on an alien world for the first time in my life, and I want to see it.”
Her words came out in a rush, but she felt better for saying it.
He squeezed his arm around her shoulders and nodded. “I understand, but I felt it necessary to make my intentions clear. My father married a woman from the Nyal high families, my grandfather married an Azon, the imperial family of Hredu has a long history of bonding to aliens.”
“You don’t know me or anything about me.”
“I have your files, the interviews with your instructors and the recruiter. All have given me insights into your character.”
So, he had known about her long before she had found out she was coming. That was rather sneaky.
He turned and began to walk them back toward the palace. “Take your time, but be warned that my patience is not infinite. I will give you as long as I can, but as I have decided on this course of action, I am going to do my utmost to bring you to a point of agreement.”
It was a threat and a promise. Ari reeled and tried not to run into her very comfortable prison.
 
Four days out of the six-day week, she worked with Usorn, two days she wrote out wedding contracts, which each took two hours, or longer depending on the family representatives. For the high families, the emperor had to ratify the contracts and that meant that Ari had to bring it in to him, and he authorized it or made adjustments to it in full view of a recording device, but the moment that the contract was complete, the recorders went off and he caught her in his arms for a kiss.
She would return to the families with a ratified contract and it was scanned, and for a few who requested it, it was copied by hand in her quiet evenings.
For the copies, her scribe seal was set into the wax on the bottom corner. It was a handwritten copy by the Imperial Scribe, and while the official document went into public archives, this was something to have in the new family home.
Nexica shook her head at her. “Why do you work on those late into the night?”
“It doesn’t take long, and for the new couple to have more than a scanned copy gives them something to smile at in the hall and point at during their fights.”
“Why do you care?”
Ari set down her pen and leaned back. “You are the first one who has asked.”
Nexica sat when Ari indicated that she take a seat.
“I was born to two parents at the end of their fertility. My mother was forty-five and my father fifty-five when I came into the world. Calm play was encouraged, and I grew up seeking my entertainment in books and my focus for writing was given to me by my mother.”
She cleared her throat. “My father died at the age of seventy-five and my mother followed him into death. They had spent their lives together and could not live apart.”
Nexica reached for her hand and paused.
Ari gripped the extended hand. “My parents left me enough money to pursue my passion for calligraphy, and I am happy that they went together as I never saw them apart. I was able to leave my world because there was no one left. My aunts and uncles were already gone, my parents were gone, and because I had grown up in a situation with folks so much older than myself, I never got the hang of dealing with those of my own age. The writing, the pen work, gave me a connection to the past, to my parents that I still have every time I put pen to parchment.”
“So when you write the marriage contracts…”
“I am with my parents once again, doing what they taught me to do.”
Nexica sat back. “Do not think me forward, but do you have an interest in the emperor?”
“He appears to have an interest in me, but yes, I do find him fascinating and pleasant to look at.”
“He’s a good man.”
“Why did he and his lover fall out?”
Nexica leaned forward, her orange eyes alight. “She was pursuing marriage, and he had entered into the relationship with the caveat that marriage was not possible. She was from a noble house, and he would not unbalance the empire by giving favour to her family’s house.”
Her attraction to him came down with a thud. “That is why the emperors always marry aliens. No political ties.”
“Precisely. His father and grandfather made excellent matches. Their wives were useful and assets to the community.”
Nexica turned her hand under Ari’s. “His family chooses good women. It is something that no one can doubt.”
“Is everyone here used to the ruling family being elementals?”
“It is the way it has always been. They keep our environment stable and we keep them in power.” Nexica smiled.
“It seems fair. Does the emperor ever leave Hredu?”
“No. He remains here to keep us strong, protected and breathing our own air. Air only moves on Hredu by the will of the emperor.”
Nexica pulled back, but they were still connected by their moment.
“Where did the Guardians come from?”
Nexica shrugged. “Not all the emperors waited until they were married to begin having children. Their sons and daughters could not inherit, but they did carry the genes for the next generation to develop skills that bolstered the empire. They would not work for their father, but they did work with his brother, and he gave them appropriate positions of authority and respect.”
Ari chuckled. “That is the sort of thing they don’t show on the history reels.”
Ari put her tools away and clipped her kit closed with the table covered with drying parchments.
Nexica giggled and went to turn down Ari’s bed.
Ari followed her, working at her hands. “Can you manage to get me up half an hour early? I want to set those seals before I leave.”
Nexica winked. “Yes, lady.”
Ari shrugged off her robe and slid into the sheets. A good night’s sleep was all she needed.
 



Chapter Six
 
 
The shout brought her upright in bed. She didn’t wake up easily, so it was not the first shout; that she was sure of.
Ari slipped out of bed and crept to her kit, bringing out the knife she kept there for emergencies.
The thuds and shouts continued outside her door, so she moved to the far corner of the room behind the vid screen, next to the door, and she formed up as still as possible. Her back was to the wall and her knife was at the ready.
