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Chapter 1: Captive

"Get a move on over there!" The slave driver's voice was strident and more than irritable. Ria jumped with fright, shuffled forward a little faster, and rolled her eyes, absent-mindedly scratching the base of her skull where her original captors had implanted two language processing chips.

She had only understood what they were after the pasty-faced, three-eyed creatures had inserted them, and the tiny gadgets had begun to do their work in her brainwaves. Before then she had been convinced they were going to kill her and suck out her grey matter for some bizarre lab test.

She tried to fall in step with the rest of the captives, none of whom looked human, and wondered where the rest of her crew were. Hopefully, someone had the craftiness to escape and find a way back to Earth, or perhaps one of the alert beacons they had tossed out before the aliens had landed and impounded their ship would do its work.

Of course, the question whether any kind of signal could get out of a random wormhole, like the one their ship had been unexpectedly sucked into, had not yet been answered.

NASA had not been able to do trials to that effect as yet. This would be the acid test. All she could do now was try to stay alive until help came, and, in the circumstances, that meant offering as little resistance as possible.

The slave drivers led the lumbering line of chained captives into a large hall that looked a bit like one of those convention centres on Earth where trade expos were held, only more impressive. The huge domed roof towered over level upon level of floating stalls showcasing all kinds of wares, from tech to food to clothing, to a dizzying array of bottled substances Ria could only guess at the use of.

Customers floated around on smaller platforms, drifting from stall to stall as the exhibitors loudly advertised their wares and gave demonstrations to all who would stop to watch.

There were a few other stalls devoid of produce or gadgets, like the one they were being bundled onto now. These were double the size and held captive slaves, standing in miserable rows, chained to the railings of their stalls. The slave trade seemed to be alive and well in this galaxy, Ria thought bitterly. She didn't mind being treated as an alien… but as a slave? That was taking it too far.

She grit her teeth, leaning heavily on her covert ops training to subdue the violent urge to fight her way to freedom. Freedom could very easily mean death, as had been proven by a handful of less self-controlled individuals at the beginning of their journey from the ship impound yard.

Ria scanned the other stalls full of prisoners to see if she could spot someone from her crew. For a moment she thought she saw a NASA uniform, the good old Star-Spangled Banner adorning the sleeve. Without thinking she waved and shouted, "Hey! NASA! I'm at your three... Aarrgghh!"

She remembered too late that lifting her hand with the chain attached to it was a bad idea. Pain coursed through the right side of her body as the shock device in the shackle was set off. These bonds were designed to inhibit any kind of quick or violent movement and they were insanely effective.

The slave driver moved swiftly across to her and, as if the electric shock wasn't enough, gave her a clout with his prodder. "Shut up, Prisoner B5279!" he yelled into her face, reminding her of the drill sergeant from her basic combat training.

She grit her teeth again, winning the inner battle that would prevent her fighting an external one - one that she would be sure to lose. When her ears had stopped ringing and her sight was no longer blurry, she searched again for the NASA uniform, but it was gone. If it had ever been there.

Frustration mounted in her mind, threatening to drive her off the edge. Desperately, she countered it by whispering her own personal mantra under her breath. "Stay alive, Ria. Freedom is choosing how you respond. Stay alive, Ria. Freedom is choosing..."

"Ah! Driver! Thank you for being on time for a change!" A new voice reached Ria's conscious and she turned to see where it had come from. Another three-eyed, pasty-faced being beamed down on her and her shackled compatriots from a raised platform that their floating stall had just docked into.

His chin folded into multiple rolls, leaving him without any kind of recognisable neck. His shoulders drooped and extended into flabby arms that rested languidly on his ample paunch, which he drummed with the extremities of one ring-bedecked, four-fingered hand.

"Quite a collection you have here," their apparent new owner continued. His eyes roved over the captive aliens, taking in every detail with a keenness that Ria could see was expertly practised in assessing the strengths and weaknesses of physical beings, whatever galaxy they happened to hail from.

He stopped when he reached Ria in the middle of the line. She looked down, trying to avoid eye contact, partly because she could never figure out which eye to look into, and partly because she didn't want to appear defiant, or pleading, for that matter.

"Hmmm... This is an interesting one, Driver," the owner said, in a tone of voice Ria struggled to identify. "Where is this one from?" He lumbered down from the platform and came to stand right in front of her. Inspecting her, he lifted her chin with one pudgy finger and began examining her face, neck, lifting her arms, rubbing her auburn locks between his fingers.

It was all she could do to fight down the urge to slap this self-satisfied alien, but she knew the truth was that she was actually the alien here, and her very survival depended on her self-control.

"I got it quite cheap at the space debris recycle centre," the slave driver replied proudly. "It came complete with the basic language chips, so it will understand enough to fetch a good price..."

"No, no, no, Driver!" the fat alien interrupted the slave driver, a smug look in his three eyes, "This one is going to go as a gift for the Dragon King! It just needs a few updates before I can take it there. Some anti-viral and digestive programs, and a change of dress and you have quite the exotic specimen! Good work, Driver, good work!"

The slave driver grunted, separating Ria from the other prisoners and shackling her to himself while the owner perused the remainder of the slave driver's purchases for the day. Two more aliens were singled out, who Ria thought looked far more exotic that she did, but she wasn't as worried about that.

What concerned her way more was the idea that winding up in a king's palace might just be the end of her hopes for escape. Security would be off the charts, she would probably never be left alone; her spirits sank at the thought of being stuck here forever.

It was a thought that consumed her mind so completely that she hardly had room to wonder what function she would be expected to fulfil when she was presented as 'the king's gift'. But even if she had wondered about that, she would have had her question quickly answered.

As Ria entered the royal palace, still a little dizzy, and slightly nauseous, from the newly implanted chip upgrades in her brain, it was clear she and the other four candidates their owner had selected, were to be presented as addenda to the king's harem.

With more skin showing than she was comfortable with, and her alien owner fussing over her clothing and their posture, she felt like she had been transported back to Babylonian times. A vague memory surfaced of her devoutly religious mother reading to her about King Xerxes and some girl called Esther who was forced into his harem. It felt like she was in a dream, living that story, only, she couldn't remember how it had ended.

Their little group was ushered closer to the far end of a great cathedral-like building, where a huddle of large, humanoid aliens in ornate, Byzantine looking dress were apparently discussing some or other important business.

A lizard-like being, with vaguely humanoid features and wearing a strange five-cornered hat cleared his throat, and said in a bored voice, "Your Majesty, the Collector Hargoid has brought some specimens for your selection."

The biggest of the aliens in the group stood up from the great throne he sat in, which seemed to be composed of a writhing mass of miniature dragons fashioned from some black metallic substance that shimmered with a blue undertone.

The sight of the throne, however, as imposing as it was, did not grip Ria as much as the look of the being who had occupied it. She had heard of dragon shapeshifters, and now she was possibly the first Earthling to see one face to face.

He was in humanoid shape, and yet the golden-brown scales on his face and his deep amber eyes, which seemed to be looking right through her, testified to his true form. Ria's gaze moved upward to the top of his head where the scales gave way to rows of small horns of the same golden-brown colour that seemed to flash pure gold when the light caught them at a certain angle.

"Can you not see that I AM BUSY?!" the Dragon King roared, literally, the scales along the back of his neck and head arching up and growing longer as they glowed red.

Everyone in the room felt the power pulsating from him like a living thing with a will of its own, and Ria half expected him to morph into his original dragon shape and consume them all in a breath of fire.

Collector Hargoid didn't seem phased at all, though. He propelled his blubbery physique towards the king with surprising speed, and not the faintest glimmer of fear showing.

"Ah, but your Majesty can only profit by taking a short rest break and feasting your Majesty's eyes on these beautiful, exotic specimens I have brought," he raised his hand as the king took a breath to speak again, and cut him short, "As a gift, Highness, a gift. And not one I have chosen, but a collection for you to choose from, Highness." He bowed low to the ground, exposing the back of his head as he paid obeisance with his body language, if not his words.

The king seemed to be familiar with the Collector's tenaciously persistent manner and decided that humouring him would be more expedient in getting rid of him than anything else.

"Quickly then," the monarch said, waving one hand agitatedly.

Collector Hargoid wasted no time. He had his foot in the door and he was not about to let the chance go by unappropriated.

"This one is from the far regions of your kingdom, the Grolian solar system. See its amazing multicoloured scales, and it sings beautifully!" He cuffed the dragonesque creature at the far end of the line-up.

In response, she flung back her head and let out a series of screeching howls that felt like they were sawing right through Ria's bones. She dared not cover her ears, though. Who knew how such a move would be interpreted in this culture?

Collector Hargoid, eyes closed, rocking back and forth, looked like he was listening to the finest strains of Mozart's Concerto for Clarinet in C Major. When she was done, he passed on to the next one, slapping her on the back with his fat fingers. "This one is as strong as a Vargillon! It will happily take anything the king wishes to throw at it," the Collector grinned and winked suggestively.

Ria had no idea what a Vargillon was, but the manner of her current owner had just confirmed her suspicions. Whoever won this weird beauty contest was going to join the king's harem. She shuddered. She would have rather died fighting the aliens who had impounded her ship.

"This one is from the far-off solar system of..." Collector Hargoid continued, only to be interrupted by the king.

"I'll take the one on the end. Now, off with you! I have urgent business to attend to!"

"Excellent choice, Majesty!" Hargoid fawned, moving toward the singing dragon creature. He had wanted to protest and continue his eloquent introduction of each candidate's virtues, but he knew instinctively that he had come a little too close to overstaying his welcome.

"Not that end. The other end." The Dragon King's voice was flat and disinterested. Ria wondered if he had even seen what she was, or if he just wanted to spare himself the dragon lady's vocal talents.

"Ah, yes!" Hargoid was instantaneously at Ria's side, "This one is soft and smooth, an equally excellent choice," he said, squeezing the length of Ria's bare arm and stroking her hair.

She felt like she was going to be sick, and she wasn't sure what nauseated her the most: being referred to as 'it' and advertised like ripe fruit at a farmers' market, or the idea of being the concubine of an alien dragon shapeshifter, royalty or otherwise, it made no difference.

The Dragon King had already turned his attention back to his urgent meeting and ignored the Collector's last statement.

"Now then, you lucky alien, you!" Hargoid congratulated Ria as he steered her towards the lizard-like creature who had called the king's attention to the gifts Hargoid had brought. "You just do whatever he says and you'll be the happiest alien in the Dragon King's realm."

How honoured am I? Ria thought sarcastically. All that consumed her mind was how her chances of escape had just plummeted below zero. It was going to take some serious creativity to find a way out of this one, but right now, she was drawing a blank on ideas. She would just have to lie low and look for the chinks in the Dragonesque armour.

"This way, concubine," the lizard-man said, his face expressionless. Clearly, he had done this many times before, as the boredom in his voice testified. He turned away with a flick of his green-brown tail and Ria followed him dutifully. Time, she thought, I just need time. And while I'm here, I'll check out the tech. Might be something we can use when I get back.

Still following the lizard butler, and lost in thought, she almost bumped into him when he stopped abruptly.

"You will stay here until someone fetches you," he said, and then turned and left her standing at the entrance of a Utopia filled with fragrant tropical-looking plants, and cascading waterfalls falling into steaming, flower-filled pools, while strange looking insects - something like butterflies crossed with dragonflies - flitted between the pools and the flora.

Ria noticed a variety of humanoid creatures there, too, splashing in the pools, picking and eating fruit from the trees, and playing strange musical instruments that looked a bit like harps.

For a moment, she simply stood still, taking it all in. "Well, Mom, I sure hope this isn't the Heaven you told me about, 'cause it feels a bit more like hell, to me," she said softly, suddenly missing home.

"What's that, miss?" a deep voice growled next to her.

Ria jumped for the second time that day and saw that the voice had come from a burly looking, bear-like creature with no weapons, but claws like the ones the guy had in the Wolverine movie. There were two of them guarding the room, one on each side of the doorway, which seemed to have no door, but Ria had watched enough Sci-Fi movies to know not to assume that everything in alien worlds was as plain as the nose on your face.

"Uh, nothing, I was just..." she pointed towards a group of creatures at a nearby pool, "going there." Ria moved over to them, the words of her superior officer echoing in her head.

"Expect the unexpected," Major Thomson had said before their mission had left for Mars. They were meant to be the pioneering core group, going to establish the first colony on Mars.

Thanks to plastic fibres choking up everything from drinking water, to salt, to farming soil - in fact, right down to the very air they breathed - the Earth was becoming an increasingly toxic place.

She wondered if he had ever imagined anyone would encounter the 'unexpected' that was now staring her in the face. Thriving alien life.  And not merely life, but, communities, cultures, races, kingdoms.

NASA would probably decorate her with every laurel in America if she could get out of here and tell them about all that she had stumbled upon. She made up her mind to document as much as she could of everything she came across in this strange galaxy, especially the tech. It would be worth her weight in platinum once she got back. And with the time-space-continuum factor, that would probably be just in time to retire, rather comfortably.

She reached the four creatures at the pool. "Hi!" she said, smiling, "I'm Ria. What is this place?"

They all stared at her blankly, inspecting her from head to toes and not one of them breaking the silence. She was just wondering what to say next in a second attempt to thaw the icy atmosphere when another voice reached her ears from the entrance.

"B5279!"

She wondered why those numbers sounded so familiar, and then a sharp jolt from the tracker band on her ankle reminded her that it was her prisoner number.

"B5279! Please respond!"

"Yes! Yes! I'm coming!" she called out, thinking, My name is Ria Gallagher, lieutenant astronaut of Mars Mission Alpha Zero. She dared not say it out loud. Feigned amnesia and anonymity were key until she found out whether these aliens were aware of her specific planet's existence and what their disposition towards it was.

The alien who had summoned her was a creature similar in ethnicity to the lizard-man butler but seemed to be female, although she was larger, and her voice was very deep, so Ria couldn't be sure. She also had scales more closely resembling the king's than those of the lizard man.

"You will come with me."

Better get used to obeying commands from strangers, Ria thought, sighing inwardly, and followed the lizard lady to a room leading off of the giant terrarium she had just found herself in. Inside were two more similar looking lizard ladies who, without any warning, took hold of her and proceeded to strip her, ripping her astronaut suit from her body unceremoniously.

She wanted to cry out, but she bit her lip. Stay alive, Ria. Freedom is choosing how you respond. The lizard ladies lifted her bodily into a steaming tub, which was similar to the pools she had just seen, smelling of spices, but more intoxicating than anything she had experienced on Earth.

They began scrubbing her all over with soft bristled brushes that made her skin tingle as if they had rubbed it full of cayenne pepper. Despite her best efforts to retain objectivity and acuity of mind, she felt herself relaxing as the spices and the hot liquid in the tub did their work.

Even when they unexpectedly dunked her head underwater after vigorously rubbing a sweet-scented, oily, waxy substance into her hair, she hardly responded, merely holding in what little breath there still was in her lungs. In some strange way, she was beginning to grow accustomed to the rough manner of this dragon-lizard-shapeshifter race.

They didn't seem to know their own strength, and being covered with scales, one could hardly expect them to understand what it felt like to be "smooth and soft," as Hargoid had put it.

She allowed herself to be lifted out of the tub, roughly dried off and draped in cascading, heavily embroidered material, shaped into something like a long, closed poncho.

"Wait in the garden," the first lizard-lady said brusquely. "The butler will fetch you when the king is ready for you."




Chapter 2: Close Encounter

Ria sat on a smooth, black rock near the entrance of the garden trying not to think too much, which was a little tricky, given that she had been blessed with a vivid imagination. It was one of the reasons she had chosen to become an astronaut in the first place.

She had found two holes in her garment, which seemed to be meant for her to put her arms through, and now she was busily fiddling with the embroidery, in an attempt to distract herself.

She wondered if NASA's search bots would be nearby yet. Rescue was beginning to look like her most attractive option currently. They had probably cordoned off the wormhole area by now. Surely someone would come after them?

She imagined her family in front of the laptop, searching the scans on NASA's website, worried out of their minds. It made her feel better to think of being missed, and believing someone was searching for her.

Her thoughts turned to Brian. Geeky, hopelessly romantic Brian. Her old man had been dubious about their relationship and freely voiced his doubts.

"You're too different from each other, Riezie," he had said. But Ria hadn't wanted to listen. She reasoned that he was just as much of an explorer as she was, except he explored cyberspace, while she explored outer-space. But then, when the call for the first Mars colonisation mission had come, she had been torn in two.

She remembered Brian's face when she had told him she wanted to go. Bubbling over with excitement, she had laid out her plans to him of how they could get married on the Red Planet and be the first to populate the new colony with a new generation.

"Babe," he had said, his eyes sad, "You know I won't make it out there." Sitting on that black rock in an alien garden, tears glistened in Ria's eyes again as she remembered. Despite all her childish dreaming, she had known he was right. She had also known that he knew she would die, inside, if she didn't go.

And so, he had released her with his blessing. "You better come visit, so we can watch a Rockets game together before we die," he had joked on their last date. Even mutually agreed break-ups sucked, Ria thought now. She wished he was here with her, even though she knew he was just a comfort zone for her. Right about now, I could do with one of those, she thought wryly.

The lizard butler appeared at the doorway, still wearing his bored expression. "The king awaits," he said simply and turned to walk away. Ria felt like running in the opposite direction as the bear-like guards let her through and she heard their metallic claws unsheathing again.

The pinch of the bracelet on her ankle reminded her that even if she could get out of the maze-like palace and find a ship to escape in, she would be blown to bits the minute she left the perimeter of the galaxy. Instead, she took a deep breath, drew on every ounce of terror-survival training she had endured, and followed the swaying tail of the lizard butler.

It was a not too surprisingly short distance from the garden to the Dragon King's chambers. Ria actually would have liked more time to prepare herself, but she stilled her hammering heart with deep, slow breaths and walked past the self-opening door into a cavernous interior which held a desk far off in one corner, and a large, four-poster bed that looked like it could sleep four people at once. He must be a really large dragon, Ria thought.

"Leave us, butler."

Ria recognised the Dragon King's voice and soon he appeared from behind the thickly embroidered curtains of the bed, which looked a lot like the robe Ria was wearing. It must be a favourite pattern of his, she thought. Random thoughts about mundane things helped to keep her mind from dwelling on what she was sure would transpire in the next few minutes.

As the door closed behind the departing tail of the butler, the Dragon King walked over to his desk, picked up a few sheets of what looked like very thick paper, and looked intently at Ria.

He would fit right in at a cosplay convention, she thought, He could easily pass as a villain from the Space Odyssey game. She could see his scales more clearly now, close up, and they shimmered with a strange translucence that she had thought was caused by the light, but now seemed more like a smouldering, internal, golden fire in each one.

His deep amber eyes had the same fire smouldering just below the surface and held nothing but self-assured confidence. Although she did also detect a little concern as if something was troubling him.

All at once, Ria felt awkward. She had no idea what the custom was. Should she be approaching him? Was she expected to disrobe? Perhaps better to wait on his commands. At least that way she would have a good excuse if she did the wrong thing. Err on the side of caution, her Dad had always liked to say. She pushed the thought of him from her mind as the Dragon King began to speak.

"Tell me, B5279, are you any good at diplomatic relations?"

The question caught her entirely off guard. Had she been mistaken all along? Was satisfying the king's physical desires not in her job description after all? She smothered an internal giggle as she imagined what shenanigans could have ensued if she had decided to disrobe in an effort to please him.

"Well, yes, I have training in diplomatic relations, although not very much experience. I was part of the ambassadorial team handling liaisons between our space program, and governments, other space programs, the public, you know, the usual. Then the Mars Mission came up..." she trailed off. It was obvious he wasn't listening any more.

The scales on his brow were doing a strange dance that Ria surmised must be a frown as he perused a thick book he had picked up from the desk while she was speaking.

"Good." His tone was flat, perhaps a little tired, if it wasn't her imagination. "You are dismissed. I shall summon you again tomorrow and then we have some work to do." His demeanour suggested nothing in the way of 'conjugal rights'.

Relief washed over Ria in waves and she felt so light she almost expected to look down and see her feet dangling above the igneous rock floors. She actually laughed at herself for thinking that physical relations with a dragon alien were even possible. That was obviously why he hadn't shown any interest in her during Collector Hargoid's presentation of his gift. He had probably already earmarked her for a diplomatic desk job.

As she replayed the scene in her mind afterwards, Ria came to the conclusion that relief was not an emotion they had been taught to deal with in basic combat training or special ops. Relief had loosened her tongue a little too much and resulted in the ensuing events that unfolded.

"Thank you, Highness!" she said expansively, bowing low and turning to leave. Then, suddenly, in a flood of cockiness, she turned back with a wry grin on her face.

"You know, it's so funny! I misunderstood why I was here! I was thinking I was part of your harem and that I was supposed to... you know," she giggled, "do what a concubine does for a king."

Still staring at his book, the Dragon King didn't bat an eyelid. "You were correct in surmising such a thing. That will also be part of your duties."

Ria froze. The light, giddy feeling dissipated as quickly as it had come. "Oh," was all she could get out.

The king seemed to be humouring her, waiting in silence for her next response, which was not altogether strange, since he had humoured Hargoid's backchat that very afternoon. She had expected him to have them all bodily thrown out of the throne room, and yet he had shown the flabby alien favour by accepting his gift. Which just so happened to be her.

She plunged in, knowing she might not like the answer to her question. "But, uhm, is that even possible? Seriously? We're kind of two completely different species. Will the physiology even work?"

The Dragon King looked up without a word and slowly returned the book to the heavy, black desk that looked like it had been made from railway sleepers. He took a step forward and Ria began to feel that same pulsating power emanate from him that she had been witness to in the throne room. Terror gripped her. Had she angered him with her thoughtless comment?

His eyes locked on hers in a mesmerising gaze that made her feel like prey under the inexorable spell of a predator. The power that flowed from him increased in intensity, drawing her in, crumbling her defences, ruling her in a way that made surrender feel not only inevitable but almost serene.

Without warning he gripped the neckline of his one-piece robe and pulled downwards and outwards, ripping the thick material from top to bottom in one violent action. Holding up the two ends of cloth, he looked down, and Ria followed his gaze to behold the naked glory of his being.

His whole body was covered in the same scales as his face and neck, but other than that, his biology was all man. Human man.

Ria swallowed, feeling her body respond to his surging magnetism, even as her mind balked and her soul shrank back. She felt her neck and face flush hot red and looked down at the floor, shame engulfing her as her mind grappled with her body's desire.

It was clear he was ready for action, and even though she still felt that initial fear and trepidation, Ria knew she would be physically powerless to even try to resist him. She cursed her loose tongue and desperately searched for a way to delay what she now finally realised was inevitable.

He spared her the trouble. "As you might have noticed, I am perfectly capable of copulating with other humanoids," he said, allowing the now torn ends of his robe to fall together again. "In fact, ours is a physiology common to all humanoids."

Ria grasped at the clinical, biological turn that the conversation was taking, feeling slightly out of touch with reality, but still able to reason and inquire.

"But are you..." Ria paused and rephrased her question, in an attempt to lend the conversation a less personal feel. "Is your kind able to reproduce with any other humanoid race?" she asked, trying to sound as scientific as possible.

"Yes. But my bloodline is tightly controlled by the Onoatiga." Ria didn't bother asking who they were, she would find out soon enough, she was sure. The Dragon King continued as Ria felt her cheeks cool, and the pulse in her ears slow down and grow fainter.

"It is imperative that our bloodline remain pure, so our kind's royalty are given mates chosen by the Onoatiga. Six months before puberty, I had a procedure done that prevents me from fertilising a female. This will be reversed when the Onoatiga have found a suitable mate for me."

Ria thought vaguely how it sounded like a horse breeding program. "You mean, an arranged marriage? And you're fine with this? Doesn't sound like an arrangement you'll get much love out of." Where this familiarity was coming from, she had no idea.

"That has always been our custom, and I see no signs of it changing," he said, and Ria thought she detected a hint of defensiveness. "My parents' marriage was arranged, and it turned out to be a favourable union for them, in the end, so I believe it is an acceptable compromise."

He turned back to the desk, picking up the book again and flipping through the pages like a student who knows he should be studying but would rather be out clubbing.

"Now, you must retire to your chambers. We have a lot of work to do tomorrow." His voice held an indisputable note of finality and Ria turned to leave. The door opened automatically, and she was surprised to see the lizard butler waiting outside in the passage. She couldn't help wondering how much he had overheard, but, going by the habitual look of boredom still plastered to his face, she figured not much.

"I will show you to your chambers," he said flatly, moving off without waiting for a response, as was his manner. As the door closed Ria glanced into the Dragon King's chamber again, feeling a strange, nauseating guilt mingled with a desire to stay there with him. None of her NASA training had prepared her for this, she thought grimly.

One good thing, though, was the idea that she would be more than merely a means to satisfy the king's carnal desires.

The Dragon King evidently had some diplomatic post planned for her. She made up her mind, there and then, to immerse herself in that work. It would keep her mind off being a concubine, as well as offering her untold opportunities to investigate and explore the customs and culture of this alien nation.

"Butler," she said, in as respectful and confident a tone as she could muster, "May I please have some writing utensils and paper brought to my room?"

"Of course, my lady," he said, without any change in expression, as he showed her into her private quarters, in a large courtyard, diagonally opposite the entrance to the concubines' garden. At least she had been upgraded from 'concubine' to 'my lady'.

The room was immense, although not as large as the king's, obviously, but it did house an equally large bed. She hoped it was for the sake of catering to all sizes of aliens. The idea of having the king come to her chamber for his... Well, she just wanted at least one place that was completely hers, where she could just shut out everything else and connect with the innocent Ria who had only ever slept with one man. And even that knowledge would have freaked her mother out big time.

She wished she had a photo of Brian with her. The whole cold turkey idea had maybe been a little rash, but there it was. She lay on the huge bed, on her back, staring up at the lavish drapes and remembering her lost love, longing to feel his gentle arms around her, consoling her.

Her door bleeped. "Who is it?" she asked, suppressing the half irrational fear that it might be the king coming to relieve the poised libido she had been witness to only minutes before.

"Your writing utensils, my lady," came the lizard butler's monotone through the intercom.

Ria jumped up, "I'm coming!" she said excitedly, and the door opened in response to her voice. As the butler entered with the same kind of thick paper-like material she had seen in the king's chambers together with some thick tubes that seemed to be made of solid graphite, Ria asked him, "What exactly opens this door?"

"There are sensors that are coded to pick up and react on your voice and words. When you say, 'Come in,' the door automatically opens. Your words now, 'I'm coming' sounded to the sensors like, 'Come in.' It will also respond when you say, 'Ajar.'" Ria felt as if she was listening to one of those recorded information bots.

"So, it only opens when I speak? No one else's voice can open it?"

"Only the Dragon King's voice, and the Head Matron's voice, in case of emergencies, or for rebellious concubines."

The butler's toneless syllables gave no hint as to whether that last comment was directed specifically at her. She wondered what exactly was considered an emergency. Perhaps alien girls less thick-skinned than herself were given to taking their own lives. Or perhaps there were some foolish enough to refuse the king.

Ria took the writing materials from the butler and thanked him, purposing in her heart not to do anything that would label her as a 'rebellious concubine'. The butler left, throwing a parting bit of information over his shoulder. "To close the door, say, 'Shut-down.'" And then he was gone.

"Shut-down," Ria said, grateful for the small feeling of self-determination that this simple act awakened in her. If she played her cards right, this whole experience might not be too harrowing. She just had to keep a cool head and gather as much information as possible.

With that thought still echoing in her mind, she moved towards the desk that stood at the far end of the room. To do so she had to pass a large window that took up most of the wall it was set in. What she saw stopped her in her tracks.

