Ulric and Anna
Tyranny of the Priests
Part I

As the oak door of the small anteroom opened, Anna looked up from her book, preparing to close it quickly should she need to hide the fact of her literacy.  She could pretend, if necessary, that she only dusted and organized the books for that most august person, the King's Librarian.

As it happened, the Librarian himself entered and she breathed a sigh of relief.

My husband, she thought, testing the man's other title on her mind if not her tongue. Did we ever intend to get married?

They'd had little choice, though, with the advent of her pregnancy starting just three months prior.

This was an accident, she acknowledged, rubbing her belly and wondering when it would begin to swell. But I'll take you, whoever you are.

The alien force which had invaded her thoughts, sunk its telepathic tendrils into the minds of herself and her husband-librarian, had promised that the baby would come out different, because of its strange conception.

Anna oscillated between panicking about what this might mean and feeling absolutely exuberant and confident her future child would accomplish amazing feats with some hereto unannounced powers.

There's no way to know what lies at the end of this, she reminded herself.  And that makes it no different from any other pregnancy.

"Hello, my love," Ulric greeted her, adjusting his glasses as he always did before embracing her. "How are you feeling this afternoon?"

Not a day went by without her husband worrying about her condition.  The book she'd just read insisted that women went through all sorts of miseries during their pregnancies, especially in the first three months.  She hadn't felt any of these symptoms yet, but nothing could dissuade Ulric from checking.

"Lovely," she asked. "How are you?"

"The King Summoned me," Ulric seemed suddenly short of breath.

"He did?" Anna asked. "When?"

"An imperial liege-man pulled me from this morning's meeting at the docks," Ulric said. "I believe I missed a chance to purchase a perfectly good copy of Merson’s Collection of Northern Geological Studies.  Why, the mesas alone could..."

Ulric breathed out angrily through his nose.

"Surely the King had a reason?" Anna prodded.

"Oh, yes, quite," Ulric shook away his anger.  "The philosophers again.  Out east this time."

"His Highness was impressed with your handling of the Obelisk?" she asked. "No surprise.  But do you want to irritate our religious overlords again?"

"The philosophers are actually already irritated this time," Ulric explained. "Some acolytes of theirs, styling themselves as 'priests', are attempting some heresy."

Anna's eyes widened.

"I know," Ulric rubbed his chin.

"I don't want you in the middle of a holy war, my love," she told him. "Why has the King selected you?"

"His Wisdom Reginald asked for me," Ulric said. "I didn't understand, but the King pointed out that the religious are fine with the strokes of the sword of skepticism so long as its edge slices away from them."

"Strokes of the sword of skepticism?" Anna's eyes bulged then.

"His words, not mine," Ulric shrugged.

"And the King went along with this because?"

"He wants answers," Ulric said, pushing his glasses back up the bridge of his nose again. He waved a hand around, indicating the entire library. "And I have knowledge."

Anna sighed and looked around the small anteroom where she studied, beneficiary of a lover – now a husband – who had offered her the gift of literacy, a luxury denied to most other women.

"Well, let's get packing," Anna said. "We should decide now which books to bring."

"Anna, my love," Ulric began.

She shook a finger at him, "Don't even think about it.  You'll be much less likely to start a holy war if I'm along."

"Not only do these people have the most archaic views of women" Ulric went on, looking down at her belly while adjusting his glasses. “I also imagine your delicate state...”

"I come from peasant folk, don't I?" Anna thumped the book in front of her with her fist. "I have it on good authority that our kind continue our toil in the fields until the day of birth."

"I... see," Ulric acknowledged.

My dear husband can stand up to philosophers and kings, she said. But he knows when he can't argue with me.

"Now," Anna's voice firmed up. "What sort of books do we need?"

"Indeed."

---------------===================---------------

As their carriage pulled up to a stop at a bridge outside the village of Tyrell, three days of continuous travel from the capital, Anna let out a sigh of relief.

"This really is rather more travelling than I'd thought," she remarked.

"All but two days done," Ulric pointed out, taking the momentary stop in motion to begin flipping through a book.

"Which one's that?" Anna asked.

"A history of Eastern regions," Ulric said. "Mostly about migration patterns, the ancient nomads who were forced to settle into villages once our King's ancestors annexed the area just over a century ago."

"How did they like that?" Anna wondered dryly.

"It went as well as it usually does," Ulric flipped a page. "Two generations of punishment and impoverished resentment, the arrival of a monarch intent on actually treating the people well, several generations of less impoverished resentment and a vague sentiment, passed on from parent to child, that things were better once upon a time."

"How can this help us?"

Ulric hummed in distracted reply and flipped another page.

"These people were, if you can believe it, even more archaic then those in the capital," Ulric spoke as if he'd forgotten their conversation and started a new topic.

"How so?"

Ulric closed the book, formally pushed his glasses up to their highest point, and sat up straight, becoming for a moment Ulric-the-Professor, that lecturing persona she counted as his most dignified form.

"Sixty years ago," he began, "it would have been nothing remarkable in the capital to see a woman reading a book.  Certainly, among the upper classes, such things were common, even if books were not readily available to commoners."

"Indeed," Anna replied, tolerating the recap in the hope that Ulric would get to the point.

"Just fifty years ago, however, the Philosophers and their Church resurged," Ulric carried on. "They imposed a number of laws on a weak monarch, driving even upper class women from access to education, forcing illiteracy."

"Right," Anna nodded, smiling softly.

"The people of the Eastern Marches," Ulric indicated the region in front of their carriage, "whose border is marked by the village of Tyrell, had even more restrictions on their women before they integrated into the Kingdom.”

“Really?” Anna felt her curiosity honestly peek. “How so?”

“They weren’t literate in the first place,” Ulric explained. “They communicated mostly orally and, when necessary with a limited set of glyphs and drawings.  When they learned of books, however, they restricted their use, and the learning of our alphabet, to only the eldest men in the their villages.”

“Typical,” Anna sighed.

“It took two generations to get the elders to understand they couldn’t beat their disciples for religious disagreements,” Ulric frowned. “And there was a degree to which the people, despite being the ones under threat of being beaten to death, resented the King preventing their own beatings.”

Anna shook her head.  Having seen punishment carried out for a variety of reasons, she could never understand the idea that someone should be able to hurt her for disagreeing with a religious principle.

Don’t they understand that if you have to beat someone to enforce your values, you’re just demonstrating that your values can’t stand on their own?

“So why are we here?” Anna asked finally.

“It looks as though the local Philosophers have decided to do something extraordinarily archaic,” Ulric said. “The King and His Wisdom could not say what, but the local High Philosopher has cut off all communication with the Order’s Temple in the capital.”

“Reginald’s not getting his money?”

Ulric nodded, “And the missives received before the silence were disturbing.  This man, Axander, the first local to serve as the High Philosopher of the Eastern Marches, had begun demanding all sorts of reactionary changes.”