When the door broke open, she froze and held her breath. A fight was tumbling into her quarters and she stood back and watched as her guards were overpowered. The mercy seemed to be that they seemed to want to immobilize her guards rather than kill them. The men were still twitching on the ground when the six attackers eased into the bedroom with knives raised.
Ari moved around the edge of the space and headed for the door. She ran into the hall and sprinted through the silent palace with her feet pattering on the marble.
One place she would be safe, one place she thought she had a chance was the gardens.
 
* * * *
 
A knock on his door brought Usorn out of his dreams. “Emperor?”
“Yes, Kloss?”
“There has been a disturbance in the scribe’s quarters. Her door has been shattered.”
Usorn roared in fury, blasting his windows wide and flying around the palace to the wall where Ariadne’s quarters were. He flexed his hand and ripped open her bedroom wall, from a distance. The men in her room froze when they saw him and were soon crushed against the walls.
Usorn walked into the empty room and saw no blood on her bedding. He walked toward her guards and helped them sit up. “Where is she?”
Jumic whispered one word and Usorn nodded. “Medical attention is on the way.”
“What about the others?”
“They do not need it.”
Arol nodded and sighed with relief as he clutched his ribs.
Usorn walked through the blood-spattered bedroom and flew out toward the gardens.
 
* * * *
 
With her knife at the ready, she got as far into the spiral as she could. She crept into the flowers and hid in their sweet scent.
She kicked herself at her cowardice. The panic that had gripped her had been all consuming. The gardens were the only safe place she could think of that she could access from the palace halls.
She felt the caress of wind, and the flowers above her head swayed. She could see a pair of feet and a set of legs almost as dark as the night from her crouched position.
The flowers above her moved, and she cried out as fear rippled through her. They eased apart and she was exposed to the evening air.
“Easy, Ariadne. You are safe. Your guards are being treated.” Usorn came toward her with his hands open at his sides. He was naked, but she ignored that in favour of the calming look in his eyes.
“What about those men?”
“They are no longer a threat to you. We will open an inquiry in the morning. Tonight, you are coming with me.”
She blinked. “I just want to sleep in my own bed.”
“That will not be possible. Come here, you are cold.”
She stood, and her thin gown rippled around her in the phantom wind.
“You brought a knife?”
“I keep one in my kit for slicing parchment.”
She took cautious steps toward him with the blade held flat against her thigh.
“Do you know how to use it?”
Ari shrugged. “I have had training, but I don’t know that I would be able to use it.”
“That needs to be remedied. Come now and I will get you into a warm bath and a safe bed.”
It sounded wonderful. She walked the few paces between them, and he took the knife from her, firing it into the dirt next to the flowers. “We will get it tomorrow.”
He lifted her in his arms and cuddled her against his chest.
Relief at feeling safe swept through her, and she pressed her head to his shoulder as they moved through the air.
“You can fly?”
He chuckled. “Sort of. I lift myself upward against the ground and use a hold on other objects to pull myself along.”
They soared around to the private wing of the palace. Doors to the balcony stood open, and he landed on the pathway, heading into the chamber. The doors closed and locked behind them.
“I will run you a bath. Your legs are a little grimy.” He chuckled.
Her hair was probably also a nightmare, but she didn’t mention that.
She looked down at her feet and had to admit that the red and brown dirt smeared with the green of the plants was apparent. “The most colourful I will be around here.”
He chuckled and carried her into a bathing room that made hers look like a kiddie pool.
“I like the natural tones of your skin. Your hair is a bit of a surprise. I thought it was much shorter. I will have to adjust my fantasies.”
The pool began to steam gently, but he directed her to a shower first. He set her on her feet and lifted the gauzy nightgown up and over her head.
He adjusted the temperature of the water and coaxed her into the projection of water. He threaded his fingers through her hair and pulled out bits of plant matter.
She hadn’t expected him to help her, but he pulled out the branches, twigs and leaves before kneeling with her under the spray and sliding his hands over her legs to rinse away the mud and green.
His crest of dark hair sank slightly under the spray of water. She swayed and steadied herself on his shoulders as he worked up her body with even strokes of his hands.
She didn’t know what she wanted to say, didn’t know what she needed to say, but when he stood and kissed her, her mind went blissfully blank.
The water rained over them, and she went up on her toes, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing herself against him.
Those men had come to kill her tonight, and while she kicked herself for the reflex, she was holding on to the one man who could actually defend her. It didn’t hurt that he was handsome, charming, friendly and seemed to find her sexually attractive if the hot bar of his erection was anything to go by.
He lifted her against him, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He shut the shower off and carried her out to the huge pool while his lips worked her into a frenzy.
When he jumped into the pool, she was surprised and they separated. Ari got to her feet, spluttering, and he was standing there with his arms crossed.
“I don’t want you coming to me because you are in an unstable frame of mind.”
She pawed her hair out of her eyes and glared at him. “Fine.”
The dousing had changed her mood and the coursing of adrenaline had turned her from sweet surrender to outright aggression. She waded toward him and glared up into his eyes. “Get down here, Usorn.”
