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Teera has grown up learning, reading and loving the intricacies of interplanetary law but when she is requested as a Mediator on her mother's homeworld protocol subverts her role in the world and she has to knuckle under to her family. When one of her cousins breaks an ankle, Teera is forced to uphold Clan honour by taking her place, joining the others and dancing for the Skylord.




The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Dancing For the Skylord

Copyright © 2012 Zenina Masters

ISBN: 978-1-77111-174-4

Cover art by Martine Jardin

All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

Published by eXtasy Books

Look for us online at:

www.eXtasybooks.com




Dancing For the Skylord

Darkest Star Saga 2

By

Zenina Masters






Chapter One

“Papa, are you sure that I have to go?” Teera looked up at her father and hoped that his mind would change.

“Teera, ever since your mother passed away, I have hoped that you would grow and thrive in academia. You have. I could not be prouder that you have qualified as a Mediator, but Leffuo has requested that you return to their world and your grandfather is leading the charge.” Tekkon smiled down at her and brushed her hair away from her face.

“I don’t want to go.”

Leffuo was a gas world. The inhabitants flew around the planet on huge ships that connected and parted easily. Teera Mar’s grandfather was the head of her family’s clan. Her mother, Nalika, had lived her entire life in the clouds until she met Tekkon and the moment that they met, he had swept her from her world and into the stars.

When Teera was a child, she had visited her grandparents and was both shocked and intrigued by the attitude of the women on the clan ship. The young women tried to lose their virginity the moment that they reached adulthood. Once they had taken their first lover, he marked them with his personal design. From that moment on, they could take or leave any lover that they chose.

The price of freedom was that first night. After that mark was in place, she was a full woman of the clan. She could raise her own children and even find a husband.

It was amazing that Nalika had caught the eye of Tekkon, because the fiercely marked Asku only took virgins to wife. Something in her soul had kept her just for him and she had been a good wife until the day she died in a rockslide while on a geological survey.

“Mako has pressed his case with every government he can petition. He wants you to know your family and if hiring you as a Mediator is the only way you will become one of the Mar Clan once again, he will hire you.”

She didn’t want to whine, but Teera said, “But I don’t want to go there. Their social habits are a little risqué for my taste.”

“Just do what you feel is right, my heart. You always do.” He gave her a hug and a grin. “Know that whatever you choose, I am proud of you.”

She looked up at his dear face, the mark that symbolized her name prominent on his neck and cheek. “Thank you. Will you be all right here without me?”

Tekkon gave her a grimace. “It will be awkward dealing with the locals who have come to depend on you, pet, but I will be fine. I want you to go and start your own life. There is no future here for you.”

Teera nodded and lifted her bags. With one final hug, her father let her go and she walked up the gangplank to the shuttle that was waiting to take her to the stellar transport. There was no getting around it, she was going to have to go to her mother’s home and join her clan. The Mar Clan was waiting for her.

There was no celebration when she walked onto her mother’s clan’s floating ship. Her grandfather was waiting for her.

She walked carefully toward him, the pitch and roll of the air ship causing her legs to wobble as she made the journey from shuttle to platform.

“Teera. Welcome to the Mar Clan’s platform once again. I will show you your berth and then we have some clan matters for you to attend to.”

Teera nodded. She kept her grip on her bags and walked behind her mother’s father. The Leffuo were a very affectionate people, but Teera was not and had never been Leffuo.

Her cousins had made it clear that she was not one of them when she had come to visit when she was ten. To them, she was Asku and nothing else.

To the Asku, she was an anomaly. Few women were ever born to the guardian warrior race. Her father had taken a position on Crassos just to keep her from becoming a bone of contention amongst the warriors. As prefect, he had kept the peace and she had been free to pursue an education far beyond what she would have been able to on either the Asku home world or on Leffuo.

She had been free to learn, to familiarize herself with the laws of nineteen different races, including those of the Leffuo, and to gain degrees in all forms of law. She was capable of doing treaties, pre-nuptials and custody negotiations. They were all aspects of law that the Leffuo were most interested in.

When she was shown to her tiny room, she quickly stowed the bags and then turned to follow her grandfather through the halls of the ship.

She paid close attention, but the ship had not changed since she was a child. He was leading her to the large gathering hall in the centre of the ship.

It was a peculiar place to need legal intervention. Normally, the negotiations were held topside.

She didn’t ask her grandfather where they were going or what they were about to do, she would find out soon enough.

The entire off-duty collective was in the main hall, waiting and watching.

Surprised, Teera watched her grandfather walk to his seat in the centre of the room. When he finally turned to look at her, there were tears in his eyes. “I present to you my granddaughter, Teera Mar. Born of Nalika and her Asku mate, Tekkon. She has come back to us and shall be educated in our ways until she can act and move as one of our family once again.”

He scowled. “Unlike her last visit, I will brook no insult to her. She has come to us in the capacity of Mediator. Her legal expertise is well known and she will represent our clan and folk in the best light at all times.

“And so, I am delighted to introduce to you Teera Mar, daughter of Nalika, from Mako and Nallura. Welcome, honoured granddaughter.”

Mako smiled and inclined his head.

Following his lead, Teera took a few timid steps forward and clasped his hand. The crowd burst into applause though several of Teera’s cousins looked as if they wanted to take up the bullying where they had left off.

Teera had a slight surprise for them. Law was not the only thing that she had studied. Her right hook was far more powerful now than it had been as a child.

Her grandfather tugged her hand and she turned to face everyone, including her grandmother. Her heart tripped in her chest.

If Nalika had lived, she would have begun to turn into her mother, her hair would have silvered lightly and her eyes would have developed more laugh lines. Nallura was the image of what her daughter could have been one day, well worn but happy.

The party started to get into full swing, drinks circulated, non-alcoholic for the women and regular beer and wine for the men.

“Go and meet your cousins again, Teera. Most of them are married, so this should definitely be a different experience for you. They will treat you as an outsider, so it would be in your best interest to find a point of commonality with them.” Mako’s voice was quiet and it showed that he was aware that, despite his speech, the women were going to act the way that women acted all over the universe.

With a curt nod to her grandfather, she stepped down into the crowd to greet the women whom had once been girls making her first visit miserable. She had heard of such things on Crassos where families were large. When you put that many fruit from the same trees in one place, they were bound to compare themselves to each other for shape, colour and general attractiveness.

Braced for what she was about to face, Teera wandered into the gathering of relatives and set about trying to introduce herself to women who didn’t even consider her to be of their species. Family gatherings were the happiest place on Leffuo.






Chapter Two

Dance. It had been her grandmother’s suggestion and while her cousins had mocked her early efforts to move as gracefully as they did, Teera got the hang of moving to the peculiar beats of the Leffuo drums within two weeks.

Now, two months later, she was almost indistinguishable from her more flamboyant cousins, at least when it came to dance.

Finding time to dance turned out to be the difficult part. Every day she received notes under her door and she met with those who wanted to make marriage arrangements or sue for custody.

Her cousins lived in the typical manner of their people. They lost their virginity early in adulthood and sought a partner later. On frequent occasions, the women became pregnant on their tagging night.

