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 The
Princess
and her
Alien Rogue
 
 
Princess Tallia has a problem. She needs a son, but to get a son, she needs a husband. 
 
After the death of her father, she is the sole heir to the throne, on the planet Carinia, the only problem is, the Emissars will only accept a male as an heir. Her only hope is to find a husband, but being cut off from all suitors means finding a good man is never going to be easy.
 
In a last ditch attempt to find the right man, she goes to visit a psychic, who tells her where to find the answer to her problems – in the form of a seven-foot alien with tattoos, who also glows silver like the moon. With no other choice, she pays him to marry her and father the child she needs.
 
Johar left his home planet of Limera, choosing to be a free man and escape the fate his father believes is his. He loves the life of a trader, and a rogue. But when Tallia asks him to marry her and father her child, he agrees. For money of course … there could be no other reason he would want to play prince to this princess. Or is there?
 
 



Chapter One – Tallia
“Are you sure this is the place, My Princess?” Rian asked, ducking her head to look through the gap in the curtains that served as a door to the tea house. Tallia understood her unease. This was not the kind of place a princess frequented.
“Yes. I am sure,” Tallia said, lifting the curtain and ducking under it. “Stay here, I will not be long.”
“Don’t you want me to come with you, My Princess?” Rian looked scared, and she had every right to be. On Tallia’s instructions they had evaded the watchful eye of her guards, who thought that Princess Tallia was in one of the larger boutiques up in the traders’ quarters, The Silken Promise, trying on silk dresses, not down here in the marketplace amongst beggars and thieves.
Rian knew very well that if anything happened to her princess, she would be held responsible and severely punished, even if she was acting on the orders of Tallia. Tallia had no intention of letting that happen, because she had no intention of anything going wrong.
That was what she had told herself an hour ago. However, the reality of the traders’ market was a lot worse than she had imagined. She had not ventured down here for months, and then it had been with an armed escort. Two women on their own were viewed a lot differently than a princess with sworn swordsmen at her side.
Unarmed, and wearing only peasant dresses, they had been harassed by several men, and Tallia had only just managed to bite her tongue and stop herself demanding did they know who they were talking to?
Certainly if they did, she would now be in a slavers’ warehouse awaiting her fate. Which would probably mean being held to ransom. She was not sure the Emissars of Carinia would pay. It would be a gift to them, a way to get rid of their princess with no blood shed.
“My Princess,” Rian said, her hand on Tallia’s arm, which would earn anyone else ten lashes.
“Yes, Rian?”
“Are you sure this is worth the risk?”
“I have no choice. You know that.”
Rian looked troubled and turned away as Tallia let the curtains fall back into place and looked around the tea house. 
The scents of spice and herbs assailed her senses, a heady aroma that mixed together to make her feel relaxed and calm. Trying not to let her guard down as she breathed deeply, she weaved her way through the worn chairs pushed under equally worn tables, most of which were empty, to the back of the shop. Beneath her feet, the wooden floor creaked, making stealth impossible. Tallia smiled. It didn’t matter; she had not come here to hide, she had come here to find answers.
“Can I serve you?” The girl behind the counter looked like one of the slave girls who came from Quara, the planet on the outer edges of the galaxy. They had little technology, and so were easy pickings for the Brigal, who made their trade selling the misery of others. When she took full power from the Emissars, the Brigal would have their Carinian star port permissions revoked. She hated them, but that was a fight for another day.
“I am looking for the owner.” Tallia decided not to act the princess. This called for subtlety; help was more easily given by asking rather than ordering, in her experience.
A wariness came into the girl’s eyes. “She is busy. May I serve you to some tea?”
“You don’t understand. I wish to speak with her.” Her tone hardened enough to make the girl aware that no wasn’t an answer she would accept.
The girl’s eyes flicked backwards, giving Tallia all the information she needed. Pushing past the counter, she headed into the darkness, with the girl calling for her to stop, but she did not physically try to prevent the princess from entering the hallway, where she would hopefully find what she was looking for.
Tallia was quick. Surveying the two empty rooms, and then standing before the closed door of the third, she knew she had found what she needed. Tilting her head, she pressed her ear to the door, and listened. The soft, mesmerizing voice that met her ears confirmed she was in the right place. Slowly, she opened the door, and then slipped inside. The room was purposely dark, the thick smell of incense dulling her senses almost immediately, but she had been taught to ward off the sleep that followed, and for once was grateful of her training. Out of all the training Tallia had wished to undertake, this was one of the only ones that the Emissars had decided a woman was worthy of. Her other skills had been taught in private, without their knowledge.
She drew closer to the center of the room, where a witch light illuminated the face of a woman. She wasn’t old; she wasn’t young. She was ageless, faceless, unrecognizable from one moment to the next. Her features shifted and changed, so that if Tallia was ever asked to describe her, she would be unable to.
Tallia’s presence made the features coalesce, and eyes, piercing in their intensity, flicked open to look at her. Violet, bright as stars, they bore into Tallia, but the princess held her ground, and the woman moved, her hands letting go of the fingers of another woman, who sat opposite her across the small table with her eyes closed.
“There, your reading is complete.” The witch spoke with a strong accent, one Tallia had never heard spoken by any other person in her life. It was instantly familiar to her, and yet unique.
The woman who had her back to Tallia stirred, as if woken from a dream. “And?”
“And take this out to Driole and she will mix the herbs.” The witch scribbled something down on a piece of parchment and handed it to the woman.
“What did you see?” the woman asked, pushing for answers.
“I saw the need for you to take this infusion of herbs.”
“That’s it?” Disappointment infused the woman’s voice, laced with distrust, but she did not voice those sentiments. 
“Yes.” The witch sat back in her chair, hands on the table, with her eyes downcast. It was a dismissal, a sign that the conversation was over. Tallia knew: she had been here a hundred times before with her mother, watched the frustration as the witch dismissed her, telling her there was no hope. No hope that she would ever conceive a boy.
Tallia stood still and watched the woman leave. As she passed, Tallia kept to the shadows, her face turned away, she didn’t want to be recognized. She just wanted answers of her own.
“I am busy, child. You should come back another day.”
“I am here now, you will see me,” Tallia said, her voice conveying the authority she demanded. This was no time for subtlety.
“And what can I do for a princess?” The game had begun, but Tallia had no time for games.
“Misha’Ha, you know why I am here.”
“I know why you think you are here. But what you seek is forbidden.”
“Did you tell that to the woman who just left? Or did you simply take her money?”
“I took her money.” Misha’Ha indicated the one silver coin on the table. “And I gave her what she needed. A tonic for her stomach.”
“Cross my hand with silver,” Tallia whispered.
“And I will tell your future.” Misha’Ha sighed. “Those words are not said by me anymore. Your father banned my abilities, do you remember?”
“Of course I remember.” Tallia had been there the day her father had burst in on her mother and Misha’Ha. He had been worried about her mother’s mental state, and followed her here to the tea shop. He accused Misha’Ha of taking money under false pretenses.
“But you never spoke up. You never told your father of the times I refused your mother’s silver coins. He accused me of lies, and you know I never lied.”
“I was a child.”
“But you had a tongue, and a memory.” There was no malice in the witch’s voice;, it was light and smooth, as if they were talking about what fine weather it was today.
“I still do.” Tallia had long since come to terms with her guilt.
“Then perhaps that tongue should tell me why you are here, dressed in such finery.” Now the witch’s sarcasm surfaced.
“I have some silver for you.” Tallia pulled the small pouch of coins from beneath the peasant dress, and placed it on the table.
“If this is a test, then I will pass. I do not take silver for what you want answers to.” Misha’Ha’s eyes did not leave Tallia’s face, and the princess felt all the years of shame bearing down on her. Shame that she had never stood up to her father and told him the truth. She knew why, but had never wanted to put it into words. Never wanted to admit her father would not have believed her. Would never have believed a girl.
“You know what is at stake.”
“Your rule. What is a princess to do if she will never be queen?”
“It’s more than that. You know the Emissars will seize full power if I cannot find a husband and produce an heir.”
“Not just a husband. I have heard tell you need a son.” 
“Well, let’s start with a husband, I can work out the finer details afterwards. I need to defeat the Emissars or they will rule Carinia instead of me.”
The woman chuckled, her violet eyes sparkling in the witch light. “I see you are more like your father than your mother.” The laughter left her. “Which is why I cannot help you.”
“Here. Two bags of silver. One for the information, one for your silence. In fact, it would be better for both of us if you took the silver and left Carinia for good.”
“This is my home.”
“No, it isn’t. Your home is on some far-off planet.”
A dark look crossed over Misha’Ha’s face, and for a moment Tallia though all was lost. “Sit down.”
Tallia didn’t say a word. She sat down quickly and held out her hands, as she had seen her mother do countless times before. Misha’Ha took hold of them, her both her hands, the witch’s touch hard, unyielding, as if now she had Tallia in her grasp, she would never let her go; as if the only way Tallia was going to leave here was if she cut her own hands off.
“Relax, little princess.”
Tallia looked up from her hands, and her gaze was captured by those violet eyes. Misha’Ha stared at her, and then the incense began to penetrate her brain. She could not fight it, although she tried.
“Let yourself go. If you do not, I cannot get in.”
“Get in?” Tallia asked. “You mean, inside my head.”
“No. Inside your future.” 



Chapter Two – Johar
“We should leave, Johar, the shipment will be loaded,” Krigan said on cue.
“Very well. It is getting late. I will play one more hand with my good friend here, and send him into the poor house,” Johar said, taking another sip of the most disgusting liquor he had ever tasted.
“You are so sure you will beat me?” The man he was playing was a hustler. Johar had picked up on that the moment he had been invited into the game. In his line of work, you got a nose for these things, and in the next round, the hustler was going to make his move. Only Johar had beat him to it.
“So let us make the next game all or nothing.” The pock-faced man lifted the bottle of absilon, and poured some into Johar’s glass. “Drink up, my friend, and let’s play.”
The tokens were dealt, and Johar watched carefully as his opponent shook a single token out of his sleeve, to land in his pile. It was a sleight of hand so quick, so skillful, only someone who had been in the company of fraudsters and liars his whole life would have seen it.
What his opponent didn’t know was that Johar had changed the token when they had shaken hands in the third round of their game, when Johar had won a considerable amount of coin. But he was about to know, in three, two, one…
“What?” His opponent’s scars stood out livid as he realized he had been tricked. He looked at the pile of coins on the table and then up at Johar, who was intent on his own tokens, trying to keep his face neutral.
“Not the hand you expected?” Johar asked easily, as he looked up to see a hatred so intense, he knew this was going to end in bloodshed. Not exactly what he had come here for. But then, trouble seemed to follow him around. Or maybe he sought it out.
His opponent rose up from his chair, his hand going to his side, but his sidearm had gone too, thanks to Krigan, who always had Johar’s back and had foreseen how this was going to end. 
“Listen, friend, you know as well as I do, I won fair and square. The only way you were going to win this round was by cheating.”
“Give me back my money,” the other guy said.
Johar rose from his chair. He towered above everyone in the room, his muscles straining against the shirt he had worn to come into the town. He usually hated wearing clothes on the top half of his body; instead he liked to let his skin, which was covered in silver tattoos, breathe, to feel the air on it. 
Not wanting a fight, he tore the fabric from his body, to show himself off in all his glory, and he was glorious, the gasp from the other men in the room proving that. However, it still didn’t stop the hustler from charging at him, head down like a bulleroo. That caught Johar off guard and they both ploughed through the makeshift door of the inn, The Lucky Star, to spill onto the ground. More gasps erupted, followed by excited cries. This was probably the best entertainment these people would have all afternoon, not least because guards patrolled the area frequently.
That was Johar’s problem: he needed this over fast, he did not want any soldiers with their many questions coming across a street brawl. Yet he could not hit this man hard. If he did, he would kill him. Johar knew his own strengths, and also his own weaknesses. He was not a murderer.
Then the hustler pulled a gun out. Of course a man like this would have a backup weapon. Tucked in his boot, this was a laser, small but it would pack a sting like a flangers bite. “Damn it.”
The first shot went wide, readjusting; the second shot was a true aim, but Johar dived to the left and rolled over, springing to his feet ready for the next round. If he remembered correctly, these lasers had a recharge that took longer each time the gun was fired. He counted the time between shots, just as he had counted the time between the lightning and the thunder when he was a child. Three seconds: he dived and rolled again. Five: this time he felt the sting as the beam glanced off his skin. The guy was beginning to read Johar’s body language and predict his movements. 
Seven: this time Johar rolled forward. He figured he had enough time between shots to reach the man and knock him unconscious. Smack.
The sound of bone cracking met his ears, but it couldn’t be helped. Kicking the gun away from the hustler, he looked up to see Krigan standing off to one side, with a woman. She was talking to his first mate, and as Johar approached, they turned and walked away. He followed.
“Krigan. What are you doing?”
“He is helping me with a task,” the woman said.
“What task is that?” Johar said, ready to fight.
“She has a proposition, Johar,” Krigan said. “It’s worth a lot of coin.”
“But I need to get back to the upper town, so we will talk as we walk,” she said, and another woman appeared, head down, not looking at either Krigan or Johar. By her coloring, Johar would say she was a slave, probably from the planet Tiwnin.
“No. We stop and talk now.” Johar stopped, and put his hand on his sidearm, not sure if this was a trap.
“You aren’t going to like it,” Krigan said.
“Then let’s get it out in the open. I can make a decision and then we can leave.”
“The offer is simple. I will pay you a million Kerengu coins.”
“A lot of coin, and the universal currency too. And where does a woman like you get that much coin from? And what does she want in return?” His expression became serious. “I don’t kill for money. You know we don’t take bounties, Krigan.”
“It’s not exactly a bounty, but it does involve someone’s life,” Krigan said.
“Whose?” Johar asked.
“Yours.” Krigan nodded. For a moment he wondered if his old friend was about to sell him out for coin, but then a grin broke out on his face. “She wants to buy your body.”
“What?”
“I need you to come with me and pretend to be my husband,” the woman said reasonably.
Johar stood there, his mouth open, for once lost for words, while Krigan burst into laughter, and kept going until he was doubled up as if in pain, with tears in his eyes.
“Why?” Johar asked.
“Because I’m ordering you to.” This seriously tested his temper. He was not used to being ordered to do anything these days. He was a free spirit, traveling where the ship’s cargo took him.
“Ordering?”
“Yes. This is my planet. You have a choice: you either make everyone believe you are my husband, or you can go for a vacation in my dungeon.”
“Your what?” Johar asked, incredulous.
The woman before him pulled back her hood so that he could just make out her face. “I am the Princess Tallia of Carinia, and I order you to do my bidding.”
“This just gets better,” Krigan laughed.
Johar straightened up. “Well, why didn’t you say so, Princess,” he said, emphasizing the word. 
He would go with her, he would do her bidding, but before he was through he would teach her something about ordering people around. But first he was going to see just how far she wanted this mock marriage to go.



Chapter Three – Tallia
“Are you sure about this, My Princess?” Those were the words Rian said to her when they had left Misha’Ha’s tea shop. Tallia had wanted to say no, I’m not sure, and she still wanted to say those same words, but it was too late; she had already offered the money and the man had accepted.
The man. He wasn’t a man, he was a goddamn giant. Pure muscle covered in toned flesh that shone like the silvery moon. That was how Misha’Ha had described him: Find the moon in the stars. Her gift never went so far as to tell a person the name of their true mate; it was more like following a trail of breadcrumbs, which in this case had led her to a hunk of man meat. At first confused, Tallia had gone with the first thing that had come into her head, the inn in the lower market called The Lucky Star. 
“I want the money up front,” her moon demanded.
She let go of her worry and turned her attention back to him. “No.”
“Then no deal.” He raised his eyebrows at Krigan and they turned to walk away from her.
“Half. But I don’t have it with me.” She couldn’t let him leave; she was sure this was the man Misha’Ha had meant.
“OK. Here’s how it’s going to go down. We go to your palace; you transfer the money. OK. Half the money,” he agreed when she opened her mouth to protest. “When I see it’s in my account, then we play your little game.
Keeping her expression blank, as she had become practiced at doing, she worked out how she would get the money. She had not thought it through that far. Today’s adventure to the lower market had been a spur-of-the-moment thing. A conversation with the head Emissar, Aleck, had made her think of her mother and how trapped she had been. The pressure to produce a boy had been intense, something Tallia had recently learned to understand completely. Thinking of her mother, her thoughts had then rested on Misha’Ha. 
A dream, a fantasy, a memory? Desperation. That was what had taken her to the tea shop.
Now she was faced with another problem, but she would work it out, she always worked it out.
“Very well,” she answered. There were trading accounts she could access, money she could transfer and then pay back later with the sale of some of her mother’s jewels. 
He spoke to his friend. “You know what to do?”
“Yes, Johar. I’ll deliver the cargo and then return to see if you need rescuing from the life of a prince.” Humor still shone in Krigan’s eyes, yet something else flickered there. She chose to ignore it and not make problems where there were none.
Then they shook hands, and bent their heads so that their foreheads touched. They were close; they trusted each other. She thought it ironic, that these ruffians, these rogues, could have such deep friendships, while she, a princess, was alone.
She looked at Rian. That wasn’t true. But the difference was, she owned her most trusted friend.
“Where to, Princess? Or do I have to wear a collar?” he asked in his overly confident voice. This was like a joke to him, where as to Tallia, it was life or death.
“No.” Tallia looked at Rian, who looked as if she was going to puke. She should never have put her in this situation. She was mad at herself, everything looked as if it was about to spiral out of control. Maybe the Emissars were right, she wasn’t good enough to rule.
Fuck them, she screamed in her head.
“We have to go back to the upper town. I need you to meet us there. I am supposed to be in the Silken Promise, trying on dresses. Do you know it?”
“I will find it.” He shook his head and walked away, his shoulders shaking as if he were laughing.
“Come on,” she said to Rian, pulled the hood up around her face, and made her way to the entrance they had used to get down here into the market. It was at the back of the shop, and for a coin or two, the owner, Hosta, a woman who had once been the wife of one of her father’s advisors, would not only let her pass, but lie to her guards too. However, they had been so long, there was a good chance their lie was already revealed and princess or not, she would be in trouble with the Emissars for coming down here to mix with the commoners.
They were beginning to exert their rules on every facet of her life, grabbing control wherever they could. The Emissars knew that if she didn’t find her elusive husband in the next few weeks, they would take over completely, the reign of her species ended. If she failed to hold onto power, she would be sent a Nunit, where she would be shut away for years, just to silence her. All because she was a female.
The Emissars were scared the people were growing loyal to Tallia. She fought hard to keep a balance between the Emissars’ demands and how she wanted to rule the planet, but since her father’s death she had been shackled by their laws. For on Carinia, the heir to the throne was always a male, something her mother had failed to provide. By taking a husband, she could buy herself some time, and hope to conceive a male heir; if this happened, Tallia would become queen regent. It would still mean a life fighting for power, but at least the Emissars would not win. 
She swallowed down her panic. To conceive the child, she so badly needed, she would have to have sex. With the moon man.
“Are you all right, My Princess,” Rian asked.
“I was just thinking of how big … you know, with the bog-glowing alien.” She looked behind them, but there was no sign of the two men. “I’m not even sure what species he is.”
“Limerian,” Rian said. “I have seen them before.”
“What are they like?” Tallia asked.
“They are not always to be trusted.”
“You mean like with the tokens, with the game he was playing?”
“In everything. The tattoos on his body. They are made by the Elusive Monks, gifts to help him in his life.”
“That doesn’t sound like the kind of thing the Emissars are going to like. I’ll have to make him keep his shirt on.”
“A pity,” Rian said. “But the Emissars will not be happy you have found a man at all, let alone one so … big.”
They had reached the back door of the shop, and Rian knocked three times as was custom, and then knocked again. The latch drew back quickly and Hosta’s worried face appeared. “Where have you been? Your guards are getting suspicious.”
“I’m sorry, Hosta, it took longer than I thought.” Tallia opened her purse and gave the lady, who wore the richest clothes in all of Carinia, another two coins. Tallia knew very well that Hosta liked to look the part of a rich woman, but in reality she was living frugally now her husband was dead, with all her coin tied up in the fine dresses in her shop.
 “I’ll tell them you are coming shortly.” Hosta went off, pocketing the coins.
“I can’t believe the Emissars watch me like this,” Tallia said, looking in the mirror and smoothing her hair. “When I am queen regent, they will have their powers cut. And when I have a son, I will ensure he changes the law so that no princess will ever be treated like this again.”
“All you have to do is get married and have a child,” Rian reminded her, not unkindly.
Tallia stood still, her blood cold in her veins and panic filling her head. “This isn’t going to work, is it?”
“Yes. It is. It has to.” Rian helped Tallia undress and then quickly put her silk gown back on. It was a good thing the slave was experienced in dressing her princess, because Tallia felt unsteady, the shock of what she had done beginning to sink in. She was taking a huge risk, one that might backfire and hurt more than herself.
“Does it? I’m about to pay a total stranger to pretend to be my husband. Worse, he’s a gambler and most likely a cheat. You saw him fighting outside the inn.”
“My Princess,” Rian said comfortingly, fastening the last of the buttons running down the back of Tallia’s dress. “You went to your Misha’Ha because you believe in her. Yes?”
Tallia nodded. Yes, after what she had seen when she was young, she believed in the gifts of the psychic witch. “But I was a child then, what if it was just my imagination or a trick?”
“You believe in her.” Rian’s voice was forceful but soothing, and Tallia was reminded of just why she trusted this slave more than anyone else on her planet. She was the voice of reason, and devoted to Tallia, and not just because Tallia owned her.
“Yes.” It would be easier to admit it, to not fight it. However, she was used to fighting, fighting for everything in her life. The death of her father had seen a shift in power. The Emissars seized the chance to enforce their rule, citing that the lack of male heir meant the end of the monarchy on Carinia. Tallia and a few of the richer, more powerful houses had bargained for there to be a period of leniency where the young princess should be given time to find a husband and conceive an heir. The Emissars had hated it, but they had agreed. 
The houses knew they had only bought themselves a breathing space, and the pressure on Tallia was immense. Not that the rich houses ever pressed her to find a husband; they had been banned from the palace. The Emissars wanted Tallia to fail, and cutting her off from any friends or confidants she might have was the swiftest way to ensure that.
But they had no way of knowing Rian was the only friend she needed. Her greatest confidante was unnoticed by the Emissars; she was merely a slave, of no worth whatsoever. Not that it mattered: their time was up. Only one month remained and she had got nowhere in producing either a husband or an heir.
“Are you ready? We must leave here, as naturally as possible, and then we go and meet your husband-to-be,” Rian reminded a fraught-looking Tallia.
“He’s a rogue, they will never accept him.” Tallia shook her head; thoughts of a silver head hewn from a silver body filled her mind.
“They do not have to. Only you have to. There were no stipulations, you only have to marry,” Rian reminded her.
She was right, of course. The Carinian population, and the Emissars themselves, were made up of different races. Although none of them were Limerian, they could not object. Or so she hoped, since the Emissars seemed to have made it their life’s work to object to everything that came out of their princess’s mouth. For the last year, since her father’s passing, she had fought for everything. From the amount of coin her household was allowed to spend, to the upholding of laws passed by her father. If the Emissars had their way, they would strip the planet back to how it was a thousand years ago, before the first of her bloodline conquered the planet with their superior spacecraft and weaponry.
“I’m ready.” She lifted her head, straightened her back, put an expression on her face that was both haughty and cold, and went out to the front of the shop to see the guards stood talking to each other. Only when they cast a glance through the window and saw her did they straighten up and stand to attention.
“Are you all done, My Princess?” Hosta asked tilting her head forward in respect, although they both knew it was an act. Hosta still thought of herself as a superior member of the court.
“Yes, thank you.”
“Here is the dress. All wrapped up for you.” Hosta handed a dress box to Rian.
“Thank you. I will send the required coin directly.” It was the price of Hosta’s loyalty, even though Tallia did not need another dress. For Hosta it meant other ladies would see the princess wearing her dress and rush here to buy something similar. Not if my head is no longer attached to my shoulders, but Tallia smiled and kept that thought to herself.
“My Princess.” One of the guards, Danicle, bowed as she came out. “We were concerned.”
“I was purchasing a dress. Do you know how much time it takes? A decision over a new dress cannot be rushed.” Her voice was hard, formal. These guards belonged to the Emissar, not to her.
“No, My Princess.” A look of contempt crossed his face. 
She ignored him and walked off, her eyes searching for the elusive silvery man who should be here waiting for her. He was not. She allowed herself one moment of worry before she lifted her chin up and took a deep breath. She would find another way, yet she was consumed with disappointment that Misha’Ha had made a mistake. One more person she could not depend on.



