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Sophie ducked behind some clutter she found on the deck of Alexander
The Great and bit into her fist to keep from crying out. Her head was
pounding and she could feel the slight trickle of blood down her scalp. She was
in serious trouble and frantically thinking of a way out of the mess she found
herself in. When she had agreed to fill in for her friend Molly and nanny
Alexander and Anna Gray’s two small children on a cruise to the Bahamas, she
never imagined this would be the end result.


The trip had started out peacefully enough. Heading southeast out of
Miami, Florida they had nothing but clear sailing. The children were very well
behaved, and she had spent most of her time tutoring them. The yacht was very
high tech and like most children their age Michael and Bethany enjoyed being on
a computer or other device during their free time. This made her job more
difficult trying to lure them away from the technology, but it was easier once
they had made port in Nassau, Bahamas for a few days. It had given her the
opportunity to take the children around the island, and off the yacht since
their parents had rented a home for the duration of their stay. It had been
three days of learning about Nassau and having fun around the local hot spots.
They had gone to The Blue Lagoon to swim with the dolphins. There was also the
Segway tour of the beach that the children thought was great, but Sophie had
trouble getting the hang of the rolling contraption. After a few crashes into
the sand, she had finally figured it out. Thankfully, the tour guides had been
very patient. They had filled their time with museums, tours and food. When it
was time to depart Nassau the children had been ready to go, and so was she.
There was nothing quite like visiting a tropical paradise but it was time for
them to head for home. 


Their first night back on the yacht had ended uneventfully. After eating
dinner, then watching their favorite movie, a short visit with their parents
and it was bedtime. Sophie had tucked the children in their beds, read them a
story, and was trying to coax Bethany to sleep. The little girl had fussed that
she couldn’t sleep without her “bedtime buddy”. She had just smiled and assured
the little girl that she would go find it. The teddy bear had to be on the
yacht somewhere, Bethany had definitely packed it in her bag before leaving
Nassau. When asked, the last place Bethany remembered seeing it was in her
father’s study, so that was where Sophie had started looking. 


Walking swiftly toward the study Sophie was distracted with thoughts of
tomorrow’s lessons. She stopped short when she heard voices coming from the
room. She didn’t want to interrupt an important meeting but Bethany would stay
awake until she got that bear.


“We need to make sure the nanny won’t find it.” Sophie recognized
Alexander Gray’s voice.


“I will make sure she doesn’t check her bags after the drugs are hidden.”
This voice she knew belonged to one of Alexander’s guards. “Once she is in the
city we can arrange to get the bag away from her. We could always stage a
mugging as we did with the last nanny. We just need to remember to have a last
minute meeting and cut her loose early instead of giving her a ride into town.”


Sophie’s brow furrowed. Her friend had said something about being mugged a
few months ago after being on a trip with the Gray’s. What was going on? Moving
a little bit closer to the doors she held her breath listening.


“Who would think to suspect an old granny of being a drug mule? Even if
they caught her and looked my direction, I would just say she must be
desperate for money and got them in Nassau.” Alexander gave a nasty laugh. “If
only she earned money like she eats then she would be rich. I may have to
charge her for the food bill if she keeps it up.”


“Or chase off the pod of Orca that come to claim one of their own.” The
guard laughed at his own joke.


Sophie felt her face flame red and tears burn in her eyes. She wasn’t that
old having turned forty-five this year, and she enjoyed food but wouldn’t say
she had eaten that much! She could stand to lose some weight, but she didn’t
think the Orca joke was called for. How much of her life had she heard these
kinds of jokes? How many times had she been told she would be so pretty if she
just lost weight? She was pulled out of her thoughts when she heard them move
closer to the door.


“She should be lured away from her bags after packing some time
tomorrow.” Alexander laughed again, “I will have Chef make a thank-you cake.
That should work to get her and the children out of the way.”


Sophie looked around frantically, the voices were moving toward the door
and she needed to get out of the hall. Looking back behind her, she saw a
lavatory and just made it inside and closed the door, when she heard the males
leaving the study. 


Peeking out of the doorway, she made sure the coast was clear. Hurrying
into the study, she found the teddy bear and then rushed back to the children’s
room. Her head was reeling with what she had heard. It was only when she saw
that Bethany was still awake that she tried to pull herself together. The
little girl cried out happily when she saw her bedtime buddy.


“Here Bethany.” Sophie said softly, “Now you need to get some sleep.” She
tucked the girl’s soft curls behind her ear and worried about what to do next.
Alexander Gray was a very bad man, and he was going to use her to try to get
drugs off the yacht and into Miami.  She
couldn’t let them get control of her bags. She ran across the hall into her
stateroom. Would there be cell coverage out here? Maybe she could get a text to
her friend Molly. Grabbing her cell phone, she put a shrug over her tank top
and made her way outside on the deck. Waving her hand around she saw that she
wasn’t getting any bars. Walking toward the bow, she kept her eye on the
coverage. When she got a single bar, she froze. Hurrying to type a message, she
warned her friend about Alexander’s activities, and asked that Molly inform the
authorities about the drugs. She had just hit send when she heard a voice
behind her. 


“What brings you out here?”


Making sure to close the cell phone, she turned to smile at the guard.
“Just getting some air before I turn in.” She slowly moved her hand to put the
cell phone into her pocket, and then leaned back into the railing in what she
hoped was a casual pose.


“What were you doing with your cell phone?” The guard asked suspiciously.
His beady eyes were narrowed and she could practically see the wheels turning
in his head.


“Oh, just sending out a text to my friend to make sure to pick me up at
the dock.” Sophie tried to sound nonchalant but knew she failed when he looked
even more suspicious.


“I thought Mr. Gray was giving you a ride from the dock.” The guard was
moving alarmingly close. Then she realized that she had blown it, but did the
guard know? The plan was for the Gray’s to take her into town, but she had just
overheard this guard and Mr. Gray discussing a fictitious last minute meeting.
She wasn’t supposed to know about that yet! What a stupid mistake. She just had
to hope the guard didn’t put it together.


“Yes. I meant I was arranging a ride when they dropped me off.” Sophie
tried to cover her blunder.


“I need to see your cell phone.” The guard held out his beefy hand, the
muscles bunching in his forearms. “You signed a non-disclosure agreement and I
have the authority to see your phone at any time.”


“Of course.” Sophie moved her fingers around the cell phone and pulled it
out of her pocket. Moving to hand it over she shrugged wildly, the phone flying
from her fingers. The guard watched with wide eyes as it arced over the water
to disappear. “Oh dear! I have these tics sometimes. It comes with age I
guess.” She tried to look contrite, “I am so sorry.”


“You need to come with me.” The guard went to grab her arm and she
stepped to the side to avoid his hand.


“I don’t know why you are harassing me.” She desperately tried to sound
offended instead of afraid, “I am just minding my own business.”


“Well that remains to be seen doesn’t it.” The guard put his meaty fist
around her upper arm and Sophie’s defense training kicked in. She hit him as
hard as she could in the solar plexus, then drove her hand into his nose and
finished with kneeing him in what she hoped was the groin. Making a grab for
the stick at his side, she had just gotten her fingers around it when he hit
her over the head. She staggered back and swung with the stick as hard as she
could, aiming for his head. She made contact with a loud thwack and the brute
of a man went down. Turning away Sophie made a mad dash for the bow and
somewhere to hide. Even though she knew it wouldn’t do any good. There wasn’t
anywhere they couldn’t find her. Ducking down behind the clutter on the deck
she frantically thought of what to do. 


Before she could even calm her breathing, she was viciously hauled from
her hiding place by the hair. She had always worn her hair longer, but with his
painful hold on her, now she wished she had worn it close shaven. 


“Gotcha!” It was the guard she had hit over the head. She thought he
would have been down longer, but she must not have hit him near hard enough.
When she saw the gun in his hand, she realized what he had hit her over the
head with.


“That is kind of redundant to say when you obviously have gotten me!”
Sophie had always resorted to sarcasm when cornered. 


“What do we do with her?” The guard had been looking beyond her and she
wasn’t surprised to hear Alexander answer.


“We need to find out what she knows.” His cold voice sent chills down her
spine, and gave her goose bumps.


“That is fine with me.” Sophie gasped at the pain in her scalp from being
held so tightly and the hit it took earlier. “I was a teacher before I became a
nanny. I could talk all night telling you what I know.” She was starting to
feel sick and hoped that she would get to puke all over these two jerks before they
killed her.


“I hope you haven’t been teaching my kids to be smart mouths.” Alexander
waved the guard to bring her closer. “Now Sophie, tell me what you know.”


“And what you really did with that cell phone.” The guard added.


“I wasn’t able to get any coverage on the cell phone.” She lied. The last
thing she wanted was to drag Molly into this mess. “I heard you talking in your
study, I know about the drugs. I came out here to contact the authorities but I
wasn’t able to get cell coverage, I swear it. If I had done anything I would
tell you.” Her eyes were burning from the pain of the guards hold on her head.
“That is all I know. You are going to kill me no matter what I say, so why not
just do it?  The Hulkinator here is
massaging the handle of his gun as if he wants nothing more than to shoot me.
So do it already! You wouldn’t want me to start screaming and wake the
children.” She had to hope that Alexander believed her and this could end
without her friend dying too.


“I believe that you didn’t do anything Sophie, I’ll pay a friendly visit
to Molly when we get to Miami just in case.” He moved to stand by the railing.
“Either way I can’t leave you as a loose end.” He nodded to his guard.


Sophie tried to run but the guard had too strong of a hold on her head.
When she saw him lower his gun, she started screaming. She had never been shot
before. The pain stopped her breath for a second, and then she started gagging.
The bastard had shot her in the leg! After the initial agony, her mind shut
down and she went blessedly numb.


“The blood will attract any sharks and if those don’t get her the blood
loss and hypothermia will. No point in wasting too many bullets.”


“You bastard!” Sophie gasped, “You won’t get away with this.” She could
feel her strength flowing away as fast as the blood down her leg.


“I already have.” Alexander motioned with his thumb over his shoulder.
“Imagine my sorrow at my drunken nanny falling overboard.” He laughed another
cold, humorless sound. “Or maybe I can say that aliens abducted you, just
another victim to the Bermuda Triangle.”


The guard picked her up and grunting as he walked to the rail taunted
her, “Go on a diet lady! Oh wait, you’ll be dead in a few minutes.”


“Go to hell!” Her shout ended on a scream as she flew toward the cold
Atlantic waters.
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As she lay there floating in the frigid water of the Atlantic Ocean,
Sophie knew she was going to die. She was surprised at the peaceful feeling she
had. Her life didn’t flash before her eyes, as was rumored to happen. She
almost wished it would have. There were some things she wouldn’t mind seeing
again. The children she had been nanny to over the years. Her childhood spent
running around the fields and streets of her hometown. She had been on the move
all the time, her younger brother Patrick her constant companion. She felt the
tears course down her cheeks at the thought of her brother. It had been during
her junior year of college when he was killed. The authorities played down the
bar fight, but she heard from some friends that it had been a set up. Her
brother had been targeted because he was in love with the sheriff’s son, and
some things were still taboo in small town USA. 


Trying to clear her mind of those memories, she landed on the next worse
time of her life. Her ten-year marriage to Paul, her college sweetheart. She
had been young and reeling from her brother’s death. Paul had promised to love,
honor and cherish her and at the time, she had needed the crutch. He had wanted
her to work to put him through medical school, then she could work part time
and they could have children. She thought that was a fair compromise, so she
finished her degree and became a teacher. It all went as planned. Paul had
gotten his degree and then his dream job. Then the cracks started in their happy
façade. She had not been able to get pregnant right away and asked Paul to seek
fertility treatments with her. Her husband didn’t want medical intervention and
when she requested therapy to fix their marriage, he had declined that as well.
He didn’t want to put any more effort into their relationship. They had just
grown too far apart he argued. It didn’t have anything to do with the fact that
he had found someone else. He had stayed with her as long as he could, trying
to make it work he insisted. His second wife, who he married before the ink was
dry on their divorce, would make him look good at the club. Sophie, being on
the rounder side of healthy wouldn’t have she supposed. 


If she had been in love with her husband, it might have mattered to her a
bit more. As it was, she had taken the opportunity to change careers from
teaching to being a nanny. Because of her experience and ability to act as a
qualified teacher as well, she was able to earn more as a nanny. Not only was
the money good but she got the chance to travel a lot more, which was something
she had always wanted to do.


None of that mattered now. She just floated there thinking about how
pretty the night sky looked and how calm the water seemed. She figured it was
shock setting in. She must not have long now before it would be over. Just as
she had that thought, there was a sudden warming feeling in the water around
her. Her heart rate picked up and she worried she might have a heart attack,
which in turn made her burst out laughing. Was she really going to worry about
dying of a heart attack when she was seconds away from dying of shock? 


Before she could process that the water was definitely warmer, there was
an accompanying glow around her. It was so bright she had to close her eyes.
With her eyes squeezed shut, her other senses picked up. She could feel the
previously calm water start to swirl and she was moving around with it. She had
played in her uncle’s swimming pool one summer and the neighborhood children
had run in circles, around and around until there was a swirling vortex. This
is what that felt like. She swirled around in the water, with the light still
burning against her closed lids. Just as suddenly as it started, everything
stopped.


She felt searing pain shoot through her whole body and it spasmed until
she thought her limbs would break from the tension. When the pain reached a
pinnacle, her overtaxed mind did the nice thing and shut down. It was lights
out and blackness took her.


*~*~*~*


“Can you hear me?”


Sophie woke with a start. She was alive? Forcing her eyes to open she had
to wait for a second for them to focus. Then she blinked several times trying
to make her mind understand what she was seeing. When she tried to turn her
head to look around further, she found that she couldn’t move.


“Good. You are awake.” A female voice sounded to her right. “I was
beginning to worry. Please remain calm and let your mind adjust.”


Sophie took in deep breaths and tried to remain calm like the female
voice had asked, but it was hard when she was being kept immobile. “Where am I?
Am I paralyzed?” Her voice was close to breaking.


“You are in a medical unit on Aquadomina. The clean-up to your cerebrum
should be complete in a few minutes. The paralysis you are feeling is only
temporary while the computer works on you.”


Sophie struggled against the force holding her, “What are you talking
about? What are you doing to my brain?” She couldn’t help the panic that
sounded in her voice.


With a sigh, the female moved into her line of sight. She was so small,
maybe about five feet tall at most. Her face seemed a bit odd at first glance,
as if it was stretched out longer than normal. Other than that, the woman was
very pretty. Her eyes were the most striking blue color Sophie had ever seen. 


“The clean-up of your cerebrum makes it so that you can adapt to life
here on Aquadomina. It won’t harm you in any way. It just makes it so that you
are more susceptible to suggestion.” The female moved her hands in front of a
floating screen and said, “It frees you for the next few suns from the doubts
you would normally suffer from. If you feel strongly about an issue, the
clean-up will not block that feeling, so don’t worry that your free will is
being taken away.”


Sophie tried harder to move, “How is that possible? What kind of dream is
this? The last thing I remember is getting shot by that stupid jerk of a guard
and thrown in the water.” She laughed a little hysterically, “If I am losing my
mind, why can’t I forget that memory?”


An angry growling noise sounded to her left and the hairs on her neck
stood on end. “Someone dared to do this thing to The Chosen. How is that—”


“Commander Raife that is enough.” The woman interrupted his tirade. “I
have released the restraining field holding you down.” The woman moved her bed
so that she was sitting up, “I think you misunderstand the clean-up. It isn’t
going to block your memories.” Holding her face to flash a light into her eyes
the female said, “It might take a few hours, but you should start to feel the
effects of the procedure. Again, let me assure you that your mind will remain
intact.”


“Why are you doing this to me?” Sophie was feeling a bit dizzy.


“You are The Chosen, which is why you need to adapt to life here on
Aquadomina. If I remember my basic science class, it works like this. The
wormhole that brought you here somehow adapts your body to live on Aquadomina.
You are immune to our disease, you are able to eat our food, breath our air,
speak and understand our language. It is your mind that has to be able to accept the new reality. So we “open”
you to suggestion so you are able to understand faster.”


“I don’t want to ‘understand faster’ I just want to wake up from this
crazy dream.” Sophie was really starting to feel the effects of what they had
done. 


“You are awake Chosen, not dreaming as you think.” Giving her a huge
smile the female emphasized, “It is better this way. Why would you want to
dwell on an obviously violent world?” When she saw that Sophie was attempting
to move she said, “Please remain still until The Three are ready for you. I
will give you some medication to help with the effects of the memory block.”


Sophie was relieved to feel the pressure ease off her mind. She was able
to look around and was astonished at what she saw. The room was obviously a medical
exam room, but the displays she was able to see were something out of science
fiction.


“I am Medical Director Helis.” Sophie wasn’t sure why but the woman
placed her fisted hand against her chest and then bowed low. “It is with great
honor that I greet The Chosen.” Sophie wasn’t sure what was going on and didn’t
know what to say. When the doctor just stayed bowed over she started looking
around for someone to help. That is when she noticed they were not alone. There
were five strangely attired males all in the same bent over state as the
doctor.


“Look—” she started to ask but got interrupted.


“Chosen!” Three voices spoke at the same time and Sophie jumped on the
bed.


“We are The Three.” Again, the voices spoke as one. The three figures
hurried over to stand before her bed. They were all so small. Sophie was
starting to see a trend here. They all had the slightly elongated face and
long, skinny fingers as they did that same fist to chest, bowing thing. Only
one of the three moved from the bow to stand upright.


“I am One.” This female had blond hair, and stood about five feet tall
with long limbs and was wearing some type of iridescent black robe. She had a
friendly vibe to her and just like the doctor her shocking blue eyes radiated
warmth. “We are so very happy that you are finally here Chosen.” Looking
patiently at the prostrate figures of those around her, One said, “They will
stay bowed to you as long as you wish it.”


Sophie looked around shocked at the people around the room. “They don’t
have to stay bent over.” Her hands waved helplessly around the room. “Can you
tell me what is going on?” At her words, the others all stood upright again. 


“The Three will explain.” Sophie jumped when they all talked together. It
was creepy and frankly getting on her nerves.


One of the females waved her hand in front of her robes, “I am Two.” Just
like One, Two radiated warmth and friendliness. She had the same long limbs,
covered in an iridescent blue robe and similar blue eyes as One.  Two had black hair and a creamy dark mocha
complexion. “You are The Chosen. The foretelling told of your arrival. You will
bring about peace to the Three Kingdoms.”


“Okay.” Sophie laughed, “I’m dead.” 


“The Chosen is not dead.” Two reached out and roughly pinched her arm.


“Oww.” Sophie glanced at the red spot, “There has to be a mistake, I
can’t be this ‘Chosen’.” The shock of being shot was nothing compared to what
Two had said. 


“That is what The Chosen would say.” The third female smiled. Just like
the others, this female was long limbed, with strange features. She had the
same blue eyes with a fair skin tone, but her hair and robes were red. “I am
Three. The foretelling was correct and you are The Chosen.” 


“I am having a dream or hallucination.” Sophie closed her eyes tight.
“This will all go away when I wake up.” 


“The Chosen is not dreaming or having incorrect vision.”  Helis spoke up and Sophie looked to see her
standing by The Three. “I have done a check on her, she is fully healthy. See
the scans.” The medical director ushered The Three to the displays that Sophie
had seen earlier.


Noticing her hands shaking Sophie tried to smooth down the blanket that
covered her then froze. She had turned forty-five this year and there were a
few things that came with age. The dark spots on her hands had increased over
the years. Sometimes it felt like there would be a new one daily. Like her
mother and grandmother before her, Sophie had accepted the spots as a fact of
the aging process. Now as she lay here she realized her hands were smooth. She
didn’t have one dark spot or wrinkle to mar the skin. Taking note of her body
there were a few other changes as well. Despite the stress of the situation,
she wasn’t feeling any pain in her joints. Nothing in her back or knees, and
both had been aching of late. What she could tell of her body the muscles were
more toned and the skin taunt. Not that she was a size two or anything, adding
an extra digit to that number would be closer to the truth. She wasn’t totally
fit, but she wasn’t overly heavy either.


Before her panicked mind could take flight, she started to look around
the room. Her eyes landed on the five males. They had stayed in the exact same
spot the entire time. Two by a doorway type arch in the wall, two by an opening
she assumed was a window but was now closed, and one closer to her bed but not
in the way. They were all looking blankly ahead. She was wondering if they were
breathing, they were standing so still. All five were tall with large builds
that she couldn’t tell was armor or just male body since they were wearing some
type of black clothing. They all had the same slightly elongated face, not a
disfiguring amount, but enough to notice. 


Her eyes strayed to the man closest to her bed and her breath caught in
her throat. She felt like this one was different. He was tall, about six foot.
His hair was dark, either brown or black. There were faint highlights to make
her wonder at some red in there too. He was staring impassively ahead like the
others, but his eyes would twitch every so often. She wondered what he was
thinking. His eyes were the same blue as the females, only his had a hint of
something she couldn’t place. Trying not to stare and appear rude, she was
covertly trying to see what about his eyes was catching her interest, and then
it hit her. They had sparkly looking flecks. His eyes were catching the light
and reflecting like a prism. Before she could look at the guard further One
spoke again.


“You are perfectly healthy Chosen. The scans all show it.”


Sophie sighed, “Can I get up and walk around? It helps me to process
things better if I’m moving.”


“The Chosen can do whatever The Chosen wants to do.” The Three spoke in
unison.


“Okay then.” Sophie sighed loudly, “The Chosen is going to stand up.” She
moved the blanket aside and was happy to see she was wearing some kind of
pajama pants for bottoms and wrapping t-shirt style top. Sliding off the
medical bed she slowly stood up, making sure her legs could take her weight
before standing taller. She felt extremely fit. Walking around the side of her
bed she asked The Three, not really caring which one answered.


Whatever they had done to her mind must be starting to work because
instead of feeling panic or continued disbelief all she felt was a sense of
calm. 


“So where exactly am I?”
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“Would The Chosen like a lesson on the history of
Aquadomina? Or just the great Kingdom of Aquarian?” The Three asked together.


Sophie had thought that this whole situation
couldn’t get any stranger. Now she realized she was wrong…It could. First, she
was told she had been chosen to bring peace to the Three Kingdoms. What
Kingdoms those were she had no idea. Shaking her head, she paced around the
room. “You call this city an aquarium?”


“No Chosen.” One tried to keep up with her pacing,
“Not Aquarium...Aqua-ria-n.” She enunciated the last sound so that Sophie knew
the difference. “We are in the main city of all Aquadomina, though you will
rule over all of the people of the Three Kingdoms.”


“Wait just a second!” Sophie stopped short, “What
exactly do you mean by ‘rule over’?”


“You are to be the leader of Aquadomina.” The Three intoned, “The
foretelling has come true, and—”


“I don’t mean to be rude.” Sophie was getting a great headache and this
conversation was going nowhere. “I know you think that I am this ‘Chosen’
person. I just don’t know how that is possible. I never get chosen for
anything. In a political election year, I don’t even get calls for my opinion.
I’m nobody special.” She realized she was in front of the guard with the
prismatic eyes and couldn’t resist looking at him. “I am just Sophie.”


“The Chosen needs to be shown her quarters in the city.” Two got her
attention when she suggested, “After a good meal and some time to rest perhaps
all will be clear.”


Sophie turned to Two, but was prevented from asking any more questions
when the doors slid open. A crowd of men swept in and parted in a wave to
reveal another male at the center of their group.  He wasn’t as tall as the guard already in the
room. He was about her height which put him at about five foot five, maybe five
foot six. He had blond hair, fair skin, a pointed chin and pale blue eyes. Some
women might find him attractive, but she had always preferred dark haired men.
He was wearing normal enough clothing she supposed. Some type of pants, a
billowing top, military type boots and a cape. She had to do a double take on
the cape. Did anyone even really wear one of those anymore? 


His eyes darted around the room and landed on her. With a cold smile, he
rushed over and tried to hug her. She did not know this man and was not about
to let him touch her. As he was reaching out, she used his momentum to push him
past her, at the same time tucked herself under his outstretched arms to end up
away from him. He turned around and she almost laughed at his astonished
expression. Then he regained his composure and pasted a smile on his face. It
did not reach his eyes, and looking into them left her feeling cold.


“My love —” 


“Now is not the time.” The Three tried to stop him but he rushed toward
her again.


Sophie put her fists up, “Stop.” She wanted to give him a verbal warning
since her raised fists didn’t seem to impress him. That word was all it took
before all hell broke loose. One second she was standing there with Mr. Mystery
Man bearing down on her, the next she was wrapped in what felt like a steel
grip. Whoever was holding her used one hand to knock blondie away from her to
slide across the floor. Then she was tucked into a leathered chest plate. From
the sounds behind the back of the male holding her, there was quite a fight
going on. Not that she could see any it, the guard in front of her was so large
he effectively had her blocked in. 


When she heard a whined, “I  dink
–e-  boke my dose.” She couldn’t help
herself she started laughing.


“You will be okay Chosen.” The male obviously thought her shaking was
from fright or tears. He was trying to reassure her and it felt good. His voice
was like smoked whiskey with a smooth velvet lining and she could drink it in
all day.


“Stop! That is enough.” The Three tried to get control of the room.


“Commander Raife, explain yourself!” One issued the demand.


When he just ignored One, the male she assumed was the blond began
yelling. “I -ill -ave  you  -emoved 
fom yor  pos-d-ition.” As he
yelled, his voice got shriller and Sophie thought her head might explode. “I
-ill –av-  -ou   -punishd—”


Sophie looked up at the guard holding her, fighting back the laughter at
the other male’s antics. It was the guard that had captivated her from earlier.
To her surprise, he was actually looking down at her, not staring off into
space like before. He was enthralling. His eyes were framed with black
eyelashes and arched brows. They were the amazing blue, but up close, you could
count the flecks of light in them. His face wasn’t soft or sharp it was just
blatantly masculine and golden tan. His mouth was full and luscious and she
could see his perfectly white even teeth. 
When he saw her studying him, he jerked back to attention. The encounter
had lasted a mere couple of seconds but she knew it was imprinted on her brain.
With a sigh, she pushed back away from the guard and stepped to the side. He
was still close, but wasn’t blocking her view of the room.


The male guards that had been here from the beginning had disarmed the blond
male’s guards and had them face down on the floor. The blonde-haired male was
holding his nose and was yelling at The Three about being shown the proper
respect. 


“Enough.” Sophie called across the room and everyone went still. If there
was anything to this Chosen stuff she was about to find out. Facing the
annoying blonde-haired male, she said quietly, “If you do anything against the
guards in this room, either yours and or mine, I will be unhappy.” Let him
wonder about what that might mean.


“Commander Raife, we need to know why you felt the need to protect The
Chosen from Arbiter Ri’Carn.” The Three were furious.


“I am honor bound to protect The Chosen from all threats.” Sophie was
lulled in by his voice and almost missed when One stated.


“You are not bound to protect her from The Chosen Consort.” She hissed in
irritation.


 “Now hold on.” Sophie was at the
end of her rope, “What do you mean by ‘The
Chosen Consort’? That better be a term for friend or something other than
what I think it does stand for!”


“All will be explained.” The Three were frustrated, and they obviously
hadn’t expected to have to explain this part to her so soon. “The Chosen needs
to go to her quarters for food and rest.” When they saw the stubborn look on
her face, they added desperately, “Please.”


“Okay. I will go where you ask, but someone needs to give me some
answers...and soon.” She looked around helplessly, “Who is taking me to these
quarters?” When the blonde-haired male looked excited, she hurried to point at
him, “Not you.”


“The Protectorate are to be your constant guard. They will be the ones to
take you to your quarters.” The Three assured her. “They are Commander Raife.”
At those words, the guard that had grabbed her put his fist against his chest
and bowed. “Protectorate Garritt.” Another guard stepped to stand next Raife.
He was very handsome with a dark complexion, sandy colored hair and incredible
blue eyes. He did the salute and bow thing also, and then The Three introduced
the next male. “Protectorate Ramsey.” The guard from the window moved to stand
next to Garritt. This guard had black hair, a fair complexion, of course the
blue eyes and a faint scar across his right eye. “Protectorate Willem.” One of
the guards at the door moved over, saluted and bowed. “And Protectorate
Connor.”  He was the twin of Willem. They
both had light brown hair and she hadn’t gotten a chance to see Willem’s, but
Connor had brown eyes. She did a double take over that fact. Everyone she had
met so far had blue eyes. Well, besides Raife and his prismatic ones anyway.
“There are two others, Stefan and Thomas. They are to be your night guard and
have not arrived yet. They are coming from Kingdom Three and will arrive some
time tomorrow. Commander Raife, take the chosen to Castrum and see her settled.”


Raife stood from his bent position and gestured for Sophie to follow him.


“Before I go, I meant what I said about punishment against the guards.”
Sophie stressed.


Everyone in the room except her guard did the salute and bow thing
staying bent over. Commander Raife moved to stand in front of her and gestured
to the arched doorway. “This way please.” He spoke softly and moved to walk in
front of her. The other four guards made a male box around her and they left
the medical room. She reluctantly followed the male shoulders in front of her.
Since she couldn’t see anything around her, it was a surprise to suddenly feel
the warm light on her face. Taking a deep breath, she could almost taste the
water on her tongue. It was salty and heavy in the air with a hint of something
earthy and floral.


Shielding her eyes and looking up, she let out a yell and stopped short.
This was a mistake apparently. It caused her guard to press
shoulder-to-shoulder, and front-to-back with her. They must have thought she
had yelled because of a threat and she was now the inside of her guard
sandwich.


After a few claustrophobic moments, she heard a male voice say, “There is
no threat.” Commander Raife moved the guard away from in front of her so he
could see her face, “Why did The Chosen yell out?”


 She looked helplessly at the sky
then back at him. “That!” She pointed up, “I see six different planets, and one
of them has rings around it like Saturn. How are they so close?” Trying to gain
some perspective, she asked again, “Where exactly
am I?”


Commander Raife looked at the sky, “There are only four planets. Two of
them are a reflection off the atmosphere. I do not know how to explain where
you are except to say Aquadomina. After you have rested, we can take you to the
Halls of Science. Maybe the answers you seek are there.” He looked around at
the path they were on, his gaze going around to the people on the walkway. “We
need to keep moving. News of your arrival is sure to have spread and we need to
get you off the streets.” As soon as he strode away, the guard he had moved
aside took his position again. Sighing Sophie followed keeping her head down.
The headache that had threatened earlier was starting to pound. She just wanted
to get somewhere she could put a cold compress on her eyes and think in peace
and quiet.


“We are going to take your personal craft to your quarters.” She heard
Commander Raife say somewhere ahead of her. The guard in front of her moved
aside to allow her to see what was ahead. She wanted to stop but knew she would
end up sandwiched again so she kept walking, but it was an effort. In front of
her, at the end of what she could only describe as a multiple parking dock, was
some type of “vehicle”. It was a teardrop shaped, liquid mercury colored large
speedboat/yacht looking hybrid. There were others in the water on either side
of the dock, but the one they were moving towards was much larger.


“What are these called?” She asked no one in particular. She wasn’t
surprised when Commander Raife answered. The other guards didn’t seem to speak.


“They are just water craft. Your personal one is named the Aquavi.” He
put his hand on her elbow to help her into the vehicle. Both doors had slid
opened and with his help, she took the two steps down. She tried to get her
bearings but was pressed forward by the four males entering behind her. She was
getting irritated by the constant press of bodies and was about to say
something when the doors behind her closed. The inside of the Aquavi got her
attention and she could only look around openmouthed. There were two rows of
six single seats forward and back to each other against the sides with walking
room in the middle of the boat. Each seat looked like it was extremely
comfortable. The sides were raised and the backs tall, with extra cushioning.
At the back of the boat was a double door with two smaller doors at each side.
Before she could ask what was in the back Raife had moved to stand in front of
her.


“I need you to put your palm on the control panel. May I?” When she
nodded, he took her hand and led her to a console at the front of the boat. 


Since she was standing with him and she wasn’t sure what she was doing,
to fill the awkward silence she asked, “What should I call you? Commander Raife
or Raife?”


Placing her hand against the console he said, “The Chosen may call me
whatever she wishes.” He was standing very close against her back, and she had
the sudden urge to lean back into him, which she fought. 


“Since you don’t mind, I will call you Raife.” She looked to where he had
her hand pressed and felt the warmth of his skin against hers. Suddenly there
was a flash of light and a small pinching feeing in her fingers, and then the
computer began talking.