Tagging night involved the male who deflowered the female to place his mark on her, a small tattoo that she would wear for the rest of her life. If the mark was too large, it was grounds for a lawsuit. If the woman ended up pregnant, it was grounds for a custody suit. If the lover was too physical, it was grounds for a lawsuit.

Once there was a baby, the parents were carefully recorded and the marks put on the infant. In a society where folk could connect and part within hours when the treaties and contracts were struck, keeping track of who knocked up whom was definitely a full-time job and as Mediator, she was also the records keeper. On a ship with eight hundred souls on it, this meant she was very busy.

Teera rolled her shoulders and stepped to the side, twisted, clapped and rocked from side to side. She then turned and repeated the same motion. “Rashi, how am I doing?”

Her cousin smiled, her dark hair falling into her eyes as she moved. “You are doing very well, Teera. Don’t you think, Rhani?”

Rhani had been her toughest cousin to crack, but settling her paternity issue and interceding with Mako for leniency when it turned out that it was one of their third cousins had earned her the respect that the woman had been withholding.

“I think she is almost one of us. She just needs to get rid of that pesky virginity and she will be one of the Mar cousins in full.”

Teera sighed and tried to keep a pleasant expression on her face.

With her father being an Asku, her virginity was all that she had to keep herself eligible for marriage. While Asku warriors might fall in love with a woman, they would not have sex with her if she were not pure or not Asku. It was a matter of survival. Centuries earlier, a race engineered a disease that was spread through intimate contact and it had almost wiped out the population of the tattooed warriors.

Since that moment, the Asku only slept with virgins or virtual or synthetic women who could be confirmed disease free. Once a woman was in the custody of an Asku, she could find another, more suitable match, if one arose. Having been confirmed as pure and having no chance to gain contamination, she was still a viable wife to another Asku if she did not suit the one who had taken her first.

Asku relationships were complicated.

* * * *

Dirko Velu, new Skylord of Leffuo, sat and listened to his itinerary.

“First, you need to visit the Reckan Clan ship, then the Liorikai Clan and finally the Mar Clan, Skylord.” Stavos Reckan was his clan liaison and he took his job very seriously.

“I noticed that your clan was first, Stavos.”

“We are the closest, Skylord. Now, are you sure you understand the protocols that are in place for dealing with the women?”

Dirko rubbed his forehead. “I have no interest in the Leffuo women. It goes against Asku protocols.”

Stavos laughed. “That is what all the Asku say and yet two of you have already found mates with our women.”

Dirko grunted. “And here I thought all Leffuo women got rid of their virginity at first opportunity.”

“Not all, though it is encouraged to ease the mixing of bloodlines. We pride ourselves on avoiding inbreeding for the most part. Everyone is encouraged to keep track of their ancestors to avoid just that sort of thing.”

“The dancers will perform to get masculine attention and if I find one to be particularly interesting, I can give her one of the bands wearing my clan mark. So, if by any chance, there is one that I want to gift with something, I call her over and place the jewellery on her wrist or ankle. She then dances for me privately before re-joining the crowd.”

Stavos nodded. “Exactly. The women will be masked and you will be able to judge them on their grace and style.”

“And my favourite dancer gets the prize.”

He was getting used to the idea of this being his post. In the past, the Asku kept a floating warship in the gas fields to guard against intercession by those who wanted to keep the skimmed minerals and gasses for themselves. The Leffuo had asked for and received help for a moderate price.

It was considered a cushy post. Many of the past skylords had been nearing retirement and had spent their last active years floating around the mountains and the fields of endless gasses wafting up from the surface.

Each sky ship had a bubble of breathable atmosphere that was held in place with a force field, another addition from the Asku. One hundred fifty years before, the Leffuo had asked for help and the Asku had brought in technology that would allow their people to live out on the surface of their ships instead of deep inside. It increased health and physical fitness as well as life expectancy.

The dancing went back to the days when the clan ships would connect for a night and part in the morning. If a male wanted to keep his woman, he only needed to hold her in his chambers overnight and into the morning. When her family ship left, she was his. It was the fastest means to a marriage ever and only unwed women danced.

The Leffuo didn’t divorce, either. Once a woman had been claimed, she was that male’s for a lifetime and received all dues offered to a woman of his clan. If they decided that they were incompatible, she simply took over his rooms and he had to move into the bachelor’s quarters. It was his penance for making a bad decision to start with.

Dirko sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. His father had suggested this posting and he suspected that his mother had quite a bit to do with it. While she was only able to reserve one suitable bride for any of her sons, Radiance was savvy enough to manipulate her children into the right place at the right time.

“Fine. Let’s get going, Stavos.”

Dirko nodded to his liaison and the man quickly spoke to the ship’s captain and the Asku airship set out to meet the first clan out of three in their immediate vicinity.

His life for the next two years was going to be a round of meeting and greeting a variety of clan leaders and mining vendors in an effort to find out what they expected and needed from the Asku in the future.

It wasn’t going to be fun, but if the overlord had sent him here, there must be a reason.

* * * *

Nishka stood next to her husband as he worked at his desk. “Do you think he will find her?”

Doron looked up at her and he sighed. “You have done everything but give him a map to her bedroom, pet. He will find her if he wishes to. The Mar are showing her off at every opportunity. They are even being invited to mediate other clans’ business. She is making them a ton of money, so the only problem will be Dirko getting close enough to figure out who and what she is.”

The Radiance sighed and bit her nails. “I wish I could do more.”

“You are not allowed to do more. All you can do is point them in the right direction and even that is being questioned by the council. They feel you have more influence than you actually should.”

“I am a woman of power, dearest. I don’t like to remind them of that, but I will if I have to.”

As Nishka looked down at her husband, her eyes glowed and pulsed.

“Ah, my Radiance, you do not need to remind me. I am well aware of all your many talents.” He took her hand and pressed a kiss to the back of her wrist. His black eyes swirled slowly as heat rose between them. It always did.

She chuckled. “I know I don’t need to remind you. I refreshed your memory several times last night.”

She let him distract her with a line of kisses up her arm, but she couldn’t help but wonder about the fate of her children. While she wanted nothing but the best for them, finding it was another matter entirely.






Chapter Three

The sound of Colei’s ankle snapping when she came down on it wrong haunted Teera. The scream that followed ranked in second place in her nightmares.

“Call the clinic, have them find the doctor.” Teera swallowed her nausea and grabbed three other women. “Colei, move onto that mat and lay still. We are going to use it as a stretcher.”

Swelling was already taking hold in the broken joint. The mat was a common exercise mat and it was perfectly sized for the petite woman. Once Colei was in place, Teera nodded and the women all lifted by one handle. They slowly made their way out of the dance studio and toward the clinic.

The doctor met them just outside the door and he gave Colei a shot that sent her spinning out of consciousness in seconds.

The clinic attendant helped them get her onto the table and when her ankle was exposed to him, the doctor swallowed. “This will take some time. Good work, ladies.”