Chapter Four – Johar
The upper town was out of bounds for most of the people from the lower market. Today one of those people was Johar. Maybe it was the dirt on his clothes from the fight, maybe it was the way his tattoos shone eerily in the sunlight, he couldn’t tell, but the guards at the gates turned him away.
He smiled. One thing about living like this, it gave him a unique insight into the lives of normal everyday people. No wonder on some of the planets he had visited, there had been uprisings where the peasants revolted and took power. Not like here on Carinia, where a spoilt princess got to make up the rules as she went along.
Although he heard that was about to change, and the Emissars were stealing power back from the monarchy. Good for them, he thought. Wait. He was about to become one of those monarchs, or at least the sex slave of one of them.
That thought stirred something inside him. It was a long time since he had really desired a woman. A long time since he had lain with a woman. Whores did nothing for him, he needed some kind of deeper connection, it was why he had run from his old life, rather than being forced to marry a woman his father would chose for him for the sake of their clan. 
Was that why he had agreed to be the plaything of a princess? Because he actually desired her? Maybe. He didn’t know. What he did know was that the life of a trader no longer held the appeal it once had. Krigan would tell him it was his biological clock ticking away. That his sense of duty to his own family to produce an heir to carry on the family name was embedded in his DNA, and his past was now beginning to catch up with him. 
Or maybe he simply wanted to mess with her and make her see that there was no room for princesses in these changing worlds.
Hell, they even wore those long dresses here. Did they not know they lived in a time of space travel, not fairy tales?
As he thought, he moved. Away from the guards, he headed to a quiet alley. There he climbed up the wall and onto a window ledge, before vaulting over the outcrop of stone and up onto the roof. He might be big and well-muscled, but he still could move as lithe and as supple as a big cat. The silvery tattoos on his chest gave him those powers.
He touched one now, and watched it glisten like molten silver under his skin. They were a gift from the Elusive Monks, a clan of magic-keepers who had made their home on his planet when they were cast out of their own. On his fifth birthday they had visited his father, and promised a blessing for the child who would be next to rule, in the form of these tattoos. He hated them, he hated the future they foretold. He did not want to rule.
And yet you are about to marry a princess.
Over the roof, he looked down into the upper town. There were no guards here, no eyes to see a man, a ghost, slip down over the building and into a place he did not belong.
From his viewpoint he looked out across the city and the gleaming tower of the palace caught his eye. What was he doing here? This was everything he despised, everything he had become a trader to avoid.
Yet her face flashed in front of him, and he knew he would do this, because she had asked him to. No, had ordered him to. It was like a game, and he wanted to see if he could break down the walls of her defenses.
I’m bored. That was the conclusion he came to when his feet touched the ground, and he set off at a quick pace, weaving along streets that were quiet, so different to the overcrowding of the lower market.
He knew where he was supposed to meet her, but as he approached he could see she had already left the shop, The Silken Promise. He wondered what promises she would make to him when he removed the silk from her body. Concentrate, he warned himself.
She was with a group of guards, who surrounded her as she headed in the opposite direction. Whether to protect her, or hold her prisoner, he couldn’t tell. 
Another chance to run. She had already thought he had let her down, why not let that falsehood manifest into truth?
Sighing, he jogged after them. “Princess,” he called, and the guards stopped and turned to face him, hands on weapons.
He knew he looked magnificent as he approached. He towered probably two feet above them, and the sun would make his tattoos appear to move in a constant flow over his skin. A silver ghost. The guards stood still, mesmerized by him.
“I thought I had missed you,” he said approaching, walking through the men who were there to protect her. He took up her hand and kissed it, bowing slightly. He saw the appalled look on her face, as she wondered what exactly she was about to let into her life, and her bed.



Chapter Five – Tallia
He was magic. It was woven through him, across his skin and into his very soul. She had been wrong to go to Misha’Ha. This man would bring her nothing but trouble. Only her training made it possible for her to withstand the need to surrender to him. As he approached, he radiated trust and control, and the guards simply stepped aside.
“I thought you had run away.”
“I never run. I have given you my word.”
“You should put a shirt on,” she said sternly, as the nearness of him threatened to overpower the last reserves of her control. “They won’t work on the Emissars.” She pointed at his tattoos.
“It’s a pity they won’t work on you. I could have you on your knees right here, take you like a common whore for all your subjects to see.” He smiled, and she saw humor in his eyes, but she wasn’t sure if he was completely joking. By taking him as her husband, she would be trading one set of men who wanted to exert their power over her, for this one man. She did not know if she was strong enough to keep him at bay forever.
It won’t be forever; you only need one child. You only need a son.
“Cover yourself up.” He took her hand and kissed it, shocking her into life. She snatched her hand away, and stood stiffly while he took the shirt he had hooked into his belt, and put it on. “Don’t worry, you can see it all again when I fuck you later.”
She blushed at that, and hated herself for showing weakness. “You will have to keep it in your pants for a while longer; the wedding will not be until tomorrow.”
“Maybe I want a taste of you first. To make sure I like the goods.”
She lowered her voice. “That is what the money is for.”
He chuckled. “As you wish. I’m ready.” 
As soon as he had covered up his body, the guards came back to life.
“Who are you? What do you want?” Danicle demanded.
A sword was about to be unsheathed, but the princess spoke. “This is…” She realized she had forgotten his name, a thing she never did normally.
“Johar T’Omil.” He smiled. “And I am the man your princess is going to marry.”
“Princess?” one of the guards asked in disbelief.
This was not exactly how she had planned the announcement. “Yes. I have asked Johar to accompany me to the palace. And to be my husband.”
The guards stood still for a moment, as if they were trying to comprehend how exactly this man had come to be standing amongst them, right next to the woman they were supposed to protect. Maybe it was a residue of Johar’s magic, but they accepted her words and they marched on.
Johar took her hand and threaded it through his arm. She wanted to pull away, and yet there was something comforting about him, whether it was the warmth of his skin that permeated the thin fabric of his shirt, or the knowledge that nothing or no one would get through him to hurt her. Could it be possible she had another person whom she could trust fully?
Stop it! she told herself. That is what he wants you to believe so that he can take your power. No, the only way she was ever going to rule completely was if she ruled alone. She just needed his seed inside her. At least their child would be able to defend himself. Especially if he had a body like Johar’s.
She tore her thoughts away from his body, and the images he had conjured up of him making her kneel in front of her while he took her here in the open air. Those images had made her body aflame. Another thing she put down to those damn tattoos and their effect on her brain.
“What’s the plan?” he asked, breaking her out of her daydream.
“Plan?” she asked, sounding dazed, and he grinned at her.
“I have that effect on people. Especially women. If you let your stiff guard down just a little, I will enter you in more ways than one.”
“Listen, I just need you to be my husband, give me a child, and then leave.”
“There’s no reason we can’t enjoy the whole process though, is there? Or do you plan to lay back and make me do all the work.”
She blushed deeper and he chuckled, making her feel intensely exposed. Snatching her hand away, she was shocked when his right hand shot out and put it back in place. “Now, now, we don’t want anyone to think we are having a lovers’ tiff. We have to make everyone believe we are in love; I have no intention of having my head sliced off by a laser if anyone thinks I am up to no good.”
“Then it would be better if you did not talk.” Turning her head, she stared in front of them, seeing one of the guards had gone on in front. Soon word would have got to the Emissars, and she would have to face them. “Let me do the talking.”
“But I am so persuasive. And I am sure I am better at making friends than you are.”
“They are not my friends, and they will never be your friends. All they want is power. My power.”
“And why is it your power, because your ancestors had bigger weapons?”
“No. I…” What had she done? Had she been a fool to trust Misha’Ha? Had the old woman planted Johar so that he could help bring down her family once and for all? Her father been right when he had told Misha’Ha to never practice her witchcraft again. The old woman had bided her time and was about to bring down her family. Had it been Misha’Ha who had convinced her mother that she would never conceive a boy, until it became a self-fulfilling prophesy.
As they reached the gates of the palace and they passed inside, the Emissars were already gathered, and apart from Rian, she felt as if she was surrounded by people, by men, who wished her harm.
“Emissars,” she said coolly.
“Tallia. We have word that you have chosen a husband,” Aleck, the self-proclaimed leader of the Emissars, said.
“Indeed,” Tallia said. This is Johar…”
“Where did you meet him?”
“That is none of your concern.”
“He is from Limera. That makes it our business. Do you have any idea what he can do?” Aleck looked worried, if not afraid. Perhaps she was wrong to mistrust Misha’Ha.
“He can give me an heir,” she said coolly. “You forget that I still have a month left to claim the throne as my own, and that you have no say over whom I marry. I have chosen, and you will accept this choice. And when I conceive, you will uphold the bargain struck with me.”
“Not if we feel it is wrong, or being made under duress.”
“Duress? Do you think a man could force me to do this? Is that how weak you think I am?”
“You are a princess, not imbued with the power of a King.”
“As you have reminded me so many times.” She took a deep breath to steady her voice, which threatened to rise enough to show her anger at these men. “Have I not kept the peace of the city? Have I not vanquished the attack on Harroll by the Garundi? You would have had us bargain for what was rightfully ours, but I took the battle to them. And you call me weak?”
“The battle cost lives,” an Emissar said.
“But we kept the sovereignty of Carinia.” She had fought the Emissars every step of the way and wanted to remind them that if it was not for that internal struggle, the soldiers would have been deployed sooner, before the Garundi had mustered their forces together. Yet that argument was of no use; it was as if they were programmed to disregard everything she said and everything she did.
“We will never know the alternative outcome, never know how many lives might have been spared if you had followed our rule.”
She wanted to shout at them, to stamp her foot as she would have as a child and tell them to stop being so argumentative. Under her father’s rule, they had given advice, a lot of it wrong, but they had never exerted their will so much. Whereas with Tallia, they disagreed with everything she said.
“No. We will never know.” She flattened her lips, making herself stop talking, to stop unleashing the tirade of abuse that rolled around her brain.
“What we do know, is that you have brought this man here.”
“As is my right. I am to marry Johar; please make the preparations.”
“You are certain?” Aleck asked.
“Yes.” She stood with her hand looped under Johar’s arm and stared them down. This was her planet; she had the interests of her people upper most in her head. She would not surrender to men who would increase the accessibility of the slavers. Slavers whom she wished to ban from trading on the planet forever. One new law she kept to herself, or they would use it against her.
Some of the higher houses in the palace had built their lives on slaves. As had her family, but having Rian as a friend and confidante had made her realize that slaves were people, they had homes and families, and no one deserved to lose that because someone else wanted to get rich. Tallia walked a fine line, both needing the rich families to support her, but also hating what some of them still represented.
The Emissars didn’t move. An uneasy feeling passed over Tallia. Were they going to defy her, and simply seize control for themselves? They were well aware that if she married and conceived a child, then they would have to wait at least another nine months to take full control, and if she had a boy, they would lose their power almost completely for another generation.
The Emissars looked from one to another, and then bowed low, in that fake, groveling way of theirs which she hated. Then they turned to leave, with Aleck saying, “We will begin the preparations.”
She stood tall, although her legs felt weak. Glad of the support of Johar standing next to her, she let herself breathe.
“My Princess,” Rian said, coming to stand in front of her, “shall we get you changed?”
“Yes, that would be a good idea. I would like My Princess in something a little more comfortable and less restrictive,” Johar said.
She jerked out of her daze and turned to scowl at him. “We are not married yet.”
“No, My Princess,” he mocked. “But we soon will be.”



Chapter Six – Johar
There was more to this princess than he originally thought. When he had met her, he had assumed she was a spoilt little girl. Now he saw she was strong. And scared. It wasn’t the kind of fear most people would pick up on; in fact, she radiated a condescension that would make most people dislike her, but now he knew why. She was under attack, from within her own walls.
She blushed at his words, her cheeks turning pink, showing her naivety when it came to intimacy. It made him hard, uncomfortably so; he could not lie about that. If only their wedding was today. If only he could make her his tonight. Patience was not part of his character, and even the tattoos on his body could not change that.
“Rian, could you find Johar a room?” Tallia asked.
“Am I not sleeping with you? I promise to behave myself until our wedding night.” He smirked and she pulled away from him, and her hand twitched as if she wanted to slap him. Damn, she had fire: she was everything he could ever want in a woman, and a princess too. How convenient, he thought.
“No, you will not be sleeping with me. There are traditions and customs that have to be upheld.”
“Ahh, good old-fashioned customs.”
“They may not mean much to you, but they do to me.”
“Tell me, are they Carinian customs or those of your ancestors?”
“They are one and the same now. My ancestors conquered this world a thousand years ago.”
“A long time, but not long enough for the Emissars to forgive or accept your rule. I presume the Emissars are descendants of the indigenous people?”
“They are,” she said, frowning. “However, they are sworn to accept my people’s rule.”
“As long as the ruler is a male?”
“Yes.” She frowned again, and looked to where the ten men had gone, down one of the corridors leading off the great hall they stood in. “I suppose they have been waiting a thousand years to take back control of their own lands.”
“There. Now you are thinking like a ruler.”
“They wish to turn things back to how they were. Before my people came,” Tallia agreed.
“And is that bad thing?” Johar said.
“Yes,” Tallia replied, and then said, “Rian, will show you to your room. I am going to bathe.”
“Good. I like my women smelling fresh.”
She had already resumed her cold mantle, and did not let his words affect her. “Pity,” he murmured, and then looked to Rian. “Lead the way. I could do with a bath myself.”
Rian, small, dark-haired and fragile-looking, followed the princess, but then turned to take him up another flight of stairs. “This is where the guests used to sleep.”
“Used to sleep? You mean you don’t have guests here anymore?”
“The Emissars do not like it.”
“Why?” 
Rian looked around, as if she were afraid of someone eavesdropping. “They have tried to isolate My Princess.”
“Why? So she doesn’t have allies?” Johar asked, looking up at the ceilings and the ornate carvings that showed a war between a race of spear-wielding savages and an alien race with lasers. “Always good to remind the natives they lost the war.”
“Allies,” Rian said. “And suitors.”
“Of course. So they really do want their power to be restored.” He looked at the next image; it showed a group of men in robes similar to the Emissars. They were commanding their followers, and he stared closer. There were other images, of men and women being sacrificed, thrown onto fires that flamed high into the sky.
Rian had stopped; she, too, looked at them. “This is what My Princess fights for. For the freedom of the people.”
“This is what the Emissars want to return to?”
“They pray to their gods. They spill blood to their gods. My Princess should have the power to stop this, but the laws say she has none. The Emissars have surrounded her with those loyal to themselves, her power grows weaker every day.”
“Why not call upon the guards loyal to her to fight?”
“They too understand that she is a woman, and as yet unproven. If the old king had a son, then he would have been trained to fight, to be able to prove himself. But My Princess has not, and the Emissars have spread rumors that she is weak. The battle of Harroll proved otherwise, but the Emissars have spoken out against that victory too and claimed it as the work of their gods.”
“She needs allies,” he murmured.
“Yes. She does.” Rian kept her features blank, but he heard the meaning in her words.
“And here was me thinking I was going to get paid for sex.”



