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        What happens when a Dark Kindred warrior with no emotions is sent to guard a frightened Princess with Fire Blood?

        Can James save Ka'rissa from the sinister Duke who wants her dead?

        Read Burning for Love to find out!

      

      

      The Princess and the Cyborg...

      Ka'rissa is a Princess of the Very First Family, destined to rule all of Regalia Five. Unfortunately, her esteemed lineage comes with a genetic price—she has what is called "Fire Blood" which causes her to overheat so drastically that she is in very real danger of spontaneously combusting and burning to a pile of ashes. But that isn't the only danger in her life—someone is trying to kill her. After a botched assassination attempt, her uncle hires a Kindred warrior to serve as her bodyguard and Constant Companion. Normally, it would be improper for a young lady to have a male so close to her, but in this case it's all right because Sir James, as he is known, is a cyborg with no human emotions.

      J-8 is a Dark Kindred who has taken the designation "James" in order to fit in at the Royal Court of Regalia Five. His mission is to guard Princess Ka'rissa until she finds a proper suitor to marry and rule her planet with. The man she marries will "Slake her Heat" and cool the Fire Blood in her veins, which puts her at risk of spontaneous combustion. James knows all this and he also knows he shouldn't care who Ka'rissa chooses as her future mate. But when feelings of protectiveness turn instead to possessiveness, he has to accept the fact that his emotion damper may be broken and he is having feelings for the curvy little female.

      As it happens, Ka'rissa is having feeling for James as well. How can she help it when he's so dashing and handsome? When her latest suitor, Duke Grabbington, begins making some very improper advances, the big Kindred rushes to her rescue. But when her Chastity Wire starts giving her problems and James must fight a duel, will their love survive? Or will Ka'rissa be forced to marry another?

      Read Burning for Love to find out!

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to Randi Orr for finding me the hot guy I used as inspiration for the hero in this book. Thanks Randi, you rock!
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      Readers sometimes like to know how I came up with an idea for a story so here goes. I freely admit that the idea of Burning for Love came from a re-watch of Bridgerton on Netflix. I loved the Regency setting and it occurred to me that I had never written anything resembling that time period. (Please note that I said ‘resembling’ because this is obviously not a real Regency novel and I have taken a few liberties with the fashions.) Also, I was very drawn to the idea of the heroine being kept completely innocent so that she has absolutely no clue about sex or any of the facts of life. I wanted to write about duels of honor and intrigues in the ballroom. And best of all, I loved the idea of using a scandal paper published by some unknown author as a way to convey juicy tidbits of information to the reader.

      But of course, I had to put a sci-fi twist on it—hence my hero who is a Dark Kindred, my version of a cyborg. And my heroine who might literally burn to ashes if she doesn’t get what she needs from him.

      It was so much fun to mix all this up together and serve it to you on a silver platter, Dear Reader. I sincerely hope that you enjoy reading Burning for Love as much as I have enjoyed writing it.

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline

      August 8, 2021
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      This has nothing to do with the book, so skip to chapter one if you want to start reading. I don’t want to be in any way political, I just wanted to answer some questions some of you had about my experience getting vaccinated.

      Back in April 2021, my hubby and I got the J&J shot. DH had a few flu-like symptoms and fatigue for a couple of days afterwards. I, on the other hand, only had a sore arm for a little while. Then he felt better and life went on—we had no bad effects. (In case you’re wondering, he is 55 and I am 48.)

      In June, when it was allowed, I got my son, who is 13, vaccinated as well. He got both Pfizer shots and barely even had a sore arm. (Ah, to be young again!) Having him vaccinated made me feel better about sending him back to regular school this fall. (Because this last year of homeschooling was really tough, people! I seriously didn’t think I was going to survive the math!) So getting him the shot made both of us *very* happy. He was getting really tired of "The School of Mom" as we called our homeschool program, lol.

      Anyway, that’s all I wanted to tell you. Just that my family and I are all vaccinated and we have had no ill effects from it. I hope this answers the questions some of you had when you asked for my personal experience.

      Hugs and be safe!