A busy metropolis stretched out below her, massive buildings constructed from dark volcanic stone, much like that which was used for the floors in the king's palace. It seemed that the palace was set on a hill, looking out over the city, and she could see vehicles of all different shapes and sizes and propulsion systems populating the bustling streets.

She wondered what she had expected. Forests like the one in the concubines' terrarium? Alien desert wastes?

Certainly not anything as civilised as this. But why? Was she seeing him and his kind only as dragons and lizards? Animals? Her mind wandered back to their conversation. He spoke intelligently, used eloquent language, in fact, more eloquent than many of her colleagues in NASA used.

His technology was superior to hers. And she was his captive. Yet still, that ugly human superiority thing was rearing its narcissistic head. This whole time she had recoiled in horror at the idea of being basically raped by a beast. But what if he was more than that? What if she actually got to know him?

She thought of his humanoid appearance, and despite the scales and horns, she had to admit he possessed a certain kind of appeal that many Earth women would find magnetically alluring. He had actually seemed to look a bit like Orlando Bloom, she mused, thinking that if the Onoatiga went wife hunting for the Dragon King on Earth, they would have no problems finding a wide variety of candidates eager to fill the post.

Suddenly, she caught the reflection of her face in the glass of the window. Her friends had sometimes said she looked like the female version of Orlando Bloom, so maybe the Dragon King had been copying her physiology in that aspect.

Or maybe that just happened to be his genetic look in humanoid form. Or maybe they had located Earth and were researching its inhabitants. The possibilities were endless.

With her scientific explorer's mind running down a myriad of rabbit holes, Ria continued her trek to the desk, sat down, figured out how the graphite sticks worked and began writing:

The Dragon King's Palace.

Day One.

I have been gifted, as a concubine, to the local leader, known as the Dragon King. He is the king of what seems to be quite a multicultural kingdom. What's interesting is that he also apparently wants me to fill the role of some kind of ambassador. He told me about some people called 'Onoatiga' who are meant to pick a wife for his arranged marriage. He says it's to keep his bloodline pure..."




Chapter 3: Ambassador

Ria woke with the shock of her ankle bracelet against her skin. The chaotic disarray of the bedcovers told her she had physically responded to the nightmares she had suffered that night, as did the ache in her neck.

A voice filtered through the intercom to her still sleep-fogged brain. "Breakfast is served in the Concubine's Garden, my lady." The soporific tones of the butler did little to promote mental alertness. Ria wished they had given the place a different name. She didn't want to be constantly reminded of her less than glamorous job description.

"Am I going to be able to lose this horrible tracking bracelet any time soon?" Ria grumbled and then inwardly cursed her thoughtlessness. What if that was seen as a sign of a 'rebellious concubine'?

"Once you have proved your loyalty, my lady, you shall be relieved of the tracking bracelet. I have orders to show you around the palace before lunch. Your cooperation shall be greatly appreciated."

Ria shot out of the bed like a rocket. A guided tour of the palace? Jumping Jiminy Cricket! Just what she needed to plan her escape!

"I'll be at that breakfast table before you can say NASA!"

"I beg your pardon, my lady? I'm not sure I under—"

"Nevermind, it's just a saying from my planet. I'll be ready in a few minutes. Thank you!"

She heard the swish of his tail on the igneous floor as the butler moved off to his next tedious job.

By the time she reached the breakfast table, it was almost cleared, and the other concubines had wandered off to while away their idle hours. The Matron who had called her to be stripped and scrubbed stood at the head of the long, low table, looking at her with an I'm-waiting-because-of-you expression, but she decided to ignore it.

Now was the moment to test out those brain implants that were supposed to help her body deal with the foreign food. It seemed unlikely to her that the electronic could influence the physiological to such an extent, but it was kind of exciting being the guinea pig in the experiment. She only wished there was someone there to share it with her, someone who would understand the physiological and scientific ins and outs of the whole situation.

Sarah would have loved this. She could imagine her inspecting all the unnatural looking wares and closing her eyes to better sense their effect on her digestive system. Ria picked up something that looked like a cinnamon bun, about the only thing there that resembled anything earthly. She sniffed at it, but it didn't have much of a fragrance, so she gingerly bit into it, distrusting, but driven by hunger. She had refused food the previous night, pleading nausea as a result of her implants.

At first, the taste was bitter, almost sour, and she had to stop herself from gagging and spitting the mouthful out. She felt the eyes of the watchful Matron boring into her.

Then the taste of something like mango began to fill her mouth. Perhaps the chips were syncing with her brainwaves and translating the information from her taste buds to make it a pleasant experience. She swallowed and took another bite. There was no bitter taste at all this time. Ria poured a cup of lukewarm spice tea that smelled remarkably like the stuff they had bathed her in.

Again, it was bitter rancid to her taste but then turned to a delicious honey chai flavour before she had drank half the cup. These aliens were onto something, she thought, imagining similar technology that could make Brussels sprouts taste good to babies on Earth. She would make a killing with a patent like that!

Deciding not to consume too many different delicacies and put her new-fangled software under too much pressure, she tried only one more dish which tasted like bacon but looked like green scrambled eggs. She couldn't help wondering if Dr Seuss had been a secret space traveller.

"B5279, the butler awaits," the curt voice of the Matron cut into her musings.

Sure enough, the lizard man stood just outside the doorway, his five-cornered hat perked rakishly on his head, his deadpan expression becoming almost a beloved familiarity to Ria.

She bounded down the pebbled pathway to join her tour guide, suddenly overcome with exuberance. She knew it had to do with the fact that she was about to go on her most unusual reconnaissance mission ever, in the most outrageous camouflage ever.

The butler remained unmoved by her boisterous spirits, in fact, they didn't even make a dent in his sombre visage. He inclined his head, and then led her along the first of the labyrinth of passages, showing her into each room.

"Here is the ballroom," he said," as a larger than usual door opened up into a breathtakingly beautiful hall.

The walls were hanging gardens and misty waterfalls caressed by streams of sunlight coming in from what appeared to be an open roof. Ria could see two suns shining in the lavender coloured sky, the one half the size of the other.

So, dancing was part of the Dragon King's culture? Ria was struck by how this race's technology and cultural sophistication was so vastly different from their manners and physical treatment of strangers.

"Why did you stop calling me concubine and start calling me, 'My lady'?" she asked the butler abruptly.

"Because the king has accepted you not only for harem purposes but also for diplomatic purposes, my lady." His response was matter-of-fact.

"But how did you know that so quickly? " she said, thinking that he had in fact overheard her conversation with the king.

"The king gave me the signal to that effect when you left his chambers. Now we must proceed." These lizards were a race of few words.

There was a dizzying array of rooms and levels, each one with its specific purpose and function, but the one Ria enjoyed the most was the Royal Laboratory, as the butler called it, informing her that it would be the last stop of her private tour. Staring around her, her mind both reeled and rejoiced at the seemingly endless variety of gadgets, equipment and alien substances undergoing tests in glass-like cases.

There were three scientists working in the vast area that seemed to cover one entire floor of the palace. Ria could hardly contain her excitement as she rushed from one display cabinet to the next, gawking at unfamiliar tech, and trying to figure out its function. She was in NASA heaven and she hoped there was a chance she would be able to come back here at some point. There was no way she was going to be able to remember and document all that her eyes were taking in.

The three scientists seemed very focused on their work, but one of them noticed Ria's feverish enthusiasm and she walked over to her. She looked the same as the Matron, except her scales seemed a deeper orange than the Matron's, as were her two fellow scientists'.

"You're very excited about all this," she said, "What's your interest?" Her tone was as curt as the Matron's but something in her eyes made Ria feel like this dragon shapeshifter was more approachable. She decided to introduce herself.

"Hi! I'm B5279!" she said, holding out her hand and beaming. The scientist ignored her outstretched hand.

"I am Nirda, and I'm sure B5279 isn't your name. That's your prisoner number, which I am already familiar with. So, what is your name? Or are you worried we won't like you because of what planet you come from?"

The alien's forthrightness caught Ria off guard, but at the same time served to kick in her information gathering instincts.

"You have racism here, too?" she asked, avoiding the question regarding her name.

"I believe it's a universal problem in every sense of the word," the scientist named Nirda turned away, going back to her work. Ria tagged along behind her, bursting to know more and relishing the fact that she had found a mind she could converse with.

"So, B5279, since you refuse to tell me your name, I am forced to address you by your prisoner number. Though I do suggest you give the king some other name to call you by, even if it's made up. He generally doesn't like to refer to his bed mates as numbers."

Ria felt a slight sting of contempt in Nirda's words but decided to ignore it. This was a blossoming friendship she would take any abuse in, if it meant she could have frequent access to this wonderful room.

"You will now have two more chips implanted that will give you access to memories you do not currently have. When you look at a certain race, your brain will automatically access the memories pertaining to that specific race regarding their history and culture."

Ria's jaw hung open. It felt like a dream come true and she forgot herself a little, which was becoming a worrying habit, "Are you serious? This is amazingly, stupendously the best thing ever!"

Nirda looked at her curiously and Ria wasn't sure if it was because she had gushed about what was evidently a routine procedure in this multi-cultural, high-tech society, or if she pitied her for never having been exposed to such technology. The scientist dragon went back to preparing the syringe gun-like contraption that Ria had come to recognise as the implant device.

"Take it easy on the memory retrieval, to begin with," Nirda went on, "Since you are an inferior race, you will need to wait at least four months before considering adding any more cerebral chips, and it may take your brain some time to adjust to this new tech. We don't want it going into overload and meltdown. One silly concubine went around looking for as many different races as she could to access their memories and ended up frying her circuits and giving herself an aneurysm."

"Wow..." Ria wondered if it was true or just a scare tactic. She wasn't about to find out the hard way, though.

Nirda grabbed Ria's head, without warning, as was Draconian custom, and exposed the base of her skull, pressing the gun against it. She shifted it a few times as if checking for the best place to insert the hardware, and Ria braced herself for the stinging, searing pain.

It did not disappoint. She bit on her lip, not wanting to further diminish her alien counterpart's impression of her and her 'inferior race'. The pain seemed to travel through her entire body for a few seconds, and then, as quickly as it came, it left. She took a deep breath and stood erect again as Nirda released her.

"My lady, we must return to the Concubine's Garden. The king will be taking lunch with his harem to welcome you," the butler's voice emanated from the doorway where he had been watching the whole encounter.

"Sure," Ria suddenly wanted to get away. She needed to process everything she had just experienced, literally and figuratively. She just had one more question for her alien counterpart, "Have you had others of my race here before?"

Nirda's face almost seemed to crack into a smile. "No, but we have been watching your planet for millennia. You are fairly technologically advanced and have been making great strides recently. But you are an impetuous, emotional, selfish race, and we have refrained from interaction with you for that reason. You have polluted your own planet almost to death. What's to stop you from polluting ours?"

Ria stared at her, wanting to contradict her, but knowing that what she said was painfully true of too many of her race of Earthlings. The state of their planet was testament enough of that. The very reason she had ended up here was that her race had steadily and thoughtlessly made their own planet uninhabitable.

The butler heaved a sigh from the doorway, "My lady? Please? The king does not take kindly to tardiness."

"He's right," Nirda nodded towards the doorway and the waiting butler. "Best be off with you."

Ria moved towards the door, a dull headache and that strange itchiness reminding her of her fresh implants. "Oh, and B5279," Nirda said, just as Ria reached the doorway, "try not to get hit by lightning."

"Thanks," Ria shot back, "I'll be sure not to wear my lightning rod headdress while I'm here." She winked.

"Oh, and by the way," throwing caution to the wind, she left one last parting remark before she disappeared down the hallway, "The name's Ria. Ria Gallagher. Lieutenant Astronaut, Mars Mission Alpha Zero, NASA."

* * *

Ria sat with her eyes downcast, trying not to look at the other concubines too closely. Nirda's warning of the concubine who had caused her own aneurysm was still echoing in her mind. From the cursory glances that she gave them out of pure respect, it was plain to see they were all a little jaded.

Apparently, life as a concubine to the Dragon King was not as idyllic as some fantasy gorging, Earthling movie buffs might like to imagine. Although their outward appearances differed vastly and seemed to incorporate every possible contortion of humanoid anatomy one could think of, they all housed the same set of emotions and basic psychological needs as she did.

"Welcome, Ria! I hope you will be happy here. Let me know if there is anything I can help you with," a soft voice next to her piped up as she sat down after introducing herself to the group at the king's prompting. Ria looked at the owner of the voice and her heart went out to her.

She was a strange octopus-like being, with a humanoid torso and bulbous head, and multiple tentacles where there would usually have been arms and legs.

Ria remembered her mother wishing she had more sets of arms, and made a mental note to tell her to scratch that off her wish list when she got back to Earth one day.

"Why, thank you, uhhmm..."

"Octavia," the gentle voice introduced itself. Ria had to hold back a giggle at her new companion's apt name, but it wasn't too difficult. The look in the alien girl's eyes was profoundly sad. Ria wondered what such a forlorn being could possibly help her with. She looked like she needed help herself. Of the psychiatric variety.

"I hope you're not thinking of trying to become the king's favourite," another voiced sniped from across the banqueting table, which was loaded with all the unfamiliar fare of the breakfast, and more. A belligerent glare burned into Ria as she found the speaker diagonally across from her, a furry, bear-like creature who, thankfully, had apparently had her Wolverine claws removed. Probably for the king's safety.

"Oh, shut up, Narsia," yet another voice interjected, "The king doesn't have favourites. It's your imagination."

Narsia hissed at the concubine who had contradicted her. She was a lizard-like being, like the butler, except her scales, held an orange and brown tinge to his green. Her forked tongue flickered in and out as she said to Ria, "Don't you worry about her, she has delusions of favouritism just to help her survive the shame of being a concubine."

"Hush, Gordlin! The king treats us all very well! We have no need to feel ashamed!" A blubbery, pasty-faced, three-eyed woman who reminded Ria of Collector Hargoid, took control of the situation. There was no way of knowing for sure how the aliens showed aging physically, but by her manner, she appeared to be the oldest of the king's fourteen concubines.

"I'm Goidel," she introduced herself. "My brother, Collector Hargoid, presented me as a gift to the king when our parents died. He thought it would be the safest place for me. Giving a gift to the king was also the only way he would be able to make a living in the trading world."

Her face expressed the same sadness that hung around Octavia, but there was more of an air of jaded resignation mixed in with it.

"I was presented as a gift to the king when my planet was conquered, and the captain of the king's forces decided I would make a nice trophy," Octavia said in her soft, sad voice. Ria wondered if she was capable of expressing emotions like anger, frustration, rebellion.

It was also strange to her that they were all speaking so freely about their situation, within earshot of the king. She watched him, looking for a tell-tale sign of irritation, anger, anything to show that what they said bothered him, but his face was expressionless. He made small talk with the concubines who had the fortune, or misfortune, of being seated closest to him and went on enjoying his meal, ingesting huge chunks of gravy-laden, greyish coloured flesh that Ria hoped was from an animal of some kind and not a rebellious, late, concubine.

She picked at her food, listening to the chit chat of the women and watching two more bear-like creatures at the far end of the table. They ate in silence, not once looking up, not once smiling at Gordlin's crude jokes that Ria could only understand because of her newly implanted chips.

She glanced at the Dragon King again, watching his detached manner and wondering if he got some kind of weird kick out of all the different anatomies he could use to satisfy his libido, or if it was simply a status symbol to have such an exotic variety of concubines. The one sitting closest to him reminded Ria of the alien that Collector Hargoid had compared to a Vargillon.

She looked like a body-builder and had the head of an ox set on her thick, sinewy neck. In fact, she was so buff, Ria had mistaken her for a bodyguard until she introduced herself as one of the harem. Her voice had been an oxymoron of softness compared to her brawny physique. And even her eyes conveyed the same sad emptiness Ria saw in all the others'.

Every one of these women was either morosely resigned to their fate, or bitterly kicking against the goads of their circumstances. None of them felt like they belonged or were loved, that was obvious. Ria had never spared much thought to polygamous marriages even, never mind concubines and what life must be like for a bunch of women all living under one roof and sleeping with the same man.

Now she was in the middle of such a situation with no way of knowing how to deal with it. A wave of self-pity and despair washed over her suddenly.

What if NASA never found her? Would she end up like all these other glorified prostitutes? Was her role as ambassador enough to save her sanity from her loveless, sex slave situation?

The king's voice interrupted her thoughts, "Alright, we are done here. You may return to your chambers or relax in the garden for the rest of the day." The relief on the women's faces was plain to see. "Except you, B52... I mean, Ria. You will come with me. We have some business to attend to."

Ria wished the king had rather not announced that so clearly in front of all the women. "Business, eh?" Narsia smirked and then hissed at Ria aggressively, her furry face set in a ferocious scowl. "Just be sure you remember who his favourite is."

Ria made no answer, her stomach in a tight knot. She had donned one the least revealing dresses she could find in her amply stocked closet, but she felt as naked as the day she was born, as she demurely followed the king and his body guards out of the garden and into the long hallway.

To her surprise the king did not turn in the direction of his chambers, but in quite the opposite direction. Where were they going? She dared not ask. After a long, winding walk, they reached a deep, dank place that didn't look like the rest of the palace at all.

The floors were dusty and the walls rough and damp. The doors seemed to be made of solid lead, as one of them opened to a word spoken by the king that her language chip seemed to be unable to decode. She shrank back instinctively. Were they going to lock her up now? Had Nirda reported her as a troublemaker? She hadn't seemed to warm to her much.

"Come in here, Ria," the king commanded, his face betraying no emotion. She dutifully obeyed, her palms beginning to sweat.

Entering the dank, gloomy interior, it took a while for her eyes to adjust to the scant lighting, and then she saw him. Chained to the wall by his hands and feet, was a Pan-like creature, only he didn't have horns, he had long grey ears like a donkey's and a strange equine snout in a human face, filled with long, yellow, snapping teeth. His black, beady eyes were too close together and very shifty, and his hoofed feet strained against the bonds, seeming to want to launch their owner at Ria in a fury of attack.

The Dragon King's body guards stood close to her, which was just as well, otherwise she might have run in panic from the hideous creature.

"This is my former ambassador, Frong," the king announced to Ria. I gave him good treatment and better wages for the greater part of thirty of your Earth years."

Ria looked at him in surprise. So, they really did know more about her planet that what they had let on in the beginning, and yet, here she was, the Dragon King's new ambassador.

The king continued, "But he found it necessary to defraud me of still more money to make deals and procure bribes from other nations and solar systems. His brand of gratitude and loyalty is now to be paid in kind," the king concluded, sarcastically.

"Curse you, Xagrun!" the ambassador spat.

"Your curse is upon your own head," the king responded calmly, "since you will lose your cursed head in a matter of minutes and this Earthling will take your place in office."

The ambassador gave a roar of rage that sounded like a mixture of a squealing pig and a rabid dog. It was becoming clear to Ria that she had been summoned here merely to intensify the humiliation of the demoted ambassador.

He focussed all his proud rage on her. "You and your amoebic race!" he dredged up the most insulting description he could think of. "You're still swimming in primordial soup and you expect to come usurp my position? Hahahaha!!" His laugh sounded worse than his roar. "It takes brains, and cunning, and perception to be the ambassador of this kingdom. You probably don't even know how the hell you got here!" he punctuated his eloquent rhetoric by spitting in Ria's direction. Thankfully the king had anticipated such a move and made sure they stood well away from the belligerent prisoner.

Ria felt the hackles rise on her neck. It was true her race was not perfect, but they sure had their good qualities as well as the bad ones. Masking her disgust and tilting her chin nonchalantly as she crossed her arms and gave the disgraced ambassador a level stare.

"Actually, the way I ended up here is that many aeons ago, two black holes made friends, right? They buddied right up to each other and got in a game of tug of war. And then they created what we refer to as a wormhole, which is a bending and contracting of the time-space continuum that allows for matter that enters it to travel ridiculous distances in fractional time frames. Basically, time travel. Then my ship, which was innocently passing by on its way to Mars, with the mission to start a new colony for my species, was hit by an unexpected solar storm caused by an unforeseen flare emanating from Kaus Australis. We were knocked off course, our data equipment rendered completely useless by the radio waves of the storm and the magnetic field of the wormhole. We were sucked into it and spat out into this wonderful galaxy, and then your rangers found us and impounded our ship. So, that's basically how I got here, in layman's terms, of course."

She looked over at the Dragon King. King Xagrun. It was a really cool name, she thought, and he seemed to be wearing a faint smile, but she couldn't be sure. She lobbed in one last comment, "Oh, and in that list of attributes for an ambassador, you forgot the most important one: loyalty. My people know all about loyalty."

The ambassador stared at her for a long moment of heavy silence and then began to growl menacingly through his clenched, yellow teeth.

"I think that concludes our business," the king said simply. "Guard, behead him."

In Ria's mind, he was supposed to be led out to some other room and stood over a wooden or stone block while a hooded man dispatched his head in one clean slice of a shiny battle axe. That would have been gruesome enough and not a show that Ria would have paid money to see.

But executions were evidently not done that way in King Xagrun's kingdom. In one fell swoop, the burly bear creature, who had been guarding the prisoner, unsheathed his sabre-like claws and dealt the former ambassador a blow that sliced his leering head into four bloody steaks that fell to the granite floor with a splat, as the decapitated body jerked spasmodically, rattling the chains that still held it suspended against the wall.

Ria stepped back in shock, covering her face with her hands and trying to keep her freshly regurgitated lunch from leaving her mouth.

She turned and fled the prison cell, ignoring the sharp jabs of her ankle bracelet, and didn't stop until she reached her chambers. She ran to the ablution closet, puked her heart out and then flung herself on the bed, her tears soaking the soft, fleecy bed covers. The more she tried to get the horrifying image out of her mind, the more it taunted her.

Soon she heard footsteps and voices outside her door.

"Is our new ambassador, Ria, in her chambers?" It was the voice of the king.

"Yes, your Highness," responded the voice of the butler, who seemed to pop up everywhere at the most opportune times.

"Have her sent to me after breakfast tomorrow," the king's voice commanded.

"Yes, your Highness."

Ria cried herself to sleep.




Chapter 4: Matchmaker

"You alright, Ria?" Octavia's perpetually pink flushed face peered at her with sad eyes. An equally pink tentacle stroked her arm.

"I'm okay," Ria was picking at her breakfast, thinking how the concubines' days were regulated by mealtimes and the rest was just aimless existence. Right now, she was afraid to eat, worried that this meal would go the same way as yesterday's lunch. She still had flashbacks of the late, former ambassador's head being carved up like a tuna in a fish packing factory.

She needed to focus on something else. "Octavia, do you have any hobbies to keep you busy?"

Her only reply was a blank stare.

"You know what hobbies are, right? Things you do for fun in your spare time?"

"Oh, I count the jiggerbugs, and I harvest fruit and seeds, and plant the seeds I harvest. And there are two Macmac birds that I feed with leftovers from my breakfast. I'm teaching them to talk, you should see them, Ria, they're so cute!"

"Okay, okay!" Ria had to laugh despite her sombre frame of mind. Evidently, she was preaching to the choir. "What about the other girls?"

"I don't know..." Octavia looked down. "Nobody really talks to me, you know? I'm the strangest of all the species here. You're the first alien who has taken time to have a conversation with me in the last twenty years."

Ria's culture chip calculated that as sixty Earth years. She resolved that if she ever got home, she would never again complain about how long a year was.

"I'm just thinking that everybody looks so sad, and well, bored, too, I guess. Maybe if we can start learning new things and stuff, we can keep our minds occupied and not just live aimless lives between our trysts with the king."

Octavia's face lit up as much as her sad eyes would allow. "That's a brilliant idea, Ria! You're genius! When do we start?"

"Haha! Well, tomorrow, if you want to. You just have to help me brainstorm how we're going to convince the others to join in.  If we're going to live any kind of meaningful life here, we have to start creating it for ourselves."

Octavia hugged her, and Ria had to concentrate hard not to shrink back from the sensation of sixteen arms around her. She didn't want to hurt this benign creature's feelings, who was, so far, the closest she had to a friend in this inhospitable place.

"Ria, the king wishes to see you," the Matron's crisp, businesslike voice cut into her thoughts. She felt her gut tighten. Would she still have the position of ambassador after yesterday's fiasco? Did she even want it anymore? Taking a deep breath, she made her way to the garden entrance where the butler was waiting to escort her to the king.

She felt a little weak and dizzy from not having eaten well in the last twenty hours or so. It felt like even her eyeballs had pins and needles. An intense longing for home engulfed her as she followed the butler's swaying tail once again.

They stopped at some other door before they reached the king's chambers and Ria felt herself relax a little, but not entirely. She had no idea why she had been summoned and her recent experience told her that anything was possible.

"Ambassador Ria is here to see you at your request, your Highness," the butler announced.

In less stressful circumstances, Ria would have had a good laugh at the idea of her new title. As it was, she waited nervously for the automated door to open.

It revealed a room that the butler had not included in her tour the previous day. Like the ballroom, it appeared to have no roof and was lined with rock walls and creeping vines of many different varieties and colours, intertwining and creating a sort of living tapestry. Down the centre of the room stretched a long, oval table, which seemed to be made of the same smooth, igneous rock as the floor and was surrounded by many, tall-backed chairs covered with plush, red upholstery.

Ria stepped forward gingerly, almost expecting the floor to suddenly open up and swallow her whole, or the bear-alien guard at the door to divorce her head from her body in a similar fashion to the previous ambassador's head. She wondered if that would be a kingdom record for the shortest office of an ambassador.

The king's voice made her look up at him sitting at the head of the great oval table, "Welcome, Ambassador Ria. I was greatly pleased with your reply to Ambassador Frong's challenge yesterday. I am convinced you will make a good ambassador and expect that undivided loyalty of which you spoke."

Ria almost fainted from relief, her body weak from lack of nourishment as well as mental shock. Her basic combat training stood her in good stead, though, and she felt her mind rally her body's members.

Standing up a little straighter, she found her voice, "Thank you, Highness, I intend to do my level best to represent your kingdom in integrity and diligence."

It was difficult to tell from that distance, but she could have sworn there was a glint of satisfaction in the king's eye. Whatever her feelings about her strangely dual role in the palace, she had to stay on his good side.

"Minister Glot, the Ambassador's robe."

At the command of the king, another dragon shape-shifter emerged from a side door holding a shimmering robe that was made with the same heavy embroidered cloth as pretty much everything else in the palace, but had a simpler, more distinctive pattern. On it was a crest of some sort that looked a lot like the king's throne.

Minister Glot hung the robe over Ria's shoulders and, stepping back, made a low bow. Ria's culture chip sprang into action and she bowed back to him, almost in a reflex action, before they both straightened and hammered their right fist twice against their left shoulder, declaring in unison, "Long life to the Dragon King Xagrun!"

Ria reflected how her tongue had seemed to move of its own accord. These chips are out of this world! she thought, and then corrected herself, or maybe in this world, but out of mine. A faint smile played about her lips and she already felt better.

"Minister Glot shall escort you to the Ambassadors' Offices," King Xagrun said, "and there he will fill you in on all you need to know. Pay attention, fulfil your duties faithfully and you will be rewarded generously."

The king didn't need to say so, but Ria knew that if she did not pay attention and do her duties well, she would end up generously beheaded. His tone had made it clear that while she wore this robe, the strict protocols of a political relationship were to be adhered to.

She embraced this dignified escape from her harem member status, bowed to the king and turned to follow the receding back of Minister Glot.

As she tailed him to the Ambassadors' Offices, her head swam with questions burning to be answered, but she knew she must bide her time. Her culture chip was telling her that too many questions were viewed as suspicious by the Dragonesque race, so she decided to play it safe and ask only what and when it appeared appropriate to the setting and circumstances.