“Programming settings. Voice recognition protocol initialized,
repeat:  Testing.”


She looked over her shoulder at Raife and he nodded his head for her to
proceed. Sophie sighed and called out, “Testing.”


The computer requested again, “Repeat: 
Aquavi.”


“Aquavi.” Sophie intoned.


The computer flashed, “Repeat:  I
am The Chosen.”


Sophie felt her irritation building, “I am The Chosen, and my name is
Sophie.”


She was sure that the computer would beep at her that she had done it
wrong. To her delight it just intoned, “Confirmed. Please state preference male
or female modulation.”


Sophie paused. She might like this after all. “I prefer male.” She called
out.


“State preference for color.” The computer asked again. This time the
voice that came out of the system was distinctly masculine.


“Fire engine red.” Sophie laughed and looked around Raife, wondering when
the seating was going to change color. She was a little disappointed that it
stayed the same light grey color inside the Aquavis. Not that she would have
kept it red. She just wanted to see if it would change color.


“PAC has taken DNA and retinal scan. Please state destination.”


“Take us to Castrum.” Raife called out.


“All passengers are not secure. Request denied.” The male voice sounded
smug in being able to deny Raife’s request.


Sophie laughed a little at the voice of the computer. The other guards
had all moved to sit and secure themselves as she was talking to the computer.
That meant it was Raife and herself that were holding up the boat from leaving.
She reluctantly moved her hand off the console and walked to an open seat.
Raife followed her and showed her how to apply the restraints. 


“This button here on the side of your seat will turn it.” Raife had bent
over to point out the controls. She leaned over the side of her chair to look
and was almost brushing her cheek against his chest in order to see. The heat
radiated from his body to hers and she could swear she smelled her favorite
scent. Spruce! It reminded her of the Christmas tree her parents would put up
every Thanksgiving weekend. Even if it was a fake one, her mother made sure to have
spruce sticks to put in the branches. Their home had smelled of spruce from
November to January.


 “The other buttons when pressed
will apply heat, massage, lumbar support and elevation to your feet.” Raife
continued and Sophie was mesmerized by the faint shadow of hair on his face.
The way his mouth was moving. Wait, his mouth wasn’t moving and when her
startled gaze moved to his eyes, he was looking at her. Sophie had never felt
this kind of attraction for someone so fast. One minute she was watching him
talk, the next she was leaning forward in what promised to be a seat scorching
kiss if the heat she felt was any indicator. Seeing the spark in Raife’s eyes
as he looked at her mouth made her insides melt. Just as she was close enough
to feel his breath on her lips, she heard the computer.


“Is The Chosen comfortable?” The computer broke into the moment.


“What?” She jerked back, her face flaming. “Oh. Yes. Thank you, I’m
fine.” She hurried to turn back in her seat to face forward, just as Raife
moved to take his seat. “I just wish I could see outside.” She added softly.


“Adjusting window tint to thirty-five percent.” The computer spoke and
she could see outside. “The Chosen can see out, but nobody can see in.” 


Raife had adjusted his restraints, his questioning gaze on her face.
Stating firmly he said, “Computer take us to Castrum.”


“Request not recognized.” The computer stated emphatically. 


“Computer take us to Castrum.” Raife spoke more clearly, annunciating
every word.


“Request not recognized.” The computer repeated stubbornly.


Raife looked at her and raised his eyebrow, “Could you please try.”


Not sure why the computer wouldn’t answer to Raife she stated, “Computer
take us to Castrum please.”


“Request recognized. Plotting optimum course. Time to Castrum is twenty
minutes.”


“Why didn’t the computer comply with you this time?” She asked Raife.


“You are the sole master of the Aquavi and its systems. The computer will
only respond to me or the other Protectorate in times of danger to you.” He
replied softly. “I was testing the system when I asked it to comply with me. It
is running at regulated specifications if it ignores all orders except yours.”


Sophie felt the pull of the boat as it left the dock. There were other
craft moving around outside and she wondered how this city worked. “Does every
person have a water craft? Do you have to be licensed to operate one?” She
dragged her gaze to look across at Raife. He had chosen the seat closest to the
exit doors across from her.


“Not every citizen has a water craft, and yes it is required to be
licensed to operate one.” He looked at her and her heart flipped when he smiled
slightly, “You are different Chosen. You are not required to be licensed since
the Aquavi is operated by the PAC.”


Sophie forgot her last question and had to know, “What is a PAC?”


“I am a Personal Adaptable Computer. You may call me PAC for your
convenience.” The computer answered for Raife. “As my name states, I am
adaptable and personalized for your use only.”


“It’s nice to meet you PAC, you may call me Sophie.” She was smiling at
the front of the boat, where she thought the computer might be.


“The PAC will call you The Chosen or Chosen as is your right.” Raife bit
out then looked away at the other guards.


“Why is it important for him to call me that?” Sophie could feel her
temper rising, “Why can’t he call me by my given name. It’s a really nice
name…Sophie!” She waved her hands at him. “Try it…So-ph-ie.”


Raife’s face turned just as red as hers, “I would not disgrace my
position or the unit I serve by calling you by your given name. You are The
Chosen.”


Before Sophie could continue her argument with Raife, PAC chimed in, “If
you are still interested in gaining knowledge of Aquarian, I can tell you what
you require.” Her attention was immediately turned by the computers offer.


“Thank you PAC.” She looked out the window and was caught by the fact
that all of the buildings they were passing were only one story. Nothing she
could see was higher than that. “Why are the buildings only one story high? How
many people live here in Aquarian? How fast are we going anyway?” The buildings
were flashing past them and she figured they had to be going fast.


“We are traveling at one hundred and twenty three miles an hour.” PAC
answered that question first, “The buildings are all one story because they are
floating on the surface of the water and for stability they are not allowed to
be built any higher. The only exceptions to that rule are your home, Castrum
and the Lextrium.” Sensing she was about to ask PAC answered her before she
could, “The Lextrium is the building of law that The Three preside over.”


“The Three make the laws here on Aquadomina?” She thought back on the
women she had met and couldn’t believe they were that powerful.


“The Three preside over all higher decision making. The lower courts
argue cases and make laws. If a case makes it to The Three for a decision then
it is final, there is usually no
arguing after they make a ruling.” PAC paused and she waited to hear what he
would say next. “The only person who can make a change after The Three have
ruled is The Chosen. We have not been blessed with a Chosen for over a thousand
years, so you can imagine the excitement all over Aquadomina at your arrival.”
PAC’s voice was filled with enthusiasm when he said that part and then he
continued, “As to your question about the population of Aquadomina, the entire
Three Kingdoms total over one million people.” PAC sounded impressed that it
was such a high number.


“Hold on. I am able to overrule The Three when it comes to the laws and
running of Aquadomina?” Sophie was in shock. The only people who ever paid
attention to her before were the children she had been nanny too. Their parents
hadn’t even listened to what she advised. How was supposed to rule one million
people? 


“Yes. You are The Chosen.” PAC sounded just like Raife when he said that.


Sophie was looking at all the buildings flashing by and thought of
something.  “PAC please confirm that you
said the entire planet has one million inhabitants.” That number just didn’t
sound right to her. This planet was obviously massive from what she could see
of if flashing by, there had to be more than one million people.


There was a pause and then PAC said, “The Three Kingdoms account for one
million inhabitants.”


Sophie looked at the guards and noticed that they seemed nervous. She had
been a teacher for years and a nanny after that. She had the ability to know
when someone wasn’t telling the whole story. Suddenly suspicious she figured
there was more than one way to get a computer to talk. “PAC what is the
population for all of Aquadomina?”
Sophie stressed the word “all” so the computer would know she wanted a complete
number.


The guards looked at each other and then to Raife. She wasn’t sure what
was going on, but the question had them on edge. Raife looked to her and was
about to say something when PAC beat him to it.


“The population of all Aquadomina is currently unknown. The exact numbers
for the Fourth Kingdom are unknown to us and The Deviant population changes daily.
However, they accounted for about fifty-thousand as of the last census. The
numbers could be different by now.”


Sophie sat in stunned silence for a second. The Three had said she would
rule over Three Kingdoms and now PAC was saying there was a Fourth Kingdom but
nobody included it. What was going on there? Furthermore, what did PAC mean by
“Deviant”? Before she could ask anything further Raife interrupted.


“We have arrived at Castrum. PAC can answer further questions once we
have settled you in.” He motioned for her to look out the window.
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As they pulled up to a huge gated wall Sophie figured she was just going
to have to get used to having her mouth gaping open. They weren’t slowing down
and she was about to yell out when the Aquavi did something incredible. It
quickly submerged only to pop up on the other side of the wall. 


“What?” She was trying to turn around in her seat to look behind them,
“Did you see that?” She hadn’t even been able to get a good look at what was in
the water it had happened so fast.


Raife had an indulgent smile on his face, “Yes. The Aquavi is the only
vehicle that can submerge under the wall. All others have to gain permission to
enter the grounds.”  


She was taking that information in when the Aquavi started to slow and
she was able to see the grounds as they approached what could only be described
as some type of castle. Surrounding the main house were walkways and to her
utter delight, plant life. She had seen some flashes of color as they had
traveled. She just hadn’t been able to make out the blurs. Now she suspected
that it had been trees, or plants that had given off the color. There was
certainly a lot of it around Castrum. As they pulled up to the building, she
noticed that the outer walls seemed to be completely smooth. It reminded her of
two-way glass. You couldn’t see in, but from the inside, you could see out. She
asked Raife about that.


“Yes. That is similar.” He answered before PAC could. Then PAC jumped in
and finished the explanation. 


“The material is heat resistant and will not break under thousands of
pounds of pressure. The whole of Castrum can be separated and used as a
floating or submerged sanctuary. It
is customary to take the Castrum when visiting the other Kingdoms.”


“Wow. How does it propel itself? Does it stay in one unit or break
apart?” Sophie looked again at the building and noticed there were no doors or
windows. It didn’t surprise her that the whole building could go underwater it
looked airtight. 


“The drives take in water and expel it to provide thrust, the same as the
Aquavi only on a larger scale.” PAC explained. Sophie had heard about
caterpillar drives in some ocean craft of Earth. That must be similar to this
planet. “Due to its aerodynamic construction the Castrum remains connected to
travel. Only in extreme situations is it separated to three individual parts.”


“I think I understand.” Sophie sat back and watched as the Aquavi pulled
up to the end of what she saw as the main “driveway”. 


“Where do we go—” before she could finish her question a sidewall opened
and they were moving along the building. She waited in awe as the Aquavi
reached the end of this path and before she could say anything, they
shot…upwards. “Ahh.” She took a huge gasp of air and was about to yell out when
they stopped. Her eyes flew to the amused faces of her guard and landed on
Raife. “You could have warned me.” 


“Yes Chosen.” He broke into a true smile, one that caused the corners of
his eyes to crinkle and his face to soften. “I could have.”


As Sophie stared transfixed at the transformation the smile made to his
face. She heard a faint clanging noise and PAC was talking again. “Docking is
complete. Restraints may be taken off.” Sophie struggled with the clasp on her
belt and smiled gratefully at Raife when he helped her out of her seat. When
she was standing, the double doors slid open allowing them to exit the vehicle.
“Welcome to Castrum.” Sophie took a few tentative steps forward, her guard
moving to stand behind her. She walked out to some type of platform. There were
double doors in front of her, and the Aquavi behind her. She laughed
delightedly when she saw that the vehicle was indeed, Fire Engine Red.


Turning back to the double doors, she stood patiently for a few moments
waiting for them to open. Stepping closer she waved her hands in front of her,
looking for some type of handles or sensors. There was none, only two smooth
panels. Figuring maybe it took her handprint to open the doors she put her
hands against the glass like panels. Still nothing happened and Raife gently
suggested, “The Chosen might ask the doors to open.”


Her eyes flew to his and she could feel the blush rising in her cheeks.
“Ahh. Okay.” She took a breath and asked, “Doors open.” She was relieved that
they finally parted so she could move forward. The other guard had joined them
on the platform and she didn’t want to appear clueless. Without looking to see
if anyone was following, because by now she knew they would be Sophie stepped
into Castrum. Her plan to keep her cool was completely forgotten when she got a
look at the inside of her new home. She was in some type of entryway, only it
was larger than anything she had ever seen as entries go. The flooring was a
nice natural looking material that reminded her of granite, with a nice mosaic
in the middle of it. She craned her neck to look up and saw that the walls were
very tall at about fourteen feet high if she had to guess. The ceiling was made
of the same glass material and she couldn’t see the sky, so it must be
currently darkened down.


“Welcome Home Chosen.” Sophie jumped when PAC spoke into the silence, “I
am here in Castrum with you as well as the Aquavi. I can answer any questions
you may have, and work toward making you comfortable by setting the Castrum’s
living conditions to your requirements.” When Sophie didn’t say anything PAC
continued, “The layout of your home is a basic “U” shape. There is a meeting
room, formal dining room, restroom, and kitchen on the left hand side of the
penthouse. In front of you are the great room and the hallway to your private
quarters which take up the right side of the penthouse.” PAC paused and asked
quickly, “Would you like a tour, or would you prefer to get some rest?”


Sophie was suddenly all too aware of how tired she was. “I would prefer
to get some rest first.” She looked around and saw that two of her guard had
taken up spots by the entryway. Two more had taken spots by the walls and Raife
was standing behind her. “Can you show me where I am supposed to go?” She asked
with a sigh.


“Of course. Follow me please.” He went to move away and Sophie saw with a
start that when she went to leave the room the other guard all did the salute
and bowed down.


She followed Raife forward into the great room and made a note to explore
this area when she was feeling better. When he turned to the right Sophie
followed him through a hallway until they reached two large double doors. 


“This is the entrance to your private quarters.” He opened the doors for
her and moved aside so she could enter. It was a sitting room, with chairs and
tables placed in various positions around the space. There was the wall of
glass that she was getting used to seeing, only in this room it was clear so
she was able to see outside. The grounds outside her window were glowing in the
fading light. She realized that the sun must have just set. She would have to
make a note to try to see it the next time. Ahead of her against one wall was a
curved couch, accessorized by multi-colored pillows that would be the perfect
spot to sit and see outside.


“Through that doorway is your bedroom and private bath.” Raife led her to
the doors and waved her through. “There will be two guards assigned to your
private space at night. We will settle into a routine now that you are here.
For tonight, I will watch your doors. If you need anything just notify PAC.”
After saying that Raife saluted her and bowed low.


Sophie stood there for a second then pushed the doors open since there
were no doorknobs that she could see. She looked back over her shoulder just as
the doors were closing and saw Raife was starting to stand and for a second
their eyes met. Before she could say goodnight, or thank you the doors swooshed
closed as if they were magnetically drawn to each other. Turning away from the
doors Sophie froze again. 


This was her bedroom? The bed was against one wall facing, of course, an
arcing glass wall in front of it. It was some type of four-poster with
diaphanous seafoam green material woven around it. At the foot of the bed was a
pale grey bench or chest of some sort and when she opened it, she found a pile
of the softest blankets in a rainbow of pastel colors. Tossing a light blue one
onto the bed for later, she turned to look for the bathroom. Figuring it was
behind the double doors to her left she opened those and there it was. The
cavernous bathroom of her dreams. 


On her right and left were two cabinets full of towels that would put any count Egyptian cotton to shame.
Hanging on hooks by the cabinets were two robes in the same material, all of it
was white of course. The bathroom itself was in pale grey with a hint of blue.
In the center of the room was a rectangular shower. She only knew it was
supposed to be a shower because it had a huge rain showerhead above the middle
of it. The whole thing had to be about six feet by six feet and the ground
material was spongy when she stepped on it. How was it supposed to work she
wondered, and then had an idea. As advanced as their technology was, PAC must
control it. Moving to the right edge of the shower, she saw a step down. This
led to what had to be the bathtub because the hole was big enough to swim in.
The material was the same as the shower, kind of spongy but it held the shape
of the opening. She didn’t see any way for water to be added into the bathtub
on the outside, so she climbed in and looked around the inside. That is where
she found the spout. It ran the entire six-foot length of the tub. She had
never had one, but she would bet it was a waterfall spout. The material of the
tub and the spout were so well integrated if she hadn’t been sitting in the
bathtub, she wouldn’t have even seen it.


Climbing out of the bathtub, she turned to walk back into the bedroom
when she spotted her reflection in the mirror over a vanity. That couldn’t be
her. She didn’t have strawberry blond hair in a thick braid down her back. She
didn’t have a peaches and cream complexion. She certainly didn’t have lips that
glossy and pink. Her cheekbones weren’t that high and her eyes were not a deep
emerald green framed with black eyelashes and arched brows. Biting her lip to
see if the person in the mirror reflected the action she let out a gasp of
surprise when it did.


Walking slowly toward the mirror she was ashamed to admit that she was
mesmerized by herself. Not thinking of herself as a vain person it came as a
shock to learn that she really was. She couldn’t remember a time when she
swayed her hips like that. She had seen women in the movies move that way. She
just never had gotten the hang of it. It was written in all the magazines she
used to read, that men responded to women who were confident. Not being overtly
sexual, but “knowing” they were sexy. That is how the stranger in the mirror
was walking. Sophie knew she was looking at herself, she just didn’t realize
her body had changed that much.


The crisscross top she was wearing gave the neckline a V-shape without
being too revealing. The skin she could see was smooth and taunt. Taking the
edges of her top, she quickly pulled it over her head. The undergarment she was
wearing looked like a simple sports bra. The material was soft and comfortable.
Her breasts were larger than she remembered, but not overly large. She would
put them at about a C cup. Her waist was indented further than she remembered.
Her body shape was more hourglass now than pear. She had a defined waist that
flared to her hips. If she had to guess, she would put her weight at about one
hundred fifty. She hadn’t gained any height, so that put her at about five foot
six. 


Turning her body, this way and that she examined herself, then laughed
softly. Okay, enough ga-ga-ing over yourself Sophie. Get a grip. Putting her
top back on she left the bathroom and hurried into the bedroom. 


“PAC can you darken this room so I can sleep please.” She called out.
Climbing into the massive four-poster bed, she pulled the soft cover she had
taken from the chest over herself.


“Sensors indicate you are in bed.” PAC confirmed, “Blackout lights in
master bedroom complete.” As he spoke, the room went dark.


“Thank you PAC.” Sophie mumbled and fell asleep.
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Raife paced outside the doors to The Chosen’s bedroom. He had been called
to duty as soon as they had found her floating in the water. The retrieval team
had brought her to the medical unit, where he was to take charge of her
protection. It was the moment his team had been training for. He may not have
been born in the same Kingdom as Garritt, Ramsey, Willem and Connor but they
were bound by duty now. His friends Stefan and Thomas would be here tomorrow
and they were to watch The Chosen at night.


He stopped in his pacing to stare at the double doors again. This Chosen
was nothing like he expected. From all accounts the last Chosen was rigid,
disciplined and without any warmth or mercy. Sophie as she called herself was none
of those things. She had laughed openly at Arbiter Ri’Carn, that pompous prick.
Then shockingly she had thought to warn against punishment for not only his
men, but Ri’Carn’s men as well. Why had she done that? Ri’Carn was a mean
little bastard, and would have taken his anger out on his men without a
moment’s hesitation. 


The Chosen was certainly proving far more interesting than he had thought
she would. She had spirit he would give her that. Every time someone saluted or
bowed to her, she would go a strange shade of red. When The Three had said The Chosen Consort, he thought her head
was going to start spinning.


Walking over to the glass, he stared out over the grounds of Castrum.


“I thought you would be in here.” Garritt moved toward the glass to stand
by him. “Do you need me to watch The Chosen while you get something to eat?”


“No. I am fine for the night.” Raife smiled at Garritt. “What do you
think of her?” He turned back to look outside.


“She isn’t what I was expecting at all.” Garritt laughed, “When you
knocked that arrogant prick across the room I thought you were heading straight
for a cell.” Raife turned to Garritt, “Why did she do that Raife? Why did she
warn against retaliation for both sets of guards?”


“I don’t know Garritt.” Raife said softly. “I wish I did.”


“I saw the way you looked at her when you thought nobody was looking. In
the medical unit and on the Aquavi.” Garritt warned him. “You have something
you want to tell me?”


Raife stiffened. How had Garritt seen him watching The Chosen? He hadn’t
even realized he had done it until they were on the Aquavi and he was showing
her the controls of her seat. He had
felt a strange pull to her when he had been holding her hand against the
console for PAC. Again at her seat, when he had stopped describing the controls
and realized she had been watching his face and not the buttons, he had locked
eyes with her and then it had hit him. It was her damn emerald colored eyes
that reminded him so much of his beloved Kingdom Three. Every time he looked at
her, he was sucked into those eyes. Her beautiful strawberry colored hair and
lush figure didn’t hurt either. Even in the lounge wear they had clothed her in
at medical hadn’t hidden her curves. None of the women, in any Kingdom had a
figure like that. Realizing Garritt was waiting for an answer he just sighed.


“No. There isn’t anything to tell. She is just a surprise that is all.”
He insisted and worried that Garritt would pick up on the fact that he was
protesting too much. His friend must have decided against arguing because much
to his relief he just moved off the topic.


“Why is this Chosen not acting like we were trained to expect?” Garritt
asked. “She isn’t bossy or demanding. She didn’t get angry when we dove under
the wall without telling her. She didn’t throw a fit when she couldn’t get the
doors open.” Garritt put a hand through his hair, “She isn’t acting anything
like she is supposed to.”


“I know.” Raife agreed, “She could be tired from the ordeal and will show
her true colors when she is well rested. We have our duty to see to. The protection of The Chosen is our only
priority.”


“I know what our priority is.” His friend slapped him on the shoulder,
“Do you?” With those parting words, Garritt moved away, leaving him to pace in
solitude.
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“Chosen.” Sophie heard the whispered word float around the room. “Chosen.
It is time to wake up.” Sophie struggled to focus on what the person was
saying.


“Go away.” She mumbled. “I’m sleeping.”


“Chosen, your staff is waiting to meet you and begin their work day.” The
voice insisted.


What was he talking about? She didn’t have a staff…then it hit her and
she remembered where she was. “PAC can you please turn on the lights.” Slowly
sitting up she let her eyes focus as the room started to lighten.


“Where can I find—what?!”” Her question ended on a yell as she saw
standing at the foot of her bed the bent over form of a female. Her hand flew
to her chest and she instinctively pulled the cover up to her chin. Realizing
the poor girl was going to stay in that position until she said otherwise, she
hurried to tell her to stand up.


“You can stand up.” Sophie thought to add, “You don’t have to do that.”


“Yes, she does.” A male voice insisted from the other side of her bed.


Startled again, Sophie’s gaze swung that way and she saw Raife standing
there. “What are you doing in my bedroom?”


“I am tasked with guarding you. When others are here,” his hand swept
around her room, “then that includes in your personal space.” He told her in
that imperious voice she was beginning to dread. “You are to have protection at
all times.”


Sophie looked back at the girl standing there and apologized, “I’m sorry.
I didn’t ask your name?”


The girl looked from Raife, to her and finally answered, “I am Allie.”


Sophie looked back to Raife and raised her eyebrow, “You have to protect
me from Allie? What is she going to do…hold on—” Turning back to the girl she
asked, “I’m sorry but what is it that you do?”


The girl smiled at her and with a flourish picked up something off the
chest. “I am your personal stylist. I am responsible for making sure that your
hair, clothing and when the occasions call for it make-up, are prepared and
suitable for your daily obligations.” She was holding what appeared to be a
dress in her hands.


Before Allie could continue, Sophie turned back to Raife. “What do you
think Allie is going to do? Style me
to death?” He had just opened his mouth to answer when PAC broke in.


“I am sorry to interrupt.” The voice of the computer went around the
room, “The other staff members are waiting for you. They will not eat breakfast
until you arrive.”


“For the love of—” Sophie was at a loss for words. She moved her hands to
rub her eyes as the blood started pounding in her head. “PAC, why does everyone
need to wait for me to eat?” She hurried off the bed and ignoring Raife on the
other side went towards the bathroom. She had gotten up during the middle of
the night and found what she hoped was the commode. It was remarkably similar
to a bidet, so she had to hope she was using it for the right purpose.


“It is the way it is done.” PAC informed her as she hurried into the
toilet.


Sophie was in too much of a hurry to argue with the computer or Raife for
that matter. She would work on figuring out the way things were done as she
went. She needed to prioritize what she wanted changed, and find a way to make
it happen. As she crossed into the bathroom, she looked over her shoulder. “You
don’t have to guard me in here do you?”


To his credit, he did have a blush go up his cheeks. “Yes. I will keep my
face turned to the door, but I insist on being in the room.”


Sophie just laughed and hurried into the enclosed room that held the
toilet. After she did her business, she moved to take a shower. She had to
force herself to ignore Allie standing by the vanity waiting for her, and Raife
by the doors. She wasn’t used to having company in her bathroom but she wanted
to pick her battles. Asking Allie to leave might be a fight she didn’t need to
have and she knew Raife wasn’t going anywhere. She might as well get used to
it. They had done something to make her more adaptable, and she was trying to
adjust to their customs. Having people in the room wouldn’t hurt her. “PAC I
would like to take a shower.”


“Please specify temperature, inner spray, outer spray or full spray.”


Sighing because she should have known it wouldn’t be so simple. “I don’t
know how hot. Turn on the full spray, at the temperature most Aquadomians find
comfortable. I will tell you if it is too hot or cold.” At those words the
water came on in the shower, she put her hand under the water and called out,
“Increase the temperature by five degrees.” She waited and the heat increased
to the point she had asked. “Another five degrees.” After the second increase,
it felt good to her so she stripped off her clothing and then climbed under the
water. “Remember this temperature of shower for me please PAC.” 


“Request verified. Shower temperature set.” The computer confirmed for
her.


After a few minutes she wondered out loud, “PAC, where is the soap and
shampoo?”


“The bench opens to store supplies. You will find all necessary items
there.” The computer informed her.


“Thank you.” Sophie called and turned to look in the bench. She found
soap, shampoo and conditioner in the bench. The all smelled like a heavenly mix
of vanilla, some type of flower, the outdoors and a warm, salty breeze. She
took her time in the shower, even though she knew there were people waiting for
her. She just couldn’t bring herself to hurry. She was honest enough to know
she was nervous about what her future held.


Finally, with her hair in a towel and one of those fluffy robes wrapped
around her, she presented herself pink faced and clean for Allie to do what she
would. The girl took some lotion out of a drawer and started rubbing it in her
hands.


“It is part of my job to lotion you.” Allie went to grab her hand. Sophie
just smiled at her and held out her arm.


“Tell me about yourself Allie.” She was interested in learning about the
girl, When she remained silent Sophie looked up, “Is something wrong?”


“You wish to know about me?” Allie seemed scared and Sophie wondered at
that reaction.


“Well yes. You are going to be helping me as my stylist and I am curious
about you.” The girl had moved from working lotion into her leg to her foot.
Sophie hadn’t been paying attention and when she felt the light touch against
her foot her reaction was instant. With a shriek, her foot kicked out and she
almost landed on the floor but braced herself with one hand. Laughing over the
tingling feeling in her foot still, she hurried to right herself on the seat.
“I’m sorry Allie. I should have warned you. My feet are ticklish. You have to
hold them firmly…” she stuttered to a stop. Her eyes locked onto Raife. He must
have turned when she yelled and was storming over to her vanity but had stopped
in mid stride. She finally noticed that his gaze was locked on a point lower
than her eyes and when she looked down, she saw her robe was gaping open. One
rosy nipple was uncovered and puckered in the cold. Instead of hurrying to
cover herself like she normally would, something made Sophie pause and look at
Raife again. 


Allie had continued in her duties oblivious to the tension in the room.
“There, all done with the lotion.” 


“Thank you Allie.” Sophie whispered and shaking herself out of the
staring contest with Raife, she indicated her hair. “I’m ready for whatever you
want to do with this mop.” The towel had come off her head when she had been
tickled. Now it was flying around her shoulders and down her back in a wet
mess.


Trying to get back into a conversation with the girl, she persisted with
her previous question. “Are you comfortable telling me about yourself? I would
be interested in hearing about you.”


Allie took some type of comb and began pulling at her hair. “I am happy
to tell The Chosen about myself. I was born in Kingdom Three. My family is
privileged to serve The Chosen.” Allie was putting hair gels, pins and using
some type of tools to dry and curl her hair.


“Do you have brothers and sisters?” Sophie asked absently.


“I have one sister.” Allie answered as she moved around the chair to
reach some stray hairs.


“Is she here in Aquarian too?” Sophie turned in her chair to ask Allie.


“No. She isn’t.” Allie said this so matter of factly, and then a flash of
pain went across her face. When she smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. Sophie
decided to ask about this topic another time. There was something about Allie’s
reaction that made her wonder at the rest of the story. 


Sophie turned back to watch as Allie fixed hair. It was half-up and
half-curling around her shoulders. Pinned, tucked and set in a perfect coif.
Looking for something to say she asked, “How old are you Allie?” She figured
her to be about sixteen, and she was very skilled with hair for someone so
young.


“I have seen seven thousand two hundred suns.” Allie answered.


“Holy crap!” Sophie’s started exclamation echoed around the room. “How
many years is that?”


Allie laughed, “Is that how you counted time before coming to
Aquadomina?”


“We had a few different ways to count time. There was a day, which I
think is what you would consider one sun. A month, which was about thirty days,
or thirty suns. A year which was three hundred sixty four suns.” Sophie held up
her fingers, “There was also the time in a day. Seconds were counted like
this…” Sophie counted to ten on her fingers, “That is about ten seconds. A
minute was sixty seconds, one hour was sixty minutes, twenty four hours was one
day, or sun.” Sophie smiled, “I think that about covers it. You now know Earth
time increments.” 


“That is very interesting.” PAC had been listening and broke in, “Our
system is very similar and you have been adapted to pick it up without even
thinking.”


“I am finished with your hair.” Allie moved back and Sophie smiled at
her. “Thank you Allie it is a very pretty style. Where do we go now?”


“I have your clothing set out in the bedroom.” Allie informed her. “I
will make sure the outfit meets your approval and help you get dressed. If you
wake before me in the mornings, you can inform PAC of your color preference,
and I will bring appropriate choices to you. All of your clothing is on level
two and will only take me a few moments to bring you what you request.”


Sophie had moved into the bedroom and wasn’t surprised to see Raife move
toward the next set of doors and take up station there.


“This is the outfit I have selected for today. I have been working on
your clothing all night. PAC informed me that you were much taller than they
expected, so I have added length to some of your dresses and will get the
others done quickly.” Allie paused in her speech to hold up a mauve dress. The
material was very soft and feminine. The sleeves were long and there were
cutouts every few inches from the shoulder to the wrist. Allie turned her back
for a second to adjust something on the dress and Sophie hurried into her bra
and panties. She was ready when Allie turned around to hand her the dress.
Putting her arms into the opening at the bottom, she wiggled and squirmed
trying to get the material down her body. After a few minutes, she finally
admitted defeat and asked Allie for help. With a quick tug and turn, the girl
had her in the dress. Sophie chose to ignore the smug smile on Allies face.
Undoubtedly, her stylist was happy with the fact that she couldn’t get the
dress on by herself. Not that she blamed Allie, she must be very nervous about
all of this.


“This dress is gorgeous. It was a great choice.” Sophie did a little turn
and the material spun out and then floated back down to lie against her legs.
When she walked forward, she noticed a slit on the side up to her knee. “I
guess I’m ready to go eat.”


Allie held up her hand. “We have one last thing.”


Sophie looked at her feet, “Oh, shoes for my feet?” She just now realized
she had left the medical unit yesterday barefoot.


Allie paused with a smile, “Make that two things.” She held up what
Sophie could only describe as a corset. “This was what I was referring to.” 


Sophie gave her stylist a look of horror, “I’m supposed to wear that too?
Why not just the dress?” Allie looked at the corset then back to her. Before
she could say anything Sophie sighed, “That’s just the way it’s done isn’t it?”
Allie nodded at her so she held out her arms to her side. “Go ahead.”


In a surprisingly quick amount of time, the corset was tied around her
middle. She had to admit that it wasn’t tight. It was made of a material that
was soft and flexible. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. It certainly wasn’t a
hardship on the comfort level, and if running her hands down her sides was any
indication, it was very figure
flattering. 