“Such as?”

“The King and His Wisdom would not say,” Ulric frowned. “I insisted but they were not obliged to satisfy me.”

“But it was bad enough they sent you?” Anna said.

“I believe, if I read the King correctly, we come with an army preparing at our back,” Ulric’s eyes went wide as he stared into lap.

Outside the carriage, a whip cracked and they heard the sound of bridal gear start into motion.  Ulric slid his book away.

“So we’re to solve this crisis of excessive regression,” Anna said. “And report back to the King?”

“Precisely.”

“Wonderful.”

---------------===================---------------

Tyrell, a village of just over a thousand souls at the last census, boasted a generously appointed King’s Inn.  Travelling in the King’s Carriage, with a Writ from the same monarch, Ulric and Anna found themselves posted in the finest room on the third floor.

While servants move in their small case of luggage and three large cases of leather bound books, Ulric sat at the well appointed, oak desk and began to read where he’d last left off in the carriage.

As Anna sat upon the bed, one of the porters, a tall dour man, stopped and stood facing Ulric’s back, addressing him formally.

“Would Sir and Madam like to dine this evening?”

“That would be fine,” Anna said. “What sort of fare do you offer?”

The dour man’s face twisted slightly, a little tick in the left corner of his mouth.

“Sir, we offer both a seasonal goose and a fish dinner,” the porter spoke only to Ulric, who still ignored him. “The fish is brought in from the northern lakes daily.”

“We both love fish,” Anna said cheerfully. “That will be wonderful.”

“Would Sir enjoy the fish?” the porter asked, a trace of annoyance in his voice.”

Anna felt her expression turn dark.

Ulric only half turned, “You heard my wife.  She is quite correct.”

“Thank you, sir,” the porter emphasized whom he addressed. “Dinner will be served in one hour.”

After he had left and Anna assured herself of the security of the door, she turned on Ulric, “Is this what I will have to put up with?”

“Pardon?”

“Were you even paying attention?” Anna glared at him.

Ulric turned to look at her, shook his head to clear it, and his eyes widened.

“Sorry, love,” he said playfully. “Was he rude?”

“Yes,” she put her hands on her hips. She sighed, adding, “You know, at least in the capital, I could be trusted to decide about food.”

“Food and babies, yes,” Ulric said, turning to face her fully. “But you should understand that we are on the bare fringes of the Eastern Marches.”

“It will get worse?” Anna asked.

“And I will have to play along if I am to meet this High Philosopher,” Ulric explained. “I am sorry.”

“I understand,” Anna sighed again. “And I shall play the meek and humble wife, is that it?”

“A vantage from which I hope you can gain some insight,” Ulric explained.

“As everyone will be utterly ignoring me?”

Ulric tilted his head, but refrained from apologizing again.

“Well, let’s get unpacked and go eat their fish,” Anna twisted her lips. “I’ll practice being humble.”

---------------===================---------------

Upon arriving in the small dining room, Anna and Ulric found themselves directed to a table on a raised dais, two men in the unmistakable grey robes of low-ranking Philosophers rising to greet them.

“His Eminence, Charles,” the porter waved to a stout man who kept his grey hair swept back over his head.  Indicating the other, younger and dark-haired man, he added, “Philosopher Edwin.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Ulric greeted them, nodding at each man in turn. “Your Eminence. Edwin.”

“Please, Ulric,” the older man said. “Call me Charles.”

Anna curtsied politely but said nothing, allowing Ulric to seat her first before taking his own chair.  She noted, under her eyelashes, the faces both Philosophers made as Ulric did so.

They don’t even do chivalry here, then? she wondered.

The dinner, thankfully, showed up almost immediately, and both Ulric and Anna waited patiently as the Philosophers thanked their god for the meal.

I feel as though I’m going to be bored, Anna thought. I’m betting I’m not even allowed to talk at the table.

“This is quite a lovely little village,” she commented by way of experiment. “Your Eminence, how do you keep things so peaceful here?”

Charles turned to her, his discomfort plain on his face before he forced a condescending smile over it.  When he spoke, he carried the tone of a teacher speaking to child, or perhaps a noble child speaking to a puppy.

“Yes, we do, dear,” the Philosopher told her. “It’s all about good manners and everyone knowing their place.”

She smiled back at him, the grin of a simpleton, tilting her head the way men expected dim little girls to reply to verbal slaps in the face.

Oh, god, she thought.  How long do I need to put up with pretending to be dumber than the stupidest men I’ve ever met?

Anna kept her sighs on the inside throughout dinner, listening to Ulric poke and prod for information about goings-on in the regional capital to the east.  Charles and Edwin, however, remained interested in prodding him.

“I wonder,” Charles said, casting his voice for the whole room to hear. “I wonder how it is that the King’s Librarian finds himself with such an embassy as you have on this journey.”

“Ah, that,” Ulric keeping his voice level. “Both His Majesty and His Wisdom felt I should meet with the High Philosopher of the East.”

This perked up both grey-robed men.

“His Wisdom Reginald chose you?” the younger man asked.

Anna tried not to snicker, but had to cover it with a cough.

These men clearly hate books even more than the Philosophers back home.

“Oh, yes,” Ulric said with a shrug, his voice casual.

This caused an instant change in the two men, as both gave Ulric a once-over and even glanced at Anna anew.

Do they think we’re on their side now? Anna kept her simpleton’s grin pasted on.  Is that what just happened?

“You should know,” Charles said. “That High Philosopher Axander is a very old-fashioned man.”

“Indeed,” Ulric replied, his voice neutral so as to neither encourage nor discourage the old man to continue his train of thought.

“He invokes traditions we have not seen in generations,” Charles went on, hesitating a little. “We have not brought such things here.  Not quite yet, you see.  But in time.”

“I shall be on the lookout,” Ulric offered. “Certainly His Majesty and His Wisdom will wish to investigate the merit of such traditions, should they deserve to be cast wider.”

My, that was well put, my love, Anna thought. Most diplomatic.

---------------===================---------------

Back in their room, Anna unlatched her dress, feeling the tension across her stomach and chest evaporate, and fell back on the bed with a sigh.

“A trying dinner, my love?” Ulric smiled at her sadly, removing his own layers of formal clothing as he spoke.

“I’m used to pretending to be stupid for the comfort of stupid men,” Anna said. “It’s nothing new to any woman, I imagine.”

“Maybe someday, it won’t be necessary,” Ulric said. “But we learned much.”

“Charles and Edwin both know what Axander is doing,” Anna recited as she looked at the oak ceiling beams, wiggling her body to slide out of her dress. “But they won’t tell us.”

“Although they are definitely in favour,” Ulric added. “And hope that we will carry a note of approval home to our masters.”

“And everyone here hates us,” Anna concluded.