Chapter Seven – Tallia
She quickly stripped off her clothes and ran a bath. Indoor plumbing; she was sure this was one thing the Emissars wouldn’t have removed when, if, they took back power. While the water splashed into the tub, she went to the window to look out at the city below, taking in the solar panels that glittered in the sunlight. They certainly planned to dismantle the power grid, casting the world back into darkness, which was where their gods liked to roam.
Gods. As far as Tallia could see, they used their gods to instill fear into the people. Live sacrifices had a habit of swaying people to do as they are told. She could not let that happen; she might not be a male, but she had the same blood in her system, and she was not going to lose the hard-won triumphs of her ancestors.
Sinking down into the bath, she heard the door open and the soft steps of Rian coming towards her. “Have you found him a room?”
“Yes. I have shown him to the green room.”
“That is on the opposite side of the palace. There are closer rooms.”
“There are, My Princess. But the route to the green room is more educational.”
“You are a clever woman, Rian.”
“If I were clever, I would not have been captured by slavers,” she said sadly.
“I’m sorry. You could return.” Tallia had once offered Rian her freedom and a cruiser to take her home, but she had refused. Tallia had never worked out why.
“I know.” The woman smiled. “Maybe if we asked Misha’Ha, she would tell us that it was fate for me to come here.”
“You always try to look at things in a positive way, Rian.”
“What other way is there?” she asked, picking up Tallia’s dress and hanging it up.
“I don’t know. But I struggle every day. And today is no exception. I am about to get married to a big beast of a man who I do not know. And who possibly has the power to make me do his bidding. In what way is that better than bowing to the Emissars?”
“He is probably a better lover than the Emissars,” Rian said and then giggled. “He may have the power to make you enjoy lying with him.”
Tallia closed her eyes and imagined what he would be like naked. Huge. That was not a comforting thought. “But what about when it comes to ruling Carinia? I do not want a man by my side. I have not come this far to trade one tether for another. Not when I have no idea of his views.”
“Then learn his views. Talk to him.”
“I didn’t bring him here for talk.”
“No, you brought him here so he can stick his big cock inside of you and make you scream in ecstasy.”
Tallia giggled nervously at Rian’s words.
“I will do everything in my power to make that happen.” Johar was leaning against the door frame, looking very much at home.
Tallia sat up in surprise, then realized he would be able to see her breasts and sank back down into the water. “Get out,” she hissed. “These are my private chambers.”
“On my planet, there is no such thing as private chambers when a woman belongs to a man.”
“I don’t belong to you yet.” She grew angrier at the slip of her words. “I will never belong to you.”
He came closer and knelt down next to the bath. “I am not interested in your people or your planet, as long as you treat them fairly. But your body—that I am interested in, and it will belong to me.”
“Get out,” she hissed again.
“No.” Stripping his shirt off, he slipped his hand into the water, his fingers caressing her arm, which made her jump away from him. “Relax.”
“I don’t want to relax.”
“Why not? I thought we might get acquainted. It might make out wedding night a lot more … satisfying.” 
His hand slipped over her stomach and then upwards to caress her breasts. She tried to move away from him, but when his fingers and thumb closed around her nipple, and pinched it lightly, she found she had lost the will to move.
“Rian,” she called, wanting the girl to fetch her a towel so she could get out of the bath and away from Johar, who had the ability to render her under his spell. But the room was empty, it was only the two of them, and she shivered in expectation.
Johar knelt up, his head, his lips, drawing closer to hers. She licked her lips in anticipation and prepared herself for their first kiss. But she was not prepared. When he kissed her, his tongue slipped between her teeth and pressed for entrance, she allowed it, and he moved inside her, in and out, tasting her, waking the desire that dwelled in the pit of her stomach.
As they kissed, his hand slid down over her soft stomach and then lower, to stroke her clit. The shock of it was intense; she had never been touched down there by another, never had a hand that wasn’t hers stroke her, rub her and then slip inside her.
Losing her grip on this world, she encircled his thick neck with her arms, needing to anchor herself to him. In and out his fingers moved, before rubbing across her clit, then entering her again. Her arousal grew and she arched her back, offering herself to him. Johar broke their kiss, and cupped her right breast with his free hand, before lowering his head to suck and lick her nipple.
“Ohh,” she breathed, her whole body inflamed by his touch. No thoughts could enter her brain except those that were screaming at her to let herself go, let herself be pleasured by this man who was to be her husband. She wanted to fight it, she wanted to push him away, she could not surrender to him, there was too much at stake, and yet she had no choice.
His fingers pushed deeper, and she felt a pain, as if he had torn her innocence, and she realized he probably had, that this was his aim, to make her ready for him tomorrow night, so that he could indulge himself in her body without having her cry at the invasion. She had heard enough talk to know the first time with a man was not always pleasurable.
She sobbed, feeling used, but then his teeth grazed her nipple, his thumb brushed her clit while his finger thrust in and out of her, the angle just right that he hit a spot inside her that made her explode. She cried out, biting his shoulder as she tried to drown out the sound of her voice. He did not relent, he made her come until she was spent, and then he lifted her from the bath and cradled her against him.
Lifting her, he carried her to the bed, picking up the towel that was draped there, and wrapping her in it. He dried her skin, carefully, almost reverently, touching her, making her skin sing and her body long for him.
“Tomorrow night you will lie in my bed and I will make love to you, Princess. I will put a child in your belly, and myself in your heart.”
“Is that how your race conquers others?” she asked. “Because if it is, it will not work on me.”
“Are you so sure?” he asked, kissing her shoulder, the back of his hand caressing the side of her breasts.
“Yes.”
“Then the challenge is set,” he said, and she woke from the dreamlike state he had cast over her.
“This is a game to you?”
“You invited me in,” he said, evenly.
She opened her mouth to tell him to get out, but she couldn’t, not because she couldn’t bear to be apart from him, but because she knew she needed him, and so did he.
“I suppose you want your money?” she asked, her hurt thinly veiled.
“That is why I came to your room.” 
She wanted to throw him out and tell him she had made a mistake and he wasn’t worth the price. Instead she said, “I thought you came to…” She could not finish the sentence.
“No. That was just a bonus.”
Grabbing her robe, she walked over to the computer console. It was set in a wooden desk, as if it should be hidden from view. She heard the familiar whir of the fan, and it comforted her. Touching the screen, she pulled up several of the accounts her father had used for trading with other planets. At least she had access to these, but the money was not hers to use. She would have to sell some of her mother’s jewels to pay the money back, but in the short term it should not be missed. She reasoned that she wasn’t actually stealing; she was buying a husband, that could count as trade, surely. 
“Your account number?” she asked.
“55JK86D30.” He leaned against the wall, all seven foot of hulking muscle. She could almost feel the heat from his body, and she could certainly feel where he had been inside her body. Her sex ached and her skin was oversensitive, as if he had brought about a fever in her skin.
“There. Half now. Half after.”
“I’m looking forward to earning the rest of the coin. I cannot think of a more pleasurable way to make a living.”
“Than being a whore?” she asked cuttingly as she pressed send.
“I’m fulfilling a need. Your need.” He stroked her arm, and she pulled away, not wanting to appear weak, although she was weak where his touch was concerned. She tried to kid herself it was her inexperience shining through and that once he had made love to her a few times she would become immune to him, yet as she turned to look at him, taking in the way his tattoos glistened like silver across his skin, she wondered if she would ever become immune to him and his magic.



Chapter Eight – Johar
He was fighting himself. He wanted to take her to bed. After all, the bed was right there, and they were alone, and he knew she wanted him too. But it wasn’t time. She wasn’t ready. After they were married, she would be more willing. Not that she wasn’t willing now, at least in body. However, he was sure there was a war raging within her, and the side that said he was an asshole was winning.
Maybe he was an asshole. He didn’t exactly need the money but he had taken it all the same. Why? He would have to think on that one, but it was most likely down to not wanting to let himself believe he had any feelings for her. He was willing to sleep with her for money, he was willing to put a child in her belly. OK, so maybe that part was not just for money. It might have something to do with having to provide an heir for his own family. But she didn’t need to know about that. Not yet. Not until the deed was done, and the child was conceived.
“Why don’t you show me this planet of yours?” he asked, walking to the window. “I don’t mean the town, I mean out there, beyond the walls.”
“Are you really interested?” she asked, coming to stand next to him. He could smell the scent of her body, the citrus tang of the shampoo she used on her hair, and it excited him, he could feel his cock hardening again.
“Yes. If I’m going to stand side by side with you against your Emissars, then I think I should know what we are fighting for.”
She looked up at him and tears misted her eyes. “Do you mean that?”
“What, standing side by side?”
“Yes.” 
He grinned, and cupped her face in his large hand. “How else am I going to get the rest of my money?” Yes. He was a complete asshole.
“Of course.” She turned from him and walked away, going to a closet and taking out a dress. He watched her as she let the robe slip down off her shoulders, and he admired the curve of her hips, the roundness of her thighs. He told himself it was because she looked like she would bear good strong children, but really he wanted to kiss every inch of her ample flesh.
“Come,” she said, and walked towards the door. She was dressed in black leggings made of a thick material, but she still wore a long dress over it that was split up the center. On her hips she had a dagger, and a small laser.
“Are we expecting trouble?” he asked as they walked along a corridor and down what looked like back stairs; there were no ornate carvings here.
“You should always be prepared.”
“And do you know how to defend yourself, or are they for show?” he asked.
“I can defend myself.”
“Even though you are a woman?” She glared at him, and he chuckled. “I come from a place where women learn to fight alongside men, where they are equal in all things. Or so we are told. In reality I think women are much stronger. They are just subtler and persuasive.”
“My father’s captain taught me what he could. After the death of my mother, my father went into a period of mourning, and the captain realized that there would be no male heir. He said he could not teach me everything he would have taught me if I was born a boy, but that I should know how to defend myself against what was to come.”
“Ominous.”
“He had seen how the Emissars were gathering. Like crows over a dead animal.”
“So you have an ally in the guard, this captain?”
“I had an ally.”
“What happened to him? Did he die from some mysterious death?”
“No, they sent him into deep space.”
“They really have tried to isolate you haven’t they?” Johar said, feeling some sympathy for Tallia.
“Yes, they have. My father had a small group of men who he used as councilors. Some of them would not support me because I’m a woman. And those that showed some loyalty to my family, to me, were sent away.”
“They mean to win this, don’t they?” They had passed through a narrow hallway and were heading towards what he could only guess was the kitchen, because the smells that met them were delicious, making his mouth water. It had been many hours since he had eaten anything, and many days since he had eaten anything like what was being cooked here in the large kitchen.
“Hello,” Tallia said as one of the cooks looked up to watch them entering the kitchen. To his surprise they didn’t look shocked to see her. Even though it didn’t seem the sort of place a princess would normally frequent. He couldn’t imagine her going below stairs to talk to the common folk. Yet that was where he had met her earlier on in the day.
“Hello, Mabel,” Tallia said as she went up to the woman. The woman smiled in return and did a brief curtsy, looking a little awkward. Then he realized that was because he was there, a big silver stranger here amongst the dishes of meat pies, and roast chickens.
“It’s been a long time since we’ve seen you, My Princess; I remember when you used to run down here, getting under all our feet. You used to love those honey cakes I made. You would have them at every meal given half the chance. Of course the queen would never let you have them for breakfast,” Mabel said. She was the only one who had stopped working. All around her glances were cast in their direction, but the work carried on. “What can I do for you?”
“I was going to go out in the cruiser. And I would love to take a picnic with me.”
“A picnic. I think we can get you some food together. Limall, can you fetch a basket and pack some food for the Princess, please.” Mabel looked at Johar and said, “I think you’re going to need two picnic baskets.”
Tallia almost smiled, but she kept countenance, still little cool and haughty, although her body language had softened a great deal compared to how she had been with the Emissars. “Could you make that three picnic baskets?”
“Of course, Princess.” Mabel helped pack more food into another basket. “Here,” she passed the picnic baskets over to Johar, who lifted them with ease.
“Thank you,” Tallia said. As they moved towards another doorway, which he could only presume took them outside, she turned back and said very quietly, “Do you have a message for Yassa?”
“Is that where you are going?” Mabel asked, her face lighting up. Why didn’t you say. Limall, another basket. Put in some fruit and bread. And that leftover cake.”
“I wasn’t sure.” Tallia faltered, which was unusual, and his interest was piqued.
“She would love to see you.”
“I hope so,” Tallia said. “I don’t want to bring trouble to her door, that is all.”
“What interest could they have in her? She is out of the way.”
“They have an interest in everything I do.”
Mabel reached out as if to place a comforting hand on Tallia’s, but then she pulled back. The princess might be accepted here, but she wasn’t one of them. They still knew their place. “Will you give her my love. If you don’t mind. It’s been a long time since I have visited her too.”
“I will. I’ll see you on my return. I may not be able to come straight away, but I will come and let you know she is OK.”
“Thank you. Take care, Princess.”
“I will.” Tallia picked up the last of the picnic baskets; Johar carried the others effortlessly. She led him out through the door and into another hallway. They passed room after room filled with provisions, and then at last they were out into a courtyard. Surprisingly, there were no guards here.
“This way,” she said, and walked across the courtyard and through an archway. There was a kitchen garden, filled with vegetables, being tended by four men and one woman. It was the woman who looked up as they approached. When she saw it was Tallia she bowed her head, but her eyes were fixed on Johar.
“Princess,” she said, her eyes growing wider as they approached. When she stood straight again, she took a step back. “Is everything all right?”
“Yes.” Tallia looked at Johar. “He won’t hurt you. He’s my husband-to-be.”
“You are to be married at last?” the gardener asked.
“Yes.”
The gardener’s face cracked into a smile. “We have been so worried. Talk was that a husband would not be found and that the Emissars would get control.” She looked at Johar again, but this time there was curiosity in her expression. “We didn’t think you would find a man worthy.”
“Oh, I don’t know if he is worthy. But he’ll do.”
“Charming,” Johar said, but he liked the way Tallia seemed to have a spark to her now she was outside of the palace.
“Now I know why you are here,” the gardener said. 
“You do?” Tallia asked.
“You wish to have some time alone. The two of you out of the ever-seeing eye of the Emissars.”
“Yes.” Tallia nodded her head in agreement. “You know how it is.”
“Yes. Of course.” The gardener downed her tools and led them across the kitchen garden and out through a gate. “Here. It is charged. You have about two hours before the battery gets flat. I’m sorry it is not more, but the Emissars will no longer let us repair it and the charger is faulty.”
“Why? Why won’t they let you repair it?” Johar asked as they loaded the baskets in.
“They are preparing for the end.”
“The end?” Tallia asked, and the gardener’s face looked full of horror.
“I’m sorry. I forgot my place.” The gardener looked concerned.
“Speak, please.” Tallia climbed into the cruiser, and Johar did the same, settling down into the seat next to her.
She looked around and then said quietly, “The end of your family’s reign. They say that the time has run out. But now I see that is not true.” She looked at Johar, her eyes going up and down his body, taking in every inch of his muscled physique. “You will soon breed the heir you need. He is as fertile as the jobo.”
Tallia giggled nervously, blushing at the words.
“A jobo?” he asked.
The gardener burst out laughing, and then apologized. “I am sorry. That was wrong of me.”
“It’s all right. I just hope you are right,” Tallia said, and climbed into the cruiser. “Coming?” she asked Johar.
The gardener laughed again, but this time said nothing other than, “Safe journey. Be back before nightfall.”
“Why?” Tallia asked. “I’m not afraid of anything out there.”
The gardener became serious now. “We are under curfew.”
“What?” Tallia asked.
“The Emissars brought the change in only five days ago. If you are not in the palace before nightfall, then you have to report to the captain on your return. They will come and lock these gates too,” she said, pointing at the wooden gates leading out into the world outside the palace.
“And that is not something we would want to do?” asked Johar. “I mean you are the princess; you rule the planet right now. What will the captain say to you?”
“I don’t know,” Tallia said. “Maybe we shouldn’t go.”
“Wait.” He placed his hand on hers as she made to get out of the cruiser. “They cannot tell you what you can and cannot do.”
“I know.” She looked at him harshly, and then she understood what he was saying. “Oh, I didn’t mean we shouldn’t go because of being back by nightfall, I meant we should not go so that I can go and tell the Emissars to revoke the curfew, and find out what other laws are being passed that I don’t know about.”
“Not now. Let’s go out first, and when you have calmed down, we will go and see them.”
“We?” she asked. “You have no say in this.”
“I don’t want a say in it. What I do want is to protect you.”
She sat back down, looking almost horrified, as if she did not know how to process the words he had just said. Beside them the gardener giggled and walked off muttering something about hope and the jobo.