After Allie handed her some sandals, she was ready to face meeting the
rest of her “staff” and then the she could get on with her day. Smiling as she
followed Allie, she felt like whistling a happy tune. She had a good feeling
about today.
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Everything started simply enough. She followed Allie into the great room
where the rest of her staff was waiting for her. 


“Chosen this is your staff.” PAC did the introductions. “First is your
gardener.” A woman stepped forward as PAC talked. “Patell this is The Chosen.”


Sophie held out her hand and the woman just stared at her. Realizing that
she didn’t know what a handshake was, Sophie pulled her hand back.


“It is an honor to work on your gardens.” The woman did the salute and
bow, remaining bent over.


“You may stand Patell. It is nice to meet you.” Sophie smiled when she
was standing straight again. “What I was able to see of the landscaping on our
arrival yesterday was amazing. You are doing a great job.”


“Is there any particular scents you prefer, or colors of plant you want
in the gardens?” Patell asked her.


Sophie thought for a moment. “I will leave the decisions on those things
to you. I don’t know anything about the plants that grow here and don’t want my
ignorance to impact the beautifully landscaped grounds. As time passes if I
think of anything that might work, I will talk with you about adding it.” She
shrugged, “Until then just keep up the good work.”


“You may return to your duties.” PAC spoke into the silence. As Patell
bowed and then backed out of the room, the computer introduced the next person,
“This is Viella. She is your housekeeper.”


The woman in question moved forward, did the salute, bow, and waited.
Sophie didn’t waste time in telling her it was okay to stand up.


“It is an honor to work for The Chosen.” She spoke softly, kept her eyes
lowered and didn’t make eye contact. 


“It is nice to meet you Viella.” Sophie spoke softly to match the
housekeepers demeanor. What Sophie had seen of the Castrum she knew that this
woman had done an excellent job as well, and was quick to tell her, “The
Castrum is immaculately clean. I think I could eat off the floor.” She joked.


The poor housekeeper gasped in horror, her eyes flying up to meet hers.
“You mustn’t do that, you could get sick.”


Sophie put up her hands, “No…not that I would eat off the floor.” She
tried to explain, “I was just saying you do such a good job of keeping them
clean, I could eat off them.”


The computer intervened for her, “It is an attempt at a joke Viella. You
are excused to go back to your duties.”


The woman gave her an odd look and then bowed, backing away as PAC
introduced the next person, “Your personal Chef, Maureen.”


“I am honored to cook for The Chosen.” Sophie wondered at how the food would
taste that this stick thin woman was the Chef. Didn’t she eat her own food? Now
that she thought of it, all of the women she had been introduced to both
yesterday and today were all smaller than she was, in both height and girth.
Not one of them was taller than five foot and all were stick thin.


Pulling herself out of her musing she hurried to smile at the Chef. “It
is nice to meet you Maureen.”


“I will bring you breakfast in your private nook when the introductions
are over.” Maureen assured her. “I am not sure what foods you used to eat, if
any…but everyone on Aquadomina is vegetarian. We don’t believe in eating living
creatures.”


 That mind clean-up really worked
overtime when Sophie heard that. She was a carnivore of the first order on
Earth, so when she shrugged off the “no meat” policy of Aquadomina she knew it
was the “helping her adapt” part of whatever they had done to her. 


“Thank you for informing me Maureen. On the planet I came from, we did
eat solid foods and drink liquids. There were some of the population that
didn’t eat meat, and there were some that did. I was told that when I came
through the wormhole my body was adjusted to life here. I will assume that not
eating meat is one of those adjustments and I am okay with it.”


PAC called out, “You are excused to your duties Maureen.”


“I will get to work on breakfast then.” Maureen bowed and left the room,
leaving her alone with her guard and the last female standing.


“Chosen, this is Debb. Your personal assistant.” With those words, the
last female stepped forward. 


“I am honored.” Debb’s voice was best described as haughty. “My family
line has been working for The Chosen or The Three since the beginning of
recorded time. I will strive to keep you to your schedule to the best of my
ability.”


“Thank you Debb. I’m sure that you will do a satisfactory job.” Sophie
had never had a personal assistant and wasn’t sure what this person’s duties
entailed. She wasn’t going to worry about it though, PAC could always tell her
later what she was supposed to expect from all of her staff.


“I will provide The Chosen a full week’s schedule at a time. In the event
that we have travel plans and extended trips away from Aquarian, I will of course give you the entire
itinerary.” Debb pulled something from a case she was holding. “Since I was
unable to see The Chosen yesterday, this is your schedule for the next seven
suns. I kept your first three suns with minimal excursions out of the Castrum.
I was told you wanted to see the Halls of Science. You can arrange that with
PAC for any time today.” She continued on looking at her papers. “You will note
that we are to leave for Kingdom Two in six suns for a Welcoming Ceremony
there. You will find that itinerary in this packet of papers.” She handed the
stack to Sophie, “If The Chosen would like to request any changes, please
inform PAC a sun cycle in advance of any plans you may have.”


Sophie looked at the pages Debb had handed her. Just as Debb had stated,
her schedule was fairly clear until three suns from now. Holding up her hand
she asked, “What happens if something comes up that I don’t plan?”


Debb looked at her like she said she ate baby seal for fun. “Why would
The Chosen not plan an event in
advance?”


Sophie blushed and mumbled, “You know…if something came up spontaneously?
An emergency?” She looked at the remaining people in the room.  All that remained were her guard since Allie
had hurried off to eat. Looking closely at Raife she swore his shoulders were
shaking suspiciously. Was he laughing?


“Something spontaneous?” Now Debb was looking at her like not only did
she eat baby seals, but she enjoyed hunting them down and clubbing them
herself.


“Well, yes.” Sophie could feel her cheeks burning. “Something I’m invited
to on short notice?”


“Short notice—?” The look on Debb’s face had turned downright bewildered.
“Is this another attempt at a joke?”


Sophie was relieved when PAC interrupted. “The Chosen needs to eat.” 


“Yes. Of course.” Debb went to walk ahead of Sophie.


“You will not leave the room ahead of The Chosen without permission.”
Raife called out to Debb. His voice was soft, but there was a bite to the
words. “I did not hear anyone give that permission.”


“What?” Debb stopped short. “Of course.” She bent at the waist in a
mini-bow and waited for Sophie to pass.


Sophie hurried to go into her private dining room. As she passed Debb she
heard Raife say sharply, “You need to practice if you call that a respectful
bow.” When she looked back, she saw Raife standing in front of Debb with a
sharp look of disapproval on his face. She moved to sit at the table and eat so
she could look over her schedule. When she saw how many entries there were she
almost cried. How was she supposed to do all of those meetings? The itinerary
for the Welcome Ceremony alone was almost three pages. The only consolation was
that the first three days were open. Today she was going to the Halls of
Science. At least there, she would be able to get some answers. 


She ate slowly and the food was so good, she was embarrassed to say she
ate a lot of it. When she was done, she asked PAC, “Could you inquire at the
Halls of Science when would be a good time for me to visit.”


“The honor of The Chosen visiting would make you welcome at any time.”
Debb was staring at her funny.


“I just don’t want to interrupt anything important they might be doing.”
Sophie argued back.


“Nothing they could possibly be doing is more important than a visit by
The Chosen.” Debb argued right back.


Sophie glared slightly at Debb then informed PAC, “I would like to see
the grounds of Castrum. Then I will be ready to eat lunch.” For some reason her
stomach felt empty and she was hungry for more of the Chef’s vegetarian food.
“Then I will be ready to go to the Halls of Science.”


PAC informed her that notification had been sent to Director Jollier of
The Halls of Science to expect her trip this afternoon. Sophie was done eating
and stood to go outside. The only problem was, she didn’t have the first idea
how to get outside. Looking around her eyes landed on the ever-present
Commander of her guard.


“Raife.” She hurried over to him, “Can you please show me how to get to
the ground level?” Seeing that Debb had her nose buried in her work, he seemed
the likely person to help her.


“It is easy.” He motioned for her toward the entry; Sophie took the liberty
of hooking her arm through his and ducked her head so he couldn’t see her smile
at his look of discomfit. “All of the balconies act as elevators. Even the one
in your quarters. All you have to do is ask for a level.” They had made it to a
balcony off the great room. He inclined his head for Sophie to ask where she
would like to go.


“Ground level.” Sophie sated and the balcony moved with effortless
fluidity downward. She didn’t even lose her balance it was such a steady drop. 


“The balconies will always reset to the penthouse level.” Raife warned
her. “If you return to this location and the balcony is not waiting for you
just ask PAC to lower it for you.” He turned and she saw the other guard behind
him. “I will leave you to explore while I have a word with the Protectorate.”
Breaking eye contact and going into a bow, she knew when she had been
dismissed. Turning away from the bent form of her guards she called over her
shoulder, “You can stand up now.” Then hurried along the paths. 


There was so much to see. The plant life was not so far from what she had
seen on Earth. Patell found her wrist deep in dirt under a tree sometime later.


“Chosen.” Patell was looking at her horrified, “Is there something you
have lost?”


Sophie jerked her head up, “What?” Seeing Patell eyeing her like a giant
slug in her favorite plant she laughed. “No. I just wanted to get a feel for
the soil.” She scooped up some more and brought it to her nose, “I was over by
those lovely flowers just across the way. They are gorgeous by the way. They
remind of a specimen on Earth called an Iris.” She was getting away from her
topic and turned back to the subject, “Anyway. I saw that the soil over there
is much lighter in color than the soil under this tree and I wondered at it. So
here I am.” She held up her hands smiling.


“You have a very keen eye.” Patell gave her a small smile. “The flower
you spoke of needs lightly acidic soil, this tree requires heavy. That would
account for the color variation in the dirt.”


“Ah.” Sophie nodded, “I thought that might be it. My second guess would
have been water content.”


For the next few hours, Sophie and Patell worked their way around the
grounds of Castrum. She knew the garden master thought her behavior odd. She
didn’t care though. It was time well spent getting to know the grounds and the
gardener. However, she had learned much more of the prior than the latter. All
she could get out of her was the fact that she was from Kingdom Three and had
no family to speak of.


Coming around a corner, Sophie held her breath. It was a flowering plum.
At least this planets version of one. It was in the middle of a gated courtyard
and it was beautiful. At least two stories tall, with small pink blossoms all
over it.


“This tree…” Sophie asked, “Will it bloom like this all the time?” 


“Yes. The tree re-blooms after dropping its blossoms every ninety suns.”
Patell went into the cycle of the tree’s life and Sophie just nodded every few
seconds.


She had only asked to get Patell’s attention off of her for a second. She
needed to regain her composure at seeing this tree. It was identical to one she
had played in as a youth and any time she thought of her childhood she
remembered her brother. He had chased rings around that tree trying to catch
her. She had goaded him into climbing it one time, and when he had fallen out
and hurt himself, she had gotten a paddling from her parents. That hadn’t
stopped either of them. They were constantly on the move, playing and trying to
stay one-step ahead of their parents. 


Silently shaking herself out of her memories, she figured it was time to
go back inside. She was a mess and would need Allie to bring her a clean dress
for her visit to The Halls of Science. “Where is the nearest balcony?” She
turned to Patell, “I almost forgot my meeting with Director Jollier.”


“Of course.” Patell gestured straight ahead on the path. “This is your
private courtyard and the balcony to your quarters is right along that path.”


Sophie hurried to thank her and stress again, how lovely the grounds were
and that she hoped to talk with her again regarding the plants. Then she walked
along the path to look up at her balcony.


“PAC, lower the balcony to this location.” She asked and saw the movement
as the balcony lowered. When she turned it was to see her constant shadows
moving along the path. “Do you need a ride on this balcony?” She called out to
her guard.


“That won’t be necessary Chosen.” She didn’t know which guard it was that
called back. She thought it might have been Willem. “We will make our way back
to our posts.”


“Penthouse level.” She called out, “PAC inform Allie I will need a new
dress. Have her make it deep purple.” Then she had to wait for her stylist
since she had no way to get out of the corset.


Before long, she was dressed and ready for her trip to the Halls of
Science.
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It had been an uneventful two days since she had met her staff. Sophie
had settled into a kind of routine. She would get ready with the help of Allie.
Then she would go eat some fantastic breakfast created by Maureen. Then she
would visit with Patell in the grounds, somehow getting dirty every time. Then
Allie would change her clothes for her, she would eat another great meal and
then visit a location in Aquadomina.


The first day had been the trip to the Halls of Science. Director Jollier
was a very accomplished woman. She talked and talked and talked about
Aquadomina for what felt like hours. Sophie got to see a holographic
representation of what the wormhole looked like. She was informed that the
wormhole wasn’t stable and there were only so many Chosen’s that had made it
through successfully. Sophie got to see a holographic representation of
Aquadomina. If her brain was calculating right, this planet was about the size
of Neptune. That meant it was almost four times bigger than Earth, with a
population of only one million. When she asked about the small number of people
for such a large planet, Director Jollier confirmed that they had a population
that was sustained by the resources. If they grew to large, the food supply
would run out. The Director had zoomed into a topographic image showing the
water depths and ground underneath. It was explained that Kingdom Two was in
the “shallows” to better mine soil. While Kingdom Three was best placed for
agriculture. After her visit with the Director, she had been hurried back to
the Castrum, where she had crashed out asleep. The exercise, fresh air and
excitement had done her in.


The second day she had done the same morning routine, and then in the
afternoon traveled to The Halls of Technology. They did have some very advanced
capabilities, yet some things were so simple. The water they used for almost
everything was desalinated and then channeled along for use everywhere in the
city. Aquarian was equipped with sonar deterrents for any animal life that got
too close. Both of the other Kingdoms had this as well. She got to see some
images of the animal life yesterday at the Halls of Science and she had to
admit it was a relief some of that sea life wouldn’t be coming near. Being a
giant water planet did mean for giant water creatures. Talking with the
Director of Technology She was surprised to learn they didn’t have an internet
like she was familiar with on Earth. If you wanted to contact someone, you
requested a direct talk or sent a message through the nearest computer system.
Links were everywhere for that purpose, they just didn’t transmit information
around like Earth’s Internet. They also didn’t have portable telephones,
tablets or things of that nature like she was familiar with but the computer
links on every corner made up for the lack of portability.


Her only disappointment the last two days was her inability to get her
staff to talk to her. She was used to talking openly with parents and her
students. Everyone she met so far outside of Castrum was very open. It was her
staff that she was hitting a wall with. Besides Patell who was thawing out
slowly, the most she knew about the others were the Kingdoms they were
originally from and a little bit about their families. Maureen, Patell and
Allie were all from Kingdom Three. Her housekeeper, who she thought might be a
figment of her imagination she was so elusive was from Kingdom Two. She had
found this out from PAC since she hadn’t seen the woman since the first
introductions. Then there was her assistant Debb who she found out was from
Aquarian.


Determining that today she was going to get her dratted guard to talk to
her, Sophie had come up with a plan. On the Aquavi, there was no place for them
to hide. They couldn’t claim other duties, and they couldn’t hurry away from
her. There was nowhere to go! Right now they were headed to the Lextrium for a
visit with The Three.


With her plan in mind, Sophie took a seat by the window. Her guard
scattered to open seats with only Raife and Garritt in her direct line of
sight. Once everyone was seated Sophie called out, “PAC take us to The Lextrium
please.”


“Destination confirmed.” There was a metallic clanging noise and then the
Aquavi was falling. It was like an amusement park ride she had been on one
time. Her stomach was now in her throat and she was surprised she didn’t lose
her breakfast. 


“Arrival time with current traffic thirty minutes.” The computer informed
them and Sophie felt the familiar pull of the vehicle as it picked up speed.
She even kept her eyes on the wall as they approached so that when they went
under, she might peek at what was in the water. Again, they submerged, and she
wasn’t able to see anything. With a heavy sigh, she looked around the vehicle.
They had thirty minutes. It was time to implement her plan and get to know her
guard.
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Raife watched as The Chosen settled into her seat. The last two days had
been confusing and exhilarating at the same time. He had watched The Chosen
working in the dirt, seeming to enjoy herself getting muddy and learning about
the plant life from Patell. At night, she would sit in the seats looking out
over the grounds. She had attempted to talk with him and the other guards at
various points, but they had hurried away with duties. It was for the best not
to get too close to her. He had studied her and tried to figure her out for
days with no success. She was openly friendly. Very curious about Aquadomina
and its people. Highly intelligent and educated if he was reading her correctly.
He laughed softly to himself, and she loved Aquarian food. She was seen raiding
the kitchens or asking Maureen about the food multiples times a day. After the
women he was used to on Aquarian it was nice to see someone appreciate the
bounty of food they had. Raife didn’t wonder at his fascination with The
Chosen. If he could learn about her personality and quirks, he would be able to
perform his duties better.


When she let out a heavy sigh, his gaze intensified. Was The Chosen
unhappy this morning? He would have to pay closer attention. Maybe she had
words with Debb again. The only time he saw her composure slip was when she had
interaction with that woman. He didn’t blame her Debb put everyone on edge. If
she hadn’t been from a prominent family, she never would have made it as far as
being the assistant to The Chosen. Her personality didn’t mix with being a
subordinate to others. The Chosen however seemed to be a match for her and it
wasn’t often that Debb was thrown off kilter. 


“So, you are Garritt?” He snapped out of his musings to see The Chosen
address his friend with that question. When Garritt looked to him for
direction, he nodded his head to answer.


“Yes. I am Garritt.” His friend tried to salute and bow in his chair, but
was belted in and could only hang there in his seat.


The Chosen laughed a sweet sound that echoed around the Aquavi. “I know
if I tell you that you don’t have to salute and bow, I will just get overridden
by Raife.” She cast him a teasing smile and he stilled in his seat. “I
appreciate that you tried.” She had turned her chair and her full attention was
on Garritt. “So, tell me about yourself Garritt. Do you have family in
Aquarian? A wife? Children?”


His friend swallowed hard and wiped his hands nervously on his legs. “No.
I have no family in Aquarian. As a guard to The Chosen I am unable to take a
wife or have children.”


That got her attention and Raife could sense the displeasure radiating
off the small female. He was not surprised when she bit out, “You have to
remain single as long as you guard me?” She strained to look at the others and
then her gaze fell on him. Why did she have to have such enthralling green
eyes? He wanted to tell her everything, and that was dangerous. With a slight
nod of his head, he indicated that what Garritt had said was true. The Chosen
turned back to his friend.


“What happens if you fall in love?” She asked him, “Can you leave my
service to be with someone then?”


Garritt looked helplessly at The Chosen, “Love? I am unfamiliar with this
term.”


The Chosen sat taller in her seat, “You don’t know what love is?” She was
going to get a pain in her neck if she kept looking around at his guard that
way. The others, Ramsey, Willem and Connor had all turned their seats and were
engrossed in her conversation with Garritt. He didn’t blame them, they were all
curious as to what the new Chosen was like. 


“I’m sorry Chosen, I don’t.” Garritt looked like he wanted to die right
there in the vehicle for admitting a failure.


The Chosen smiled, “Love is when you are attracted to a person and want
to be around them all the time. You have a strong desire to live your life with
them, have a family and grow old together.” Raife was astonished when The
Chosen’s face got soft and her eyes glowed. When she wet her lips, his eyes
flew to her mouth. “To be apart is painful and when you are together you are
happy.” He felt his throat tighten at the unfamiliar sensations sweeping over
him. She had spoken with such longing that he knew she was looking for someone
to love. His mind instantly pictured Ri’Carn and The Chosen together and his
fingers clenched harder on the seat. Tearing his eyes from The Chosen, he
looked to his friend.


“Ah.” Garritt swallow hard again, “I understand this word, and no Chosen.
I do not have feelings of love for any particular female. Even if I felt these
things, I could not leave your service. To be a guard to The Chosen is an honor
and to leave your service would be the worst disgrace my family line or unit
could suffer.”


This had The Chosen scowling hotly and Raife decided to intervene before
poor, hardened Garritt was on the floor begging for mercy.


“It is how it is done.” He knew as soon as the words left his mouth that
it was a mistake. For some reason The Chosen took exception to why some things
were done. He knew she didn’t like the salute and bow they did to honor her.
She tolerated having guards at her door and in her personal space. Poor Stefan
and Thomas had arrived the night prior and he had hurried to inform them of
this Chosen’s quirks. In addition, she most definitely didn’t like being called
The Chosen. Before she could blast him with her ire, he hurried to add, “The
guards to The Chosen have to be completely free of all other obligations. How
are we to protect you if we are torn in our duties to family or love as you put it?” When The Chosen
went to argue he said, “What if they used this female or family we loved to
force us to hurt you?”


The Chosen thought for a moment, her body stiff in her chair then she
seemed to deflate before his eyes. He wasn’t sure what he had said, but she
seemed very sad and he was immediately sorry for causing her distress. Before
he could apologize or make amends for his words she turned back toward the
window, “You are right. I wouldn’t want anyone to be harmed because of me.”


Raife knew the discussion was over. The Chosen kept her body turned to
the window and didn’t look back to him or the other guards. He looked at
Garritt and raised an eyebrow in question. The other guard just shrugged
helplessly. Ramsey, Willem and Connor had all turned their seats back as well.
The Chosen had just insisted that she didn’t want anyone to come to harm
because of her. Was that the truth? 


“Chosen.” He began and stopped to clear his throat when his voice came
out husky and soft, “Hmmm.” When he felt his voice was cleared he tried again.
“I am sensing that my words have offended you.” He wasn’t sure if he should
keep talking since she didn’t turn around. “I apologize. That was not my
intent—”


He stopped talking when she turned from the window to look back to him.
Her eyes were suspiciously wet and glowed an even deeper green than before.
“Commander Raife.” She began in a tone he hadn’t heard from her. She usually
sounded warm and curious but now she was cold and aloof, “I would appreciate
quiet for a moment please.” Without waiting for him to acknowledge the request,
she turned back to the window.
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Sophie only wanted to learn more about her guards, she hadn’t meant to
make them uncomfortable. When Garritt had said they couldn’t have wives or
children, she had been taken aback. Then Raife had confirmed it and said it was
for her protection. She was the reason they had to remain single. How was she
supposed to accept that? When Raife had said that someone could use their love
of family to force her guard to harm her, the reality of what this new life
might be like hit her. Was she in danger that they needed to guard her all the
time? Was she going to be allowed any freedom? Was she going to be able to find
someone to share her life with? 


Then she remembered the blonde haired male from medical and the way The
Three had addressed him. “The Chosen Consort” was what they had called him. Was
that man picked out for her and she didn’t have a choice in who she was going
to be partnered with? The thought of another loveless marriage made her skin
crawl. She wasn’t going to go through that again. She wanted passion, love and
commitment. Not a business deal that she didn’t get any say in. It was suddenly
too much and she felt tears welling in her eyes. What kind of life was she
going to have here on Aquadomina? 


Into these thoughts, Raife had tried to apologize, but she was too deep
in misery to listen to him. She had stiffened her spine and asked him for
quiet. She hated so be so cold, but she needed time to think. She was “The
Chosen” supposedly, so maybe she would be able to make things happen to her
advantage. She was an educated woman and as such, she would get some answers
before panicking. After her talk with The Three, then she would worry if things
still looked bleak. Feeling a bit better, she turned back to Raife. He was in
his usual staring straight ahead mode.


“I’m sorry.” She whispered, “I didn’t mean to be short with you.” Biting
her lip uncertainly she waited for him to make eye contact. “I know that the
clean-up was supposed to make my transition easier, but that doesn’t mean I’m
not still overwhelmed with what has happened to me.” She relaxed a little when
Raife finally made eye contact. “Hold on.” She released her seat belt and went
to stand.


“Unauthorized release of restraint while moving.” The computer blared and
she felt the vehicle slowing down. “Please return to your seat.”


Sophie ignored the computer and hurried to sit next to Raife. There was a
sudden shift in the vehicle and Sophie ended up grabbing the top of Raife’s
seat to steady herself. His hands had gone to her hips to keep her from
pitching farther forward into his lap. She laughed and looked down to find the
only thing between her chest and Raife’s face was her hair. His face was buried
in it. Smiling apologetically, she reached for her hair and tried to sweep it
out of the way. Her fingers brushed along his face and jaw before his fingers
closed around her wrist to stop her. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to sit next to
you so I didn’t have to keep craning my head back and forth.” 


“Ah.” He cleared his throat, “The Chosen can sit anywhere she likes.”
Sophie thought his voice sounded strained and she wondered if he would prefer
that she didn’t sit next to him. Pulling herself upright, she looked from his
face which still had strands of her hair all over it, to his fingers wrapped
around her wrist. The warmth from his fingers was seeping into her skin, and
she felt gooseflesh rise on her arm from the contact. 


“Okay then.” She gently pulled her wrist free, her eyes still making
contact with his. She was mesmerized by the flashing sparks the flecks had
become. They were like fireworks going off in his eyes. Forcing herself to sit
down, she put the restraint back on and called out. “There I’m back in my seat.
How long until The Lextrium?”


“Arrival in approximately ten minutes.” PAC informed her.


“Thank you.” She turned to look at Raife and almost laughed at the
uncomfortable look on his face. He had a tan complexion so the fact that she
could see a blush on his cheeks was telling. “So Raife, tell me about
yourself.” She adjusted her skirts and flashed what she hoped was a friendly
smile at her guard.


“What would The Chosen like to know?” Raife asked his expression shuttered.


“I know you said you couldn’t get married or have children, but do you
have other family?”


“I have some family that still live.” Raife said shortly.


“That’s nice.” Sophie beamed at him, “If you don’t mind my asking, what
family?”


“Well.” He paused and Sophie saw him wipe his hands on his legs, “My
parents…” His voice trailed off and the silence grew.


“Are they here in Aquarian?” She wondered if he would open up and speak
in more than one word answers.


“No.” He looked forward at his fellow guard obviously uncomfortable. 


“Where do they live then?” She pressed.


“They live in Kingdom Three.” He sighed and looked back to face her.


“I believe The Chosen is going to be honored in Kingdom Three in fourteen
suns.” Debb called out from her corner. “After your welcome ceremony in Kingdom
Two, which I have already informed you, would be in a seven suns. The itinerary
is in the packet I provided to you.”


“Thank you Debb.” Sophie called out. Then to Raife she asked, “Will you
need time off when we get to Kingdom Three to spend time with your family?” She
wanted to make friends with her guard and if she could give Raife time with his
family maybe that would help.


“That won’t be necessary.” He denied softly.


“It won’t be a problem.” Sophie was determined to offer, “I’m sure I’ll
be safe with Garritt and the others. You should have time with your family.”


“Truly, I do not require the time away from my duties.” He insisted.


“Honestly Raife, it’s okay. I want you—“


“We have arrived at The Lextrium.” PAC informed the group. “There is a
small crowd of about twenty citizens at the docks waiting for The Chosen.”


Raife jumped out of his seat as if it was on fire. Sophie unclasped her
restraint with a sigh and stood up. This was their expertise, she would follow
their lead. Raife moved to the doors and she followed him. It wasn’t a surprise
to her when Garritt squeezed between her and Raife. She looked to her left and
placed her hand on the guards arm. When he looked down at her, she smiled at
him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t get a chance to talk to you yet. It’s Ramsey
correct?”


He blinked a few times and then answered her, “Yes. I am Ramsey.” Sophie
made a note to ask Ramsey what happened to his eye, if she felt he was open to
the question. She didn’t want to offend him by asking. The mark in no way
marred his features, she thought to herself. If anything, it gave him a
“bad-boy” appearance that she was sure drove women crazy.


“It’s nice to meet you Ramsey.” She moved to put her hand on the guard to
her right but asked Ramsey first, “Would it be okay if I sat next to you on the
way to our next meeting? I would like to ask you a few questions.”


She didn’t let the look of discomfit on his face upset her. These guards
of hers seemed to be very closed off. What they didn’t know was that she was
determined to talk to them. Placing her hand on the guard to her right she
waited for him to look at her. When he did, she hurried to say, “Hello. Your
name is Willem?”


He looked at Ramsey across from him and then back to her, “Yes. I am
Willem.” Before she could ask to sit next to him at some point to ask questions
he blurted out, “I am very boring. Therefore you would be better suited to sit
next to Connor if you would like someone to talk to.” With that said, he turned
to look pointedly behind her at his brother.


“I have much less to talk about than you, Willem.” The male behind her
stated emphatically, “I consistently put people to sleep I am so boring.”


“That is not true. Just the other day I heard you telling the most
interesting story.” Willem argued.


“You have me mistaken—”


“The crowd is growing as we sit here. The local patrol have them under
control, however I don’t recommend staying idyll.” PAC broke into the argument,
“You need to get moving. I will take Debb to her destination and return. Allie
can stay in the Aquavi as well.”


“Thank you PAC.” Sophie called out


When she looked up Raife was watching her. He averted his eyes to look
their group over, and then he snapped, “Tighten up on the right Willem. You
left a gap.”


Sophie was shoulder to chest with her guards, so she didn’t know what
“gap” Raife was talking about. When the males pressed closer, she sighed. Back
into her guard sandwich.


The doors opened ahead of her and she was pressed forward by her guard.
She was assailed with the sudden smells of fresh air and pungent earth. All
Sophie could see was the blur of colors as she was rushed along. Voices were
calling out to her, male and female alike.


“Chosen. If I could just see you—”


“Chosen. One minute of your time is all I need.”


“Chosen. Please help me—”


The pain in the last person’s voice was heart wrenching and she stopped.
Her guard had not been expecting the sudden lack of forward momentum and she
ended up getting bumped by Connor into Garritt.


“I’m sorry.” She hurried to say then slipped from between her guard
before they could stop her. Looking around she tried to find the woman that had
called for help. There weren’t that many women in the crowd around her it was
mostly men. The local patrol did have a “red rover, red rover” grip on each
other’s hands holding back the crowd. Then she heard the woman again over the
calls of the other people.


“Chosen please help me.” 


Sophie went to hurry over and stopped when Raife grabbed her arm.
“Chosen, you cannot go over there.” His face showed concern and something else
Sophie couldn’t place.


“Either I go over there…or she is allowed here.” Sophie argued. “You
choose.”


Raife gave her a strange look and then called for the patrol to let the
woman through. She hurried over to Sophie and threw herself on the ground.


“Chosen.” She was sobbing hysterically by this point and Sophie bent down
to help her up.


“Please calm yourself.” She kept her voice soft and reassuring. “It’s
okay.” She used her sleeves to wipe at the tears streaking down the woman’s
face. She was a tiny thing, but then again weren’t they all here in Aquarian.
She wasn’t sure that they grew the females any bigger than five feet tall here.
After cleaning the woman’s face, she smiled. “Can you tell me your name?” The
woman had striking blue eyes, Sophie was getting used to that feature on the
Aquadomians. Her long blond hair was in an intricate braid and she wore an
intricately detailed dress, similar to her own.


“I am Merideth Irie.” The woman looked around frantically. “I need help
desperately.” Tears began to pool in the woman’s eyes again and Sophie hurried
to sooth her before Merideth became incoherent again.


“I will do whatever I can to help you Merideth.” Sophie was about to ask
what was wrong when Raife bit out.


“Chosen, we have to keep moving.” He insisted urgently, “You can’t just
stand out here in the open.”


“Okay.” Sophie was going to have a talk with Raife about why she wasn’t
safe. For now, she grabbed Meridith’s hand and started walking for the entry to
the Lextrium. “We can talk inside.” Sophie was shocked when Merideth shrieked
and tried to pull away.


“I can’t go in there.” She was frantically pulling at her hand.


“Please calm down.” Sophie urged, “I have a meeting inside, and we can
talk privately in the Lextrium.”


To her utter horror, Merideth went pure white and then fainted on the
spot. Utterly perplexed Sophie stood there for a second. Why was Merideth so
terrified to go into the Lextrium? Knowing she couldn’t take her inside, she
turned to Connor. “Please pick her up.” She turned to Willem, “Inform The Three
that I have been delayed and will be there in few minutes.” Without waiting for
him to acknowledge her, she turned and went back toward where the Aquavi had
dropped them off. To her relief the vehicle had just returned so she headed in
that direction.


“Where do you think to take the female?” Raife was hurrying along with
her. “Disperse this crowd.” He yelled at the local patrol.


“Do nothing.” Sophie yelled over her shoulder to the local guardsmen. The
crowd had gotten very quiet as the scene had played out. She could just imagine
what they thought she was doing with Merideth. Turning her gaze to Raife she
snapped, “Do they have the freedom to assemble or are they breaking the law?”


He looked around frustration marked in his face, “They are free to
assemble, but a crowd like this could become dangerous for you.”