Soon they entered a large room that looked a lot like the Royal Laboratory, except it contained many floating platforms like those she had seen at the trade fair where she first met Collector Hargoid. Each platform, bar one, housed an alien of same shape or form, hard at work on what seemed to be hologram screens, or holding urgent conversations with apparently nobody.

Although none of the platforms had any kind of visible enclosing material, no sound reached the floor where she and Minister Glot were standing. In front of them was a huge hologram screen that seemed to contain a myriad of smaller screens within it, each one flickering and shimmering with flashes of information and images. A few aliens sat in front of the screen, apparently monitoring all the goings on in front of them.

Ria felt her jaw drop, and she didn't bother to disguise her amazement. It was considered a great honour by the Dragonesque race if someone showed awe at their achievements. In fact, they were quite a vain nation, as well as being rough around the edges, she thought, almost affectionately.

Minister Glot seemed suitably pleased with Ria's display of admiration and tapped on a smooth black tablet perched on a thin column constructed from the same material. A tone rang out, not dissimilar to the intercom at an international airport on Earth.

As one being, all the aliens stopped their work and turned to face the minister. "Esteemed ambassadors, I present to you the new Dragonesque Ambassador to the Hautian Solar System. This is Ambassador Ria. We are to assist her in whatever she may need to successfully execute her duties as ambassador. Your cooperation is the king's pleasure."

A lot seems to revolve around the king's pleasure in this kingdom, Ria thought, but she simply nodded around the vast room, appropriately agreeing with the shouts of, "The king's pleasure! Long life to King Xagrun!"

Minister Glot pointed out the vacant platform as another lizard butler sidled up to them. "Butler, escort Ambassador Ria to her station," the minister commanded, and then abruptly turned on his heel and left without another word. Ria had thankfully already become accustomed to the lack of pleasantries, so it didn't distract her from focussing on the tech heaven she found herself in.

"This way, my lady," the new butler said, moving off as he spoke. His voice was different to the other butler's even though he looked just like him. He spoke very fast, in high pitched, hoarse tones.

Ria wondered if the butlers had names. How was she going to differentiate between the butler in the concubines' quarters and this one, and who knew how many more she would encounter?

"Do you butlers have names?" she asked, knowing it was not entirely acceptable to do so, but deciding to ignore her implant's recommendations. As long as she could still think for herself, she was going to flex those independent muscles.

"No, my lady. Unless you call a number a name."

"Oh. I know how you feel."

The lizard flashed her a shocked look, and then quickly looked ahead of him again.

"What's yours?" Ria prompted.

"Z4T33." He said it quickly and softly, without looking up.

Ria played with the numbers and letters in her mind's eye. "Okay, I'll call you Zytee."

By that time, they had reached her platform and the newly christened Zytee tapped his foot twice on the floor. An oval slab suddenly, but smoothly, lifted out from the floor, carrying them up to her allotted space, full of equipment she already relished the thought of documenting in her rapidly filling pages of journaling. She would have to get a book, soon, she thought. Perhaps Zytee could help her with that.

The next few days passed in a blur of discovery and wonderment. Ria tried not to express every bit of amazement she experienced, but it took a concerted effort. Here was tech that could replace almost everything they had on Earth and, most importantly, completely eradicate the use of plastic.

The most fascinating part of the Dragonesque tech was that, as advanced as it was, it was still completely nature-friendly and sourced from the environment. She was still trying to figure out what that meant, and how it was practically done, but the implications were enormous.

In all the excitement of learning and beginning to function in her ambassadorial role, she almost forgot that she was a concubine as well as a minister of state.

Almost.

The daily breakfasts and dinners in the Concubines' Garden ingrained the looming truth on her with sickening clarity. Gordlin's leering remarks and the vicious scowls she regularly endured from Narsia only underscored that fact.

Once she forgot to take off her ambassador's robe when she was a little late for dinner, and the shocked looks of her fellow concubines revealed that they had not considered her inferior race, from her backwater planet, to be capable of filling such a position.

"You wiped their superiority complexes right off their faces!" Octavia had giggled. The gentle octopus girl had become Ria's staunch right-hand woman, especially after she had defended her from a tongue lashing, verbal bullying session administered by Gordlin.

Ria had to admit, since the robe incident, the other girls had begun to treat her significantly more cordially, and her opinion had suddenly begun to carry weight in their eyes. She had been able to rally them a little, helping them understand that they could be an encouragement to each other and not merely competition for the king's non-existent affection.

Only the unveiled hatred from Narsia continued, but Ria had bigger fish to fry, so she had taken to ignoring her like a stop sign. The she-bear had to deal with her own issues, she figured.

Every day Ria thanked whatever god happened to be watching over this place for the presence of the sad, yet strangely bubbly Octavia, who contented herself with small, silly pursuits like teaching birds to talk. And yet, an endless, deep tide of homesickness seemed to be washing over her subconscious.

Octavia never spoke about the king or her evenings with him, as Ria had heard some of the others describing their royal trysts. She, herself, made it a policy to avoid listening to such conversations, to the great curiosity of Narsia and Gordlin.

One evening, after dinner, Ria sank into a hammock-like contraption beside one of the fragrant ponds. Filling her lungs with the spicy vapour that made her nostrils tingle pleasantly, she watched the dual sun setting in the darkening lavender sky. It was nothing like Earth's sunsets, she thought, but it held its own unique beauty.

It made her think of Brian again, and she stifled a pang of longing for the familiar, comfortable feeling he had given her. Maybe she had been a fool to choose adventure over his reassuring solidarity. For all she knew, even if the mission had progressed as planned, she would have probably missed him just as much on Mars.

A voice interrupted her musings. It was the Matron. "Ria, you are required at King Xagrun's chambers."

Ria felt her chest constrict. So the time had come. Even without looking up, she knew Narsia's venomous eyes were on her. She decided not to gratify her by meeting her gaze and pretended that she wasn't there. What she really needed now was some kind of support, and the only being she could really trust to give it to her was having treatments done to her soft, pink skin.

Ria extricated herself from the hammock and demurely followed the Matron out into the hallway, where she instructed Ria to go to her room and entered with her as she did so.

Ria watched as the Matron selected a dress for her, mumbling something about it being the king's favourite colour. She handed it to Ria and then turned away to the window while the concubine changed.

In a surprising bout of compassion, masked by affected brusqueness, she said, "Ria, if you please the king it will be well with you and you will live a long and peaceful life in the palace. If you refuse his requests or displease him in any way, you will be branded and banished from the safety of the palace.

"All who see you will know that you are a rebellious concubine who once shared the king's bed, and you will be fair game for any..." she faltered, seemingly unable to finish her sentence, as she was overcome by emotion that Ria had not thought possible for her race. The Matron took a shuddering breath before she continued.

"You have shown yourself to be a respectful and level-headed young alien, if a little feisty and free-spirited, and I would prefer to see you remain than to see you go."

Ria knew exactly what that last cryptic remark meant, and her heart warmed to the crusty old dragon shape-shifter.

"Thank you, Matron," she said softly. And meant it with her whole heart.

She tried to push thoughts of Brian from her mind. She had to make herself a clean slate, a blank page.

Make no comparisons, feel no disappointments. It was a saying Octavia had taught her. Something her people liked to say, which had somehow not been deemed important enough to be included in her culture chip. Personally, Ria considered it quite profound.

As she followed the Matron to the king's chambers, the words echoed in her head. Make no comparisons, feel no disappointments. Make no comparisons, feel no disappointments.

Once again, the journey felt too short for her to prepare herself fully. Before she knew it, she was standing in front of the king's bed where he reclined luxuriously, picking some strange fruit off a gold, leaf-shaped plate and savouring it appreciatively. His torso was bare, and his lower body covered only by the heavy bed covers, his golden scales seeming to glow a little more than usual.

"Anything else I may bring you, your Highness?" the Matron asked, bowing.

"No, Matron, this is sufficient. Leave us now."

Ria wanted to scream, "No! No, Matron! Stay and let's have a talk, all night, about anything in the universe!" and at the same time she felt the same pulsating energy waves, the ones that had radiated from him on the first night she had stood surrounded by these four walls, drawing her in, quickening her pulse, crumbling her defences. She could almost feel her pupils dilating.

Drowning in a sea of physical desire, her mind and heart shrinking in fear and shame and deep sadness, she began to understand Octavia's condition. And he hadn't even touched her yet.

The Matron left, and the door silently shut behind her. The king stared at Ria with that mesmerising gaze she remembered so well, and then, in a move so quick and noiseless that Ria hardly perceived it, he sprang from the bed and stood before her, ripping her dress from neckline to hemline, just as he had done with his own robe only a few weeks before.

Later as she tried to chronicle in her diary the events that unfolded after that, Ria's fingers froze, unable to bring themselves to solidify the memories in black and white. That would have made them too real, too difficult to forget. And the thought of her mother, one day, possibly, reading those words, rent her heart.

She had felt like she was in a storm, buffeted about by raw dominance and raging lust. Her faculties and emotions had completely disengaged themselves and she felt as if she was in the middle of an out of body experience, her flesh responding to his ravishing in ways she had not even imagined possible, filling her with abject shame even as she cried out in violent ecstasy.

It lasted a matter of minutes, each one of which felt like an eternity to Ria and imprinted itself savagely on her psyche. She wanted him to stop and just see her, to acknowledge that she had feelings, and needs, too, and that hers were different to his. But a concubine was not allowed such privileges, her culture chip informed her coldly.

When the dark, sultry tempest abated, Ria rolled away from him, every muscle aching, her head spinning, her heart in shatters. Unbidden and completely against her will, memories of Brian's gentle touch came flooding back to her, his whispered words of undying love and helpless adoration echoing in her mind.

Her ears yearned to hear those words again. As corny as she had thought them to be not so long ago, now they felt like a balm to her soul in the wake of the carnal, animalistic act she had just experienced.

She wanted to stop the tears, but the yawning chasm of emptiness she found herself floating in now, left her as powerless as the storm of the king's desire. The Matron's warning words reverberated in her brain, but there was nothing she could do.

She hadn't really known what to expect or how her threefold self would react, but one feeling was not a surprise to her. She felt like chattel, used when needed and set aside until the next urge arose.

Rising from the bed and drinking from a crystal-clear fountain against the wall near the bed, the king turned back to face her and viewed her smugly, his satisfaction evident in every fibre of his being. "You have pleased me, Ria," he said, indulgently, "I will send a gift to your chambers and I will see you again soon in the future."

Ria made no reply. She didn't trust her voice, or maybe she didn't trust her tongue. The king didn't seem to pick up on her true feelings, as he continued speaking.

"I see it is true what I have read about your race. Your physical passion is very natural, but I am wondering about your response in the aftermath. The other concubines all lavishly thanked me and congratulated me on my prowess after their first time in my bed. Yet you are silent."

Ria wanted to be sick. She felt like nothing more than a science experiment. She wanted to cut him down to size with a suitably sarcastic response. It was the perfect moment to use something like, "Make no comparisons, feel no disappointments," but she bit her tongue.

"Are those tears, Ria?" he was not letting up, as he moved closer toward her. She stiffened, fearing that she would have to employ her torture survival training for a second time that evening.

"I have told you that you pleased me. Did I not please you?"

He had come to sit beside her on the bed. She drew back and pulled the embroidered cover over her nakedness. "No," she said flatly, losing control of her tongue and waiting in fear for the backlash that didn't come.

"No? Ah, interesting. And tell me, why not?" He sounded more curious than anything else. She felt a strange boldness germinating.

"Where I come from, this act would be viewed on pretty much the same level as prostitution."

She glanced at him, again fearing his response, but all she could see in his glowing, golden eyes was indulgent curiosity.

"So, you are suffering a moral crisis? Intriguing. Then it is true that concubinism is not part of general Earth culture anymore."

He rose, turned away indifferently and tapped on a large silver box at the foot of the bed. It opened, and he pulled out a pale lilac kaftan-like dress, almost the same colour as the dress the Matron had picked out for her. He held it out to her, his manner showing no malice, but neither any warmth or empathy.

"Here, cover yourself with this. Matron will escort you back to your chambers presently."

He left her, and soon she heard water running in what she guessed was his bathroom. She pulled the kaftan over her head and stood up, brushing the tears from her face and trying to comb her dishevelled locks with her fingers.

The door opened, and the Matron entered, her aloof expression firmly back in place. Wordlessly, and intently, she looked Ria up and down, then, seemingly satisfied that her charge had survived relatively unscathed, she turned and nodded towards the doorway. Ria moved towards her, feeling more alone than she ever had in her life, and followed the Matron back to her room.

* * *

The Matron's voice at her door woke Ria the next morning.

"Ria, the king has sent you a gift," she said, her voice revealing no emotion.

"Come in," Ria responded, and the door slid quietly open. Somehow, they had managed to discern what her favourite foods were and the tray the Matron carried in was loaded with all of them.

"Oh! Thank you!" Ria had not expected breakfast in bed, but it seemed a wise move. For all their callous ways, her Dragonesque captors were beginning to display a glimmer of humanity. She had to admit that she would rather not face Narsia and Gordlin just yet. Between the ones blazing jealousy and the other's derogatory comments, she didn't have the stomach for them.

"I see you pleased the king," the Matron commented as she tapped the window until its tint had dimmed enough for the early morning light to filter in and give them a view on the waking city below.

"How do you know?" Ria asked, employing her old trick of keeping her mind busy with mundane things to shut out the memories that shamed her.

"The purple kaftan."

"Aha," Ria said simply, turning her focus to the meal on her lap. A bleep from the door caught her attention.

"Yes?" she enquired.

"King Xagrun summons my lady to the Royal Boardroom in an hour." The flat tones of the lizard butler filtered through the intercom.

Ria didn't want to see King Xagrun, and yet...

"Thank you, butler," she called back, and took a few more mouthfuls from her breakfast tray, before getting herself washed and dressed. The tracker bracelet on her ankle still reminded her that the situation was what she made it, and right now she had to focus on the task at hand.

If the king wished to see her in the boardroom, that could only mean a meeting of some sort. That was where she had been dubbed as Hautian Ambassador.

The thought of busy distraction and possibly more clues to how one could travel back through a wormhole helped her to consign the dark memories of the previous evening into the recesses of mental oblivion.

The butler seemed to hold her in greater respect than usual, although she was at a loss to know why, as she thanked him for escorting her.

It had already become abundantly clear to her that it was not protocol for any concubine or any royal official to tread the halls of the palace unaccompanied. She would have to win the favour of these lizard butlers and the Matron if she was to have any chance of escape when the time came, and she had figured out the tech needed to pull it off.

She took a deep breath before entering the Royal Boardroom, her head held high, her back straight as a ramrod, her face a mask of serene self-containment. She was securely in character for the job awaiting her attention.

"Ah, Ambassador Ria. I have an assignment for you which you and I will work closely together on."

Again, the mixed emotions rose to the surface. She resented the idea of being in his presence, and yet she longed for his nearness, but Ria kept her indifferent facade intact, not allowing either emotion to have its way with her.

"The Onoatiga have informed me that they have found a suitable mate for me. Her name is Venna of Haut, hailing from a planet in the Hautian Galaxy, to which you are my kingdom's newly appointed ambassador, as you are well aware. Thus, you will be involved in the courtship process between myself and Princess Venna."

Ria's stomach tightened involuntarily. She was fighting a physical attraction to this Dragon King, while beating down feelings of guilt mixed with an irrational longing for his affection, and now she had to facilitate his marriage to some alien princess! It was ludicrous, straight out of a fantasy novel! No one would ever believe this! She hardly did, and she was living it. Or dreaming it, only time would tell.

"Of course, your Highness. I am at your service."  As the standard subordinate response to a king's command issued from her lips, she wondered at the mysterious ways of providence.




Chapter 5: Blind Date

The expanse of the Hautian galaxy stretched further than the naked eye could see. Swirling masses of light, clouds of iridescent gasses, feisty dwarf stars, and flaming red giants filled the frame composed by the spaceship window that Ria sat staring out of blankly.

The universe was truly a remarkable thing. How many times had she sat looking up at the stars through the telescope Brian had bought her for her 21st birthday, and they had looked very much like the vista spread out before her now. She could never have imagined the worlds that could populate such seemingly empty space.

On her lap lay a painting of the 'delightful Princess Venna of Haut', as one of the rather creepy and now no more anonymous Onoatiga had described her to Ria and King Xagrun.

She was apparently of a superior race which enjoyed total domination of their galaxy. This certainly was something the two would-be lovers had in common, Ria, thought dryly.

The question begging to be asked was: would that be enough of a contact point? As with any interracial marriage, culture was sure to play a major role. Ria had seen enough of that beast rearing its ugly head on planet Earth to know that it was not to be dealt with lightly.

As she stared at the painting, a steady stream of memories and cultural information was discharged to her brainwaves. At first, the day to day customs reminded her a lot of the Japanese culture. The whole never shouting, polite bowing, uber cleanliness, and impeccable good manners thing going on.

But as she delved deeper, they seemed to degenerate into the realm of the ridiculous and superfluous. Almost prissy and elitist. She shook her head and went back to staring at the constantly changing vista of stars in the spaceship which was moving at warp speed.

Her thoughts turned to the wormhole and the unfortunate, or perhaps fortunate, events that had led her to where she now sat. On the one hand, she would much rather have been a free woman, sitting on the Red Planet, even if it was in one of Major Thomson's endless meetings.

On the other hand, the payoff was being able to literally experience the future first hand. Since childhood, she had devoured every bit of fantasy literature and movies and games that she could lay her hands and her eyes on.

Her parents had thought it was a phase, but Ria knew that she was made for the future. She had convinced many of her schoolmates that she had been born in the wrong time, "about a thousand years too early," she would declare confidently to her wide-eyed, pigtailed compatriots.

It was ironic that the unenlightened practice of concubinism would be the price she had to pay for having access to what she believed she was born for.

Despite the warnings from her culture chip that too many questions were taboo, Ria's insatiable curiosity had got the better of her and she had become known jokingly as "Miss Questionnaire", especially in the Royal Laboratory and the Royal Space Travel Centre. In fact, instead of awakening suspicion in her colleagues, she had managed to endear herself and make quite a few friends in the few weeks she had been Ambassador to the Hautian Galaxy.

Although she didn't understand all the science behind Nirda's explanations, she had begun to pick up on solutions the Dragonesque scientists were constantly working to improve on. From combating zero-gravity sickness to radiation protection, to magnetic wave bending, and much, much more.

There were so many things she still wanted to explore and the pile of discarded gadgets in her chambers was crying out to be taken apart and investigated. Her easy, forthright manner had won her not only friends, but access to what the aliens referred to as recycling material, and she was filling volume after volume of thick notebooks with the data she collected and discoveries she made.

Right now, she would rather be in her chambers, 'fiddling with her trinkets' as the Matron called it, and yet, here she was, on her way to play intermediary between two parties of a proposed arranged marriage, so that the Dragon King's genes could be donated to a satisfactory gene pool.

She giggled to herself. It really was more like a breeding program than a marriage.

"You spoke, Ambassador Ria?" the strange, raspy voice of an Onoatiga reached her ears. She jumped slightly, forgetting that she was not alone in the ship's recreational lounge.

"Oh, no, just thinking out loud," she said. There was no wisdom in sharing her most recent thoughts with this individual, since he was part of the group of bizarre individuals who, from Ria's point of view, were nothing more than puppeteers somehow managing to get the king to march unquestioningly to the beat of their mysterious drum.

He didn't seem to fear them, but he had some sort of misplaced faith in them, and everyone else in his kingdom feared them. You did not dare speak to an Onoatiga unless they initiated the exchange - on pain of death. And Ria knew from experience it would not be a humane death.

Nobody could really tell her what they were. Some thought a rare alien race from a distant galaxy. Some believed they were the original inhabitants of this galaxy and saw them almost as gods. Still, others thought they were some kind of hybrid cyborg, sent by some clandestine mastermind to be puppets of his will, themselves.

The smooth, glass-like, convex masks that covered their faces from ear to ear, if they had faces, made Ria place her bet on the last option. That, and the way they moved. It was too calculated, too precise and choppy.

At least everyone agreed on one thing: They were a creepy bunch, although nobody would ever dare say so out loud. Thankfully they didn't mingle much with the common people, only the king and his Ministers. Even the Ambassadors' Office didn't get to see much of them.

Ria didn't share her theories with anyone. You never could tell where any one person stood on the matter, and better to be seen as the quirky, harmless Earthling than to be identified as a threat to anybody's political agenda. No, she would just have to fulfil her role as required, and not make any waves.

"Ah, Ambassador Ria, here you are." The king's voice broke in on her musings. "I need to discuss something with you before we land on Haut."

"Of course, your Highness."

"Come with me." He led her to a private lounge and motioned to her to take a seat. His scales were glowing and for a moment she worried he might do something diplomatically scandalous right there in the lounge. But his excitation was caused by something of a different nature.

He cleared his throat. "I need to know what it is that you will say to the Princess in order to woo her, since you shall be my mouthpiece in that capacity."

The awkwardness of the situation was slowly beginning to dawn on Ria. Up to now she had been only vaguely irritated by the idea of playing love letter postman to her captor and his bride-to-be.

"Are you sure you want to go through with this? This arranged marriage?" It was more blind than any blind date she had ever seen. Literally, he wasn't even allowed to see his prospective bride, but had to court her through a liaison.

"I have come this far, have I not? We land in three hours."

"But, you'll be marrying a complete stranger and then you're stuck with her for life."

He indicated the painting of the Princess still clasped in Ria's hand, "At least she is beautiful, and I've heard she is highly intelligent."

Ria had to agree to the first statement. Her humanoid form resembled that of Catherine Zeta-Jones, and her scales were a rich bronze that would offset well against her suitor's gold ones.

A barely perceptible niggle of jealousy quivered in Ria's belly, but she thrust it down emphatically. She was not going to become another obsessed, envy-ridden concubine like Narsia.

"Okay, then, what is it you need to know?"

"What will you say to her?"

Ria stared at him blankly, "Forgive my obtuseness, but I thought you were going to tell me what to say to her, Highness?"

"Ah, yes, that would make the most sense, I guess." He turned away, obviously in deep thought. Long seconds ticked by, made even longer by the hormonal, emotional and moral war going on inside Ria as she watched him.

"What kind of things does one say to woo a mate?" King Xagrun's eyes were earnest and guileless as he turned back to face her. He truly didn't know.

"Well, things that will make them feel good about themselves and hopeful about your proposed union," Ria hedged, not wanting to give an actual example. After all, he was the one marrying the woman, he would have to come up with the actual words, surely?

"I see. Well then, perhaps you could say I can't wait to bed her and produce exceptional offspring?"

Ria looked down and rubbed her forehead with one hand covering her face. It was all she could do to keep from bursting into hysterical laughter. "A little too forward," she advised, carefully, not wanting to offend him. "A woman likes to know she is more than just a baby making machine."

King Xagrun looked thoughtful, "Yes, I suppose you're right. Hmmm..." He scratched his chin.

"Okay, how does this sound, 'Your intelligence will produce the wisest princes any kingdom has ever seen.'"

"Better, but still leaning towards the baby making machine thing..."

"Argh!" the Dragon King threw up his hands in exasperation, "I've been breaking my head over this for the last twenty hours! I'm just no good at this fancy-schmancy word stuff!"

Ria could attest to that from first-hand experience, she thought grimly. He had never had to make a woman feel like a precious treasure in order to get close to her. He had never had to treat her like a princess to win her heart.

He had always had women provided for his physical needs and they were all expected to obey his every whim or lose their heads. She figured it wasn't really his fault. Clearly, his breeding program managers, the Onoatiga, hadn't thought of that little detail. She blamed them.

"Very well, your Highness," Ria relented, "Give me an hour and I'll come up with something. Then you can hear it and approve or alter it, as you wish, your Highness. We wouldn't want to start an inter-galaxy war because you insulted the Hautian Crown Princess."

"A magnificent idea. Get on with it."

Ria wished she could teach him the simple niceties of please and thank you, but this was neither the place nor the time.

King Xagrun left the room and Ria tapped her bracelet, the one the king had given her soon after she had received her ambassador's robe. It had seemed almost like a sacred, intimate moment when he had placed it on her wrist himself.

"You must never remove this. With it, you will be able to buy and sell on an account which I will make sure is always well stocked. It will also throw out a hologram screen whenever you need to access a document for diplomatic purposes or need to jot down some information."

His hand had lingered on hers, and she had hoped that perhaps there was a flicker of something more than diplomatic regard or physical lust. Disillusionment had quickly followed.

She dragged her thoughts back to the job at hand, which was, ironically, the composition of a love letter. Tapping a code on the smooth stone bracelet lined with soft leather, she began to speak, "New note. King Xagrun's Love Letter to Princess Venna of Haut."

She paused as the words appeared on the hologram screen hovering in front of her. That had been the easy part. Her memories flicked back to cheesy love poems passed from desk to desk, or down the lines at school assemblies.

Roses are red, violets are blue, sugar is sweet and so are you.

And unexpected ache filled her. Not for King Xagrun, not for Brian, not for any of the boyfriends who had written her that silly rhyme in various shapes and forms, but for an innocence lost. A beautiful, childlike faith in the motives and intentions of other beings; in love and trust and promises of forever; in a simplicity that she could hardly recall but longed to savour again.

"Dear Princess Venna," she began, "We do not know each other, and our circumstances dictate that we may not meet, face to face, for now. But I look forward to the day when I may take your hand, look into your eyes, and let you see the man that I am. The real Xagrun, who will promise to stand by you for eternity and beyond if you will have me.

"What is more, I look forward, with great anticipation, to the amazing journey that waits for me, as I uncover not only your outward beauty, but the inner beauty of who you are, what you believe, and your deepest passions and dreams."

Ria stopped, her heart pounding. This was nothing like the badly written poetry and awkward prose she had composed during her dating days on Earth. Not even for Brian, the only man she had ever cherished dreams of marrying.

Deep down, though, she knew where these words were coming from. They were the words she wanted to hear. From whom, she did not know, but her need to hear them was as real as the single tear now rolling down her cheek.

Leaning back into the great, plush armchair that enveloped her like a bear hug, she took a deep breath and plunged in again.

"I know I am not a perfect king. No, not even a perfect man, but I know that with your support and your love, I can build a perfect life with you. Not perfect in the sense of flawlessness, but perfect in the sense that we fit each other like a hand in a glove.

"I want to take this chance that we have been given and give it my all to make it a success. For the sake of posterity, yes, that is part of our calling as royalty and our integrity demands that we fulfil it, but also because you are worth it. You are a treasure worth sacrificing for. Princess, will you go on this adventure with me?"

Ria closed her eyes, forgetting all her combat training and allowing the emotion of the words she had just dictated to permeate her being. Sudden applause from a single pair of hands broke out.

"I do believe that is the best love declaration I have ever heard."

Ria's eyes flew open, a scowl gathering between her eyebrows. Instant irritation gripped her at her private moment being so rudely intruded upon.

It was Xagrun, apparently anxious to hear what she had come up with because it had most certainly not been an hour since he had left.

"You startled me, your Highness," Ria said, rising from her seat and bowing in apology for her negative facial reaction.

"I love it!" he responded, ignoring her excuse. "Read it to me again."

"Forgive my boldness, Highness, but I thought it might be a nice experiment for your Highness to read it yourself?"

"Ah! Splendid! Yes, indeed!"

She rubbed over the bracelet, turning the screen so the words were easily readable from where he stood. The Dragon King with Orlando Bloom's face read the words Ria's heart ached to hear. He put the emphases in all the wrong places and the only emotion in his voice was smug satisfaction, but still, those words found their mark.

Ria closed her eyes again and felt herself being drawn to him once more, but this time it was not the magnetic power of his physical dominance, it was a projected image of something that did not exist. Just like the hologram it was written on.