Chapter Nine – Tallia
Was he playing with her? Or simply playing her, just as he had played the man in the inn. To him this was a gamble; to her it was her life, and the lives of her people. Yet she could not work out his angle, unless it was to keep her alive so he could get the rest of his coin. He also needed to keep his own head attached to his shoulders. So that must be why he would help her, things would be a lot easier if she were alive and free to transfer the currency to his account.
Another part of her wanted to believe he cared for her. Yet her logic told her that was impossible, they had only met a few hours ago. No one fell in love that fast, did they?
She ignored her own feelings in this; they didn’t count. It was easy to believe you were in love with someone when you were lonely and marginalized, and your only true friend was your slave. 
“So these jobo?” he asked, grinning.
“What about them?” she asked coolly. Her thoughts had switched to more important things, such as the curfew.
“I take it they breed a lot,” he said, leaving his meaning hanging. 
“I only require you to make me pregnant once. Hopefully.”
“And then what? You are going to throw me out?”
“Johar T’Omil, I can’t afford to pay you more than we agreed. So yes. One child. Then you leave.” 
“Ouch,” he said, clasping his hands to his heart was, and her eyes were drawn to the silver tattoos that seemed to shimmer where his hands touched his skin.
“Tell me about those.” She indicated his silver tattoos.
“These.” His voice became serious. “They were a gift on my fifth birthday.”
“A gift. That does not tell me what they are for. They have meaning, I presume. They are part of your power.”
“My power? I don’t think I have power. Only through these. They were given by the Elusive Monks; they are a combination of magical wards and glamours.”
“Which is what you used on the guards?” she asked.
“Yes, they come in useful sometimes, but I use them as little as possible.”
“Why?”
“Because I like to be seen for who I really am.”
She laughed. “You are over seven feet tall, and built as big as a tirimir. How can people not see you for what you really are. Especially with that sense of humor you have.” 
“Sarcasm. Right?”
“I wasn’t being sarcastic. Not really,” she said truthfully, as she guided the cruiser out of the gate the gardeners used. It was not guarded, but required a code, which she had been given. Once the code was inputted, the gates opened and she drove slowly through them. Then they were free.
“So you like my sense of humor?” he asked, leaning back and looking around them as they drove.
“I didn’t say that either.” They were traveling through a field of corn which was only up to knee height. She used to love coming out here as a child and getting lost in the stalks of gold when it was the shoulder height of an adult and hid her almost completely. Those memories were some of her best. A time when she had no real idea of what the world was like. No expectations, no fears.
“Tell me what you are thinking?” he asked.
“Private thoughts.”
“Serious thoughts, by the look of your face.”
“Now you can read my expressions?” she asked, flattening her expression to keep her thoughts veiled from him.
“Don’t,” he said softly.
“Don’t what?”
“Shut me out.”
“That is the best place for you … on the outside.”
“Are you so scared of letting anyone in?”
“Only those I don’t know.”
“Which is everyone. Except Rian. Tell me what is the connection between you two?”
“I am her princess, she is my slave.” She closed her eyes to shut him out, then she heard him sigh. Would it be so bad to let him in? To let anyone in?
“Good, neutral answer,” he said blandly.
“What’s it like on your world? Limera, isn’t it?” She wanted to know that other places existed where peace reigned. “And why did you leave?”
“I’m a trader. That’s why I left.”
“Now who is hiding from who they really are?”
He sat up, and turned to look at her. “Why do you care? I thought I was only here to fuck you.”
“Now who is defensive?” She studied him for a moment. “I suppose I want to know who the father of my child is.”
“Or maybe you don’t.” He looked out of the window as the corn field gave way to a field of grass, where in the distance they could see the rows upon rows of solar panels, which powered the palace and the surrounding town. “You think your planet is screwed up.”
“Tell me about yours,” she said. “I would truly like to know. It’s been a long time since anyone has spoken to me about politics. My father kept me out of it all, but my mother, when she was coherent, used to tell me about the different planets and their leaders. I think she began to realize that I was the only hope for the monarchy to continue its rule. Which is probably why she went crazy in the end.”
“Don’t say that. I think they would be proud of you. Both of your parents.”
“My mother, yes; my dad could never feel anything but disappointment towards me. He would never betray my mother by taking another wife or mistress, but when she died, he planned to remarry and produce an heir. A boy.”
“But he died soon after?”
“Within a year.”
“What happened?”
“An accident. He traveled to the outer lands; that is where the spiritual center of Carinia is. The Emissars persuaded him that the gods would bless him if he went through the trials of the Nine.”
“He failed the trials?”
“No. He passed them. But on the way home his cruiser blew up.” A surge of sorrow swept over her. Tallia had always hoped that one day her father would recognize that she was capable of ruling, that he did not need a son to carry on his bloodline. Yet it was not to be. At least she had been spared the heartache of him finding a woman to replace her mother. She knew that was unfair and selfish, but she could not bear the thought of someone else in her mother’s chamber, or in her father’s arms. It would have been like a betrayal.
“I’m sorry.” He sounded sincere.
“Thank you. I should miss him, but he hardly spoke to me. After my mother died, he would avoid me; it was as if he blamed me for everything. But particularly blamed me for not being a boy.”
Ahead of them the fields gave way to woodland, and that was where she steered the cruiser towards. It was good to enter the coolness of the forest, for the green leaves to filter the sunlight; it soothed her, and she would have loved to have lived here, in a treehouse somewhere, rather than the palace with all its rules and traditions.
“My mother came from a planet where two-thirds of the land was covered in ancient forests. She would tell me about them when I went to sleep.”
“You were close to her?” he asked.
“When I was young, before her obsession over an heir for my father overtook her.” She slowed to enjoy being under the forest canopy. “And you? Are your parents both from Limera?”
“Yes, it’s frowned upon to marry an alien.” He laughed and shook his head. “So my popularity is going to skyrocket after we’re married.”
“Because your family is important.” She studied him as they passed under dappled shade and into patches of sunlight, his body going from a sliver shimmer to a cool glow, making him look more magical than ever.
“Why would you say that?” He sounded suspicious; she knew she had hit a nerve.
“The tattoos. You were given them when you were five. Are all children given them when they are five by your Elusive Monks?”
“No.”
“So you were singled out. Maybe because your parents, or your clan, helped them. Or maybe because you are part of a ruling family. Don’t look at me as if I’m mad. You are no ordinary male. Even next to your friend Krigan, there is a difference that is obvious. And it stands to reason.”
“What stands to reason?”
She paused, not sure how he was going to take the news that she had visited a fortune teller who told her he was fated to be her husband. “Do you think it’s chance that I met you when I did?”
“Yes.” He shook his head. “Please don’t tell me you think it was something else.”
She smiled, but didn’t answer. This was going to make her sound deluded. But then why shouldn’t he believe her, he was the one with shiny tattoos all over his body.
“I went to see a fortune teller. She told me to look for the moon in the stars. And
I found you.”
He laughed, a deep belly laugh, which she liked. “A fortune teller. I hope you didn’t give her much coin.”
“Two bags of silver coins.”
He tilted his head back and roared with laughter. “I would send your guards to go get it back. No one can tell the future.”
Now she did feel stupid. He reminded her of her father and how angry he was when her mom went to see Misha’Ha. “We’re here,” she said suddenly, and guided the cruiser off the main path and into a clearing where a small cottage stood.
Cottage might have been a little generous. It was a mud hut, but outside of it were two children playing. They were very grubby, but obviously happy. When they saw the cruiser, they jumped up and ran into the house calling for their mother.
A middle-aged woman with silver hair and fair skin appeared, and stood still for one moment, her hand wrapped around a long pole that might have been a walking staff to the untrained eye, but Tallia knew it was for self-defense. However, her expression shifted, and then she smiled a smile that lit up her face and she ran to Tallia, pulling her to her and holding her close.
Tallia froze. She had not been held like this for so long. Even Rian did not hug her. Slowly her stiffness faded and she put her arms tentatively around the woman. “Yassa.”
“My Princess. Oh Tallia, I have wondered how you were. My sister sent word that things were not good at the palace, she told us to keep away.”
“I wouldn’t say they were that bad.” Tallia pulled back and looked at Yassa. “But you are probably right to avoid it. The Emissars are not fond of anything with a connection to my parents.”
“Including you?”
“Especially me.” She tried to laugh it off, but those words were true.
“And who is this you have brought to see me? The children said you had brought a moon giant with you.”
“This is Johar.” Tallia held her hand out, and Johar stepped closer.
“Johar, it is good to meet you.” Yassa looked from Tallia to Johar and smiled.
“Hello. May I call you Yassa?” Johar bowed his head slightly in welcome and respect.
“Of course. So tell me why are you so special that not only has Tallia decided to visit me, but to bring you too.”
“Johar is to be my husband.”
“Husband! I didn’t know.”
“Neither did I until earlier today.”
“So sudden.” The words are you sure, hung between them. “You went to see Misha’Ha?” Yassa looked at Johar again.
“Yes.”
“Oh, Tallia.” Yassa’s brow furrowed, making her look old beyond her years, and Tallia realized how much she meant to the woman who had helped raise her as a child.
“I had no choice.”
“Do not let the Emissars know this.”
“No one else knows. Only you, me and Rian.”
“And me,” Johar said.
“You won’t tell anyone; if you do, they will chop your head off,” Tallia reminded him.



Chapter Ten – Johar
“Nice,” he said. What the hell had she got him into? Which was rich coming from a man who had got himself into so many scrapes he was lucky to be alive and breathing free air. Although he was feeling less free and more penned in by the minute. What had started out as an easy and enjoyable way to make a large amount of money was suddenly looking like a dangerous mission. 
“Come, I will make you some tea. It looks as if your Johar needs a little sustenance, he has gone pale.”
“I am always pale,” he said, not without humor. Helping Tallia, he lifted the baskets from the cruiser. “All of them?” he asked.
“Yes.” They carried the baskets inside the hut, Tallia helping him, even though he could have managed them all alone. 
“Where shall we set these down?” Tallia asked.
Johar looked around. There wasn’t too many places to set them. The hut was no bigger than one large room with beds made of soft straw along one side. The thatch on the roof needed redoing, and the floor was dusty, covered with thresh to keep it from drifting up as they walked over it. He wondered why anyone would live out here. That was when the threat from the Emissars became more real to him. Yassa was hiding from them. Maybe she should have gone further away, but the pull of her old life at the palace, Tallia, and her sister Mabel, was too much for her to cut her ties entirely.
“Here.” Yassa cleared some space on a small table. Tallia opened the first basket and began emptying the contents. “I cannot accept it all.”
“Yes you can. I would come more often if I could.” Tallia’s face became blank, but he had grown to know that that was her defense mechanism taking over. When her emotions were at their strongest, that was when she hid them. 
“So things are that bad?” Yassa asked.
“I always thought my father held the control over the planet, but I think he let the Emissars take it back. Especially when my mother died. I hadn’t realized. But when he died, they were poised.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “They were ready.”
Yassa lifted her eyes to look at Johar. “Is this why you went to see Misha’Ha?”
“So she could tell me where to find a husband. I need an heir.”
Yassa looked at Tallia sternly. “And she sent you to a big tattooed alien? And you’re sure you are supposed to marry him, or did she mean for him to give you protection?”
“I asked her to tell me…” The blank expression covered her face again. “I asked her to tell me how to beat the Emissars.”
“You should not have to marry for that reason alone.” Yassa told her.
He listened to the conversation, saw the look that passed between Yassa and Tallia, and wondered if the marriage was off. However, this was not the time for that conversation. But damn him if he was going to let her use him like a hired hand.
He chuckled to himself. Of course, that was exactly what he was, no, not a hired hand, a hired cock. Maybe he should make love to her here today outside of her palace walls and show her what she would be inviting into her life, into her bed if she took him as a husband. Then her words came back to him. She only ever planned to keep him by her side to make a child.
To her, this had never been a permanent relationship; she wanted an heir, she wanted his seed, she did not want him, or need him. 
“Johar? Yassa asked if you wanted tea?” As Tallia spoke, he looked at her for the first time, seeing not a rich princess, but a woman he desired, a woman who was worthy of him, and of whom his father would most likely approve of, even if she was not of their race.
She was everything he would have run from before today, because she was everything he had run from his whole life. Power and the pressure to be what you were not, who you were not. 
The reason he hated these tattoos was that they were a constant reminder of his fate and his duty to his father and his people, a fate he didn’t want. Yet here, Tallia was fighting to keep everything he had convinced himself he wanted to give up. Through her eyes he could see why a man wanted to rule, why a woman wanted to rule. To make things better for the people, not to hand over power so hard won by her ancestors so the Emissars could rule by pain and terror.
“Johar,” she prompted again. “Please do not be rude.”
“I’m sorry. Yes. Tea please, Yassa.” He looked at Yassa, their eyes meeting, and a smile spread across her face.
“Maybe he is the marrying kind.” Yassa turned away and poured the tea, but Tallia was staring at him, and her expression said otherwise.
“Food?” Tallia asked.
The hut seemed too small with him in there, too claustrophobic. “Shall we eat outside?” he asked, and then ducked back out into the fresh air, needing to clear his head and compose his thoughts. He needed to figure out what he wanted, and how he was going to achieve it. It was time for Johar T’Omil to stop running and start fighting for what he wanted.
And what he wanted was a princess. His father would most likely laugh until he wept tears of silver when he heard that news.



Chapter Eleven – Tallia
Going to see Misha’Ha had been with one purpose in mind, how to keep the Emissars from taking power. Her mother always said that the witch psychic knew what a person needed, and sometimes the answer she gave was not the answer to the question asked, but the answer to someone’s deepest need, so deep that person might not even know it needed an answer.
Was that what has happened here? She had asked about a husband, and Misha’Ha had seen deep inside her head and realized that what Tallia really needed was a protector, a champion, someone big enough and strong enough to stand up to the Emissars. Could this one man, her big silver-tattooed alien, be a one-man army and defeat the Emissars?
“Why don’t we stop here for a while?” he asked. 
They were traveling back to the palace. She was taking the scenic route past the river that flowed close to the city, where traders from the other parts of Carinia transported their goods along its wide, calm waters. The place Johar was pointing to was a tributary that fed the river; it was quiet and pretty, perfect for two lovers in the evening twilight to hide away.
“We should get back,” she said nervously.
“Why, so we don’t break curfew?” he teased, trying to bait her.
“I do not want trouble. But then, I suppose trouble is coming.”
“Then let’s stop.” His eyes said he wanted to do more than talk, and her body wanted to agree.
She slowed the cruiser and he was out of it before they had come to a stop, but instead of walking off towards the river, he came to her side of the cruiser, and helped her out. Gathering her up as if she was a small child, and cradling her to him. “I can walk, you know,” she said.
“I know.” She rested her head on his large chest, listening to the strong beat of his heart as he carried her over to the river and set her down on the soft springy grass. “I like holding you.”
His admission seemed hard fought, as if words like these were alien to him, as alien as he was to her. As she looked at him, his silver tattoos seemed to glow brighter than ever. Kneeling up, she placed her hand on his chest, and traced the pattern of what looked like a crescent moon. Where her fingertips touched him, the skin glowed whiter, and a small electrical charge seemed to emanate from him.
“Tell me about them.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his skin, feeling the buzz against them.
He groaned, and moved, so swift she was unprepared. He laid her down on her back, his body nestled between her thighs. “I want you, Tallia. You have no idea what you do to me.”
He moved his body, his cock hard, stimulating her clit, making her want him, ache for him, in return. “Not here.”
“Why not?” Johar pressed his lips to hers, his hand sliding between their bodies to press against her sex, he would know how much she wanted him, how much she ached for him, when he felt the heat there.
And maybe he was right. Maybe they should make love out here beneath the trees. He might put the child she needed in her belly, and then there would be no need for weddings and husbands. Her child would be a bastard.
“Johar, stop, please.”
“Don’t tell me you don’t want me, I feel the heat between your thighs, and smell the scent of your arousal,” he murmured against her neck as he kissed her softly, his lips leaving a trail of fire on her skin.
“I … we, have to do this properly.” She pushed him, but he was too strong, too big and she was like a tiny timil beneath him, powerless and small.
“I aim to do it properly, and for that we need neither a bed nor a ceremony.”
“Johar, please.” Her voice was urgent, as were his fingers pushing against the fabric between her thighs, making her want him, trying to make her forget her uncertainty. “Johar, stop.”
This time her words connected with his brain, and he lifted his face, his eyes heavy with arousal. “Yassa’s words have made you change your mind?”
“What?”
“I saw how you thought on what she said.”
“About. What … about getting married?”
“Yes. I would make a good protector, but not a good husband.”
She couldn’t move away from him, he still had her pinned beneath his body. Inside, her anger flared. “What do you think this is? I paid you fair and square.”
“Half. You paid me half fair and square, remember.”
“And the other half when…” She shook her head. “This is all about making sure I marry you, so you can get the other half of your money. What, you think I’ll withhold your fee unless you fuck me on our wedding night?”
“That was the deal.” His voice rose too, and she wanted to shove him aside. Instead she felt tears prick her eyes.
“Damn you.” She pushed at his chest, but he didn’t move, and her tears spilled down her cheeks, too quick for her to wipe away before he saw them.
His voice softened. “Don’t fight me, Tallia. Don’t fight against everything in your life.”
“I’m not.”
“Is it so much easier to believe no one cares?” 
Now she did hit him, her balled-up fist struck his shoulder; he didn’t even flinch. “You don’t know me, and you have no right to judge me.” A sob bubbled up in her chest and she was horrified when it erupted, her body shuddering with the force.
“I’m not judging you. I think we are more similar than you can imagine, we both run and hide inside, but to others we put on this armor, to shield our true feelings, until we begin to believe we don’t care, we aren’t capable of love. Only you faced your duty. Whilst I ran from it.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I’m trying to say I’m sorry. I thought if I made love to you here, you would marry me.”
“So you can get your money,” she sobbed again.
“No. Because I want to marry you. I want to help you and I want you to bear my child. A child I had sworn I never wanted.”
“Who are you, Johar T’Omil?”
“Until I met you, I didn’t know. Maybe your Misha’Ha is for real.” He sat up, shifting his weight off her. “I’m sorry. I think I was trying to cling on to who I thought I was.”
She placed her hand on his bare back, touching the tattoos there. “Who are you, Johar T’Omil?” she asked again softly.
He shook his head. “I don’t know. I have been so many things. And now I am something different. I have evaded responsibility as if it was death knocking at my door. I saw it as something to outrun, something that would chain me to a life I didn’t want. Now, seeing how much you want the responsibility of your people’s life and happiness, for all the right reasons, you make me ashamed.”
His skin shone silver, one tattoo particularly lit up bright than the rest. Tallia traced her finger along it; the skin was smooth, but she could feel it. “What does this one mean?”
“That is the symbol of my clan. The sun and the bear. Constellations in our night sky. I am the bear. And the sun represents my people, represents life. I am supposed to be protector of that light.”
“Instead you are here.”
“Yes.”
She got up, feeling the loss of his nearness keenly. “You are free to go, Johar T’Omil. This is not your fight and your people need you.”
He rose to stand next to her, towering above her. “I am not leaving, Tallia. That is what I have done my whole life. Run. Not this time. We will defeat your Emissars and then our planets will be united by our joining. I will return to my father and do as he wishes.”
Relief swept over her. “Thank you. I always thought I could do this alone. But I can’t.”
“Yes, you can.” He tilted her chin so she had to look into his eyes, the tattoos on his skin silver, glowing as one, making him look like a wraith in the gathering dusk. “But you don’t have to. And not just because I am here. But because the people love you, they are just waiting for a sign that you are willing to accept that love.”
She smiled and pushed him away. “Now you are telling fairy tales.”
“It’s true.”
“We should get back. We’re about to miss curfew.”
“Then let’s miss it,” he said.
Tallia stroked his skin and said, “One thing my father did teach me is not to pick a fight if there is no need.”
“This from the princess who sent her men into battle against the Garundi.”
“As I said, if there is no need. With the Garundi, there was a need. I could never let another race take any of our land.”
“I was joking,” he said. “It is good to be strong and not afraid to act if you need to.” He held out his hand to her. “You are right. Let’s not let them spoil our wedding day.”
She took his hand and allowed him to pull her to her feet. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“Accepting my money.”
“Half. You’ve only paid me half.”
“The rest is performance-based,” she said, kissing his lips.
“Oh, My Princess. You will want to pay me double.” 
“We shall see.”