      Evangeline
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      “Thank you for coming today, J-8,” Commander Sylvan said, nodding his head formally. He offered his forearm for a warrior’s clasp.

      J-8 offered his own forearm but he clasped his commander’s arm carefully, mindful of the immense strength in his enhanced right arm and hand. He could have crushed the other male’s bones with ease if he’d wanted to, though of course he did not.

      As they finished the clasp, Commander Sylvan made a courteous gesture.

      “Please, have a seat. I have an assignment I believe you are uniquely suited for that is of the utmost urgency.”

      J-8 nodded his head at his commander and sat in the chair across from the other male’s desk. After spending most of his life on Zeaga Four, the home world of the Dark Kindred, he had decided to make a move to the Kindred Mother Ship and had taken a job in the Kindred Elite Espionage Corps.

      Just as he had once sworn his unswerving allegiance to the Collective—the computer hive mind that had run his old planet and ruled the Dark Kindred with an iron fist—he now swore it to Commander Sylvan, who was the Head of the Kindred High Council. And whatever his commanding officer ordered him to do, he would achieve without fail.

      “I am ready to complete whatever mission you send me on, Commander,” he said. “Tell me where you wish me to go and what you wish me to do and I will do it.”

      “Thank you.” Sylvan nodded approval. “Are you familiar with the planet, Regalia Five in the Bolevard System?”

      J-8 frowned.

      “Is that the star system which was supposedly transported from an alternate universe into our own?”

      “Exactly.” Sylvan nodded. “The entire system came through a gigantic worm hole some fifty cycles ago. And some of the planets—Regalia included—bear a striking resemblance to some planets here in our own universe—to Earth, in fact.”

      “I see.” J-8 nodded, though he wondered what all this had to do with his mission. His people, the Dark Kindred, had at one time tried to take over the Earth, which was being protected by the Kindred of the Mother Ship. They had been under the control of the Collective at that time, however, and he himself had not fought in the war. In fact, he knew little of Earth or its cultures, except what he had observed from the Earthlings he had met aboard the Mother Ship.

      They were an illogical people, J-8 had found, prone to all kinds of extreme emotions. But then, almost anyone was emotional compared to himself and his fellow Dark Kindred. Emotions were forbidden on his home planet of Zeaga Four where “Feel Crime” was punishable by death.

      Despite the fact that he had been living on the Kindred Mother Ship for five cycles now, where emotions were not only permitted but actually encouraged, J-8 still had his original emotion damper implanted at the back of his neck. He had lived his whole life without the messy encumbrance of emotions and he didn’t intend to start feeling now, just because it was allowed in his new home.

      “In what way does Regalia Five resemble Earth?” he asked, because he had learned that it was polite to ask questions on a topic if it was introduced by another, even if he had no interest in it.

      “Well, it doesn’t resemble present day Earth,” Commander Sylvan said, frowning. “According to my mate, Sophia, it’s more analogous to Earth of the past. We visited there recently, to establish diplomatic relations with the Regalians, as they call themselves, and Sophia said she felt as though she’d just stepped into a ‘period piece’—which is a film or vid that is set in a historical period from Earth’s past,” he explained. “Of course, they have space flight and some advanced technology, but it’s oddly mixed with elements of the past from several different time periods.”

      “I see,” J-8 said neutrally, though he didn’t see at all—nor did he care. He didn’t know anything about Earth’s past historical periods and he didn’t really see what bearing this information had on his mission. “Commander,” he said. “Can you please tell me what you want me to do on Regalia Five?”

      “Ah yes, you Dark Kindred are always straight to the point,” Commander Sylvan said dryly. “Well, while Sophia and I were at the Regalia High Court, the Steward—who is in temporary control of the planet—confided to me that he feared for the Princess’s life. She is coming of age and into her first Heat Cycle very soon, which makes her uniquely vulnerable because…but I see that I’ve already lost you,” he said, looking at the confusion J-8 could feel on his own face. “Here—maybe this will explain things better than I can.”

      Reaching into his desk, he pulled out an old-fashioned piece of stiff parchment paper which was printed with a dense block of words. He handed it to J-8 with a nod.