Smirking, he leaned forward, and she held his neck with one hand while stroking his cock with the other. Her kiss was more of a bite as she nipped his lips. When he gasped, she thrust her tongue inside and tasted him.
He groaned, and soon, they were moving together with slick caresses under the water and duelling tongues above.
She felt the jerk of his length in her hand and smiled. The smile turned to a gasp when a hand that wasn’t there parted her thighs and slid into her. She leaned back and scowled at him. “Cheating!”
They rose out of the bath together; his hands on her waist and breast had a good grip. Towels swathed them from the side, and he chuckled. “There are advantages to having this particular talent.”
She stepped away from him and dried her hair with brisk strokes. “Nexica is going to freak out that she wasn’t here to brush my hair straight.”
Ari watched his muscles bunch and flex as he dried himself from head to toe. It was fun to watch.
She blotted at her own skin and folded the towel when she was done with it.
He took the towel out of her hands and led her to the bedroom. The bed was large enough that they needn’t come into contact with each other, but that wasn’t her intent.
He paused and tapped his ear twice. “I have Scribe Longway and she is safe.”
He tapped it once, and then, his attention was fully on her once again. “Now, what was it that I said in the baths to make you jump at me?”
Ari chuckled. “I believe it boiled down that you wanted me to want you for you, not for plucking me out of the flowers.”
“Yes, that. Pretend I just said it again.” He waggled his brows.
She walked up to him and stroked the crest of his hair, locking her hands behind his head and pulling his mouth to hers.
Warm hands caressed her back, breasts and belly in restless circles. When the cool hand parted her thighs again, she lifted her right leg to his thigh and wrapped herself around him.
She gripped his shaft with one hand and slowly pumped it, swirling her thumb in the slick precum that she was coaxing out and using his lubrication to ease her hand over him again and again.
He groaned against her lips, and she used him for balance as his internal caresses widened and went deeper with every stroke.
Ari whimpered in relief when he finally took over. She wasn’t used to doing all the work, but she had hopefully convinced Usorn that she wanted him.
He eased her onto her back and came down on top of her. He shifted his hips until the head of his cock was pressing against her. He pressed in, and she skidded backward, a startled giggle coming out of her.
Usorn looked grim, and he gripped her hips, moving inward at a slow pace. He rocked against her in tiny increments until he was able to press into her more fully.
Ari focused on relaxing and enjoying the feeling of him inside her. It was a strange mix of hot and cold, but ever so delightful.
To help him out, she slipped her forearms behind his biceps and pulled him toward her, giving him an anchor point.
He eased back and into her in a rhythm that soon went from being a struggle to a delightful burst of sensation with every inward surge.
She twisted against him as the slow movements increased her chances of going insane. Ari lifted her hips as much as she was able, but he was pressing her into the bedding with a great deal of weight.
Her orgasm trembled through her, and she gasped and gripped his arms. He continued the slow and relentless movements of his hips.
Usorn leaned in and kissed her while he continued to move inside her. Invisible hands moved over her, stroking her clit, caressing the backs of her knees, and the entire time, he was focused on her, watching for signs of sensitive spots.
She twitched and felt herself clasp him. He felt it, too, and the invisible hand skimmed against the spot over her right hip that caused her to twitch, making her shiver against him yet again.
He stroked her clit in the same manner, and she dug her nails into his arms for a moment before gripping his back and forcing his hips to hers. Usorn picked up the pace and thrust into her with wild ferocity.
She opened her mouth and moaned when another wave of pleasure broke loose, and she twitched and shivered in his arms. His groan was guttural and there was a wave of energy loosed in the room.
Usorn sighed against her lips as his hips flexed against her in lazy reaction. Ari smiled and nipped at his lower lip.
Her lips were swollen, as were other parts of her body. Her evening had been eventful to say the least, but at least she answered one burning question, Usorn did actually desire her.
Now, she just had to find out if he would want her again or if this was simply a one-night stand.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Nexica woke her the next morning. For a moment, Ari had forgotten everything that had gone before.
“Come on, lady. Time for a bath, and then, I need to work out whatever you have done to your hair.”
Ari sat up and rubbed her eyes, noted that the sheets were wrong, the bed was wrong and it was also empty.
Ari stumbled along with Nexica and was dunked into the pool, being scrubbed from head to toe.
When her hand moved between Ari’s thighs, the burn of the soap brought her awake with a shriek. “What the hell!”
Nexica chuckled. “Friction burn. You should have been more careful, but then, so should he.”
Her hand gentled, but she was still thorough. Nexica bullied her out of the water and wrapped her in towels. It was business as usual for Nexica, just in a different environment.
“How are the boys?”
“Recovering. The vid indicates they fought for ten minutes before they made it inside. That must have been what woke you up.”
They had shared many jokes about her lack of urge to leave her bed. It had to take something special to get her up and running. Apparently, two men getting beaten nearly to death outside her door was one of those things.
“What happened to the men who broke in?”