Chapter Twelve – Johar
He woke to the sun blazing through his window and a sense of disconnect. Where was he? Tallia.
His body remembered her, his cock hardening under the sheets. Today she would marry him, and this would be the last morning he would wake up alone. Her body would be his, and he intended to make every use of it.
Dragging himself out of bed, he dressed quickly. His pants were made of leather, soft-worn from all the days he had worn them during all the hours he had worked as he cruised the galaxy looking for trading opportunities. They did not seem to be the most appropriate clothes to marry a princess in, but then she probably didn’t care.
He smiled. That was one thing he had found unexpected in her, she did not stand by protocol: if he turned up butt naked she probably wouldn’t mind. However, he realized he had to cover up his torso and his tattoos. So a clean shirt should be procured.
Heading out of the room, he tried to remember the way to the kitchens. He had no desire to sit and eat with the Emissars, and so direct action was best. Kitchen, a plateful of food, and the sun on his face. That was the perfect start to any day, let alone his wedding day. 
The kitchen was alive with people rushing around and voices clamoring to be heard. So much so that hardly anyone took any notice when the seven-foot silver alien walked in. Only Yassa’s sister stopped to speak to him.
“How was Yassa?” Mabel asked.
“Well. Tallia gave her practically all of the food.”
This made the cook smile. “Good. There is precious little food in those woods. They scavenge and gather what they can, and her man has tilled the earth to make a small kitchen garden, but the soil is not fertile. Unlike my sister’s womb.” With that she thrust a plateful of food at him and said, “Go. You are in the way. Such short notice for a wedding.”
“We could just have a quiet ceremony; there is no need for all this.” He was sure Tallia wouldn’t mind. 
“The Emissars think otherwise. And I suppose your marriage to the Princess will change everything for them.” Her voice dropped low. “Which is why I am surprised they are celebrating.” She gave him a knowing look, her eyebrows raised, and then went back to kneading her dough.
Johar went outside, and leaned against the wall as he ate the soft pastry he had been given, along with some fruit and nuts. It wasn’t exactly the hearty breakfast he would have preferred; given a choice he would have had some meat, hot and dripping with fat to give him the strength to get through the day. 
After finishing his food, he headed back inside for some water, or ale, that might make the day a lot easier to cope with. How the hell was he standing on an alien planet about to get married?
“Master Johar.” It was Rian; she walked down the corridor towards him. “I am happy to have found you.”
“Rian. How is Tallia this morning?”
“Nervous, I believe, but excited too. I have seen a change in her I had never dared hope to see.” Rian smiled shyly at him. “She is happy.”
“Good. I’m pleased,” Johar said. “Can I see her?”
“No. It is bad luck.”
“Oh.”
Rian giggled. “But she does wish to speak to you. So you will come with me and I will take you to her. You will be on one side of the wooden panel screen; she will be on the other.”
He didn’t ask why it was OK to speak to someone, but not see them on their wedding day, he simply followed Rian, more than happy to have something to occupy his mind. This was going to be a long day, since the ceremony was not until two o’clock in the afternoon.
“Here,” Rian said, opening a door, but as soon as she did, they heard voices. He recognized the voice of his bride-to-be, the other was of one of the Emissars, the one called Aleck. Rian was about to back out of the room when he stopped her. Ducking down, he moved behind the screen, listening to the voices that were raised in disagreement.
“Princess, on reflection, we have to object to you joining with this man. We know nothing about him.”
“I know enough about him to know he is the man for me. He will make a good husband and a good protector to our child.”
“A child you have not yet conceived.”
“He is strong and virile; of that I have no doubt.” These words brought a smile to Johar’s face.
“But what of you, Princess. What if you have the same affliction as your mother?”
“Affliction?” she asked, her voice rising further.
“Yes, your mother gave birth to you, a female, but she was barren from then on. What if you do not produce a male heir?”
“And what if I do?” she hissed.
“Is it fair to keep the population hanging like this? Surely it would be better to hand over the running of the planet to the Emissars until you have given birth to a child and we know that child is a boy.”
“Is that what this is about? You and the other Emissars are scared. You are scared I will have a boy and you will be powerless.”
“The Emissars are never powerless, Princess.” The Emissar’s voice came out like an angry hiss. “We have indulged you, tried to give you time to come to your senses, to mourn your father’s passing, but no more.”
“I will remind you that I am still the ruler of this planet.”
“Only because we allow it.”
“You allow it? It is the law. It is our way.”
“Then maybe the way should be changed. We leant our support to the males of your line because we knew we needed a strong leader to keep the slavers and traders in their place. You are not that leader.”
“You’re afraid,” she said. “You are afraid you will lose your power just as those before you. You never expected me to find a husband. You tried everything you could to stop me meeting a suitable man.”
“He is not a suitable man, let alone a suitable husband. He is no husband; he is no prince. Look at him, he is some freak you found in the … where did you find him exactly, Princess?”
“That does not matter to you.”
“Oh, but it does. You dragged him from the market, from what I hear. A common, street-brawling thug. Oh yes, I have eyes and ears. And do you know what else those eyes and ears tell me?”
A silence hung in the air.
“No? You don’t want to guess?” His voice was contemptuous as he spoke his words. “That you are as mad as your mother. That you went to the witch, and the witch told you who you who you were supposed to marry. Is this true?”
“And what if it is?”
The Emissar laughed. “Call off this wedding. Do not make a fool of yourself in front of all of your subjects.”
“There is no rule to say I can’t marry whoever I want.”
“No. But we will make sure you do not rule.”
“Are you threatening me?”
“Yes,” he spat, and then there was the sound of footsteps walking away. But all he could hear was Tallia taking deep breaths as she tried to calm herself down.
Johar lifted his hand, standing up straight to tear the screen down. “No!” Rian said, standing in front of him. “It is bad luck.”
Johar stepped back, letting his hand fall to his side. If there was one thing they did not need, it was more bad luck.



Chapter Thirteen – Tallia
Tallia stood firm and watched him leave, her head held high and back straight, even though inside she was crumpling like a piece of discarded parchment. But not with fear, with anger: her body wanted to fold in on itself and erupt into a seething mass of fury and strike down the damn Emissars and their provocative stance on anything that did not go along with their wants.
Provocative. Yes, that was what Aleck had come her for, to provoke her into actions she would regret. To try to force her into making a mistake, or letting her temper go and so proving she was unsuitable, unstable. Those were the words she had heard him use to describe her mother when it was revealed how many times she had gone to visit Misha’Ha. 
“You are not your mother.” The words resonated inside her head, but they had come without.
“Johar?” she called quietly.
“He is behind the screen,” Rian said as she approached. “He is a little too tall, though.”
Tallia couldn’t help but smile at the thought of her big silver alien hiding behind the wooden screen. She expected him to burst out, for it to fall down and reveal him. “Is he kneeling down?”
“No, I am not kneeling down; I am not quite ready to bend my knee in your presence, My Princess,” he said, the anger barely concealed in his voice. “Although my fists would very much like to pummel a certain Emissar’s head.”
“Another day, perhaps. Let us be married, and then we can deal with the Emissars from a place of power.”
“You think they will accept our marriage and let you rule?”
“No.” She shook her head. “But if we do not marry, or something happens to disrupt the day, then the people will see it as an omen.”
“Your people do like their omens, My Princess,” Rian interjected.
“The Emissars are very good at using them at the most opportune moment.” Tallia stood next to the screen, and reached out to touch it, sure she could feel the faint buzz of electricity his tattoos gave off. “Please don’t fail me, Johar.”
They were the most honest words she had ever said. She could not offer him anything other than uncertainty. Not even love. There was no way to know if they would make a good match or if they would prove to make a terrible husband and wife. All she could believe in were the words of a psychic witch, who might have been making the whole thing up, or using Tallia to further her own goals.
“I will be there, Tallia,” he said simply. “But there is one thing…”
“What? More money?” She was only half joking.
“No. I need a shirt.”
“Oh,” Rian said. “I have a shirt for you. And clean pants.”
“There is nothing wrong with my pants,” he said, offended.
Tallia laughed. “I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”
He sighed, and she was sure his hand touched the screen at the same place she did, and then he said, “Don’t let them hurt you, Tallia. Don’t let them beat you down. You are the princess.”
“But I will never be the queen,” she said sadly. “I will have to fight them every day for the rest of my life until our son comes of age. If I conceive a son.”
Before he could answer, she turned and walked away, wishing she had never gone to see Misha’Ha. She had dragged Johar into her mixed-up world, and she wasn’t sure that was fair.
***
“This should be a happy day,” Rian said to her as she checked every last detail on Tallia’s dress was perfect and then began to work on her hair. She had chosen to wear it up, which she never usually did, preferring to let it hang down around her shoulders in its natural dark auburn waves, but today she wanted to look sophisticated, she wanted to look like a grown-up.
“I am happy,” Tallia said. “But it’s not exactly how I dreamed my wedding day would be. Apart from no parents, well, no family at all at the ceremony, I will be surrounded by a group of people who wish me ill.”
“Those people do not matter.” Rian twisted a strand of her hair and pinned it to the top of her head, before separating another strand and starting again.
“Yes they do. They hold the fate of the planet and all its citizens in their hands.”
“Are you sure?” Rian asked, glancing at Tallia’s face in the mirror. “As far as I am concerned, you are the princess, the rightful ruler.”
“But you are just one person, Rian.”
“But there are a lot of me out there in the town and the marketplace. And they tell the people in the other towns and other markets.”
“Tell them what? That I am a spoilt girl who wants to play fairy-tale princess?”
“No, that you are strong and you have us in your heart. I might not come from your planet, but I have ears all the same. I know what they say.”
“What who says?” Tallia moved to turn around, but Rian put her hands on Tallia’s shoulders and turned her back to face the mirror.
“Hold still or I will not be finished on time and you will look lopsided.”
“Tell me, Rian. What do people think of me?”
“They think you are strong, and they believe you will make a better queen than your father did king.”
“I thought they loved my father.”
“They did. But they saw the way the Emissars took back power. He was lost when your mother died. Too easy to sway. The Emissars brought in new laws, harsh laws in the southern villages.”
“What kind of laws?” she asked. “And why have I never heard of them?”
“Because you do not hear the whispers like I do.”
“The whispers. You mean gossip?”
“Yes. There are rumors that in the south the women are considered the property of their husbands when they are married. It is how they used to live hundreds of years ago. And now the Emissars have told the men there they may go back to the old ways.”
“The Emissars have done this?” she asked. “Why?”
“Because the men in the south have deep pockets.”
“Bribery.”
“Yes, My Princess.” She pinned the last strand to Tallia’s head. Tallia had not been taking too much notice of the face staring back at her, but suddenly she looked at herself and saw a woman she did not recognize. Rian leaned forward and whispered, “You have to act quickly. They will only grow in strength. Your father gave them rope, do not let that rope hang you.”



Chapter Fourteen – Johar
He was about to get married. 
The temptation to run had never been so strong. Whatever madness had allowed things to get this far, he had to end it now. The right thing to do was to go straight to Tallia and tell her he had changed his mind and she would be better off without him.
And yet his feet stayed firmly rooted to the spot. He looked down as his feet; they were encased in black boots that weren’t his, and his legs were sheathed in new black leather pants that, unlike his old pants, were not worn to feel like a second skin. The shirt on his back was silk, white, pure, and Krigan would have laughed hard to see him standing here looking at the man in the mirror.
Krigan. If only he had boarded the cruiser with his friend and flown off into space full of bravado, looking for their next deal, or bigger trade.
Instead, he was about to get married.
“Shit,” he said to the empty room.
But it wasn’t empty. 
“Shit indeed.” One of the Emissars, the one who had spoken to Tallia, he was sure, came to stand behind him.
“Have you come to pass on your blessings for my union to your princess?” Johar asked.
“She is not my princess; we both know that. Neither is she your princess. So why don’t we discuss terms,” the Emissar said, coming to stand next to him and look at the big Limerian in the mirror. “It would be a shame for a man as unique as you to get caught up in our messy internal squabble.”
“A squabble. Is that what this is? Because if you ask me, I would say you and your fellow Emissars are looking to overthrow a monarchy.”
The Emissar laughed. “And what does it matter to one such as you?” The sneer in his voice was thinly veiled, as if he could not quite quell his thoughts of how superior he was to Johar and all of those around him. This man, this Emissar, thought he was above everyone, that he was so close to taking power that he could say what he wanted, make whatever deals he wanted and everything would fall into his lap.
“One such as me? And what exactly do you think I am?” Johar let his hands fall to his sides, resisting the temptation to flex his hands, ready to ball them into fists to punch this stuck-up Emissar across the room.
“I think you are a trader, who likes to make his coin whenever and wherever he can. I believe that you are marrying Tallia for something stronger than the love she would have us believe holds you together.” He turned to Johar, and if he was taller he would have whispered the words insidiously into Johar’s ear; instead, he had to breathe them across Johar’s chest. “Greed.”
“And one like you would know all about greed,” Johar said. “It permeates your every thought; it oozes from your skin like poison. You covet the throne, you wish to rule this planet, and you call me greedy. You would squash everything and anyone who tried to block you. You have become too powerful and it’s time the monarchy took back that power.”
The Emissar laughed loudly. “Such talk from a trader!”
“You think so little of me. You have no idea what I am, or who I am.”
“I know that you are a rogue. That you fought in the lower town, that I have witnesses to say you cheated and stole coin. I could have you flung in prison right now.”
“And why don’t you?” Johar asked.
“Because I would hate to spoil the princess’s big day.”
Johar studied the man in front of him. “So you will plan and scheme even after the wedding.”
“No. I have already planned, and my scheme is in place. You enjoy your day. And your wedding night, but your honeymoon may be a little disappointing.”
Johar did not answer him, refusing to allow the Emissar to believe his words had worked their way into Johar’s brain and now caused him concern. By getting married, instead of making Tallia’s position stronger, was he perhaps putting her in more danger?
“If you will excuse me, I will go and take my place in the hall. Don’t be too long, you do not want to keep your eager princess waiting. Do you?”
Left alone once more, Johar looked in the mirror, and the face staring back at him was even more of a stranger. The Emissar’s words had proved one thing to Johar. Despite his better judgment, not to mention his usual sense of self-preservation, he had feelings for the princess. He just didn’t know what he should do for the best.
Run.
That was his usual trait. To run, flee, leave behind the hard stuff. That was why he had become a trader, why he had left his home planet and his family behind. He admitted to himself now that he may have been wrong, that Tallia had taught him that he owed something to his people.
Yet this time around, running might be best way to deal with the situation.
However, as usual, he seemed incapable of doing what was best. So he took one last look in the mirror, and left the room, going down to the hall to marry his bride.



Chapter Fifteen – Tallia
“What if he never intended to go through with it?” Tallia asked Rian, who was doing her best to keep her princess calm.
“Then you begin your search again, and know that Misha’Ha was a liar.”
“I feel sick. What if the Emissars were right all along and Misha’Ha was the one who caused my mother to go crazy?”
“You are letting your nerves speak for you. Do you not see the way Johar looks at you, the way he glows when you are near? His tattoos light up, as if you are the sun to his moon. Your light shines on him and he reflects it to let the whole world know he loves you.”
“He does not love me.”
“You do not think so. He does not think so. But you are too foolish to allow yourself to believe anyone could love you, and he is too foolish to believe he could find love with a princess.”
“It might be my wedding day, but that does not mean you can talk to me like that.”
Rian laughed. “Perhaps if someone had talked like that to you when you were a child, you would not be in this position now.”
“And what does that mean?”
“That sometimes we learn more from the truth than from the lies we believe we want to hear.”
“Rian. I want to thank you for being my friend.” Rian looked up sharply, catching Tallia’s eyes in the mirror. “I mean it.”
“I am happy to be your friend.”
“And I want to do something for you.” Tallia took a deep breath, and nearly changed her mind, but she had to say what had been her head for weeks. “I’ve asked you before. And I want to ask you again. I want you to go home.”
“My princess. No.”
“I want you to. It would be safer there for you. I know the Emissars, and I know that they will not let this go. They will not let me be happy. I will have to fight for the right to rule, even as a regent. They will want to control my child. I know that now. And I also know I cannot let that happen. I fear a war is looming, one I don’t know if I can win.”
“And I will stand with you. Protect your child as if he was my own.”
“Rian, I cannot promise you that you will be safe.”
“I have never asked you to. I know how lucky I was to be bought by you. I know what fate might have been mine if you had not paid for my life.”
“But you should be free. I aim to rid the planet of slavery.”
“Then make me free, but do not send me away.”
“Oh, Rian.” Tallia hugged the woman who had become closer to her than anyone ever had before, even her own mother. “I don’t know how I will ever forgive myself if something happened to you.”
“And I do not know how I will live with myself if I left and something happened to you. I will protect you.”
The words seemed strange coming from the woman who had come to her as a frightened and bewildered adolescent and had grown into a strong and trustworthy woman.
“Thank you.” Tallia smiled at Rian, trying not to let the tears, which misted her eyes, fall. She didn’t want her eyes to look red-rimmed as she walked through the hall to meet Johar. For no other reason than she hated the thought of the Emissars thinking they had upset her.
“We should go,” Rian said. “You look beautiful.”
Tallia couldn’t stop the one single tear that ran down her cheek. “I wish my mother was here.”
“I am sure she watches over you.” Rian dabbed the tear off Tallia’s cheek. “She would be proud.”



Chapter Sixteen – Johar
Standing in the great hall, surrounded by a hundred people he didn’t know was probably the most vulnerable Johar had ever felt. He stood out. His height, his silver skin, which was shining dimly, was enough to make people stare and whisper. Johar’s normal reaction would have been to either scare them just a little with a display of his strength, or to walk away and let them talk. 
Walking away was not an option. Neither was taking on ten of the strongest men here and knocking them out. Unless the Emissars volunteered. Then he might not stop at knocking them out; wringing their necks until their tongues rolled out would be much more satisfying.
“Johar.” A man, he looked like a guard, approached him.
“Yes.” Johar moved his hand, a reflex, to where his laser should be on his hip. But no weapons were allowed in this hall. Pity.
“I have been sent by Princess Tallia to give you these.” The guard lifted his hand. Johar’s twitched once more, cursing his lack of weapons, but then he saw the guard had two rings in his hand. Not exactly a deadly weapon. “She did not expect you to have found rings.”
“She is correct. Thank you… What is your name?”
“Helker. I am of her personal guard.”
“I didn’t know she had a personal guard.” Johar took the rings, a glance over Helker’s shoulder telling him that the Emissars were watching the exchange.”
“We are charged with guarding the outer perimeter. I have been allowed in to witness the ceremony.”
“So you are not very personal anymore?” Johar asked, putting the rings safely in his pocket. He wondered if the one meant for him would fit. Jewelry had never been a thing he wore, and he had no desire to start, but he imagined it was part of the tradition here, and he wanted nothing to give the Emissars a reason to say their gods, or whoever it was they made sacrifices to, had sent an omen to foretell the doom of this marriage before it had even begun. Those kind of whispers were not welcome on this day.
“No. The Emissars said the best way to protect the princess was to protect the palace.”
“Thank you.” He held out his hand to Helker, and when the guard took it, he leaned in to touch foreheads, as was his custom. As the guard did the same he whispered. “Are your guards still loyal to her?”
“Yes.” Helker hardly sounded the word. But the slight squeeze of his hand told Johar that Tallia still had some allies. If it came down to a fight.
A murmur spread through the hall, and he turned to see his bride-to-be standing alone in the great ornate doorway. He assumed this hall, like the rest of the palace, had been built by her people. There were scenes carved into the wood, of stars and planets, of space cruisers and alien races, the latter scenes showing how Tallia’s people had conquered worlds.
As she stood in the doorway, with the Emissars gathered around her to escort her to him, he saw the difference in the species acutely. The Emissars were dark haired and dark eyed, their skin olive colored, while Tallia had auburn hair that reflected the light from the huge windows that were built into the roof. He had stared into her eyes, and even from this distance could see the color of them: light blue, almost gray, they sparkled with life. While the Emissars were dull in comparison.
Tearing his eyes away from his bride, he looked around the room, and saw that the people here were a mixture of colors and creeds. Tallia’s people had brought a cosmopolitan world to life. Whereas the Emissars had only bred amongst the indigenous population. 
It reminded him of his own people. As Tallia started to walk towards him, he wondered what his father would say about his choice of bride. When he returned to his home planet. His soul ached for that return, after so long away. To see his family, all those he had left behind when he had gone rogue and walked away from everything that was his.
One step at a time, she drew closer to him. He didn’t see anything other than her, she looked beautiful, and radiant. She smiled, and his tattoos glowed brighter, dazzling as his skin transmitted his feelings for her. Only when he allowed his peripheral vision to come into sharp focus did he see the surprise on the faces of the congregation. If anything was going to settle the question of whether he truly wanted Tallia, then his twinkling tattoos would.
Damn, he must look like a fairy dancing on a moonbeam. Yet even this thought would not allow him to bring his happiness under control. Maybe it would be enough to prove to the Emissars that he was in love with her, that he wasn’t some mercenary out to make a quick buck.
Yet when he looked at the Emissars, there was nothing but contempt on their faces. Maybe they just didn’t like sparkly aliens.