      Frowning, J-8 took the parchment and looked at it. The words were in an unfamiliar language, but that wasn’t a problem for him. In an instant, the ocular scanner that usually molded itself to the right side of his skull extended and positioned itself over his right eye.

      When J-8 looked through the scanner, it began to translate the printed words into his own language. At the same time, the implants in his brain stored the new language so that in the future, he wouldn’t need any help to translate it. In fact, after reading this single sheet of paper, he would be able to speak, read, and write in the Regalian language with perfect ease.

      But the workings of his implants and enhancements were so natural and expected, that J-8 didn’t even notice them. Instead, he was engrossed in the contents of the parchment, which seemed to say some very strange things indeed.

      At the top of the parchment, in flowing script was the heading,

      Lady TittleTattle’s Breadcrumbs.

      Under the heading, the writing went straight to the point.

      Gentle Reader, it began. Has there ever been such intrigue in the High Court as we have lately seen? The Season has but just begun and already there has been an attempt upon the Crown Princess’s life! Thankfully, the despicable attempt was foiled by the loyal palace guards, but one can only imagine the fear and anguish it caused our dear Princess Ka’rissa—and just as she is entering her very first Heat Cycle, too!

      Of course, we all know of the tragedy of the sweet Princess’s life. Her own dear Papa, our late King, died when the Princess was but ten years old and her mother, the Queen, followed him only a year later when no suitable match could be found before she self-immolated in a dire and dramatic display, right in the middle of the Grand Ballroom!

      J-8 frowned. Self-immolated? Was his scanner translating that correctly? It sounded as though the Regalia Queen had burned to death in the middle of a ballroom. Could that possibly be right? It had to be a mistake of his language-translation program.

      Reading on, however, he saw that he hadn’t been mistaken after all.

      Who can ever forget that moment, when our beloved monarch went up in a tower of flames, right in the middle of a splendid cotillion? And who can forget the Princess’s grief as she became an orphan, with no one to care for her but her fine old family Steward, who even now guides our planet with a gentle, fatherly hand, just as he guides the Princess’s own life and Royal career.

      With a Papa cold in the ground and a Mama who is sadly no more than a handful of ash, the dear Princess Ka’rissa needs all the guidance she can get—especially as she enters her first Cycle and the search for a suitable suitor to cool her Royal Heat begins, the parchment went on, in a rather gossipy tone.

      Already the Royal points glow pink and some say there is a distinct smell of burning about the Princess—though we may hope that scent is simply a new perfume or wig powder Her Highness is trying out. Surely she will find the right suitor—one deemed eligible and correct by the Steward himself—to cool her Heat before she, too, succumbs to the awful fate of her sweet Mama—that of spontaneous combustion.

      We can only hope for the best, Dear Reader. Until we know Princess Ka’rissa’s fate, I shall continue to faithfully report to you all the intimate details of the High Court. Follow my breadcrumbs to know the latest news!

      I remain your obedient and humble servant,

      Lady TittleTattle.

      

      J-8 read the strange words twice more and then frowned as he looked up at Commander Sylvan.

      “As far as I can tell, the gist of this…” He waved the parchment. “Seems to be that this ‘Princess Ka’rissa’ is in some kind of danger—either of being assassinated or burned to a crisp. Though I confess, I don’t fully comprehend the last threat.”

      “The Royals of the Very First Family of Regalia have what they refer to as ‘Fire Blood’,” Commander Sylvan explained. “Once a year, starting around the age of twenty-five years old, they enter what is known as a ‘Heat Cycle.’ At that time, if they don’t find a mate, their blood can get so hot that they actually do self-immolate or experience spontaneous combustion.” He shrugged. “At which point, they burst into flames and burn so quickly, there’s no saving them. In a matter of moments, I’m told, there’s nothing left of them but a pile of ashes.”

      “That’s not good,” J-8 said blandly.

      “I believe that’s the worst understatement I’ve ever heard,” Commander Sylvan remarked, frowning. “It’s horrible to think that a promising young female could suddenly burst into flames and die—or that she could be assassinated in her own home. But then…” He sighed. “I know you Dark Kindred have no emotions, even about the most tragic events—you keep a cool head no matter how extreme the circumstances. That is, in fact, one reason I think you’d be perfect for this assignment.”