Nexica paused with her brush halfway through Ari’s hair. “They are dead, lady. The emperor killed them all. I have rarely seen the results of such fury, but at least your clothing was closed in the wardrobe and your kit was in the main room. It was all spared the result of his wrath. I brought your things with me.”
Ari swallowed. “Where will I stay? Will I be given new quarters?”
Usorn walked in, his tunic and trousers neat and a gleam in his eyes. “You will stay here. It is safer. The empress’s quarters are empty and you may use them as an office, but you will sleep in the same bed as I do.”
Nexica had her head bowed, and she wasn’t moving. For the first time, Ari began to clue in that his affable nature might only be aimed at her.
“I am still going to be carrying out my duties.”
He nodded. “Of course you are. I am depending on you. Do you really spend your evenings writing out marriage contracts?”
“Yes. It is perfectly natural for the new couple to want a copy of their official agreement. I make them and attach my seal to it so that it is official only in the matter that it was written by the Imperium Scribe of Hredu.”
Ari sighed, “Nexica, keep brushing or I will not be able to put the seals on them before I get to work today.”
She saw Nexica smirk in the mirror, but she started brushing.
Usorn cleared his throat and crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you ignoring me?”
“No, but I can’t be your scribe and your lover at the same time. You don’t want that either or you could have had any number of women in your bed as damsels in distress. I am single minded, and when there is work to be done, it is where my mind goes. Last night, I had no goal other than finding somewhere safe, so I got myself to the safest place I could think of.”
She smiled. “I am not ignoring you. I am taking the only action available to me.”
He sighed. “This is going to come up for discussion. Plan to have dinner with me tonight.”
Nexica nodded minutely.
“Plan has been logged.” Ari grinned.
“Don’t wear the makeup.”
Nexica jerked on the lock of hair she was working on, but Ari ignored it.
“How are my keepers, Emperor Usorn?”
“They are recovering, and those responsible for the arrangements last night have been identified. You will meet them today.”
“Until then, it is business as usual?”
“Indeed.”
She smiled and cocked her head at him. “Excellent. Now, get out so that I can get ready. The uniform doesn’t go on by itself.”
He inclined his head and left the room.
“So, you have just dismissed the emperor?” Nexica finished with her hair and helped her to her feet.
“No, I have just made it clear that I was only brought here for a job and to stand in the way is just stupid.”
“You seem a little aggressive this morning.” Nexica sat her down at a table with two chairs and started working to pin up her hair.
“Must have been the soap.”
Nexica chuckled for a full five minutes.
 
The morning went with the usual petitions. Ari wrote them out and they were carried in to the emperor.
Her guards were so tense; she had four on duty unless one was off getting her food or tea.
When it was time to enter the emperor’s business quarters, she was settled at her desk, which was now right next to the emperor’s.
He had been scooting her closer to him for the last few weeks, but apparently, today he decided to throw his hand in.
She prepared her parchment and waited.
The double doors opened and vid cameras flew in ahead of the party. A woman was hauled in with two men; their features were all similar enough to show a familial relationship. Guards and other figures followed.
Usorn turned toward her and nodded. “Mark today’s date.”
She wrote as he spoke, accusing the Orkiv family of conspiring to remove Scribe Longway from the palace by means of her assassination.
Ari listened to the testimony provided by a woman in a dark cloak in her position as a death speaker. She had taken in the knowledge of the dead assassins, and they had all agreed on one point. Lady Huramba Orkiv had hired them in the presence of her father and brother to kill the new scribe.
The lady confessed to jealousy, and she thought that if the scribe was killed, others would think it was a bribery attempt gone wrong, as had happened in the past.
Usorn turned to Ari with a question, “Scribe Longway. Was there at any time a reason for a woman who is not my lover to be jealous of your position in my life?”
Ari looked up once she had written in the question. “There was not. Until last night, we simply worked together.”
She wrote it down.
“What happened last night?”
“From the point of the attack?”
“From when you were aware of the attack.”
She wrote the comments down. “May I write as I speak?”
“Please.”
She explained the whole thing, from the moment she had become aware of the thumping, to the point at which she hid to one side of the door. The run down the halls was apparently a pivotal point.
“Why did you not ask the hall guards for help?”
She looked up in surprise. “There weren’t any. I didn’t see them, or if I did see them, they did not register.”
“They were in the hall. You did not see them, but they recorded you. Fortunately, there was only one woman with your skin tone in the palace. Continue. What happened next?”
Her hand kept writing. “I ran to the gardens and I hid. I don’t know how long I was there, but then you came, cleaned me up and kept me safe.”
Her brain was in neutral, she was cold. No fear, no hate, just nothing looming before her. The woman across from her had hate. It burned in her. The men next to her had it as well. They were dangerous people, but only to her or anyone who got in their way.
“What would you do with them, Scribe Longway?”
“I would ask what their intentions were from this point onward.”
Seeing someone go mad with rage was something Ari had never imagined before. The lady fumed, foamed and shouted that the scribe would die and she would watch her die.
The screaming was abruptly silenced, and she collapsed to the ground.
The other two men behind her dropped as silently as she had.