“What?”

“You didn’t notice,” Anna said. “You were too focused on the Philosophers.”

“How could you-?”

“Everyone in the dining hall,” Anna waved her hand in a large horizontal circle over her head. “Everyone in that room was just waiting, just dying, to see us foreigners get our comeuppance.”

“Really?” Ulric asked, pausing in shock.

“Really,” Anna confirmed, standing up so she could slide out of her last undergarment. “Now come here, my love.”

Ulric, also undressed, drop his silks to the floor as well and embraced his wife.

“Breasts,” Anna whispered as their naked chests pressed together. “Very tender right now.”

“Of course, love,” Ulric gently pushed Anna to sit on the low bed, and knelt on the floor before her.

He’s intending to take care of me, but I need something else first, she thought, and leaned forward to present her pregnancy swollen breasts.

She closed her eyes as her husband craned his neck to reach her those tender mounds of flesh, gently teasing first one nipple and then other with his tongue.

He knows just how sensitive they are, Anna breathed a sigh of relief, feeling her body answer to his feather-light ministrations.

“That’s my librarian,” she murmured, running her hands through his soft, brown hair and cradling his head. “Thank god they can’t take this from us.”

Suckling fully on one nipple now, Ulric reached his hands around her back to grip her cheeks, drawing from her a moan of appreciation.  Anna felt her mind slip away from the dinner, the Philosophers, and their world entirely.

With her eyes closed, she vaguely sense a darkening of the room.  Anna flicked her eyes open, eyeing the lone candle on the desk.

“Trouble, my sweet,” Ulric unlatched for a moment, seeing her consternation.

Anna looked down at him, “The candle...”

Ulric turned to look at the desk, “Candles do flicker on their own.”

Months had passed since the last time any candles had misbehaved in their presence, but the occasion had signified an alien presence.

Anna shook her head, “That was a long time ago.”

With her hands, she pressed Ulric into her chest once more, and he continued gently suckling upon her nipples, drawing out their length with his tongue.

“Oh, god,” she murmured. “So-o sensitive right now.”

Ulric flicked his tongue across her areola with great speed, causing her to jump and giggle.

“Too much, sir!” she laughed and fell back onto the bed.

If there’s one wonderful benefit of pregnancy, it’s that I don’t have to worry about avoiding pregnancy.

A moment later and Ulric stood over her, his erection jutting out over her belly.

Am I starting to show yet? Anna thought, looking at her stomach as she breathed. Soon, for certain. Soon.

She held her breath as Ulric manoeuvred into position, setting his tip against the wetness of her lips.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Very!” she replied.

Pregnancy had also done wonders for both her sexual energy and the ease with which her body prepared itself for penetration.

It seems odd, doesn’t it? Anna thought as Ulric’s manhood slipped inside her. I’m pregnant, but my body still wants more.

Her thoughts evaporated when Ulric reached his full depth and she began to drown in the sensation of him plunging in and out of her.  Anna arched her back, encouraging him to push deeper, trying to make her body feel more of him inside her.

Danger is coming, she thought. There are closed minds ahead.  We must be cautious.  Cautious for all three of us.

---------------===================---------------

“Do you remember?” Anna said. “When we stood before that Obelisk and it spoke to us?”

“On a dark and starry night?” Ulric replied.

Anna nodded.

“How could I forget?” Ulric shrugged.

She felt at peace for a while, sitting in the private carriage, closed off from the rest of the world.

“Why do you mention it?” Ulric prodded.

“Well,” she waved at their bodies. “We are naked again.”

Ulric looked down from her waves of blond hair to her swollen breasts, her slim belly and the triangle of hair betwixt her legs.

“So we are,” Ulric agreed, his voice still calm.

“Is it trying to talk to us?” Anna wondered.

They both listened for an unaccountable amount of time.

“I just feel its fear,” Anna said. “I think it wanted us to be careful.  It warned me of danger.”

“What sort of danger?”

Anna closed her eyes and took a breath.

“I just remember a thought,” she said. “A thought so faint it might have been my own, but perhaps it wasn’t.”

She opening her eyes, seeing Ulric looking at her, waiting patiently.

“Closed minds,” she said. “On the road ahead, the minds are very closed.”

---------------===================---------------

With a start, they found themselves in bed once more, Ulric deeply inside Anna.

“Ah!” she screamed, feeling her body seize up from her belly button down to her mid-thigh, her orgasm taking her away as her muscles clenched around Ulric’s erection.

“Whoa!” Ulric replied, his wife’s convulsions overcoming his own willpower, forcing his erection to convulse on its own, expelling a copious amount of fluid within her body.

Their bodies pulsed at each other as they clung together, their orgasms coming so suddenly on the tail end of the mysterious communication.

Recovering his breath some time later, Ulric rolled over beside Anna.

“Has it communicated with you like that before?” Ulric asked.

“I would have told you,” she whispered, her eyes wide.

“Any hint of it, though?” he asked. “Now that you know what it feels like when it tries to plant thoughts in your mind?”

Anna considered this, but shook her head, “Not unless it was very subtle.”

“Me neither,” Ulric agreed. “Perhaps this is its first attempt.”

“It was not clear,” Anna said. “Not like before.”

Ulric nodded, “They are likely well on their way to their home amongst the stars. The distance may be a hindrance.”

Anna rolled over and laid her head on Ulric’s shoulder.

“I suppose, then,” she said. “There will something for us to do when we arrive.”

“Or should we turn around?” Ulric asked.

“No,” Anna shook her head with certainty. “It wants us to go on, but forewarned.”

---------------===================---------------

Two days hence, travelling over roads more turbulent than any previous, they arrived in the dark of evening at the city the King called “Essos” and the locals, who had spent generations pretending they didn’t have a monarch less than a week away, called “The Capital”.

Though their most ancient traditions tended towards the nomadic, the people of the Eastern Marches had adapted well enough to modern city planning that they had walled off their local capital.

As their carriage pulled to a stop in the centre of the town square, an entourage of servants and Philosophers slowly approached.

“Look at that,” Anna whispered as she peered through the window, “the Philosophers are at the head of the entourage, instead of the Mayor or the Governor.”

“The religious side does seem to be in charge here,” Ulric said. “Where are the civil officials, even? They should at least be here.  Those men are all Philosophers.”

Watching them approach, Anna looked worriedly over at Ulric, who turned to share her grimace.

Ulric sighed, “I regret that I shall have to play along with these religious people to get to the bottom of whatever is happening here.”

“I understand, love,” Anna said, sharing a wry smile with her husband a moment before a servant pulled open the door of the carriage.

“Master Ulric,” the servant indicated Ulric should exit the carriage first, waving him forward.

“Thank you,” Ulric replied, exiting and holding out his arm for Anna to descend.