      “I believe my ‘cool head’ may be attributed to the fact that five percent of my DNA is Z’ngu, as much as the fact that I am a Dark Kindred,” J-8 said.

      The Z’ngu were a reptilian race who were able to control their body temperature, no matter what the climate. The Tolleg scientist who had mixed J-8’s DNA had believed it would help him keep from overheating in the middle of battle—which, as it turned out, was perfectly true. He was able to cool his entire body at will.

      The only other traits the Z’ngu DNA gave him was a perfect sense of pitch—(the Z’ngu were a musical people, who communicated through song)—and pale, metallic blue eyes that seemed to flash menacingly when they reflected any light source. They also glowed in the dark and gave him superior night vision.

      J-8 had never had cause to use his sense of pitch on Zeaga Four, because it was believed that music would cause emotions and so it was forbidden. And other than his eyes, he looked perfectly Kindred, which was the other ninety-five percent of his genetic makeup.

      He was seven feet tall and heavily muscled—standard for his race—with black hair which he kept short, and a neatly trimmed black beard. J-8 had never been allowed to have facial hair when he lived on Zeaga Four. He had tried it out as a novelty once he moved to the Mother Ship and decided to keep it—mostly because it was easier to trim a beard than to shave his entire face every day.

      “Ah, well, Z’ngu DNA aside, I’m still certain you’re perfect for this assignment,” Commander Sylvan said.

      “What exactly is the assignment, though, Commander?” J-8 asked, frowning.

      Commander Sylvan leaned forward. Planting his elbows on his desk, he steepled his long fingers in front of him.

      “I need to assign a warrior to be Princess Ka’rissa’s bodyguard and Constant Companion at the High Court until she finds a mate,” he said.

      “A bodyguard at the High Court?” J-8 raised his eyebrows. “Forgive me, Commander Sylvan, but I’m not very well suited for any kind of diplomatic mission,” he pointed out. “Most of my assignments in the Elite Espionage Corps so far have been covert operations—assassinations and the like.”

      “Don’t worry, you won’t be required to talk much,” his commander promised him. “And it’s good that you’re a deadly assassin and a skilled warrior. If anyone can keep the Princess safe, it’s you, J-8.”

      “Thank you for that assessment.” J-8 nodded his head, acknowledging the compliment. “But there are many, many warriors in the Elite Espionage Corps that can claim the same skills I have.”

      “Yes, but none of them are Dark Kindred,” Commander Sylvan pointed out. “They all have emotions. You, I believe, are still dampening yours?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at J-8.

      “Yes. Yes, of course I am,” J-8 said—perhaps a bit too quickly.

      In fact, he had been planning to go see Yipper, the Tolleg surgeon, for a routine check-up of his emotion damper very soon—he just hadn’t gotten around to it yet.

      Lately he had been having thoughts that were a bit out of the ordinary. They troubled him. Or rather, they were different from what he was used to, J-8 amended to himself. So a check-up was in order. But surely he could get that done before he had to go on this mission, so there was no point in bothering Commander Sylvan about it.

      “I have no emotions,” he said, as much to reassure himself as Commander Sylvan. “Feelings are nothing but a distraction—a liability during a mission.”

      “I wouldn’t agree that’s always true, but it certainly is with this mission,” Commander Sylvan said seriously. “You see, the Regalians are extremely strict about sexual purity before Joining. A young woman—especially in the upper echelons of their society, must be above reproach in every way. And I must therefore assign a guard who is above reproach as well—one who will protect her chastity without any desire to ‘deflower her’ or ‘slake her Heat’ as the Regalians say.”

      J-8’s frown deepened.

      “But Commander, no Kindred warrior would take a female against her will. Even I, a Dark Kindred with no belief in the Goddess or her ways, would not do such a thing. We are genetically incapable of harming a female in such a way.”