“Justice was seen to by the emperor at forty-five minutes past the hour.” The death speaker intoned it. “The family Orkiv asserts their desire for the death and pain of Scribe Longway even after death. To this, I shall affix my seal.”
Emperor Usorn nodded, his mouth tight. “Removed from endangering the population at large and the scribe specifically at forty-five past the hour.”
There was an emotional energy in the room, and Ari finished the trial notations as the vid cameras recorded the standing fury of the emperor and the dead on the floor.
“Have them taken to their home country for burial. Everyone is dismissed.”
He jerked his head, and the guards carried the deceased out with calm. The death speaker bowed, came to the document and raised her hand to the shadow of the hood. She bit down and extended her bleeding finger to the page, placing the mark next to her declaration of death and the thoughts that followed.
Ari nodded and fixed her witness seal. The vid cameras left. The death speaker left the room, and it was just Usorn and Ari.
She brought the parchment around and placed it on his desk. He was still vibrating with tension. She put her hand on his arm and inclined her head. “Your document, Emperor Usorn.”
He sat and woodenly affixed his seal. “Get out.”
“No.”
She stroked his hair and stood next to him.
“I am staying here until you look at me.”
He nodded and started to sort through the petitions of the morning. “Get to your desk.”
She felt a ripple of hope and went to her desk. Instead of doing what he implied, she brought her tools to his side and she leaned over. “Ready when you are.”
“You are seriously planning to write bent over my desk?”
She gave him a bland look through the heavy layers of makeup. “That is exactly what I am planning on doing. Emperor Usorn, ready when you are.”
He sighed and got started. She smiled and bent over, writing as he spoke.
The first few documents were all business, but as they finished the negotiation for a new iced-treat shop permit, he finally cracked. His hand caressed her backside as he listed the conditions for the permit. She paused in her writing and he continued speaking so she had to catch up.
The next petition was regarding the acquisition of public land for gardens. As she wrote out the details, her skirt slowly crept upward. She stood next to him the entire time, despite the curl of his fingers around her thigh and easing in between them.
She breathed deep and focused, keeping herself on task despite the tingling in her limbs.
An hour of torture was her punishment as he drew out the details of the air traffic restrictions with far more words than were actually necessary.
She was up on her tiptoes and holding her breath by the time she finished the final stroke.
He withdrew his hand from between her thighs and her skirt dropped back in place. His fingers glowed with the wetness he had coaxed out of her, and her face caught fire under the makeup when he slowly licked it off. His eyes grew heavy lidded, and he sighed, “Why did I rush last night?”
She took her tools and backed away, putting everything back on her desk. Words were beyond her. Her vision was red and heat pounded in her veins.
“You are suddenly quiet for someone who defied a direct order.”
She shivered and her voice was husky as she replied, “Nothing to say.”
He looked her over and nodded. “See you at dinner. Don’t be late, Ariadne.”
She didn’t run, but she wished she could. Her legs wouldn’t have put up with that kind of silliness.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
The guards took her back to the imperial quarters, and Nexica came at her with the makeup remover and herded her into a room off the living area.
“You have been given the empress’s quarters. I moved in here this afternoon.”
“You get to stay with me?” It was a bit of a relief.
“I get to stay in the servant quarters off the empress’s suite. They are about the size of your previous bedroom.” Nexica grinned. “It will definitely save me time in the mornings.”
The bedroom had a dressing table and wardrobe. She was sat down at the table, and Nexica began to remove the layers of paint and makeup from her skin.
“So, you are not thinking that I am a little bit trampy for being moved into the imperial quarters?”
Nexica snorted. “Not hardly. I have been with you long enough to know that you don’t go seeking physical affection; I also know that His Imperial Majesty has been after you since before you arrived. There was a reason that he picked you out of all the scribes offered him, and it wasn’t your penmanship.”
“Why didn’t you mention that before?”
“It is not my concern. My concern is to keep you presentable and at work on time. That is challenge enough.” Nexica swabbed and worked carefully and meticulously on Ari’s face.
Ten minutes after she started, she removed the last fleck of makeup and sighed. She went to the bathroom, got a wet washcloth and came back to press it to Ari’s face.
“I have a new gown for you, but the dressing will have to go fast. The sun is setting, and you are due for dinner in twenty minutes, including walking time.”
“Let’s do this then. You get the gown, and I will get out of my clothing.”
With their assignments set, Ari removed the sleeves from her arms, and she carefully removed her blouse up and over her head. Not snagging on the headdress was the tricky part, but she got it off and shucked out of her skirt.
The breast band was all that she wore now, and when Nexica held the gown out and jerked her head, Ari removed it as well.
The gowns of Hredu were always wrapped. The headdresses that the women wore excluded the possibility of the gown going over the head. Stepping into one meant that a woman had a maid on hand to assist her. It was a class situation, and while she worked for a living, Ari was in the emperor’s household and she got the instant status of a lady of the court.
The gown was dark red, heavy silk and fastened on with a series of latches and strings until it fit snugly from her armpits to the top of her hips. The catches were covered with a gauzy silk wrap that wound around and around to hide them.