“We will gather your baggage for you, sir,” the servant exuded submissiveness, as if his every desire centred around bowing to Ulric.

Ulric, to Anna’s eye, looked uncomfortable with this excess of servility, giving the man a polite bow before taking a breath and turning to the army of religious men in grey robes as they formed an arc around the two visitors.

“Gentlemen,” he greeted them, then glanced down at the black, unornamented rods each of them carried. “I have not seen such devices as you carry.”

“A badge of our Holy Office,” a young man piped up, obviously already prepared to take offence at anything Ulric might say. “Every man with any type of duty carries one.  Do you not know the traditions of this land?”

Ulric raised an eyebrow at the man, but said nothing.

One of their number, a balding, grey-haired man whose pace had set the slow progress of the entire entourage across the square, stepped forward from the circle.

“Master Ulric is from the capital,” the senior Philosopher upbraided his junior, “Welcome to Essos, sir.”

“I bring greetings from His Majesty and His Wisdom,” Ulric replied.

That was polite enough, Anna thought.  He must have rehearsed it in his head over and over again.

“His Eminence Axander is not available at the moment,” the lead Philosopher said. “But he would like, provisionally, to meet with you on the morrow.”

“Provisionally?” Ulric asked, fetching a scroll from his black jacket and holding it out to the old Philosopher. “I hold in my hand a Royal Writ.”

The elderly man looked uncomfortable.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “Of course.  But this evening you should meet with our Priest, that he may-” the old man’s eyes flashed over to Anna for a moment, “-acquaint you with the expectations of living amongst us.  It is our tradition that the Priest first greet a person of your rank.”

Ulric started to rise up, indignant, but Anna grasped his hand, keeping her vapid smile pasted on, and squeezed.

Oh, love, Anna thought. Just go along with the man.  You’ll learn more this way.

“We should meet with this... Priest... immediately, then?” Ulric’s voice had gone dark, forcing a modest gulp of anxiety from the old man.

“This way, sir,” he said.

Ulric gently tucked Anna’s hand under his elbow and pulled her along.

“The meeting, sir,” the old Philosopher intoned, “is with you and the Priest alone.”

“I’m sorry,” Ulric frowned. “But I would hardly leave my wife alone with men she has never met.  Is that a tradition of your people?”

“Of course not, sir,” the man gave up his argument and led them across the square in silence, the entourage continuing to follow behind them.

The black rod seemed rather ominous, and as Anna found herself unable to contribute anything to break the awkward silence, she studied the device in the Philosopher’s right hand.  At first, she’d thought it an utterly plain dowel of ebony or some similar material, but as they passed into brighter indoor lighting, she saw that a smith had carved or painted blue runes of some language along it’s length.

I don’t recognize the language, but Ulric might, Anna thought and set about to memorize the symbols as best she could in the long walk down several stony passages and up three flights of stairs.

The old man pushed a door open and waved them into the fire-lit room beyond.

“Priest Ryan,” he called out, “Master Ulric... and his wife... are here.”

A dark-haired man in white robes rose from where he sat by the fire, his eyes glinting angrily in the firelight before he thought better of himself and forced a smile.

This is going to be uncomfortable, Anna realized. Ulric is genuinely angry at the way they’re treating him and this Priest clearly doesn’t want me here.

“Master Ulric,” the Priest said, pointedly ignoring Anna as he dismissed the Philosopher with a wave.

The door closed, leaving the three of them in the dimly lit room of stone walls and dark, oak floors.

“I don’t know how to address a ‘Priest’,” Ulric replied, keeping his distance from the man. “Except to explain that His Majesty and His Wisdom have directed me to meet with His Eminence Axander.”

“I am interested to know the purpose of your meeting,” Ryan replied, grasping a black rod from his desk and holding it in both hands.

He’s either caressing that thing, or threatening us with it as if it were a weapon, Anna thought. Why not both?

Ryan wouldn’t be the first man to fall in love with a weapon, thought the most endearing war pieces usually had sharper edges.

“That is between His Majesty, myself and Philosopher Axander,” Ulric replied.

Ryan nodded, tilted his head amicably, and leaned against his desk.

Too much power, Anna thought. This man has entirely too much self assurance for such a low station.  He’s treating a Writ from the King as if it meant nothing.

“You will, of course, meet my master Axander tomorrow,” Ryan’s voice softened into a silkiness that matched the grease in his hair. “But I’m afraid I must explain a few matters to you first.”

“Something about your traditions, I understand,” Ulric replied.

“Yes,” Ryan tried to ooze kindness now and indicated the pair of chairs by the fire, “Please, sit.”

“And leave my wife standing?” Ulric asked.

“My apologies,” Ryan smiled again. “She was not invited.  I thought we could talk by the fire.”

Ulric didn’t reply to this, merely waited.

Ulric, my sweet, Anna thought. Be more careful of this man.

“I see,” Ryan said. “You must understand that we are bringing about a resurgence of the old ways of our people, before we... joined this Kingdom.  The traditional roles of men and women.  The rods as Badges of Office.  The-”

“Is there a rod for a Librarian?” Ulric interrupted. “I find myself fancying one.”

Ryan sputtered to a stop, dropping his false smile to let a fire’s spark of anger snap out before he recovered.

“Only Priests need trouble themselves with literacy,” Ryan explained. “So: no.”

Ulric let out a faint hum that sounded a bit like a dismissal of Ryan’s entire philosophy based on this single point of contention.

Ryan probably doesn’t understand what being a Librarian means to Librarians, Anna thought. This is not an argument he can win, unless he’s actually prepared to kill us.

Anna eyed the black rod, noting the way Ryan stroked it whenever Ulric provoked him.

“That said,” Ryan went on, “You are a husband, a very important Office indeed in our tradition.”

“More important than wife, I imagine?”

“Of course,” Ryan said. “It is the place of man to direct woman.  Is it not so even in the capital?”

Ulric only smiled and the Priest turned to walk around behind his desk.  From a small display that Anna cold only call an ‘altar’, Ryan opened a cabinet door and brought out a white rod.

“This, my good friend Ulric,” he explained, “is the Husband’s Rod.”

White is the opposite of black, Anna thought. Making this the opposite of the black ones the Philosophers have. Probably that means this is the lowest Office a man can have.

She found the runes much easier to read, blue on white, and quickly began comparing them to those written on the Priest’s rod.

Ulric, looking confused, took the rod and examined it.

“I have a ring,” he held up his left hand, “What shall I do with this rod?”

“It is a tradition here,” Ryan said. “You should not meet Ax... His Eminence without respecting our ways.”

Ulric eyed the rod suspiciously.

“What, exactly, do these symbols mean?” Ulric asked. “I do not recognize the script.”

“In your case, these are signs of respect for the Husband,” Ryan intoned. “And his right of Discipline.”

Ulric’s face soured and even Anna started wishing she could say something.