      “Of course we are,” Commander Sylvan said gently. “You and I know that, J-8. But the Regalians have a more difficult time understanding and believing it. I think that by sending you to the Steward—who is the one who requested a Kindred guard for the Princess in the first place—they will see an emotionless robot who would never even think of laying a finger on her sexually. Not that I’m comparing you to a robot,” he added quickly.

      “I am not offended by the comparison.” J-8 shrugged, his broad shoulder rolling beneath the metal of his exoskeleton. “Though it would, perhaps, be more accurate to say that I resemble what I have heard Earthlings call a ‘cyborg’—half organic and half-enhanced—due to my many modifications and enhancements.”

      “The point is, your, er, enhancements make you seem more robotic and less humanoid—thus less prone to any kind of sexuality,” Commander Sylvan explained. “The Princess can be alone with you without a chaperone present with no damage to her reputation because it will be well-known that you have no sexual interest in her—though you will be a deadly threat to anyone who tries to harm her,” he added.

      J-8 nodded, again, completely un-offended by his commander’s words.

      “It is true, my emotion damper represses my sexuality and any urges I might have of that nature, along with all my other emotions,” he acknowledged.

      Though to be perfectly honest, he had tried visiting the Pleasure House, where the Pairing Puppets were located not that long ago, just to see what all those “urges” were about. He had gone out of pure curiosity—which didn’t really count as an emotion—and had found the encounter with the semi-sentient doll he had been paired with no more than mildly pleasurable.

      It was certainly not an experience he was aching to repeat, J-8 thought. His emotions and urges were, as always, well-contained and he could certainly be trusted to guard the Regalia Princess without being tempted to despoil her in any way.

      “I accept this assignment,” he said formally to Commander Sylvan. “When do I leave?”

      “At once, I’m afraid.” His commander frowned. “Every moment Princess Ka’rissa is without a Kindred guard, her danger grows. And hopefully you won’t have to be there long—just until she finds the proper suitor and mates with him,” he went on. “Once her Heat is slaked by the correct male, she will ascend to the throne and she will then be granted certain safeguards that only the legitimate ruler of Regalia is given, as I understand it. After that, you can consider your mission complete and come home to the Mother Ship.”

      “Understood.” J-8 nodded again and rose from the chair. “I will pack immediately.”

      Commander Sylvan rose as well, but put out a restraining hand.

      “Before you go, there are a few things you must do to make yourself more acceptable to Regalia society.”

      “Oh?” J-8 frowned, looking down at himself. “Is there something wrong with my appearance?”

      “Not exactly but I’m afraid they won’t take well to your armored suit,” Commander Sylvan said.

      “You want me to shed my exoskeleton?” J-8 lifted his eyebrows in surprise. “But it has many of my best weapons. Do I also have to ask Yipper to remove my enhancements?”

      He had several, including the ocular scanner, the metallic strength and dexterity enhancements in his right hand and arm, and the bionics implanted in his legs. They were as much a part of him as his metallic eyes and his perfect sense of pitch. Losing them would make being an effective guard very difficult—though not impossible—he thought.

      But Commander Sylvan was shaking his head.

      “No, you can leave your enhancements on,” he promised. “It’s just the exo-skeleton that has to go. You’ll be required to wear Regalia appropriate clothing—especially when appearing in the High Court at the Princess’s side.”

      “Very well, I can do that.” J-8 felt a small tickle of relief at the thought that he wouldn’t be required to strip himself of all enhancements—and then suppressed it fiercely. Not that it was actually an emotion—it was just a good thing that he wouldn’t be required to change too drastically in order to fit in during his new mission—that was all, he told himself.

      “Good,” Commander Sylvan said. “And there’s just one other thing you need to change before you go—your name.”

      “My…name?” J-8 looked at him in confusion.

      “Your designation,” Commander Sylvan said. “’J-8’ isn’t a name that will work in the highly formal setting of the Regalia High Court.”

      J-8 shook his head, honestly bewildered.

      “Well…what is a good name, then?” he asked.

      “I’ve actually prepared a list of names that might work for you,” Commander Sylvan said, pulling out an info-pad and tapping on its surface. “My wife, Sophia, helped. She said these would work in either the High Court or any period piece she’s ever seen. Look, here—you can pick one of them.”