Chapter Seventeen – Tallia
“What are you, some kind of beacon to guide me? I certainly could not get lost when you are lit up like the moon in the sky. Your tattoos are so bright they are shining through your shirt.” Tallia had reached Johar and had taken his arm to walk the last few feet with him alone. It was symbolic of a woman leaving her family behind.
He grinned, still shining, and she could also feel a faint buzz emanating from him too. “I’m pleased to see you. At least they are all staring at my glowing shirt, not my enormous cock, which is so hard for you.”
She wanted to hit him for being inappropriate, but instead he made her giggle nervously and she glance down swiftly at his pants. He was right; she could see his erection through his pants. Swallowing nervously at the thought of how big he was, she tore her eyes away, and instead concentrated on the master of ceremonies, an old man who had married her mother and father so many years ago. At least there was one person here who connected her to her family on this special day.
They stopped in front of him, and he smiled at both of them, although his gaze lingered longer over Johar, as if stunned by what he saw. Then he cleared his throat, remembering why he was here and what he was supposed to be doing, and started to speak.
The words washed over her. She spoke when she was supposed to, and held out her hand to accept the ring from Johar. Her mother’s ring. Tears threatened once more, but he touched her skin and for once she let her barriers down, allowed her training to lapse. The sensations flowing from him were incredible: the thoughts in her head were of love, and children, of his protection, and in amongst it all were glimpses of his planet, of him as a child, and of his family.
Whether he meant to send her all of that information, or if his defenses were no longer strong enough to hold himself back, she could not tell. Yet to Tallia, what passed between them in those precious moments made the bond between them deeper than any vows she would swear here today.
“You are now joined according to our laws. You may kiss the bride.” The words were spoken loud and clear as she pushed the ring on Johar’s finger. She smiled in satisfaction. It fit; there would be no embarrassing moment of trying to jam it on his finger. Rian had told her the correct measurements, although how she knew, Tallia did not know. One of the many mysteries Rian held.
Johar lowered his head, and she tilted her face up to meet him, standing on tiptoes, her hands on his arms as she tried to steady herself. His lips buzzed like the rest of him, and the sensation spread through her body. Johar placed his hand on the small of her back, sending a fresh wave of electricity through her body, while his lips moved against hers. This was no superficial kiss, this was a kiss that said she was his, that this was real, and she responded with passion.
Only when they parted did she remember to breathe, along with the rest of the people gathered here, who seemed to let out a collective sigh. Or maybe that was just the women, who would like a seven-foot alien in their bed too.
Not daring to speak, she took Johar’s arm as he led her back out of the hall. The people all seemed to be smiling and happy for her, and there were words of congratulation that she hoped were sincere.
“Where are we going now?” he asked.
“The banquet room,” she said, guiding him to the right.
“How big is this place?” he asked as they walked down a long corridor, which had paintings of other kings, along with those of the Emissars who had served them.
“Big. They kept adding to it for the first century or two.”
“Wow,” he said as she led him through a large doorway. The huge wooden doors were flung open, and before them, dishes of every description were laid out on long tables. “We are never going to eat all that food.”
“We aren’t supposed to. What remains is sent to the servants of the palace. So try not to eat all the food.”
“Oh, I don’t intend to. I do not want to be so full of food that all I want to do is sleep.” He winked at her and she blushed.
The other guests came in, with various oohs and ahhs. Leading the way, as was tradition, Tallia piled her plate with food, finding herself starving. She had been too nervous to eat this morning, and figured she might need to find her stamina for the rest of the day.
“How long do we have to stay here?” Johar asked after his third plateful of food.
“We can leave when we want. Most of the people here will linger all day, because of the free food and wine.”
“Then let’s go. I have waited long enough.”
“For what? Ohh.” She averted her eyes when she saw the desire in his eyes. “We’ve only known each other a day. It’s not exactly been too long.”
“You have no idea,” he said, his hand brushing innocently against her breast as he put his plate down on a side table. “I want you. Now.”
“I have to make a speech first.”
“Then make it fast, or these people might be in for a show with their meal.”
“A … show.” He liked to shock her; that was something she would have to get used to. But his words made her nervous, and she could not let anyone see those nerves. Pulling her barriers back up and blocking him out completely, she went to the side of the room near the window and called for quiet. All eyes turned to her.
“Thank you all for witnessing my marriage to Johar T’Omil. This has been one of the happiest days of my life. I am sure it will only ever be overshadowed by the birth of our children.”
“If it is a boy,” Aleck said quietly.
“I will celebrate whatever sex our child is, Emissar. A child is a blessing, of that no one can argue.”
She smiled magnanimously at him, and hated that his words had made her hope for a boy, when she wanted to fight for equality on the planet.
“So I would like to raise my glass and hope you all experience the same happiness.”
A murmur went around the room, and she smiled brightly as she walked towards Johar, staring at him as if he were a beacon in space that was guiding her home from a long voyage.
He took her hand and said, “Now it is time to put our child in your belly.”



Chapter Eighteen – Johar
His words lighted a flame of desire in her eyes, which made him want her more; she could not hide her true feelings from him. She took his hand and led him from the room, towards the stairs which led to her rooms. They passed people who smiled knowingly at them, and she didn’t seem to care that they were witnessing their princess rushing to take her alien rogue to her bed. Johar couldn’t resist making a fierce face, seeing their reactions; well, if he was to be labeled a rogue, then he was damn well going to live up to it.
She pushed her bedroom door open, breathless as she struggled to take in air, her breasts heaved, and he wanted to undress her and see her voluptuous breasts. He remembered how his hands had caressed her skin when she was in the bath. How his fingers had plunged inside her sex, and how the sweet sound of her release had filled his ears when she came.
“Well, My Princess,” he said, and pulled her to him, holding her tightly against his chest. “Now it is time for you to do my bidding.”
“Is that right?” she said, trying to struggle free, but he held her fast.
“Yes. I have done what you asked of me, I have stood in front of your people and promised to love and honor you. Now I will make love to you, and you will submit to me.”
“I’m still your princess.” She struggled again, and for a moment he wanted to control her to bend him to his will. He was so much bigger and stronger than her; she would have no choice but to comply. Yet he wanted her as his equal, not a broken woman betrayed by him, as she was being betrayed by her Emissars.
“I don’t deny that. But I want you naked and on the bed.” He released her, and began to undo the lacings on her dress. “I plan to make love to you until you don’t know what day it is or what planet you are on.”
Her fingers trembled as she helped him with the fastenings. First her skirt fell to the floor, and he paused in undressing her to rub his hand along the length of her sex, feeling the heat beneath her clothes. “And you want the same thing. Don’t you?”
“Yes,” she answered, and began to undo the buttons of his crisp white shirt. He put his hands over hers, and pushed them aside, then in one swift movement he gripped the white fabric and tore it from his body. 
She placed her hands on his chest, her lips pressing against his nipple, and she heard the swift intake of breath that signaled his enjoyment. “I want to kiss every inch of your body.”
Together they removed the rest of her clothes, their fingers entwining, hands stroking, lips pressing together as they worked. He had slept with so many women, maybe even hundreds, but that had been sex, a primal need for sex. With Tallia it was more than that; he wanted to give her pleasure, to make her want him as much as he wanted her.
By the time she was naked, he was sure that was true. Her expression was sometimes one of embarrassment as she stood before him naked, he could see the way her hands moved as they itched to cover herself, but she didn’t, she stood tall, head tilted upwards, her eyes locked with his.
“You are beautiful.” Johar placed his palm over her breasts, touching her nipple and circling it around to chafe her skin, feeling the bud harden. Licking his lips to moisten them, he lowered his head, and sucked the taut bud into his mouth. Her back arched as he grazed his teeth over her nipple, and she whimpered in need.
Licking and sucking each of her breasts in turn, while his fingers dipped into her wet sex, he aroused her until she was close to release. Only then did he stop. It took a moment for her to protest.
“I want to be inside you Tallia, I want to feel you come around me and fill you with my seed. But I needed to be sure you were ready, sure you were willing.” He maneuvered her back towards the bed. “Are you willing?”
“Yes,” she said her voice filled with emotion.
“Then ask me.”
“Ask you?” 
“Yes. I told you I wanted you to beg me to fuck you.”
Her eyes were heavy with her arousal as she said the words, “Fuck me, Johar.”
He chuckled. “I told you I would bend you to my will.” He lifted her up, his body nestling between her thighs as she wrapped her legs around him. Laying her down on the bed, he hovered above her, his mouth claiming hers, and he kissed her, his tongue parting her teeth, plundering her mouth, and moving in and out in a steady rhythm. Tallia sucked his tongue, her hands on his chest, and then moving lower to encircle his cock.
Up and down she stroked him, her hand inexperienced, but ready to explore exactly what he liked, until he stopped her. “Enough. I need to be inside you.”
“Then ask me,” she said.
“Fuck me, Tallia.” And with that he entered her, claiming his wife in the most primal way. 



Chapter Nineteen – Tallia
Closing her eyes, she savored every small movement as he entered her, every sensation as he flexed his hips forward, before pulling out of her again. Over and over, for what seemed like an eternity he filled her, only to pull back. His control was incredible, the tension in his body a testament to that. 
He supported himself on his elbows, keeping the bulk of his weight from crushing her. He was so big, in every way. Tallia stroked his skin, her fingers tracing the lines of his tattoos, watching them light up at her touch. It gave her something else to concentrate on when he moved inside her, now filling her to the point that she felt stretched to breaking point.
Her breath came fast, her panic mounting. “Relax, let me in,” he whispered in her ear, his lips kissing her earlobe. Could she let her defenses down? This act was so intimate; if she let him in completely, would she ever be able to replace the barriers she had grown to depend on?
“We are man and wife now, let me in.” He stopped moving, the head of his cock still inside her.
“I’m scared,” she said. She had learned to depend on herself; the only other person she trusted completely was Rian, and here was a man she had known only one day asking to influence the way she felt, the way she acted. If she let him in now, would a part of her be lost forever.
“I won’t hurt you. If you let me in, I promise to let you in too. You will know what I feel, you will know me in ways no one else can. It is a gift from the Elusive Monks. It is why they stay celibate, so that their secrets are kept forever.”
“How do I know you aren’t telling me fairy tales?” she asked, kissing his chest, fascinated by his tattoos. It was as if his skin was alive, with a mind of its own.
“You don’t. But at some point you will have to trust me if we are going to make you queen and get rid of the Emissars.”
“And you will be king.”
He chuckled. “Being king means nothing to me. If it did, I would not be here with you; I would be home on my own planet.”
“Who are you?” Tallia asked.
“If you really want to know. Let me in.”
“A man of mystery,” she said.
“You have no idea,” he said, kissing her neck and beginning to move inside her again, pushing deeper, his thrusts harder as his momentum grew stronger.
“Johar,” she said, her voice higher as her impaled her on his cock, deeper and deeper. She wanted to let him in, wanted to know all of his secrets, who he was, and what he was running from. However, she was not ready to expose herself to him so thoroughly.
He pulled out, and then lunged into her, groaning as the friction between their bodies grew more intense. Tallia tried to make him forget that she had turned him down. Using her hands and her mouth she chose to chase him to the edge of his orgasm and then plummet over with him.
She kissed his chest, her fingers tweaking his nipples. His breath hissed, and she sucked on the taut bud, mimicking the way he had sucked and licked her. Nails digging into his back, she urged him on, his thrusts becoming harder, faster. It was working, he was reaching the point of no return.
Johar slid his hand underneath her, holding her still while he lunged harder, his body jerking as his climax hit him and he emptied his seed into her. He cried out, and then saw she was not quite there, not quite on the brink. His mouth closed around her nipple, and he sucked it hard, his body tilting so that with each thrust he grazed her clit.
She felt the world fall away from her, his body pressed closer to hers and she felt the buzz of static as his skin touched hers, his tattoos alive, pulses of light flickering from them. As she came, she wished she had let him in, she wished she knew the deepest, darkest secrets of this man who was filling her with his essence. But she was too afraid to let him see into her soul, too afraid to let go of everything she believed in and all she had been taught.
When at last they were totally spent, they lay together, his arms around her, his lips leaving soft kisses along the length of her back. “What are you thinking?” he asked.
“I’m thinking that it would be perfect if we could just stay like this forever.”
“We could run away. I could take you as far away from here as possible. But these people will always be right next to you, a shadow in your mind. I have seen how you love Rian. And Yassa. Would you leave them to the Emissars?”
“You’ve run. Haven’t you?” she asked, turning to look at him. Resting her chin on his chest, where his tattoos showed as a faint light across his skin. “That’s your secret. Isn’t it?”
“Yes. I tried to outrun my fate. Tried to be something else. I know you went to your psychic to learn of the man who is meant to be your husband, and when we first met I didn’t believe it. But now, you have taught me who I should be. What I should be.”
“Are you going to leave me?” she asked.
“Not until we have control here. Then I will journey back to my home planet, I hope you will come too. My father would like you.”
“Won’t he mind that I’m not seven-foot-tall with glowing skin?”
Johar chuckled. “He might. But if he does, then we will lead a revolution there too. You will bring strength to my bloodline.”
“If not height,” she said with a smile.
“Let us hope our children inherit my height, and your brains.”
“Talking of children.” He turned on to his back, and pulled her up so that she straddled him. “It is time we practiced making a child again.”
“With me on top?” she asked.
“Yes.” He lifted her, and guided her body so the head of his cock was pressing against her. Slowly, she lowered herself down, closing her eyes, as his cock stretched her sex. When she had buried to the hilt, she sat still for a moment, letting herself adjust to his wide girth.
“Open your eyes, Tallia,” he said, and she did, fixing them on his as she began to move. 
Circling her hips, she moved in a rhythm, before lifting herself up and down. Once she was confident, Tallia managed to put the two movements together as if it were a dance. She rode him, taking her pleasure from him, finding what she liked and how to increase her arousal, until she teetered on the edge of the abyss once more.
Johar’s breath quickened. He thrust his hips up into the air to impale her on his cock, one hand on her hips to keep her in place, while his other hand kneaded the soft flesh of her breasts.
They worked as one, their ultimate goal to please the other. Bodies melded together, they rose and then exploded. Tallia threw her head back, and cried out, her sex throbbing and pulsing around his cock; it still wasn’t enough. She took hold of his hand and placed it over her clit. His fingers teased her, pinched her, and rubbed the sensitive bundle of nerves until she could bear it now longer. She came again, feeling wild and free, as if their lovemaking had released her inhibitions. Maybe next time she would be ready to let her barriers down, to let him in.
Johar came, filling her with his seed, and when he was spent, he pulled her down to lie on top of him, and stroked her back, talking to her in soft tones until she fell asleep in his arms.



Chapter Twenty – Johar
“What time is it?” he asked, when he was awoken by Tallia shaking his shoulder. “Are you ready for me again already?”
He opened his eyes to see Rian staring at him, her face ashen. “You have to get up and come with me,” she said.
“What’s happened?” he asked, instantly awake and aware that the bed was empty. “Where’s Tallia?”
“They came for her.” Rian had been crying, and he was sure she was only just holding it together now.
“Who … the Emissars?” he asked, swinging his legs off the bed and then hunting around for his clothes.
“Yes. She came down to the kitchens to fetch breakfast.” Rian pushed his clothes into his hands. “Hurry, they will be here soon.”
“Slow down.” He tried to soothe her with his voice.
“We cannot slow down; they are coming. Aleck has tried to round up the strongest guards, the best fighters.”
“To take me out?”
“I think they want you dead.” 
“Damn it. Can you get me a weapon?”
“No. My Princess has ordered me to get you out of the palace and off this planet.”
“I’m not leaving,” he said firmly, fully clothed but minus the shirt. He was going to need all of his tricks to defeat the mob who were coming for him.”
“You have to.”
“I can fight them.”
“And they will kill My Princess.”
The words hit him in the gut. Of course. If they had been together he could have protected her, but if the Emissars already had Tallia, they had a hold over him; they had leverage. “I can’t leave her.”
“If you do not, you will both die.” Rian wiped her eyes. “Please, do as she wishes. Get off the planet. They will likely use her, make her revoke the crown and all claim to it. But if they are pushed they will simply kill you both and be done with it.”
“Rian, I can’t.”
“She said to tell you that she would rather live a life in captivity knowing you were alive, than face the future with your death on her hands.” Rian looked away from him.
“Tell me. What else did she say?”
“Nothing,” Rian said quickly.
He reached out and touched her arm, holding her gently. “Tell me.”
“She said we should find Misha’Ha.”
“The witch who told Tallia where to find me?”
“Yes. She says Misha’Ha will either tell you what to do, or she is guilty of treason. In which case My Princess asks you to put a knife in her heart. Just as the witch has put a knife in My Princess’s heart.”
“So I’ll go to the market and find her. You know where she is.”
“I will tell you.”
“No. Come with me.” He held her arm, and started to lead her towards the doorway.
“I have to stay here and help My Princess.”
“How?” He turned and faced Rian. “They know how much you mean to Tallia too. Do you think they will not use you against her?”
“I … I am but her slave.”
“Who would die for her.” His face softened. “Come with me and help fight them, from the outside. Take me to this psychic and see what she has to say. Then if you want to, you can come back here.”
“Very well,” Rian agreed. “I will come with you and put the knife in this witch’s throat myself if she has betrayed My Princess to the Emissars.”
He had not thought of that. For all they knew, the witch had been put up to this whole thing by the Emissars. However, he could not work out why they would want this Misha’Ha to tell Tallia to marry him. If they were going to get her to marry a fake husband as her fated mate, then surely they should have picked a man who did not know how to kill. Instead of one who was more than willing to do cut down anyone who stood between him and his wife.
As they ran through the deserted hallway, down the stairs towards the kitchens, he heard the shouts of the guards who were entering the room they had just left. It was all he could do to summon the will not to turn around and cut them down where they stood. Only the thought that it would make matters worse for Tallia stopped him. He had to find out the truth, and from there he would be able to plan his next move.



Chapter Twenty-One – Tallia
“What are you doing?” Tallia asked angrily as she stared at Emissar Aleck through the bars of her cell.
“What we should have done long ago.” He smiled at her benevolently. “We should have spared you this last year of trying to find a husband. We should have sent you away
and taken control when your foolish father died. The people would have believed you too weak and sad to rule, there should have been no long-drawn-out charade. But we wanted to allow things to happen naturally, for you to realize you are not suitable to rule. But instead you married that silver alien. Now we have to act before you produce and heir and prolong this mockery. We are not willing to give power to your kind any longer.”
“My kind? My kind came here and saved the people from zealots like you. I think it is my ancestors who made a mistake, they should have thrown you out of the palace hundreds of years ago. Instead you have been left to fester like an open wound; well, I will heal that wound.”
“And how are you going to do that, My Princess. You are in here, and we will keep you here. When that creature is found he will be brought to justice for attempting to murder you.”
“You are going to pin this on him? You’re going to blame him for my death, and what? Kill me yourself?” she asked.
“Yes.” He looked at her coldly. “Before you married him we would have been content for you to live out your days in peace, away from the palace and stripped of your power. But now we are in agreement, you are not to be trusted.”
She laughed. “The only ones around here who should not be trusted are you and your fellow Emissars. How long before the sacrifices begin again?” She gripped the bars of her cell, until her bones showed through the skin covering her knuckles. If only she could reach Aleck, she would tighten her hands round his neck in the same way, until he breathed no more.
“Soon. We thought we would start with your slave. Rian, isn’t it?”
“No,” Tallia said. “She is innocent in all this.”
“Then tell us where that monster is and we will spare her life, I am sure there is a man down in the south who would take her on. She is used to obeying, after all.”
“You are the true monster. You and all your Emissars.”
He came close to the bars and whispered, “And so what if we are?”
“I will see you dead.”
“An empty threat, considering which side of these bars you are on.”
“Things change, Emissar,” she said firmly. “It’s a lesson you and your kind have never learned. You change and adapt, or you die.”
“It is you who will be doing the dying,” Aleck said, and with a smile of triumph, he turned and walked away from Tallia, up the stairs and into the light. A light Tallia was unsure she would ever see again.
Turning away, she went to the back of her cell and slumped down. She was not defeated yet; Johar was out there somewhere, free. She had to believe that; anything else was unthinkable. Anyway, if they had him under arrest, Aleck would have told her; of all things, he did like to gloat.
“Breakfast.” A guard came up to the bars and thrust a plate of food at her. “Eat.”
She sat still for a moment, wondering if they might poison her and blame it on Johar. Her stomach rumbled, telling her to take a chance, she had to keep her strength up. Going over to the plate, she looked down at it and smiled.
She was not alone. There were people out there who were still her friends, and who might help Johar to free her. She picked up one of the honey cakes, savoring every mouthful. It tasted all the better knowing that there were people she could depend on, Yassa maybe, that even though she had lived her life keeping her distance from people, she had made friends, or at the very least, earned the loyalty of those who would rather be ruled by her, than the Emissars.
Once her meal was finished, she left the plate outside her cell, and went to the straw mattress in the corner and lay down. She was tired. Last night had been wonderful, but exhausting. She still ached inside from Johar’s lovemaking. It made her feel closer to him in some strange way, it made their marriage real. She clung to that as the long hours drifted by, and she dipped in and out of sleep.
Every time there was a noise, she woke to listen, hoping it was someone coming to her aid. Each time someone came down the steps she opened her eyes, imagining it was Johar come to rescue her. Yet as the day passed and the light through the small barred window grew dim, and the air grew cold, her hope faded.
By now he should have found Misha’Ha. If she had been truthful, she would have told him how to deal with the Emissars. Tallia reminded herself to keep hoping; she had been a prisoner less than a day, and these things took time. However, her impatience to be out of here was growing. Not least because all her thoughts were consumed by how many ways there was to kill an Emissar.