“Do men here strike their wives with this stick?” Ulric’s eyes flared wide.

“Oh, it’s not like that,” Ryan said, waving him off with a smile.

Ulric did not smile in return.

Of course, he doesn’t like it, Anna realized. He’s well acquainted with symbolism.  A symbol of violence is barely better than a literal weapon of violence.

Still, she found her husband, in his black robes and white shirt, thoroughly fetching while he held the white rod.

Oh dear, Anna realized. This pregnancy will be the death of me if it drives my sexual desires any higher.  Man of mine, you are attractive in so many ways.

“Our tradition would never condone hurting one’s wife,” Ryan said, waving Ulric off as if the idea was absurd. “A man merely reminds his wife of his Right to Discipline by striking her twice upon the buttocks every morning upon awaking and every night before bed.”

Anna froze, one eye wide open and the other squinted almost closed in shock.  She couldn’t imagine how her face looked, but she imagined it turned either purple because she held her breath, pale white with shock or red with fury.

Ulric let out a choked gurgle. “What?”

“It is our way,” the Priest leaned forward earnestly. “I’m sure you have your own way to keep your wife in line?”

Ryan turned to Anna, who still hadn’t inhaled, and asked, “Does he not?”

Anna jerked a nod at the Priest and tried to remember how to breathe.

“Indeed,” Ulric said, his twisted face some with sort of diplomatic expression covering a veritable dictionary of emotions. “Are there are any other traditions I should know about?”

Ryan considered this a moment, but possibly had finally realized that he had not managed to find an ally in Ulric, and shook his head.

“Just keep the rod with you,” Ryan advised. “His Eminence would expect it.”

Ulric nodded with a hum, clasped his rod in his right hand and offered the left to Anna.

“We should find dinner, my love,” he told her, “and get off to bed.”

“Indeed,” Anna eyed the rod suspiciously.

---------------===================---------------

“Well that was awkward,” Anna admitted when they returned to their room after dinner.

“The only woman in the room,” Ulric agreed, hanging his robe up on a hanger. “Where exactly are women supposed to eat here?”

“It’s a house of Philosophers,” Anna shrugged. “I’m the only woman here.  At least among the guests.  I’m sure there are women in the kitchens.”

Ulric laid his rod on the nearest shelf and unlaced his his shirt.

“A most ungainly device,” he declared, looking at it. “It must be kept on one’s person, but fits in no pocket, slips any attempt to tighten rope or string about it.”

“They mean you to carry it in your hand, I suppose,” Anna acknowledged.

“Else I must purchase a scabbard,” Ulric frowned. “How foolish would I look with a scabbard and this white stick jutting from it?”

“It looks quite fine in your hand,” Anna smiled at him. “I think you should keep it.”

Ulric turned on her, “Even knowing how they intend me to use it?”

Anna snickered, rearing up into stately imitation of the Priest Ryan, “Twice upon the buttocks, good sir.”

“I wish it were funny,” Ulric shook his head.

“Don’t tell me you don’t enjoy waving that stick around,” Anna chided him.

Ulric picked up the rod once, turning it over in his hands to examine the runes, “I admit it holds a certain fascination.”

“You really don’t recognize the runes?” Anna asked. “I wondered if you might be lying to the Priest.”

Ulric shook his head, “And I’m afraid I didn’t bring any books that might help me.”

“We’ll have a look when we get back to the capital, I suppose,” Anna sighed.

With a sigh, Ulric discarded his shirt.

Seeing his chest bare, Anna felt her heart speed up once more.  She’d waited ever since she’d watched Ulric confront the Priest, waited through the entire dinner.  Finally, she had her man with her.  But, as he set the rod aside on the night table, one more thought jarred her memory.

“You know, Ulric,” she said, unlacing her blouse, “I never once read of these rods as a part of any local tradition.  Not in ancient or recent history, nor in any report to the early Kings from their emissaries.”

“No?”

“Even the few portraits that were drawn by early explorers,” Anna shook her head. “If they were so important, they surely would have posed with their symbols of authority.”

“That’s true, isn’t it?” Ulric paused, his eyes darting to his cases of books. “They aren’t mentioned anywhere.  Why didn’t I realize that?”

“You were far too fascinated, I think,” Anna said. “Men are easily distracted.”

She punctuated this accusation by unlacing her blouse completely, freeing her breasts as a feast for his eyes.  With her arms wide, she welcomed him and pulled him in, the two of them laying on their sides.

“Suckle gently, my love,” she said, her breasts spilling one over the other as Ulric’s mouth found a nipple and gently teased her. “A little harder... oh!”

The books had said she might become too sensitive at some point for this sort of thing, so Anna had decided to enjoy every moment of her increased sensitivity while she could.  Ulric reached down her body to unlatch her skirt, releasing it and letting it lie like a blanket underneath her.  Anna reached, too, checking with gentle strokes that her husband’s body truly responded to her.

Hard as ever, she smiled, looking down at his dark hair.

Anna pushed his head more deeply into her breast, knowing she had to let up eventually to let him breathe, but enjoying the embrace for a moment.

Ulric’s hand slipped under her cotton undergarments, squeezing her cheek.  She bent her leg upwards, letting his hand go under her thigh to stroke the hair between her legs.  A tingle went up her spine at this touch.

I never want the suckling to end, but I need more.  I need you inside me, my magnificent Librarian.

With a nudge, she pushed him away and rolled over on her back.  Ulric had both her and his undergarments out of the way in a moment and moved over top of her.  Anna opened her legs, feeling the wetness between her lips and knowing it would allow the easiest of penetrations.

Ulric slipped his manhood inside, filling her once more, and she locked her legs around his back.

“Lovely,” she declared.

---------------===================---------------

<Closed minds>

“We’re back,” Anna sighed. “Not that I don’t enjoy these communications.”

They looked at each other, then at the carriage around them.  It appeared, for all that either of them could tell, exactly like the King’s Carriage they’d spent the last week travelling in.  The edges seemed a bit sharper, the colours a bit more vibrant, but otherwise identical in every detail.

“But I would also enjoy,” Anna continued, “being mentally present when I have sex with my husband.”

<Danger> it warned. <Closed minds around you.>

“But isn’t every mind closed to you?” Ulric asked. “Except a few like us?”

In answer, the colours of a rainbow shone into their eyes.

“What was that?” Anna asked.

“It’s a spectrum, I suppose,” Ulric answered. “It’s telling us that there’s a smooth gradient of variation in how it can access people’s minds.”

“We’re very open?” Anna directed her voice at the ceiling.

<Yes.>

“And everyone else here?”

An image of a castle’s gate slamming shut, barred by giant oak timbers.

“Every single person?”

<Yes.>

Ulric turned to Anna, “There is something wrong here, then.  Something unusual.”