“Until I figure out what is going on with that poor female, leave the
crowd alone.” She turned toward the Aquavi with her remaining guard hurrying
beside her.


“PAC.” She yelled as they approached, “Stand by in case we need to get to
a medical facility.” 


“Standing by.” The computer informed her.


She rushed through the doors and asked Connor to put Merideth on a seat.
Seeing a shocked Allie sitting at the back of the Aquavi Sophie hurried to
assure her that everything was okay. She would explain when she could. Then she
waved her guard back and waited for the woman to come out of her swoon.
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Sophie didn’t have to wait long before with a soft gasp Merideth sat
straight up on her seat.


“It’s okay.” Sophie assured her. “You are on the Aquavi. The only people
here are my guard, my stylist Allie, you and I.” Sophie wasn’t surprised that
Merideth didn’t seem placated. “I promise that nothing is going to happen to
you.”


She looked around frantically and Sophie called to Raife, “Can you please
stand guard outside?” When he looked about to argue she added, “Please.”


He nodded for Garritt, Connor and Ramsey to go outside, “I am staying.”
His tone left no room for argument so Sophie turned back to Merideth.


“Okay. It’s just us four.” She turned her chair so they were face to
face. “Can you tell me what is wrong?”


“I need help desperately.” Merideth looked from her to Raife. “My brother
has been arrested and I fear I am next. It is only a matter of time before they
find me.”


“You are a fugitive?” Raife snapped and went to move toward Merideth.


“Commander Raife, stop!” Sophie used her “severe” teacher voice. It
worked on grade schoolers. She had to hope it worked on him. To her relief he
paused, but the scowl on his face was hot enough to melt titanium. “Please let
her explain.” He inclined his head and she knew he was not happy. She would
deal with his anger later. Right now, she was working on the puzzle Merideth
posed. “Why was your brother arrested?”


Merideth bit her lip and looked worriedly at Raife, then blurted out,
“They are accusing him of being Deviant.”


Raife groaned and let loose a litany of words that Sophie was pretty sure
was cursing. “What were you thinking coming here? Do you even know—?”


“Raife!” Sophie interrupted his rant, she didn’t understand why “Deviant”
was such a big deal, but she had heard that word before and it didn’t sound
good. “Why is Merideth’s brother being Deviant such a problem?”


He gave Merideth a stony glare then turned to her, “A Deviant is a
criminal. The previous Chosen made varying degrees of punishment depending on
the severity of the crime committed. Depending on the judgement against him,
they could ask for the sentence of death. His sister is touched by the
accusation and will face judgement as well.” There had to be more to it than
that Sophie thought. What kind of crime meant death? Was Deviant a murderer,
rapist, sociopathic killer? Why did the sister have to face judgement too? Her
head was spinning and she needed to get some clarity.


Sophie could feel the heat rising in her face. “I can’t help if I don’t
know the facts. What crimes make one Deviant, and their punishments?”


All Raife would say was, “You need to talk with The Three.” Then turned
back to staring ahead.


So much for the clean-up of her brain making her more accepting. When all
Raife would say is to talk with The Three, Sophie saw red. “Fine. That is what
I will do.” Turning to Merideth she asked, “What is your brother’s name?”


Merideth started crying again, “I didn’t mean to cause problems. I was
just going to ask you to speak on his behalf.” She turned from Raife to Sophie
and back, “I didn’t know where else to go.”


Sophie stood up to leave. “Your brother’s name Merideth.” She asked
softly.


“Marcus.” Merideth hurried to answer, “Marcus Irie.” 


Sophie squeezed her shoulder reassuringly, “I need you to stay here on
the Aquavi. Can you do that for me?”


Merideth nodded energetically, “Yes Chosen. I can stay here. Thank you
for helping Marcus—”


“Don’t thank me yet.” Sophie muttered under her breath, “Allie can you
watch over Merideth please.”


“Yes Chosen.” Allie hurried to sit next to Merideth.


Without waiting to see what Raife would do, Sophie left the Aquavi. She
called over her shoulder, “PAC, do not let anyone board my boat.” Walking fast
she hurried toward the Lextrium. Her guards quickly made their box around her,
Garritt in front, Connor in back. Willem and Ramsey on either side. Sophie
barely noticed. Her mind was dancing around so much. It was time she found out
exactly what being The Chosen meant, what a Deviant was, and why she was in
danger.


As soon as she entered the building, she was led into a glass enclosure
that resembled an elevator. It was clear on all sides and Sophie was able to
see her surroundings. It seemed like any normal office building you would see
on Earth. It had some plants in pottery placed in strategic places to liven up
the space. When the doors closed, Raife spoke out and requested “The Three” and
then there was the gentle sound of water hitting glass. When she looked down,
she realized that a stream of water was pushing them up. There was the metallic
clicking noise she recognized from the Castrum, and then the doors opened to
the floor Raife had requested.


“Chosen.” Sophie’s eyes swung away from the view out the glass elevator
to see The Three standing bowed over. There were a few people in the same
position standing in a row, the blond haired fellow from yesterday among them
she was unhappy to say. 


“One.” Sophie called out and One moved toward her. “We need to talk.” 


Two and Three joined One in walking toward her. “Of course.” They spoke
together, “We can use our personal sitting room.”


They ushered Sophie down a hallway and through some giant double doors.
When her guard went to follow her, they were stopped by The Three. “You can
come no further. Guard the doors.” Then Raife and her guard were shut out as
The Three closed the door.


“We sense that you are troubled.” The Three spoke once they were sitting.
“We had hoped that a few days of rest would make The Chosen more at peace.”


“I have some questions that I need answered.” Sophie began, “I need to
know what Deviant means?”


The Three sat still in their seats for a moment, and then One spoke. “To
explain Deviant we need to explain about the Three Kingdoms. Are you prepared
to hear everything?”


“Yes.” Sophie answered without hesitation, “I am ready to hear all of
it.”


One sighed, “The Three Kingdoms are really just three large cities.
Aquarian is the center for science, technology, and medical advancement. We do
all of the research and development for all of the things you will find on
Aquadomina.”


Two took up the explanation, “Kingdom Two is called Terragale. It is the
mining center for all of Aquadomina. The city is situated in the shallows of
the Satheen Ocean. It is due to their efforts that we have minerals, gems and
the most vital commodity of all…soil.”


Three continued when Two stopped, “Kingdom Three is called Norhurst. They
are the agricultural center of Aquadomina. They provide all of our food and
plant life. Between growing in the soil provided by Terragale, and hydroponics
we are able to sustain a food supply to our Kingdoms.”


Sophie sighed, “Okay, what does that have to do with Deviants?”


One looked at her so closely that Sophie became uncomfortable, “We all
need each other for survival, and the previous Chosen had some rules that not
all of the Kingdoms were happy with.” Sophie just remained silent and One
continued, “To keep the peace with the other Kingdoms we allow certain…” One
bit her lip in thought, “eccentricities
to be overlooked.” “


“Is that why you don’t mention Kingdom Four.” Sophie asked. “Were they
one of the breaks that the previous Chosen caused?”


The Three looked surprised that she knew about the Fourth Kingdom
already, “Yes.” Two answered her. “Kingdom Four broke with our alliance when
the last Chosen rose to power.”


“What do these rules have to do with your Deviant population?” Sophie
didn’t wondered what all of this had to do with the question she had asked. She
wanted to know what Deviants were and why she was in danger. It seemed that The
Three were never going to get to the point.


One held her hand up, “We are trying to get to that part.” She looked at
the other two and then back to Sophie. “The previous Chosen became alarmed at
the genetic deviations she saw in the population. She demanded that all Four
Kingdoms use the facilities in Aquarian to clone their populations instead of
relying on natural selection. That way we could alter our population to weed
out violent, psychological and abnormal tendencies.”


Sophie’s heart stopped at the words cloning
and natural selection. She had
been a teacher but her area of expertise hadn’t been science. Natural selection
was about heredity and traits being passed on through reproduction. Survival of the fittest so to speak. The
science on Earth had provided for cloning, and she was vaguely familiar with
what that entailed. She wasn’t sure if it was the same here on Aquadomina. She
thought to ask, “Just for clarity, what does cloning mean here?”


“Cloning is the process of
creating a life form from a previous life form without using sexual means.” The
Three spoke together, “We use donated genetic material to create life.”


Sophie made a note to think
on this further. To move the conversation along she pressed. “So the last
Chosen made it a law to use Aquarian to clone
their children instead of having them the old fashioned way? She was trying to
create a super race or something?”


“It never came to that.” Two hurried to continue, “Terragale, Norhurst
and Wildehaven balked at the demand and civil war was imminent. There was an
emergency meeting with all parties, and The Chosen relented in her request.
Wildehaven left the alliance. Terragale and Norhurst stayed with the
stipulation that they could reproduce as they saw fit. Aquarian agreed to the
terms of reproduction. The only demand that The Chosen would not sway on was
the Deviants.”


Three finished, “The Deviants, when found in any of the Three Kingdoms
are criminals to be bound for judgement. Their families are to pay the due
demanded by The Chosen. All siblings become prisoners of the state. Their
genetic Deviation is to be stopped from further polluting the population.”


Sophie was getting a really bad feeling about where this “Deviant”
explanation was going. The blood was pounding in her head and she suddenly
wanted to be back in the Aquavi on the way home instead of here in the
Lextrium.


“What exactly did the previous Chosen consider deviation?” Sophie
whispered the question.


“There are numerous deviations. A person that commits a violent act such
as murder, assault, rape and robbery. Non-violent deviations entail things like
depression, anxiety disorders…those kinds of things.” Three answered her.


The blood was now roaring in Sophie’s head. They thought that medical
disorders were deviations that needed to be “bred” out of the population. She
had come through a wormhole to God knows how far across the universe to land on
a planet with the same backwards problems as the one she left? It was too much
to believe. 


“What is the judgement passed on Deviants and the siblings the state
takes into custody?” Sophie needed to hear it all.


“It depends on the deviation. All violent offenders, if found guilty
during judgement are given the death penalty. All other Deviants are banished
to The Hold. Regardless of the deviation, their siblings are taken into
servitude.” One answered her.


Sophie saw stars dancing before her eyes. “What kind of ‘servitude’?”


“The male siblings are given duties we require of them here in Aquarian,
pressed into the mines of Terragale, or the growing fields of Norhurst.”


Sophie’s head was reeling now, “What about female siblings?”


“If they don’t have a mate to stand for them. Female siblings face
banishment with the male Deviant.” Two supplied, “If they are mated, they must
remain childless. If children already exist, they are banished to The Hold.”


Her mind flew to her guard and staff. They were all from the other
Kingdoms. Were they all prisoners of this Deviant law? The people around here
weren’t serving her willingly. They were as much prisoners as their family
members in The Hold.
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It had been two days of traveling toward Kingdom Two and they were
running out of things to talk about. Sophie had informed PAC to hold the
Castrum in Aquarian until she notified him otherwise. She had told Raife all
about Earth. The technology that were available, but there were people who went
without as well. She had talked about growing up in a small town, and he
laughed at how few people that was. She had talked lovingly of her younger
brother, and then she had gotten emotional when she had talked about his death.
She didn’t relay the reason for the attack, just that he had been killed. Raife
understood because unfortunately those things happened on Aquadomina as well.
Not very often, but they still occurred. The penalty for a severe crime was
severe in itself so most people stayed on the straight and narrow path.


When Sophie had asked Raife to talk about himself is where it got difficult.
The man didn’t want to talk about his childhood. “It was normal. I had a happy
childhood.” He didn’t want to talk about his family. “They were normal. I had a
happy family.” She didn’t push to find out the deviation that got him
servitude, that would have been too raw a nerve to touch. She finally gave up
and continued to talk about herself. How she had been a teacher and then a
nanny before coming to Aquadomina. How she loved kids and had been devastated
that she couldn’t have any. 


PAC had interrupted to inform them that Kingdom Two was one day away at
their current speed. Ri’Carn had not yet stormed the Castrum to try to see her
but Sophie expected that move any day now. She just had to hope she had her
visit with the leaders of Kingdom Two accomplished by then.


The tension in the Aquavi that last day had risen exponentially. The
forced intimacy of their quarters was making them both skittish. Their nerves
weren’t all related to the dangerous aspect of this mission either. She knew
Raife was attracted to her and the sexual tension between them was building.
Every time he had to help her in, or out of her corset his fingers would linger
just a bit longer than necessary. When she brushed against him “accidentally”
getting something or “falling” into his way, she caught the gleam in his eye.
Oh, yes. The Commander was fighting his attraction. So Sophie had decided to
help time go a little faster and taught Raife poker. Tonight she had tricked
him into playing “strip” poker and was banking on her naked body getting his
attention.


“I won again!” Sophie gloated and Raife gave her a suspicious look.
“Don’t be a sore loser.” Sophie couldn’t help breaking into a wicked smile. “I
explained the rules and since I have the magic Jack, it beats your straight
flush.” She shrugged her shoulders as if to say, “sorry, rules are rules.” Then
waited to see what he would take off next.


Raife moved to take off his undershirt and Sophie couldn’t breathe. She
had been waiting for skin to show. It was amazing how many garments the man
wore. He had taken off an outer leather doublet, his wristbands, and some type
of holster with who knows what weapons, his boots, and his socks. She was
running out of cheats to get him naked! She had of course “lost” a few rounds
herself. She was down to her bra and panties. When he tossed his shirt to the
side, Sophie drank in the sight of all that tan skin. Those bunching muscles as
he shifted to take the cards. His chest had a sprinkling of dark hair that
trailed down his taunt abs and…lower. She may have drooled a little she wasn’t
ashamed to say.


“Is it my turn to deal?” 


“What?” She moved her eyes back to his, “Yes. I believe it is.” She waved
for him to go ahead, and then watched the play of muscles in his forearms and
biceps. What was it going to take for him to get sweaty with her already?


After another few minutes, Sophie called this hand and he showed her his
two Aces. She spread her hand and smiled softly. “My King kills your two Aces.
Sorry.” She almost clapped her hands in happiness. He only had his pants on
now. When he stood up to move around the table her eyes flew to his hands. They
were resting on his waistband and she watched as he slowly unclasped the
fastening. As he pushed them to his hips, it was obvious that he wasn’t wearing
underwear.


“Chosen.” His husky voice called to her, “If you had wanted to see me
naked, you should have just asked.”


Sophie’s eyes flew to his and it was like the gun going off at a track
meet. She jumped into his arms. He pulled her higher against him, so she was
forced onto her tiptoes. Their mouths met in a clash of lips. His naked chests
was pressed into her and Sophie couldn’t stop herself from rubbing back and
forth.


“Mmm.” She groaned against his mouth. He felt so good. He was steely
strength wrapped in warm velvet. She wanted to touch and taste every inch of
his skin. Her mouth watered at the very thought of running her tongue down his
body. Digging her fingers into his hair, she sighed against his mouth at how
silky the strands were. She loved the light red highlights that played through
the dark tresses. 


Neither had broken the contact of their lips yet, and both seemed
reluctant to do so. Sophie had taken the initiative and played with the seam of
Raife’s mouth with her tongue. When he just froze and didn’t open his mouth,
Sophie worried she had done something wrong. 


“Do you not kiss that way?” She whispered against his lips. Looking up at
Raife, she drew a shaky breath at the light show his eyes were putting on. He
was radiating raw passion and she had never felt this kind of chemical heat
before. She had been about to step back when he finally spoke.


“Yes, I just...” His voice was deep and vibrated against her lips. “I’m
trying to hold onto my control.” Raife pressed his mouth against hers and his tongue
licked the seam of her lips. He suddenly became even more aggressive and Sophie
gave herself up to the kiss. Their mouths opened wider against each other and
tongues sparred more hungrily. 


With his hands holding her steadily against him, Raife back-pedaled into
the private chamber. Turning at the bed, he picked her up by the waist and held
the back of her thighs. Figuring he wanted her to lift her legs, she leaned up
into him and with his help wrapped her legs around his waist. The material of
his pants had fallen lower as he walked and Sophie wasn’t surprised when he did
a little wiggle motion then knelt on the bed. 


Sophie was desperate for more intimacy and moved her hips against him to
show she was more than ready. She felt him lean to grab a pillow from the head
of the bed, and place it at his knees. The material felt especially cool
against her heated skin. Then he was breaking the kiss, his teeth holding onto
her lower lip as he pulled away. He released her lip before it became painful
and with his hands against her upper and lower back, he slowly lowered her to
the bed. His fingers spread her hair out around her. Then trailed over her
shoulders to the taunt nipples of each breast. He plumped them in his palms,
and then used his thumbs to caress and torment them. 


 “You are a dream come true.” She
saw the brilliant flashes of light in his eyes and caught her breath. He was
magnificent. “I want you Chosen—” His voice was thick with desire when Sophie
put her finger across his lips.


“Sophie.” She whispered her voice just as hoarse. “In private, call me
Sophie.”


He only wrestled with the request for a second. She was still working
herself against him, inviting a deeper connection. “Sophie.” He groaned.  


She was about to throw him on his back and have her way with him. Why
didn’t he get down to business? Her eyes moved along his body and when she got
to the appendage between his legs, she froze. Her eyes flashed back to his then
between his legs again.


 “Are you not aroused by me?” Had
she gotten all the signs wrong? They were kissing and he had her on her back
with a pillow under her butt. There was enough heat going between them to melt
the polar ice caps and yet he didn’t have an erection. She could only describe
his poor member as…a limp spaghetti noodle…snapped in half. The potential for
the “mushroom” head was there, but just barely. Another oddity was he had no
testicles. How did a guy not have balls? Sophie wanted to cry in frustration.
Raife was the perfect man. Smart, courageous, with a wicked sense of humor,
handsome and with a body like…that! Then there was his erection…which wasn’t
erect. She wanted to scream in frustration.


Looking between his legs, he shrugged and said “Yes. I am very aroused by
you.” He worked a finger into the curls between her legs, “You are also aroused
by me.” Sophie moaned and pushed against his finger. How had he found the right
spot to torment so quickly? 


“Yes.” She gasped when he added another finger to play in her wetness. “I
am very aroused by you.” He pressed his palm against her curls and let his
fingers go deeper. “But…” She was trying to remember what the problem was. Oh,
yes. He was limp noodled and ball less. How was this supposed to work?


“Are you sufficiently prepared?” Raife asked worriedly.


Sufficiently prepared for what, Sophie wanted to ask but didn’t want to
hurt his feelings. “Yes. I think I am ready.” 


Raife was sitting back on his heels and pulled her higher along his
thighs. She wrapped her legs around his back and waited to see what he would
do. Pressing himself, forward Sophie gasped again. She could feel that damn
thing growing! He wasn’t limp anymore. His erection was pressing into her…hard
and steely. She was suddenly worried that instead of not being enough…he might
split her in two.


Raife was watching her with an anxious expression. “Tell me if I become
too large. You are just so different from our women. So small and tight.”  When he adjusted his hips and moved against
her Sophie put her hands against his legs.


“Enough.” She was stretched and he was as deep as he could go. “That is
big enough.” If he got any larger, this wouldn’t be a pleasurable experience.
As it was, she may have to ask him to shrink it down a bit…if he even could.


“Are you sure?” He asked his breathing heavy. “I can get both thicker and
longer if you desire it.”


“No.” Sophie panted. “No…this is good.” She needed to remember not to
judge a book by its cover and ask more questions next time. Before she could
catch her breath, Raife moved to his knees and pulled his hips back. Her body
seemed to scream against him leaving. Her muscles were clutching at him and her
legs were taunt. Then he pushed forward and she groaned. Using her heels around
his back, she demanded with each thrust that he push harder. Tightening her
legs against his hips, she ground herself against him, and then mourned a
little when he pulled back. God this felt good. It was too good and she was
going to come long before he did at this rate. The sounds of their heavy
breaths and gasps were loud in the room.


“How long can you last before you climax?” She was moving desperately
toward release and she wanted him to join her.


“It usually takes hours.” Raife had sweat glistening on his body already,
and Sophie knew she wouldn’t need a few seconds much less hours. She was ready
to explode. She was almost giddy with relief when he added, “With you I am
sorry sweetheart, but something about you has undone me.” 


She could feel what being “undone” meant. With a loud groan, his erection
was swelling and her body responded. Raife gave a few more desperate thrusts
and then Sophie half shouted and climaxed. Raife clutched her butt and drew her
so tight against him she was balancing against the bed with her upper back. She
felt the warm spray of his release and then the strange sponge like feeling of
him absorbing her essence. Her body answered and was spasming hard, her muscles
pulling at every inch of him.


Pulling Sophie into his arms, Raife half-turned and then fell back on the
bed. They were still connected and when she was caught her breath she wondered
something, “Do we have to stay connected until your erection shrinks?”


“What…No. I just like being inside of you.” Raife was rubbing the small
of her back. “I will have to withdraw before you become too dry. If a male
isn’t careful, his erection will absorb all of the moisture and then it is
painful for the female. Is that not the way it is with males from your planet?”



“No.” Sophie enjoyed the feel of him inside her. Most guys just rolled
over and went to sleep after sex. “You are not quite the same as the males from
Earth. Can I ask you a question?”


“Given what we have just shared, I think you could ask me any question.” Raife spoke softly his
hands still massaging her skin.


“In a male from Earth, they have two sacs at the base of their sex that
produce sperm and hormones. Do the men of Aquadomina not have that?” She could
feel her face slightly burn at the personal question, but they were both adults
and had just shared some amazing sex. She figured she could handle a talk about
the birds and bees.


“Yes. We have those also.” He laughed and her body shook against him. Her
nipples rubbed against skin and the response went lower. “Why would a species
evolve to have them on the outside? I would imagine that would be dangerous. Ours
are here.” He lifted her leg against his hip and pulled her hands to where they
were connected. Tucked her fingers against the base of his still impressive
erection and pushed slightly. He gasped. “Inside there, protected against
damage.”


“I see.” Sophie moved her fingers against the spot again and Raife
groaned.


“Can we do it again?” His eyes burned with desire. “I won’t get you with
offspring. I am absorbing all of my ejaculatory fluids along with your essence.
No sperm will make it to your egg. If that is how you reproduce.”


“Yes we can do it again.” Sophie moved her leg higher to his waist. “And
yes we have eggs.” She gasped and shifted again. “I don’t think I can get
pregnant…though it is good for you to prevent it just in case.”


His eyes were burning in his face, “You are so wet.” He placed a kiss on
her face, his hips flexing. “Tight.” Another kiss another push of hips. “You
are perfect.”


Sophie felt a rush of desire at his words. When his mouth found hers, she
returned his kiss wholeheartedly. Why not have rough, giant penis sex all
night. She didn’t need to walk tomorrow. Ohh, wait…
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“Okay.” Sophie stood up. Her first thought was to ban this crazy law on Deviants.
After a few calming breaths she paused for a moment. She didn’t know enough
about how things ran and if the citizens of Terragale, Norhurst or here in
Aquarian even wanted those things changed. She didn’t want to rush into saying
anything she might regret later.


One hurried to stand with her, “I can tell by your reaction that you are
not comfortable with the Deviant law.” One grabbed her arm and walked her
around. “All that I ask is for you to get to know the Three Kingdoms before
asking for any changes. Our Kingdoms cannot stand a civil war.”


“I am not considering asking for any major changes right now.” Sophie
hedged, “Just out of curiosity, how would abolishing the Deviant law cause a
civil war?” She couldn’t believe that it had any support from the people of
Aquadomina.


“There are those that are comfortable with the way things are.” Two had
hurried to walk on the other side of Sophie. “If you try to push for change too
fast, then it could backfire on us. Please have patience.”


Sophie paused, “Is that why I am in danger? Some might worry that I would
request changes?”


Three put her hand on Sophie’s shoulder, “There is always going to be a
small part of any population that violently opposes change. Especially if it
impacts their interests. You have two trips to both Terragale and Norhurst and
then celebrations to attend here in Aquarian. Let the people see you and get a
feel for the new Chosen. When you arrive back in Aquarian in twenty-one suns,
we will start negotiations on any change you request.”


Sophie stopped and took a deep breath. “Is it at least possible to put a
stop on all judgements until I get back in three weeks…I mean twenty-one suns?”


The Three looked at each other, “The main arbiter is here and we could
speak with him.”


Sophie looked at The Three and smiled, “Can we do that please. I would
feel a lot better if I knew that judgements were at a standstill until after
the celebrations.” She assumed that holding off any judgements would mean those
people would be held somewhere, but at least they wouldn’t be sent to The Hold.
Marcus Irie and the others like him would at least be safe for another three
weeks. Maybe she would be able to do something by then.


“We will send for him.” One moved to the door and called to whoever was
on the other side, “We need Chief Arbiter Ri’Carn.” The Three then took a seat
and waited, so Sophie followed suit. She may as well get comfortable. In a
shorter time than Sophie would have thought, the door opened again. She stood
up to be presented to the arbiter.


“Chosen.” The male that came into the room made Sophie bite back a groan.
It was the blond haired male that Raife had stiff-armed across medical. He had
two blooming black eyes, his nose was taped, and when he did the salute and bow
she wasn’t surprised when his eyes stayed on her. She suddenly felt like a
gazelle in a room of lions and it was lunchtime.


“Chosen, this is Chief Arbiter Ri’Carn.” The Three spoke together, “He
sees all high-level cases for judgement. His staff try cases in the other two
Kingdoms and send him the ones that need further arbitration. If he feels it is
necessary he will pass a case up to us for a final decision.”


So this male, Ri’Carn was an extremely powerful person if he held the
strings to all three kingdoms. Sophie felt something odd was going on and she
couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She did remember the feeling of doom she
had when she was on Alexander The Great
just before getting shot. This room had that feeling to it. She needed to get
out of here, but she didn’t want to do anything stupid.


“Arbiter Ri’Carn.” Sophie whispered, “It is nice to officially meet you.
I must apologize for the way you were treated yesterday. I was jumpy from all
that had happened to me. As for my guard…as I said yesterday they were just
doing their duty. If somewhat zealously.” 


The male shrugged off her apology and stepped forward placing a kiss on
Sophie’s forehead. “My dear no need for apologies.” His voice was an ice bath
down her spine, “You are far lovelier than I could have hoped for.” His eyes
trailed along her body, and Sophie was shocked at the look of open lust in his
eyes.  “Far lovelier.”


“Thank you.” She muttered uncomfortably not sure what to say.


“Have The Three explained the good news?” When Sophie just looked at him
blankly he smiled coldly, “I am The Chosen Consort.” He looked her over
again.  From the top of her head to her
feet. Sophie had the sudden urge to take a bleach shower. “We are to be wed.
After the celebrations that is. In twenty-one suns, the final celebration will be
here, in Aquarian.” His eyes were searching hers for some sign. “Isn’t that
wonderful?” She kept her face as blank as possible, when all of her instincts
were screaming at her to run. Run far and run fast!


“Yes. Wonderful.” She murmured. “Well, I have an appointment at the Halls
of Science. If you could hear me out on a small matter, then I need to be on my
way.” She waited for Ri’Carn to be seated and then sat in the seat next to him.
“I would appreciate it if you could put a hold on all judgements.” When he went
to sit forward, she hurried to explain, “Only until after the celebration trips
I am taking to Terragale and Norhurst are over. I don’t want any blowback from
adverse family reactions to impact those trips. I am not sure what to expect of
life here and am going to need help fitting in.” She looked at him in what she
hoped was a flirty way. However, she had a bad feeling that she just looked
constipated. “The last thing I want is to make a bad impression at my
celebrations.” She tried to sound calm and collected but inside she was shaking
like a leaf. Her instincts were screaming that this man was dangerous and she
needed to be very careful.


Ri’Carn studied her and then chuckled, “Of course. That does make sense.
I should have thought of it myself. Very smart to clear the way for those trips
by holding off judgements.” He looked at her with something like admiration in
his eyes and Sophie smiled weakly.


“Thank you. I do have my moments.” She looked at The Three then back to
Ri’Carn. She had a strange feeling that they expected her to request some type of change. Trying to think of
something to ask, she finally landed on a small thing that had been bothering
her. 


“I would like to request a small change if I could.” All four of them
stiffened so she hurried to continue, “If you could please ask that the
saluting and bowing are to stop. It is really a nice gesture, but totally
un-necessary.” She peered under her lashes at Ri’Carn. She knew he didn’t like
acting subservient, his barely bent head and eye contact told her that. Would
he stop her from making a demand was the question?


They all looked at each other and The Three seemed to breathe a sigh of
relief. “We shall make it known that The Chosen has requested no salute or bow
be given. Is there anything else?”


Sophie didn’t have anything else that she could think of so shook her
head. “No. There isn’t anything else I can think of. It’s only been a few
days.” She laughed weakly, “How much could I find to change in such a short
time?” She was relieved when Ri’Carn and The Three laughed with her. Standing
up, she suffered through the embrace of her chosen mate, and then hurried to
the door.


“Oh, one more thing my dear.” Ri’Carn drawled out as he approached the
door. “I have been assigned to travel with you to Terragale. We leave in three
suns. I will come finalize travel plans with you tomorrow.” Do not meet with him an inner voice yelled
at her. His plans go beyond travel arrangements. Ri’Carn opened the door
and kissed her fingers, “Until then.”


“Yes. Until tomorrow.” Sophie whispered, “Good-bye then.” She hurried
down the hall, her guard taking up their usual spots.











[bookmark: _Toc423327238]Chapter
Thirteen



 

Raife had seen Ri’Carn kissing the fingers of The Chosen before leaving.
He wasn’t sure what had been decided in that room, but he needed to find out.
Anything Ri’Carn was happy about didn’t bode well for Aquarian or even
Aquadomina for that matter. His gaze settled on The Chosen and saw that she was
pale. With her eyes averted, she had hurried along the hallway. Raife had managed
to catch up and guard her as they left the Lextrium. 


“PAC take us back to Castrum.” Sophie called out and hurried into a seat.
She had a bad feeling that this planet had as much turmoil going on as Earth.
The only difference was that she was in the middle of the shit storm instead of
just watching it on T.V.


“Confirmed. Time to Castrum with current traffic thirty minutes.”


Raife heard The Chosen tell Merideth, “I will speak to you when we get to
Castrum. Until then, please be patient.” 


“Chosen, may I have a word with you?” Raife released his restraint and
pulled The Chosen from her seat.


“Unauthorized release of restraint while moving.” The computer blared and
he felt the vehicle slowing down. “Please return to your seat.”


“Tell the computer to continue to Castrum. That you are moving to private
quarters.” Raife advised The Chosen.


She looked aghast at him and while he stood there, the vehicle kept
slowing down. He tightened his grip, “We want to keep moving.”


She sighed and ordered the Aquavi, “Keep moving PAC, I am just going into
the private quarters.”


“Confirmed.”


Raife pulled The Chosen to the back of the Aquavi. Opening the double
doors, he moved her in and closed the doors behind him. He watched as she
looked around at the chairs, tables and finally large bed in her private
quarters.


“So this is what is back here. Let me guess there is a bathroom here
too?”


“Yes.” He answered absently, automatically pointing at the door to the
left. “Tell the computer you want privacy, level 5.”


She looked at him and worried her lip between her teeth. He kept his eyes
on her mouth. He knew that if he looked into her eyes he would make a grave
mistake. Something about their green depths pulled at him. “Do it.” He hadn’t
meant to snap, and the stubborn look that came over The Chosen’s face wasn’t
what he was aiming for. “Please. We don’t have much time.”


“PAC. Privacy level 5 in this room.” Sophie stated then pulled her arm
free of his hold. “What exactly do you want Commander Raife?”


The Chosen had only called him commander twice, and both times, she had
been annoyed with him. This wasn’t going exactly like he had hoped, and he
wasn’t sure how to turn it around. “Was anything decided on Marcus Irie?”


She looked at him for a second and then said shortly, “No. I wasn’t able
to get any concessions from The Three or Ri’Carn on Marcus Irie.” She didn’t
add that she hadn’t brought him up by name, or that she had gotten the
judgements postponed until after the celebrations. She moved to go out the door
and he hurried to put his hands against them to keep them closed. She turned to
look at him and was pressed against his chest for a second. Then she leaned
back against the doors. “Is that all?” She looked up at him, her green eyes
burning with emotion.


“I can help you, if you let me.” Raife couldn’t stop how deep and husky
his voice came out. It was almost like the words were torn from him. He went to
step closer, trying to lean into her.


“I don’t need your help Commander.”
She moved her hand behind her and the door swung open. She disappeared before
he could stop her.