Chapter Twenty-Two – Johar
They had escaped the palace, but found the town filled with guards from the palace. Carefully, Rian had guided him to the shop The Silken Promise. There they had begged Hosta to hide them. Strangely enough, she had a hidden basement that was perfect; it was also filled with silks and fabrics that could only be contraband.
“A woman alone has to make her living where she can,” Hosta said as he looked at the stacks of fabric.
“Lucky for you, we are not citizens of your planet, so your tax avoidance is nothing to us,” Johar had said.
“You forget you are the prince now.” Hosta had laughed, and walked back up the steps. “Until they burn you alive anyway. And then I think the last thing you will be thinking of screaming is that Hosta owes coin to the crown.
“I’m pleased she takes it so seriously,” he said, sitting down next to Rian on a stack of woolen cloth.
“We are lucky she is here to help us. It will be best to go into the marketplace below at dusk. You can never tell how many eyes the Emissars have amongst the people.”
“Will the people support the Emissars taking power?” he asked. He did not know how much they would care about a change in rule.
“No. I do not think so.” She sighed. “That is, until they have burned their family and friends.”
“So we need to stop that happening.”
“Yes. But how, when the guards at the palace are so well armed and the common people are shut in out. Many will have to die to penetrate the palace.”
“It doesn’t look good. Does it?”
“No. Let us hope the witch has some news.”
***
That seemed unlikely as they stood before the tea shop where Rian had led him under the cover of darkness. Hosta had lent him a thick woolen cloak in the hope it would cover his tattoos. He was still glowing faintly, although now it was with anger and thoughts of revenge rather than pleasure and thoughts of love. Although his feeling for Tallia was the fuel, stoked by his intense need to save her.
“This is it?” he asked. The whole shop was in darkness, no sign of any light inside. Johar pressed his face up to the window, and peered inside. “Nothing.”
“My Princess paid her two bags of gold, one for the information, one for her silence. My Princess then told her to leave.”
“It looks as if the witch obeyed.”
“Then what do we do?” Rian asked, her voice showing her fear for the first time since they had left the palace. She had been so convinced they would come here and meet with Misha’Ha and be given the information they needed. Now she seemed beaten.
“We will find a way,” Johar said. “Let’s look around the back.”
They had to skirt around the whole block of houses to find the gate leading into the yard belonging to the shop. Johar checked to make sure it was the right one, because from back here they all looked the same.
“This is it,” he said, and pushed the gate open. Its hinges were rusty and worn, and he had to use his shoulder to shove it open wide enough for them to both squeeze in. Squeezing into small spaces had never been one of Johar’s ideas of fun; he was not built for small in any way.
Once inside the back yard, they kept low, or at least he kept low, as they walked towards the back door. It was locked. He prepared to put his shoulder to it and push.
“Wait,” Rian said, “We should knock first.”
“Knock? But there is no one in.”
“Then why are we breaking in?” she asked. “If you think there is no one here, why are we bothering to access the house?”
“Because…” He knocked the door quietly, rather than arguing with Rian. Then they stood and waited.
“There was a face at the window,” Rian said, scared. “Not a woman, a man, with a beard.”
Johar wished he had a weapon, anything to use to put up a fight. He settled for picking up a large stone that fit in his palm snugly. “I’m going in. If there is someone in there, then they might have answers, or at least a clue as to where we can find the witch.”
He placed his shoulder against the door, but just as he began to push, it opened. Johar recovered quickly, and stood with the rock held above his head, ready to strike.
“Johar. Is that you?” a voice asked.
“Krigan? What the hell are you doing here? I thought you had left with the cargo.”
“I would have. But before I left the space port, a young woman came to me and offered me a bag of silver to transport a man and woman off the planet. I was directed to this place and told to wait.”
“And you did as the woman asked. And did you ask why?” Johar asked.
“She gave me this bag of silver. Since when do we question our trading partners?” Krigan asked, holding out the pouch of coins.
“The witch’s slave.” Rian took the pouch from Krigan. “She must have known we would need your help.”
“Then let’s go,” Krigan said.
“Wait. We can’t go to the palace without a plan, we’ll be cut down before we get inside.”
“Who said anything about going into the palace? The woman was clear, I was to take you into space. If the danger is that bad, we need to get away from here.” 
“I can’t leave Tallia.”
“She paid you, didn’t she?” Krigan asked. “The princess paid you the money she promised you.”
“Yes, half.”
“Well in my opinion you have upheld half of the bargain. I heard you got married. So now we leave.”
“I can’t,” Johar shook his head again.
“Is there no way to persuade you?” Krigan asked.
“No.”
“Then I will do what I can to help you,” Krigan said.
“Thank you, my old friend,” Johar said, turning away, not seeing the laser Krigan had in his hand, not knowing he was going to actually use it until he felt the electrical charge along his spine, and then fell to the floor in a crumpled heap.



Chapter Twenty-Three – Tallia
Two days passed, with no word from anyone. The Emissars left her alone, and there were no more messages from those she hoped supported her. How many times she got up and walked the perimeter of her cell, trying to figure out a way to free herself, she had no idea. After a while, she stopped counting.
The worst thing was how the time passed so slowly, with long days leading to eternal nights. She would sit and stare at the small window, watching the change in light, then the darkness came and she would try to make out the stars above, and wonder if one of those pinpricks of light was the planet where Johar came from.
In those hours she would go from wishing to see him again, to praying that he had returned to the life he led before her, and that he was at least alive. Her daydream took her back to the night of their wedding, when he had asked her to let her barriers down, to let him in, and she had denied him.
If she hadn’t pushed him away, if she had allowed him to see join with her mind and spirit as well as her body, would she be able to know where he was right now? Would she be able to feel his presence? Even if he was thousands of light years away, as she hoped.
Footsteps were coming this way. Her body became alert, but she did not move, only shifted her thoughts to look outward instead of in.
“Tallia,” Aleck said, coming to stand by the bars, while a guard unlocked the door. “It is time to hear the judgment against you.”
She rose from the straw bed and went to the open door, without speaking a word. The questions she wanted the answers to stuck in her throat. What was waiting for her up there? Had they caught Johar or Rian? Were they planning on executing her, and if so, under what charges?
Tallia decided not to give the Emissar a chance to rub salt into the many emotional wounds she bore. 
The light was bright as they walked up the stairs, her hand trailing along the rough stone wall, her mind concentrating on it, as she tried not to think about what might happen. Suddenly the desire to run back to her cell and shut the door was overwhelming. 
It was also never going to happen. She would never run from her fate. Aleck reached the top of the stairs and then turned right to head outside. It must have been early afternoon, the sun was high in the sky, but the usual sounds of the market were missing. As they walked out into the courtyard, she could see why. The Emissars had gathered a large crowd together, to stand before what looked like a funeral pyre.
Her funeral pyre.
Her knees went weak, and the desire to turn and run back to her cell and shut herself in hit her again, like a fist in the stomach, making her gasp for air. Tallia had no idea if this was for her, or for some other poor soul, but when she glanced around she could not see either Rian or Johar, so she could only assume, with some relief, that they had not been caught, and that this was for her. This was, after all, her battle, not theirs.
How the Emissars were going to persuade the people that she deserved this death, she did not know.
Aleck stepped forward to speak. Before him the people stood still and silent as they watched him. It was the most eerie thing she had ever witnessed, and she could only imagine what threat he had given them to make so many people stand here like pale wraiths.
“We are here today to witness a sacrifice to the gods of Carinia. For too long we have allowed these aliens from space to rule over our planet. They have overthrown our laws, and it is time to return to the old ways.”
Not a murmur, not even a baby cried, and Tallia felt cold, a sense of loss filling her. Had the Emissars already unleashed their fear on the people? Did the streets already stink of burned flesh, were villages filled with the stench of a terrifying death in order for the Emissars and their bullies to take back their hated control?
Her ancestors had battled these same ways for the first two hundred years after they conquered Carinia. To think they allowed some of these violent men to stay in power of any kind had been a mistake that had taken another eight hundred years to come back and bite them in the ass. Tallia wished she had not been the one to witness it; she felt a failure, and knew now why her father had so desperately wanted a boy.
It was not her ancestors who had failed, it was Tallia herself, the last princess of Carinia.
She looked across at Aleck, and the other Emissars, her hatred stronger than ever. However, they did not look sure of themselves. Her eyes skimmed the face of each Emissar and then drifted back over the crowd before them. Something was wrong.
Aleck turned and walked over to one of the guards, who nodded and then went back inside the castle, taking four of his men with him. All Tallia could do was stand and watch, as Aleck began to talk again. There were two guards on either side of her, heavily armed with powerful lasers, the type only dispensed in times of war. They too looked uneasy, weapons raised as a movement to her right caught her eye.
People were moving. She scanned the crowd, looking for a seven-foot silver man who might have rallied the people to his aid. But there was no one standing head and shoulders above the rest of the people. Instead, when she looked closer, she could see it was Helker. Her attention caught, she looked closer and realized it was all of her personal guard; they were planning a rescue attempt.
Aleck stepped forward, his voice booming. “Think carefully before you act. There is no reason for bloodshed today. My guards outnumber you three to one.”
Helker was weaving through the crowd, coming to stand directly in front of Aleck, who signaled to his guards. Ten of them moved forward to surround Helker. “If you do not wish bloodshed, you will walk away from this place now. Go to the nunit, and there live out your days in peace and quiet. Take a sworn oath of silence, and an end to violence, and as long as you hold that oath, you will be unmolested.” Aleck opened his mouth to speak, but Helker cut him off. “Or, you can die here today. Those are the terms.”
Aleck laughed. But no one else laughed with him. One of the Emissars began to back away from the others, eying the door leading back into the palace. But before he could enter a group of thirty men, peasants with swords and ancient lasers, came streaking out of it and surrounding the Emissars and the guards holding Tallia.
At that precise moment, the guards surrounding Helker had swords pointed at their throats with shouts to drop their weapons. They did so, without one look at Aleck for permission.
“Hold.” Aleck's voice was lost amongst the baying mob, which was what the crowd had transformed into. Seeing his defeat, he turned to run, but the Emissars were surrounded.
In one last attempt to save himself, he lunged at Tallia. There was no way he was going to hurt her, not now, she refused to be used by him to make anyone surrender. The wisdom and training passed on by her father’s old captain came back to her, and she reached for the still-sheathed laser of the guard to her right, and withdrew it.
Aleck laughed as he lunged at her. “You do not have the guts, woman.”
She did. And she did not hesitate to fire the gun and put an end to the Emissary once and for all.
He collapsed onto the ground. “There is my sacrifice to your gods,” she told him as he lay dying in front of her, his flesh burned and his eyes closing for the last time. A cheer rose all around the courtyard, her name chanted.
“Queen Tallia,” Helker called above the noise, and the chanting increased until it deafened her. She smiled, a free smile, but one tinged with sadness. No Rian to share it with, no Johar to share her bed. Unless she was lucky and had already conceived a child, she would have to look for a new husband, so she could have an heir. But Johar was right: after being with him, she would never want another man in her bed.
The rest of the Emissars gave themselves up, so too did the guards, seeing themselves outnumbered and outgunned.
“What do you want us to do with them?” Helker asked.
“Bring them inside,” she said.
Tallia walked to the temple the Emissars used as their home and church. There she walked to the along the aisle, where no woman had ever set foot, and stood facing the Emissars, who were surrounded by guards.
“Here in your sacred place you will kneel and give your allegiance to not just me, but every monarch who follows. As the head of your order, you will ensure every one of your followers knows this. You will be taken out into the world and made to swear in front of all your kin and kindred.”
“Now. Who wants to go first?” 



Chapter Twenty-Four – Johar
“I still cannot believe you brought me home,” Johar said to Krigan.
“I figured if you need to save your princess, then the best place to find people willing to fight for you is Limera.”
“How do you know they will fight for me? And how do you know we are not already too late?” he asked acidly.
“I don’t. But I do know you could not have taken on those madmen alone. You said yourself it would take an army to overthrow them. They had weapons; we did not. They had soldiers; we did not.”
“I could have made an army.”
“From the peasants?” Krigan laughed. “Come on. You know how hard it is to get normal people to fight for anything other than a roof over their heads and food in their bellies. All of which they would still have, even if these Emissars took over.”
“Is that what you think, Rian?” Johar asked. She was standing looking out of the window as the came out of the clouds and headed in to land near his father’s stronghold. A meeting he was not looking forward to.
“I think the people would have fought with you. But what do I know, they are no more my people than they are yours.” 
“There, the answer of a politician if ever I heard one,” Krigan said, smiling at Rian, whom he had become friends with over the three days it had taken them to journey to his home planet. Mostly because she had helped keep Johar under control when he would have forced Krigan to turn the ship around and go back to Carinia.
They had mostly used a sedative, which she had got him to drink the first time, then she had injected him while Krigan restrained him with a laser. Johar was trying not to hold it against either of them.
But he swore if anything had happened to Tallia, he would not be so forgiving.
“Your planet is beautiful,” Rian said in wonder. “So many trees. Why did you ever leave?”
“Because he didn’t want to be a king,” Krigan teased.
“You are a king here?” she asked.
“He was worried his eldest brother was going to step aside and allow Johar to take the throne when his father died.”
“Only because my father wanted it. The throne is Tahar’s, not mine.”
“Does My Princess know?” Rian asked, shock on her face as she looked at Johar, as if for the first time.
“No. She didn’t know when we met, and I never found the right time to tell her.”
“Found the right time! You married her!” Rian was mad, the first time he had seen her show any strong emotion. 
“Yes, I did. And I was going to tell her.”
“Maybe if you had told her, then the Emissars would not have been so against the marriage.”
“Or they would have been more against it. Can you imagine how they would see it? Another species exerting power on their planet. They would have acted sooner and never let me marry her.” Johar shook his head. “And then, I had no desire to come back here. No desire at all.”
“But now we are here you are going to ask for help?” Rian asked.
“I suppose I must.”
“Damn it! You must have it bad,” Krigan said chuckling, “Coming home to ask your father for help.”
“Don’t forget it was you who insisted,” Johar said crossly. He felt as if he had been led into a trap, and now he had to navigate his way out of it and save the princess. His princess. He was sure his father would see the funny side of the situation.
They docked at the space port. “We have no documents,” Johar pointed out.
“I already called ahead and told them what my cargo was.”
If he had known that, he would not have been so surprised when the doors opened and his father and an armed escort were there waiting for him.
“It is good to see you, Johar,” his father said, but Johar was unsure the sentiment was real.
“It is good to see you too, Father.” Johar stepped forward, his hand held out to his father. There was the briefest of hesitations before they shook hands and bent their foreheads to touch.
“We should talk,” his father said, turning abruptly and walking away.
Johar glanced at Krigan. “Will you look after Rian for me?”
“My pleasure,” Krigan answered, and Rian smiled at him in a way Johar had not seen her smile before. Was there a budding relationship growing between them? If so, would Rian return to Carinia? Tallia was so attached to her slave, it would be hard news to take.
His long strides soon had him caught up with his father. They crossed the open courtyard and went inside a building that was built tall, as if it was trying to touch the clouds in the sky, its outer walls constructed of smooth white stone. For generations this had been his family’s stronghold. It was said that no man could scale those walls, and the stronghold had withstood many sieges. Until flight had been discovered, and weapons that would bring the stronghold crumbling down. Yet still it reminded the symbolic home of the ruling clan. “How are you, Father?”
“How do you think when your second son runs away from home?” he asked, glancing at Johar. “You’ve grown.”
“I don’t think so,” Johar said. He had been fully a man when he had left, and always kept himself toned and muscles; he always kept himself occupied with long workouts between cargo drops, so he was sure his father was not referring to his waistline either.
“You have. You left here a boy. Not in age or height, but in spirit. You had no sense of responsibility.”
“I have learned many things,” Johar agreed. His father entered his private apartments, Johar followed, and the guards waited outside, pulling the doors closed to give their leader some privacy.
“What I am really interested in, is what brought you back here, to the home you had forsaken.”
“I have never forsaken our home.”
“And yet when you would have been better served as the next clan chief, you would run away into space?”
“I thought it for the best.”
“For the best?” His father approached him, jabbing his finger at the tattoos on Johar’s body. “You know what these are. You know why you were given them and not my first-born son.” They are the same as were given me.” His father pulled his shirt open to reveal the same tattoos over his own body. “They chose you as the leader when I die.”
“And since when do monks choose who is to succeed as our leader? Until my grandfather gave them sanctuary, we had our own customs, our own laws on who should rule. The first son. If chosen by his father. If chosen by you. And instead you have been caught up in what they say.”
“If it wasn’t for them, my brother would have been clan leader. He would have been king and taken us off to war all over the galaxy.”
“How do you know that?” Johar asked. “How do you know your father would not have chosen you anyway? Surely he was the best judge of who should have been the rightful heir. The man who raised you, trained you. Or maybe by the very fact that my uncle knew he would never be king, he chose to warmonger instead.”
His father turned to him, his eyes blazing and the glow of his tattoos faint but visible. “Do not twist this.”
Johar let his breath go, and tried to calm himself. He had not come here to fight with his father. “How is Tahar?”
His father walked over to the window and looked out over the great plains below him. The stronghold was built on a raised hill, with an ocean of grassland before them as far as the eye could see. No army could ever have marched on the stronghold without being seen a day away.
“Being a father is hard. You make decisions that you think are for the best. You have your heart broken so many times you wonder if it will ever go back together again.” He sighed wearily. “I am glad you have returned, Johar. But things are not how you left them. If you came home to take up the command, you are too late.”
“My brother has proved himself?”
His father nodded. “Yes.” He turned back to Johar. “Perhaps you were right. Tahar only needed to be free of your shadow to become the man I had hoped he would be.”
There was a knock at the door, and the two men turned to watch the door being flung open and Tahar walked in, his strides as large as his body. Johar braced himself for the bear hug his brother bestowed on him. “I am so pleased to see you, Johar.”
“Tahar. I have missed you.” They shook hands, their heads bowed forward to touch. “Brother. You look well.”
“You too. I see there is a glow about you.” Tahar slapped Johar’s arm. “Krigan tells me why.”
“And is a father to know?” the clan chief asked.
“I am married, Father,” Johar admitted.
“And you did not bring your wife to visit me?”
“No.” Johar turned to his father. “I came to ask for aid. She is being held prisoner.”
“So this is why you have returned! Not from a sense of duty, but for help.”
“As a brother and a son, Johar should feel able to,” Tahar said. 
Johar observed Tahar. His father was right, his older brother had grown beyond all recognition, he was a man, in his own right, ruler of his own destiny. Fit to be a king, where Johar never would be. Keeping the clans united took more than strength; it took cunning and patience.
“Come, Father. The clans grow fat in their strongholds; they grow idle. Send them out into space, allow us to assist my brother.”
His father stood staring at the two men, his two sons, so different, yet of his blood, so very much the same. “Yes.” He nodded. “Let us hunt. I would like to see the woman who had tamed my son.”
He walked up to Johar. “I would like to thank her for being the device that has brought you back to us. Tell me, is she beautiful?”
“As the twilight, and equally as mysterious.”
“And is she rich?” his father asked hopefully.
“Yes. Well, at least her planet is.”
“So we will go and raid it, after we have rescued her?” He looked excited: to plunder was the way of the Limera.
“I cannot allow you to do that, Father.” He took a deep breath, trying to calm the light that was emanating from his tattoos. “You will know soon enough; I expect Krigan is already spreading the word … I married a princess.”
His father erupted into laughter. “You fell in love with the one thing you tried to run from?”
“Yes.”
He wiped tears from his eyes. “Oh the irony, my son. Let us go and free her.”
“Thank you, Father. Thank you, Tahar.” Johar felt relief sweep over him. He only hoped she would still be alive when they arrived.