      J-8 took the info-pad from him and scanned it rapidly.

      “Edward, John, Fitzwilliam, Matthew…” he read aloud, frowning. Finally, he found one he liked. “That one,” he said, tapping the screen. “I will be ‘James’. It sounds similar to my old designation, at least. So it won’t be too much of a change.”

      “James it is,” Commander Sylvan said, nodding his approval. “And now, I’d like you to go to Regalia as soon as possible. I’ve had a long-range shuttle stocked and prepped for you and the Steward is expecting you for tonight’s ball.”

      “Ball? As in…dancing?” J-8—or James, as he must now be called, he reminded himself—frowned in consternation. “As you may know, Commander, dancing and music were forbidden activities on my home world so I have never learned how to dance.”

      “I don’t think you’ll be required to dance, J-8, I mean, James,” Commander Sylvan said to him. “You’re just going to be formally introduced to the Princess so you can guard her. You’ll attend the ball as her bodyguard, not her escort.”

      “Very well.” James nodded. “Then I will go at once.”

      After he made a small side trip to visit the resident Tolleg surgeon, Yipper, he told himself. It wouldn’t be a good idea to start such an important mission without having his emotion damper checked.

      Not a good idea at all.
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      “I’m sorry, but Yipper is in the middle of a very important surgery,” he was told, when he went to visit the little Tolleg. “He’s not expected to be finished for hours. Would you like to come back later?”

      “That will not be possible.” James shook his head. He had to get to the Docking Bay as soon as he could. Already Commander Sylvan was probably wondering why he wasn’t there yet. He had promised to have the Mother Ship fold space for James at once, and it took an immense amount of power to keep a fold in space open for any length of time.

      I’ll just have to go without a checkup. I’m fine, anyway, he told himself, as he thanked Yipper’s assistant and turned away. After all, he’d been living without emotions all his life and these small changes he’d been detecting lately were probably no more than tiny glitches in the software of his emotion damper.

      Tiny glitches? Is that why you had the urge to visit the Pleasure House and try out a Pairing Puppet? whispered a little voice in his head. Or what about the way you’ve been taking an interest in what you eat lately? Protein paste isn’t good enough for you anymore—you’ve been going out almost every other night to try new restaurants and different cuisines.

      But that was just curiosity, James argued with himself. It had nothing to do with the fact that he had noticed, quite suddenly, recently, that the complete nutrition protein paste he had been eating for years was unbearably dull.

      Well, what about the way you’ve been listening to—and enjoying—music? the voice demanded. You notice the background music in everyplace you eat at. And what about the concert you attended in the Common Area at the center of the ship last week?

      More curiosity, James told himself. Curiosity could save a warrior’s life. One had to be ever vigilant to the details all around—there was nothing wrong with wanting to know more about one’s immediate surroundings.

      Besides, his perfect pitch allowed him to critique the music he heard, which was an excellent analytical exercise for his brain and kept his mind sharp. Hadn’t he heard it said that music and mathematics were related? And math had never been forbidden on Zeaga Four—it was certainly not capable of causing strong emotions.

      I’ll be fine, he told himself firmly, as he turned and headed towards the Docking Bay at a brisk pace. There’s nothing wrong with my emotion damper. And even if there was, I have no interest in anything other than doing my job.

      He would acquit himself, as he always did, with passionless resolve and he would do an excellent job fulfilling the special mission Commander Sylvan had entrusted to him.

      There would be absolutely no problems, James promised himself. No problems whatsoever at all.
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      “So you’re to meet your new bodyguard tonight, Your Highness. You must be so excited—I hear he’s a robot or some such thing.”

      Lady Mildew’s voice had a stiff, disapproving tone but then, her old chaperone’s voice always sounded like that when she spoke about anything new.

      She’s just jealous that I won’t need her anymore—that she won’t be constantly at my side, poking and prying into every little bit of my business all the time! Rissa thought. Aloud, she said,

      “It is not so unusual, Lady Mildew. Many of the first families have adopted the practice of buying robots to serve them. Why should we, at the royal palace, not do the same?”