“Yes you do sweetheart.” He sighed, “Yes you do.”
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What was she going to do? She was not equipped to deal with this kind of
intrigue. She had finished her lunch and was back in her private quarters with
Merideth and Allie. She didn’t know why, but she felt a connection with both
women and knew that she could trust them.


“I don’t know what to do.” She turned to the women sitting in chairs on
either side of table across from her. “I don’t know who to trust, and I don’t
want you to be sucked into this mess.” Sophie had a sinking feeling it was
going to get a lot dirtier before it got better.


“I am already a fugitive.” Merideth assured her. “I couldn’t be in any
more trouble than I already am. I am bound for The Hold if they catch me.”


“What is The Hold like?” Sophie asked, “Do either of you know?”


“I have only heard rumors about it.” Allie whispered softly, almost as if
she was afraid that talking about it would materialize it in this space. “It is
in an underwater city that Aquarian technology has made livable. They have
supply ships bring them provisions, but I imagine that life would be very hard
for them.”


“Underwater?” Sophie gasped. “That must be horrible.”


Merideth shuddered, “I cannot go there.”


“Calm yourself Merideth. We will figure something out.” Sophie reassured
her. “Why don’t you go rest, there’s no point in sitting around worrying. You
are safe here.” 


Sophie watched as they walked out and closed the door. Allie had assured
her that there were empty rooms on level two. Merideth could have one to
herself. She turned and walked to the window and looked out over the grounds.
She saw the top of the flowering plum tree swaying under her window. After a
few moments, she realized that she needed to find a way to stay one-step ahead
of Ri’Carn. 


Puzzling it around in her mind, she suddenly snapped out of her mood and
called out to the computer. “PAC, have Chef come to my quarters, and ask her to
bring a snack.” Turning to her bedroom she added, “I have some supplies I am
going to need.” She went on to describe what she wanted and was assured that it
could be handled. It took a few minutes to make all of the arrangements then
Sophie heard a knock on her door.


“You asked for me Chosen.” It was Maureen standing tall in the doorway, a
platter of food in her outstretched arms. It looked like The Three had gotten
the no salute order out, that was good.


“Yes Maureen. I know you don’t know me very well but I need a favor.” She
waved her hands around, “You are the only one that can help me.”


The Chef looked at her for a long while then said, “I will help in any
way I can.”


Sophie’s smile widened, “This is what I need.” She gave the Chef
instructions on what she would require, and when she would need it. Sophie gave
the woman credit. She didn’t raise her eyebrows or ask questions. She just
promised her that she would get it done.


“Thank you Maureen. I really appreciate it, when things calm down I hope
to get to know you better.” Sophie had been picking at the food and couldn’t
get over how good it was. This vegetarian diet was amazing. If Earth vegetables
had been this good, she would have eaten them all the time. 


Walking into the hall with Maureen, she stopped at the doors and looked
over her guard. It was mid-afternoon if she had to guess and it looked like
Willem and Connor had drawn the short sticks. Her night guard weren’t on duty
yet, and she hadn’t spoken to Stefen or Thomas for more than cordial greetings.
Every time she tried to engage those two guards, they had duties to see to, or
just moved to the outer doors. Not wanting to chase them all over the Castrum
just to talk she had taken the hint and stayed in her bedroom at night. As for
Willem and Connor, she needed to get a feel for these two so she moved to stand
in front of them. 


“I need help inside for a moment.” She moved back into her sitting room
without waiting for them to answer. When they entered her rooms, she closed the
doors and went to sit in a chair.


“So—” She began only to have both men jump up.


“I just remembered—”


“I have an important—”


Sophie yelled, “Stop. Sit.” The guards grudgingly sat back down. Their
expressions were guarded but Sophie could tell they were nervous to be sitting
here with her.


“I don’t know why you are so nervous, but it’s okay.” She talked
soothingly, “I only want to learn a little bit more about the men guarding me.
I would like for you to talk with me, but you can leave if you want.” She
waited for the men to make up their minds. After looking back and forth at each
other, they finally shrugged and relaxed back in their seats.


“What would you like to know?” Willem asked.


“Where are you from?” Sophie smiled, “I’m assuming one of the other
Kingdoms.” She knew that the males were probably in servitude, but didn’t want
to broach the topic of what crime a sibling had done to land them here.


“Yes. We are from Kingdom Two.” Willem had his hands on the arms of his
chair.


“The mining city?” Sophie looked excitedly at both brothers. “My father
was a miner on the planet I came from. I know that the primary resource you
mine is soil. How do you get to the ground to mine it?”


The brothers looked shocked that she would ask, “We use technology from
Aquarian to build temporary domes over a mine site. The miners are sent down to
the ocean bed pumped full of chemicals to adjust to the depths.” Connor
explained his face a mask, but his words had a bite to them.


“I would imagine the diving is dangerous enough, what about these
chemicals? What are the long term side effects?” She had an idea what was
making Connor angry. Her father had suffered from ailments due to his exposure
to mine chemicals.


“They are toxic if you use them too long but the need is too great to
slack in production, so the people of our city keep mining.” Connor spoke stiffly.
His body language was tense and unfriendly.


“If the dome doesn’t collapse, you can look forward to turning a nasty
blue color, then your body gives out and you will die from sickness.” Willem
finished for his brother.


“I know about the Deviant law and that you are not willingly in service.”
Sophie admitted suddenly, watching their faces. They both got a shuttered look.


“We serve—” Connor started to say something but Sophie stopped him.


“It’s okay to be unhappy you know.” She leaned back in her chair,
deciding to go back to the previous conversation. “My father felt like he was
doing the best by his family when he kept working. Even though he knew it might
kill him. Even when he started getting sick. He needed the feeling of pride and
accomplishment he got from taking care of us. I think I understand what the
people of Kingdom Two must be going through.” She looked at both men, “I know
the toll it takes on a family when you are between a rock and a hard place. As
advanced as your medical system, is there any hope for a cure to this chemical
sickness?”


“No.” Willem sighed, “The exposure rates are too high. The medical
facilities can’t keep up with the need.”


“We will have to work on that then won’t we?” She smiled at them
conspiratorially. The brothers looked stunned and she figured they didn’t know
what to make of her. “It’s okay. Thank you Willem, Connor for taking the time
to talk with me. I know the guards don’t like the idea of getting to know me.”


Willem cleared his throat, “It’s not that.” He looked to Connor. “We are
afraid to like you.” When Sophie looked at him puzzled both brothers hurried to
leave. They almost did the salute then forced themselves to stand back up.


Sophie laughed and followed them out the door, “Thanks again for talking
to me.” She spotted Raife at the end of the hallway and closed the door. She
moved to the table and picked at the food. After a few minutes, she was ready
for her next move. Stefan and Thomas would be here soon and she needed one more
thing taken care of first.


“PAC, inform Allie I need to see her.” 
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Sophie was as jumpy as a cat on a hot tin roof. It was time to implement
her plan.


“PAC, make the call.” She directed the computer and then hurried over
into the corner, sat down and applied the seat restraint.


“You will have company in thirty seconds.” The computer warned her. “I
informed the rest of the guard to stand down.”


“Thank you PAC. You know my orders after we are gone.” Sophie instructed
and then waited. She didn’t have long to sit there in the darkness before her
target stormed in.


“Where is the emergency?” Raife bit out looking frantically around the
Aquavi. “Chosen where are you?”


Before Sophie could answer the doors slid shut, the Aquavi disembarked
from the Castrum, and they were falling. The falling part was what worried her,
but PAC had assured her he could adjust their impact to keep Raife from being
hurt. Well, the computers exact words were, “He won’t be hurt too much.” When
they hit the water, instead of staying on the surface, the Aquavi did an
immediate dive.


“What—” Raife lost his footing as they fell. When they hit the water, he
went flying into a seat and then bounced to hit the floor. He looked like he
was playing on a trampoline. Sophie worried when he lay there for a moment and
then groaned and sat up, “What is going on?” 


“PAC lights to normal.” Sophie called. “Please sit down Raife.”


Hearing her voice was a catalyst of some type. Raife jumped off the floor
and stormed over to her, she had to admit he was an intimidating sight. His
eyes were flashing sparks and he practically bristled angry energy. “What is
going on?” He tore off her restraint, and pulled her out of the seat. “Answer
me.” 


“Unauthorized release of restraint while moving.” The computer blared and
she felt the vehicle slowing down. “Please return to your seat.”


“PAC cease warning, and keep moving.” Sophie yelled just as Raife grabbed
her by the throat and squeezed.


“What have you done?” She was grasping at his wrist, she hadn’t figured
on this response. Raife had never been anything but deferential to her. “Answer
me.” He pulled her forward and Sophie was caught again by the amazing flecks in
his eyes. 


“I’ve kidnapped you.” Sophie gasped, “Please, let me explain.” She could
feel his fingers loosen on her neck and air was making its way into her lungs.
His hold wasn’t deadly, but could be in a second if he didn’t like what he
heard. “You said you could help me. This is the only way.”


“Have you lost your mind?” Raife seemed honestly bewildered.


“No. The longer I think about it, the more clarity comes to me.” Sophie
assured him. “Can you let go so we can sit and talk?” She was relieved when he
released her. She quickly sat in the seat he had just pulled her out of and
then he sat down in the one across from hers. She had turned them toward each
other so they were going to sit face to face to talk this out. “I’m sorry, I
know all of your guards are trustworthy, but we needed to leave quickly. With
as small a number as possible.”


Raife bristled at her words and she waited for him to defend his men,
which he did. “Why not bring more of my guard along with us?”


“I couldn’t risk it. They are going to follow in a couple of days.” She
informed him.


“A couple of days?” Raife bit out, “Where exactly are we going?”


“We are going to Kingdom Two as planned, just a few days early.” Sophie
waited patiently for Raife to calm down.


“No. We have to go back.” Raife insisted, “We can’t just show up in
Kingdom Two days ahead of schedule, with no other guard. It is not safe.”


“Why not? Don’t you think you are up for the task of protecting my body?”
Realizing how that sounded, Sophie felt the heat rise in her cheeks. Before he
could respond she added, “I am The Chosen. I want to go to Kingdom Two, so I am
going.” She laughed at the look on Raife’s face.  His reaction to her statement was priceless. 


He was looking at her like she had completely lost her mind. Sophie
sighed and decided to get down to business. Raife didn’t seem like he was in
the mood to be playful. It might have something to do with being kidnapped.
“Okay, I’ll get serious. I have a more important reason for leaving early. You
wanted answers and I still have questions. So here it is.” Sophie sat forward
in her seat, “Ri’Carn, my soon to be dearly beloved, is crazy. I would go so
far as to say he has some psychopathic tendencies.” Sophie sat back in her
seat, “Don’t ask me how I know, I just feel it.” She couldn’t explain the sixth
sense like feeling she got around people. She could just “see” them all of a
sudden. In the Lextrium, she had a faint feeling of unease with The Three, but
when Ri’Carn had come into the room, she had really felt it. The man was power
mad mixed with pure evil.


She looked at Raife, their eyes locking. Sophie was searching again for
something. “You on the other hand….” She almost laughed when he squirmed in his
seat, “You I get the feeling of safety. That I can trust you. So here we are.”
She didn’t add that she felt that he was hiding something from her. Since he
was in servitude, she assumed he was ashamed of whatever deviation in his
family member caused his current situation. She would get the truth out of him
sooner or later.


Raife looked at her, “Why the rush out of Castrum in the middle of the
night?”


“Ri’Carn was coming in the morning to discuss our travel plans.” Sophie
adjusted her seat so she was getting a warming massage. The stress of this
“abduction” had worn her out. “I got the feeling that he had more on his agenda
than just a friendly visit, so I planned our early departure. PAC and a couple
of the staff helped. I haven’t bought us very much time. I know that Ri’Carn
will have those loyal to him all over Aquadomina.”


“What you say is true, he has spies spread out over all Three Kingdoms.
Ri’Carn will follow in the morning. We will only have a few hours on him.”
Raife argued.


“I have PAC informing him I am “indisposed to visitors” this morning.
Then again the next morning. They will stall him as long as possible. I have
complete trust in all of my staff, even Debb. To get her out of the way I
requested she go to Norhurst to better prepare my itinerary. She will meet us
in Terragale for the Welcome Celebration.”


 “Why all the cloak and dagger. Why
not stay in Aquarian and deal with Ri’Carn?” Raife asked.


“When I was talking with Willem and Connor, it came to my attention that
Kingdom Two may have urgent problems that need dealing with. I want to meet
with their leaders before Ri’Carn can stop me. I want a true picture of what
Kingdom Two is suffering, not a pretty picture all tied up to show me lies.”
Sophie yawned and gave Raife a weak smile. “Can we continue this after some
sleep? I really am tired.”


“Yes. That is probably a good idea.” Raife looked around at the seats.
“These fold into a sleeping pod. I will be okay out here.”


Something of a devil rose in Sophie. She sat forward in her seat so that
the slit in her dress moved to show her leg up to the thigh. She noticed his
eyes flash to her leg, then back to her face. “Why Commander.” She leaned
forward as if to push herself up. “I don’t mind sharing that big bed. You can
even sleep on top...of the covers if it makes you feel better.” As she stood,
she made sure to swing her hair out of the way so that Raife would get a good
look down her dress. If he was interested in looking that is. When she met his
gaze next, she realized the man was definitely interested. His eyes were the
darkest she had seen them and the fireworks show the flecks in them were
putting on had her transfixed.


Clearing his throat Raife whispered, “I think it best that I sleep out
here.”


“Suit yourself.” Sophie moved toward the double doors. “Do me a favor
would you?” She gave him her back. “Allie ties this corset in the back and I
have no idea how to get it off. Would you mind…?” Looking over her shoulder,
she didn’t let the fact that Raife was walking like he was on death row moving
toward ol’ sparky hurt her feelings.


“Your hair…” She felt his hands against her shoulders, “It’s…uh…in the
way.”


She almost laughed at his reluctance. 
“Here let me move that for you.” Reaching over her shoulder her fingers
brushed against his and the spark between them was obvious. She got goose bumps
at the idea of his fingers touching all over her body. 


With her hair out of the way, he moved to work the ties of her corset.
“There they are undone.”


“Thank you.” Sophie opened the doors to the private quarters, “If you
change your mind, I’m a heavy sleeper. You won’t wake me up if you join me in
the bed. If you decide to stay out here, your clothes and toiletries are in the
bag over there.” She pointed to the stack of items PAC had ordered and Allie
had delivered to the Aquavi. “Good night Raife.”
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She and Raife had talked some more between sex and showering. When she
told him of her ex-husband, he was shocked that marriages on Earth were able to
be dissolved. The previous Chosen had made marriage absolute. The only way to
leave a partner was in death.


“We have some cultures on Earth like that still. Most have moved on to be
more accepting of peoples personal choices.” Sophie had told him. “Not that
there isn’t a lot of room for improvement.” She had laughed, “Just like here.”


Raife had gotten serious and asked her, “What are you hoping to change
about Aquadomina?” Sophie had looked up and saw the intense look on his face.


She wasn’t sure what changes she was going to request so answered him
truthfully. “I am hoping that seeing Terragale and Norhurst will give me some
ideas on what the people would like done differently. You are from Norhurst.
What do you think they would like to see improved on? 


Raife had tucked her into his side, “Life in Norhurst is idyllic. The
fields are green and the people happy. The only thing that clouds life there is
the Deviant law.” He said that with a bitterness Sophie hadn’t heard from him
before.


“Is that how you came to be a guard?” She asked, hoping that the topic
didn’t ruin the closeness she was feeling with him. “The Three said they take
Deviants siblings into servitude.”


“Yes.” He replied shortly and Sophie knew she had hit a sore spot with
asking.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 


“It is okay. I am not used to talking about this part of my life. Most
families with a deviation try to bury the pain of losing their family members.”


“That is a horrible way to have to live Raife.” Sophie hugged closer
along his side. 


“It is.” Raife had been rubbing her shoulder and Sophie yawned hugely.
She really was exhausted. “You need to rest. We will arrive in Terragale soon.”


The warmth from Raife and physical activity all led to Sophie falling
asleep a lot faster than she would have expected.


Waking up a short while later in Raife’s arms was the best feeling she
could remember having in a long time. Shifting her fingers to draw circles on
his chest, she sighed and moved to go shower. They were close to Terragale and
she wanted to be ready when it was time to disembark.


“Where are you off to sweetheart?” Raife spoke sleepily from the side of
the bed.


“I was thinking about taking a shower.” Sophie leaned over and kissed him
lightly on the lips.


“Why not get dirty first?” He eyed her suggestively. “There was that
position you told me about that we didn’t get to try.”
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“We will arrived at Terragale in approximately fifteen minutes.” PAC gave
an update on Ri’Carn. “We have not heard from Ri’Carn this morning. However, I
am expecting his arrival to be imminent. Today was to be your departure day.
Once he knows you are gone, he will inform his people to be on the lookout for
you. You must hurry to disembark as soon as we make dock. I am putting you as
close to the Queens quarters as possible.”


“Thank you PAC. We will be ready to disembark in a few minutes.” Sophie
rolled to go into the shower. It wasn’t very large, but worked to get clean.
She washed as quickly as possible. She had gotten a history from Raife on
Kingdom Two and Three. The head of both cities was called a Queen, what on
Earth would be like a mayor. Only mayors were voted in. Here on Aquadomina,
Queens were the daughters of the ruling family. The Queen met with the elected
council and took the issues brought to her in front of The Three. The members
of the council were voted in by districts. There were six districts in
Terragale and four in Norhurst with a population of about fifty-thousand voters
each. She needed to meet with the Queen and as many members of the council of
Terragale as she could. Then she would try to make it to Norhurst and do the
same there. Raife had casually stated that the councils were all controlled by
women. Since as long as he could remember, it was this way. Sophie wasn’t
completely surprised by the matriarchal rule. Aquadomina roughly translated
meant, “water ladies”. It would explain all the women in power she had met, all
The Chosen’s being women and the authority The Three had.


Kissing Raife as they passed each other in the bedroom she grabbed a
handful of veggies Maureen had made and snacked on them as she hurried into her
dress. This one was similar to the mauve one she had worn to her meeting with
The Three, only this one was a “state” dress. It was deep chocolate brown, with
golden embroidery and fancy pearl adornments. The corset that matched this
dress was also fancier. She was meeting with the leadership of a Kingdom and
she wanted to look good. She almost laughed at the thought of presenting
herself to “royalty”.


Once she was done with her dress, she groaned. Her hair was a wicked
mess. Grabbing a comb and tearing it through her hair, she sighed. Why hadn’t
she brought Allie? Then she remembered what she and Raife had done last night.
It was good that Allie wasn’t here. She could do her own hair. Taking some
pins, she did a sloppy wrapping braid. Looking in the mirror, she grimaced. It
wasn’t perfect but it would have to do.


“We have to go.” Raife adjusted her corset then kissed the exposed skin
on her neck. “Are you sure you want to do this?” His voice was thick with
concern.


“No. I’m not sure.” Sophie leaned back into him, “but if I don’t try, who
will?” 


She hurried to kiss Raife again before she lost her nerve and then they
were ready to go. 


“PAC we are ready. Not a single person is to board in my absence.” She
insisted.


“Remote access chip initialized.” PAC informed her, Sophie felt a slight
tingle in one of her fingers.


“Was that you PAC?” She rubbed the spot and looked at Raife
questioningly.


“During the initial scan when I was programmed for you, I took the
liberty of installing a small chip so I could track you. Any slight discomfort
will pass.” PAC assured her.


“Okay.” She wasn’t sure about the computer tracking her and told PAC, “We
will discuss you chipping me when I get back.”


“We need to go.” Raife moved to the doors and waited for her. She hurried
to stand next to him, when the doors slid open they moved down the dock. 


“Have you been here before?” Sophie asked Raife as they moved along the
dock toward a street. “Do you know where we are going?”


“Yes. I can get us to the building. It is how we are going to get inside
without Ri’Carn’s spies seeing us first is the problem.” Raife was walking fast
and Sophie was almost running to keep up.


“Let me worry about getting us in.” Sophie didn’t have a plan and didn’t
want Raife to know that she didn’t have a plan. She was kind of winging it.


“This is the building.” Raife moved toward a guarded door. Sophie heard a
voice in her head yelling a warning.


Not this side. Go around to the
east.


“Not this door.” She whispered. “Go around to the eastern entrance.” If
Raife thought her request odd, he didn’t mention it. He just grabbed her hand
and pulled her along the street. After a few minutes of walking, they came to another
entrance.


“There is the eastern entrance.” He looked at her. “Is this the one you
want?”


Sophie didn’t hear any warning bells going off so nodded. As they
approached the two guards Sophie got a feeling of honor and integrity, but
there was a tinge of sadness too. Both of
the males have family in the mines. They are worried for the health of their
loved ones.


“Who goes there?” The guards stepped forward. Both of them were staring
at her and Raife with aggression written all over their features.


“The Chosen.” Sophie moved forward. “I have urgent, private business with the Queen.” She had gotten close and could
see the shocked faces of the two males more closely. “I need entrance as
quickly as possible. It is not wise to stand out in the open for too long.”


They didn’t salute or bow, which she was grateful for. Put your fingers on their skin. That was
an odd thought, but it couldn’t hurt. Seeing the arm of one was uncovered, she
reached her fingertips out. As soon as she put her fingers on his arm, he jerked
upright and stared at her openmouthed. She poured out calming, happy thoughts
trying to relax the guard.


“Chosen.” He rasped out, his voice weak. “It really is you.”


His friend was staring at him, “What has gotten into you—” Sophie didn’t
wait for the thought to come to her, she put her fingers on the other males
arm. He had the same reaction.


“It is going to be okay.” Sophie assured both males. “You must not tell
anyone I am here. We can make our own way.” Smiling at both guards, she slipped
inside with Raife following her, a bewildered expression etched on his face. 


“It is true then.” Raife whispered softly.


“What is true?” Sophie looked at Raife as they walked. She was trying to
find someone to show them to the Queens quarters.


“They say that the Chosen has special abilities.” Raife spoke as if in
awe.


“Special abilities?” Sophie scoffed, “What kind of special abilities?”
She had spotted someone walking down a hallway and hurried toward them.


“Just different—” Raife broke off as they approached the female in the
hall.


“Hello.” Sophie smiled at the woman. She wasn’t feeling a bad vibe so
felt comfortable asking, “We need to find the Queens meeting room. Can you
please help us?”


“Of course. Are you sitting in on the celebration plans?” The woman was a
chatterbox and kept talking even when Sophie and Raife just walked silently
alongside her. “You aren’t from Terragale. Are you the delegates from Norhurst
or Aquarian?” She asked.


“We are from Aquarian.” Sophie replied excitedly. This was a bit of good
news. If the delegates from Norhurst happened to be council members, she could
kill two Kingdoms with one stone so to speak. She wouldn’t have to travel to
Norhurst to get a feel for where they stood on the happenings in Aquadomina.


“Ah.” The woman lost a little of her sparkle at the mention of Aquarian.
“It is nice to welcome you to Terragale.” She pointed to the doors of a room
directly across from them, “The meeting is being held in there.”


“Thank you for your time.” Sophie smiled warmly and the woman left shaking
her head.


“You are too nice to be from Aquarian.” Raife bit out. “Try to be
more…demanding.”


“I am nice. I can’t help it.” Sophie turned to Raife, “I need you to
bring out each person inside that room.” She looked around, saw another set of
doors and hurried to see what was inside. “Okay, this is how we can do it. I
will stand in this doorway. You bring them into my line of sight. If I give you
this signal…” Sophie moved her finger across her throat like “you’re dead” in
the movies from Earth, “Send that person away.”


“How am I supposed to do that?” Raife asked. 


“I don’t know.” Sophie waved her hands around. “Think of something
official sounding.” She looked into Raife’s face and saw his sudden smile.


 “I will tell them I am doing
security duty in advance of your arrival and I found something on their record
that they need to fix. That should buy us some time.”


Sophie hurried to hug him tightly, “If I nod it is safe to send them back
inside.” She let go and hurried to stand in the doorway, “Are you ready?” 


Raife braced his hands on the doorway and kissed her quickly his eyes
turning turbulent, “I think I can handle this. Watch your man at work.”


Sophie’s heart jumped when Raife teased her about being her man. The
words felt right though, and she went all soft thinking about them being
together. When he stepped out with the first person from the meeting, she
instantly nodded. This one was okay. Raife brought out three women before
Sophie got a bad feeling. Number four she had a screaming in her head, Ri’Carn’s spy…get rid of her. She did
the finger across the throat.


“I just came from security and you need to check your credentials for the
celebration ceremony.” Raife told the woman, “You will want those ready before
The Chosen gets here. Until you have them in order, I will need you to leave
the planning meeting.”


The female sputtered and groaned then hurried off to check her
credentials.


This happened with two others, and then Raife came out and waved her
over.


“That is everyone in the room. There are seven delegates left. The Queen
of Terragale, three of her council and three councilwomen from Norhurst.”


“Thank you Raife.” She hugged him tightly, “I couldn’t have done this
without you.” Stepping back, she nodded for him to open the door. “I’m ready.”
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When Sophie stepped into the room, the conversation came to an abrupt
halt. Voices died down mid-sentence and then all eyes fastened on her. The
woman sitting at the head of a long table looked at her inquiringly. She had
warm tan skin that Sophie swore had a blue tinge to it. Her kind brown eyes had
crinkles at the edges that hinted at a lot of laughter in her life. Her brown
hair was up in an intricate bun with very expensive looking pins flashing in
the salt and pepper depths. She instantly liked her and knew she was the
“Queen” of Terragale.


“Can I help you?” Her voice was surprisingly deep and rumbled out of her.
For a city based on the earth and mining it, this woman’s voice fit.


“I don’t know about you helping me.” Sophie smiled, “But I am here to
help you.” With Raife standing guard at her back, the Queen looked again at
her. Her eyes widened in shock, and then she bowed her head.


“Chosen.” She whispered. “I should have known—”


Sophie moved further into the room to take a seat left by one of the
females Raife had chased off. “Stand by the doors please Commander. No one else
is to enter.” When her eyes locked with his, she felt the warmth flush through
her at the knowledge that Raife was looking out for her. He wouldn’t let
anything bad happen to her and with that knowledge came the freedom to deal
with the Kingdoms and make a difference. Looking back at the women at the table
with their heads bowed, she hurried to say, “Enough of that please. No bowing
or saluting. I am here to get to the bottom of the issues with both Terragale
and Norhurst. With your help, I think we can clean things up.” She pointed out
the missing seats, “My commander has asked those members of your councils to
fix some problem with their credentials. The truth of the matter is, they are
Ri’Carn’s spies and I won’t have dealings with them.”


There were no gasps of surprise, or shocked exclamations. The others knew
that Ri’Carn had spies everywhere. Even in their midst. 


“Well. It seems introductions are in order.” The Queen spoke. “I am
Tholl’een. Queen of Terragale.” She gestured to the females to the left. “This
is Councilwoman Char’, Councilwomen Titus and Councilwoman Plent, all of
Terragale.” She gestured to the others, “Councilwoman Vio’l, Councilwoman
Chysan and Councilwoman Dias are from Norhurst. One of their number and two of
ours were asked to leave.”


“Ladies,” Sophie began, “I was a teacher before I was brought here as The
Chosen.” She sighed, “I don’t know about the intrigues of politics and the
running of Kingdoms. I do know that there is suffering going on here in
Aquadomina, and most of that revolves around the Deviant law.” She looked
around the table. “I don’t have much time. Ri’Carn has been picked as The
Chosen Consort and I have snuck away from Castrum to be here in advance of him.
I need honest opinion on the validity of the law. In the big picture is it
better for the people if I leave it alone, or should I make changes?”


So began what Sophie liked to call “The Great Debate.” They talked for
what felt like hours and she listened to the leaders discuss their issues. The
Norhurst councilwomen insisted that the citizens of Norhurst were generally
happy with their lives, as Raife had already told her. They were mostly angry
about the Deviant laws. Not that they cared about a criminal being judged. They
didn’t agree with the previous Chosen’s decision to take the siblings for
judgment, and making them remain childless. They also had a problem with the
corruption in the adjudicators ranks. When Sophie had asked them why they
didn’t break like Kingdom Four had, they had all quieted.


“Recorded history details thousands of Chosen. Never in all that time was
it even considered that a Kingdom break from the wishes of The Chosen. Besides
all of the tradition…we needed each other. Without food from Norhurst and
technology from Aquarian, we would have been devastated in a civil war. We
still would be.” Queen Tholl’een stated emphatically. “Wildehaven however was
able to survive without any of us. They didn’t accept the law of The Chosen and
broke with our alliance.”


Sophie had already heard about Wildehaven from The Three and wasn’t
surprised they had stayed out of the way for so long. Sophie sat with the
females of Terragale and Norhurst until a plan of action was agreed upon. At
that point, everyone stood to leave the meeting and do their part.


“Remember when you see me next we haven’t met.” She reiterated, “And no
matter what I say, go with it.” She rushed to the door, “Until the celebration
then.” She opened the door and Raife turned to look at her.


“Is everything okay?” He looked past her to the faces of the Queen and
councilwomen.


“Yes.” She added, “We need to get back to the Aquavi. I will explain once
we are settled.” They made their way back to the dock, managing along the way
to dodge anyone that gave her a bad vibe. Her favorite near miss had been when
a fellow dressed like a peacock was walking toward them. Her sixth sense had
warned her to avoid him so Sophie had grabbed Raife and leaned against a nearby
building. Pulling him in front of her, she had kissed his shocked mouth before
he could ask her what was going on. Once he had gotten over his surprise and
taken over the kiss, she had forgotten they were even on the streets of
Terragale. All she could think about was Raife’s soft lips moving against hers,
his tongue rubbing against hers making her crazy.


“Get a room.” The man had snapped as he hurried away from them.


Sophie had waited until he was gone then she had grabbed Raife’s hand and
laughed as they had ran the rest of the way to the Aquavi. Sophie wasn’t given
a chance to really look around when they had left the docks this morning. Now
she was getting a good look and was amazed at the size and quantity of ships in
the docks of Terragale. There were tankers she could see on the horizon that
would put aircraft carriers to shame. She had to do something to keep the
Kingdoms together but make the changes that would benefit everyone.


“PAC.” She called out upon entering the vehicle. “Where is Ri’Carn?”


“Ri’Carn is in the Lextrium.” The computer informed her.


“Good. Launch the Castrum. Set its course for Terragale at maximum speed.
Take the Aquavi and set an intercept course. Is there anything that can catch
the Castrum?”


“No. The Castrum and Aquavi are unmatched in speed.” The computer
related.


“Relay a message to Ri’Carn saying how sorry I am that he didn’t make the
launch time. That I look forward to meeting him in Terragale. Ask that he might
travel with The Three so that I know all of them are coming to my celebration.”
Sophie almost choked on that part. 


“Castrum has been alerted and launch has commenced.” The computer let her
know of the progress. “Ri’Carn has also been given your message. His reply is
as follows: ‘The Chosen’s Welcome Celebration in Terragale is something I
wouldn’t miss. Tell my beloved that I will see her soon.’ End of message.”


Sophie shuddered, “That was creepy.” She looked up at Raife and was taken
aback by the look of anger on his face. “Are you okay?” When he saw her
examining him his look became shuttered.


“Yes.” He insisted, “I’m fine.” When Sophie raised an eyebrow, he leaned
forward and grabbed her hands. “I just can’t stand the idea of that man getting
his hands on you.”


Sophie felt a thrill of happiness at the hint of possessive jealousy in
his voice, “Ri’Carn will never be my ‘beloved’ as he so eloquently puts it.”
She insisted vehemently, “I would rather be shot again and thrown overboard
before I allow that man to touch me.”


“What about me?” Raife’s question came out husky, his eyes burning
brightly in his handsome face. He undid his restraint and moved to undo
Sophie’s.


“Don’t even think to warn me about restraints.” She yelled at PAC. “I am
moving to my private quarters.” Then Raife’s hands were pulling her forward and
she let him draw her into the bedroom.
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“That’s not exactly how I would have expected you to do it brother.” A
strange male voice had Sophie struggling awake. 


When she opened her eyes, she let out a gasp that had Raife stirring.
There were three strange men around her bed. One was tall, with the dark hair
and similar features to Raife. The other two were fair-haired and slightly
smaller in stature. Her inner warning wasn’t screaming at her, but she did get Deviant and very angry. Be careful.