He dismissed them and Teera gathered the mat up, tucking it under one arm to walk it back to the gym.

She was completely bemused by the horror rippling through her system. She had seen a few disasters in her life but never something so sudden. One moment dancing and the next, the horrendous snap it was surreal. She hoped the Colei was all right or that she would at least heal well. The Mar wouldn’t like her not earning her keep for several weeks, but Teera hoped that Colei would be allowed a full recovery.

With a heavy heart, Teera dropped the mat off, confirmed that Colei was in the doctor’s care and returned to her rooms to shower and prepare for her afternoon of Mediation.

Life went on, even when injuries occurred.

Teera was into the ninth minor property dispute that she had handled since coming to the Mar Clan airship. The property in question was a gas harvester, which had come through the family line.

Tobrosh was claiming that as elder brother, he was entitled to the larger share of the generated profits, but Vobrosh claimed that he did the maintenance on it and therefore was entitled to the larger share.

Teera sat at her table on the deck and nodded as they each laid out their case. “Clan law is firm on this matter, Vobrosh. I am afraid that Tobrosh is entitled to seventy percent of the profit from the harvester.”

Vobrosh spluttered and she smiled and lifted her hand while Tobrosh sat back and looked pleased with himself. “That being said, how many hours do you put in on maintenance per week, Vobrosh?”

“Fifty-eight or more, Mediator. Why?”

She grinned. “By clan law, any time over thirty hours qualifies you as lead hand and entitles you to fifty percent of the profit generated by your labour. Since you receive thirty percent as partial inheritor and do the work, Tobrosh owes you for a minimum of one year’s salary of half of all his takings.”

Vobrosh grinned.

“Oh, and a minimum wage of one day’s pay per week for those times when the machine was unable to act in its harvester function.” She recorded the decision. “Tobrosh, please forward an accounting to the financial collection and have the funds rerouted. They will have a copy of my ruling by the end of the day.”

She clapped her gavel down on the table and a grinning Vobrosh led his chastened brother away.

Mako stepped up to her table with her cousin Rashi behind him.

She got to her feet. “Yes, Clan Leader?”

He smiled. “As you are no doubt aware, this evening we host the new Skylord of Leffuo.”

“I am aware.”

“We had planned to have the dance of seven in his honour, but Colei broke her ankle and will be unable to dance.”

“I am aware of that as well. How can I help you?” She tilted her head in confusion. This wasn’t making any sense to her. The women of the dances were actively looking for sexual partners, either permanent or for an evening. That was not something she was interested in.

“You have been training in the dances and Rashi says that you are quite good. If I promise you that you will be treated with respect and honour, will you dance?”

Rashi had her hands knotted together. She was really eager for a positive response.

“Is it a masked dance?”

Rashi smiled. “It is.”

“Fine. I will do it. One dance. When do I need to prepare?” There were costumes involved and the women were usually fairly indecently clad for the dances. The clothing looked thrown on, but it was strategically placed to remain in position no matter what the dancer was up to.

Rashi blushed. “We are getting ready now. The ship is already drifting toward us. They are ahead of schedule.”

Teera looked down at herself. She was wearing the most amorphous robes she owned. “Do you have the dance costume?”

“We do. Come on. Time is short.”

Rashi gestured for her to hurry, but Teera wasn’t having any of it. “I will take these documents to the clan registrar. There is no way I am going to let these rulings slide.”

Teera gathered her book and walked quickly to the registrar to file her rulings for the day. Neeta was waiting and smiling at her. “I hear that you are doing the dance of the seven.”

“How could you have heard that? I just agreed to it.”

“Your grandmother was bragging about it three minutes ago. Nallura is so proud.”

Teera blushed and forwarded the book to her aunt. “I imagine that she is, but I won’t be going unless you file those judgements, Aunty.” She crossed her arms and waited.

Neeta blinked and withdrew the documents in question while Teera watched her file each one in her computer. When the day’s work had been duly filed, Teera smiled and winked at her aunt. “Now, I will go and get changed for the dance. Thank you, Aunty.”

The book remained in the registrar’s offices until it was needed for the next mediation. Unencumbered, she made her way to the dance studio and blinked at the flurry of women putting on clothing, makeup and shoes, some trying to do all three at the same time.

With a sigh, Teera lunged into the chaos and took the clothing that was thrust at her. In fifteen minutes, her image in the mirror was unrecognizable except for one thing, the tattoo of her mother’s name above her right hip. Her father had objected, but it was within the protocols of the Asku to put the name of deceased loved ones on their bodies. It was a glyph in the words of the ancient Leffuo crossed with those of High Asku. The mark itself was tiny, but looking at it in the mirror, it meant so much.

To one of the Leffuo, it would look like a lover’s mark. Some women collected them, after all.

They all felt the shudder as their ship locked in with those of the Skylord’s airship. Silence fell while they waited and when the gong sounded, they walked to the surface of the ships and started to dance.






Chapter Four

Dirko sat comfortably on the deck of his ship, the low table in front of him held a number of offerings of the Mar Clan. The other offerings were dancing in front of him.

The women were masked, but that only disguised the fine details of their appearances. The rest of their bodies were firmly on display under gauze, silks and gemstones.

The drummer was on his ship and he controlled their dance.

Mako was tense whenever the seventh dancer came close to them and it didn’t take much assessment to figure out that the older man was nervous.

“Who is the dancer, Clan Leader?”

“Which dancer, Lord Velu?” Mako feigned sudden interest in one of the platters.

“The woman with the white blonde hair and the golden eyes. It is an unusual combination and with her grace and charm, she no doubt has her pick of the men.”

“Ah, one of my granddaughters recently returned to me.” He smiled briefly.

Dirko blinked. It was unheard of for women to disappear for long stretches of time on Leffuo. “Where was she?”

“My daughter made an arrangement with the girl’s father and lived with him until her untimely death off world.”

Dirko’s focus suddenly sharpened as he watched the woman twist, writhe and shift. “She is the halfling that everyone is talking about. The woman born to a previous Asku Skylord.”

Mako seemed intensely uncomfortable. “That is correct.”

His appreciation of the dance suddenly took on a new attitude. He was not allowed to take women to his bed who were not virgins or Asku. She was Asku and she was fair game.

* * * *

Teera moved, twisted and trailed with the others back and forth between their joined decks. When the drum ceased, she followed protocol and knelt decorously on the metal plates where she had just been dancing.

Sweat coated her chest as she fought to control her breathing. To her amusement, a few women wandered over to the men on the airship when beckoned.

Shock struck her when the very man they had trotted out here to impress was beckoning her.

Knowing the protocols and enacting them were two completely different things. She blinked and the skylord of the Asku beckoned again. Rashi nudged her with an elbow and the small pain woke Teera into action.

She got to her feet and paced toward him, not putting the extra swing in her hips that the other women used. To her surprise, he held out his hand and aimed his hand toward her leg. The moment she positioned herself with her left leg forward, a band snapped into place around it.

“Your dance was riveting, miss. Please, have a seat.” Dirko nodded to the spot next to her grandfather.