Nexica was sweating and swearing as she got Ari into the black slippers that matched the gown.
“Done. You are ready.” Nexica was sitting on the floor and breathing hard. “I am going to kill that dress designer.”
“You did an amazing job.”
A three-panel mirror showed her that she appeared striking. Nexica got a gold mask on a stick and handed it to her. “Just for the hallways.”
“Thank you, Nexica. I really mean that.” She squeezed Nexica’s hand with a smile.
“I would accept your thanks if you got going and arrived on time.” Nexica winked. “Lady.”
Her maid bowed low, and Ari knew when she was dismissed.
Chuckling, she left the empress’s rooms, moved through the central causal space, and when she was a hand’s breath from the door, it opened to show Captain Kredik. “Are you ready?”
She put the mask over her face. “When you are.”
Four imperial guards supported two of her keepers and the good captain. They walked her through public areas and to a private dining room.
Usorn was waiting for her as she stepped through the door. “You are late.”
“By how much?” she lowered the mask.
He shrugged and smiled. “Forty-five seconds.”
She chuckled. “My fault. I threw a shoe. I hit Captain Kredik in the back of the head with it.”
“You are joking.”
She held up her hand and walked to the door, “Captain?”
He came in and his shoulders were shaking.
“Turn around, please.”
The clear impact mark was on the back of his glossy helmet.
“Thank you, Captain Kredik.” She patted him on the shoulder, and he left the room, closing the door behind him.
She approached the emperor, and she bowed low. “Good evening, Emperor Usorn.”
He sighed and closed the distance between them. “Stand up, Ariadne.”
She rose, and he swooped down for a kiss. She dropped her mask and wrapped her arms around his waist, holding on tight.
Ari felt herself rise, and she moved her arms to support her against his shoulders. His lips curled against hers, but she didn’t care. He could dangle her upside-down; she was just relieved that he was out of his mood. After a delightfully thorough greeting, he leaned back and set her on her feet again.
“You really are not afraid of me.” There was wonder in his tone.
“Why would I be?”
“You saw what I did earlier. I could do that to you now.”
“I could stab you in your sleep. Just because a person can cause you injury does not mean that they will. Even the assassins that you splattered were only killed because they were there to kill me.”
She stroked his cheek and smiled. “If you are not afraid of sleeping next to me, then there is nothing you can do to instil fear in me.”
“It seems you are trying to set some of that fear in me.” He grinned and pressed his cheek into her hand.
“Yes, well, if I had known that you sought me out specifically, you may have been in danger far earlier.”
He gave her an innocent look and took her arm, leading her toward a table set for two. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Right. There were thirty-two more-qualified scribes in the area. Why did you choose me?”
He held her chair out for her and settled himself at the chair next to her. “Who told you?”
“It doesn’t matter. Why me?”
He narrowed his eyes in an attempt at intimidation. She didn’t fall for it.
“Fine. Your genetic pattern was compatible, and like the women in my family before you, you are inheritance neutral or a class zero. It is the prime characteristic that my family looks for in a bride.”
That was a surprise.
“Oh.”
He tilted his head. “You seem disappointed.”
“I guess I am. I thought it was something different.”
“That I fell in love with your looks? There are many women of great beauty on Hredu. You were different.”
She kicked him under the table.
He jumped and laughed. “I didn’t mean that. You were attractive enough by my standards, but your mind and task fixation were characteristics that I wanted in my offspring. It takes a great deal of focus to wield the kind of energy that my mind produces, and your mind has the kind of structure that would make the process easier.”
“You wanted me for my mind.” She nodded and looked around for something to hit him with.
“I did, though the body that it comes with is amazingly hypnotic.” He lifted her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to the palm.
“You are digging yourself out of the hole…slightly.” She grimaced.
He drew a pattern on her skin with his tongue, and she shivered.
When the servers arrived to bring in the food, he didn’t let go of her hand, but he did press a final kiss to her palm and held her hand on the table for any of the servers to see.
Ari had never done anything to elicit gossip before, but she sensed that behind the scenes, the buzzing would be tremendous.
She was forced to eat her meal with one hand, which was more difficult than it had to be. Usorn just wouldn’t let go.
“Since we are here off the books, so to speak, I still don’t have a contract for working here.”
He paused. “Do you want a contract?”
“That was the idea. I was supposed to outline my duties here so that I didn’t go wild doing everything that I could think of.”
“Oh, is that all? We can draw one up this evening.”
She was relieved. “I do better with boundaries and limitations.”
He smiled and kissed the back of her hand. “I can respect that.”
 
Five courses were served, and when they left the dining room, she was swinging the mask and humming absently.
“So, Emperor Usorn, why don’t you need more guards than I do?”
“Because, Scribe Longway, my life is not in danger. Yours is and it will be until I wed and have an heir.”
She blinked. “Why is that a thing?”
“When there is an heir, there will be proof of continuation of my bloodline. That will ease things as it does in every royal family around the world, or the universe for that matter.”