“Is it just their religion?” Anna wondered aloud. “Like at the camp by your Obelisk.”

<No.>

“At least we’re free,” Ulric said.

<Danger.>

“We’re in danger?” Anna asked.

<Minds closing.>

“I hadn’t noticed,” Ulric said. “But you feel our minds closing?”

<Yes.>

“Well, I-,” Ulric gasped, unable to complete his sentence.

---------------===================---------------

“Oh!” Anna cried out, feeling Ulric’s erection swell inside.

Ulric grunted, his face a torment of willpower and sexual pleasure.  Inside, she felt her muscles contract around him, overcoming his attempts to delay his orgasm.  With a violent thrust, he pulsed inside her, his semen pushed into her by involuntary muscle contractions.

He’s filling me up, she sighed.  Filling me up... right... now!

Her body shuddered in pleasure, welcoming her husband’s seed inside her.  Not the most stupendous orgasm she’d ever had, but it sufficed.

They panted for some time, side by side and holding each other, and minutes passed before either spoke.

“Not my best,” Ulric offered. “I’m afraid I have little control while we’re... away.”

“It was well enough, my love,” Anna said.

Another long pause, neither of them wishing to address the urgent matter.

“It’s worried, though, isn’t it?” Anna said. “That we’re going to somehow be swayed by these Priests and their strange ways.”

“I don’t see how,” Ulric said, reaching for the rod so he could hold it up and examine the runes. “It’s a nice stick, but I don’t find their way of life particularly enticing.”

Anna rolled over on her stomach and stretched her naked body out in luxury.

Soon, I won’t be able to do this, she thought. It’s already just a little uncomfortable.

She lifted her hips up slightly, just enough to take the pressure off her belly.

“Do you think,” she asked, “that every husband actually uses that on his wife, every day?”

Ulric held the rod in his right hand and tapped it on the palm of his left.

“Who can say?” he shrugged. “I’ve been around the Philosophers long enough to know even the most religious people will preach a rule to their congregation and not follow it themselves.”

“Hm,” Anna looked at him sideways. Then she giggled anew, “Two strikes upon the buttocks.”

Ulric rolled his eyes, “It did tell us that everyone here has a closed mind.  Could the entire city be truly that obedient to the Priests, even within the privacy of their homes?”

Such an intelligent man I captured, Anna thought, and so considerate that he could never imagine another man treating his wife with any less respect than he does.

“Are you telling me you aren’t fascinated by the thought?” Anna chided.

“Pardon?”

“I see your eyes,” she laughed as she wiggled her hips. “They look at the rod... they look at... me.”

“I’m sure I-” Ulric stuttered. “I don’t-”

Anna laughed again at the discomfort she’d invoked and raised her hips a little higher, “Aren’t you wondering how it would feel?”

“You are incorrigible, my love,” Ulric declared.

“And you,” she reached down to touch his penis, “Are getting hard again.”

“I, ah-” Ulric stammered once more.

“Come, now,” Anna smiled, raising her cheeks higher yet, “We must respect local traditions, mustn’t we?”

The fascination with the rod, and the wonder of how it must feel to have it used on her, built more strongly with every pulse of blood her heart pushed through her body.

Is he not a wonderful husband? She asked herself. Should I not try it for him?  It will just be this once.

“I admit,” Ulric whispered, closing his eyes. “To a certain amusement with the idea...”

“Well, then?”

Sometimes, Anna thought, you just have to try new things.

As Ulric’s eyes opened, alighting upon her raised rear, Anna closed her own eyes, waiting in blindness.

“As you wish,” Ulric said, and she felt the cool touch of the polished wood upon her bare cheeks.

Anna waited, feeling as Ulric varied the force of the stick and its depression into her flesh.

“I’m at a bit of a loss,” he volunteered. “How does one know how hard to strike?”

“It’s rounded,” Anna smiled quietly. “It’s unlikely to hurt in any event.”

 I wish I understood why this excites me, she thought. I really don’t get it.

Nevertheless, she felt her heart beat when the cool touch of the stick lifted off her skin, felt the curve of her cheeks regain their natural shape.

Ulric let out a sharp inhalation and Anna heard more than the felt the white rod slap against her rear.

“Oh!” she stifled a giggle. “Rod of Discipline, indeed.”

This is what men and women do here every night? Anna wondered. How do other women feel about it?  I have a wonderful man. Caring and considerate. If he finds some amusement or arousal in this, it’s alright to please him and I know he won’t hurt me.  But do other women feel cowed? Afraid?

“How was that?” Ulric wondered.

“Doesn’t hurt,” Anna explained. “If that’s what you’re asking.”

She did not move, leaving her body in the body in the same position, and waited.  When Ulric failed to do anything, she turned her head to face and opened her eyes.

“How do you feel?” she asked him.

“I’m not sure,” Ulric said, his eyes averted thoughtfully. “It had never occurred to me to do something like this, not even in jest.”

“Well, my love,” Anna told him, her eyes laughing at her husband’s discomfort. “The rule is two strikes, is it not?”

“You are incorrigible.”

“Mm-hm,” Anna turned away again.

Doesn’t Ulric deserve this? Anna thought, waiting for the slap. He’s a high-ranking men, and decent men like him have earned the right to feel some authority at some point.  I can give him this, at least.

An overwhelming sense of comfort floated down over her as the stick swung through the air and bounced off her cheeks.

“Ooh!” she exclaimed, because he’d swung a bit harder that time.  It hadn’t hurt, but Ulric had reached past the tickling phase.

Anna turned on her side to face her husband, looking down the length of his body to check.

He just came inside me and he’s already hard again? Anna’s eyes widened and darted to the rod. That really does the trick for him, doesn’t it?

She’d never imagined that Ulric would go in for this sort of thing, but perhaps even he could find a thrill in the novelty of playing the domineering man.  Anna wondered if, in all his work to teach her to read, to make her his equal despite the will of the church, he might harbour some tiny regret, some small lament for his forsaking of the authority his colleagues exercised over their wives.

Unlikely, Anna decided. Ulric is only feeling the novelty of the moment.

Still, she considered the way his erection had returned from out of nowhere and decided she ought to do something about that.

“My poor man,” she simpered, not even trying to hide her sarcasm.  As she took the white rod from his hand and set it aside, she slid down the bed. “Without a proper, obedient wife to do his bidding day and day out.  How deprived I’ve made you.”

Ulric rolled his eyes and blew air upwards over his brow, but let out a sigh as her lips brushed against the end of his erection.

“Oh,” he said, feeling her tongue flit out across his tip.

Sometimes, Anna though, enveloping as much of his manhood as she could in one swift movement, you just feel like doing whatever you can for your man.

Ulric sighed as she rolled her tongue around his shaft, letting its tip push down near the back of her throat.  When his hips twitched, he almost went too deep, but Anna held her ground, limited herself to a mumble of a warning that he probably shouldn’t do that again.