Blushing, she took the seat and settled next to Mako. “Thank you, Skylord.”

“Dirko, please.”

“Dirko then. My name is Teera.” She inclined her head.

“Teera. A lovely name.”

Mako got to his feet. “Thank you for your hospitality, Skylord. I will leave you two for the evening.”

Teera blinked in surprise as she was left alone with the man wearing trousers, muscle and tattoos. “I don’t think I should be here too long.”

“Why not? You have the evening free. I have the evening free. A little light conversation is in order.”

Dirko leaned back in a casual manner and Teera relaxed slightly. Even at home, she had never been allowed to be alone with an Asku warrior, let alone have an in-depth conversation with one.

“I suppose that conversation is okay.”

He chuckled and poured a glass of wine, sipping lightly before setting it down. “I am glad. How have you enjoyed your time on Leffuo?”

“It is different. I worried about what to do with myself when I got here, but I seem to be making myself useful to my grandfather’s clan.”

He raised one dark eyebrow over his midnight eyes. He had the dark star eyes of his ancestress and they were hypnotic.

“You are a Velu.”

“I am. My eldest brother recently found his mate and so now, the rest of us are out searching for a woman of our own.”

She snickered. “You are looking for a woman of your own here on Leffuo? There are few virgins on these ships.”

He grinned, “So I am learning. How do you adapt to living here?”

“Well, you have to throw yourself into it. Enjoy what they have to offer while keeping a grip on yourself. It is a peculiar thing, but one does get used to it.”

The selection of food on the table was mouth-watering, but she had not been offered the opportunity to eat and so, she had to wait.

A casual glance showed her that the other dancers had already disappeared off the deck, either back to the Mar ship or into the skylord’s vessel. She quickly refocused on the meal.

He scowled. “I am being a horrible host, please have some.”

“Thank you. It has been a while since breakfast.” She daintily took some of the fresh fruits that were kept under close watch on the Mar ship and nibbled while wondering how to phrase her question.

“Dirko, how did you come to be here on Leffuo? It seems a little peculiar to assign the son of the overlord to a policing post.”

He sat up and smiled. “Very astute. I was sent here to police Leffuo and assess their needs in the coming years. It is an action that the overlord engages in every fifty years or so.”

“What have you found so far?” She nibbled at more fruit and smiled at the wet sweetness as it trickled down her throat.

“A need for better equipment is definitely prominent, since there is no way to manufacture anything on this world.”

She continued to eat and they talked about the needs of the Leffuo people in general and those of the clan in specific.

It was the minute shudder of the ship that finally got her attention and when she turned to look at the Mar Clan ship, it was drifting away.

She cried out and got to her feet, running to the edge of the skylord’s ship and watching her home disappear.

“Teera, why are you upset? Surely you knew the intent of this evening?”

She swallowed and turned to look up into his eyes. He was close, inches away, and heat radiated off his skin. “That was never my intent. Mako promised me that I would be beyond expectations of a standard clan woman.”

Chuckling, he reached out and pulled her to him. His kisses tasted of wine and fruit and in a moment of clarity, she realized that he was a little more drunk than she had anticipated. He pressed his hips into hers and she swallowed at the bar of heat and rigidity that rubbed against her.

She was not getting off the skylord’s ship intact that was a certainty.






Chapter Five

His room was huge, ten times the size of the small room that Teera had on the Mar Clan ship.

Teera ran through the pros and cons of sleeping with the Asku skylord and then shrugged. She was on Leffuo now and if she were to remain with them, she had to abide by their traditions.

He kissed her again as he backed her toward the bed. His hands loosened the carefully placed clothing and it slithered to the floor in a heap. “Lovely. Every inch of you is lovely.”

She blushed and tried to look down, but the ridge in his trousers was not a safe place to stare.

Teera raised her hands and touched his chest, trailing her fingers over the marks of his family, mother, father and smaller marks of his brothers. The Asku looked primitive, but they wore their history on their skin.

His arms were marked with the battles he had fought and scars cut across the musculature in random intervals, highlighting the planes and muscles of his chest.

He stood still while she trailed her fingers over his body, learning his heats, textures and reactions to each light caress. He shivered under her touch and she was almost able to forget that she was naked except for the mask.

Remembering that she had a mask on gave her a feeling of anonymity. When he kissed her again, she leaned up into him, surrendering completely.

Dirko tugged her head back and trailed heated kisses down her neck.

She stifled a groan. If she had known that a man’s caress could feel that good, she might have tried it sooner.

When he reached her breasts, she whimpered and pressed her thighs together as liquid heat rushed out of her in reaction.

His teeth grazed her nipple and tugged before he closed his mouth over her breast and sucked hard.

Her body grew hot, shivery and then her knees buckled and she held onto him for support. Pleasure burned through her veins and she gasped for control while her mind spun at the reality of her first orgasm.

Sheets at her back brought her senses back under her control.

Dirko moved to cover her, his trousers a thing of the past. He parted her thighs with his own and held her arms above her head. “Tell me that you want me.”

She answered honestly. “I want you.”

He pressed against her folds and his cock worked its way into her in minute increments. The moment he butted against her hymen, she winced, braced her feet on the bed and shoved toward him with her hips. His own weight buckled his arms and he fell through her virginity with a grunt.

He lifted his head and stared at her in confusion. “I thought you were experienced.”

She tried to smile past the tears of pain in her eyes. “Why would I be? I was raised Asku and Asku women don’t sleep around. Now, are you done or is there more to this?”

She chuckled at the offended expression that ran over his features.

He retreated slightly and slid forward, giving her a thrill of pleasure that ran through her from the inside out.

“Do you want more, Teera?”

She smiled and she knew that there was a lazy seduction in her features. “Yes, please. If this is my one night with an Asku, I want to make it count.”

He gave her an indecipherable look and thrust into her slowly again.

Dirko rocked into her carefully with attention to her every expression, increasing speed and force as she moaned and sighed with his every movement.

She held on for dear life as he reached between them to stroke the tiny nub of sensation that she had never bothered getting familiar with. When he touched her, she realized her oversight.

She screamed and arched into him and he shouted, thrusting in short, hard motions until his body shook and she felt a twinge of heat inside her.

He slumped on her for a moment and then rolled to the side, leaving the bed to patter into his lav and when he returned, he had a warm, wet cloth in his hand. She fought him when he rolled her to her back and parted her thighs.

Her blush was furious and she covered her eyes as he wiped the blood and semen from her. “This is humiliating.”

“This is losing one’s virginity. If I had known in advance, I would have been better prepared.”

She glared at him. “Why would you think I wasn’t a virgin?”

His hand stroked her hip where her mother’s name was etched. “This mark. It obviously isn’t a lover’s mark, so what is it?”

“My mother’s name in Asku and Leffuo. She died when I was young, I wanted to remember her.”

He sighed and pressed his forehead to her mask. “I see. Well, you will soon be wearing my mark as well.”

She widened her eyes. “That is not customary among the Asku.”

“But it is here and so you will get your mark in the morning.”

She yawned and when he gestured for her to move, she scooted to the unblemished side of the wide bed. He scooted in next to her and curled his body around hers.