“Why did you look for a Terran?”
He smiled. “The Guardians have a network, and your species was spoken of highly when it came to being able to handle psychically inherited traits. The women that volunteer to leave your world also have more of a strength of character than many of those who are raised on other worlds.”
She quirked her lips. “I come from a culture that moved away from their homes over and over until they could find a place to make their own. Their methods were not always pleasant and they created lasting scars on our society, but they did something that their people had not done before. Throwing themselves into the void, even if it was on their own world.”
He grinned. “Much as my ancestor did when he reshaped his world. No one had thought to do it before, and no one else was willing to take the risk. It is a heavy inheritance, but my family has managed to bear it.”
They were at the imperial apartments, the doors opened at Usorn’s mental touch and closed behind them again.
Before she could do anything, Usorn had her backed up against the wall, and his hands were pulling the pins free of her hair, removing the wrapped headpiece and freeing her hair for him to pull the smaller pins.
Her locks unravelled down her back, and he sighed and buried his fingers in her hair.
“I am guessing you like the hair.” She quirked her lips.
He tightened his hands into fists and pulled her head to his. He grazed her lips with his teeth. “Yes, it is one of your more fascinating attributes.”
Ari enjoyed the sting of his teeth, but as he worked his way down her neck, her clothing began to unravel.
“It took Nexica forever to get me into the dress.”
He grinned. “She did not design it.”
The wrap slipped to her feet, and she felt the connections part and surrender to him as his mind undressed her.
“Cheater.”
He chuckled and knelt to bury his face between her breasts. “You say that a lot.”
“You cheat a lot.” She shivered and tangled her hand in the crest of his hair.
He suckled hard at her breast, flicking the nipple with his tongue before drawing back. Her knees buckled, and she held tight, but he suddenly stiffened and stood up.
“Damn it.”
He pressed his hand to his ear and he growled. “Acknowledged. Fall is on the way.”
She realised what had happened, and she crouched, picking up her gown and slipping it over her shoulders. “Duty calls?”
He nodded. “A skirmish between three kings. I am sorry.”
She swallowed. “Don’t be sorry, go and come back. I will work on that contract. I don’t think I will get much sleep.”
He sighed, kissed her sweetly and stroked one hand down her body. When he withdrew, she felt hot and cold at the same time. He walked into his room and stripped off, putting on a form fitting suit. A few moments later, he was out the balcony doors and flying toward the moon to a ship hovering in the distance.
Ari shook her head and found her kit, writing her contract out, trying to be as fair as possible.
When it was done, she left it on her desk and crawled into the empress’s bed. Worry over what Usorn was up to eventually faded and she fell asleep.
 
Being tucked into a cold bed was enough to wake her up. “Usorn?”
“Yes, Ariadne. Home and safe.” He crawled into bed next to her and wrapped her in his arms.
She turned to him and bent her leg to slide it up his thigh. “You are so cold.”
“I have been outside, darling.” He kissed her neck and caressed her waist.
“You are warming up quickly.”
“You have that effect on me.”
He stroked his fingers between her thighs, and when he found her hot and wet, he shuddered.
He rolled her to her back and moved until he was between her thighs. He lapped at her, and when he obviously enjoyed what he found, he lifted her buttocks in both hands and raised her to his mouth.
She had never felt devoured before, but her breathing increased in violence until a low, groaning wail broke from her. Her body was one entire pulse and Usorn was controlling it.
When he finally ceased the slick pressure of his tongue, he rolled her to her stomach, tucked a pillow under her hips and placed the head of his erection against her.
His weight bore him inside, and she was still slick from the attentions of his tongue, so he eased into her.
She felt the heat of his chest against her back, and he ran his hands over her again and again, as he rocked in to the hilt. When he began to thrust in earnest, she flexed her hands in the bedding and pressed against him as best she could.
The deep penetration and pounding heat ran through her, pushing her up and back against him as he slid into her.
He gripped her shoulders and held tight as he shouted his release. Ari was so close, but she may as well have been back on Earth for all the good it would do.
To her surprise, after he had stilled, he stroked the nape of her neck and his phantom hands ran over her, the cool-hot touch moved on her clit, slid into her ass and stroked her breasts.
Her tense senses overloaded as every erogenous zone she had sparked and flared at the same time. Her body flared with flames as she choked out a cry and lost herself to her release.
When she managed to return to herself, he had withdrawn from her and was cuddling her against him. He pressed soft kisses to her face and smiled. “I do so love your climaxes. You hold nothing back.”
She was still dazed. “Should I?”
He stroked her neck and kissed her again. “Never. I want to hear a thousand versions of the song, and then, I want to revisit my favourites over and over.”
Usorn ran his fingers between her breasts and flattened his hand against her belly. “Sleep, Ariadne. We will go over your contract when you wake.”
She didn’t need to be told twice. She was out in a dozen heartbeats.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
It wasn’t Nexica’s blunt demands that woke her. A strong hand rubbed her back slowly and eased her into waking.
“There you are.” Usorn smiled at her.