“What can I do for you gentlemen?” She asked as calmly as possible
sitting slowly up in bed, making sure to take the cover with her. She needed to
try to get these men away from Raife. She didn’t want him to be harmed because
of her. Slowly moving her hand to her robe, she pulled the garment closer.


“Watch the hands.” One of the smaller males pointed some type of weapon
at her.


“It is just my robe.” She tried to sound calm, but her heart was racing.
Shrugging into the robe without showing too much skin, she stood on shaky legs.
“We can talk in the other room.” She held out her hands placatingly.


“We can talk here.” One of the males said menacingly.


“We can talk—” What the taller one would have said was lost as Raife
finally woke up. She saw the other males move to point their weapons on him.


“No. Don’t hurt him.” She went to jump across the bed. In that instant,
she saw Raife’s confusion at finding strange men in the Aquavi, and then she
saw recognition cross his face.


She heard someone yell, “She’s going for a weapon.” Just as she felt a
sharp pain that was worse even than being shot. She screamed in agony as wave
after wave of fire ran over her body. Then she slumped unconscious across the
bed. 


When she came to, she heard Raife cursing and yelling in the main room of
the Aquavi. “What were you thinking?” Raife snarled, “You said you would wait—”


Now she knew. The secret that Raife had been keeping wasn’t what
deviation his brother had committed like she thought. Raife’s secret had been
that he was working with them. Keeping as still as she could she waited to hear
how deep his betrayal went.


 “We have waited.” She heard
another voice counter, “You were supposed to deliver her to us. With Ri’Carn
blackmailing, bribing and bedding his way around the Kingdoms to get control of
her, you know what that means. To control The Chosen is to control the world,
and that is his aim. With or without our help, she won’t survive if he ends up
as her Consort. My people are getting restless and someone might just take
Ri’Carn up on that pardon.”


She heard Raife snarl, “You haven’t—?”


“I haven’t done anything yet. We need her
to end the misery that damn Deviant law is causing. Which brings us back to you
brother.” The impassioned voice continued, “If you could get close enough, and
she was like the previous Chosen you were supposed to kill her outright. It
looked to me like you got pretty close.” There was the sound of flesh meeting
flesh and heavy bodies falling. Whatever was happening sounded like a major
fight. Peering through her lashes, she saw one of the smaller males standing in
the doorway watching. Jumping up and moving against the screaming protest in
her back, she pushed the male hard and he stumbled into the outer chamber. She
hit the console and the doors slammed shut.


“PAC.” She yelled tears streaking down her face as Raife’s betrayal hit
home. “Lock personal quarters, security level 5.” She remembered that security
level from Raife and hoped it still worked. 


“Security level 5 confirmed.” The computer announced. “Only The Chosen
can open the door.” 


Groaning slightly at the pain streaking down her spine Sophie gasped when
she heard pounding on her door. “Is there any way to gain entrance to this
room?” She was mad at herself for how scared she sounded.


“Negative.” The computer replied, “Not even a magnetron blaster could
open them.”


Sophie rolled her eyes. She didn’t know what a “magnetron blaster” was
but she hoped whoever Raife was working with didn’t have one. Making her way
slowly to the shower she cringed at the burning sensation when the water hit
her sore skin.


“Commander Raife is requesting admittance to the room.” PAC informed her
over the sound of the shower.


“Tell Commander Raife to go to hell.” Sophie snapped and then moved to
get dressed. She only had the outfit from yesterday as all her other clothing
was in the outer chamber with Raife and his buddies.


“Commander Raife says he does not know what hell is,” PAC spoke moments
later, “but if you will let him in he can explain.”


Sophie was struggling into her dress, which wasn’t easy with the pain in
her back and the water from the shower. “You tell that traitorous bastard…” She
was breathing heavy and the dress was stuck, “that I wouldn’t believe a word he
said if he was pumped full of truth serum.” She flopped down on the bed and let
the tears flow down her face. It hurt more that she had known Raife was hiding
something from her and she had let him close anyway. The pain of her naivety
was almost more than she could bear.


“Commander Raife says that you are a truth serum and if you see him then
you will know he is being honest.”


Sophie snorted, “I don’t trust anything my senses are telling me at the
moment.”


The computer responded a few seconds later with, “The Commander knows
that you are upset and hurt and would like to talk face to face.”


“Tell Commander Raife that if
he says one more word, I will have the Aquavi open outer doors…and I won’t
surface before I order it.” She wouldn’t really kill everyone in the other
room, she just wanted to get to the Castrum and find solitude. “Is that even
possible PAC?”


“Yes.” The computer announced. “Opening the outer doors is possible
either submerged or at a surface location.”


Sophie was done crying. She realized that she had drawn on Raife for
support and now it seemed like what she was trying to establish was going to be
impossible. Squaring her shoulders, she knew she had to keep moving forward
with her plans. More than her happiness with Raife was at stake. The future of
all the citizens in two Kingdoms was in the balance.


“PAC, how far to the Castrum?” She asked.


“Thirty minutes. There are only two vessels currently close to our
location, the Deviant’s I presume. They will not be a match for the Castrum and
will undoubtedly leave when it approaches.” The computer sounded happy to
inform her.


“Is the Aquavi safe from any type of weaponry the Deviants might have?”
She was suddenly worried that the Deviants would destroy the Aquavi instead of
letting her go. 


“There is nothing the Deviants possess that would harm the Aquavi.” 


“Exactly how were we boarded then?” Sophie didn’t mean to ask, she
already knew the answer and it was just one more hit to her growing feelings
for Raife.


“They had the correct code to authorize a boarding, and you never
requested they not be allowed.”


“Of course they did.” She muttered to herself. “PAC, surface the Aquavi
and prepare for an outer door opening.” Hating herself for the pang of regret,
she continued with the order, “After cleansing the Aquavi dock with the Castrum
and continue back to Terragale as planned.”


“Confirmed. Surfacing Aquavi should take five minutes.” The computer
paused, “Opening intercom. You two can talk this out.” Then she heard Raife’s
voice.
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 “Sophie, please sweetheart I know
you are angry. Just talk to me. Let me know you are okay.” He glared at the
beaten man on the floor. “Getting shot with a nero-destabalizer is extremely
painful and I will go mad if I don’t hear your voice. You can keep the doors
locked, just say something.”


Raife had woken to find his brother in the Aquavi with them. This was
surprising enough, but when Sophie had thrown herself across him thinking he
was in danger…she had been shot. He had lost his mind completely seeing her
writhing on the bed and by the time he had been dragged off Gerr’ar the man was
as unconscious as Sophie. Dragging him into the outer chamber, Raife had turned
on his brother. Grabbing some nearby pants, he pulled them on.


“What are you doing here?!” It was against all of their plans for his
brother or any of his men to be anywhere near Sophie. “You said you would
wait—”


“We have waited.” His brother countered, “You were supposed to deliver
her to us. With Ri’Carn blackmailing, bribing and bedding his way around the
Kingdoms to get control of her, you know what that means. To control The Chosen
is to control the world, and that is his aim. With or without our help, she
won’t survive if he ends up her Consort. My people are getting restless and
someone might just take Ri’Carn up on that pardon.”


Raife snarled, “You haven’t—?”


“I haven’t done anything yet. We need her
to end the misery that damn Deviant law is causing. We come back to your
mission brother.” His brother was impassioned in his hatred for that law, “If
you could get close enough, and she was like the previous Chosen you were
supposed to kill her outright. It looked to me like you got pretty close.” 


Raife saw red and charged his brother, knocking him over one of the
seats. They were wrestling and punching each other when Yor’en was pushed out
of the private chamber where he stood in the doorway and they slammed shut.
Raife groaned and cursed some more. Sophie was awake…and he could guess that
she had just locked them out. Knocking his brother off of him, and lashing out
with a well-placed kick he stormed over to the doors. Trying to get in using
the console, he was denied access. It was just like he thought.


“PAC, please inform Sophie I would like to see her.” Raife ground out.


“Request does not compute.” The computer bit back. “Please restate
request.”


“You damn machine, you know who I’m talking about. I need to talk to
Sophie.” He was desperately pounding on the door.


“There is no person on board with that name.” The computer snapped back
at him, “If Commander Raife is speaking of The
Chosen. Then he should address his request as such.”


He was getting schooled by her computer. “The Chosen, please ask The
Chosen to let me in.” He paced back in forth in the small space in front of the
doors.


“The Chosen has said to ask you to go to a place called hell.” The Computer
sounded all too happy to tell him.


“Tell her I don’t know this place, but if she will see me I can explain.”
He knew he sounded desperate and didn’t care. His brother and his men were
making their way into chairs to watch how this played out.


“She said that she would not believe a word out of your mouth even if you
were full of a truth serum.”


Raife hit his head against the doors, “She is a truth serum. She can see
people and will know I have no more secrets if she would just see me.” Raife
turned to his brother, “That is why she didn’t scream or react violently to
you. She has the ability we heard about in the history texts. She knows a
person by looking at them.” He glared at Gerr’ar, “And you shot her!”


“I didn’t mean to. I thought she was going for a weapon.” Gerr’ar
stammered trying to say something to alleviate Raife’s anger. “I’m sorry. That
is all I can say.”


They were interrupted by the computer, “The Chosen doesn’t trust herself
right now. I wonder what could have caused that.” The modulated voice dripped
sarcasm.


“Ouch!” His brother had walked over and laid a tentative hand on his
shoulder. “I’m sorry Raife. I can see that we have made a mess of things.”


Raife had to keep trying, “Tell The Chosen that I know she is hurt and
angry, I just need to see her.” He was close to begging and he never begged.


“The Chosen has advised me to tell you that if you say one more word, the
Aquavi will be cleansed in the outer chamber without the benefit of surfacing.”


The other males looked panicked. “Is that possible?” Yor’en gasped, “Can
she do that?”


“Yes.” Raife slid down the door to sit at the base of it. “She won’t do
it. She is too kindhearted. She will at least surface and let us off. I am
assuming after you boarded you sent your vessel to wait nearby?” His brother
just nodded helplessly.


Raife had never felt such agony as he felt at the thought of Sophie
hurting. When he had heard his brother was facing judgment for Deviance, he had
been angry at the system, but nothing like this. When he was informed he was
being placed in service as a guard and had to leave the home he loved…he had
not hurt like this. He had walked away from the green fields, gardens and trees
he had lovingly worked on to train for a warriors life. He had accepted and
embraced his new life and never once felt this bad.


Then it snapped into place. Something he hadn’t let himself see in the
last few days. He couldn’t be Sophie’s Commander and her lover at the same
time. A Commander wouldn’t have been caught off guard as he had been. A newbie
Protectorate wouldn’t have either. He was acting like a lovesick schoolboy—it
hit him like a ton of bricks. He loved Sophie. He loved her compassion, courage
and determination…the list was endless. He loved her and she needed him whether
she wanted to admit it or not.


“PAC. I know you are attuned to The Chosen, to Sophie as no other can be.
I am begging you…as much as you know her, please turn on the intercom and let
her hear my voice. She needs me and you know it.” He waited to see if his
speech would be heard by the computer or just ignored.


“Agreed.” PAC hesitated, “However, if The Chosen orders the docking doors
opened and the outer chamber cleansed, I will comply. No matter how good you
think you are for her.”
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“Sophie, please sweetheart I know you are angry. Just talk to me. Let me
know you are okay. Getting shot with a nero-destabalizer is extremely painful
and I will go mad if I don’t hear your voice. You can keep the doors locked,
just say something.”


Sophie held her breath. Raife sounded so sad and desperate and she
couldn’t stand it.  Her inner voice
chimed in. It is as he said. You will see
any lies he tries to tell.


Double damn! She didn’t want to open the door, but she was afraid not to
at the same time. She was still raging mad at all the lies and duplicity, but
she needed to know where the Deviant population stood on matters.


“PAC.” She hesitated. “Open the doors.” She hadn’t been able to get the
dress on and had been standing at the foot of the bed, still in her underwear.
Raife fell back at the suddenness of the doors opening and just lay there on
the ground looking up at her from the floor.


“Sophie.” He sighed. “I am so sorry sweetheart.”


Sophie could feel her composure slipping. Her lip started trembling and
tears were pooled in her eyes. “Raife…” She began but couldn’t finish. 


He rolled over and jumped up, “PAC close doors.” The doors shut again and
Sophie watched as her hand lifted and slapped him faintly across the face. 


“That is for the lies.” Then she jumped into his arms and held on tight
as tears soaked his chest. Looking up at him, she could see that there was
something he was hiding. “What are you hiding now?” She tried to step back. “I
can see it…” She was struggling hard against him.


“I can’t be your Commander anymore.” Raife rasped out, holding her
tightly against him. 


“What?” Sophie stopped struggling, “No Raife—” he stunned her into
silence with his next words.


“I can’t be your Commander, because I love you.” He kissed the remaining
tears on her lashes and cheeks. “I love you and am your Chosen Consort. To be
yours until the end of days.” Sophie didn’t know what he had just said, but
something inside her unfolded at the words. She had the sudden urge to repeat
them to him.


“I accept you as my Chosen Consort and will be yours until the end of
days.” Sophie could see the flecks in Raife’s eyes flashing and then they were
kissing. She didn’t need to draw breath because Raife was breathing for her.
She was suddenly pushed against a wall, she didn’t know or care which one.
Raife was in front of her and he was all she needed. His pants were the only
thing he was wearing and they hit the ground quickly enough. She drew her knee
to latch her heel against his thigh. Pressing herself against him in
invitation. 


“Sophie.” He groaned, kissing the skin of her neck and face. “Forgive
me.”


Laughing Sophie kissed him harder, “Talk later.” She wiggled out of her
underwear and moved against him urgently. “Make up sex now.”


“As my Chosen commands.” The way he said it sent a thrill of excitement
to her very core. Then he was pressing against her and she could feel the swell
of his arousal enter her. She groaned at the feel of him. So perfect and
amazingly tight. He swelled until it bordered on painful. Then he was flexing
his hips and driving her against the wall and she didn’t care if there was a
slight tinge of pain. The pleasure was too much. 


Locking both legs around him, she pushed against him to draw him deeper
and harder. Taking his face in her hands, she kissed him feverishly then moved
her fingers in his scalp, and to rake down his back. Writhing against him to
add to his pleasure and hers, Sophie didn’t have long before she could feel him
tensing under her fingers. After the spray of his release, she felt the sponge
like feeling of him absorbing her spasms.


“Sophie.” He gasped staggered back, taking her with him to fall back onto
the bed. “I will never let anything happen to you. I am yours and you are
mine.” He turned so she was half pinned under him. “You have to know that I
never would have hurt you or betrayed you. No matter what my stupid brother
thought.”


“I can hear that.” Came from the other side of the door. Sophie’s face
flamed with embarrassment at the realization that they had heard her and Raife.
Why hadn’t PAC done a privacy setting on this room? Sometimes she wondered if
the computer didn’t have its own agenda.


Ignoring the men in the outer chamber, she trailed a finger over Raife’s
cheek. “I know you wouldn’t have hurt me. There were to many opportunities for
you to hand me over to the Deviants or kill me.” She turned into his chest and
hugged him closer. “I was just hurt when I saw that you recognized them and
then getting shot didn’t help.” 


There was a smacking sound and a loud groan from the other side of the
door and Sophie could have sworn she heard the word, “idiot” muttered.


Laughing softly Sophie kissed Raife’s chest her mouth grazing against his
nipple. He groaned and leaned into her.


“I hate to break—” One of the males went to speak but was interrupted by
PAC.


“I hate to break this up but The Castrum is closing in on this position.”


“PAC, hold on any action against the vessels in this location.” She
sighed up at Raife, “Tell your brother to have his men stand down, or the
Castrum will open fire on them.”


“Already done.” A voice yelled from the other room. “Are we going to get
a chance to talk?”


“No.” Raife barked out, his irritation with his brother still on the
surface.


“Yes.” Sophie called at the same time. Then kissed his chin when he
looked at her in consternation. “I need to know where I stand with them.”
Rolling over on top of Raife, she gave him a quick kiss. “Time to get me
cleaned and dressed lazy bones. I can’t seem to get into those dresses without
help.” She scooted down his body, which had him looking at her with heavy
lidded eyes. 


“That was cruel.” He went to reach for her and she grabbed his hands
instead.


“State business calls my love.” She went to pull him to standing but he
pulled her onto his lap.


“Do you mean it Sophie?” He was searching her face for some sign, “Do you
mean it that you love me? After everything that you just went through because
of me?”


“Raife, why do you think I said the vow of the Chosen Consort back to
you?” She laughed happily, “Of course I love you.”


“How—”


“We get it…you love him. He loves you. We are under a lot of pressure
here with the Castrum right out the doorway.”


“I am going to kill my brother!” Raife spun and set her on the bed.
Sophie jumped up and chased him. 


“No. We are going to get clean.” She slapped his butt playfully. “This
way Chosen Consort. Your woman has spoken.” She hurried to run into the shower
with Raife chasing her.


“I’ll show—”


“Honestly you two! Hurry up.” His brother’s voice called out. 


When Raife growled in frustration she laughed, “Let me…PAC?”


“Yes Chosen?”


“Please dock with the Castrum and have the men from the outer chamber escorted to the meeting room there.”


“Docking procedures under way. Guard informed of incoming “guests” to the
Castrum.”


“Thank you PAC.” She turned into Raife and smiled, “There all taken care
of.”


“You are so very wicked sometimes.” They both held on tight to support
rails located in the shower. At the yelps of surprise and sound of men bouncing
off walls coming from the other room they both laughed. Then she heard the
familiar voices of her guard taking command in the other room. Hurrying to get
clean she rushed through her shower and then into the private bedroom.


“Real life awaits out there.” She sighed unhappily.


“No Sophie. Real life is what we committed to here.” Raife insisted, “Out
there is yet to be what we make of it.”


“That is why I love you so much.” Sophie turned to grab a clean dress.


“Because I say such wise and poetic things?” Raife helped her pull the
dress down her body, his fingers lingering on her curves here and there.


“No.” She teased holding up her corset. “Because you can get this on me.”


Raife pulled her into his arms and kissed her. “I’ll have you know that
tying a corset is a very helpful skill.” He turned her suddenly and took up the
corset. “Untying one.” His fingers trailed against her neck to move her hair.
“Now that is a necessary skill.” His
breath blew across her skin causing gooseflesh to rise.


“Umm.” Sophie swallowed hard. “That it is.”


“Your guests are waiting in the
meeting room.” PAC interrupted and then added, “Things are tense between them
and the guard. You might want to hurry.”


“We are coming.” Sophie called out. Grabbing Raife’s hand she held tight
as they walked together to the meeting room of the Castrum.
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“I must apologize for shooting you.” The male named Gerr’ar hurried to
say as soon as she entered the meeting room of the Castrum. “Even if you had
been going for a weapon, my actions were unconscionable.”


Sophie held up her hands for quiet. Ramsey, Garritt, Willem and Connor
had all taken to making various threats upon hearing that one of the Deviants
had shot her. When she hurried to sit in a chair, Raife followed and stood
behind her. She was happy to see that Stefan and Thomas were also at the
meeting. Her elusive night guard were making an appearance.


“Hello.” She smiled examining both men closely and heaved a sigh of
relief when her inner voice didn’t yell out a warning. Giving them both a huge
smile and a shrug of her shoulder she continued, “I am so sorry I didn’t get a
chance to talk with you very much before we just never seemed to cross paths.”
At her words, the guards looked abashed and she knew they had avoided her on
purpose. It didn’t hurt her feelings. She understood why they were trying to
stay neutral.


Before either man could offer a protest, she turned to the male that had
to be Raife’s brother. “We haven’t been introduced yet. I am Sophie…” rolling
her eyes at the roar of male voices contradicting her she waved her hands
irritably, “Yes. Okay. The Chosen.”  


The male returned her smile seeming to relax in his chair, “My name is
Rand. These fellows with me are Gerr’ar and Yor’en.”


“Gentlemen.” She inclined her head to the Deviant males and clapped her
hands together, “To business then. If you don’t mind my asking. How did you get
out of The Hold? From all I’ve heard it is impenetrable and provisions have to
be brought to you.”


Rand answered her, “It is that. We were given the vessels outside and
access codes to both The Hold’s shielding and this vehicle.”


“By whom?” Sophie asked, she had assumed it was Raife that had given them
the code to the Aquavi. He had stated that he hadn’t betrayed her. She wouldn’t
blame him for making decisions about a Chosen that he hadn’t even met yet. He had
been the epitome of vigilant. Now she understood why. He knew of threats that
she hadn’t even comprehended.


“Ri’Carn.” Rand stated emphatically. “I met with him myself.” He looked
at her imploringly, “I want you to know that I am innocent of the assault that
I was charged with. The protectorate of our district targeted me because my
parents are one of the largest growers in Norhurst. I think she was working
with Ri’Carn hoping to use my conviction to their benefit. Please believe me
that it was never my intention for you to be injured.”


“I believe you.” Sophie assured him. She had already seen that they were
not truly dangerous. Angry? Definitely. Dangerous, not as much.


Rand looked around stoically, “Ri’Carn is promising pardons and riches to
anyone who can break into your inner circle. He doesn’t know about your growing
ability to “see” people or he would stop trying and just kidnap you outright.”


“You can do that?” Willem…or was it Connor…gasped. 


“Yes.” Sophie was suddenly shy at all the gaping looks she was getting. 


“She will be able to see right through anyone in Ri’Carn’s camp.” Raife
smiled protectively, “It is his other means of getting to her that must be
stopped at all cost. He will never be her Chosen Consort. I will kill him if he
touches a single hair on her head.” 


Sophie blushed hotly at the possessive tone of Raife’s statement. His
brother and the other Deviants on the Aquavi knew what she and Raife had been
doing. The men in her guard had only now figured it out. In order to change the
topic she blurted.


“I know this will be hard to hear.” Sophie turned her attention to Rand.
“I need the Deviant population to stay out of the way for a few days. Bring
those vehicles back to The Hold and wait for what comes next.” Before they
could protest she hurried to continue, “I fear you may have fallen into
Ri’Carn’s trap. If you bring me to him, he could just have you all killed and
say I was a victim of the Deviants. Then what outcry would there be against
you?”


Everyone looked around the room and she saw the Deviants shudder. “There
would be a call to destroy all of us.” Yor’en grimaced. “Nothing would be able
to stop the wrath of the Kingdoms coming down on us then.”


 “I wouldn’t be surprised if that
was his plan all along.” Sophie was suddenly tired from all the intrigue of the
day. “All the power he can scrounge and as many people he can hurt along the
way seems to be his playbook.” Standing up she felt Raife behind her and was
happy for his warmth as she got a sudden chill down her spine. What Ri’Carn was
plotting might be beyond her ability to stop, but she was going to give it her
best try. “I am tired and would retire for the night unless there is anything
else?”


“There is one other thing.” Raife held up his hand, “I cannot be The
Chosen’s Commander. Another in this room will have to take my place.”


All eyes swung to Sophie and she blushed again. Turning to Raife she
requested, “I would like a chance to talk with Stefan and Thomas first before
you vote on the next Commander.” She looked around the room. “Also, until after
the Welcome Celebration in Terragale I would like it to seem as if nothing is
amiss. Raife will need to appear to be my Commander still, even if another has
taken his place.” She was ticking off thoughts on her fingers, “Additionally,
there are some changes I am going to make regarding the status of marrying and
children in my guard.” Laughing as she walked to the door, “Good night
gentlemen.” She turned to nod to the men in the room. “I can always make the
Castrum four levels or even five. There could be quarters for couples and a
children’s play level. Or maybe do private living quarters on the grounds. Yes.
Patell won’t mind if we enlarge…” She was muttering to herself all the way out
the door. The possibilities were endless. She hadn’t even noticed the stunned
audience she had left behind.


“She has no idea the true extent of her power or the danger she is in.”
Rand muttered watching The Chosen walk away.


“She seems to not care for power, and as for the danger. She will never
face it.” Raife swore fervently. “We will see to that.” 


All of the males in the room nodded.
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The Castrum had docked to much pomp and circumstance in the city of
Terragale the day before. The crowds had cheered and banners were flying. Tonight
was her Welcome Celebration and she knew that Ri’Carn and The Three would be
attending. She had met briefly with the man the night before and apologized
profusely for her “female” issues that had kept her away from visiting with
him. She knew on Earth any mention of the female time was enough to get most
men running. She had laughed as an old joke came to mind and Ri’Carn had
solicitously asked her what was so funny. 


“Where I came from there was a joke about women on their female time.”
She had looked at him then beyond him to Raife towering behind Ri’Carn on guard
duty. “The joke goes that if a female is on that time of the month a male needs
to get her three things. Number one is Chocolate. That is a sweet candy that
makes females feel better.” She was ticking off on her fingers. “Number two is
a movie in the romantic comedy genre. Movies were visual scenes played out by
actors to entertain.” She held up another finger. “Number three was a puppy.”
At the confused looks on the man’s face, she laughed again, “A puppy is a soft
and furry companion animal that most people loved and are hard to be mad at.”


“What is so funny about any of that?” Ri’Carn had asked clearly trying to
hide his annoyance. She had been talking nonsense for most of his visit, so Sophie
couldn’t really blame him.


“Well after you supply her those three things, then the male should then
run and hide. Far, far away and hope she can’t find him until her female time
was over. Then it would be safe to come back.” Sophie finished then coughed
loudly in her hand to try to cover her laughter at him. He was so pompous and
arrogant that he reeked of it. It was almost enough to make her sick and her
head was starting to ache. She played as stupid, helpless and naïve as she
could get away with. She had Ri’Carn eating it up. He promised to help her make
“good” decisions for the best of Aquadomina.


After her meeting with Ri’Carn, just as he was leaving he had asked her
to save him a dance. “It can be our first dance as officially The Chosen and
her Consort.” He had oozed good will, but Sophie wasn’t fooled.


“Of course.” She had insisted, “Now I must return to my quarters. I have
much to prepare for.” When she had tried to turn away, he had pulled her into
him for a kiss. Just as Sophie’s hand came up to Ri’Carn’s chest, he was pushed
a few feet away.


“Commander Raife.” Ri’Carn recovered from his stumble, “You go to far.”


“I don’t think I go far enough.” Raife snapped back.


“Gentlemen. Please.” Sophie waved away Garritt, Ramsey, Willem and Connor
who had all been at stations around the room. Walking to Ri’Carn, she showed
him to the door, “Commander Raife is just very protective of my body.” She
turned to look over her shoulder at Raife, her eyes burning with emotion. “You
can be assured he will be justly punished.” Just as the doors closed, she
turned back, her eyes on Raife. “A thorough spanking perhaps?” 


“A spanking?” Raife had made to pursue her and with a shriek, she ran for
her quarters with Raife right on her heels. Laughing uproariously, she made it
to her bedroom before he caught her in a flurry of material. Her skirts were
flying around them and when he picked her up over his shoulder, they landed
across his face.


“You are going to get us killed.” She was laughing so hard her side hurt.
“Put me down before you trip.” She had protested too late, he stumbled into the
bed and she went flying off his shoulder to bounce on the mattress. Her
laughter was echoing around the room. Sliding to stand by the bed, she begged
softly, “Get me out of this dress my Consort.” Raife hurried to untie her
corset and the dress was ripped over her head. Slipping from his grasp, she
hurried into the bath, shimmying out of her underwear as she went.


“PAC, turn on the bathwater, slow stream.” She stood on the spongy material
waiting for the warm water to fill the tub. When she felt a hand on her arm,
she knew from the feeling of love and happiness it gave her that Raife had
joined her. Turning into his chest, she held on tight.


“I could just kill him.” Raife bit out.


“Then he wouldn’t face justice for the abuses of power he is guilty of.”
She sighed. Her head was starting to feel better and there was something else
he could attend to. “We have other things to keep us busy besides Ri’Carn.”
Sophie stepped out of Raife’s arms to grab some soap from the chest and then
returned to the tub. She gasped in surprise and dropped the soap when he
suddenly pulled her against him. One arm going across her chest, the fingers of
one hand plumping and teasing her nipple. The other hand went lower across her
stomach. Those fingers diving between her legs to torment her. Sophie spread
her legs wider to give him free access to do what he wanted. She was happy when
he cupped her mound in his palm and let his fingers drive into her welcome warmth.


“Do you like this sweetheart?” Raife rasped in her ear. His fingers
plunging and drawing along her slick folds.


“You know I do.” She writhed against his fingers.


He pulled his fingers against the nerves and laughed against her ear, “I
think you prefer it soft and gentle.” His breath sent shivers down her spine,
and she shuddered against his fingers. “No?” He pulled her back roughly, “How
about nice and hard?”


Sophie was in an agony of desire. “Yes.” She pressed back, her fingers
raking his thighs. “Hard.”


Raife pushed her forward until her knees hit the spongy material of the
seat. “Brace your hands.” He warned just as one of her hands slipped on the
soap she had dropped and she ended up on her elbows. She groaned when she felt
Raife between her legs, shifting her thighs apart. Then she felt the familiar
probe of his erection and the swelling, filling sensation that followed. The
water was flowing around her knees and Raife was pounding into her from behind.
The slapping of his legs against hers was echoing around the bathroom, along
with their heavy breathing and gasps of pleasure.


When he knew she was close, he stopped thrusting. Holding her prisoner
against him with one arm around her stomach, he ground his hips hard. The other
hand reached between her legs to play with the exposed nerves. With a
half-muffled groan, Sophie flew apart in her release, her muscles spasming
against him. Raife’s arm tightened as he pushed so hard he almost pulled her
off her knees, and then he found release too. She could feel his arousal
absorbing her essence as he shuddered against her.


They both collapsed into the warm water of the tub. “Now that is what I
call a bath.” She laughed softly.


*~*~*~*


Shaking herself out of the memory Sophie smiled at Allie and the job she
had done on her hair. It was, for lack of better words, an incredible work of
art. There was no description Sophie could think for the gentle curls, swaying
chunks, intricate beads, pearls and diamond pins. It was just fantastical. The
Chosen had some jewelry it seemed because she was wearing earrings and rings
that had all belonged to the estate at some point. She knew that the dress she
was to wear tonight, an ivory underdress with pearl and diamond-encrusted
corset would look amazing with this hair.


Turning to go into her bedroom, Allie followed. “Is it true that Debb is
gone for good?” 


Sophie stopped to smile at Allie, “I haven’t had a chance to talk with
you since yesterday have I…” She patted the girls arm, “Yes. I sent Debb to
Norhurst “to better plan our visit there”, but she won’t be returning to my
service. I have other plans for Debb.”


Allie sighed, “That’s good.’ Realizing how that must sound she blushed,
“I mean—”


“It’s okay Allie.” She reassured her, “I know what you mean. Being an
assistant wasn’t Debb’s strong suit.” Turning to hold out her arms she said,
“Let’s get this night over with shall we?”


Allie helped her into some fine thigh high stockings, the dress and
corset. It was a good thing the dress could be stepped into or she would have
destroyed the hair Allie had created trying to get it on. Once she was tied,
laced and corseted up it was time for the shoes she was to wear. A more formal
type of pump was required instead of the sandals she was accustomed to. Then
she was ready to go to the ball.


“Thank you Allie.” Sophie hugged her stylist. “I will see you later at
the celebration.”


Walking with Allie into the sitting room, she smiled looking for Raife
and then she stopped dead. He was wearing some type of military dress uniform
and there was an impressive amount of ribbons and medals.


At her astonished look he smiled, “I had to accomplish some things to be
a worthy Commander in The Chosen’s guard.” Pulling her close he whispered, “You
have stolen my breath.” Then he kissed her and she forgot that they were going
to the Welcome Celebration. She forgot that their plans against Ri’Carn would
come to fruition tonight. She forgot everything but how happy she was to be in
Raife’s arms.


“Hmm.” 


“Hmm.” With some coughing for good measure, the other guard were trying
to get their attention. Reluctantly she let Raife go, and then turned to Allie.
“Do I need to fix anything?”


Allie rushed forward and dabbed at her lipstick, and then handed Raife a
napkin.


“Thank you again Allie.” She turned to leave the sitting room. “Well
let’s do this.”
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Her face felt like it was cracking. If she had to hold this smile much
longer, she might just be the first Chosen to run screaming like a loon from a
celebration. She was in the receiving line saying things like, “So nice to meet
you” and “how lovely to be here” over and over as delegates presented
themselves. She had already been introduced to the councilmembers from their
clandestine meeting. Just as they had planned all parties feigned ignorance of each
other. The end of the line was in sight and she sighed with relief. After this
there was to be an announcement from Queen Tholl’een, she would say a few words
and the dance would commence. 