Chapter Twenty-Five – Tallia
“And there is still no sign of him?” Tallia asked. Helker looked up from the papers he was studying in his new control post and shook his head. “What about Rian?”
“No, Queen Tallia. There is talk that a Limerian cargo ship left the spaceport around the time the Emissars took over.”
“You think he ran? That he is safe? And Rian too?” she asked, a sadness in her voice. It was hard to believe that the two people she trusted most had left and she had no idea where they were, or if they were safe. Tallia did not blame her slave for leaving. If she had remained on Carinia, she would have been killed, if the people had not succeeded in their uprising. And this had never been Johar’s battle.
“We are still trying to find out, Queen Tallia,” Helker said, drawing her back to the present. “Word comes from the south that the laws there have been repealed. The women are no longer the chattels of the men.”
“Was there much opposition?” she asked.
“Some, but your army made sure the people know there will be no retuning to the old ways.”
“We have made it clear. A small presence has been left there to reinforce your laws.”
“Thank you, Helker.” She bowed to her most trusted guard, but before she left him to his work, she said, “I have not had the chance to thank you. For everything you did for me, for all of us.”
He smiled. “It was the right thing to do, I would not have my wife or my children living under such laws as the Emissars wanted to pass. When I was a child, my grandfather used to tell me stories passed down through the generations. They told of the times before your ancestors came down from the sky. Of the smell of burning flesh that used to linger in the air for days after the tax collectors came to each village. They would bring with them the Emissars who would always find fault with a handful of men and women. And children.” He shook his head. “I remembered those stories, because my grandfather told me it was our duty to never forget.”
“I’m pleased you remember, and I swear, the laws of the Emissars are gone for good.”
“Just as the Emissars are gone for good. I would have your permission to hunt down anyone who tries to speak of them. In any town or village there should be no place where the barbaric laws can be used, even in secret.”
“I agree. But the Emissars will be brought here to stand trial; I will not have the people taking the law into their own hands. That is not our way.”
“I understand,” he said.
She put a hand on his arm, and he looked at her, his face serious. She studied him for a moment longer than was polite, trying to make sure he was as trustworthy as she hoped he was. “If we are not careful we stand the chance of becoming just like them. I will not allow it.”
“I understand,” he repeated.
“Thank you,” Tallia said, and then left the room, her thoughts drifting back to the man she loved, the man who was absent from her life, but not from her heart.
The breeze was cool as she entered the gardens. She walked around the ornate lawns with their sculptured bushes and thought how useless this part of the grounds was. She would go and ask the gardeners to make it more productive, perhaps they could plant some vegetables, the surplus of which could be sold in the market, it would all help to halt the need for a rise in taxes. It appeared the Emissars were siphoning off money to pay for hired thugs to do their work for them. The crown wasn’t exactly bankrupt, but they would have to be frugal in their spending for a year or two.
A tax rise would be sensible, but unwelcome. Tallia did not want to reward the support of the people in overthrowing the Emissars by making their lives harder.
“Princess … My Queen!” 
“Yes.” She turned to see a guard she didn’t recognize coming running towards her.
“Helker asked me to come and find you.” He stopped, gasping for breath, and a sense of dread swept over her.
“Take your time and tell me exactly what is wrong.” She tried not to show her impatience, she needed him to calm down and tell her exactly what was wrong.
“There is news of a fleet of spacecraft coming our way.”
“A fleet? How many?”
“Fifteen to twenty. Helker asked me to fetch you.”
“Lead me to him.”
She knew where Helker would be. There was a small control room in the palace, where information from the space ports was fed. Two men manned the communication station at all time, relaying messages to the other space ports as necessary. When she entered, the two men made to rise.
“Sit. Do your job, please. Helker, is it true?” she asked.
“Yes. We are working on identifying the ships.”
“Is it the Garundi come for revenge?”
“We are working to identify the ships, but they are too far out. We have scrambled two cruisers.” Helker turned to her. “We have no way of knowing if the Emissars made a deal with the Garundi, or any other race for that matter. There is no way to tell if they sent a signal when they were in charge.”
“Can’t you tell?” she asked the two men who were using earpieces to listen and small microphones to talk to the space ports.
“No. The Emissars put their own men in here; we have no idea who might have landed on the planet or taken off.”
“Although we don’t think there is any danger of that,” Helker added quickly. “The Emissars wanted to keep their race and our planet pure, we believe they had plans to close the star ports and ban all travel to and from the planet.”
“That sounds plausible,” Tallia said. 
“Yet it gives us no answers.” Helker frowned and then stood silently next to her as they waited for news.
“We have a clear sighting,” one of the seated men said. “They are trying to hail the fleet.”
A longer silence, and Tallia longed to grab the earpiece and listen into the conversation herself. Instead she bit her lip to stop herself from asking if the hail had been answered. When they knew, she would be told.
“Are you sure?” the man asked. He waited for a reply. “I will relay your news.”
“What is it?” Tallia asked. “Do they know?”
“Yes. Queen Tallia, we should prepare for battle.”
“Who is it?” she asked. “The Garundi?”
“No, the threat comes from a new source, a species we have not had much contact with except for a few trade vessels.”
“Who?” she asked.
“They are Limerian.”
Her legs nearly gave out from under her. “Are you sure?” she asked, her hand gripping the back of one of the chairs.
“Repeat,” he asked into the microphone. Then he turned to Tallia. “Yes. We are certain.”
Helker looked at her. “What are your orders, Queen Tallia?”
Helker had no battle experience and Tallia had precious little herself. But were the Limerian ships here to fight? Had news got out that something bad had happened to Johar, and they had come to mount a rescue mission. If that was so, this was going to be awkward, she would have to tell them she had no idea where he was, or even if he was alive.
The alternative was that Johar was aboard one of those ships cruising towards Carinia. And if he was, did he intend peace … or war?



Chapter Twenty-Six – Johar
“They know we are coming,” Krigan said to Johar as the planet came into view. 
“Did they hail us?” Johar asked.
“Yes. They asked who we were and what we intended.”
“And the answer given?”
“We told them we wished to speak to Tallia, Princess of Carinia.”
“And?” Johar asked.
“They said they would relay the message.”
“Relay the message.” He came forward to the control deck, and sat down next to Krigan. “I will speak next time. I will know if they are playing games. It would be just like the Emissars to try to trick us into thinking all is well.
He picked up the radio and spoke to the lead ship, the one that carried his father. His brother had stayed behind on Limera. Despite Tahar’s protests, their father had told him it was too risky for them all to leave their home planet and travel together in a fleet. If an enemy knew it was so, they would send every force possible to wipe them out. The clan had not remained in their family for so long by taking unnecessary risks. Although Tahar had argued strenuously against being left behind.
“Father.” Johar spoke into the comms unit.
“Johar. If they give the radio to your princess, you must determine if anything she says is real and if she is being coerced.”
“I will, Father.” Johar was hoping that Tallia was safe, and he would soon hear her voice. The alternative was too painful, and if the Emissars had killed his woman, there would be nowhere for them to hide on this planet or any other.
“We have contact,” Krigan said, passing the comms headphone over to Johar. He took it, and put it to his ear, the mouthpiece in his other hand.
“Limerian Fleet, this is Carinia. Please state your business,” an unknown voice said.
“Our business is with Princess Tallia,” Johar replied.
“Johar. Is that really you?” Her voice over the comms unit caught him by surprise. “Tallia?”
“Yes. Where did you go?” she asked, her voice breathy and excited.
“Home. I have returned to free you.”
“A little too late,” she said, and he could hear by the tone in her voice that all was well. He turned to call Rian forward. “Here, I’m sure Tallia will want to know you are safe.”
Rian took the comms from him, and he was glad of the time to collect his thoughts. He had gone home to his father, been usurped by his brother, of which he didn’t mind one bit. As long as she still wanted him.
Johar had planned to come back to rescue his princess like a hero from the tales of old. Yet she had taken care of it herself. Would she still want him if the threat to her life was gone? He could not even present himself as a prince anymore. He was no one, the second son of a ruling clan chief, who had no special title or powers, save for the ability to glow in the dark.
“Yes. We are both well,” Rian was saying, her smile wide as she talked to her princess. 
“Ask if we have permission to land,” Krigan said.
“May the fleet land, My Princess?” Rian asked. “I am sorry, habit. My Queen.”
She was a queen now, of course. That made him feel even worse, if that was possible. He didn’t want to land, he wanted to turn around and fly away, go back to trading with Krigan, and the simple life he had led before he met her. However, when he saw the way Krigan looked at Rian, it was obvious there was no going back. The carefree life they led was over for good. Women and babies beckoned.
“She says of course you may land. She will meet us at the main Carinian star port.” Rian placed the comms unit down, and then turned to look at Johar. “She asks if you are well.”
“Did she?” he asked, feeling nervous.
“You are afraid.” Rian approached him. “She will still want you. I saw the way she looked at you.”
“The same way my second in command looks at you.”
Rian blushed. “I still belong to My Prin … Queen.”
“She will set you free. She wants everyone to be free.”
Rian smiled shyly. “I am scared too. She gave me sanctuary; being her slave made me feel safe. Even when the Emissars were threatening. What if I make the wrong decisions on my own?”
“Then you will learn from them and make some more.” He lowered his voice. “Krigan is a good, honest man.”
“That is not what I saw the first time I met you two.”
“Oh, it’s me who leads him astray,” Johar said. “But those days are gone.”
He guided her to a seat, and sat down next to her. They fastened their seatbelts, and he closed his eyes, imagining Tallia’s face, a face that smiled and looked happy to see him.
Rian reached across and placed her hand on his. “She deserves to be happy. She deserves you.”
“I hope she sees it that way,” he said.
“She will, Johar.”
As they began to descend through the upper atmosphere, the cruiser bumped around; if their seatbelts had not been on, they would have been catapulted from their seats. Johar only hoped his life with Tallia would be a smoother journey. If she would have him.



Chapter Twenty-Seven – Tallia
Tallia was nervous. Usually Rian would help calm her, but her slave wasn’t here. She had sounded different when they had spoken over the comms, and Tallia wondered what had happened in the days she had been missing. At least she was safe.
By worrying about Rian, she was preoccupying herself. It blocked out what she really wanted to think of. Johar. What would he say now she was queen? She didn’t need him, didn’t need to pay him to pretend to be her husband. That did not mean she didn’t want him.
The thought of ruling alone was scary, and yet she could not ask him to stay and be her king, not when it was the very thing he had run away from when he had left his own planet. She could understand why. Watching her mother and father as she grew up, she witnessed the pressures placed on them, the expectations. Those same expectations belonged to her now.
“Queen Tallia.” Helker pointed up to the sky, and there, streaming towards the ground like blazing meteorites, was the fleet from Limera. 
Her stomach turned over in anticipation. She was about to be reunited with her husband, and meet his father. What would the King of Limera think of the outsider his son had taken as a wife? What worried her more, was whether the king would let his son stay with her, or if they would be separated by duty. Tallia on Carinia, Johar on Limera.
As the fleet circled and landed, she tried not to let this dampen her excitement. He was here. For however long, she did not know, but she would take every moment and treasure it. 
An endless wait while her guards went down to check the Limerians for weapons. It was usual to allow hand weapons, but no big lasers, to be brought into the town. The alien visitors did not put up any objections.
She waited impatiently as they approached. She could see Rian clearly, she walked at the front, looking tiny compared to the Limerians who were all well over six foot, with at least five of them seven feet tall. One of whom was Johar. She could see him now: he glowed, as did another of the aliens, and she guessed this had to be his father. As they drew closer, she could see the older man had similar tattoos over his body, but he did not glow as Johar did.
As they got nearer, she saw Johar looking for her, and then his eyes fixed on her and she could see the glow of his tattoos grow brighter. His father glanced at him, and then looked straight at her, and she felt as if his eyes were boring into her soul. The magic surrounding him seemed stronger, as if he could penetrate the barriers she had constructed so carefully. Then he looked away, and spoke to Johar.
The two of them stopped, and the other Limerians did too, gathering around their ruler. After a minute of discussion, Johar proceeded forward with his father, Krigan and Rian. The other aliens waited, watching their king walk away.
Nervously, she stood her ground, the smile on Johar’s face putting her at ease, but his father’s face was set firm. Forcing a smile onto her face, she went out to meet them, needing this first meeting to be over with. Attacking the Garundi had been much easier than facing her father-in-law.
“Queen Tallia,” the older man said, holding out his hand to her. She took his hand and then tensed in shock when he pulled her forward and bowed his head to touch her forehead. He was so tall, he had to bend a long way down to reach her, giving her time to recover herself.
“Greetings. King…”
“King Kahar,” Johar told her, his smile wide and his eyes fixed on her. It might have felt as though his father had penetrated her soul. Johar, on the other hand, was simply undressing her. His desire was openly displayed on his face.
“King Kahar. Welcome.”
“It is good to meet the woman who has tamed my son,” King Kahar said.
“I didn’t know I had tamed him,” she said.
“Well, I don’t know what you did. But I am grateful all the same. It is not good when your child disappears and you do not know if they are alive or dead, or been sold in some slavers’ market.”
“You make me sound as if I were twelve,” Johar protested. “I can take care of myself.”
“But to take care of your woman you had to come running home.” He grinned at Tallia. “And I have you to thank for his return.”
“Not really,” she said. “I could just as easily have got him killed.”
“But you didn’t. Maybe fate was on your side.” King Kahar grinned, obviously happy with the way things had turned out, and a look from Johar told her it was better to allow Johar’s father to believe that. Tallia wondered if he had told him about Misha’Ha too, but she would wait to ask him in private.
“Maybe it was,” Tallia murmured in agreement. Then she turned to Rian, who had been standing back from the two men, almost hidden behind them. “Rian. Thank you.”
She moved forward, embracing her friend. “It is good to see you, My Queen.”
“I have missed you.” Tallia managed to swallow her tears.
“I missed you too.” Rian pulled back and smiled. “This is Krigan.”
“I remember him from the market,” Tallia said, glancing at Rian and instantly seeing that there was a connection between her and Krigan. She took Rian’s hand and squeezed it, letting her know she approved, not that it was up to Tallia anymore. “I would like you to continue working for me, Rian. We can discuss your wage tomorrow.”
“You still own me, My Queen,” Rian said.
“No. I don’t. We have already passed a new law to banish slavery from Carinia. The slavers will soon learn they are not welcome. So you see, you have to be free, or I will be breaking my own law.”
“Thank you,” Rian said, although she looked unsure. “Will I still be able to stay in the palace?”
“Of course, I thought you might like one of the guest bedrooms as your own. Which reminds me, we should walk to the palace, and get you all settled before dinner.”
Tallia turned to walk away, but Johar caught her hand and pulled her back to him. “If everyone will excuse us, I wish to kiss my wife. Rian, can I ask you to show my father and Krigan to their rooms?”
“Of course,” Rian said happily.
His father laughed, slapped his arm hard, and said, “Take your time. I’m sure you two have a lot of catching up to do.” He followed Rian towards the palace. “What about my men?” he asked, turning back to look at his men who were waiting where he had left them.
“Helker will sort them out, there is a spare barracks they may use, if that is suitable,” Tallia said, trying to keep her thoughts on the King rather than on his son, who was making her feel all kinds of wonderful sensations as his thumb brushed the sensitive skin on the inside of her wrist.
“Yes. But I would rather they were settled in first before I am shown my room. If you don’t mind,” King Kahar said. “It means they won’t get themselves into trouble, if I’m around.”
“Let me get them settled in, father,” Johar offered.
“No, son. You go and spend some time with your wife.” He hesitated and then added, “You made a good choice.”
They watched him walk off, and then Tallia said, “He does not know about Misha’Ha?”
“No. My father speaks of fate, but it would freak him out to know a fortune teller had told you to marry me. Especially since that fortune teller also paid Krigan here one of the bags of silver you gave her to stay on your planet instead of delivering our cargo.”
“That is how you escaped? Helker said he thought a cargo ship had left the space port on the day the Emissars were hunting for you. I could only hope you and Rian were on board and were safe.”
“They were,” Krigan said. “But Johar did not go willingly.”
She smiled shyly at him. “I am just pleased you are safe.”
“You should be; we came back with a rescue party to save you.”
“As you can see, I do not need saving.”
“But I know something you do need.” He bent down and whispered in her ear, his words sending thrills through her body.
“Would you excuse us,” she said to Rian and Krigan, and with a giggle, she took his hand and they ran back towards the palace. Halfway there he swept her up into his arms. “I have longer legs; I can run much faster if I carry you.”
She didn’t protest; instead, she kissed his neck, her fingers stroking his bare chest. She watched as the tattoos glowed brighter, and by the time she had guided him to her room, he was lit up, glowing brightly as he laid her on the bed.
Quickly discarding his clothes, while she watched, eager to see him naked, he then knelt on the bed beside her. She stroked his cock, feeling him harden under her touch. Johar worked to undo her dress, but eventually ripped it from her body, too eager to make love to her to have the patience to undo the lacings and the buttons.
“I think we should pass a new law, making it illegal for women to wear such dresses.”
“I don’t think Hosta will be too pleased about that,” Tallia said. “And we owe her a lot.”
“More than you know. She helped me and Rian when we tried to get to the tea shop and find Misha’Ha.” 
Tallia knew the witch’s tea shop was abandoned; she had sent her guards down there immediately after the Emissars were deposed. “I wish I could see her to thank her.”
“She can see the future; she knows how this ends. She knows how thankful you are.”
“And how does it end?” she asked, kissing his nipple, her tongue licking his flash, feeling the faint buzz of his skin alive with static electricity.
“You know how.” He kissed her. “With you letting me in. All the way in.”
His fingers pushed inside her sex as he spoke, but she knew that was not what he meant. As she kissed his neck, and then his lips, she knew what he wanted, and was ready to say yes. With a deep breath, she relaxed, the feel of his fingers inside her distracting her mind enough for her to let down the barriers between them. A rush of sensations entered her body, and her mind. Emotions that weren’t hers filled her head, and she knew in that moment that he loved her.
Johar moved to lie between her thighs, the head of his cock pressing against her outer lips, and then he thrust forward to enter her. Slowly he took her. Their minds and their bodies joined as he moved in and out of her. She kissed his skin, stroking his back, while he whispered words of love, not with his mouth, but with his mind.
She saw the essence of him, his tattoos glowing, making him seem unreal, but he was real. His mouth was real on hers, his hands real as they cupped her breasts, his thumb brushing her nipple. They rose together, the connection between them passing their feelings of lust and love until they mingled as one. Then he came, his seed spurting deep into her, while her orgasm crashed into her, leaving her crying out his name.
When they were both completely sated, there were no words needed. They lay in each other’s arms, the sun slowly sinking in the sky, neither of them wanting to move. The world could move on without them for now.
“You know I have nothing to offer you,” he said at last.
“Yes.” She turned to look at him. “Do you think that matters to me?”
“I don’t know.” He kissed her shoulder. “I hope not. But when you asked me to marry you, you needed my help, and wanted my body.”
She laughed. “I still want your body.”
“Again?” he asked.
“Always,” she replied.
As he made love to her again, she thought of the witch who had brought them together and thanked her for giving Tallia and Johar a happy ever after. It didn’t make up for what had happened with her mother, but Tallia knew there was no one to blame. 
Unless you blamed fate. But hers had turned out right, and she chose not to think on it any deeper. Not when her husband was kissing her in places she had never been kissed, and licking her in ways that made her want to explode in pleasure.
If this was fate’s fault, she would thank it, and Misha’Ha. Wherever she was now.
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