She suddenly realised he was no longer reading but speaking to her. "It sounded better when you said it, so it's just as well I won't be seeing her. Speaking of which, Ria, the Princess will be wearing a thick veil when you meet with her, so you won't see her in the true sense of the word. The veil is to hide her beauty from common eyes lest they feast upon it and draw it from her.

"That is why we were given a painting of her and not an electronic image. They intentionally paint their princesses less beautiful than they really are so that people have at least something to look at but cannot know their true beauty."

Ria felt her irritation with this superstitious, pedantic race rising up again. Then Xagrun said something that made her blood run cold.

"And if anyone does look upon her face, their eyes are removed immediately."




Chapter 6: Venna of Haut

Ria felt as though she was walking into a scene out of The Snow Queen. From a distance, the palace which was home to the illustrious Venna of Haut looked like it had been carved from ice, but as they neared the edifice covered with towering spires and multiple balconies, it became clear that the entire building was constructed from the purest white marble that Ria had ever seen.

It was almost transparent and seemed to absorb the rays of the three suns that blazed, in a perfect triangle, across the turquoise sky. The palace shimmered like a man-made moon on the hilltop, surrounded by lush vegetation and rampant bird life.

There were so many birds it seemed almost like a plague. Everything from chirping finch-like birds to strutting peacock-like specimens, cawing and warbling their hearts out in a raucous cacophony that had Ria holding her ears with her fingers.

They stood before the palace, Ria, King Xagrun, and two of the Onoatiga who escorted them. Standing on the marble porch, they waited, motionless, while blue laser lights scanned them from top to bottom, and then back up again. A detached voice exuded from seemingly all around them.

"You have been searched and cleansed. You may now enter."

Ria wondered how long ago this race had lost the face-to-face element of interaction, and what had caused them to lose it, assuming they had ever had it. The doors, which strangely also seemed to be made of the same pure white marble, swung open of their own accord and the four visitors stepped into the cool, minimalist interior.

All outside sound seemed to be muffled. It felt like they were underwater in an igloo. There were no lamps or lights of any kind, but the marble allowed light through from the outside, bathing the interior in a soft, ethereal glow.

A small lizard humanoid who looked remarkably like the butler at the harem, except he had no hat and he was as jittery as a cat on a hot stove plate, emerged from a shadowy doorway, bowing compulsively.

The visiting party all bowed back to him, and then the ridiculous ritual began.

Three bows, alternately, then a hand to the heart. "I mean you no harm," the butler said.

"We mean you no harm," the visitors replied.

"You are welcome here," the butler said.

"We are grateful to be here," the visitors replied.

"May your stay be pleasant and fruitful," the butler said.

"May our presence here bring your lives value," the visitors replied.

Then the visitors lifted their arms into the air and turned around slowly - this part made Ria think of being frisked at Dallas International Airport - before clasping their hands in front of them, going into a deep squat and then coming up immediately into a bow. It took all she had to swallow her giggles when it came to this last move.

The inhabitants of Haut followed this ritual every single time they met with someone. And hopefully no one defeats the purpose and lies through their teeth, Ria thought, grateful for the memory chip implanted in her brain which meant that she hadn't needed to memorise the whole rigmarole.

"You are most welcome to the Kingdom of Haut! King Xagrun, esteemed Onoatiga, you may follow me," the butler announced once the formalities were over, "The new Ambassador may wait here for the Princess' aide."

Ria wondered how the Princess would adapt to the culture, or lack of it, on her prospective husband's planet. These people certainly had much better manners than any she had seen on Dragona, even if they were a little over the top.

As promised, a lizard, but more lavishly dressed than the other butler, and apparently female, appeared from the same doorway and bowed to Ria as the rest of the visitors left. The whole procedure was repeated before she said, "Follow me, please, Ambassador Ria. The Princess will see you now."

The room was bright, filled with the same ethereal glow, only more intense, as the walls appeared to be thinner. The princess sat in an elaborately gilded chair, clothed in shimmering garments that had a distinctly Thai flavour.

Over her face hung what looked like a shorter version of a burka. Made from the same shimmery material as her dress, it covered her entire face and head, and had a rectangle of silvery, lacy netting sown in over the area that covered her eyes. She could see out, but nobody could see in.

Ria felt the irritation rise in her, but then the Princess spoke the first line of the ritual and Ria thought she picked up a tremor of nervousness and perhaps even sadness in her voice. Perhaps a little more compassion was in order, considering the circumstances.

Once the tiresome formalities were dispensed with, the courtship conversation could begin in earnest. Ria cleared her throat, feeling decidedly awkward under the steady and expectant gaze of this strange princess and the lizard who turned out to be her aide.

"Princess Venna, the great King Xagrun of Dragona wishes that I should read this letter to you." Ria prided herself on the fact that she never lied. And this was no lie either. She hadn't mentioned who had written it, and the king had, literally asked her to read it to Princess Venna.

She tapped on her bracelet, and the hologram screen appeared. As the words flowed from her lips, Ria read with all the passion of longing she felt to hear those words being said to her. Princess Venna listened silently.

Ria felt certain she would be moved by what she heard. After all, a woman is a woman, whatever planet she happens to come from, surely? Ria thought as she sounded the last syllable.

She looked expectantly at the masked face of the princess, awaiting her response. She knew suddenly what it must feel like for a guy to pop the question. The silence grew and enveloped them like the smoke from a runaway fire.

"I..." Princess Venna faltered, "It's... very nice."

Nice? Ria thought, that’s all she can come up with? Nice?

Venna's aide, looking fidgety, whispered something where her ear should be. Venna nodded, her head bowed. Taking a shuddering breath, she raised her chin again, "I, Venna of Haut, wish you, Ambassador Ria, to inform King Xagrun of Dragona that I..."

The princess paused again.  The aide nudged her with an elbow while smiling ingratiatingly at Ria. What was up with the royal bride-to-be? Hadn't they prepared her for this? For such a pedantic race, that possibility was highly unlikely. Had she forgotten her lines? Was she just slow in the head?

"I, uhmm..." Another nudge from the aide was enough to get her blurting out the rest so quickly that Ria hardly had time to register it all.

"Iaccepthisofferandhopewecanbrokeralongandhappyrelationshipofdiplomacybetweenourgalaxies! Ugghh!" she ended with something that sounded like a gasp of horror.

Something was definitely off. If the signs had been subtle before, they were glaring now. But the aide seemed supremely chuffed with herself and the performance of her princess.

"Thank you, Ambassador Ria, we know you will successfully transfer the Princess' reply to the king." Her demeanour suggested the meeting was over, but Ria wanted a little more time to suss out the situation.

"If I may ask, Princess Venna," Ria said, "The King would like to know if you have any questions you would like answered before the next phase of courtship?"

The aide's self-satisfied smirk faded.

"Will he be gentle with me?" the question was unexpected, even more so to the aide than it was to Ria. The lizard being coughed, and spluttered, "I am sure the Princess meant no disrespect..."

Ria raised a hand to show that there was no need to make excuses for the Princess' question.

"The King is indeed a powerful and dominant being. He may seem fearsome and wild, but he is not unreasonable, and his heart is tender."

She knew she had not answered the question directly, and she also hoped against hope that the last part was true. As much for her sake as for that of the Princess.

"Thank you, thank you, Ambassador! So wonderful!" the aide was all but dragging Ria out of the room. "We shall arrange for another meeting in two days' time."

Ria left, unsettled. There was something not on the up and up here. For people who had so many rituals to protect themselves and ensure good relations with one's neighbour, they seemed to be hiding some skeletons in their proverbial closet.

The butler who had escorted the king and the Onoatiga away earlier, took Ria to a room on one of the upper levels of the palace, right next to King Xagrun's quarters. It boasted a balcony, no surprises there, and a magnificent view of the lush countryside. The bird cacophony appeared to be only an early morning thing and Ria enjoyed a peaceful lunch with the king in his quarters while she debriefed him and his creepy companions on her meeting with Venna.

The Onoatiga's lack of facial expressions freaked her out the most. There was no way to tell whether they agreed with what was said, or not, or what they might do with the information she gave. She decided to go along with the charade so well played out by Princess Venna's aide.

"So, tell us how the meeting with the princess went, Ambassador Ria," one of the Onoatiga rasped, as they were digging into the main meal. The king nodded enthusiastically, his mouth full of food.

It had been plain to Ria since the lunch began that he was anxious to know the outcome, but they both knew all topics of conversation had to be raised by the Onoatiga, or they could end up with serious problems.

"The meeting went very well indeed." This time it was just a little white lie. "The princess accepts your offer, King Xagrun, and she hopes that you can broker a long and happy relationship of diplomacy between our galaxies," she repeated the princess' words, but with pauses between.

The king looked a little deflated, and Ria had to admit, the diplomacy aside, it was a rather stiff upper lip kind of response.

She remembered he had said the arranged marriage thing didn't bother him, but she wondered now if maybe there was a little glimmer of a dormant romantic in this fiery dragon king.

"I would say that Princess Venna is looking forward to getting to know the king, and that she is satisfied with the first meeting's presentation." She tried to make things sound a little more promising.

"That is quite satisfactory work, Ambassador Ria," the Onoatiga to Ria's right said dully. "You may convene with the king in the next two days on what is to be said at the next meeting. Remember, Haut is renowned for its poetry, so you would do well to prepare a poem."

It was clearly an order, not a request. Poetry? Ria had never written poetry. Not good poetry, at any rate, and this planet was renowned for its poetry? No pressure, she thought, and groaned inwardly. Besides the cranial effort it would require, she wasn't sure if she wanted to wax lyrical for the ungrateful creature behind the veil.

"We will repair to our rooms now," the Onoatiga interrupted Ria's thoughts and stood up to leave. Without another word, they left.

As soon as the door had shut behind them, the king rounded on Ria. "What did she say about the love words, love letter, as you called it?" he asked, a strange pleading in his golden eyes that Ria had never seen before. Something tugged at the corner of her heart.

"She liked it." That was another white lie.

"Is that all?"

Ria decided to tell all. After all, he was the one going to marry her.

"All she said was, 'It's nice.' I don't know what's going on there, but her enthusiasm is seriously lacking."

"Were your magic words not enough?"

Ria hoped the king's faith in her would not start to waver because of this, but she had to keep telling the truth. Something in her refused to lie to this powerful yet obviously emotionally clueless being.

"I don't think it was that. I think there is something else going on, like, maybe she is just afraid. Afraid of marrying someone she's never seen... Gosh! I don't know, I'm just guessing here, but something's not right."

He looked at her for a long while, his body tense, his eyes troubled. Ria wondered if it had been wise to share all her thoughts with him. Perhaps she should have just given it a little more time.

"Take off your clothes."

His command startled her.  She needed time to adjust her mindset from her diplomatic role to her concubine role and here he was springing it on her out of the blue. One look at his face told her she had better capitulate. He was obviously stressed, and who wouldn't be under the circumstances? As she removed her garments, her eyes downcast, he did the same.

Then he grabbed her arm and pulled her roughly into the bedroom. She didn't resist, and not only because it would it be pointless. That tangible magnetism was flowing from him again, drawing her into its depths like a black hole of intoxication.

The storm raged about her again, with the ferocity of a category 5 hurricane, as her mind and heart disengaged from her body and floated off in their little pod of self-preservation.

It got less scary every time. Probably because she knew what to expect, but that didn't stop the thick cloud of shame from blanketing the paroxysm that coursed through her, leaving a bitter aftertaste in its wake. What she detested most was that the repetition of this experience was turning something that had once been so beautiful in her eyes, into a distasteful chore.

His frustration released, King Xagrun turned on his side with his back to her and said, a tired note in his voice, "You have pleased me, once again, Ria. You may go."

She ignored him and lay on her back, staring up at the silk-like wisps of cloth that cascaded over the four posts of the huge bed in the royal guest room.

"Have you ever treated a woman gently, that you've lain with?"

The king stiffened, "What do you mean?"

"Do you always just ravish a woman and leave her empty?"

He spun around on the bed to face her and towered over her menacingly, his scales beginning to glow red as they did when he was angry. She looked up into his face without flinching.

She knew he needed her for his courtship negotiations. In fact, she was more valuable now than she had ever been before. They were in the middle of those negotiations and she had the 'magic words' as he had called them.

He couldn't afford to behead her and find another Ambassador at such short notice. In any case, that would cast a shadow on his ability to run his kingdom, and severely jeopardise the success of his impending nuptials.

"And what if I do?" he asked gruffly, trying to look like he didn't care, but she knew instinctively she had hit a raw nerve.

"You might like to try varying your approach, your Highness. One dimensional copulation can become tiresome after a while."

"I command you to leave and not mention this to me again. Your duties are your duties, and your only concern is with their expedient execution. You are dismisse, concubine."

Ria knew she had pushed this envelope as far as it could stretch. His voice held a definite edge of resentment at having his mating proficiency brought into question. No matter, she had planted the seed. She need only be patient. She rose and dressed quietly before letting herself out.

* * *

The busy hubbub of the market was a familiar balm to Ria's soul. Somehow busyness seemed to reassure her more than stillness, perhaps because it distracted her and drowned out the insistent voices of her thoughts.

Peddlers were advertising their wares in huts that looked like they had been built by woodland fairies. Live branches, moss and ferns were the main building materials that adorned what seemed to be a large, conical hill that had been terraced into row upon row of crowded stalls.

The wares on display were widely varied, but each category of goods was grouped together, and Ria quickly found the tech stalls.

There were a whole new range of unfamiliar gadgets and fittings that captivated Ria's engineering mind. At the largest stall, she was looking curiously at an oddly shaped, flat gadget when the peddler who ran the stall came over to speak with her.

"That's an excellent choice, miss! Yes, yes indeed, a very nifty little add-on to an existing drone collection, the shepherd drone. And it's at a special price for you today, and only today, sixteen Butri."

"Oh, no, sorry, I was just looking!" Ria protested, hastily replacing the gadget where she had found it.

"Come now, miss, you won't find a better price in the whole galaxy!" He was not letting a sale go by that easily.

"I'm sure you're right, it's just, I don't have any, uhm, Butri with me. I'm visiting from Dragona."

"But why not use your bracelet then?" the seller indicated towards her smooth rock bracelet.

Ria held up her left arm, "This bracelet? I thought it only works for Glomp?"

"Not at all, not at all! You can use that to buy in any currency! And," he said, taking Ria's arm and turning the bracelet this way and that as he tapped at it and inspected it, "this is quite an advanced model. This one is loaded with your genetic code and reads the genetic code of whoever is touching or holding it. Take it off, or put it on someone else's arm, and it simply shuts down."

"Wow!" Ria was suitably impressed. King Xagrun hadn't told her all this info, probably because he merely wanted it to fulfil his most pressing purposes and the rest didn't interest him. It was a pervading character trait of his, she had to admit.

"Oh!" the peddler cried, suddenly, dropping her arm as if it had burned him, "And this one is a royal issue credit bracelet! You're an ambassador, aren't you?"

"How did you know?" Ria asked suspiciously.

"Well, you see here?" he pointed to a small inscription on the inside, neatly hidden under a flap of the leather lining. "This bracelet will summon nano drones to destroy the target if you tap three times on this inscription here."

"Seriously?" Ria was suitably intrigued. "Tell me more."

The peddler was only too happy to share his fast knowledge with a visiting dignitary and proceeded to give his willing audience of one a detailed tour of the virtues of her high-end gadget.

When he had told her all he knew, Ria thanked the seller enthusiastically and then, since he had been so helpful, she bought a bag full of tech gadgets, following his recommendations of what would be useful and interesting. With her head spinning with the mass of new information and buzzing with the anticipation of tinkering with her new toys, Ria returned to Princess Venna's palace.

Arranging all her new purchases on the round table on her balcony, she sat back, watching the triple sun setting on the horizon. She absentmindedly stroked her bracelet and remembered the words of the peddler, "This bracelet will summon nano drones to destroy the target..."

She had wanted to learn more about the tech of these undiscovered worlds so that she could take it back to Earth when she managed to escape. Now she wasn't so sure if that was truly the good idea she had initially thought it to be.

Sure, she could take it all back there, with the best of intentions, wanting to improve the quality of life for her nation and her planet, but could she entrust humanity as a whole with such powerful gadgets?

History had already given her the answer to that question if she was brutally honest with herself. She didn't want to have the same regrets as Einstein. Nuclear power had been meant to promote life, but, in the hands of ruthless politicians, it had become an agent of death.

Ria shuddered. No, thank you. I'm fine without blood on my hands, she thought grimly. She would have to content herself with knowing what she knew and using it discreetly to do good. Maybe somewhere in her children's future they would be able to introduce it to society at large. Hopefully by then, lives would have become more important than agendas.




Chapter 7:  Puppeteering

What fascinated Ria the most about the alien gadgetry that now lay in dissected bits all over the table and floor of the balcony, was its profound simplicity. The manufacturers had taken so many shortcuts that seemed theoretically to be impossible, and used materials that, granted, were alien to Earth in their fundamental composition, but which could be constructed from Earth elements without noxious by-products or side effects.

Even the design and construction was uncluttered and streamlined and seemed to defy the laws of nature until Ria properly inspected and reconstructed them, and then it all made sense. The fundamental purpose of each gadget began in the fundamental purpose of the materials with which it was constructed, and the design flowed from that.

It seemed to her that that was how things generally worked here. Nobody was trying to be anything other than who they were. Even the Hautians with their over-the-top rituals and the Dragonesque with their complete lack of niceties were simply being themselves.

A cough and the sound of the door to her room opening alerted Ria to the presence of King Xagrun. She stood, respectfully, and bowed her head, wondering if he was going to punish her for her forward comments in his bedroom earlier that day.

"Good evening, your Highness," she said, as demurely as she could.

"A gentle word turns away wrath," her mother had always liked to say. This was one time where such advice could be put to good use.

The king ignored her, moving over to the mess of tech parts littering the balcony. He picked a few things up, turning them over, and peering at them, but obviously with unseeing eyes. His focus was on something happening inside his head.

Ria decided that her best bet was to keep silent and allow him to speak when he saw fit. His facial expression was a mixture of perplexity and disgruntled unrest, and yet, his features had a certain beauty to them that Ria had not fully noticed before.

That self-contained confidence still filtered through. He never doubted himself, even though he might doubt decisions he made or circumstances he found himself in. He had a mysterious calm that emanated from his innermost being, no matter his outward, temporary emotions. It was a kind of core emotional stability that Ria found irresistibly magnetic.

She shook her head, surprised at her own thoughts. This was the male creature that demanded she satisfy his sexual needs and tossed her aside like a battery-operated sex toy when he was done with her.

And yet, the other part of his magnetism was that raw power, that domination, that effortless ability to take control. Despite his rough and often ham-handed treatment of her, he made her feel safe as if his very presence guaranteed that she need fear nothing, that she could shelter in his shadow and know that she was protected.

She found herself wishing that he could find his gentle side, the vulnerable side, the one she had seen popping up when he had asked her about Princess Venna's response to his, or rather, her courtship letter.

"What are you doing with all these... things?" King Xagrun eventually broke the silence.

"I'm taking them apart to see how they work. I find it quite fascinating. I've always loved knowing how things work and the best way to do that is to—"

"I see." He cut her short, his mind clearly still not focussing on the parts he held in his hand. Suddenly he took a deep breath, "Did I not tell you that every other concubine in my harem congratulates me after they have spent time in my bed?"

So there it was. She had hurt his pride. And he was here to set her straight, no doubt, and prove to her what an ungrateful hussy she was.

"What exactly makes you the expert in copulation that you have the gall to insinuate that my performance in bed is 'one dimensional' as you so eloquently put it?"

Feeling like an elephant on thin ice, Ria looked up at him. A gentle word turns away wrath, she thought before she answered him, "I am no expert in copulation, but I am a woman, and I have experienced lovemaking. That is something entirely different."

He reverted back to his first statement, obviously unsure how to respond to her answer. "Tell me then, how it is that all the other women I share my bed with, besides you, fall over their feet to compliment me on my lovemaking abilities?"

Surely, he could not be so obtuse, Ria thought. She felt the feisty Ria rising up and could hold her back no more. "Well, I guess being thrown out into the street, branded, and becoming fair game for any lecherous commoner who has fantasised about sleeping with the king's concubine, would be a good incentive for most women not to take any chances at insulting the king's sexual prowess."

She was on fire now and found it impossible to tame her tongue for a minute longer, even with the realisation that she could possibly be dooming herself to the very fate she had just described. Ria felt her boldness grow. "How do you think you will be able to love the genteel Princess Venna if all you know how to do is ravish a woman?"

The Dragon King turned away, staring into the star-studded night sky.

"You know," he said, after a long silence, his back still to her, "I have never wanted to think of it that way, but I have to concede, you do have a point, Ria Gallagher."

His candidness took the wind right out of her pugnacious sails, "I'm sorry, your Highness, I spoke out of turn," Ria backed down as quickly as she had lashed out, feeling her heart warm unexpectedly to this highly intelligent, yet strangely primal being, simply for that concession. It took a true man to concede where he might stand to be corrected. Especially on this particular topic.

"No, Ria, not at all. I sometimes tire of all the posing and rhetoric. It's nice to hear someone's honest opinion for a change."

Ria thought she must be dreaming. But somehow his unanticipated vulnerability had not made him seem weaker, or less sure of himself. Instead, it seemed that he was taking an honest look at himself and truly seeking to improve. That, in itself, was a strength.

Ria felt herself drawn to him again, even though there were no magnetic waves of dominance emanating from his being. He had never seemed more human to her than he did now, nor more attractive. Perhaps she had been right in what she had said to Venna. Maybe, deep down, his heart really was tender.

Although she wasn't really sure if it was yet safe to do so, Ria moved across to him, placing a hand on his shoulder. She suddenly regretted her narky remarks, and the feeling only deepened when he looked down at her and she saw the troubled look in his eyes.

He really didn't know how to deal with this problem, she realised, since he didn't know any other way to be with a woman than to give in to and satisfy his most basic of physical drives.

The concept Ria had introduced to his reality was terra-incognito for him, and only she could provide him with the map to navigate it. Although, the thought of having to explain it to him made her feel like even that would make it a chore, the same as any other concubinic act.

Suddenly, the wild and reckless idea presented itself that, if she couldn't explain true lovemaking to him, perhaps she could demonstrate. She came to stand in front of him, deliberately not allowing their bodies to touch, and looked deeply, searchingly into his golden, shimmering eyes. She lifted her hand slowly to his cheek, drawing a triple line, ever so gently, with her fingertips, along his jawbone, down his pulsing jugular and onto his chest.

"Will you let me show you how to love a princess, your Highness?"

She felt his ribcage expand as he drew a quick breath, his eyes still locked onto hers, filled with that puzzled look of a child discovering a new sensation for the first time. The moment of wonderment lingered until...

"Your Highness! We have a situation that needs your attention!" the raspy voice of an Onoatiga cut the gentle atmosphere like a blunt blade.

Xagrun let out a long, shuddering sigh, and turned to go without a word.

As the door closed behind him, the full realisation of what was happening hit Ria like a gale force wind from the Arctic wastes.

No! She was here by accident! She was meant to gather tech, find a way to escape and get the hell out of there! Falling for some dragon shape-shifter king was not part of the plan. At all!

Once again, her tears soaked the bedcovers she lay on. Total confusion filled her. She had never dreamed she could tame the wild dragon. She hadn't even wanted to. How was this all happening? And so fast it made her head spin.

She rolled over on her back and stared at the ornate ceiling of her room. Be practical, Ria, she told herself, even if he did fall in love with you, too, he's marrying this Venna chick in the very near future. You'll never be more than a concubine, because he's a prisoner of his culture just as much as you are.

The hopelessness of the situation was glaring. Neither Xagrun nor Venna could hope to be their own person. They were owned by the people they supposedly ruled.

In the public eye they were venerated, honoured, almost worshipped, but behind palace walls, they were simply the puppets, the decoy doves of a handful of faceless, soulless, unidentifiable dictators. If only she could figure out what those Onoatiga's true agenda was...

A sudden pity filled Ria as her thoughts wandered, remembering and sifting through all that she had experienced in the past couple of months since her ship had been sucked into that stupid wormhole.

Worn out with emotional stress, she fell asleep, only just managing to remember to switch off the light.

* * *

With much explaining and gesturing, Ria had managed to procure some spongy earplugs to relieve her of the raucous morning chorus which would have otherwise probably driven her off the edge of sanity.

She had also procured some writing paper and writing utensils that more closely resembled pencils than those she had been given in Dragona. Somehow, writing poetry felt more legitimate when it was done on real paper with a real pencil.

Ria absent-mindedly tapped the tip of the pencil on the creamy yellow page, the sheer enormity of the task at hand making her reluctant to even attempt the first line. What scared her most was the rhyming.

A movement at her shoulder startled her, and King Xagrun's voice found its way through the earplugs in her ears.

"Time to compose some poetry for our Princess?"

She looked up at him, his golden eyes seeming to dance with mischief. Her heart gave a little flutter and she looked down. "Yes. I'm not sure where to start, though," she replied, smiling apologetically.

The Dragon King pulled a chair closer and sat down opposite her at the table. "Can you not just speak, as you did with the first letter?"

"No, that was just prose, ordered thoughts. This needs to be rhythmic and it's supposed to rhyme. That's the bit that scares me the most, and it needs careful thought. Anything I ever rhymed, turned out unbelievably cheesy."

King Xagrun laughed, for the first time ever, that Ria could remember. She stared at him, wondering how her words could have been that funny.

"Oh, no, it's okay, I guess we forgot to tell you. Hautian poetry never rhymes. In fact they hate rhyme. It's considered very unpoetic, and only fit for silly children's songs."

On the one hand, that didn't make sense, but on the other hand, Ria could understand completely. She still wasn't sure, though, if the new revelation made her task easier or harder.

"Okay, so let's try," she set the pencil to paper and began scribbling.

The galaxies are filled with stars

And princesses for miles and miles

But few can boast the splendour

Or the beauty of one hidden treasure

"Impressive," the king said, nodding slowly as Ria read it back to him.

"But maybe splendour and treasure are too close in sound, they could rhyme if you said them a certain way and then she would hate it!" Ria began frantically scratching out the last line, but Xagrun placed his hand over hers and stopped her.

She looked up into his face. He wasn't smiling, but something in his eyes made her think he was. "It's perfect."

"Really?"

"I see you don't need my help here, perhaps my presence only serves to make you feel more pressured. I shall check in on you presently and see how the poem is progressing."

Then he was gone, the door closing quietly behind him. Ria had not been prepared for such a display of tenderness and sensitivity. She sat staring at the door for a while after he had left. What depths was she reaching in this divergent being?

Suddenly, as if his confidence in her had awakened new inspiration, she rewrote the last line and continued:

A treasure that lies deep beneath

The trappings of society

It glimmers like a distant sun

With the promise of a new beginning

Ria stopped. Who was she really writing about? She brushed the thought from her mind and gave the creative juices free flow. If crazy infatuation was going to help her do her job and save her neck, then so be it.

A secret worth enduring

Much distress and anguish, too

A mystery of mysteries

Is Dragon King Xagrun

She wrote it all down before realising what she had done. "Oh, gosh, no! Heck!" She scratched out the last line of a stanza for the second time. It was still visible. Frantically, she folded the page, covering that last line, wrote the previous lines on a new page and hunted for something that she could burn her faux pas with.

There was nothing. She would simply have to hide it and dispose of it later. She folded the sheet of paper up as small as she could and tucked it into her robe.

Completing the last stanza with the correct name,

Is Princess Venna of Haut,

she wrote a few more stanzas and read it through from beginning to end. It felt a little overdone, but then again, she had no frame of reference when it came to Hautian poetry, and if it wasn't perfect it would lend more authenticity to their claim that the king had written it himself. Kings were expected to be powerful rulers, not prize-winning poets.

She didn't feel good about lying like that, especially since these were the kinds of lies that would be easily exposed as the situation progressed, but orders were orders.