“Go to sleep. I will see you in the morning.”

Her mask was slightly uncomfortable, but it was still better than nothing and so she slept in fits and starts until dawn came streaming through the portholes.

Dirko rolled away from her and moving as stealthily as she could, she put on her skirt and top and carried her shoes out into the hallway.

A light thud told her that the Mar Clan airship had connected with them again and she wasted no time in making haste to her home.

Whether Dirko knew it or not, last night was a one-time event and she was not going to reappear in the dancer uniform again.

The guards on the skylord’s airship nodded to her and she ignored them, running for the safety of her own ship. Once on board, she passed her grandfather and moved below decks to her small chamber.

The mask and the dance outfit came off quickly and her minute lav provided a quick cleaning that she desperately wanted after the sweaty pursuits of the previous evening.

With her body clean and her mind replaying the night before, she slipped into her Mediator clothing and prepared for her morning’s clients.

She braided her hair tightly against her skull and put on the cap that she hated to wear. If Dirko’s ship were still docked with them, he would not find her as the dancer of the night before. She was as far from her appearance last night as it was possible to be.

Her stomach growled and she made her way to the refectory. It was time to eat and no matter what she wanted to concentrate on, her body wanted food.

She met with a few cousins who congratulated her on her change in status and while she tried to be polite, she could not be enthusiastic.

Last night had gone against everything she had ever been taught to believe about mating and how it should come to pass. She had lain with a stranger and left her virginity behind.

With a heavy heart, she picked up her book from the registrar and took her position on the deck. Her first assignment was a custody matter and she had to ratify her clan’s half of the information before they linked with the Reskin Clan later in the month.

Teera kept her head down and worked at her job all day. It was a blessed distraction when she heard that the skylord’s men were searching the ship.

She remained in work mode until sunset stained the decks. With a sigh, she stood and took her book to the registrar, as always, making sure that her duty to her clan was done.

The refectory was full and she didn’t feel like dancing, so Teera lifted the cowl on her robes and went for a walk on the decks.

The skylord’s guards were leaving the Mar Clan’s ship, but Dirko Velu was nowhere to be seen. Teera watched them from the corner of the largest mast and smiled as they left her family’s ship and she remained.

Teera heard a small noise and when she turned, Dirko was watching her.

“Dammit.”






Chapter Six

“How long were you watching me?” Teera demanded an answer.

“Most of the afternoon. Once we realized that you were not below decks, there could only be one answer. By the way, that was a cute happy dance you just did when you thought I was leaving.”

She blushed and brushed at her robes. “Thank you. I started honing it when I was four.”

“It shows. You have dedication to your craft.” Dirko approached and pinned her against the mast. “So, why did you escape this morning when you knew I was going to mark you as mine?”

She frowned. “It seemed like the thing to do. You never intended to keep me, so what is the problem?”

He sighed and scrubbed his hand through his hair. “It was not my intent at the time, but somewhere along the line, my plans changed. I believe that you and I could be something amazing together, as long as we keep to this side of honesty.”

She frowned. “The Mar Clan paid the Asku for my services as a Mediator. I can’t just leave them.”

He tilted his head. “But, I believe that Mako’s true purpose was to get you here to be with your family. He will not care as long as you are still floating on Leffuo.”

She snorted. “Would you care to test that theory?”

“No time like the present. We have to visit other clans and work our way across the gas fields.”

She was amazed at how easily he slipped into the phrasing we. It was something that she had not expected, nor even known that she wanted it until the night before.

He put his arm around her waist and escorted her to the portion of the deck where her clan leader was waiting.

Mako was not pleased. “Skylord, I am afraid that you cannot have my granddaughter. Teera has a duty to her family and the Mar Clan has hired her. You cannot take her from us.”

Nallura put her hand on her husband’s arm. “Mako, ask her what she wants.”

Dirko’s hand was warm and supportive on her back, but he let her speak to her grandparents without interjecting.

“Grandmother, Grandfather, I wish to go with Dirko. It was the way I was raised and he is the most familiar face on this world. I feel safe with him and he will keep me working in the capacity for which I was brought to Leffuo.”

She gave them a short smile and Mako looked as if a cloud had passed over his soul while Nallura looked relieved.

“I fought your mother leaving us and the result was that she never came back. I will let you go joyfully and with a good heart in the chance that you come back to visit. Will you visit?” Nallura came and took one of Teera’s hands in her own.

Teera smiled. “I will visit. Dirko has been stationed here for two years, which will mean at least nine rotations per annum. We don’t even know if he wants to keep me permanently.”

His hand on her waist tightened alarmingly. “I will be keeping you, Teera. You are mine now. This is merely a formality to assuage your family guilt. What does clan law tell you about this situation?”

She blinked and racked her brain. “Since you are a male wishing to claim me, my family has no recourse but to hand me over, especially in light of last night.”

Mako blinked. Teera could see him working it out. If any of his other granddaughters had been in the same situation, he would have let them go after recording the vital statistics for the registrar.

“I promised her father I would take care of her.” Mako said it through gritted teeth.

Dirko smiled grimly, “I will speak with Tekkon of Crassos. We have our own traditions to uphold.”

Mako still didn’t look happy, but he nodded grudgingly and inclined his head.

Nallura sighed in relief. “I will make sure that he files the documents with the registrar, Teera. You had best get to the skylord’s ship. There is a storm coming.”

Teera reached out and hugged her grandmother. “Thank you, Gran. I will keep in touch.”

“You had better. I lost your mother, because she knew she was no longer welcome and that is not the case here. You are welcome anytime you choose.” Nallura had tears in her beautiful amber eyes.

Sniffling, Teera felt herself tugged away from the woman who had made her mother into an adventurous, confident woman. The truest acceptance she had felt here had come from Nallura and this was the one face she would weep to leave.

Dirko held her close and walked with her to the links that held the two ships together. She saw a crewman with her bags over his shoulders and snivelled a little. When the links were severed, she was on her way to a new segment of her life and she had barely gotten used to the last one.

“Don’t cry, Teera. We aren’t leaving Leffuo. We are simply doing a little more travelling than the average ship.” The hand around her waist shifted to rub her arm in a soothing motion.

She sighed and leaned against him. “It is just too much change in too short a time.”

“I understand. Take as long as you need, but know that you aren’t going anywhere without me.”

He was leading her down one of the command halls and she blinked, “Where are we going?”

“I did mention that I was going to speak to your father. That is occurring now.”

Her stomach churned with nervousness. Tekkon was the best of fathers, but how would he be when a member of the Asku royal family was taking her from him for life?

She bit her lip as they entered the com station and the call to Crassos was placed.

Dirko settled her in one of the seats in front of the screen and he stood behind her. He was wearing a loose leather vest over his chest and she could see him clearly in the reflection on the screen.

The com officer announced the status. “Link to Crassos has been created. Contacting Prefect Tekkon in process.”

Teera clasped her hands together in her lap when her father’s face flared up on the screen.

The com officer rose from his seat and left the room.