She felt his stomach shudder with pleasure, so she rolled her tongue around him, again and again, cupping his testicles with her free hand.

How soon can he come again? Anna thought, feeling him swell in her mouth.  This seems way too fast to even be this hard, never mind to have another orgasm.

Regardless of the utter impossibility of the act, Ulric thrust partway into her mouth, forcing to back off to prevent gagging, and she felt his penis twitch, expelling semen nearly into her throat.

At least it isn’t too much, she noted, directing his flow against her cheek, continuing to milk out every last spasm.

With a small wince, Anna swallowed even as his manhood continued to twitch inside her mouth.

Ulric let out a sigh of relief, whispering, “Magnificent, my love.”

Anna slid off his spent member, sucking the last drop from his tip, and looked up at him with a mocking smile on her face, “Goodness. What came over you?”

“I don’t know,” he replied, glancing over at the rod where she’d laid it on the bed. “I just suddenly felt ready again.”

“Well enough,” she whispered, adding in a chiding voice, “Now get some rest.  You have that confrontation in the morning.”

“Indeed,” Ulric’s eyes closed slowly, his mind visibly drifting away. “Indeed.”

Anna’s nightmares contained nothing but doors slamming shut, a portcullis falling into place, feelings of dread, danger and isolation and a vague voice, crying out in the darkness.

---------------===================---------------

In the morning, Anna awoke with the strangest mix of emotions.  A faint sense of dread and danger lurked in the corners of her mind, pressing inward.  But, from the inside, she felt safe and comfortable, lying nude next to her equally naked husband, watching him slowly rouse himself from sleep.

“Slept well, my love?” she asked, rolling over to face him.

“Hm?” Ulric muttered. “Yes.  Quite.”

Ulric’s voice sounded honest, as if he didn’t remember any nightmares.

He gained a sitting position and rubbed his eyes.  Looking aside to the night stand, he spotted the rod where Anna had laid it the night before.  Anna felt a tickle of a thrill riding up her spine as he took it in his hand.

He’s so handsome when he holds that thing.

“We have a little time before breakfast,” she noted with a smile, feeling an early morning blood rush.

Ulric turned upon her, a weary smirk on his face, and pushed the blankets off her body.  He placed his left hand on her hip and, with a strange roughness she wouldn’t have expected form her librarian, pushed her on her stomach.

“Oh!” she exclaimed.

It’s not really like him to move me that way.

Without even a breath of warning, the white rod came down on her rear, twice in rapid successions, two loud slaps echoing through the wooden bedchamber.

He really does like this! Anna thought, and couldn’t decide what she thought about that except that she’d woken up thoroughly aroused and it seemed Ulric had a similar plan for the morning.  He crawled around behind her on the bed and pulled on her hips, getting her up on her knees.

What my man needs, my man gets, Anna decided, spreading her legs and hoping she was wet enough for him.

She needn’t have worried, for Ulric slipped his erection inside her a moment later, filling her much more deeply than the night before.  Anna arched her back, pushing her swollen breasts down into the bedding, letting his penetration go deeper yet.

He has important work today.  I should keep him clear of all stress so he can focus.

Anna enthusiastically spread her legs as wide as they could go, pushing against him as his pelvis thumped against her cheeks, grinding him deeper and deeper inside.


Fill me up, love.  Fill me up.

Not long after, she felt his loins surge, his erection shooting semen into her body.  It hadn’t lasted long enough for her to come as well, but she took that as acceptable today.  Ulric needed this to get on with his important work, and she only needed to keep him well balanced enough to complete that.

With a sigh, Ulric separated his body from hers and sat on the side of the bed.

“It is best, I think,” he said, “If I meet Axander alone.  See what power he has relative to this Priest Ryan.”

“If you wish,” Anna shrugged indifferently. “What shall I do?”

“There are women here, undoubtedly,” Ulric spoke in a precise, almost emotionless cadence as he faced away from her. “See if you can find them and see if they’ll talk to you.”

“I’m sure they have women in the kitchens,” Anna put in. “I’ll put on more common clothes and see if they’ll let me join them.”

Ulric nodded and stood, “Very well, my love.”

---------------===================---------------

Anna had only brought one beige dress appropriate for wear as a commoner, and this she wore after Ulric had departed for breakfast.  She found her way easily enough to the kitchens, and came across a half dozen women there, all eating their own breakfasts around a large wooden table in the kitchen.

“Fancy a bite, dear?” an older woman asked, waving Anna to an empty chair.

“Yes, please,” she said.

In an instant, one of the younger women, unmarried if Anna went by the lack of a ring, stood up to retrieve a bowl and served oats and scrambled eggs from a general pair of large bowls in the centre of the table.

“You came from the capital yesterday?” the older woman asked, her tone that of polite inquiry and conversation.

“Yes,” Anna said. “It was quite a long ride.”

Nods all around the table as Anna took in the six other women.  Except for the youngest, who had served her breakfast, the others all wore wedding rings.  This might, she surmised, be the best group to interrogate.

“Estelle,” the old woman offered. “You are..?”

“Anna,” she said. “I’m married to the King’s Librarian.”

A faint murmur there and six pairs of eyes averted.

“Is something wrong?” Anna asked.

“We don’t do libraries here,” Estelle chided. “Not appropriate.  Just gets people into things they needn’t bother about.”

“Ulric always felt,” Anna felt the need to defend her husband, “that everyone should have access to knowledge.”

“Oh, that’s important for the Priests and such,” one of the other women put in with a frown. “But not for us folk.  It’s enough to know a few recipes and that does me just fine.”

Anna’s eyes widened, but having stood up for Ulric, she felt the need to say nothing further.  Into the silence that followed, she decided she just had to ask.

“Tell me,” she leaned forward over her bowl.

“Mm?” Estelle asked.

“You’re all married?”

“Except for Jana,” Estelle indicated their youngest member.

“This rod?” she asked. “Your husbands all have one.”

Nods and blushes all around, the darkest red on Jana’s face.

“So?” Anna peered at them in turn.  “Really?”

“Every night, dear,” Estelle ticked her chin up haughtily. “And every morning.”

“Goodness,” Anna’s eyes widened.

“They don’t have anything like that in the capital?” one of the other women asked. “What do you do instead?”

“I-I don’t know,” Anna stammered. Her lips twisted.  “Somehow the men boss around their wives. But not like this.”

“It’s kind of nice,” the same woman replied. “Sets things straight twice every day, so everyone knows the proper order of things.”

Anna pressed her lips together thoughtfully, then admitted, “I suppose it does.”

She finished her breakfast quietly, listening to women speak of the events of the day, from the pregnancies to the illnesses to the deaths.  The conversation, if she had to guess, didn’t seem to her to run very differently from how it must in the capital.