She let her eyes wander down the line at the Queen’s sons. Both were very
handsome men. Large builds with warm chocolate eyes. Their sandy brown hair was
cut a bit longer in the back, almost to the shoulder and waving around the
sides. All of the males of Terragale wore their hair in that style. Tonight
most of them had ties holding their hair back. It looked very “pirate” with
their military dress uniforms. When her eyes landed on Ther’ol, her inner voice
jumped in.


He is planning something. Something
that will end in great sorrow. You must stop him.


Jerking forward she saw that the end of the line was passing her, she
must have said something reasonable to the last poor delegates. At least they
weren’t giving her odd looks as they continued down the line.


Leaning up to whisper to Queen Tholl’een to hold off on her welcome
speech until she got back she hurried over to Ther’ol.


Pretending to be in casual conversation, she leaned up to him. This close
she could see he had bags under his eyes, and his face was pinched with stress.
Her senses were picking up desperation, sadness,
deep love and pain...Thas’in…Ther’ice. “I know you are planning something
and I want you to bring Thas’in and Ther’ice to the alcove by the door. If you
try to jack rabbit, I will have my guard detain you.” When he looked oddly at
her, she realized what she had said, “Oh. Sorry, it’s an Earth term. To ‘jack
rabbit’ means to run away.” 


Without waiting for him to acknowledge her command, she went to stand by
the alcove. Raife was guarding her along with Garritt, Ramsey, Willem, Connor,
Stefan and Thomas. It was hard to act nonchalant when surrounded by her entire
contingent of guard, but Sophie smiled in what she hoped was a serene fashion
around the room. When someone tried to get to her, one of the guard would step
forward and with an “encouraging” look, he or she would turn away.


Finally, she saw Ther’ol striding toward her with his brother and a very
beautiful woman in tow.


“What are you needing to talk about Ther’ol?” The eldest brother had then
looked around and spotted her. “Chosen.” He did an elegant half bow, his hands
waving in a flourish. She laughed realizing it was better than nothing.


“Gentlemen, can you please give us a wider circle to speak privately.”
She asked her guard, knowing full well Raife would stay close to her. When the
others moved out to expand their little bubble of space, she sighed. “Just
stand for a moment would you please.” She took their measure, not finding any
true evil in any of the three before her. So what was her inner voice warning
at? Walking around the three, she noticed the female was leaning toward Ther’ol
almost unconsciously. 


“I am horribly forgetful sometimes.” She smiled apologetically to the
female, “What is your name again?”


“I am Ther’ice.” The woman whispered, “Councilwoman Char’ is my mother.
Our houses are to unite with Thas’in as my intended one.”


Sophie’s eyes swung to the eldest brother. Her inner voice was yelling, he is Deviant but has not been caught.  Sophie couldn’t believe that he was Deviant.
It didn’t make sense. She didn’t want to embarrass anyone but she had to know.
Whispering to the male she asked, “Exactly what is your deviation?”


All three of them got panicked looks on their faces, and Thas’in turned
white as a sheet. Before they could do anything stupid that drew attention to
this meeting, Sophie put her hands on the brothers. It had worked with the
guards before and she was hoping it would work now. She put as much calming
essence into her touch as she could. “I am here to help. What is your
deviation?” She asked Thas’in again.


Swallowing hard he choked out each word, “I am not…attracted to females.” He gasped his eyes wide in horror at what
she could do with that information. “The worst deviation possible. A death
sentence if I am caught.”


Sophie stumbled, black dots swam before her eyes and she felt faint.  She had started to go down when Raife was
suddenly there. Supporting her, his warmth flooding her and giving her
strength. She felt tears pooling in her eyes and she gasped in air.


“What is it Sophie?” Raife whispered in her ear. 


“I didn’t know that sexual preferences were a cause for being cataloged
as Deviant. My brother…” She trailed off.


“You told me he was murdered, that is why?” Raife soothed her as much as
he could without being obvious. “I’m sorry Sophie. I thought The Three told you
all of the deviations.”


Sophie was slowly getting a hold of herself. She hadn’t been able to save
her brother, but she sure as hell was putting an end to this damn Deviant law.
Pulling herself together, she faced the three shocked faces of Thas’in, Ther’ol
and Ther’ice. 


“You are going to have to trust me.” She stood taller and held up her
hand when Thas’in would have said something. “I want you to do exactly as I
say, when I say it and this all might end well. Right now I want you three to
mingle and pretend to be having a good time.” She moved away with Raife in tow,
the others taking up their places as she walked. Now she had to hope nobody was
suspicious about the meeting in the alcove. Hurrying to find Queen Tholl’een,
she thanked her for giving her a moment and she could proceed when she was
ready.


Looking around the room, she found Ri’Carn schmoozing some delegate. 


It was time.


Queen Tholl’een moved to stand on the small platform that held the
musicians. Raising her hands for silence, the crowd slowly quieted down to
listen to what she had to say.


“We are here to welcome the arrival of The Chosen.” Her voice boomed over
the crowd. Sophie walked with her guard to stand next to the Queen. She went on
in her speech but Sophie wasn’t listening. She was watching for Ri’Carn. He was
surrounded by his people, all of them corrupt. After a few minutes, there was a
pause from the Queen. She hadn’t been paying attention and looked up to realize
she was watching her expectantly. “Would you like to address the gathering?”


“Yes.” Sophie smiled out at the crowd. Noticing the way Ri’Carn was
laughing with his friends over how slow she must appear. “I would love to say a
few words.” This was it, taking a deep breath she continued. “I would like for
Ri’Carn to join me.” She was happy to see he was taking this as a great honor.
His eyes were positively glowing in excitement to be asked to stand with her. 


When he was beside her on the platform, she laughed, “Since you are all
dressed in your finest. With all this grand food and good cheer among us…a far
better celebration we could be having would be…a wedding.” At the shocked
rumbling that went through the crowd, she laughed again. The look on Ri’Carn’s
face was like the cat that ate the canary.


“Thas’in, Ther’ol and Ther’ice.” She called out. “Please come forward.”


“My Dear.” Ri’Carn drawled, “We hardly need them to stand for us in our
wedding.”


Sophie looked puzzled then laughed again, “Oh. I’m sorry Ri’Carn. You
must have misunderstood. It is not our
wedding.” 
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Ri’Carn went to step back and she smiled coldly, “I know of your plan for
me with the Deviants. If you try to move from this platform or even speak one
more word, I will have Raife cut you down.” Looking lovingly behind her she
whispered, “Is that blade as sharp as it looks my dear?”


“It is.” Raife chuckled happily, “I sharpened it just for the occasion.”


Ri’Carn went to speak, but Raife she noted, pressed the blade into his
back a little too enthusiastically.


“Oh dear. That is going to stain your lovely shirt.” Realizing everyone
was waiting, she turned back to the audience. 


“Where was I?” She mused, “Oh yes. The wedding.” She looked at Thas’in,
Ther’ol and Ther’ice and called out. “Thas’in has agreed to be on a newly
formed council of Three I am selecting.” She had sensed that Thas’in didn’t
want to be King Consort of Terragale. He wanted to travel and enjoy life
outside of Kingdom Two. Given his sexual preferences, he certainly didn’t want
to marry Ther’ice. Since the power was held by the female, Ther’ice would be
Queen and ruler of Terragale. At the very least, Sophie could understand his
not wanting to be in a loveless marriage, having been there and done that
herself.


There were some shocked gasps and rumblings to her words. The Queen
didn’t even know about this part, because she had just decided on it. She
placed a hand on Tholl’een to relay happiness and contentment with the
decision. She was trying to tell her this was for the best and wait to see how
it played out. The Queen had her guard placed around the room to try to stop
Ri’Carn’s men from any interruptions and they had started forward when the
rumbling started. She was placing a male on a ruling council…this could get
messy. Sophie waved her hands to get everyone’s attention.


“As a result of his new appointment, Thas’in will be in Aquarian doing
his best to serve Terragale. One of the first duties I will charge him with is
the full investigation of the mining industry. I want to know the needs of the
miners. How best to serve the demand for soil and keep everyone safe and
healthy at the same time.” There was a roar of applause at her words, when it
quieted down she continued.


“The wedding we are to witness today is between Ther’ol and Ther’ice.”
She smiled down at the couple, “Ther’ol will be able to serve as future King
Consort of Terragale and Ther’ice will take her place as Queen when Tholl’een
wills it.” The couple had been in shock when she announced they were to be wed,
and then she felt her inner voice laughing with happiness. The two had been
desperately in love, but with Ther’ice promised to his brother, Ther’ol had
been lost in despair. All he had ever wanted was Ther’ice and to stay in
Terragale and serve his family.


“To the wedding. Will the parents of the bride come forward?” She yelled
and saw Councilwoman Char’ and a man who had to be her husband rushed forward.
The woman’s eyes were misted and she was close to crying outright. “Thas’in
would you stand for your brother?” She needn’t have asked. He was busy congratulating
the happy pair. Both brothers were slapping each other’s backs. 


Seeing everyone was in position, Sophie waved her hands and silence was
instant. “To the wedding vows. Let’s see—”


“You are going to marry them?”
Queen Tholl’een gasped loudly next to her, her gaze flying from her to the
couple holding hands in front of them.


“Yes.” She paused, “Do they need rings or something?” She pulled one off
of her finger and tossed it down to Ther’ol. “You can use that for now, if you
like it Ther’ice keep it…if you prefer something more personal…well you can
still keep it. Think of it as a wedding present.”


“You are giving them a bonding ring too?” The Queen looked about to faint
and Sophie worried she might not make it through the ceremony.


“Why not?” Sophie smiled, “I am happy to do it.” Turning from the Queen,
she started the ceremony before something could go wrong. Better keep it short
and sweet.


“Friends, family and delegates we are gathered here to join forever the
lives of Ther’ol and Ther’ice.” She looked at Ther’ol, “Do you take Ther’ice to
be your mate, to love, honor and protect her until the end of your days?”


Ther’ol looked at Ther’ice, the love and happiness shining in his face,
“I will.”


“Ther’ice, do you take Ther’ol to be your consort. To love, honor and
protect him until the end of your days?”


Ther’ice had tears running down her face and Sophie’s voice didn’t have
to tell her they were happy ones. “I will.”


“Then by the power of The Chosen. I proclaim you joined until the end of
your days.” She waved with a flourish at the couple. “You may kiss the groom.”
She laughed at her own wording. Ther’ice didn’t waste time she had happily
locked lips with Ther’ol.


“You are not authorized to do this.” The Three had spoken. Sophie had
wondered when they would show up. Moving quickly forward One, Two and Three
stepped to stand defiantly before her on the platform. Ther’ol hastily drew
Ther’ice to the side away from The Three, putting her behind him as if they
would take away his new happiness.


Ri’Carn smiled wickedly, “There is no way that Deviant will be allowed on
a council, and you my dear will be found quite mad.” Raife dug his blade into
Ri’Carn’s side a little deeper at those words.


“Is that a threat?” Raife’s snarled question and the deadly intent flashing
in his eyes gave Ri’Carn pause. If Sophie hadn’t placed a hand on Raife, he
would have driven the blade into his rotten guts.


Ri’Carn hoped to use Thas’in as a
pawn. Blackmail would gain him Kingdom Two.


“You knew.” Sophie glared at Ri’Carn. “You were going to exploit the
situation for your own gain. Do you have any decency left in you?” Since it was
a rhetorical question and The Three were still waiting for her to address them
she ignored Ri’Carn.  


Sophie looked at The Three and knew they had been good at one point. How
Ri’Carn had corrupted them she didn’t know, but he had gotten to them. Used
them to further his power.


“I am revoking your authority.” Sophie stood her ground, “You have lost
your way somehow and the needs of the people of Aquadomina are no longer your
priority.” Sophie continued hoping to reach some part of The Three that was
still good. The part she had sensed when she first met them. “I have the
authority of Terragale and Norhurst behind me. A new council will be
established in Aquarian. A council with a delegate from each Kingdom. If you
choose the path of greed and power mongering you will be responsible for civil war.”


“The Chosen has the authority of all Wildehurst at her disposal as well.”
Another voice yelled out and Sophie’s gasp of shock was drowned out by the
sudden clamor of shouts echoing around the room. When the crowd parted, she saw
a small group of men making their way toward the platform. She was looking at
what could only be described as Viking raiders. These men were tall and
muscular with blond hair whipping about their faces. The clothing was clean and
of a nice quality, but left a lot of tanned skin showing since the tops were
just some type of vest. They were armed with lethal looking blades and Sophie
noticed all of them had some type of tattoo on their right shoulder. Trembling
slightly she held her ground as they arrived at the platform. 


The males stopped directly in front of her all doing a slight bow. The
leader spoke, his deep voice full of power and not a small amount of arrogance,
“We heard that you prefer no bowing or salute.” He smiled at her and she
thought for a moment that a nun would give up her vow of chastity for a smile
like that. “I am Meric. Son of Marius, King of Wildehaven and my delegation and
I are here to put our support behind the new Chosen.” He clapped his hands and
his delegation lined up for introduction, “May I present Honorate’s Lusca,
Kaerius, Aqilus and Buinen.” As Meric stated the names the males had stepped
forward, bowed and moved back. With their size and wild looks she wasn’t about
to ask them to stop bowing.


“Thank you.” Sophie smiled in what she hoped came across as a warm and
inviting manner. “I welcome you to the celebration.”


Meric moved to stand to the side of the platform and poor Ther’ol hurried
to get Ther’ice even further out of the way.


“I would speak to The Three privately but know this.” Sophie called out,
“The Deviant law is to be worked over by the new council I am going to appoint.
In a time agreed upon by all three—.” Sophie looked to the Wildehurst
delegation and amended her speech, “Four…all Four Kingdoms, your people will be
able to select their own delegate if my chosen council is not approved upon by
the people. I will stand in for Aquarian until a councilmember is voted on.”
The excitement in the crowd was at a fever pitch. She hurried to finish what
she had to say, “Current judgments are to be brought before the new council
until such time as I can assure all of Norhurst, Terragale and Aquarian are
being served justly by their adjudicators. All current Deviants are to be given
a new hearing, their siblings given immediate release. Something I will do here
for Terragale before I leave for the Welcome Celebration in Norhurst is to meet
with your adjudicators.” There was a huge roar of applause and Sophie turned to
gesture at her guard, “Queen Tholl’een has a cell waiting for Ri’Carn. I would
hate for him to continue to spoil the festivities with his presence.”


“What am I to be charged with?” Ri’Carn wasn’t going to go quietly.


Sophie thought for a moment, “Your crimes are so vast I wouldn’t know
where to start. Unlike you however, I am offering a judgment session that will
be completely fair.” She looked at him in disgust, “I am sure people will flock
to your hearing to tell the truth about you.” Nodding her head for the guard to
remove him, Willem and Connor went to drag him away. Before they could get very
far, Raife moved to block them. Hitting Ri’Carn hard in the stomach, he nodded
for the guards to drag the wheezing man away.


Sophie called out “Okay everyone. Let’s celebrate!” The musicians started
playing, people were running around excitedly and the newly married couple were
swarmed with well-wishers.


Turning to The Three, Sophie nodded for them to follow her. As she was
passing the Wildehaven delegates, Meric’s hand flew out to stop her. Raife, her
guard and some of Terragale guards were instantly chest-to-chest with the
newcomers. Sophie hurried to defuse the situation, “Gentlemen, please. Stand
down.” She gently moved Raife back with a hand on his arm. Stepping between him
and the giant from Wildehaven, she instructed the Terragale guard to take The
Three ahead. Turning to Meric she asked, “What can I do for you?”


“We will require The Chosen to visit Wildehaven at her earliest
convenience to make arrangements for our participation in your alliance.
Certain concessions may be required.” Meric boomed out and his men all nodded.


They are up to something. Her
inner voice was warning her, but she didn’t need that voice to tell her what
was obvious. You are safe to travel to
Wildehaven. Their scheming isn’t malevolent.


“What was that show you put on then?” Raife bit out, “Why say The Chosen
has your support when she doesn’t.”


Sophie still had The Three to deal with and she wanted to dance with
Raife, then slip away to the Castrum. The Wildehaven issue could be dealt with
in the morning. Before Meric and Raife could come to blows, she intervened. “I
am happy to travel to Wildehaven. Is tomorrow too soon?”


Meric’s face showed excitement at her easy acceptance of their request.
“That would be acceptable. We shall make contact in the morning.” He looked
around at the partying delegates. “I think it time we show these green-gobs how
to have fun.”


Sophie had one moment of sympathy for the partygoers as the Wildehaven
group hit the dance floor. Then she saw the looks they were getting from the
females and quickly changed her mind. She hurried off to find where her guard
had put The Three. Turning a corner, she found them waiting for her.


“You have no—” The Three tried to argue, but Sophie interrupted.


“I have the ability to see when someone is a threat or lying.” Sophie
said without preamble. “I know Ri’Carn has corrupted you in his thirst for more
power. You can give up your positions and face judgement, or you can fight me
on the changes I am asking for.” Sophie saw that The Three were astonished at
her speech. “If you choose to fight me, you will lose and the people of this
world will be the ones to suffer.”


“No Chosen has gotten that ability so fast.” One huffed. 


“How is it possible?” Two wasn’t really asking anyone in particular.


“It is theorized that the air or suns or food of Aquadomina must change
something about a Chosen…but it has never been tested to see which.” The Three
were talking to themselves.


At the word “food”, Sophie blushed hotly. She had always been a healthy
eater, and the food Maureen provided was really good. She had been snacking on
it constantly since she had arrived at the Castrum.


“It doesn’t matter.” Sophie interrupted them. “You need to make a
decision.”


The Three touched foreheads and murmured to themselves. Then they stood
up, “We will face judgement. We will not speak against the wishes of The
Chosen.” They all did the low bow and stayed there.


“I am curious.” Raife broke in, “How did Ri’Carn get to you? What did he
hold over you?”


The Three stood taller and seemed ashamed to admit what he had used to
control them. “He could be very charming and the things he talked about seemed
reasonable.” One admitted.


“Don’t sugar coat it.” Three snapped out. “He was our lover and
threatened to destroy us once we had gotten too deeply involved. We deserve
judgement.”


Gesturing to her guard, she motioned for them to be taken away. Turning
to Raife, she moved into his arms. “I believe you owe me a dance.”
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They were guests in Wildehaven. She had woken the morning after her
Welcome Celebration in Terragale to the sight of four giant Viking style
longships anchored outside her window. They had met with Meric that same day
and made arrangements to travel to Norhurst first. She didn’t want to snub the
people of that Kingdom by missing her celebration party there. Meric said he
didn’t mind since it was in the right direction anyway. It hadn’t taken her
long to get the adjudicators of Terragale in line before leaving. Most of those
that were in Ri’Carn’s pocked had fled and the ones that tried to lie their way
past her failed. All of the adjudicators now working in Terragale were
trustworthy. Since Terragale was straightened out, they had left for Norhurst.


It had been with great pomp and fanfare that their traveling armada had
arrived at the docks of Norhurst six suns later. If the leadership of that
Kingdom were un-nerved by the sight of her escort, they didn’t show it. Meric
had only allowed his four Honorates to leave the ships. Everyone else had
remained on board. She had to think those poor men were going stir crazy by
now, so she had arranged for their departure to Wildehaven the day after her Welcome
Celebration at Norhurst.


The night of that party, she had worn a dark emerald state dress. Raife
had requested it since it was his favorite color. It reminded him of his
childhood in Norhurst he said, so she had readily agreed. She had Allie take
extra care with her appearance because it was at the celebration that she going
to meet Raife’s parents. They were landholders in Norhurst and had been invited
to the celebration at her insistence. Only councilmembers and delegates were
usually allowed in, Sophie made it known her feelings for Raife with the
addition of his parents to the list. She had instantly taken a liking to them,
and there were multiple plans put in place to see each other again.  


News had spread quickly that she was coming and some of the adjudicators
had done the same as Terragale…fled before she arrived. The ones that remained,
she was able to vouch for and get everything moving in Norhurst for new trials.
The new adjudicator for the district that Raife lived in was already at work looking
at cases. Debb had made sure that Raife’s brother was high on the priority
list. Sophie had sent Debb ahead of her to plan a surprise for Raife. She
hadn’t expected this would be it. At the time, she was just hoping to get him
some time with his parents. It was pretty clear to the new adjudicator that
Raife’s brother had not committed the crime he was accused of and his case was
going to be one of the first to be overruled. Rand would be a free man soon.
What he decided to do with his freedom remained to be seen. The only cases the
new council would see were the ones in a grey area, or truly guilty so that the
council could decide it. Sophie would be able to “see” their guilt and would
expedite as many cases as she could. Raife’s brother was not a case she would
see.


That was all for the future. Right now, she was at yet another dinner
party in Wildehaven. When they had first docked, she had been surprised to see
that this had the feel of a village more than it did a city or Kingdom. It was
piecemealed together and in need of desperate repair to her eyes. The people
were another matter. They were friendly, open and exuberant. King Marius had
greeted her and welcomed her then without preamble the partying had begun. To
her knowledge, the party was still going on. She didn’t think it had stopped in
the two days they had been here.


She was suddenly pulled into conversation by King Marius, “Are you
enjoying the festivities?”


“Yes.” She took a small bite of fish. That had been another shock to her
system. Meat. After all these weeks on a vegetarian diet, she had been served
meat here in Wildehaven. Maureen was having fits that they even ate meat. Her
stomach was having fits because she wasn’t used to meat but she couldn’t
decline the food they presented her with. They were very steeped in tradition
and a more stubborn, proud people she hadn’t met. Therefore, she was eating
what they placed before her and having a conversation with the King while all
around her a party raged. “It is all very exciting and I am having a wonderful
time.”


Sophie was hoping that the Kind of Wildehaven would get to the
concessions he wanted soon. She was beginning to wonder if he wanted her to
stay here forever. Every time she tried to swing the topic to what he required
to join the alliance again, he changed the subject. She didn’t want to alienate
him, but with the transition of adjudicators already accomplished, she was
beginning to think that Wildehurst needed them more than the rest of Aquadomina
needed Wildehurst.


“The Gathering is tonight.” The King spoke almost casually, “Meric tells
me that he has convinced you to participate.”


“Yes.” Sophie answered back absentmindedly, “He told me that it was a
special party and all of the females are going.” She had argued with Raife over
this “Gathering” party. He didn’t like the way Meric had tried to strong-arm
her into going to it, and Sophie had to admit he had a point. Meric had
practically begged, bribed and blackmailed her to attend. For a people as proud
as they were, the begging part was almost unheard of. She had finally relented
because quite frankly she was interested in where the other females were. She
hadn’t seen nearly the amount of women you would think a Kingdom the size of
Wildehaven should have. She had been told that the Queen had passed a few years
ago of a common ailment. When she had inquired further, she was told that most
women of a certain age caught and passed from the same thing. So that explained
why there were so few “aged” women…but where were the young ones? She supposed
she would find out tonight.


“Yes. That is true.” The King had taken a large swallow of his drink.
With dinner tonight, they were being served a beverage that reminded her of
wine. Only it was stronger and highly alcoholic. 


She took a baby sip of her wine, “Is The Gathering to take place soon?”
She asked and took another sip of her drink.


“Soon.” The King replied, looking her over. “Very soon.”


“That’s nice.” Sophie sighed at the warm feeling in her stomach and how
it was spreading through all of her limbs. She could feel her face flushing and
wondered how much wine she had consumed. Pushing her glass away she turned to
Raife and was amazed that he seemed to be so far away one minute, then close
the next. “I think I may have had too much wine.” She whispered, and then
laughed at how slurred her words came out. 


“I will have someone escort you to The Gathering. It might be best if you
are just a spectator this time.” The King snapped his fingers and two of his
guards were instantly at her elbows helping her up. Raife went to stand but was
pushed back into his seat by two more guards standing over him.


“The Gathering is not for everyone.” The King insisted. “You should
remain here.”


“I go where The Chosen goes.” She heard Raife as if from a long distance.


“Yes.” She was laughing drunkenly at the floating feeling she had. “Let
Raife come with us.” She looked down and it did look like she wasn’t touching
the ground. “Look Raife, I’m floating.” Then she laughed some more, because it
felt so good to do so. The vibrations of her laughter were running along her
body, she was startled to realize that she was aroused by her own laughter.
Which made her laugh all the more. Everything was suddenly so funny. She hadn’t
been paying attention to where she was going, so it was a surprise to realize
she was outside by a large pool of water. It didn’t even register that Raife
was nowhere around.


She looked to the guards holding her arms and playfully bumped one of
them with her hip. “What’s in the water?” Before he could answer, she hip
bumped the other one. “You’ve got such a baby face, how old are you?” Then she
ignored both men to look into the water. She could see large objects swimming
along and wondered what they might be. As she stood there staring down, one of
the guards used a blade and sliced her corset ties. It fell with a loud clunk
onto the dock. He ignored her sharp gasp then used the blade on her dress. Just
when she drew breath to blast both guards, she was suddenly tossed in.
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Well I like that! She thought to herself as she hit the water. Just
thrown in the damn pool, and half-naked for good measure! For some odd reason
she didn’t think to panic, she just laughed. Which caused the oddly arousing
sensation she had felt before. Here we go again. She needed to get a hold of
herself. Her eyebrow went up at the naughty thought.  “Get a hold of herself…get it?” She turned in
a circle and realized she was talking to herself. There was no one else in here
with her. The objects that she thought she had seen floating in the water were
moving closer. Or was it farther way? She couldn’t seem to focus.


Looking up she noticed the male guards were gone. Maybe she could make it
to the dock and pull herself out. She stated kicking in that direction when suddenly
there were splashing sounds from all directions and she stopped. Swimming
around her were a few other women. 


She wanted to be friendly so called out, “Hello.” 


One blonde haired beauty across from her whispered back, “Are you mad?
Shh.”


Well that wasn’t very friendly. “I just—”


Another one held up her hand and tried to swim at the same time. “Stop
talking.” She looked around, “They will hear you.” She whispered.


“Who—” Her question went unheard. With a shriek, the two women she had
been able to see and others in the shadows had all started flailing
frantically. Sophie wasn’t sure they were going anywhere in their attempts, and
for some reason found this funny too. Her laughter echoed around the pool and
didn’t stop until a female popped up in front of her.


She was strikingly pretty. With a pale face, smattered with freckles
across her button nose. Pitch-black hair floated around her in the water and
Sophie noticed her black eyelashes and eyebrows framed the greyest eyes she had
ever seen. They looked like charcoal smoke. Her cupid bow mouth was lifted in
what Sophie hoped was a friendly smile. Whatever they had dosed her drink with,
and she knew it had to be something, had made her loopy.


“Hello.” The black-haired beauties voice sounded friendly. “Are you The
Chosen?”


“Why yes.” Sophie smiled back, “Yes I am.” She held out her hand and
realized that she wasn’t pruning from the water and though she should be, she
wasn’t cold. Fanning her fingers in front of her face she stared at her
fingers. The really did look like little sausages to her. How odd. Realizing
there was a female in front of her Sophie was startled for a second. “Oh.
Hello. It is nice to meet you…I am The Chosen. Cho-s-ennnn.”
She slurred out drunkenly. “I didn’t catch your name.” Sophie held out her
hand. 


“That is because I didn’t say it…and we haven’t met before now.” The
woman stared at her hand and then back to her face. 


“You shake hands.” Sophie splashed around in the water and grabbed the
other females hand. “Like this.” She jerked her hand up and down.


“Ohh. I am Adina. It is nice to meet you.” She looked around at the other
frantic women, “What a bunch of idiots.”


Sophie snorted with amusement, “That isn’t very nice to say about your
own people.”


“I may have grown up with some of them, but they are still idiots.” She
sighed loudly, “They take this Gathering stuff way too seriously.”


“Can you tell me what is going on?” Sophie asked, “I should be getting
tired treading water like this, but I’m not. I feel like I am drunk, but I
barely sipped the wine and what is swimming around in here with us?”


Adina laughed, “The Gathering is going on.” She pointed at the
floundering women, “Those fools are making enough noise to attract attention
because secretly or openly they want to be caught.” She looked back to Sophie,
“As for why you are not tired. It’s the water. It has strange properties, that
is why the men like to swim in here. The more women get chosen, the calmer the
water and you’ll see.” Adina finally finished with why she felt drunk, “You
have to be dosed to enter this water.”


“So what exactly is The Gathering?” Sophie asked and spun around suddenly
when there was an unholy sound behind her. The blond-haired female that had
asked her to stop talking was gone. “What the hell?” Sophie exclaimed a tad too
loudly.


“Shh.” Adina looked around apprehensively for a second. “Not so loud.”
When she felt calm, Adina answered her, “The Gathering is just what it sounds
like. The males are gathering, or choosing their mate.”


“The males?” Sophie looked around for any male faces bobbing in the water
and didn’t see any. “There aren’t any males in the pool with us.” Then it
dawned on her. “The larger figures in the water? Those are the males?” She felt
the insane urge to laugh again at the absurdity of her conclusion and fought
it. 


“Yes.” Adina nodded. “I told you this pool has special properties.” She
peered into the water. “The males have the ability to swim underwater for long
periods of time. The only upside for me is that they have really bad eyesight
and poor hearing. You have to be really loud or thrashing a lot for them to
find you. Some of the archives or history of The Gathering says that they “see”
their mate in the water and no one else.” She shrugged one dainty shoulder, “I
don’t know if that is true. I was in my first gathering at five thousand six
hundred suns.” Sophie calculated and figured that would have been about
eighteen Earth years. She listened intently as Adina continued, “I have been in
five gatherings total now and have managed to make it out without a mate.” She
laughed huskily, “Which is fine with me.”


Sophie jumped again when another female disappeared with a scream. “Where
are they going? I don’t see them disappearing.” 


“The males are extremely fast.” She swam closer, “At the end of the last
gathering I was able to see one couple.” She pointed to the dock. “The male
just kind of jumped out of the water and kept running. The female wasn’t
protesting too much. I think whatever they dose us with is a type of
aphrodisiac.”


Sophie could believe that. She had been ignoring it but there was some
definite heat in her lower nether region. Every time she kicked her legs she
wanted to groan but had been fighting it. Adina would think she was some kind
of pervert if she got off from treading water.


“How long do we have to stay out here?” Sophie wondered aloud to Adina.


The other woman looked at her, “Well not long usually. However, I think
this time might be a bit different.”


“How so?” Sophie was puzzled by the assumption.


“You.” Adina stated calmly. “I think the King wants one of the males to
find you. That is why his son Meric is in this Gathering. He has never been in
any of the others.”


“Me?” Sophie struggled through the drug-induced daze, “I see.” She was
beginning to anyway. If one of the Wildehurst males “caught” her, then she
would be bound by their laws as his mate.


“I already have a Chosen Consort.” She replied smugly. “I’m sorry to
disappoint whatever plans your King has—”


Adina laughed again, “Don’t you know?” When Sophie just looked at her
blankly, She put her hand on her shoulder in sympathy, “The Chosen can have any
number of consorts. If a Wildehurst male catches you, he would be Second
Consort. Consorts have the right to fight for position in the ranks. He could
potentially challenge the First Consort. I am assuming that hunky guard that is
always at your side, Rolfe was his name?”


That information managed to get into her drugged brain. “His name is
Raife. Whatever plans your King might have are wasted. I don’t know how it
worked before but I only need one Consort and he has already been chosen.”
Sophie snapped and for once since this evening’s dinner, she didn’t feel like
laughing at all.


“I don’t know how you get out of—” Adina’s voice cut off and Sophie knew
why. She felt it too. The hair on her neck was standing on end. They were being
hunted.


“Back away from me slowly Adina.” Sophie whispered. Both women started to
kick away from each other. It was too late. With a speed that astonished her
Sophie felt something big streak past and Adina was gone. Before she could
scream or thrash she was grabbed and “flying” through the water. With barely
any jostling the male holding her jumped out of the water and landed on the
dock. She was suddenly thrown over a rock-hard shoulder and there was cold air
flowing over her heated body.


“You put me down right now!” She shrieked. The male running with her
didn’t slow down, in fact if anything he picked up speed. She lost sight of
everything in her upside down state. All she could see was the ground and a
nice pair of legs if she did have to say so. 


One second she was upside down, the next she heard a door slam and she
was tossed onto a bed. Her hair was flying all around her face and she couldn’t
see a thing. “If you touch me it is rape!” She yelled at her assailant.