* * *

Venna listened silently as Ria read the poem to her. She read it carefully, making sure not to have too much of a rhythm and making sure that words too similar in phonics were sufficiently distorted to not have an obvious rhyme.

A short silence ensued. Then Venna spoke, her voice thoughtful, "I had no idea King Xagrun had such a way with words."

Ria wished she could see the princess' facial expression, even her eyes would have shed more light on her true thoughts.

"I could get used to listening to poetry like that," Venna's voice seemed to hold a warmer tone than Ria had heard before. She wondered how much coaching Xagrun would need before she could leave him to his own devices with his reluctant bride.

"I am sure the king would be only too happy to write more for you," Ria said, vowing that from now on that would not be a lie. She would sit him down and make him write the infernal poems himself. He was supposed to be making this girl love him, not some trumped up version of him.

"You are a most kind courtship mediator, Ambassador Ria," Venna's words broke into her thoughts. "You are making a very difficult situation almost comfortable for me."

Ria didn't know what to say. She smiled self-consciously. Every act she had performed since being spewed unceremoniously out of that wormhole had been rooted in survival instinct, and yet, here she was, impacting a life she had never known existed, until now.

"You're welcome, Princess. I shall see you again at our next visit."

"I look forward to it."




Chapter 8:  Heart to Heart

Walking past the huge windows of the landing, Ria caught sight of the palace gardens stretching off into the distance. The triple sun's rays danced tantalisingly through the openings, beckoning to her. She tapped her bracelet. It was still a few hours before the evening meal, and she had nothing really to do for the rest of the afternoon.

Her mind was easily made up as she skipped down the grand staircase and let herself out at the rear entrance. It felt good to get away for a moment and just be Ria. All the titles and role plays she had to fulfil here were beginning to make her feel like she was losing herself in all the otherworldliness surrounding her.

Perhaps that was why she felt these strange stirrings of affection for King Xagrun. A memory of one of the lectures she had attended, presented by the famous US Navy psychologist, Dr Lovenstein, drifted to the upper waves of her conscious. She remembered one specific topic the good doctor had mentioned during the session on kidnapping.

"It has been recorded that kidnapped captives will sometimes form a bond with their kidnapper or kidnappers, and actually work with them to further their goals. This is known as Stockholm syndrome and is evident in roughly 8% of kidnapping or hostage scenario victims."

So maybe this all was just Stockholm syndrome, which would make it perfectly normal. Sympathising with her captor would prolong her life and make her escape more possible. That had to be it, Ria thought, bending down to bury her nose in a fragrant flower that looked something between a cabbage rose and a hydrangea. She breathed the scent in deeply, and then stood up, giggling, as the strangest giddy feeling filled her head.

She wandered through the garden, memories of her folks and Brian; her best friend Lillian; pedantic Aunt Susan, whose dogs she sometimes walked; even crazy Martin down at the corner hot-dog stall; flitting across her mind's eye and making her long to be home.

She wondered again what had happened to Major Thomson and the rest of her crew, if anyone had made it back to Earth or if the search crews were still looking for her. There was the thing about wormholes that you never knew how the time was bent, so even if they had found the hole, they might have ended up in the Galaxy of Dragona in an entirely different decade, or century, for that matter.

Suddenly, she realised she had walked a full circle and arrived back at the palace, but on the North side, near the front entrance. No matter, she would just scan herself in at the main entrance, she thought.

With her mind still on her lost past, she hardly heard the low murmur of voices in the front garden, didn't even see the crowd seething between the decorative foliage. But they saw her.

All she knew was that the balmy afternoon atmosphere suddenly erupted into a racket of voices screaming and chanting as a sea of alien life surged towards her. "No alien wedding for Princess Venna!" one screamed.

"Take your Dragonesque king back to his stinking cave!" another sneered.

"Get out, mixed-breed filth! We will find our own Princess a suitor!" still more insults flew.

Ria gave a little scream and began to run for the entrance. There was no telling what these aliens would do to her. Didn't they know there was no point in shooting the messenger? The Onoatiga were the ones they had a beef with, not her.

She reached the front porch of the palace with the crowd hot on her heels, still jeering and shouting insults, demanding that the Dragon King keep his filthy claws off their beloved princess. Standing in the scanner beams she prayed that the technology could work just a bit faster today, but for some reason, even though she was alone and exposed on the porch, the mob didn't come any closer.

Held back by some invisible barrier, some hurled clods of earth at her, and some spat, but they seemed to be unwilling to come close enough to touch her. Perhaps being right in front of the palace was her salvation.

At last the doors opened and she ran inside, turning to watch the crowd disappear from sight behind them as they closed again. Their faces were contorted with hatred, their eyes flashing red and amber, seeming to actually be on fire.

I guess crazed mobs are the same on every planet and in every galaxy, Ria thought, heaving a long sigh of relief that she was safe again.

"What's going on? Are you okay, Ambassador?" the alarmed voice of Princess Venna's aide sounded in her ears.

"Oh, yes, thank you," Ria turned to face her counterpart, noticing that the ridiculous formalities were thankfully dispensed with in times of emergency. "I don't think they really meant to harm me, they just seem very unhappy about the proposed marriage between Princess Venna and King Xagrun."

"Ah, yes." A faintly annoyed expression flitted across the aide's face, and then it changed to a shadow of worry. "We have been seeing some protests taking place in the capital city, but this is the first time we have seen them come this close. They seem to be getting bolder every time."

"Why are they so against it?" Ria queried, wondering at the fact that she kind of felt the same way, which was so very, very wrong for the political position she found herself in.

"They say King Xagrun is too bestial and unrefined," the aide shrugged, looking almost apologetic. "Of course, we who know him realise that he is a highly intelligent and perceptive individual, as well as being of vastly superior DNA. But we have not been able to convince the mob. I suspect there is a faction leader involved in inciting these demonstrators."

"Do you think it's safe for us to continue with the negotiations?" Ria inquired before she could stop the words leaving her mouth. If anyone should cast doubt on proceeding, it should not be her.

"We will not be ruled by rabble," the aide said, her eyes chill and her chin lifted in defiance. "I am glad you were not hurt, Ambassador. I will report this to King Xagrun."

Ria didn't want her to bother King Xagrun with her little close shave, but she knew it was useless to protest. Just at that moment, the bell rang for the evening meal and a flurry of lizard butlers appeared, carrying trays and jugs filled with delicious smelling delicacies.

It was time to join King Xagrun and the Onoatiga in his chambers. Ria sighed. She would rather not see him, with these confusing emotions churning in her insides.

She wanted to marry him off to Venna as quickly as possible, and yet she hoped it would never happen. The thought of him touching her during their nightly trysts sickened her, and yet she longed for him to love her in the way she needed to be loved.

Stockholm syndrome, she told herself silently as she ascended the stairs. It was easier to process something she could define and label and wrap up neatly in a little box.

The evening meal was the usual, filled with polite talk and long silences. As the dishes were being cleared away, the Onoatiga excused themselves and left just as Venna's aide arrived.

"King Xagrun," she postured, bowing low. "I thought it expedient to inform you that your esteemed Ambassador Ria was accosted by demonstrators this afternoon."

The Dragon King turned to her abruptly, "Ria! Is this so? Why did you not say anything?"

Ria found it vaguely hypocritical that the great King Xagrun should be so worried about his Ambassador, who was really just an object for his own gratification. She merely shrugged, avoiding his eyes, and the aide went on.

"Firstly, I wish to apologise for this great injustice, on behalf of the Kingdom of Haut. Secondly, I wish to offer you the use of two bodyguards for the Ambassador's use, should she desire to venture outside of the palace walls again."

Ria could still feel Xagrun's eyes on her while he answered the aide, "I accept. I will expect to inspect them in the morning. You are dismissed."

"Very well, your majesty," the aide turned and left them alone, with a silence hanging between them like the thick drapes on the king's bed at home.

"Excuse me, please," Ria said, still not making eye contact, and pushing her chair backwards, indicating that she wished to leave.

"No. Stay here." King Xagrun's voice was not harsh, but it commanded her obedience. As he rose and went to his bedroom, Ria buried her face in her hands. Now of all times, she was least mentally prepared for another carnal banging session.

Instead of calling her to follow him, however, he emerged again, holding a small box in his hands. "I was at the market yesterday. Disguised, of course. I found this for you." He placed the box before her on the table and walked to the balcony, watching the triune suns beginning to set.

"Oh, I didn't expect..." Ria began, but he waved her to silence.

"Just open it," his voice was gruff, his back still to her.

Ria removed the wrapping and lifted the lid. Inside was a little round globe that seemed to be made of smooth marble like the walls of the palace. She lifted it out and tapped on it.

The strains of a lullaby began to play, one that her culture memory chip recognised because she knew she had never heard it before.

Softly sleep

Long and deep

Dream your dreams of woolly sheep

Close your eyes

Lavender skies

Will greet you when the suns arise

The strange, haunting melody filled the room and seemed to soften the atmosphere.

"You like gadgets, don't you?" the Dragon King asked, in response to Ria's silence.

"Oh! Yes, thank you, your Highness!"

"Good." He turned back to face her, seeming to have regained the confidence she only now realised he had lost for the briefest of moments. The surreptitious humanity of this alien being she was held captive by awakened something in Ria that she had not expected to feel. The faintest flutter of affection.

"Only, I think this gadget is one I won’t be taking apart. I'll just enjoy it as it is."

"That is the best way to enjoy some things in life. Including persons we are acquainted with."

Ria wondered what he meant by that but decided not to ask him.

"I would like you to tell me more about your world, Ria Gallagher," the king said, motioning her to join him on the balcony. She stood up and moved toward his outstretched hand, wondering what would be wise to share, and what was better left unsaid, and then suddenly, she didn't care. She would tell him whatever he needed to know.

Stockholm syndrome... The word flitted through her mind again, but she swatted it away like a pesky fly. "Of course," she said, easing herself into one of the recliners opposite the Dragon King.

"Earth is a lot like Dragona in the sense that it has many races and cultures living on one planet. Although, I have to admit, we don't get along as easily as you guys do."

"Oh? Why not?"

"I don't really know, to be honest. I think we too easily look at the packaging and fear our differences instead of trying to understand them and celebrate them."

"That's an interesting thought." He was listening intently, Ria realised with a small shock. Even the gift proved that he was paying attention to her in the most subtle of ways.

"I'm curious that you don't seem to be very familiar with the idea of arranged marriages, as you call them, but that is really all we know here. A wife is seen as a gift, that is given by her parents to a man they think is deserving and genetically suitable."

"Yeah, it doesn't work quite like that where I come from," Ria said, stifling a giggle. Then she became serious again. "But there are some cultures that still do that on Earth, although it is mostly frowned upon and even ignored. People would rather pretend it isn't happening that to do something about it."

"That would not happen on my planet. Everyone is far too greatly involved in everyone else's lives, and they are not averse to voicing their opinions!" King Xagrun laughed for the second time since Ria had met him.

"Oh, don't worry, opinions are freely shared on what we call 'social media'!" Ria joined in the laughter, feeling herself letting go, allowing this strange camaraderie budding inside her heart to grow to full bloom.

"'Social media'? What is that?"

"Oh, just newsfeeds where people share their private lives with anyone who happens to see their profile and then they also badmouth whoever they want to, and post all sorts of nonsense, just to get attention. Oh, and most of them use it to pretend their lives are perfect and give other people depression." Ria laughed.

King Xagrun's expression changed. "That's so very sad."

"Yes." Ria realised how her joke had revealed a very bitter part of her race's conduct. "We also tend to joke about what hurts us or makes us sad. It's almost like it will be easier to handle if we make it a joke and don't treat it seriously."

The Dragon King smiled at her, "I can see how that might work for some things."

Ria pressed on, "We also use social media to keep in touch with people far away that we don't see face to face any more. We post pictures and tell about major life events like getting married or starting a relationship."

"Oh, tell me about that," the king's interest was clearly piqued. Ria felt her heart warm towards him for his genuine interest.

"Well, we have what we call 'dating', so a guy asks a girl on a date and that kind of shows her that he has an interest in her."

"That he wishes to marry her? There's no courtship process like here?"

"Well, some Earth religions believe in that. You know, the parents being part of the whole thing and the guy getting to know the girl's parents and asking the father's permission and stuff like that."

"Ah, the father has to give permission?"

"Mostly, no. Just some people like things done that way."

"I see... And the rest of the people?"

"Oh, there are dating sites and chat rooms and you can meet someone at a bar or a club or doing a sport you like, and then just hook up and get to know each other."

"But when do they get married?"

Ria laughed, "Oh, marriage comes a long time after dating, mostly. I had like, I don't know, five or six boyfriends before I met Brian."

She stopped, suddenly becoming aware of how easily she was sharing with this dragon shapeshifter, her captor. He seemed not to notice her hesitation.

"Only six boyfriends? You must have been very lonely! How many girlfriends did you have?"

"Oh, no, I had plenty of friends-friends! Boyfriends are what we call guys we're in a romantic relationship with."

"Romantic? What's that?"

Ria blushed, not knowing why, it made no sense, maybe the intense way King Xagrun was looking at her. "You know, like lovers, more than friends. Intimate friends."

"But you didn't marry those six boyfriends?"

"No."

"Then you were like their concubine, correct?"

She felt her hackles rising, "No! I never slept with them! Brian was the first one! The only one! Until..."

She wanted to say, "Until you forced yourself on me," but the words didn't make it out of her mouth.

"Oh, I think I understand," his voice was soft, his eyes locked onto hers, full of understanding that surprised her less than she thought it would. "You would have married Brian if you had not ended up here."

"Yes, and no," Ria looked away, "We broke up before I left Earth. I was going to Mars to help start a new colony..."

"Yes, I have heard about the Earth to Mars Project. I am sorry for your breaking up, Ria."

Ria lay back in the recliner and stared up at the stars that were now peeking out of the dark turquoise sky. How had this conversation gone so deep so quickly? Her mind had been so strong before, so impregnable. What had changed? Stockholm syndrome? Her senses reeled.

"Ria," he was leaning over the side of his recliner towards her, his arm touching hers, his voice still soft, "Are you still willing to show me how to love a princess?"

Ria swallowed. She was, more than willing, and then again, she wanted to run away.

"Well, I..." she stammered looking back at the stars.

"Tell me how Brian loved you. When you spoke of him I could see that he made you feel good in a way that I have never been able to do."

Ria closed her eyes and took a deep breath. At least he had the guts to admit to that very true fact.

"Well, Brian was never rough, he never forced himself on me, and he never commanded me to sleep with him." The words sounded harsher than she intended them to, and she held her breath, waiting for the backlash.

"Oh," he said simply, not seeming in the least offended, but still leaning in and taking in the information. It emboldened Ria and she felt the knot in her stomach relax. She smiled softly, remembering.

"He used to bring me silly gifts," she began.

"Oh! Like the music stone?"

"Something like that, yes," Ria said, a little bemused.

"See? I am learning!" King Xagrun seemed almost proud of himself that he had got that first step of romancing right. Ria couldn't help herself, he was so comical and endearing, she laughed and instinctively patted his arm. He put his hand over hers and smiled back at her.

"And then," she continued quickly, staring back out at the stars, "he also used to take me to places he knew I loved to go. Like cosplay and tech conferences and Star Wars premiers. And he knew exactly what kind of ice-cream I loved."

Ria felt herself getting lost in the world that she and Brian had shared. It seemed like the memories belonged to another girl, in another galaxy. Well, maybe that was closer to the truth than she liked to admit.

"He would buy me my favourite take-out, with a tub of Tin Roof ice-cream in the ice-box. Then he would put a blanket out on his apartment's balcony and we would lie there and name the stars we knew and make up names for the others."

"All this before copulating?" The Dragon King's eyes were still intently on her, recording her words, imprinting them on his brain.

"Yes. Because copulating is about procreation. Love-making is about bonding with another being and becoming one with them."

King Xagrun simply nodded, his demeanour telling her that he wanted to hear more.

"Or sometimes he would rent my favourite movie on Netflix, and we would watch it together on the floor of his living room. But every time before we... uhm... you know?"

The king nodded, either ignorant of, or oblivious to her blushing cheeks.

"Well, every time, he would kiss me, ever so gently, all over my face, and on my lips." Tears glistened in her eyes as she spoke, missing his tender touch, his gentleness, his desire to make her feel treasured, never used.

They had both agreed to take the plunge into the physical side of their relationship before they married, but now she wished they hadn't. Ria had been so sure they would marry until life threw that super complex curve ball and now she had memories that she had no way of erasing. Memories that pierced her heart with saccharine agony every time they surfaced.

"He would tell me that he loved me and that there was no one who could fill the space in his life that I did. It was like we were already one being before he even unclasped my..."

Ria stopped, holding her face in her hands. "I don't want to talk about it anymore. I'm sorry, your Highness..."

She raised her tear streaked face to her captor. His eyes were still fixed on her, taking in even her responses to her own words.

"That's okay, Ria," he said, awkwardly wiping a tear from her cheek, "I think I understand better, now." He hesitated as if straddling two impulses. Then something clicked in him. "You can call me Xagrun when we are in private."

She stared at him. This creature was growing more human by the day, and her heart was beginning to respond to him in ways that she had never imagined possible.

He stood, helping her up. She had no idea what he was thinking, but she had reached such a level of vulnerability that she mutely followed his lead.

They stood silently, hand in hand, the king staring deeply into Ria's eyes as if he desired to read her very thoughts. She stared back, puzzled at the conflicting perceptions of this being that had impressed themselves on her psyche.

He drew her close, embracing her with a warmth Ria had never thought possible and almost brought her to a fresh bout of tears.

"You should rest now," he said, gently, "you have had a long day."

Without another word, he steered her towards the door and escorted her to her quarters. He didn't enter her chambers with her, but bowed slightly and left, as the door closed behind him.

Ria was baffled. It was unheard of in Dragonesque culture for the king to bow to anyone. His had only been a very slight bow, but it was a bow nonetheless. Or had she been imagining things?

Ria fell asleep dreaming of Brian and Tin Roof ice-cream.




Chapter 9:  Unrest

My heart resists arrest

When thoughts of you arise

There is commotion in my chest

That echoes in my eyes

"Oh, shucks, no! It rhymes!" Ria facepalmed herself. For a change, she was actually coming up with some kind of real poetry, thanks to her unwitting muse, and now she had to lose the rhyme. Life sucked. One freaking oxymoron after the other!

She crumpled up the paper and began again.

My heart resists arrest

When thoughts of you arise

In my chest there is commotion

That my eyes begin to mirror

"That's better," she tapped her pencil against the page, "Focus Ria, focus."

I wish that you could see

But then I'm glad that you are blind

Lonely thwarted passion

Is better left in solitude

"Gosh, no, I'll drive the girl to slitting her wrists," Ria sighed. Another crumpled bit of paper landed in the wastepaper basket she had procured. This room was beginning to look more like an Earth room than anything she had seen here yet.

Thankfully the words on the paper were growing at a steady a rate as the pile of crumpled rejects in the trash basket. Eventually, Ria leaned back and read through two pages of fairly decent rhyme-free poetry. She was ready for the third meeting with Princess Venna.

And surprised herself by actually looking forward to it.

* * *

"Welcome, Ambassador Ria," Venna's voice was as amicable as her greeting after the usual, irritating pleasantries were out of the way. "Do you have some more poetry from King Xagrun for me?"

"Thank you, Princess," Ria smiled, wishing she could at least see the smile in Venna's eyes that she could hear in her voice. "Yes, I do. Would you like me to read it before we commence with questions and answers?"

The king had informed her, and her culture chip had backed it up, that the third visit was where questions were begun to be asked in earnest regarding life vision, interests, tastes and dislikes. Not so much as a matter of finding out whether they would be a match, but rather how to make the match work when the couple eventually began seeing each other face to face.

"Yes, please," Venna concurred, "Let's have some poetry first."

Ria began to read, the lines flowing naturally, as she remembered reading them to the Dragon King the night before. She almost got lost in the moment, forgetting Venna and her aide, as she expressed the longing in her own heart as Xagrun's vicarious adoration for his bride-to-be.

When she was done, a moment of appreciative silence descended.

Then Venna spoke, her voice gentle, "I love to hear these before my father's negotiation board gets hold of them," she said, a slight giggle in her voice. "They pore over them and dissect them and examine practically every syllable, deciding whether the poems are true art."

"Oh," Ria was surprised, she hadn't thought of her penmanship being so closely scrutinised. "And were they satisfied that it is?"

"Oh, yes," Venna said, encouragingly, "But not before they have totally ruined them for me. I want to ask his majesty, my father, if I may be excused from the meetings during that time. Then I can simply remember them for their intrinsic beauty."

"Ah, I see what you mean," Ria smiled, "Over analysing something really does seem to bleed the romance out of it, doesn't it?"

"Precisely! I may be royalty, but I'm still a woman," Venna said, stroking her arm, "Flesh and blood! Right there!"

Ria laughed, thinking how Venna reminded her of Natty, her dear airy-fairy younger sister with her romantic little head in the clouds. She was filled with a sudden urge to hug Venna, as longing for her sibling rose up to engulf her.

"You know," the princess continued, "I have to admit, I was pretty scared when they told me I was to wed the Dragon King."

"I'll bet," Ria commiserated, "A complete stranger, and you're expected to love him?"

"Not only that," Venna glanced at her aide who was standing a way off from the two women, staring out the window, and seeming not to be listening to their conversation. Perhaps the poetry bored her.

"I'll be very honest, the Dragonesque are known for their coarse manners and rough ways. We may look like a regular dragon shapeshifter race, but ours is a much softer complexion."

Venna reached out and took Ria's hand, placing it on her arm. Ria gasped. The bronze scales that looked as hard and flinty as the Dragon King's, were revealed to Ria's touch to be as soft as butterfly wings. At least, how Ria would have imagined butterfly wings to feel.

"But then I understand better why the mobs don't want you to marry him!" she exclaimed.

"There is another reason, which I cannot tell you now, but we are resigned to our fate." Venna's voice held no malice, nor fear, but simple acceptance and an underlying determination to graciously make the best of the situation.

Ria felt an awestruck admiration for this princess rising up in her spirit. She didn't know if she could face such a prospect... Oh, wait, strike that. She had already proven that she couldn't hold her pose in such circumstances. She remembered her harsh words to the king. It was a miracle her head was still on her shoulders if she had to be honest with herself.

"So," Ria dragged her mind back the business at hand. It was question and answer day. Ria had a mini flashback of show and tell at elementary school. "Princess Venna, you are at liberty to ask me anything you desire to know about your intended husband, King Xagrun of Dragona," Ria's voice rattled off the prescribed lines of her office.

Then she added her own adaptation, thankful that the aide was distracted. "And don't worry about asking the 'right' questions, we don't have to include every single word in the records," she said, winking conspiratorially.

Venna's silver laugh tinkled behind her veil, solidifying Ria's mental Disney Princess image of her. An idea for a really cool Sci-fi Disney story began forming in her head, although strictly speaking, the word Sci-fi suddenly didn't hold all the meaning for her that it used to.

"Alright," the very non-fictional princess began, "What is King Xagruns' favourite food?"

A mental image of the king slobbering away at the lumps of strange grey flesh that he routinely ingested flitted across Ria's mind. "Just, uhm, before we continue, how honestly do I have to answer these questions?"

"Well," Venna's voice sounded contemplative, "according to political norms, I guess you could say whatever you like and I would be obliged not to question your integrity. However," she paused, glancing again at the aide's window gazing silhouette, "As a woman, I would prefer to know the whole truth. So that I may prepare myself, you know? Mentally. Emotionally. Perhaps even physically."

Her last words sounded more like questions than statements. Ria nodded. She understood entirely. The least she could do was to spare this equally innocent woman the shock she had been subjected to in all of those departments.

"Okay, diplomacy will just have to take a back seat. You and I are going to speak woman to woman, the bare facts. So, what is his favourite food? Magling Eel, raw. It's quite disgusting to watch, but apparently, it's highly nutritious for his specific constitution."

"Hmmm... I did learn about those eels in my royal lessons. I hope he won't require me to enjoy them with him."

The two women laughed.

"Does he love music? And what kind?"

"Hmmm... Yes, he listens to it often. There is always some kind of music echoing through the palace hallways," Ria reminisced, "He seems to have a vast array of genres that he enjoys, depending on his mood. Sometimes it is gentle and soothing, sometimes there's a lot of powerful drumming or heavy basslines. We usually don't approach him with diplomatic problems or bad news when he's playing that last kind."

"That sounds wise," Venna remarked, "Does he often get moody?"

"Well, I would say, about once a week, but it's usually pretty short lived. He has the luxury of being able to take out his frustrations on his..." Ria stopped short. Perhaps the 'whole truth and nothing but the truth' idea was not wise to use in every single question.

"You were going to say 'concubines', weren't you?" Venna's voice was so gentle it almost made Ria cry. She nodded mutely, looking down. She could imagine that no woman facing an impending marriage, albeit an arranged one, wanted to think about her promised groom sleeping with a roomful of sex slaves. Then again, she was thinking in terms of her own frame of reference.

"How do you feel about him having concubines?" Ria blurted out, thankful that it was a back and forth session, but also knowing that this question had not been on Xagrun's list.

"It is part of his culture, and I must accept it." The princess' voice was resigned.

"But not part of yours. How will you deal with it?" Ria knew that Venna was aware of her dual role in King Xagrun's palace. She was asking the question more for herself than for the king, although she was of the very strong opinion that it was something he needed to know and pay attention to.

"It is not part of your culture either, is it?" Venna surprised her by answering with a question.

"No, it's not." Ria stared at her hands.

"And yet, you have found a way to deal with your situation. We are really not that dissimilar, Ria. We are both prisoners and helpless to dictate our circumstances. And so, we find ways to adapt and to make the best of the status quo."

Respect is what this princess deserved. Far from being a little slow in the head, as Ria had originally thought, she had as much a head on her shoulders as any male of her species, or any species, for that matter, Ria decided.

"You will make an amazing queen someday, Princess Venna. I believe you will bring in a new era to your kingdom when you do ascend the throne." Ria said, genuinely, her voice filled with awe that she made no effort to disguise.

"Thank you, Ria," the voice behind the veil conveyed the smile that Ria could not see. "I hope and trust that it will be as you say."

Ria smiled, "I'm sure it will. Now, another question?"

Venna took a deep breath. "I deleted my list after I had memorised it because I didn't want my aide seeing all my questions. Especially this one: Does he know how to love a woman?"

Ria didn't need to ask for clarification, especially in the light of what they had just discussed. She had to tell the truth, and yet the truth seemed so difficult to tell, because suddenly it had come closer to home than she had ever imagined possible, or even wanted to be possible.

"He is learning," she said, softening the truth a little. "He has already learned a great deal in that respect and I can see he is earnest in learning more about what it takes to make a woman's heart bloom."

Venna nodded, "You speak very eloquently and sensitively, Ambassador Ria. The king has a true ambassador in you." A short silence hung between them before the princess filled it with the inevitable question. "It is you who is teaching him how to love a woman, yes?"

Ria nodded, her eyes downcast. A completely irrational desire not to share him with this princess, as likeable as she was, rose up to choke her. My Stockholm syndrome seems to be getting a little out of hand, she thought to herself, trying to make light of it and get the heavy weight of emotion off her chest.

She wished she could see behind the veil, know what was going on in the princess' mind and heart. Did she resent her for being her future husband's concubine and thus his sexual partner? It felt almost like what she would imagine being the 'other woman' was like.

"Oh my!" The clearly distressed voice of Venna's aide startled them both, and they broke from their conversation to look at what had caused her outburst. The lizard lady's face was a picture of perplexity. "Another mob on the way, your highness! Princess Venna! Ambassador! We must hide you both!"