“Teera? Why are you on a private line?” Tekkon didn’t seem to see the huge bulk of muscle and mean at her back.

“Father. I would like to introduce you to Dirko Velu, Skylord of Leffuo. Dirko, this is my father, Tekkon of Crassos.”

After the introductions, she saw the camera tilt slightly and knew that it was focussing on Dirko’s face.

“Skylord.” Tekkon inclined his head. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?”

“Your daughter is the reason for the call, Prefect. I am taking her to wife and wished to know if you have any opinion on the matter.”

Teera saw her father’s shock and it made her heart ache.

“My daughter? Are you sure? She was sent to Leffuo as Mediator for the Mar Clan.”

“I am aware of it. The laws of Leffuo are clear and firmly on the side of the male doing the claiming.”

Her father scrubbed his face with his hand. “Skylord, I am aware of the honour that you do our family—”

Dirko interjected. “I have already claimed her. This is more of a perfunctory announcement than a request for permission.”

Tekkon’s face darkened with anger before he glanced toward Teera’s image.

She faced her father and knew that the blush was warring with pale colour in her cheeks.

“Do you want him, Teera?”

She bit her lip and thought about it. “I think I do, Father. He is also the best option for me on this entire world, so it is not an upsetting thing. I believe in time, I will be quite happy, once I have gotten over the shock.”

He gave her a small smile. “You always did have trouble with change, pet. With my blessings, be happy and keep in touch. No matter who claims you, you are still my little girl.”

“Thank you, Father, it was what I needed to hear.”

Tekkon looked at Dirko again. “Take care of her, Velu. Allow one hair on her head to be injured and I will leave my home to come find you.”

“Her care is my greatest concern, Prefect.”

Tekkon swallowed and Teera could see that there were tears in his eyes. “Take care of her, Skylord.”

The screen went dark and tears started to make their slow way down her cheeks.

The com officer returned to the room.

Dirko helped her to her feet and led her away.

She didn’t know where they were going, but she knew one thing. She was his now. There was nowhere to run.






Chapter Seven

A strange Asku male was waiting for them in Dirko’s quarters.

“Are you ready, Viiko?”

“Of course, Dirko. Congratulations, by the way, to you as well, miss.”

The man flipped open a kit and Teera watched him prep the tattoo needle.

“What is your name in High Asku, miss? Do you know?”

Dirko grinned. “Her name is Teera, Knowing Heart.”

She smiled. “My mother named me after spending her entire pregnancy reading High Asku name definitions.”

Dirko removed the vest he was wearing and at Viiko’s urging, he lay on the bed.

Teera was surprised. From what she had known of this sort of thing, it was usually done in the tattoo artist’s studio, not in a bedroom.

Viiko swiped a sheet of something across Dirko’s chest and then he took a blunt needle and spelled out Teera in High Asku. The glyphs and twists that made up the word were lovely.

A moment later, Viiko fired up the needle and started to make her name a permanent part of Dirko’s body.

Acting out of a strange reflex, she sat at the side of the bed and took Dirko’s free hand in her own. There was pain in getting the marks, but he took it without a word.

The final glyph on his skin caused Viiko to lean back with a sigh.

Teera smiled and spoke. “You are not done yet.”

Both men looked at her. She continued, “In Leffuo tradition, I need to have Dirko’s mark put on me. Small and circumspect, but I will let him choose the place.”

“I don’t want you marked.” Dirko’s voice was solid, though his skin was pale over the majority of his body.

“Tough. When you used Leffuo law to bind me to you, you sealed the fate of the mark. I was thinking inner thigh.”

Viiko grinned. “Excellent. That way, only you and your mate will know of the mark and yet, you adhere to the tagging laws.”

Dirko looked at Viiko as if he wanted to punch the man.

“Viiko, don’t you dare move. I am going to get into something that will allow me a bit of dignity while the mark is placed.”

Viiko raised his hands and held still.

She quickly went to her bags and dug out one of her Crassos walking tunics. Normally, it was worn with loose trousers, but without, she would be able to hide all intimate regions while exposing her inner thigh.

She darted into the lav and quickly removed the robes of a Mediator before slipping on the tunic. The fabric covered her to mid-calf and exposed each leg to the hip.

When she left the lav, Dirko was speaking quietly to Viiko, but he paused when he saw her. “You are determined to do this.”

“I am. For all my life, I have been a child of two cultures. Both those cultures collide in my body, so why not make it official. Where should I sit?”

Dirko straightened and moved back so he was leaning against the headboard. “Come here.”

She blinked, but caught on and she scooted onto his lap, careful not to lean on his chest.

Well, she tried to be careful, he simply wrapped one arm under her breasts and he pulled her back against him.

His other arm hooked under her knee and lifted her thigh free of the fabric.

She smoothed the fabric down and Viiko looked a little alarmed at the arrangement. “Anytime you are ready, Viiko. The icon for Dirko, please.”

Viiko blinked a few times and then a grin came across his face.

She could almost read his thoughts via his expression. “Yes, you will have a weird story to tell the other tattoo artists.”

He swiped her with a disinfecting wipe, adjusted the angle at which Dirko was holding her and made the marks on her skin that he would trace and embellish to create a mark.

The moment that the needle touched her skin, Dirko tightened his hold so that she couldn’t move.

It was a good thing he did, because she had not counted on the number of nerves she had inside her thigh.

She turned her face into Dirko’s neck and he murmured soothing syllables to her as she was embossed with his name. The pain faded when he kissed her and she let that kiss become the focus of her body, not the burn below.

Dirko’s tongue licked at her mouth and he caught her lip with his teeth, every small movement bringing her pleasure and keeping her distracted.

“I am done, mistress. May I say, this may spark a new trend.” Viiko was packing up his kit and grinning.

She was confused and looked down at the pretty and complicated mark inside her thigh. “I don’t understand.”

He chuckled and gathered his back. “The skylord will be only too happy to explain it later I am sure.”

Dirko’s arms gripped her hard. “Get out now, Viiko.”

Viiko chuckled and left them alone.

The colour on the door panel changed from white to purple.

The inside of her thigh throbbed and as Dirko let her go, her leg slowly slid against the sheets.

She turned in his arms, “Why did you kiss me while he was working?”

Teera ran her hand down his chest and smiled as he shivered when she got closer to his new mark, over his heart.

“Because you needed a distraction from the immediate pain. Your location of choice was going to be agony if you were allowed to focus on it, so I distracted you.” He shivered again as her finger trailed the edge of the mark.

“That was very thoughtful. I wonder how I could possibly repay you.” The mark on her inner thigh throbbed, but it wasn’t painful, far from it.

He grabbed her hand and flattened it on the unmarked part of his chest. “I think that you need to heal a bit from yesterday’s activities.”

She squirmed against him. “That does seem like a waste of time.”

He sighed and rolled her to her back, lifting her legs and pulling her tight against him. Her shoulders and head were the only part of her in contact with the bedding. Dirko slowly ran his hands up her legs on either side, caressing her skin and watching her reactions.