She blinked and shoved her hair out of her way. “Oh. Am I late?”
“You will have the day off. This looks like it will require another draft.” He nodded his head at his lap, and she saw the lap desk, the vivid purple ink and the pen that he was using.
Ari sat up. “What are you doing?”
“I am rewriting the contract. I am the emperor. I can do that, you know.”
She rubbed her eyes and scowled. “Why? It was a fair contract.”
“To me, not to you. You shorted yourself and demanded much in this contract. I will not have it.”
He handed her the revised document.
She read it, paled and read it again. “This says you want to marry me.”
“I do.”
“Why?” she blinked and rubbed her eyes again.
“You really do not wake up well.”
She made a face. “Nexica’s bath usually gets me up and running, with outrage if nothing else. I have to admit, she is thorough.”
“I will have to see what I can do to wake you. I don’t like servants hovering around me unless it is necessary.”
“I need her for all the makeup and other crud I have to wear every day.”
“Understandable, but when I am here, she will not attend you. I can manage to help with your bathing.” He winked.
Marginally more aware, she looked over the contract again. “This is ridiculous. I was only supposed to be here for two years.”
He raised his eyebrows. “You have an objection to being the empress of Hredu?”
“Not really. I just never considered it as a career option.”
He fell back on the bedding and laughed, a wild sound that woke her up completely.
She pressed a kiss to his lips, and his laughter slowed as he pulled her against him. The desk and contract floated to the table in the corner of the room, and he rolled with her across the bed.
“I am very glad that you have not considered it a career option, but it is one that is before you nonetheless. You will be empress and I your devoted servant and companion.”
She surrendered to his kiss for a moment before she asked, “Do I still get my scribe bands?”
He gave her a look that said she was insane, but he nodded. “Yes, my single-minded darling, you will have your bands.”
She smiled, and he got on with the pursuit of morning sex. He didn’t have to pursue it far, she enjoyed being with him and the contrast between their skins.
When he sat up and pulled her into his lap, it was the first time that they were truly face to face as their bodies joined. She made a note to try this again.
 
* * * *
 
It was late and someone was missing from her bed. After ten years, he still rarely left her alone in the morning. He knew she was not at her best.
Nexica came in with a wide robe. “Here is your robe. They are in the morning room.”
A few moments later, her hair was straight down her back and she had slippers on her feet with the heavy, ornate robe on her shoulders.
Captain Kredik was waiting for her, and he escorted her to the morning room through the halls and past those who served the imperial household.
“You look lovely today, my lady.”
“Implying that I looked crappy yesterday? Don’t worry, Kredik. I know what I looked like.”
Being forced to wake early had caused her system to rebel in a violent manner on Kredik’s boots.
“Sorry about your shoes, Kredik.”
“Do not trouble yourself, my lady. I am sure that I deserved it.”
Kredik constantly seemed to be the victim of her strange lapses in decorum. He was pelted with food that slipped from her spoon, caught her shoes whenever they flipped lose, and the day she blew the bands of her corset, he had nearly lost an eye.
They entered the morning room, and she froze at the sight of the brunette that was on Usorn’s lap.
He looked at her and smiled. “We did not want to wake you.”
The little girl looked at her and the fruit that she had been balancing near the ceiling dropped to the tablecloth.
“Urena, where is my morning kiss?”
Her daughter sprinted around the edge of the table and ran up to her, frowning as she lifted in the air to kiss her mother on the cheek. Ari caught her and walked with her to the emperor’s seat.
The chair was pulled out for her, and she put her daughter down as she settled herself.
“What is on the agenda today, dear heart?” She smiled at him.
“There are the petitions, Urena’s teachers need to speak with us and Yomin’s sleepover did not go well. He will have to have his friends over here in the future. He lit the room on fire.”
The breakfast that was placed in front of her was just what she wanted. “Any matters of state you need me for?”
“No, just rest and take care of yourself.”
She grinned. “That is your job.”
He snickered. “You won’t let me do it.”
“I let you do many things. Some you have to fight for.”
Urena was playing with more fruit, balancing the berries in the air.
“You are doing well, Ury.”
“Thank you, Mama.”
To Ari’s surprise, Urena focused with her face flat and her brows furrowed. Ari knew that face, it was her concentration face.
Usorn smiled at her and winked. “Not for a bit.”
“What?”
“You often ask me if I regret you, and the answer is now as it always has been, not for a bit.”
She worked on her breakfast as her husband helped the imperial princess put a berry through a seeded fruit slice. Some kids did puzzles, hers levitated fruit and turned fabrics into flame.
She rubbed her belly and wondered what this next child would bring. She already had backache and nausea; she hoped that the child’s talent wasn’t inducing seasickness.
Time would tell. At least there were other Terrans on Hredu now. Urena had other children to play with that understood the peculiarity of a chalky mother and the burden of power that rose unbidden.
When her breakfast was over and her morning tea consumed, she got to her feet and headed back to her quarters for a bath and a change of clothing. An empress couldn’t run around in a robe all day, not twice in one week, anyway.
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