She quickly drew the ceiling to floor drapes across the windows just as Ria got a glimpse of the angry protesters approaching the palace. The sound of chanting and angry cries, which Ria only now realised had been a faint hum in the background of the morning cacophony, became too obvious for her brain to filter out.

The faces of the mob were contorted into the same visage of rage and irreverent determination that she had seen two days ago. Their shouts and chants rang in Ria's ears now, and she could see them brandishing various kinds of what seemed to be weapons this time.

The aide ushered Ria and Venna to an ornate dresser cum bookshelf against the far wall of the study they occupied. Reaching in behind it, she pulled a small lever and the whole furnishing swung out away from the wall to reveal a hidden cave in the wall.

It was constructed of black, volcanic rock, much like the floors of King Xagrun's castle.

"Hide in here and don't make a sound or a move until someone comes to get you with the password. It's quite a lovely day today."

Only when Ria was inside she realised that the aide's last comment had not been sarcasm, but the actual password. She stumbled forward into the darkness of the cave as the concealed door closed behind them. It was also a thick slab of black rock. The darkness inside was almost tangible.

Barely daring to breathe, they heard shots fired and much shouting and commotion outside. In a slew of colourful threats, screamed out amid the shooting, the mob demanded the life of the 'foreign mixed breed ambassador' and claimed they were going to protect their princess from the 'barbarian invasion'.

The irony of their rhetoric was not lost on Ria, but her focus was more on how close they were, and whether they were actually making it into the palace. She could hear the guards also shouting and firing back at the protesters. Harsh warnings and barked commands from the captain of the guard rang out over the ruckus.

Despite the fact this was an another galaxy entirely, the unspoken rules of society seemed to be an exact replica of Earth's. There was always class differentiation, always the fanatics, the purists, the people taking the law into their own hands. Revolution was truly a universal phenomenon, Ria thought.

As they waited and listened, the shouting and gunfire gradually died down, leaving a breathless, seemingly endless silence where Ria's thoughts echoed in her head.

The princess and the ambassador waited, scarcely daring to breathe until Ria could take it no more, she had to see if there was a way out of their hidey hole. She felt like a sitting duck, and she wanted to see if Venna was okay, without having to speak to her. Anyone could be out there, listening as quietly as they were. And who knew how much oxygen was in this place?

She remembered her bracelet had a flashlight built into it as well as all the other myriad features. Tapping here and there until she found the right place, she flooded the cave with bright light. She looked around her and saw the princess huddled in the corner to her left. Then Ria clapped her hands over her face, partly to stop herself from screaming out loud and partly to shield her eyes, as her blood ran cold in her veins.

Venna's eyes were as big as saucers, staring out of her bronze-scaled face that seemed to have paled to a sickly yellow.

The only way Ria could tell, was because Venna's veil was off, leaving the indescribable beauty of the princess' closely guarded features exposed to Ria's eyes. The eyes of a commoner.




Chapter 10:  Desperate Measures

"Ambassador!" Venna hissed, terror and anger evident even in her hoarse whisper, "How dare you look upon my countenance! Do you wish to lose your eyes?!"

Ria wasn't sure what horrified her more: the idea of losing her eyes or losing her life if those protesters were still about and heard Venna's outburst. She clamped a hand over the princess' mouth, "Do you wish to get me killed and yourself kidnapped?!" she hissed back, blind survival winning the toss over sighted death.

Venna thankfully regained her practical mindset as her culture shock abated in the very present danger of her new friend's possible mob execution. As if on cue, they heard the sound of heavy footsteps on the marble floor outside their hiding place.

"They were in here, I'm sure of it!" growled a voice in ominous tones and with a bit of a thick tongue.

"You sure? This place has so many windows..." another voice drawled dubiously.

"Yes, I'm sure!" the first voice barked back, "I saw them, the princess and the filthy Dragonesque ambassador, I'm sure of it!"

"Well... Clearly, they ain't here now..."

"Shut your wisecracking trap and help me search! These rich people's houses always have trapdoors and secret passages."

"No need to get cranky. We could always torture the aide..."

Ria heard Venna gasp next to her, "Vorda!" She avoided looking at her face, and she didn't really need to see her to know that there was great consternation in her eyes. Venna seemed to be capable of loving even the most unlovable of beings.

The sounds of furniture being shifted and drapes being ripped alerted Ria to the fact that they really needed to do something before they were found by their murderous pursuers, who were calling to each other, "Nothing here. Let's check over there."

She flashed the light from her bracelet, looking for an exit door, or a secret passage, but only cold, shiny rock reflected the rays of the flashlight back at her. Suddenly she remembered what the garrulous tech peddler had told her about the safety features of her bracelet. Only barely managing to swallow a whoop of joy at her find, she mentally thanked her fellow techie and spun the bracelet around looking for that almost imperceptible engraving under the leather lining.

Tapping out her activation code on it, she selected the setting, 'unidentified voices' and activated the defence system. Then she waited, still studiously avoiding looking at Venna, even though she longed to convey to her that she had found a way to get rid of the threat. She could almost feel the pain in her eyeballs already and hoped against hope that Venna would be kindly disposed toward her and not tell anyone that the ambassador from Dragona had 'feasted upon her loveliness'.

The bracelet lit up with a pulsating red glow and then, suddenly, what seemed to be tiny red lights drifted up from it making their way to the tiny crevice between the secret door and the palace wall.

A crash and a scream erupted beyond their hiding place, "Aaaaggghhh! Nano drones! Nano drones! Get the EMP! Get the EMP!"

"Shut up, you fool! They're targeting our voices! Aaaggghhh!"

More screams and crashing furniture and then, as suddenly as anarchy had descended, an eerie silence followed in its wake. For what seemed an eternity, the two women sat in nervous silence, their ears straining to hear any sign of life on the outside. There was no way of knowing if the threat really was gone, or if they were waiting in ambush. Finally, Ria heaved a shuddering sigh and focused her flashlight on the door of their hiding place.

There, as if mocking her, hung Venna's veil, wedged in the same crack that the drones had just exited through. She pulled it loose and handed it wordlessly to Venna cramped up behind her. Then she switched off her bracelet's flashlight and felt carefully along the edges of the solid rock door until she found the small button she had seen on the way in. Pressing it and leaning against the cold rock, she edged the door open, ever so slightly.

Natural light flooded in, almost blinding her and revealing a scene of total carnage. Furniture was strewn across the room, the drapes hung in tatters, and bodies of protesters were draped grotesquely over couches or sprawled on the floor, hands stretched out towards the door of the room.

"Is your veil on?" Ria asked in a whisper, without looking at Venna.

"Yes," was all the princess could manage in a very shaky voice.

Ria looked back at her and held out her hand. Venna took it, and Ria felt her trembling like a leaf in a winter breeze as she helped her out of the emergency shelter. Once they emerged, she noticed that the princess held her veil together with her other, equally unsteady hand.

Her heart sank. That meant that the veil had ripped, and that would raise questions. She was grateful that she had made it out alive, this far, but she still didn't relish the idea of walking around with a white cane for the rest of her days.

Voices reached their ears as they picked their way through the destruction of the once serene study. "Princess? Ambassador?" A very worried and dishevelled aide appeared at the doorway, her eyes large with fright and fear.

"They're still here! They are safe!" she called over her shoulder, and at once running footsteps could be heard in the hallway behind her. A posse of guards burst into the room.

"Who activated the nano drones?" enquired the leading guard.

"I did," Ria admitted, suddenly feeling a little confused.

"Well done, Ambassador! You saved yourself and the princess with that smart move!" The big, burly guard grinned from ear to ear.

His hearty congratulations seemed a little out of place among a mass of dead bodies, but Ria managed a slight smile and a small nod in acknowledgement. She wanted to be sick. She was an astronaut, not a soldier, and all her training had not rendered her immune to wanton killing, even if it was administered by herself.

"Come Ambassador, let me escort you to the Dragon King. Captain, could you please escort the princess to her quarters. Her ladies in waiting are already in attendance." The crusty lady seemed to possess more compassion that Ria had credited her with, and she followed meekly while the guards whisked Venna away. If anyone had noticed the torn veil, they didn't let on that they had. Ria felt like she had swallowed a rock.

She, herself, was lucid enough to notice that the protocols of courtship were still strictly adhered to even in times as desperate as this. The Dragon King was confined to his quarters, with great big guards posted at his door.

As Ria entered with Venna's aide, she noticed there were more guards posted on the balcony, at every window, in every room, along with the obligatory Onoatiga. The Kingdom of Haut were wisely taking their royal guest's safety very seriously. The king paced the floor, his back and neck rigid with anxiety. It was actually quite dizzying how quickly the atmosphere had changed.

"Ria!" King Xagrun cried out as he saw her enter, rushing over and burying her in a bear-like embrace as if he wanted to shield her from the entire universe. "Leave us, Aide," he said, abruptly.

"Her name is Vorda. Thank you, Vorda," Ria managed to interject.

"You're welcome, Ambassador Ria," Vorda replied, sounding a little surprised that Ria knew her name.

As soon as the door closed behind her, Xagrun held Ria at arm's length, scanning her with worried eyes. Ria had never seen him like this, and it seemed to expose yet another facet of his burgeoning humanity that was relentlessly endearing him to her.

"Are you okay? You didn't get hurt? I could kill those vermin for daring to wish you harm! They made me stay here. I wanted to come find you. Oh, these infernal laws and rules are more like fetters than pillars!"

Ria smiled weakly, placing a reassuring hand on his arm. "I'm okay, I just..." her voice faltered.

In a flash of comprehension, his face softened, and without warning, he picked her up in his arms and carried her to one of the huge couches that populated the living area of his chambers. His arms held her as effortlessly as if she was no heavier than a little finch, his body was warm against hers, soothing the stress out of her muscles. His emanating pulse waves of power radiated through her, but there was some new frequency permeating them. Something akin to affection.

"Shhh... Rest," he said, laying her down gently and seating himself on the floor next to her, agitation still evident in his eyes and body language.

He lowered his voice still further, conscious that the room was filled with eyes and ears, in particular, those of the Onoatiga, that he did not have the luxury of sending out during this unsettled time.

"Ria, I think I should just call off the marriage to Venna," he whispered. "It's proving far too dangerous. For her, and myself, but mostly for you."

Ria wondered at his words. Royals were held in high regard in these galaxies, almost like gods and, although the attack on her, as an ambassador, had been very real, the marauders would never seriously consider attacking a visiting royal from another galaxy, even if they were against his marriage to their precious princess. The consequences were too dire.

An ambassador's death, her death, would be considered collateral damage in the annals of Hautian history, and Xagrun, as a king, had no need to concern himself with her safety. And yet, that seemed to be his greatest concern at the moment.

She looked queryingly into his golden eyes, flashing with agitation and filled with, what she was surprised to see, was deep concern.

"Perhaps I should seek another bride," he continued, searching her eyes. "One with fewer political entanglements. Perhaps someone from my own planet, or better still, my own harem. Someone who has already been gifted to me. Don't you think, Ambassador, that would be a better plan?"

It tickled Ria that he had suddenly reverted to addressing her with her official title.

"I don't know, Highness," she played along, also aware of the eyes and ears all around them. "Is there any concubine in your harem who would be able to fulfil such a demanding office? Who possesses the diplomacy, self-containment, loyalty, composure, sacrificial heart and such things that you would need in a royal wife?"

As she described Venna to a T, Ria wondered if perhaps she should convince him to just push through with this marriage. She intuitively knew that he would listen to her. She would marry him off to her and would plan her escape for soon after the wedding, before the Dragonesque equivalent of the honeymoon was over, and the Hautian citizens would eventually come to love him, just as...

Ria arrested her thoughts, shocked at what she was thinking. Just as I have, she finished the sentence in her head with a sense of awe. Just then his furtive whisper came again to her ears. He had been pondering her question while her mind wandered.

"You make a very good point, Ambassador Ria. Perhaps if such a concubine already held a position of office in my cabinet, she would be considered worthy by my loyal subjects?"

Ria didn't need to rack her brains very hard to think of which concubines in the Dragon King's harem also filled an official capacity in his cabinet. She looked at him, her heart feeling like it was going to explode. Then another thought struck her, "But doesn't Dragonesque law state that the king must marry blood royalty?"

"Cursed laws!" Xagrun hissed. "I'm a prisoner of my own station of power!"

The hopelessness of it all and everything that had happened in the last few weeks descended on Ria in an overwhelming implosion and she knew she had to tell him about her seeing Venna's face.

"Can we speak in private?" her voice quivered more than she wanted it to. Without replying, he hoisted her up again and carried her through to the bedroom and seated her on his bed. With some knowing looks, and leering smirks, the guards who were there departed and closed the door behind them.

"Something really bad happened just now," she began.

"Well, yes, you were almost killed," Xagrun looked confused.

"Besides that."

He waited patiently for her to elaborate.

"When we were scrambling to get into the secret shelter, Venna's veil was ripped off and I saw her face."

Xagrun stared at her, uncomprehending.

"It wasn't on purpose, I was trying to find a way out for us, with the mob in the room. They were looking for us in there. They knew there should be a secret hideaway or passage or something and I switched on my bracelets flashlight..."

"Shhhh..." he took her face in his hands. "If anyone so much as lays a finger on you, they will have to deal with me," he said emphatically.

"Xagrun, be sensible! The Hautians won't tolerate your meddling with sacred, ancient customs. You know that better than I do! The whole courtship process will go to blazes if you do something crazy like that!"

"I will speak to the princess, then." He sat down heavily beside her on the bed.

"You can't, you're not supposed to see her yet, remember?"

"I can't have them doing that to you, Ria! I won't have it! There has to be a way around it!"

"Maybe she won't say anything."

"Did you ask her not to?"

"There wasn't time..."

"If anyone, but anyone, tries to harm you, I'll, I'll..."

Ria buried her face in his shoulder and wrapped her arms around him. "I know," she said softly, as he encircled her with his warmth and his strength. Nothing seemed to matter anymore except the two of them, holding each other. She lifted her face to his.

Now would be a good time for that practical lesson in how to love a princess, Ria thought, and suddenly the idea didn't seem so much like a chore after all.

Xagrun must have noticed something in her eyes. He drew her in a little closer; held her a little tighter; his scales began to glow a little brighter. And then he did the unthinkable.

Cradling her head gently in one of his powerful hands, the other supporting her firmly on her back, he leaned in and closed his eyes as his mouth found hers. He had never kissed her before, and although he seemed a little unsure of himself, Ria had never tasted such tender passion in a kiss, even from Brian.

She responded, feeling herself melt into him like honey in a warm croissant fresh from the oven. She felt all the doubt and resentment seeping from her pores and evaporating in the warmth of his caring and ardour.

For the first time, she felt like he wasn't just taking from her, but he was pouring into her, making her feel like a flower in the rain. There was no animalistic drive behind his attentions, only an all-encompassing adoration.

He hardly needed a lesson. It was like a switch had been flipped. She drank him in, her senses gorged with overwhelming joy. Then he pulled away, lifting her chin with one hand and staring deeply into her eyes.

"You should get some rest. I will make sure there are enough guards posted around your room."

Ria wanted to protest, but he was taking as much charge of this situation as he had in any of their trysts, only this time her wellbeing was his first priority. He lifted her up in his arms again and she nestled against him, thinking how he was steadily making it nigh impossible for her to leave.

He carried her all the way to her chambers, to the surprise of both the creepy Onoatiga and the gutter-minded guards, Ria noticed with a glimmer of satisfaction. Gently laying her on her bed, he kissed her forehead and covered her with a blanket draped over the end of the bed.

"I shall have the evening meal brought to your room later. Sleep."

It was almost a command. She didn't want him to leave. But almost as soon as he did, she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.




Chapter 11:  Face to Face

Ria woke to the sound of her door opening and then closing behind softly treading feet. Who would come into her chambers in the Hautian palace without announcing themselves?

She lay dead still, pretending to still be asleep and waited to see what would happen next. Strong, beautiful hands covered with golden scales gingerly, and somewhat clumsily, settled a tray down on her nightstand.

He was in her room? Was there no end to the protocols he was ignoring? Ria sat up, suddenly wide awake. He stood with his back to her, slowly drawing the curtains to reveal the palace gardens basking in the silvery morning light. The guards on her balcony were gone.

"Xagrun? Are you meant to be in my room at this hour?" She didn't want to sound preachy, but suddenly she wanted to make sure that he was seen in the best possible light by all he came into contact with.

He kept staring out at the lush flora and manicured lawns with his back to her. "You know, Ria, I realise there are so many things about being a royal that I actually find immensely tiring."

She had no idea how it felt to be a princess, let alone a king, especially in his kingdom. She watched him, not knowing what to say. Turning back towards her, his face showed that he hadn't slept well. She watched his haggard features closely as he came to sit down on the edge of her bed.

"I always just took them for granted as being part of my life and my duty, a necessary thing. Then you fell out of the sky, literally, and into my harem, and nothing has been the same since. You have turned my world upside down, Ria Gallagher. I have begun to question things I would normally merely tolerate, just because they have always been that way. Now I scarcely know why I never asked that one simple question you ask so often: Why?"

He looked at her, his face earnest. "Do you see how you are keeping me out of my sleep?"

"I'm so sorry, Highness." Ria fidgeted with the bed covers.

"Don't be! You can only be yourself, and you have no control over the effect you have on others. Now, eat up your breakfast, Ambassador, you have an appointment with the princess, soon, yes?" His voice was suddenly light and playful. Ria's mind reeled, she could hardly keep up with his meteoric metamorphosis.

"I do, yes, thank you." She smiled as he stood and placed the tray on her lap, kissing her on her forehead as he did so. "But what is this?"

"Jinny wafers and Tin Roof ice-cream. It might not taste the same as what you're used to since Earth food is not quite the same as Hautian, but I hope you like it."

Ria had no words. How had he managed it? She watched him mutely as he left, wearing what she could have sworn was a look of triumph. The ice-cream tasted awful, but the wafers were delicious, and she finished every last crumb before getting ready for the day, her heart feeling familiarly light and airy, and not merely because she had just indulged in ice-cream for breakfast.

She even forgot to put in her earplugs and realised later that the morning cacophony hadn't bothered her at all. She didn't realise it, but she had even forgotten the fact that she might be involuntarily sacrificing her eyes to Hautian culture in the very near future.

"The princess is ready for you, Ambassador Ria." Vorda's cordial tones came through the intercom above her door not much later.

Dressed and ready, Ria went to the door and joined Venna's aide as she descended the stairs to a different room than usual. It was a royal reception lounge adjacent to the study where Venna and Ria had had such a close shave with death and kidnapping.

Ria was glad that she didn't have to see the inside of those four walls again so soon after the incident. This time there were guards present as well as Vorda. These people knew how to make a dignitary feel safe. Venna rose as Ria entered.

"Dear Ambassador, I don't know how to thank you for your quick-thinking action two days ago!" she gushed, embracing Ria and completely ignoring all the customary greeting rites. Ria saw Vorda watching them, with what would have been raised eyebrows, if she had had any, but she refrained from correcting the princess.

Venna stepped back and looked Ria up and down, peering awkwardly through the visor in her veil. "Are you okay? It was a horrible shock for me, and I didn't even take any responsibility on myself." She pulled her into her embrace again, "You are such a rock, Ria!"

"I'm glad I could help, Princess. I was lucky to have this bracelet."

"Oh, please call me Venna! After sharing such a life and death situation, I think you have become more than just a diplomatic acquaintance!" Ria could hear the smile in Venna's voice. "Vorda," the princess addressed her aide, "Please bring me the certificate."

Vorda respectfully obliged and Venna presented it with a flourish to Ria. "This is the best way I could find to thank you," she said, her hidden smile still brightening her voice. Ria looked at the gilt, ornately inscribed sheet of card.

"Ambassador Ria Gallagher, a dignitary in the cabinet of King Xagrun of Dragona, is hereby officially confirmed as an adopted member of the Hautian Extended Royal Family. Signed by His Royal Majesty, King Holdort of Haut, on this 13th day of the month of Iglin, 29074."

"Oh!" Ria said, feeling a little out of her depth, "I don't know what to say." It seemed too great an honour for what she had done. After all, she had had an overwhelming incentive to save her own hide more than Venna's, who would have probably only been kidnapped for a short while and fairly well treated.

"Vorda?"

"Yes, your Highness?"

"Are the pastries and hot drinks served?"

"Yes, your Highness," Vorda wheeled a trolley closer, filled with delicious looking confectioneries.

"You and I, dear Ambassador, are going to have a private party to celebrate!"

On cue, Vorda signalled to the guards to leave and then bowed slightly as she exited the room, pulling the ornate double doors closed behind her.

"Venna, I don't understand? What does all this mean?" Ria asked, holding up the certificate with her name so beautifully emblazoned across it.

Venna replied by silently taking the end of her veil and pulling it up, off her face and flinging it happily onto the nearest couch. Ria looked down. Was the princess going to remove her eyeballs now? That seemed a little too barbaric for this culture, and Venna confirmed Ria's thoughts with her familiar silver giggle. "This certificate gives you the right to be able to freely look upon my features as part of my family."

She moved closer and took Ria's hand, before whispering into her ear, "And nobody needs to know today is not the first time you have seen my royal mug!" She drew away laughing. "Come! We must not let these delicious hot drinks cool. Lukewarm pochina is just the worst, don't you agree?"

Ria was flabbergasted. "But how?  So quickly! This is an honour that goes beyond..."

"Oh, come now, my Earthling friend, don't be so pedantic! Come celebrate with me, and let's forget you're an ambassador and I'm a princess, just for the afternoon, eh?"

Ria looked at her, and it dawned on her that King Xagrun was not the only one tiring of the pomp and starched collar life of being a royal. The achingly beautiful alien in front of her was starved for the companionship of a female peer. And to be honest, so was Ria.

She smiled, mentally tossing her diplomatic persona aside and settling comfortably back into her own skin. She plopped herself down on the couch next to Venna and allowed her to introduce her new BFF to the mouth-watering delicacies on the trolley.

After a copious helping of silliness and girly giggling, which was actually quite unfamiliar to Ria, Venna suddenly sobered up, leaning back on the couch, her doe eyes following the ornate carved patterns on the marble ceiling.

"You know, Ria," her voice was a little dark, "to be very honest with you, I'm terrified of marrying the Dragon King."

Ria looked at her, never having been too good at the deep, girl talk thing, since she was such a Star Wars lover and tech geek. She waited, hoping Venna wasn't looking to her for advice.

"I've heard our people talk about the people of Dragona, and I've seen some of the dragon shape-shifters from there. They scare me."

"Well, it'll be different when you actually meet him," Ria offered, at the same time remembering her first sight of the king in the great hall, as Collector Hargoid's trophy find.

"I guess," Venna sighed, "He just looks so frightening on the publicity images I've seen."

"Oh, don't worry, those are exactly that, publicity images, not really a good representation of who he is. And remember, he'll be putting his best foot forward when he's around you, especially in the beginning. He has to impress your father."

"Oh, my father doesn't need any impressing from him. He took one look at his DNA profile and said, 'Venna, my girl, I've found you a husband'," this last bit was delivered by Venna in an exaggeratedly low voice, mimicking the Hautian king.

Ria had to giggle at that. "Well, he is quite a specimen, but he also has a very secret soft side, that you may not tell anyone else about. I don't think he flaunts it publicly at all."

"Really?" Venna's eyes widened, "Oh, of course, you're one of..." she stopped, then reached out and took Ria's hand, crestfallen at her own insensitivity. "I'm sorry, Ria, I—"

"Not at all," Ria cut her off, smiling bravely at the beautiful girl. She couldn't help thinking that when Xagrun married this amazing woman, all of his concubines would have stiff competition for his attentions. She shuddered to think how dear old possessive, delusional Narsia would take it. Escaping right after the wedding suddenly seemed the best plan Ria had ever hatched.

Venna's voice brought her back from her reverie, "You love him, don't you?"

It was entirely unexpected. Was she that easy to see through? She felt herself blush. "I, well, I guess, I don't know... he, we..."

"You do love him?"

Venna squeezed Ria's hand that she was still holding and lifted it to her cheek. "Well, I guess he's not that scary then, hey?"

Ria decided against sharing her Stockholm syndrome theories with Venna. Besides, they seemed to be fading and showing all kinds of holes in their credibility.

"I'm not the only one in his harem who has formed an emotional attachment of some kind to him," she said instead. "But we are simply that: part of his harem. You are the one chosen to help him continue his great lineage and ensure that he has genetically superior heirs to his throne. What we concubines feel for him is really of no consequence in the bigger picture."

It helped her to speak in the plural, it somehow made the whole thing seem less personal. She didn't want to tell Venna that she had fallen in love with Xagrun's little quirks and idiosyncrasies more than his overawing power. Most of all, she needed to distance her heart from the situation.

"Still..." Venna began but then thought better than to say what she was thinking. Ria could see that she felt for her, and it strangely seemed to make it even more difficult to share him with such a perfect creature.

Venna changed the subject, "Tell me about the Onoatiga," she said, frowning slightly.

Ria grimaced too. "Oh, they are the creepiest characters I have ever met! And, between you and me, they seem to be controlling King Xagrun like a bunch of master puppeteers. They're the ones that insisted that King Xagrun approach your father for your hand."

"They enforce all the laws and protocols in the galaxy, don't they? And they decide the king's itinerary, and every other detail of his life, right?" Venna said, sitting up straighter, her eyes widening.

"Yes! How did you know?"

"Because we have some very similar characters doing exactly that in our galaxy," Venna said, biting her lip thoughtfully. "I've never been able to get a good look at them though, because they are forever draped in these long, black cloaks with hoods. Father calls them, 'the Black Council'."

"What do they sound like?" Ria asked, feeling like they were about to uncover the conspiracy of the millennium.

"Very raspy and creepy," Ria could have said it with her, "And they don't allow anyone to speak to them unless they are first spoken to by them. A handful of Hautians lost their heads that way before the word got around."

"Do you think..." Ria began.

"... the Black Council and the Onoatiga are one and the same thing?"

Ria stared at her new friend and then something occurred to her. "But I don't see any black cloaked Onoatiga around here?"

"That's right," Venna confirmed, "My great-grandfather ousted them when he was reigning. They haven't been able to get a foothold since, but they still managed to weasel their way into the other solar systems in our galaxy. Very controlling lot, the Black Council."

Ria took in this new information. "Are they evil, dangerous? Do you think they want to take over the universe?" she asked, thoughtfully.

Venna shrugged, "Your guess is as good as mine, sister." She shrugged and winked. "Now, help me finish these pastries, or Cooky will take a week to forgive me for not appreciating her hard work!"




Chapter 12:  Polarity

Conspiracy theories on Earth had always fascinated Ria, although she had never put much store in them. They were, as the name suggested, merely theories. As fascinating as they seemed, they never really could be proven to have an effect on society at large.

But the conspiracy theory that was brooding in her mind, seemed more real than anything she had ever experienced. Before she had treated the Onoatiga as most Dragona citizens did, with a detached respect born more of fear than honour. Now, she saw in them a threat to the entire cosmos.

If Venna was right, and they had lost their grip on Haut, the capital planet of the Hautian galaxy, then they would be eager to get it back again. What better way than through a marriage alliance between one of their most faithful puppet king and the Hautian crown princess? It was a slam dunk! Ria almost wanted to congratulate them on the simple brilliance of their plan.

And she might have if it hadn't been so diabolical and completely callous towards real people and their feelings and their lives. Xagrun's and Venna's and, she had to admit, hers.

It went without saying that, as the ambassador to Haut, she had a responsibility to inform King Xagrun of her conversation with Venna and her resulting conspiracy theories. Still, she baulked at the idea. First of all, she didn't even want them to get married, and that would mean exposing the Onoatiga would be serving her own agenda very nicely.