She blushed as his intense gaze became too much for her. She twisted against him, but it only forced her groin to his and sent the mark on her inner thigh skidding along his hip.

The sharp pleasure that ran through her at the lightest touch on the mark caused her to cry out. The moan that followed was low and throaty.

Dirko shifted her until she was on her down on her back and he slid the gown up past her waist.

To her surprise, she met his solid black gaze with a sense of anticipation. Whatever he was about to do, it was going to be fun.

His breath warmed the heart of her sex and she shivered as he leaned forward to place a soft kiss against her.

Liquid heat started throbbing in her channel immediately. When he lapped at her with his tongue, her limbs started vibrating with tension and she reached for his hair before she could stop herself.

Instead of stopping her, Dirko took her hands and placed them on his hair, letting her get a grip if she needed it.

She closed her eyes and focussed on the flicks, swirls and twists of his tongue against her. When he slid two fingers into her, she winced at the raw sensation of the touch and whimpered when burning pain swamped the growing pleasure.

He backed away and moved his mouth to her inner thigh, stroking his fingers into her while he licked at the new mark. Her pleasure built and rode the fine edge of pain until she screamed and twisted against him.

He kept licking and sucking at the mark on her skin until she was limp and exhausted, her channel clasping his fingers weakly.

Dirko withdrew his hand and licked his fingers clean of her juices. The dark enjoyment on his face and satisfied smirk couldn’t even make her blush. He had kept her in the waves of orgasm until she had no fight left in her.

“What the heck was that?” She wanted to roll to one side, but her muscles were limp and warm. “None of the other girls’ tags could do that.”

He laughed. “The inks that are used are mixed especially for the Asku. They react with your nervous system in the manner that you just saw. It is why we use our mate’s name for the mark. Few women would ever stroke the name of another.”

She smiled and with a great deal of effort, she put her palm on his chest. “So, if we ever fight, I simply need to touch you here?”

She was smirking until he slid his hand against her inner thigh.

His grin was almost evil. “And I merely need to touch you here and you will gasp and go silent. Well, silent until your body demands more. Thank you for this. It isn’t every woman who gives their husband a trigger to control her mood.”

Teera’s eyes went wide and she started to laugh. She continued laughing until tears coursed from her eyes and he held her tightly in his arms.

She curled against him and idly traced her name on his chest. The tension in his body made her smile and she realized that she had control over this man, almost as much as he had over her.






Chapter Eight

The knock on the door brought them out of their cuddle a few hours later.

“Lord Dirko, we have a meeting with the Verassi Clan to arrange.” The voice was distinctively Leffuo and it came through the speaker on the side of the door.

She looked up at her husband as he glared at the door. “Someone you are not fond of?”

“I wanted a few days with you alone. Stavos should know that.” He sat up and slowly ran his hand down her arm. “Your skin is like silk.”

She blushed again, her eyes warming along with her body. Even his appreciative look sent her blood pounding in her veins.

“Let’s have a quick shower and then we will go and work with Stavos to organize our next clan connection.”

She had never taken a shower with someone before and the logistics were a little mindboggling.

When she stood, she noticed that she was still wearing her tunic. He was wearing his trousers and they both had to strip in the light of day before they entered the lav for the shower.

The showering was easy when she simply let him put her where she would get the quickest bath. This was not a romantic interlude but a genuine effort to get clean before facing the day.

She worked in a small bit of flirtation as she soaped his chest, but he sighed and pulled her hands away, despite the erection that was now hot and eager for her touch.

“Not today. Duty first.”

She sighed but nodded. Duty she could understand and if she were perfectly frank with herself, she would acknowledge that he was right. She was too sore for fun and games.

With quick and efficient movements, she rinsed off and got out of his way. He grinned and soaped up completely before doing the same.

Wrapped in a towel, she waited for him and worked on brushing her hair.

“How is it that your father didn’t send you to the home world to find a husband?” The question came out of nowhere.

She gathered her thoughts and sighed, “My mother’s greatest regret was that she had been unable to pursue her education. The Leffuo don’t believe in women leaving the clans to have a life of their own.

“When I was born, my mother told my father that I had to be allowed to pursue any education that I was interested in at any cost. She told him that if I hit my majority and he tried to marry me off right away, she would leave him and take me to one of the great universities.

“Even though she died when I was still a child, my father honoured her wish and I was allowed to choose my own field of study. I chose law and enjoy degrees in contract and domestic mediation from nine different worlds.”

“Wow. Where did you study?” He towelled off and wandered into the bedroom.

“Kalix. I really enjoyed my life as a student.” She grinned and grabbed at her bag before she paused. “What are we doing today? I mean, should I dress as a Mediator or Leffuo clothes or in my normal clothes?”

“The normal clothing will be fine. We are not doing anything formal and you have not decided on a schedule for Mediation yet. Dress comfortably.”

She laughed and fished out some under things, slipping them into place with a happy sigh. Her breasts were just large enough to appreciate the support.

Teera pulled on deep blue silk trousers and a matching long tunic with an amber sash that matched her eyes. She slipped on a pair of flat shoes and turned to face him.

Dirko was already dressed and was watching her as she finished tugging her clothing into straight lines. “Crassos clothing suits you.”

She chuckled. “It should. I was raised in it. The sunlight is rather harsh, so the tunic and trousers lets all of the breezes be effective while fending off the harmful rays. It is rather comfortable.”

“Well, it still suits you. Shall we find Stavos and then get something to eat?”

“I had hoped it would be the other way around, but let’s go.” She grinned and went up on her toes to give him a peck on the cheek.

Together, they moved through the halls and when he reached back to take her hand, she tried to avoid him. “It isn’t proper protocol to hold hands in Leffuo relationships.”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass. You are my wife and you will be at my side.”

His tone was absolute and she blinked in surprise. Oh, this is going to be interesting. With two-thirds of the crew being Leffuo natives, the sight of a woman at negotiations was going to cause a fuss.

Shaking her head and putting herself on guard, Teera let him lead her through his ship and into the refectory where he sat her down and then fetched a tray for her before getting one himself.

She was blushing furiously as the crew stared at the flouting of their traditions. “How many women are on this airship?”

“One. You. A few come and stay the night with the crew when we link to other ships but none stay.” He smiled and dug his way through his meal.

“Ah. I see. Well, that is going to make my presence here even more entertaining.” Her lips were twisted in a smile, but she didn’t really feel it.

“How so?”

“As the only Leffuo woman on board, I will be expected to adhere to a strict rule of conduct. Having you find my food for me is out of the question.” She ate mechanically.

He reached out and took her hand. “Teera, you are my wife now. You are Asku and Asku women only defer to one man. That would be me.”

She chuckled. “Fair enough. I have been trying very hard not to make waves here, so I will have to get out of that mindset and into the arena of holding my head high and walking at your side.”

He laughed. “Exactly. Also, if you choose to continue as a Mediator, there is no room for deference in your attitude.”

Teera brightened. “I can keep going with it? I do so love the laws.”

“Of course. As Skylord of Leffuo, it will be ideal for me to have a Mediator on staff, at my beck and call.”