“I’m sorry to hear that my love. Because I am going to touch every inch
of you.” A deep voice growled out.


“Raife!?” Sophie didn’t have time to register anything else before he was
on her.
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Sophie groaned and grabbed her aching head. Why did her mouth feel like
she had been sucking on old dirty socks? Rolling over she groaned again, this
time louder. 


“Would someone tell whoever is pounding on the walls with a hammer to
please stop?” Wow. Since when did she have a ten pack a day cigarette voice?
Rolling over she put her hands on her temples to hold her head together. If she
didn’t, she had a feeling that it would fly right off her shoulders. Trying to
crack her eyes open she was blinded by the light coming into the room.


“PAC, turn the lights down.” She croaked out. When nothing happened, she
tried to talk louder. “PAC, lights to thirty percent.” Still nothing. What was
going on? Closing her eyes against the pain, she heard an agonized groan next
to her.


“What happened?” 


Was that Raife? Feeling on the bed with one hand, she found a warm body
and patted along until she reached the head. Using her fingers, she traced the
nose, eyes…mouth. Yep, she was eighty percent sure, this was Raife.


“I don’t know what happened.” Sophie was surprised that this was the
truth. She had no recollection of anything that had happened. The last thing
she could remember was sipping some strong wine at the dinner table.


“Sophie?” Raife sounded like talking was painful his voice was so dry,
“Is that you? My head is pounding.”


“It’s me.” She assured him. Before she could say anything else, the door
opened. Sophie couldn’t open her eyes to see who it was but she pulled the
sheet higher up her chest just in case.


“Drink this.” Garritt was holding something to her mouth. “They told me
it will reverse the effects of the hangover fairly quickly and dull any pain.”


Sophie sipped and then gagged at the foul taste of the drink. “Ohh. That
is awful!” She kept sipping though because whoever “they” were had told the
truth. With every sip, she felt better. “Raife are you drinking this too?” Now
that she was feeling a little more herself, she was worried about Raife.


“Yes.” He rasped out, “I am drinking what Garritt handed me. Are you
feeling better as you sip?”


“Yes.” Sophie sighed happily. “I am feeling much better now.” She was
able to open her eyes and when she did, she was shocked speechless. “What
happened in here?” Turning her head, she looked over to Raife on the bed next
to her and her mouth dropped open. “Oh my god Raife. What happened to you!?”


Raife turned his head and looked her over for a second. Then he said with
utter nonchalance, “I imagine the same thing that has happened to you.”


Sophie’s eyes flashed to Garritt. “Do you have any idea what occurred
last night?”


Garritt looked like he wanted to laugh, but knew it would probably be the
last thing he ever did so he went into his report of what he knew had occurred.
“When you were dosed with the wine and taken for the gathering your guard were
taken to separate quarters to keep us out of the way. Before we left the dining
table, Raife drank the rest of your wine, so was dosed with what you had been
dosed with.”


“Raife you didn’t.” Sophie turned frantic eyes to his face, “That was so
dangerous.”


“It’s a good thing he did.” Garritt continued as if he hadn’t been
interrupted, “We were all able to slip out of our rooms and found Raife on the
docks. It was like he was in a trance, heading for a part of the city we hadn’t
entered yet. We came upon a large pool and while the rest of us moved into the
shadows to stay out of the way, Raife jumped on in.”


Raife sat up in the bed and Sophie groaned and held onto the mattress
with both hands to keep from moving. Then kept sipping the drink. This muck
really did help.


Raife said, “I remember drinking the wine at the dining table. The rest
of what you say I do not recall doing.”


Garritt broke out into a grin, “The next part should really make you
happy then. After you jumped into the water, every few seconds or so a
Wildehurst male would jump out of the water with a woman in his arms. At this
point, we figured what The Gathering was. It appeared to be some kind of mating
ritual. We agreed that if anyone but you came out of the water with The Chosen,
we would have stopped his progress down the dock. The only thing we didn’t
count on was how fast they moved. Just before you came out of the water, Prince
Meric did. He had a black-haired woman in his arms, so we didn’t stop him. It
would have been close trying to catch him anyway. We were very happy when you
suddenly appeared with The Chosen and then you moved down the dock. We followed
as fast as we could. You had her over your shoulder and we wanted to make sure
you were okay. When you got to this chamber, I stayed guard and sent the others
back to their beds.” His lips were twitching with amusement, and Sophie knew
there was more to the story. She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear it.


“Her name was Adina.” She said with sudden clarity. “The black-haired
woman that Meric grabbed. We were talking when she was taken by him.”


“I can fill you in on the rest after your meeting with King Marius.”
Garritt started back toward the door, “You have been requested to appear at
your convenience.” He made it to the door and stepped through. Just before
closing it, he added, “I have Allie out here with some clothes and makeup to
cover the…uh…well the bite marks and the bruising.” Bursting into laughter, he
closed the door and they could hear him outside just roaring.


Ignoring the man in the hall laughing like a loon, Sophie had finished
her drink and was feeling up to finding a bathroom. Rolling to the side of the
bed, she went to stand up and saw the destruction. There were parts of tables,
chairs and candles spread all over the floor. The blanket that had been on the
bed had been ripped and four strips of material were tied to the four posts of
the bed. When her eyes flew to Raife, she burst out laughing too. She couldn’t
help it. Now she knew what Garritt was talking about! Raife had gotten out of
bed and she could make out the imprint of a bite mark on one perfect butt cheek
along with scratch marks crisscrossing his back. When he turned to ask her what
was so funny, she gestured helplessly at his body. Gaining control of her
laughter, she hurried over to stand by him.


“Garritt did say that hangover drink dulled pain. Do you feel anything in
your back?” When he shook his head no, she asked, “What about your butt?”


His brow furrowed, “What about my butt?” He tried to turn and see his own
backside his fingers running along his butt.


Sophie felt her face flaming. “I think I bit it.” 


Raife turned her in front of him to inspect her back and found a similar
mark in one of her butt cheeks. By the time, they were done inspecting each
other she had hickey like marks on her neck, breasts, inside of the thighs and
butt. Her body was sore from whatever sexual antics they had been up to and she
was tender between the legs. Raife had the same bruising on his neck, chest,
inside of the thigh, the bite mark on his butt along with faint crescent nail
shape indents on both cheeks and the scratch marks on his back. 


Deciding a shower might improve their speed of recollection, they hurried
into the adjoining bathroom. It was similar to one you would find on Earth.
There wasn’t a computer to control your settings you just turned knobs. When
the water was ready, Sophie began with working soap gently over Raife in the
shower. She had been trying to remember what happened after the wine and things
were slowly coming back to her. When her head started to hurt the more she
forced herself to think, she decided to let it go for now and prepare for the
meeting with King Marius.


“I don’t know what to say.” She whispered softly.


“I do.” Raife turned her and soaped her back then slapped her butt
playfully, “We ask to be invited back for the next Gathering. At the very least
we can ask for the recipe for that wine.”


Sophie burst into laughter, “You are incorrigible.”
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“Why all the subterfuge?” Sophie seethed at King Marius. “Why not just be
upfront with your situation?” Holding up her hand she snapped, “Don’t use your
pride as a shield.” She was pacing in front of all the males in the room. “I am
proud. Raife is proud.” She waved her hand to him. “All of the people of
Aquadomina are proud! That doesn’t justify what you have done.” She stopped to
stand behind where Raife sat. Her fingers going unconsciously to rest on his
shoulders.  “I would have helped you if
you had just swallowed a bit of that pride you hold so dear and asked me to.”
She turned her anger to Meric. “You traveled with us. You know me. Did you
think about any of those things when you went along with this plan?”


Meric stood firm, “I stand by my father’s decision to try to get you
mated to a male from Wildehurst in The Gathering.”


Sophie heard the unspoken part of his statement. He hadn’t agreed with
the plan, but it was his father he was backing. “Humph.” She wasn’t letting him
off that easy. “I already have a Chosen Consort.” She said stonily to the men
around the room. “I have to wait until the celebration in Aquarian to announce
it officially but Raife is that choice.” She massaged his shoulders as she
spoke, “I will never accept another consort. Not if I am allowed one hundred of
them. If you hope to have any kind of alliance with me, you had better accept
that fact right now.”


“We made an error in judgement.” King Marius bowed his head, “We accept
that you will not desire additional Consorts. I apologize for the underhanded
attempt to get a Wildehurst male in a union with you.”


“I accept your apology.” Sophie moved to sit back down next to Raife. “I
will agree to supply Wildehurst with technology from Aquarian, food items from
Norhurst and soil and minerals from Terragale as needed. In exchange, you will
have men made available to those three Kingdoms for assistance with mining,
farming and defense. The number required of you will be provided when I return
to Aquarian. You will install Aquarian communications here in Wildehurst so
that you can easier relay your needs to us, and vice versa. Also, you will
establish homes for any freed Deviant that requests Wildehurst as their new
living site.” 


Sophie knew that not all of the released Deviants would want to go back
to the Kingdoms that had jailed them. Some of them might like a new start in a
place like Wildehurst. She had explained about the Deviant population getting
new trials. She had forgotten about the siblings that had never been guilty to
begin with. All of those people would be free to go where they wanted. She was
hoping some would choose Wildehurst.


“Also, I have informed Aquarian to send medical experts here immediately.
I think a priority is to figure out the mystery ailment impacting your
females.” Sophie looked around the room. “Is there anything else we need to
finalize right now?”


King Marius looked to his men and nobody said anything. “I think that
about covers it.” He stood and she followed suit. “Thank you Chosen. We are
happy to be part of the alliance once again.”


“Thank you.” Sophie walked over and took his hand to shake it. He was
surprised for a second then she released his hand. “That is how we seal a
bargain on Earth.” She smiled at him, “It means that I am going to honor my
word to you. That we are friends.”


The King looked relieved and happy. His face relaxing and the handsome
man he was peered out from the haggard one. “Until the Aquarian celebration
then.” He grabbed her into a bear hug. “We wouldn’t miss the party for
anything.” 


Sophie, her delegation of guards and Raife left Wildehurst shortly after
the meeting. Meric had waved goodbye from the docks then tuned and strode
briskly away. Sophie had to admit that if Meric had caught her, in the drugged
state she had been in, she might not have fought him off very hard. That was a
very troubling thought for her. Turning into her private quarters from her
balcony, she called to PAC.


“How long to Aquarian?”


“At our current speed we will arrive in four suns.” The computer informed
her.


“Why did it take so long to get to Terragale, Norhurst and then to
Wildehaven if we can be back in four suns?” 


“We were keeping pace with the Wildehurst longships on our travels to
Norhurst and Wildehaven.” PAC stated, “Their technology isn’t up to our
standards and they wouldn’t have kept up. As for the Aquavi taking so long to
get to Terragale, I figured you needed additional time, so we travelled slower
than our top speed.”


That gave Sophie pause and she wondered again if the computer didn’t have
more going on then she knew about. Not that the extra time with Raife wasn’t
worth it. “Hmmm. Make a note to add upgraded ships to the list of things
Wildehurst needs.” Sophie called out.


“Noted.”


Sophie had been in contact with both the Terragale and Norhurst councils
and all of the transitioning was going smoothly. Thas’in was in Aquarian
getting familiar with his new living quarters and his office in the Lextrium.
She had informed Debb to travel from Norhurst with their chosen delegate,
Councilwoman Vio’l and help her get settled in Aquarian also. Sophie had also
asked Debb to be the Aquarian delegate to the new Council of Four. Debb had
been shocked at the promotion but Sophie had assured her that it was a perfect
fit. She knew Debb would be a great benefit to the council. Therefore, that
just left a delegate for Wildehaven. She was expecting an answer on their
choice by the Aquarian celebration.


All in all things were coming together nicely. She would announce Raife
as her Chosen Consort, the plans were under way for the expansion of private
living quarters on the grounds of the Castrum for her guard and their families,
and the siblings of the Deviants were already released. Her guard and staff
members had all been given the choice to leave her service. Only Thomas had
requested to be re-assigned back to Terragale. He had a family farm that his
parents had left him that reverted back to him now that he was free. The rest
of her staff had insisted they wanted to stay. Even her elusive housekeeper
Viella.


Moving from her bedroom toward her sitting room PAC interrupted her happy
thoughts.


“You have someone requesting on audience in your private chambers.” 


“Okay.” Sophie called out, and then walked through the doors. Garritt was
in the outer room with Raife, one of the reasons for being alone in her
bedroom. Raife insisted that Garritt was allowed into her private sitting room
but no further. “Sorry to interrupt your meeting, PAC said I have someone
requesting an audience.” 


Raife moved to kiss her, “You didn’t interrupt, we were done anyway
sweetheart.” Garritt made himself invisible behind her and nodded to Ramsey to
open the door.


“I can’t believe how smooth things are going…” Sophie turned to the door,
her mouth dropped open when she saw who was standing there.


“I am requesting sanctuary.” A petite, black-haired female swept into the
room.


“Oh shit.” 
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“Wildehaven will not stand for this.” Meric growled out. “You said the
incident in the Gathering pool was forgotten, then this…” He glowered at her
across the room.


Sophie sighed. She was all dressed for the ball and dealing with an
enraged mate had not been on her list of things to do tonight. She knew that
the Wildehurst longboats had been close. She had been given daily updates on
their location. Sophie had been hoping that the time to get here would cool
Meric’s anger. That had been a futile dream that was washing away under the
angry waves of his words. It was obvious the first thing Meric did was seek her
out. Thoughts of diplomacy and calmly sitting down to talk were flitting away.
Meric was yelling out words like betrayal, sabotage, and war. It was Raife who
got him to cease his tirade.


“You will not stand before The Chosen and speak this way.” He snapped at
Meric. “Calm yourself.” Her guard had taken up points around her. Garritt
behind her, Willem, Connor and Stefan behind him. Meric’s men were stationed
behind him. Lusca, Kaerius, Aqilus and Buinen. She knew the men generally got
on well, she had seen them trying to drink each other under the table at
Terragale, Norhurst and Wildehaven. It was just a matter of getting past the
fact that she had given sanctuary to Meric’s mate, however unwittingly, and
move on in their alliance. Words were starting to fly around the room that were
not conducive of good relations.


“Gentlemen, enough.” She didn’t have to yell or raise her voice. Silence
met her words.


Sophie looked at Meric and “saw” the pain and hurt. She knew she could
put her hand on his arm to calm him down, but that seemed unfair. He needed to
vent his feelings before he exploded in a far worse way.


“Raife.” Sophie spoke softly so those around her would quiet down to hear
her words. “Try to put yourself in Meric’s place.” She looked at him, her eyes
drinking in the sight of him in his military dress uniform. “How would you feel
if the positions were reversed?” With Raife chewing on that thought, she turned
to Meric. “I did not give Adina sanctuary on purpose. I didn’t even know she
was onboard the Castrum until we were well away from Wildehaven.” When Meric
looked excited and opened his mouth, she hurried to add, “However, once she had
requested it…I couldn’t refuse her sanctuary.”


That caused the excited look to change to anger again and Sophie knew
this was going to be a long night. “Then you have declared—”


“I have declared nothing.” She stood up suddenly tired of all the
arguing. “Our alliance stands with what was decided in Wildehaven.” She went to
move around her guard. “You are keeping me from my own party and I have had
enough.” She swept the layered skirts of her pale silver ball gown around and
walked toward the door. Glancing back over her shoulder. “I know the reasons
for Adina leaving Wildehurst, do you?” At Meric’s puzzled look and continued
silence she snorted, “That is what I thought.” At the door, she turned to
glance at Meric, “Just because I have agreed to give Adina sanctuary it doesn’t
mean that I could not also give that same status to another…say her bull headed
mate.” 


Sophie opened the doors and threw down the gauntlet that she knew he
wouldn’t be able to resist picking up, “That is if you think you are man enough
to entice her back to your side?”


With those words, she swept out the door calling behind her, “Raife. I
believe we have an announcement to make. How about you make an honest woman out
of me?” Laughing she hurried toward the balcony and the Aquavi. Raife and her
guard right behind her. “Meric, you better not be late for my wedding. I
believe there might be a certain guest you are interested in who will also be
attending.”


At the balcony, she turned in time to see a determined look cross Meric’s
face. She was giving him the access and opportunity to make things right with
Adina. With a nod at her he suddenly laughed, “I best get my gear off the Elxenhelm”. His friends were slapping
him on the back and teasing him good-naturedly.


“PAC, please inform Viella that we will need a room made ready for a
guest.”


Making her way onto the Aquavi, she turned at the light touch on her
elbow. “I love you!” Sophie looked into Raife’s eyes and saw the emotion
burning there. Moving into his embrace, she hugged him as tight as she dared.
Her hair was in one of Allie’s creative coif’s for the celebration/wedding, a
delicate tiara nestled artfully on her head. She didn’t want to mess up her
hair, not to mention the corseted ball gown, stockings and slippers she was
wearing were not made to be handled roughly either.


“Have you remembered some of the things we did the night of the
Gathering?” Sophie moved against him to whisper in his ear, “I think we should
try a few of those moves again.”


Raife groaned loudly, “You are cruel to bring that up when we have the
celebration to get through.” His mouth was moving against her ear, his breath
hot against her skin.


“Just giving you a reason to hurry through your vows.” She teased. 


“And you say I’m incorrigible!” Raife gave her behind a swat, “PAC get us
to the damn celebration, the fastest route available.”


Sophie lurched into her seat when the computer warned of the launch of
the Aquavi. Getting her restraint fastened, she laughed when the vehicle dove
and shot off at incredible speed. Then it dawned on her, the computer had
complied with Raife!


“PAC, you complied with someone other than The Chosen.” She laughed
harder when the computer responded.


“I am programmed to know the best interest of The Chosen. Getting to the
celebration venue quickly is for the
best.” Everyone’s laughter rang around the Aquavi.


When they arrived, there were vehicles and people everywhere. Sophie
stood next to Raife to exit the Aquavi. The guard made a box around both of them.
Raife was now part of her “sandwich”. She laughed up at him. “Are you ready?”
Raife squeezed her hand and nodded to the guard to open the doors. Together
they faced the crowd of well-wishers. Together they would forge the future of
Aquadomina.
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Chapter One



 

Knadyn was going on another mission to Earth to check the equipment that
previous teams from Terraneu had placed there. It amazed him how fast time had
gone by. Had it really been three years since the CEMPS had been destroyed and
their attempts at cleaning Earth’s atmosphere had begun? That was six missions
and countless cloaked scanners, probes, and equipment ago. All of it left on
Earth for the sole purpose of trying to undo the damage his mad Uncle Knuan had
done with his Cloaked Electromagnetic Pulse Satellite or CEMPS. 


The last mission he had taken to Earth was six months ago. The purpose of
that operation had been to release the new probes his Uncle Kneus and Cousin
Knalech had created. The probes were set to search for hot spots, detect a
damaged nuclear core and transport that core into preset co-ordinates. The
Earth’s Sun is the place they had chosen to dispose of the nuclear cores. The
scans they had done over the years had shown almost half of the five hundred
nuclear facilities in some form of a meltdown. It was no wonder the planet was
an irradiated mess. His sister had almost lost her mate, Marcael on a mission
to Earth and four of his men had died. It was from that point on that the
councils of Terraneu had decided against any extended stays on Earth. They were
sending equipment and trying their best to fix the damage, but they were not
staying on Earth for the six months between active portals. 


That is why he was going through for a few hours today. The data they had
just received back from the probe was promising. The radiation levels were much
lower and some human activity was being detected. The Earth humans were on the
move according to their information. His mission was to make sure that their
equipment remained undetected. They didn’t want the native population to get
any of their technology. It hadn’t been decided yet if any further contact
between Terraneu and Earth would be allowed. The policy as it stood was to fix
the planet and let the human population of Earth evolve as fate saw fit. Not
everyone on the female council had liked this decision, but it was agreed upon
in the end that it was best for Terraneu to limit their contact with Earth.


So here he stood on the port pad, ready to go to Earth in what might be
the final contact with that world. If the equipment showed all nuclear hot
spots were eliminated, and the atmosphere was returning to normal levels then
their involvement in Earth would be at an end. He thought it was somewhat sad
considering it was women from Earth that had saved Terraneu. Some of his
favorite memories from childhood were the stories his mother told him of Earth.
How she had lived there and traveled through the portal by accident. His father
would get embarrassed at the part where he had thought she was a primate. How
anyone looking at his mother could mistake her for that was amazing. In his
father’s defense however, she had been clothed in some strange Earth coat, boot
and hat so his mistake was understandable. They had fallen in love with each
other and chose to be mated. His brother Knacayn, sister Brennae and himself
had been born shortly thereafter. 


Thinking of his sister brought a smile to his face. Thinking of her poor
mate made him laugh out loud. That poor fellow didn’t know what had hit him.
First Marcael had fallen in love with his sister, and all that entailed. He was
a special kind of male to be able to put up with the involvement of her family.
Knadyn knew he was too protective of his sister, but her happiness was his
primary concern. It was a good thing Marcael was so good for her. Now Marcael
was running around Terraneu like a crazed man. You would think that there
hadn’t been any pregnant women before; by the way he was acting.


Knadyn knew that he would savor the look on Marcael’s face when he
learned he was going to be a father for a very long time. It had been devious
of his sister to announce it at the celebration dance six months ago. Marcael
didn’t even have the dignity of fainting in the privacy of their living
quarters. He had gone face down in the grass of the park at the peak of the
dancing. In Marcael’s defense, you do not hear that your mate is pregnant with
twins…and twins…every day. Brennae was pregnant with two sets of identical
twins according to his Aunt Gwen. One set boys…and one set girls. He was going
to be an uncle to two nephews and two nieces. 


His laughter
rang out again. If he remembered correctly Marcael’s exact response, muttered
with his face in the grass mind you so there is some room for error:  “What is it with your family that you can’t
just have one baby?” His Uncle Kneus had responded that he and Gwen only had
one (so far) thank you very much.


Shortly thereafter, his sister and her mate had been cuddling all over
the park, and then disappeared. So Marcael had to have gotten over his shock.
It was disgusting really the affection all the mated couples had for each
other. Knadyn stubbornly refused to believe there was any jealousy behind that
thought either. He was happily single and he meant to stay that way for a while
longer. Even Knacayn, his identical twin, wasn’t ready to settle down so it
wasn’t as if he was some kind of anomaly. He just hadn’t found the perfect mate
yet.


“Be safe Knadyn.” His mother yelled. 


“We will wait for the code to activate the port pad.” His Uncle Kneus
reminded him. “Check the equipment and get back here as fast as you can.”


Knadyn looked at the group of males behind him on the port pad and rolled
his eyes emphatically. They all laughed at his exasperated look.


“This isn’t our first away mission.” Knadyn called out, “We know what we
are doing.”


His father had a way of putting things in perspective though, “You are
the leader this time Knadyn. It is your duty to see to the safety of your men
and the success of your mission.” His father’s warm gaze washed over him, “I
know you are prepared and can handle any situation, just don’t let your guard
down for any reason. Earth is still a very dangerous world.”


Knadyn stiffened his spine. He had been acting like this was going to be
too easy. He needed to take his father’s advice and get serious. “I understand
father, I won’t let you down.” He turned to the others going with him, then
back to his Uncle Kneus. “We are ready.”


With those words, the port pad was activated and his team was on their
way to Earth. It was a shock to realize later that on the one hand he had been
ready. Then again, on the other hand he hadn’t been ready at all.
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The Welcome Celebration in Kingdom One, also known as Aquarian, was in
full swing. There were delegates from all Four Kingdoms in attendance,
including from her own home city of Wildehurst. Why they called themselves
“Kingdoms” when in reality they were just large cities Adina wasn’t quite sure.
All she knew was that with the arrival of delegates from Wildehurst, “he” would
be here soon. The King and his council had already started to mingle with the
others from Terragale, also known as Kingdom Two. Norhurst, also known as
Kingdom Three and Aquarian, Kingdom One. 


Smoothing her hands nervously down the sides of her dress, she tried not
to panic. What would she do when she saw him again? It had been seven suns
since the night of The Gathering in Wildehaven. Sighing heavily she moved
toward an alcove at the back to get a better view of the entrance. She had met
Sophie or as her official title dictated, “The Chosen” that night in Wildehurst.
King Marias had attempted to get Sophie mated to one of the males of Wildehurst
by tricking her into the Gathering pools but it had backfired. The Chosen had
been found by her Chosen Consort, Raife and Adina…well, she had been found by
the Crown Prince, Meric. Which had been in no one’s plan. She certainly hadn’t
wanted to be plucked from the pool. Meric hadn’t meant to grab her; he was
aiming for The Chosen. Finally, because of their deceit Sophie had almost left
Wildehaven and abandoned peace talks. It was a good thing for the people of
Wildehaven that she really was as good-natured and forgiving as the rumors had
said.


Turning briefly to look over the grounds of Aquarian Adina’s brow
furrowed. This city really was exciting and thriving which was in sharp
contrast to the backward state of Wildehurst. She knew that The Chosen was
working on making things better for that Kingdom and it couldn’t happen soon
enough in her opinion.


“Would you care to dance?” Adina started when she heard a voice behind her.
Turning toward the dance floor, she saw a rather distinguished looking male
standing just before her alcove, his hand held out questioningly. 


“I’m sorry—” She began, and before she could finish he sighed.


“Is it because I’m hopelessly out of style?” He moved to stand next to
her, but not invading her personal space. “All of the ladies of Aquarian have
such high standards. I fear I am out of favor with them and none will dance
with me.” His voice was teasing and she looked him over. He was tall with handsome
features and dark hair. When she looked closer, she saw that there were faint
strands of auburn flashing in the depths. His eyes were a brilliant blue,
though most Aquadomians had blue eyes. It was in their genetics she supposed.
She had always wondered at the anomaly that had given her dark grey eyes.


“I am not from Aquarian, so find your dress rather dashing.” She moved
around to pretend to be examining him from all angles. “Your suit is of an
excellent cut. Your boots are of the finest materials…all in all I would say
you make a very fine figure.” She had worked her way back to the front of him. 


“My thanks for the kind words.” He smiled at her, “I must warn you, I am
a recently freed Deviant. I was falsely accused of course, but I feel it best
to get that right out in the open.”


“Well now I am truly shocked.” Adina put her hand against her chest in
faux panic, “To be in the company of a scoundrel ex-Deviant is truly
horrifying.” Adina knew that there had been a power struggle between The
Chosen, The Three and others in high positions of power. In the end, The Chosen
had prevailed and there were new councils in place in all four Kingdoms. In
addition, new adjudicators were looking into all of the previously accused
Deviants to find those truly guilty. Those that had been falsely charged were
being freed. That this man had been a Deviant was surprising, given his
obviously highborn upbringing and gentile manners.


The male next to her burst out laughing. “I fear the sharks will start
circling if you don’t agree to dance with me.” He held out his hand again, “You
are far too beautiful to be standing alone in this alcove.”


Adina had been having fun flirting and figured dancing was a great idea.
“I would love to dance.” She put her hand in his and was suddenly glad she had
lost the argument with Sophie over borrowing one of her outfits. This dark
indigo state dress with black corset went well with her tan complexion and
black hair. Adina had wanted to avoid the whole party, but her new friend had
insisted that she attend. Sophie was going to announce Raife as her Chosen
Consort, and then surprise everyone with a wedding. Her own of course, and she
dared anyone to try to stop her from making it official. Adina laughed at the
thought of anyone foolish enough to try to stand in The Chosen’s way.


“May I ask what you find amusing?” The male was holding her at a
respectful distance, moving her around the dance floor to the music.


“I was just laughing at the idea of anyone foolish enough to try to stop
The Chosen from getting her way.” Adina looked up.


His mouth twitched with humor, “I have met her a few times myself.” His
eyes were positively alight with laughter


She had to know. “You must tell me
what is so funny.”


Pulling her a bit closer he whispered in her ear, “Can you keep a
secret?”


She pulled back a bit to say, “Of course.”


“Well then…” he moved to whisper in her ear again, “I tried to kidnap
her.”


Sophie laughed, “You didn’t?” Her shocked eyes flew to his. Their faces
were less than an inch apart, yet she didn’t feel uncomfortable.


“It was all a mistake, and she has forgiven me.” He insisted good
naturedly, “After all—”


“I am going to kill him.” A voice snarled menacingly to the right of
them.


“Honestly Meric, you can’t kill my brother. Who would stand with me at
the wedding?” Another voice said sardonically, “Rand how could you not stay out
of trouble for the rising of one sun?”


Adina tore her eyes off the male she had been dancing with to see that
Sophie, Raife, any number of guards and “he” had arrived.


“I don’t care if he is related to you—!” The looming form of the Crown
Prince of Wildehurst was moving forward.


“Here dance with your wife.” Before she could utter a word in protest,
Raife took her hand from Rand’s shoulder, put himself between Meric and she was
spun from her current partner, into steely arms. 


Adina heard the shocked gasp of, “wife?” before Meric spun away from the
group. “I’m not his wife!” She denied, struggling in vain to get her hand free
from the grip that was holding hers. Not that he was hurting her. He was just
so damn strong. The palm pressed against the small of her back was holding her
much too close to his warm body for her peace of mind. Meric stood over six
foot tall and she was lucky to reach his shoulder with the top of her head. The
feeling of strength he radiated always made her feel small, and now was no
different. 


“Why my dear.” Meric drawled lazily next to her ear, “You wound me.”
Adina felt the breath against her neck and it was as if he had kissed every
inch of her body with that one action. Every nerve was alive and tense, waiting
for what would come next. She knew what his touch could do and she had promised
herself she would try to avoid him because of her bodies traitorous reaction to
him. 


This dance was bringing back all the memories of the night of The
Gathering that she was trying to forget. His golden body glistening in the
water from the pool. The strength in his arms as they held her against his
shoulder where he had carried her. The bunching of muscles in his back, legs
and butt as he had ran down the dock. When he had tossed her onto the bed in
his chamber, she had been spellbound. The bulging biceps and shoulder with that
sexy tribal tattoo had been exposed all these years in the vest. It was the
thickly muscled chest and abs that had been covered. That night she got to see
him in all his glory. From his golden blonde hair to his feet braced apart on
the floor. Not to mention the parts in between.


The chemistry was arcing between them and Adina renewed her efforts to
back away from Meric. “I need to go see if the wedding plans are on track with
Sophie.” She lied.


“The Chosen is surrounded by Raife’s family from Norhurst.” Meric was
looking over her shoulder and instead of moving in that direction, he pulled
her the other way. Out some doors onto a balcony overlooking the city. “She
doesn’t need you right now. I on the other hand need you very much.”


At the innuendo in Meric’s words, Adina’s eyes flew to his. “Meric.” She
recognized the look in his eyes from the night of the Gathering. “We both know
that what happened the other night was a mistake.”


“We both know that do we?” He was moving her toward the railing, his
large body blocking her in.


She kept talking as if he hadn’t interrupted, “I was only in the pool because
it was required of me as a certain aged female of Wildehurst. You were only in
the pool to try to catch The Chosen.”


“Your powers of reasoning are astounding my dear.” Her back hit the
railing and she was forced to stop backpedaling. Meric’s large chest pressed
into the front of her and Adina felt the heat of him through her dress, and to
her dismay, her body responded instantly to his nearness.


“Yes.” She swallowed hard, “Thank you.” Her hands came up to chest to try
to push him back, but ended up curving into the muscles she found instead. “As
I was saying.” Her voice went weak as Meric pressed a kiss to the inside of her
neck. ‘I think we are both victims of cir-circumstance.” He had flicked his
tongue against her skin and she was losing track of her thoughts with every
second they touched.


“Victims you say?” Meric asked. His hands followed the curve of her body
to land heavily on her hips. His lips were tracking the sensitive line between
her ear and shoulder.


“Yes. You don’t want to be mated to me.” She drew in another shaky breath
when he pulled her hips against his, “I certainly don’t want to be mated—”


“Adina?” Meric broke into her well-planned speech.


“Yes?” She peered up through passion lidded eyes.


“You think too much.” He drawled out then his lips captured hers. One
hand moved from holding her hip to brush along her lower back. His arm
encircled her waist to pull her even closer. The other hand moved into the hair
at the nape of her neck. She was effectively trapped against Meric’s body with
no way to pull back. Not that she was thinking of trying to move away. All she
wanted was a way to get closer. His lips were demanding against hers, his
tongue teasing and taunting her to respond. Their bodies were straining to get
closer, hips to hips and thanks to Meric’s holding her up, chest to chest.
Giving up the fight, she threw both arms around his neck and held on.
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