On the other hand, she had grown mightily fond of Venna, and, of course, Xagrun - the thought of him brought an indulgent smile to her eyes - and she wanted the best for them. Plus, she still felt homesick for Earth and her loved ones there. As backward as her planet was, it was her home.

So, really, pairing them off, especially once she had taught Xagrun the right way to love a princess, was actually in everyone's interests, even if it did come at a high price. The price of a kingdom, in fact. Holding the fate of a galaxy in her hands didn't feel nearly as great as she might have envisaged.

Venna seemed a little naive concerning the Onoatiga, so she would probably acquiesce to their taking an advisory position in her galaxy once she was Queen. And if Ria didn't warn Xagrun, he might also merely continue on as he always had: a prisoner of the protocols imposed upon his clueless self by raspy-voiced dictators.

Her head hurt with all the thinking, and she really just wanted to fall asleep and wake up on Mars, with the happy realisation that all this was merely a dream. But a very real voice and the bleep of the intercom at her door pulled her back from the brink of oblivion.

"Ambassador Ria? So sorry to disturb you, your Highness, but the Dragon King requires your presence in his chambers." It was the high pitched, nervous voice of the Hautian lizard butler. It was strange how quickly she seemed to be getting promotions wherever she went.

"Thank you, butler. Please inform the king I shall be there in twenty minutes."

"Very well, your Highness."

Yes, she would have to tell Xagrun about her promotion to an adopted member of the Hautian Royal Family. She wondered if Meghan Markle had felt the same way she did right now when she became a royal. Completely clueless about what was going to happen to her life. She felt almost as if she had become someone else's property, which, to be honest was not an altogether unfamiliar experience by now.

As the butler ushered her into the king's quarters, she noticed the absence of guards and Onoatiga. The guards posted on her balcony and by her chamber door were still firmly in place, even when she wasn't there. The one who had accompanied her and the butler from her quarters now stood watchfully outside Xagruns suite.

"Good afternoon, your Highness," Ria began.

"Did I not tell you to call me Xagrun when we are in private?" His voice was terse, his back rigid with tension.

"Yes, Xagrun. My apologies."

He ignored her beg-pardon. "You have a report back for me from your last visit with the princess?"

It struck her how he never referred to Venna by her name. "Yes, I do, your... I mean, Xagrun."

He seemed suddenly so detached and distant. Ria wondered if she had imagined his tender, passionate kiss. His face was troubled as he turned to face her, his scales darker than she had ever seen them. As she looked into his eyes, she thought she saw a glimpse of longing in them, but he quickly turned away, motioning her to sit at the table as he took a seat opposite her. "Debrief me, Ambassador."

Whatever was troubling him, it was evident he was not going to share it with her right now. A small seed of fear began to germinate in her mind. Had she displeased him in some way? Was she going to be his venting bag again once this meeting was over? His disposable stress reliever? Had all their progress been lost?

Ria swallowed hard, pushing the thought out of her mind and focusing on what was really more important. The future of Dragona and Haut. She laid her 'adoption certificate' on the table. Xagrun didn't even look at it.

Plunging into her debriefing, Ria began, "The last meeting with Princess Venna was successful," she said, staring at the far wall, "She and I have formed a close bond of comradeship, I am happy to report. We had an excellent discussion which has raised some concerns of another kind in my mind."

Xagrun looked at her sharply. Aware that she now had his full attention, she looked him full in the face, desirous to prove that she was on his side, that his safety and sovereignty was her greatest concern.

"Venna told me of a group that calls themselves the Black Council. By all her accounts, they seem to be uncannily like the Onoatiga. In fact, I believe they may be one and the same race."

Xagrun was taking it all in, his focus wholly directed at her every word. He said nothing, and Ria continued, "She says they were ousted from Haut by her grandfather, when he was king, but that they still operate as advisory councils on many other planets in their galaxy. I believe the only reason the Onoatiga have chosen Venna to be your bride is so that they may gain a foothold once more in the capital planet, Haut, and so gain more comprehensive control of the galaxy."

Silence descended with Xagrun still staring at her. Ria wondered if he comprehended what she had just said. She had never picked up any real kind of loyalty towards the Onoatiga from his side. But then, he was a mystery to her in many ways, as her own poetry had testified. Suddenly she couldn't remember what had happened to that folded up bit of paper with the 'wrong' words on it.

Xagrun's voice brought her back from her musings. "I have never had any reason to doubt the Onoatiga's motives, but I shall take what you say and think on it. Your loyalty to the king's interests is noted, Ambassador."

The edge in his voice seemed to have softened ever so slightly. Ria picked up the certificate, placing it squarely in front of him. He read the ornate script slowly and then used the same words she had when she read it the first time. "What does this mean?"

"It means I am allowed to look on Venna's visage without having my eyes gouged out." Ria smiled, despite the tension still visible in her royal companion's body language.

He himself seemed to relax a little more at her words, although the fiery glow in his scales that she loved so much, still did not return. "So you may keep your eyes?"

"Yes."

"Good. You wouldn't have been much use to me blind."

Ria was sure her face showed her horror at his callousness and tried to cover it up, but he gave her a stiff smile. "That was what you Earthlings would call a joke." His eyes had softened, but they were also still dark and brooding.

"May I ask you what is troubling you, Xagrun?" Ria blurted out, sensing his mood thawing.

"No, Ambassador, you may not. And since you have already asked, without permission, I believe a penalty is in order. Take off your clothes."

Ria felt as if he had slapped her. She stood up abruptly, placing her hands on the table and leaning forward, her face set in fiery defiance. "I believe you required of me to teach you how to love a princess, and as such, I am not in a position to obey your command, because no princess will tolerate being told to take her clothes off in such a callous manner!"

She could feel her ears, her neck, her whole face burning with rage, while her gut churned in abject fear. There was nothing to stop him consuming her in a breath of fire, and yet she could not stand the thought of crude copulation with someone she... Yes, she had to admit it to herself. She loved him. And that was why she could say no.

Endless seconds ticked by as the Dragon King stared at her impassively, and then suddenly a golden glow swept across his darkened scales and he threw his head back in a roar of laughter. It felt to Ria that her heart had stopped and now resumed beating, like a frantic caged bird. Her knees suddenly gave way and she collapsed back onto her seat.

"Ria Gallagher," Xagrun's voice was saturated with humour as he held out his hand toward her. "Your bravery and honesty disarms me every time." She took his hand and looked up into his face. Did he guess the motivation for her actions, her defiance?

"I am sorry if I was disrespectful, Xagrun," she said, herself disarmed by his unpredictable response to her outburst.

"Not at all. In fact, you were perfectly correct in all you said. Perhaps I might suggest that it is time for one of those lessons you alluded to?" he winked, making her blush again, but this time not from anger. It was clear he desired her, but her body was still reeling from the shock of her own nearly damning boldness.

Xagrun stood and went around to her side of the table. He lifted her from her chair, taking her into his arms once more and carrying her through to the bedroom. He laid her down on the bed and gripped the hem of her dress.

"No, Xagrun, stop," Ria looked pleadingly into his face, her voice tense.

He stopped, and slowly released his grip. She could see it was not easy for him to follow instructions, especially in this environment, where he was so accustomed to being in control. That deserved her respect. When she spoke again, her voice was gentle.

"I didn't say yes to your suggestion. That's the first lesson in loving a princess. Wait until you have her very definite permission."

He stood back and helped her up from the bed, a bemused smile on his face. Shadows still lingered in his scales, but the warm pulsating gold was gaining strength.

"Shall we watch the sunset, Princess?" he took her cue, stepping surprisingly easily into role play.

"Oh, yes! I love sunsets!" Ria exclaimed, joining in the impromptu pantomime.

He led her by the hand to the balcony, and stood behind her, his hands on her shoulders while they watched the breathtaking beauty of the deepening turquoise sky splashed with orange and yellow and red and a strange purple tinge as the triple sun made its slow descent behind the horizon.

"Tell me why you love me?" Ria said, still in the role play initiated by the king, but wishing it was a real question.

"You are beautiful beyond compare, Princess, even more beautiful than this sunset. The most delightful creature inside and out," his voice was hoarse in her ear, his breath hot on her neck.

Ria drew her breath in sharply. She hadn't expected such romance, such depth. There was nothing about being a baby machine in there. She giggled softly, partly from shock and partly from the delicious feeling of being adored that his words gave her. She felt him wrap his arms around her, and she melted again into his sultry embrace.

As the light faded and the sky turned dark, he turned her to face him, staring deep into her eyes. He was doing this roleplay thing really well, Ria thought, losing herself in his gaze.

"Princess, you have changed my life. I never want to live another day without you."

Ria yearned for those words to be prefaced by her name, as his mouth met her upturned lips and that deep kiss thrilled her whole body with wave after wave of gooseflesh.

She felt him move to lift her up again, and pulled away from the kiss just long enough to whisper, "Not yet..." He kissed her deeper, his passion almost frantic, as he held her tighter, the power waves she had grown so accustomed to beginning to emanate from him. Then he suddenly pulled away and moved over to the far end of the balcony.

"I can't do it, Ria. I am a poor student, I'm sorry." The waves of pulsating gold in his scales were erratic and discordant. It almost seemed like he didn't want her any more. As if he feared his own desires.

"That couldn't be further from the truth," Ria said softly, her heart beating wildly, her lips tingling. She moved quietly over to where he leaned on the railing, his body etched with defeat in the gloaming of the evening.

Taking his face in one hand, she drew him around to face her. "Just remember, every princess is delicate, like a butterfly, even though she seems tough as a rock. See her like that, and you will know how she needs to be loved."

She knew she was talking about herself, but she hoped her words didn't imply too much. He was staring at her, still keeping himself distant.

With feather-light fingers, Ria traced a line from his face, over his shoulder, down his arm, and took his hand in hers. In every muscle of his body, Ria could see he had surrendered and was waiting on her touch.

She raised his hand to her chest, intensely aware of the enormity of his act of vulnerability and placed his warm palm over her heart. Her other hand rested against his chest. "Feel my heartbeat," she whispered, "it is the rhythm of true love."

He looked at her again, and she smiled encouragingly, longing to tell him that her words were no longer roleplay, in fact, they never had been. He reached out his free hand, drawing her close to him again, into another deep kiss, this time with a new frequency pulsating through his body and into hers.

Ria struggled to describe it, it seemed to defy mere verbal interpretation. It made her feel the comfort and release of coming home, but, at the same time, excited her beyond anything she had ever experienced.

"Xagrun," she whispered, between his passionate kisses, "I'm yours."

He knew instinctively that this was the cue. Without missing a beat, he lifted her up, carrying her through to the bedroom, his mouth still locked on hers.

Gently he set her on her feet, and she felt his hands reaching in under her dress, lifting it over her head. She followed his cue and peeled his royal tunic off of his powerful body. He completed his own disrobing and lifted her on to the bed.

There, a new storm raged about Ria. A storm that was so sweet, so fulfilling, a storm that felt more like an exhilarating rollercoaster ride. As thrill upon thrill coursed through her, there were no memories of Brian intruding on their sacred, intimate union.

Xagrun was all she knew, Xagrun was all she wanted, Xagrun was in her, around her, washing through her in an overwhelming ecstasy that banished every other thought, every fear, every worry, every desire to the echelons of nothingness.

She had reached the pinnacle of emotion, a place she had never been, and she liked it there; she didn't want to come down. But the hurricane subsided and dropped her ever so gently back into reality, as warm waves of ardour lapped over her in the aftermath.

Xagrun kissed her again, his limbs wrapped around her as if he wanted to absorb her into his very being.

"I had no idea kissing could be so good," he said softly, laughter colouring the edges of his speech.

"Me neither," she confessed, giggling, and kissing him back. Going back to her own room seemed so arbitrary now. She just wanted to fall asleep in his arms and let his face be the first thing she saw in the morning.

As if reading her mind, Xagrun lifted himself up on one elbow, looking down at her, a strange look on his face.

"Ria Gallagher, you are a very good teacher. I hope you can give me some more lessons before you return to your home planet."

His words shocked her. Had he known she was planning an escape?

"Oh, don't look so shocked, Ambassador," he laughed, "I know you are homesick for your Earth, and your loved ones there, and planning to leave me and find your way back there. That's why you were taking all the gadgets apart, and spending so much time with Dr Nirda in the Royal Laboratory."

"Xagrun, I..."

"Shhhh..." he silenced her with another kiss. "I do not wish to deny you your freedom, Ria, even though I do not know how I will rule my kingdom without you anymore."

These were not words Ria had expected to hear. What exactly did he mean? His eyes were full of sadness, and something else...

"Since you have come here, you have shown me things about myself I never knew, and I have begun to question things I always just accepted and took for granted. I was always confident that I was a good ruler, one that my father would have been proud of, but suddenly I am afraid to continue on without you. I can't explain it, what I am feeling, but it is very real, and I feel you are the only one who can help me."

He lay back, releasing a heavy sigh. Ria rolled over onto his chest so she could look into his eyes. "Help you with what?"

His eyes softened as he looked at her, "Become more of the better man you have already helped me to become."

It felt good to hear those words coming from him, but her feelings were not what mattered here. "What about Venna? She is a wonderful princess and will be the perfect wife for a king like you."

He closed his eyes, his face contorted as if her words were knives in his ears. "I don't want to marry the Princess of Haut!" he said emphatically, looking for all the world like a little boy refusing to take out the garbage.

Ria had to swallow a giggle, but at the same time, she worried what would happen if they didn't go through with the planned nuptials. She had no doubt that Venna would happily welcome such a change of plans, but how would her parents take it? Most importantly, how would the Onoatiga take it?

"Stay with me tonight," Xagrun said, interrupting her thoughts.

"But what will..."

"I don't care what anyone thinks, I'm the king, and if I want my concubine to spend the night, then that is what I shall ask her to do."

"Okay," Ria smiled, snuggling against him, and suddenly not minding him calling her his concubine. She liked the way he was using his authority now. One night wouldn't make a difference, surely? After all, once he was married to Venna she would have no more chances like this.




Chapter 13:  Diplomatic Relations

Ria woke to an empty bed, occupied only by herself. Not even the raucous dawn chorus had been able to wake her, she had slept so deeply. In fact, she couldn't remember ever having felt so refreshed after a night's sleep since she had stumbled into this crazy situation.

She stretched lazily, remembering the previous night's rhapsodic euphoria, and smiling coquettishly to herself.

Then reality hit.

He had said he didn't want to marry Venna. What if he expressed that sentiment to someone else? She needed to speak with him. Needed to convince him, for the sake of the galaxies and Venna. And himself. Who knew what the Onoatiga were capable of?

She rose quickly, washed up in the en-suite bathroom and dressed, her mind filled with possible conversations with the king and how she could convince him to do the right thing. Diplomacy had to come first, that was just the way life was. Here. Now. In this time and space.

As she headed for the door, it opened to reveal the serious countenance of the very man she sought. "Ah! There you are, Ambassador Ria, just in time for the official first meeting of myself and the princess."

He looked her up and down, realising that she still wore the previous day's dress. "I think it would be best for you to change your attire. I shall meet you on the landing in ten minutes."

"Xagrun, I need to speak..." she began, but he had walked away, and if he heard her, he pretended that he didn't.

Frustration rushed through her. The constantly changing roles she had to play were becoming tiresome, and confusing. With a deep sigh, she composed herself and hurried off to her own room to change.

Whether consciously or subconsciously, she couldn't be sure, she chose a dress of rich purple with a gold embossed pattern, his favourite colours.

Something flickered in his eyes as she met him on the landing. She wanted him to offer her his arm to escort her down the stairs to the meeting room, but he simply nodded and signalled for her to walk ahead of him.

"The others are waiting in the reception lounge where you had your last meeting with the princess, I believe." Again, the clipped terse tones. She would have to add some more lessons to his training in loving a princess, she thought. It was quite sad, actually, the whole scenario. He didn't want to marry Venna; Venna didn't want to marry him, and yet here she was, facilitating this unhappy union.

Doubts about the Onoatiga's motives still weighed heavily on her mind. She wished Xagrun could have postponed the meeting until they could get some more clarity on the matter. Not daring to stop and speak her mind, and her heart, Ria kept walking, wanting time to slow down, even stop for just a while. The gamut of emotions and fears rattling around inside her were threatening to drive her over the edge of sanity.

It was all happening too fast, but she knew there was no way she could stop it anyway, even if she did have more time. Her presence here didn't really change anything. If she had never landed in Xagrun's palace, all this would have happened just as it was happening now.

Xagrun had made huge leaps in progress as a king and a lover, she thought, but some old habits really do die hard. It would be best to just extricate herself, she resolved again, and even as she thought it, she knew she would be separated by light years from a man she loved more than she had ever wanted to love anyone.

How would she handle that? Best to start extricating her heart first, starting now. What with all the time bending in wormholes that NASA still didn't understand, even going back to her own galaxy was a risk. She might find herself in a completely different millennium. She might never be able to make her way back here to see him again.

Ria took a deep breath. Focus, Ria. You're an ambassador and a concubine. Just be those things and let the culture of this galaxy do its thing.

Sombrely, they entered the lounge, Xagrun's hand warm against the small of Ria's back. It felt like a barely perceptible reassurance of his support and rallying behind her. She looked up at him as he came to stand next to her, but his face was stony, and he avoided her eyes.

Venna stood in the middle of the room, with her father and mother, the King and Queen of Haut, whom Ria was now seeing for the first time. They also wore veils like Venna's, topped with their royal crowns. A beautiful crown glittered on Venna's head, too, as the obligatory pleasantries were taken care of, with Venna's aide and some guards and the nervous butler in attendance.

"King Xagrun! You are most welcome in our palace and I hope you have enjoyed your stay so far?"

"Yes, I have, but I have come to tell you that I do not wish to marry your daughter, King Holdort of Haut. Not through any fault of hers, nor through that of anyone else, in fact. I simply do not think it is a good match."

Venna's aide fainted, falling into the flabbergasted arms of the nervous butler, who held her up awkwardly, not knowing what else to do. Venna's mother gasped, her clasped hands flying to the place on her veil that covered her mouth. King Holdort was silent, immovable as a rock. Then again, nobody could see what was going on under that veil.

Ria thought she hadn't heard right. She looked at Xagrun, with her mouth open, and then hissed, "What are you doing?"

"However," Xagrun continued, still studiously avoiding Ria's eyes, "I realise that I have no choice. I just wished for you and the princess to be aware of that since I am not one to perpetuate pretences."

A familiar sound entered Ria's realm of consciousness, but it was not one she was expecting in such circumstances. Venna's silver laugh rang like little bells in the room.

"Your Highness, I appreciate your honesty, if not your blunt manner. And I have to admit that I concur. In my honest opinion, I also do not believe that ours is a good match."

The smile in her voice seemed to be slowly thawing the icy atmosphere as her aide gradually came to, and regained her composure, pushing away the poor butler who had inadvertently broken her fall.

"Well, dear daughter," King Holdort said, and Ria could have sworn he also sounded amused, "What do you propose we do about this unforeseen circumstance?"

"Well," Venna's voice was thoughtful, "I happen to know of someone who might be a better match for our esteemed royal guest."

Ria wished she could see Venna's face. What was the princess playing at? Where was this going?

King Holdort spoke, "I see this is a situation that requires some privacy. Vorda, butler, guards, please leave us."

The servants obediently obliged, and the Hautian Royal family removed their veils. Ria's heart was in her throat. This was all going horribly wrong. She was failing dismally at her first important official task as Ambassador of Dragona.

Venna came to stand beside her, taking her hand, "I believe Ambassador Ria, also known as Princess Ria of Haut, will be only too happy to exchange vows with King Xagrun."

Ria went cold from head to toe and then blushed bright red, her ears feeling like they were about to catch fire.

"Princess Ria of Haut?" Xagrun was incredulous.

"Well, she is a member of the extended Hautian Royal Family," interjected the Queen.

"But, I don't understand..." Xagrun began.

"Allow me to explain," Venna cut him short, and Ria could see she was getting one major kick out of the whole situation. "As an adopted member of our family, Princess Ria is now considered Hautian royalty and as such, enjoys all the privileges and honour that such a title affords its owner."

"I thought you only did that because..." Xagrun was going to say, "Because she accidentally saw your face and you didn't want to gouge her eyes out," but Venna interrupted him again.

"Because she had shown herself to be so loyal to me by saving me from an angry mob bent on kidnapping me."

The Queen of Haut had begun to beam like a nebula, as she listened to her daughter. "Of course!" she exclaimed, most indecorously for Hautian Royalty, "Then the Onoatiga's wishes will be met and our galaxies will still have diplomatic ties, but Venna will be free to marry whom she wishes! It's the perfect solution!" She rushed over and embraced her daughter ecstatically.

"Now, ladies, let's not get beyond ourselves. The father still has a say in that," King Holdort said, chortling.

Ria was flabbergasted. These aliens were crazy, and, she had to admit, a little more human than what she had ever given them credit for. Something made her look at Xagrun, and he was no longer ignoring her presence. In fact, his eyes were boring into her, his face a mixture of conflicting emotions boiling beneath the mask of haughty coldness.

"Is it true, Ambassador?"

"I don't know," Ria said, truthfully, "I wasn't aware of all the implications of my adoption into the royal family. I trust Venna, though, to tell me the truth."

Xagrun shook his head, "No, I mean..."

"The arrangements have already been made for your wedding, King Xagrun," Venna's father said, expansively, "I am sure a small detail like a change of bride would not cause too much disruption in the final preparations."

"I think we should also bring the date closer," Venna chipped in, "How about tomorrow?" She gave Ria a knowing wink. "Before anyone has a chance to oppose it."

Ria knew she was speaking of the Onoatiga, who might not take too kindly to pseudo-royalty being their link to the ruling planet of the Hautian Galaxy. The enormity of what was happening began to settle on her like a heavy cloak.

There was no denying she had fallen head over heels for the brusque Dragon King, but she also wanted to get back home. Her family would be grieving her by now, probably convinced that she was dead. While she still had breath in her lungs she needed to get back to them and let them know she was okay.

But would she still be able to return back here through the wormhole and live her new life with her new love? It was a question she had no answers for.

"I wish to speak with my ambassador in private," King Xagrun demanded.

"There is an adjacent private lounge over there," Venna indicated, an impish smile still dancing all over her face. Evidently, she found great enjoyment in playing Ria's matchmaker.

The Dragon King grabbed Ria's hand and all but dragged her to the gilt doors at the end of the room. Once out of sight of the others, he rounded on her. "Is it true, Ria?" His face was only inches from hers, his eyes blazing with intensity.

"I told you, I only know what Venna told me, what she told us!" she felt herself coming close to tears. Why was he being so insistent? She didn't understand.

"No, not that," he stepped back, as if he suddenly realised something and said more gently, "Is it true that you would be happy to exchange vows with me?" His eyes were filled with question marks as if he believed he could never win her heart.

"Oh," Ria said, colouring again, "Yes, I would, but..."

"You're ripping my heart out, Ria Gallagher!" he turned away from her in frustration.

"It's just that, I miss my home, my family..."

"Your boyfriend, too, no doubt." Xagrun's voice was bitter.

"Well..."

"Don't bother." He had moved away to the window and was staring out at the gardens as if trying to gather himself.

Something snapped in Ria and she shot across the room, grabbed his arm and spun him around to face her. "Do you love me, Xagrun?" she demanded, tears spilling down her flushed cheeks.

His stared at her, his eyes alive with a thousand different emotions, and then he kissed her, his hands raking through her hair and lifting her face to his. Pressing her close to his body he spoke into her ear, in a voice hoarse with emotion. "I love you, Ria Gallagher. I want you to be my queen."

Ria drew back, wanting to look into his eyes. They were shimmering more golden than she had ever seen them do before, and they confirmed beyond a doubt that he had spoken from his heart.

"I love you, too, Xagrun."

"But you miss your family, I get it," he sounded resigned as he looked away.

"If I could just let them know I'm okay..."

"Would they let you return and marry an ill-mannered dragon king in some galaxy far, far away, where they'll probably never see you again?"

"I don't know." She had to admit, he had a point. After having lost her once, would her family give her up again? "I also don't know if I'll actually be able to get back, not only to this space but this time."

She knew he understood. Everybody knew wormholes were unpredictable.

Xagrun turned back to the window, releasing Ria, but keeping one arm around her as if he was afraid she would run off. "I will have Dr Nirda and her team step up their wormhole research so that we can find a way for you to get home safely. I can see it means much to you."

Thanking him didn't seem the appropriate thing to do, as much as she wanted to. He was not merely doing her a favour, he was making a sacrifice, willingly, for her.

He was putting her happiness, her desires before his own. He could have ordered her to marry him. He could have forced her to stay - she was at his mercy as it was.

And yet he had chosen not to. She lifted his hand to her lips and kissed it, almost reverently. An ache of longing filled her. She did want to be his queen, she didn't want to leave. Her heart was torn in two.

Ria wrapped her arms around Xagrun again, and leaned against his chest, hearing his heart throbbing in his chest, like a great African drum. He kissed the top of her head. "We must go tell the others what we have decided."

"Wait. What have we decided?" Ria lifted her face to his.

"You will go home to your Earth and I will be betrothed in a loveless marriage to Princess Venna and pine my days away because I will never be able to get you out of my mind."

"Who said we decided that?" Ria asked, teasingly, walking her fingers up his chest as she came to stand in front of him.

"I thought..."

"Ah, you thought, King Xagrun. I see you need more lessons in loving a princess." She smiled coyly, "You thought, but you didn't ask."

"Ask what?"

"Now then, your Highness! Must I spell it out for you?"

He looked at her, his scales shimmering gold and black as heartache and passion fought for eminence.

"Ria Gallagher," he said slowly, finally catching on, "Will you be my queen?"

"Hmmm..." Ria looked away, wanting to make him sweat, wanting him to really want her, to feel the intense pull that she felt. "Would that include marrying you?" She was being deliberately obtuse, and he knew it.

"Marrying me would be the chief requirement," he said, his voice low, his eyes glowing.

"Well, then, my answer is..."

She stood on her toes, bringing her mouth close to his ear, and whispered, "Yes!"

He kissed her on her neck, clasping her tightly to his chest.

Suddenly they became aware of rasping breaths in the room that were certainly not their own. They could only belong to...

"The Onoatiga!" Ria whispered loudly.

Xagrun turned to face them, still holding her with one arm firmly around her shoulders. There were eight of them. How or when the other six had got there, was a mystery.

A tense silence ensued, Xagrun was fully aware that one did not speak to Onatiga unless spoken to. But they weren't providing any clarity about their presence. As the staring contest dragged on, Ria looked up at her king. His face was calm, almost serene as he waited for the mysterious beings to speak.

Whatever happened, she had full confidence that he would handle it. Somehow, these dictatorial beings were losing their grip on their puppet king.




Chapter 14:  Royal Rebellion

"We have been told you refuse to marry Venna of Haut." The raspy voice of the nearest Onoatiga cut through the atmosphere.

Ria felt Xagrun's arm tighten around her shoulders. This was exactly what she had feared, but something inside her kept her resolute. By Xagrun's body language she could tell he no longer intended to be shunted around by these cyborg bullies. He decided to call their bluff.

"Yes, I do refuse to marry her. Ambassador Ria is now officially Hautian royalty and I have chosen her to be my queen."

Ria's heart swelled with pride as she heard him standing up for her, and, by the same token, for himself. But there was no time for congratulations. The Onoatiga weren't going to take the Dragon King's rebellion lying down. It struck Ria that they had never faced any opposition from their favourite puppet, and their manner showed that they didn't quite know what to do with his response.

"That is not acceptable, the law demands true, blood royalty to be your bride." The lead Onoatiga's voice was the standard raspy monotone, but it sounded as if he had a bit of a glitch. If he was human, he would have been stuttering, Ria thought bemusedly.

"And which law is that?" Xagrun was not backing down.