She blushed and winked. “It all depends on where and when you are calling me.”

He laughed out loud.

A man stood at their table and cleared his throat. “Lord Dirko, we need to speak.”

“Have a seat, Stavos.” Dirko gestured to an empty chair at their table.

“Perhaps we should speak in private, Skylord.” The Leffuo male kept throwing hostile glances at her.

“Anything that you wish to say, you will say in front of my wife.” He pushed his plate away and leaned back.

“Fine. I will just say it. This woman was not a true virgin when you met. She already wore another male’s mark.” He gave Teera another angry glare.

Teera had been sipping at her water and she spluttered with laughter. It didn’t take much to figure out where that theory had come from. After all, Leffuo women didn’t get tattooed for any other reason.

She grinned and leaned back, mimicking Dirko’s casual attitude. “Do you want to explain it or shall I?”

Dirko scowled and leaned toward Stavos. “Do you read High Asku or ancient Leffuo?”

The liaison scowled. “A little ancient Leffuo, why?”

Dirko turned to her, “Teera, my dear heart, would you please show him and let him read it?”

She stood, raised her tunic and edged her trousers down just enough to show him the mark. “Can you read it?”

He frowned and sounded the word out. “Nalika?”

Teera dropped her tunic back into place. “My mother’s name. The Asku wear the names of their loved ones, parents and children on their bodies. This was my homage to my mother after she passed. My father made the arrangements for me and the artist based my design on the mark on his chest.”

Stavos turned red. “You are the halfling of the Mar Clan.”

Teera looked to Dirko and grinned. “I think he is getting it.”

Dirko laughed. “I hope so. I didn’t want to have to get out dolls to explain the rest of it to him.”

For the rest of the evening, while Dirko’s itinerary was planned, Stavos apologized multiple times. Teera accepted each apology but let him know that true forgiveness would come when he let the other men on the ship know that she was entitled to her position as honoured wife of an Asku warrior.






Chapter Nine

Meeting with the Verassi Clan Leader was fun and charming at the same time. He didn’t make a fuss about her being a woman in a man’s conversation, but his wife kept darting around the corner with a concerned look on her face.

“Gentlemen, please excuse me.” She got to her feet and went to speak with the woman who obviously wanted to have a word with her.

Shusha grabbed her arm the moment that they were out of earshot. “Is it true that you are a Mediator?”

“Yes.”

“Will you come with me? There are some women who are having a dispute and we need an uninvolved party to settle it.” Shusha was worried. It showed on her face.

“I will if I can. Lead the way.”

The older woman moved quickly through the halls toward a shouting match.

Two young women were sitting and being held down by the other women of the clan. Claw marks and pulled hair marked each of them and one had a split lip.

Teera straightened and barked out in a cold tone. “Ladies. I am Mediator Velu. Explain yourselves, you first.”

She chose the brunette because she seemed more in control of herself.

“She is pregnant by my man. She is a backstabbing bitch.” Just like that, the brunette was out of control again. She surged against the women holding her and when Teera stepped forward and grabbed her shoulder, she collapsed on the floor as her nerve cluster was disabled.

“Miss, what is your explanation?”

The woman with the red hair was sobbing. “I didn’t know. He tagged me a few months ago and I just found out that it took.”

Teera looked at the brunette, “Are you pregnant?”

The woman frowned. “No. Our courtship has not progressed that far.”

“The law is clear. He has the option to either wed the mother of his child or to pay a lump sum to help the child be raised to adulthood. There is no reason for a fight. If he has been tagging and not using protection, this is the side effect.”

The brunette slumped. “I can’t live here with his bastard onboard.”

Teera turned to Shusha, “Is the male a member of the Verassi Clan?”

The clan leader’s wife shook her head. “No. He is an Ikohar.”

Teera turned to the brunette and raised a brow. “Problem solved. If he chooses the payment option, he and you will be free to live on the Ikohar ship. If he does not, then his new bride will join him on board. Either way, you will not have to watch his child raised.”

The brunette started deep wracking sobs that gave the impression that her heart was breaking.

Teera walked closer and touched the woman’s cheek. “You know he will choose the other woman. That is why you fought and screamed. You cannot keep a man simply because you decided that he is the one you want. Life on Leffuo does not give you that option and you know it.”

The brunette sobbed and got to her feet.

Teera let her go as she went over and embraced the redhead. “I am sorry, sister. I never should have attacked you for something beyond your control.”

“It is all right. I know how you felt about him, but I didn’t know until yesterday that I was pregnant. I am sorry it came as such a shock.”

Teera groaned and closed her eyes. Another solution came to her. “Are you truly sisters? Same parents?”

The redhead wiped her tears. “Yes. Ora is the eldest and I am the youngest.”

Teera took the redhead’s hand. “Do you want this man?”

She shook her head and sobbed.

“There is another option. Will you hear it?”

Shusha gathered the two fighters and ushered them to a quieter room, allowing Teera to speak with them.

“What is your name?”

“Ara.”

“Ara, if you do not want to wed the male in question, you need only do one thing. Give him his child. You will be free and clear. But…”

Ora was blinking in shock. “What?”

“Ora, you will have to take that child as blood of your blood. That child will be your son or daughter and you will have the man you love.”

Shusha blinked. “This can be done?”

“It comes under fostering code of the twenty-third century. When many parents did not survive to raise their children or suffered because of bad filtering systems, the children could be sent to live with a sibling who was able to care for them. The parent did not have to be dead, just unable to give the child as good a life as their sibling. The fact that this child shares a relationship with the male and female fostering parent in question makes it easily ratified.”

Ara pressed a hand to her belly. “I can give it to its father and Ora will raise it?”

“You can. He should be agreeable. Either way, he gets possession of his child and a wife in the bargain.”

Shusha lunged forward and hugged her. “Thank you.”

“You still have to convince him that it is best, but I believe that this will allow Ara to easily find a man of her own.” Proven breeders were always in demand.

The sisters put their heads together as they worked out how best to approach the man who had touched both of their lives in his very different ways.

“Your mother was as wise as you were and I always thought it was a pity that she was not allowed to pursue it.”

Teera looked at the woman. “You knew my mother?”

“Yes. She would be proud of you. She hoarded books, you know, kept them under her bed until they were supporting her mattress.” Shusha smiled.

“She had a huge library on Crassos. No book or data slip passed her by. She did get her geology degree, by the way. Digging in the ground was her passion, probably because there was no ground to speak of on Leffuo.” Teera left the women alone and Shusha came with her.

The airships were all laid out in the same manner, so it was easy for her to find her way back to the deck.

Dirko extended his arm and swept her into his lap the moment she was within reach. He whispered into her neck, “How was the Mediation?”

She blinked, “You knew?”

“You get a certain set to your face. It’s cute, your nose wrinkles and brows come together.”

She punched him and then stroked his chest slowly. He reciprocated with a slow hand creeping up her thigh. She withdrew her hand in an instant.

He snorted and they watched as the dancers started streaming across the decking.

She didn’t care if they were dancing for the skylord, she already had him and he was wearing her mark to prove it.
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