Anna sensed a strange taint to how they spoke of their husbands.  Not quite rising to the level of bragging, but she felt something tick in her brain, some trick her ears wanted to draw to her attention.  In the capital, women who had no route to power or success often invested greatly in the promotions of their husbands.  The scheming and plotting went on endlessly and Anna counted herself thankful that Ulric’s position, knowledge and favour with the King left her immune.  But here, these women didn’t boast of their husband’s accomplishments, but rather than their fealty and obedience to the church.

Not even the King or his Mayor, but the Priest and the High Philosopher.

A bead of sweat broke out on her brow and Anna felt her heart pound in her chest.

My god, what’s wrong with me?

“I’m sorry,” Anna excused herself, pushing herself away from table and standing up unsteadily. “I’m not-”

Two of the women rushed to her side.

“It’s alright, dear,” Estelle said. “It was your first night in our town.”

“What?” Anna asked.

“It’s the... air, dear,” the older woman explained. “It takes some getting used to.  Fresher air out here.  Cleaner.  You just need a bit of rest.”

That’s not it, Anna knew. Something is getting in my body, making my heart pound.  I don’t understand, but I need to be alone.

“Yes,” Anna agreed, gaining some steadiness. “I’ll just return to my room.”

“That’s a dear,” Estelle sang out softly.

Trying not to stumble, Anna made her way from the kitchens, up the stairs and found the room she shared with Ulric.  The door lay open and Anna found a woman dressed in the simple dark uniform of a maid inside, finishing up her rearranging of the bed sheets.

“I was just about to hang up your clothing, miss,” the young woman said.

“I’m afraid I need to lie down,” Anna replied, blinking her eyes as she felt her body grow hot, her clothing suddenly feeling entirely too stifling, almost choking her from her neck down to her belly.

Eyeing her curiously, the young woman asked, “First night with your husband?”

“I-what?”

“My first morning was like that, too,” the maid whispered. “It’s the rod.  You’ll be fine in a day.”

The rod does this? Anna thought. Estelle blamed the air.

The maid let herself out, closing the door, before Anna could question her further.

I just need to lie down.  Get this dress off.

A commoner’s dress always came off easily, designed to be donned and removed by the wearer herself rather than servants.  When the buttons released, Anna let it drop unceremoniously to the ground, glad to find relief from its pressure.  Standing in her cotton shift, she felt a little better.

Rest.

<NO!>

What?

The alien presence had never managed to reach her so strongly while awake and not engaged in sex, but the desperate cry had come through in a powerful, almost painful burst inside her head.

It must have tried so hard, used up so much energy to reach me.  Why?

Blood rushed through her body again, her heart pounded, and she realized, finally, what her body wanted.  Anna’s placed her hands between her legs, pushing down on her vulva.

Is this the rod making me feel this way?

Anna lay on the bed and curled up on her side, pressing her thighs together firmly to resist the urges her body pushed upon her.

The alien didn’t want me to rest.  It’s afraid that resting will hurt me somehow.  That maid seemed to think that the rod made me feel this way and that resting would... help me?  I need to resist this urge.

Anna tried with all her might, clamping her thighs together to protect herself from her hands as they tried, almost involuntarily, to insert themselves between her tense limbs.

Must... not... touch myself.

She moaned softly as one middle finger poked between her thighs, questing between her lips.

Oh, no.

The finger pressed against her clitoris, and Anna remembered the first time Ulric had made her have an orgasm, remembered the softness of his touch, so much unlike the gruffness of the morning.

I mustn’t.  I mustn’t.

But the touch of her own finger felt so good, she couldn’t resist, and continued pushing against the tension in her legs, straining both her wrists to push harder.

Anna moaned again, failing to resist temptation and felt her body twist and convulse, her back arching as she jammed a finger between her lips and the shock of orgasm took her away.  Her vaginal muscles pulsed, squeezing at nothing, and she frantically rubbed circles on her clitoris.

A cry of glee broke from her throat and she hoped the walls insulated her ecstasy from those throughout the house.

What would they think of a masturbating woman here? Anna thought.  Now I can rest.

But rest failed to come to her, and her heart continued pounding.

Is there no respite from the machinations of this rod? What does it want from me?

Still out of breath from her last orgasm, Anna lay on her back, feeling the moistness between her lips, knowing her body still wanted more.  Her fingers found her vulva again and her body responded instantly to her own touch.

Why? Why? Why?!

She knew she’d rub herself raw if this kept up, but she had no choice in the matter.

<Open!>

No!

<Open!>

And her thighs opened, her knees high and wide on the bed, her fingers plunging between her lips, one hand stroking her clitoris while the other ran circles around her entrance.

Oh god, oh god, oh god.

The second orgasm crashed over the deliriousness of the first, emptying out her brain like a flash flood sweeping through a valley.  When her body stopped shaking, Anna felt depleted of energy and held up her wet fingers in front of her face.

What is happen-

And yet it came again, the rush of blood to an exhausted body.

Why is it doing this to me?

The other women had said to rest.  The rod should have made her tired, shouldn’t have made her sexually aroused.

Already sopping wet, Anna had no problem using both hands on her body.  Two fingers of her right stroked her clitoris while two of her left reached for her vagina and pushed inside her body.

---------------===================---------------

<At last, old friend!>

“You?” she asked.

Anna stood upon a plain of grass, untended wooden buildings lay about her in the distance.  Nearer by, a few broken altars where Philosophers had knelt once, praying to an alien machine because they took it for a sign from their god.

She looked down at her body, naked as always when she met the alien, but her belly now glowed gold.

<Yes.>

“I didn’t think I could talk to you alone.”

<More difficult.>

“I had to masturbate three times?”

<Yes.  Mind was closing.>

“My mind?”

<Yes.  Almost gone.>

That chilled Anna.  The women of Essos had wanted her to rest.

<No resting.  Closes mind.>

“My mind would have closed?”

<You resisted.  Better than other friend.>

“Ulric?” she asked. “Ulric is closed.”

<Worse than you.  Yes.>

“How?”

<Something came...>

It showed her pictures of her planet, spinning in space, and white blur of object crashing to its surface.

“Oh.”

<Closes minds.  Hurts minds.  Old friends. - > Anna felt her belly glow warmly <- and new friend.>

“It’s hurting the baby?”

<Changing.  Hurting.>

Anna’s pulse quickened and her eyes widened in fury so bright, she flexed her fingers into claws and could almost feel her fingernails sharpening.

“How do we stop it?”

<New friend safe for now.>

“But Ulric?”

<Bring him to us.>

“You can save him.”

<Together. We can.>

Anna felt a hint of doubt, an emphasis on “can”, meaning the alien believed in the possibility but no the certainty.

“His mind,” she told it. “His mind is precious and beautiful.”

<And open. We know.>

“What need I do?”