"The law of Dragona, which you, the Dragon King, are expected to uphold."

"Ah, but if I am the Dragon King, then the law of Dragona should be what I have agreed to, should it not?"

"You are subject to the law just as any other citizen."

"That I do not dispute, but then I wish to be informed who passed such a law?"

The other Onoatiga were moving closer, apparently sensing the tension and backing up their spokesman. Ria pressed closer to Xagrun, feeling his power beginning to pulsate again, but this time it was a force of authority with a different intent than mere self-gratification.

He was moved to protect her, his new love, and to protect his kingdom from what he now suddenly realised was a parasitic, subliminal dictatorship. The true king was emerging like a Phoenix from the ashes of aeons of undetected oppression.

"It is simply the law and you must submit to it."

"I cannot accept that. Until you have proven to me that such a law was set in place by my father, I will not accept it. And if it is so, then that implies that I, as the reigning Dragon King of Dragona, have the power and authority to amend or abolish such a law, should I see fit."

The Onoatiga were by now fully convinced that their subliminal hold on the king had been broken. They resorted to more desperate measures, each one drawing a laser weapon from the white folds of their robes.

"Then you leave us no choice but to eliminate the threat." It was creepy how there was no emotion in their voices. It only added to the disconcerting sense of speaking to a creature that had a blank screen for a face.

"The threat? Ambassador Ria is no threat! Not to the Kingdom of Dragona, and certainly not to my rule. It is because of her that I am becoming a true ruler, a true leader. She has taught me how to look outside of myself, to see the needs of others, and from now on, I will treat the affairs of state of my kingdom in a much better informed way! The first shall be to remove you from my cabinet!"

The spokesman raised his laser weapon, pointing it straight at Ria. With a shock, she saw a little red dot of light trained on the centre of her chest.

"Move away, Dragon King," the Onoatiga rasped. Through her shock, Ria realised that they were somehow programmed to preserve the king's life, as if their survival depended on his, in true parasitic nature.

Xagrun seemed to have perceived that, too. He moved resolutely between Ria and her antagonist, the red point of light now glancing off the darkened scales of his chest, as he held her firmly behind him with both hands. "I will not. I am her king, and it is my place to protect her, as one of my citizens and as my bride."

Ria buried her face in his warm back, wanting nothing more than to kiss him. She had never been so sacrificially protected, never felt so consummately safe. In a flash of memory, she remembered her mother reading to her the story of Esther and Xerxes. She remembered how the story had ended. He had also defended her from some bad guy who wanted to annihilate her, and her whole race, if she remembered correctly.

That story had stuck in the depths of her memory, buried in the everyday realities of life, but brewing in the cellar of her deepest heart's desires. Tears of joy mingled with heartache began to spill over onto her cheeks and darkened Xagrun's embroidered bolero.

That was the kind of hero she had always been searching for, and finally given up the search. Now that she had found him, was she doomed to lose him if she did go back to Earth to assuage her family's fears and grief?

Would she even be able to make it back to the right decade, at least, and then back here to the man she now knew without a doubt that she belonged to? So many questions, so few answers, such a burning desire for one being. It felt surreal. Either she was going crazy or she was dreaming.

Xagrun's decision to call the Onoatiga's bluff paid off, and Ria felt relief wash over her as she heard the raspy voice order his compatriots to stow their weapons.

"I remove you from my cabinet as of today and expect you to leave your offices immediately that we return," the new and improved King Xagrun informed the Onoatiga, still holding Ria firmly behind him. It almost seemed too easy, Ria thought.

The response was quick and calculated, "We have acquaintances here in the Hautian Galaxy. We will join them immediately, so you need not concern yourself with transporting us back to Dragona."

Ria knew who they were speaking of, and she suspected they would simply retreat to rally forces before trying again to infiltrate the power centres of these galaxies. She wanted to stop them, wanted to end their ridiculous brainwashing of whole kingdoms. Especially since the leaders of these kingdoms had been so kind to her, despite their primal customs. Suddenly a great boldness filled her, and she pulled herself loose from Xagrun's grip.

Standing proudly beside her king, she stared defiantly at the blank, glossy faces of the robotic beings. She noticed Venna and her parents, their veils back in place and a roomful of guards backing them up, had stationed themselves behind the group of Onoatiga. Their presence bolstered her resolve even more.

"We know who you are. You are part of the Black Council who thinks they rule the Hautian galaxy, and I bet you have all sorts of other names in other galaxies. But you have been exposed for the frauds you are, leeching off other races in your lust for control." She felt Xagrun's eyes on her, his approval radiating from him and seeming to lift her until she felt so light she thought she was floating. "Well, it's over! Your pseudo-reign is coming to an end, you parasitic mind benders!"

Xagrun placed his arm around her and drew her close. "My queen has spoken," he said, his voice warm and deep.

"And my guards will escort you from the premises," King Holdort added, "Be sure you have left the planet within four hours, or we will be required to imprison you, according to our law."

On cue, the Hautian palace guards moved forward, quickly surrounding the Onoatiga, their weapons drawn. "Lay down your weapons on the ground and kick them towards us," the captain of the guard ordered.

"We know where your little backwater planet is, Earthling," one of the Onoatiga hissed at Ria. She glared at him as the guards came between them and escorted the unwelcome element out of the palace.

"Don't listen to him," Xagrun said, his tone dismissive. But Ria felt her gut tighten, even if just a little. She hoped she hadn't brought a threat on her own home planet. Now she had another, more pressing reason to go back. She would have to warn Earth. But who would she tell of the possible threat? Who would listen to her?

Venna rushed forward, again tossing aside her veil and breaking in on Ria's thoughts, "Oh, you were wonderful, my sister, Hautian Princess!" she gushed, and Ria thought that sounded like something Natty would say in one of her fantasy games that Ria had always been obliged to play along with. Ria smiled and Venna embraced her, spinning her around and around in a crazy, off-balance two-step.

"We are so proud to have you in our family, aren't we, Father!" Venna laughed.

"Of course," King Holdort agreed, smiling. Clearly, he loved to see his daughter happy. Perhaps that was the only reason he had agreed to her request to adopt Ria into their Royal lineage.

"King Holdort," Xagrun said, his face grave, "I do believe we should speak about the issue of the Black Council aka Onoatiga. Our galaxies need to take hands to eradicate this parasitic race."

"I agree, King Xagrun. Or at least to contain them in such a way that renders them inoperative."

"Precisely," Xagrun concurred, grinning at his bride to be. "Do you see what you have done, Ria Gallagher?"

"Me?"

"Yes, you. I told you once, you have turned my world upside down, and now you see the evidence."

Ria left Venna's side and embraced him, wordlessly drinking in his affirmation.

"So. The wedding is tomorrow, then?" Venna said, clapping her hands together gleefully. It was more a statement than a question.

Xagrun laughed. "Why not?" he said expansively, his golden eyes locked on Ria's.

"Come, we must prepare! Time is wasting!" Venna's jubilance knew no bounds. She led her family away leaving Xagrun and Ria alone. Ria watched them go and then she crumbled, overwhelmed and overwrought, her head spinning with a thousand jumbled thoughts.

"What am I doing?" she blurted out. "What have I done?" She collapsed onto the couch that thankfully stood behind her as if waiting for her breakdown. Her shoulders began to shake, as she buried her face in her hands.  Xagrun quietly sat down next to her, not really knowing what to do with her sudden change of mood.

"You are marrying me, and you have changed the course of history," he said, his habitual pragmatism coming to the fore as his default coping mechanism.

"Yes," Ria said, dropping her hands into her lap and holding his confused gaze with troubled eyes. "But what does that new history look like?"

Xagrun was flummoxed, "You are not happy to be my bride? You are distressed because you have helped save a galaxy?"

"I am happy! More than you know, but I have also doomed my own planet!"

"Earth?"

"Yes, Earth! Those Black Council bastard hybrids know where it is! That one said so and what if, what if, they actually go there and..." she didn't really know what they could do, and that was probably the scariest part of it all. "I have to warn them, somehow. This makes it even more urgent for me to get back. Maybe we should call off the wedding until I get back?"

"What if? You're going to call off the most important day of our lives because of what if?" His voice was gentler than his words, "Ria, there are two kingdoms working together to keep watch on those varmint. We won't let them do anything to Earth. It is now, according to both Hautian and Dragonesque custom, our responsibility to ensure the protection of your planet."

"It is?"

"Absolutely." He nodded, stroking her cheek.

"But what if—"

"Ah, there you go with your what if's again." Xagrun smiled at her like one would smile at a child's silly fears.

"I'm just so scared, Xagrun!"

"I know you are. Everything will be okay, you'll see." He drew her into his arms, kissing her hair as she began to weep, her body shaking.

He held her, without a word, letting her sob it all out. All the wavering uncertainty, the great longing, the overwhelming ecstasy, the uncontainable excitement billowing through her soul.

"Shhh... Shhh... Shhh..." He soothed her frayed emotions as he rocked her. She had no idea how he knew to do that, but somehow that, mingled with just his mere presence, stilled the flood of unease raging through her.

"You did what you believed to be right in the circumstances you found yourself in, Ria. That is admirable, not only for an Ambassador, but for a Queen. When you described the kind of woman I should marry, I knew you checked all those boxes. I knew then that I would marry you, and not Venna. I just didn't know how it could be possible."

Ria lifted her tear-streaked face to look at him, her eyes bright. "And then Venna herself made it possible. How ironic!" She giggled and snuggled into him, feeling his heartbeat against her skin.

He picked her up and carried her to her chambers. I could really get used to this, Ria thought, as he laid her on her bed and kissed her forehead.

"Sleep," he said, as he left. "We have a busy day tomorrow." With a wink, he disappeared behind the closing door.




Chapter 15:  Nuptials

"Do hold still, dear sister!" Venna reprimanded Ria as she buttoned the dress she herself would have worn in a few weeks’ time. It was gorgeous, made with something akin to silk and shot through with all the colours of the rainbow, making it look like fluid mother-of-pearl. It was nothing like the heavy, embroidered cloth that was the Dragonesque standard of beauty.

It was made up of layer upon layer of the wispy fabric, making Ria feel like she was dressed in rainbow-filled clouds. Venna had sprinkled fragrant gold flakes into Ria's curly brown hair and touched up her features with coloured and fragrant powders that she mixed herself.

The crown princess had insisted on being Ria's matron of honour and wouldn't allow any of the maids in waiting into the room. Ria knew it was partly because she wanted an excuse to remove the veil and just be a girl with her new-found sister.

"I don't know how to thank you for this dress, Venna. I feel like I shouldn't even be borrowing it."

"Nonsense!" Venna laughed, the sound like music in Ria's ears. "You are my sister and it makes perfect sense that you should have it!"

She finished touching up the wayward strands of hair that had escaped from her elaborate styling and knelt down in front of Ria.

"I want you to know that I am here for you, whenever you need me. Being a Queen can be a pretty scary thing if you don't have the training for it. Mother has taught me well, and I will be more than happy to pass on all that I know to you, as I'm sure she will, too."

A sweet silence hung between them. Ria so wished Natty could be there. She had always reminded Ria of her promise that she would let her be her bridesmaid. That was a promise fate had forced her to break, and yet that same fate had provided her with a sister, Venna, who, crazily enough, was the Hautian version of her silly little Natty.

Ria hoped she had appreciated her enough, that Natty would remember her as the sister who loved her, and not the one who told her she should stop daydreaming. She had to admit to herself now, that she was just as much a daydreamer as Natty had been. It was a characteristic that bound them across time and space. In some strange way, Natty was there in the form of Venna.

"You miss your family, don't you?" Venna's voice was softly commiserating, her eyes wide with compassion.

"Yes," Ria admitted, knowing that Venna would not be offended by her honesty. "Especially my little sister, Natty. You remind me very much of her." Ria gave her a sad smile.

"That's a great compliment for me. Any blood relative of yours must be an amazing person." Venna's smile was as genuine as it was beautiful.

"I wish you could meet, one day," Ria said, brightening a little. "She would be over the moon to meet a real princess, especially a shape shifting one. She's a real fairy story glutton."

"Fairy story?"

"Oh, stories about mythical beings that don't exist. On Earth, that is." Ria laughed, suddenly feeling lighter. Somehow, talking about Natty made her presence seem even more tangible.

"Shapeshifters don't occur on Earth?"

"No," Ria shook her head.

"Would you like to see my dragon shape?"

"Oh! Yes!"

Venna looked at the clock on the wall. "We're all done, and we still have an hour before the wedding - your wedding! - let's go to the garden and I'll show you."

"But you still need to get ready!" Ria protested, not wanting Venna to lose time for her own preparations.

"Ah, I'm ready to see you wed to the love of your life! Besides, you are the one everybody will be looking at, so my most important work is done!"

Venna spun happily in a circle, making her own multicoloured skirts radiate out about her like flower petals. Then she grabbed Ria's hand and led her from her chambers, looking right and left at every corner, shrinking back into hiding and stifling giggles whenever they saw a guard on his rounds.

At last, they made it outside, and Venna led the shimmering bride to her favourite place in the garden. It was a pool filled with water lilies that looked like clusters of daisies growing from heart-shaped leaves. Surrounded by thickly planted flowering shrubs and massive trees, that made Ria think of weeping willows, with white bark and golden yellow leaves.

"Sit here," Venna commanded breathlessly, showing Ria a living bench made of intertwined branches, softened with moss and fine foliage. She walked over to a clear patch of grass and began to morph before Ria's eyes. The Earthling stared, her jaw-dropping without her even realising it.

From the humanoid being emerged a tall, sleek dragon with wings like a butterfly, but they were able to fold closed like those of a regular dragon. The shapes and colours on them reminded Ria of a monarch butterfly and were echoed in the soft scales that covered the rest of Venna's dragon shape.

She towered up above Ria, probably the height of a house, if one had to guesstimate. Her neck arched like a swan's, it's bronze-coloured mane, like a pony's, rippling as she tossed her head. She thrashed her long tail playfully, chasing birds from the trees, so that they dispersed in fluttery panic, loudly protesting the disturbance.

Ria laughed out loud. "Venna! You're amazing! I'm so jealous!" She jumped up from the bench and ran all the way around her, wanting to take in every angle. Venna spun around, glorying in her own beauty in a way that wasn't prideful, but unselfconsciously exultant.

This is the most amazing thing I've ever seen! Ria thought, I have to get Natty here, someday, somehow. I just have to!

A voice suddenly broke in on the celebration. It was the high-pitched stammering of the nervous lizard butler. "Uhm... Your Highnesses," he said, and coughed spasmodically, "King Holdort is looking for you," he said and then immediately scuttled off.

"Busted!" Ria laughed, as Venna returned to her humanoid shape and replaced her veil. She took Ria's hand and they followed the path the butler had taken towards the palace.

The morning sun was still low on the horizon and the palace sparkled like an opaque diamond set amidst the rolling green lawns and fresh, flowering foliage. King Holdort was waiting for them, arms folded, near the fountains just behind the palace.

"Venna," he said, with mock chagrin, "I might have known you would spirit away the bride to your secret garden. We are waiting to begin."

"Oh, that's okay! We can just tell everyone it's an Earth custom for the bride to be late. It's said to bring good luck." She winked at Venna.

King Holdort laughed, throwing back his head. "Well, well, well! You two are more alike than I could ever have imagined!"

"Except she has a much stronger mind and spirit than me, and that's why she's marrying King Xagrun," Venna winked back at Ria.

King Holdort turned his attention to the bride. "Now, my dear," he said, a fatherly tone filling his voice, "I will take you to Xagrun..." he began.

"Can Venna come with?" Ria pleaded, interrupting him.

"Oh! I'll be there, all around you! I am doing the dance of joy around the bride!" Venna said, beaming.

Ria's culture chip kicked in. It was Hautian custom for a family member of the bride to do a dance all around her as she was led to the groom. She suddenly knew exactly what to expect as her brain accessed the embedded memories on the chip, and her heart soared.

She nodded, indicating to King Holdort that she was ready. He held out his arm to her and she linked in with him as they walked toward the front gardens, with Venna already spinning and whirling and pirouetting all around them.

As they rounded the bend, some of the wedding revellers noticed them and a cry went up, fanning out across the crowd of wedding guests like a shock wave as each one heard and took up the cry.

Just as she expected, there was a round platform set up in the middle of the garden and around it, in a huge circle, swarmed thousands of beings of many different races, all subjects of King Holdort and her royal groom.

Garlands and wreaths of all kinds and full of flowers bedecked the platform, half of which was covered over by a living gazebo, similar to the bench she had sat on in Venna's secret garden.

In front of the gazebo stood Xagrun, his scales shimmering and gleaming in the dewy rays of morning light. His whole body seemed to ripple with expectation as he strained to see his bride approaching on the arm of her adoptive father.

The crowd moving around him was involved in a repetitive dance, swaying and writhing like a single being while they sang a traditional wedding song to welcome the approaching bride.

Beautiful Bride, Radiant Princess

Your future awaits you

As does your husband

Enter the garden of your future

Fill it with love

And your bright legacy.

All the beauty around Ria made her ache. Partly because she longed for her own father to be leading her to the altar; partly because she already loved the people who had made her part of their family; and partly because everything was just so darn breathtaking!

Especially Xagrun. She realised she had been looking at him through many different points of view. As an Earthling prisoner, as a concubine, as a diplomat, and all that time it had been so easy to see his faults. So easy to look down on him.

If she was honest with herself, it was not she who had changed the course of history, but Xagrun himself, who had reacted to her self-righteous criticism in a way that bettered him, instead of embittering him.

It came to her that his golden, shimmering scales were truly a representation of his heart. A heart of gold that she had only begun to discover. She was filled with an overwhelming desire to know him better, to understand him more, to learn from him as much as he had learned from her.

In that moment she knew that, despite the sacrifices she was making, Xagrun was the best thing that could ever have happened to her. He was worth every sacrifice she could or would ever make, and more. Suddenly she couldn't wait to reach him, but she had to. There were customs to be respected, as her culture chip mechanically reminded her.

As she and her two escorts neared the edge of the crowd, and it gave way, opening a path for them to enter and then closing up behind them again, so that they were surrounded by dancing singing creatures on every side, moving through the mass of bodies in slow motion towards the incomparable being waiting impatiently on the platform.

At last, Ria put her foot on the first step, and as she did so, the guests stopped dancing. A breathless hush descended on the crowd as she walked up slowly, step by step, her eyes locked on Xagrun's glowing golden ones, her heart beating like a drum.

And then her heartbeat was suddenly echoed by real drums as some of the foremost guests stepped forward and began beating on small, skin-covered djembes. At first, a slow beat, growing in speed and volume, into a staccato, bouncing rhythm full of life and vigour. Venna had stayed down below and continued her dance of joy around the platform, aligning her movements to the rhythm of the drums.

The moment Ria and King Holdort reached Xagrun, the drums stopped with one mighty, unison boom that seemed to echo around the expanse of the garden.

Ria saw nothing, knew nothing, registered nothing but the eyes of her beloved, his voice saying her name, promising to cherish her, to protect her, to make her blossom, to love her and no other until the day he died. She had no need of the culture chip to express her full reciprocation and the words flowed from her lips even more easily than her inspired poetry, supposedly for Venna, had flowed from her pencil.

She had to laugh. It was all so hilarious, really. She had taught him to love a princess, and now she was the princess he loved. His eyes danced, and he laughed with her.

She hardly heard the words of King Holdort as he solemnised their union and declared them, "...husband and wife, the King and Queen of Dragona." But she knew that he must have said, "You may kiss the bride," or whatever the Hautian equivalent was when Xagrun drew her to him, dipped her over his arm and kissed her with all the fiery passion in his beautiful soul until she thought she would pass out from ecstasy.

The crowd went wild, jumping up and down and cheering ecstatically, before breaking into another song and dance, again writhing around the platform like a dizzying kaleidoscope.

The sun was high in the sky by now, and Xagrun took her hand, raising it high in triumph. The crowd gradually ceased their celebrations, and when all was quiet, he cleared his throat.

"Loyal citizens and subjects of Haut and Dragona! I present to you the most honourable, virtuous and just Queen I have ever known. Apologies to you, Queen Noratia, but you come a close second."

The crowd roared with laughter as Venna's mother bowed and smiled graciously. Xagrun waited for the hubbub to subside and then continued.

"This woman has brought out the best in me; in fact, she has awakened things in me I never knew were there. Because of her, you now not only have a new Queen, but a new, and improved, King!"

Applause and whoops accompanied with a smattering of gleeful laughter echoed around a blushing Ria.

"There will be more changes in Dragona, changes for the better. Ladies and gentlemen, welcome your new queen, Queen Ria of Dragona!"

Whistles and whoops, applause and stamping feet, chanting and swaying drowned out all other sounds. Ria could hardly hear herself think, as her new husband took her in his arms and kissed her again.

Then the crowd parted, like a double receding tide, and opened a pathway for the wedding party to walk through to the palace. In Hautian culture, only the extended royal family were included in the reception celebration afterwards, but the King and Queen of Haut had outdone themselves, nonetheless.

Long, elaborately decorated tables in the great hall groaned under the weight of all the sumptuous dishes waiting to be sampled by the happy couple and their entourage. Ria was startled to see that there were many more 'extended family' members than she expected.

As she entered the hall with Xagrun on one side and Venna holding her hand on the other, she whispered to her, "Why are there so many people?"

Venna laughed, enjoying her adoptive sister's naivete. "These are mostly your adoptive brothers and sisters, Princess Ria, besides my many aunts and uncles and cousins. My family likes to expand itself in any way it can." She winked.

The generosity of the Hautians had been very deeply hidden by their irritatingly cautious customs, and Ria wished she hadn't judged them so harshly on arrival.

There were no formal speeches, but every ten minutes, the nervous lizard butler would ring a small, silver bell and the first person to stand up would pronounce their well wishes over the couple.

From long life to many children, to a successful reign, the list went on and on. Ria watched all these strangers dishing out their goodwill so freely and realised that was what Earth needed more of. Generous hearts. More than the advanced technology and lifestyle.

As the celebrations progressed, Venna would periodically come over to the wedding couple and ask if there was anything she could do for them. It was, according to Hautian custom, part of the duties of a matron of honour.

"You can do something for me, but out of earshot of my husband," Ria said playfully, taking Venna aside. "Tell me, sister, who is that young man you are making so much eye contact with?" Ria nodded towards a youthful looking guest who looked quickly away as he saw their attention on him. He was obviously of the same race as Venna, his scales holding a more coppery tone than hers.

Venna's scales seemed to flutter and shiver with excitement as she looked at him. Ria had never seen her like that. "That is Borden, the most handsome dragon shapeshifter that has ever trod on Hautian soil," Venna waxed lyrical, her eyes bright.

"Oh!" Ria gave her a knowing look. "So he's the real reason you didn't want to marry Xagrun, isn't he?"

"You found me out, my sister Queen, I have no argument to offer."

"Hmmm... I can understand why. He's more your type, I'd say," Ria quipped.

Venna laughed again, giddy on happiness. "I just need to twist father's arm to let him be my suitor. His genetic profile isn't half as impressive as Xagrun's, but he makes me so happy, Ria. I never wanted a political marriage anyway."

"Well, if I know you, you're going to get that right, especially with your mother's backing, and then you are going to be the best queen Haut has ever known."

"You are beautiful, Queen Ria. I will miss you." Venna kissed her on the cheek and pranced off.

Just then Xagrun joined his bride. "Do you think they'll miss us if we leave now, my Queen?" he whispered, kissing her on her neck.

"Hmmm... I'm wondering if that even matters." Ria giggled, nestling against him.

Without another word, he took her hand and they slipped away, across the great entrance hall, up the wide staircase, over the landing, past her old quarters, and into his chambers. Ria was surprised to find that all her things had already been moved across to her new abode.

"This is what happens when you are royalty, my dear. A great many things are done for you."

Ria smiled, "As long as they don't undress me as well."

His voice was deep and husky as he looked at her, his scales beginning to glow with pulsating light. "That, my Queen, is my job from now on." He pulled her against him, "But don't worry, a beautiful, feisty and rather cheeky concubine I once had taught me how to take it slow. Thanks to her, I can say I know how to love a princess."

He swept her up in another deep kiss and then sat her down gently on the bed. The room was filled with strange little butterfly-like insects flitting about, ensconced in little spheres, like the soap bubbles that Earth children like to blow.

Xagrun knelt down in front of her and removed her sandals first, kissing her feet and working his way up to her thighs. She giggled, bending down to take his head in her hands and kissed the back of his neck.

He shivered, reaching up and pulling her down onto the floor with him. As he kissed her all over her face and down her neck, his fingers found the little pearly buttons on the back of her dress.

Slowly he unbuttoned them one by one, as she returned his kisses and nibbled his ear. "Ria, you're making it very difficult for me to go slow," he whispered hoarsely.

"Well, you're doing a pretty good job, all the same, so keep it up," she whispered back, giggling.

At last her dress was free and he lifted her to her feet. Placing his hands on her shoulders, his eyes locked on hers, communicating all his passionate desire, as he shifted the straps down her arms so that the featherlight cloth fell in a noiseless, frothy heap at her feet.

She did the same with his bolero, kissing him all over his chest, while he unclasped the sampot-like garment that covered his lower body. The heavy cloth fell easily to the floor. She moved slightly closer until their bodies were just barely touching and felt him shiver again as an electric current seemed to course through them simultaneously.

"My Queen Ria, it's only you. Only you I want," he whispered, as she drew him with her onto the bed.

"I'm yours, Xagrun, only yours," she whispered back. They lay there, entangled in each other, exploring each other's bodies with their hands, with their mouths. Ria was surprised at how sensitive Xagrun's scales actually were to her slightest touch. His responses were all she needed to confirm that it was true.

And then he took over, and she surrendered herself to him as he carried them both to the most delicious la petit morte she had ever experienced. So many times before she had reached a similar place, but it had never filled her. She had always felt like there was something missing, and often beat herself up about it, thinking that maybe she was expecting too much.

But there was something in how their bodies blended together that was more than physical. It was as if their bodies, souls, minds and spirits had become one beautiful unit, fused together in mutual adoration and appreciation.

Ria lay staring dreamily at the flitting butterfly-like creatures and stroking her beloved's back as he lay atop her, all his strength spent in glorious vulnerability. "You are right, King Xagrun," she said, smiling impishly, "You do know how to love a Queen. Please extend my grateful thanks to your former concubine if you ever see her again."

A deep laugh rumbled in his chest and he lifted himself up, looking into her eyes. "Indeed, I shall." He smiled down at her. "And that reminds me. I have a wedding gift for you."

That was not a tradition Ria's culture chip had told her about. Should I have gotten him something, too? she thought, mentally facepalming herself.

He disappeared into the sitting room and returned with a sheet of thick, yellow paper, like the ones Ria had written her overdone love poems on.  Sitting down on the edge of the bed, he handed it to her without comment, allowing her to read what was written on it, in his own handwriting, with bold, black ink.

I, King Xagrun, ruling monarch of the Galaxy of Dragona, do hereby declare that from this day forth, with no exceptions, no King or Dignitary of the Galaxy of Dragona shall be permitted to keep a harem, a mistress, or a lover of any kind, save his one, chosen and betrothed Queen or Spouse.

By Royal Order and Decree.

Signed by his Royal Majesty, King Xagrun of Dragona, on this 18th day of the month of Iglin, 29074.

Ria sat up, stared at him and then read it again. Just to make sure her eyes and her mind were not playing tricks on her. No more concubines? How much more proof did she need that this man adored her? No cultural norm or protocol could stand in his way when it came to taking care of her greatest and smallest need.

"King Xagrun, this is the best wedding gift any queen could ever wish for." Her voice was laden with emotion as she wrapped herself around him.

He was hers, only hers, forever and ever. That was all Ria needed to feel like a true queen.
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