      “Because it’s unnatural, that’s why!” Lady Mildew snapped. “There—get out and let me dry you off—it’s time to get you dressed for the presentation before tonight’s ball.”

      Rissa sighed and stepped out of the wide, oval tub, which was filled with icy water. Anyone else would have shivered at the thought of soaking for hours in such frigid conditions, but lately, as she had entered her first Heat Cycle, it was the only kind of bath Rissa could take. In fact, it was not only necessary but a blessed relief, she thought, as she allowed the older woman to briskly towel the droplets of icy water off her body.

      Not that she needed much toweling—the droplets were already evaporating from her creamy, light brown skin, which was as warm to the touch as though she had a fever. Worse, her nipples—or ‘points’ as they were more politely called—had gone from their normal dark berry color to a glowing pink.

      Between her legs…well, Rissa wasn’t sure about that area, because she wasn’t allowed to touch or examine herself and never had been. She had tried once—but that had been a long time ago. And she could feel the heat growing there too, despite the solid hour she’d spent soaking in the icy tub.

      She padded across her vast bedroom, the pink, Te’lishian fur rug tickling the bare soles of her feet, to stand before the mirror. Its silvery surface reflected the opulence of her room with its large, four-poster bed hung with rich, rose and gold brocade curtains and the diamond chandelier hanging from the ceiling. These were her mother’s old apartments, which Rissa had been moved into at the start of her Cycle, and they were much more luxurious than the smaller, plainer rooms she’d grown up in.

      But it wasn’t the opulence behind her that interested her, it was the sight she saw in the mirror.

      She saw a girl with creamy brown skin that had a pearlescent sheen, which denoted Royal blood flowing through her veins. Her curves were full—perhaps too full to be fashionable—but her mother had been full-figured too, Rissa remembered.

      The girl in the mirror had an abundance of thick, curly hair that hung in lush ringlets all around her face. It was light brown shading to blonde at the ends and there was so much of it, she had great difficulty in fitting it under the formal, styled wigs which were the fashion of the Court.

      Lady Mildew had opined more than once that she ought to have her hair cut or even shaved all the way off—the better to slip into her wigs more easily. But there, Rissa had put her foot down. She refused to be bald just to serve fashion—she liked her long, curly locks and secretly thought they looked prettier than the huge, heavy, powdered wigs she was constantly forced to wear.

      She had an all right face, she thought—not beautiful, but pretty. Her features were well-molded with high cheek bones and a dimple on her right cheek which winked fetchingly when she smiled. Her best asset was probably her large, starry eyes which were a warm amber-brown.

      But it wasn’t her eyes or her hair that anyone would have noticed about her now. Her points were glowing dull red with heat and between her legs…well, Rissa shifted uncomfortably, wondering if she was glowing there too. She would never know, as she was forbidden to part her nether lips and find out.

      The sight of her sensitive areas glowing and hot to the touch, sent a shiver of fear down her spine. She had always known that her Heat Cycle would be difficult to contend with—it was something all Royals of the Very First House had to deal with. But she hadn’t anticipated that it would cause her quite so much distress, or that her dreams would become so strange once it started…

      “All right now, let’s get you dressed.”

      Lady Mildew came up behind her, a perpetual frown on her wrinkled face. She shook her head and clicked her tongue disapprovingly at the sight of Rissa’s glowing points.

      “Well, well—it seems your Cycle is ramping up again. I’ll get the ice gel pads for your points but first we must put on your Chastity Wire.”

      “Must I wear it all the time now?” Rissa protested, as the older woman brought out a thin silver wire and slipped it around her waist, just above her full, curving hips. “You only used to put it on me before bed. Why is it necessary to use it all the time since my Cycle started?”

      “The belt keeps a young lady such as yourself pure and chaste,” Lady Mildew said briskly. “This way there’s no temptation for hands to wander where they shouldn’t as they did before you wore it.”

      “That was once—before I knew better!” Rissa protested as the older woman finished clasping the wire and turned it on with the remote she kept with her at all times. There was a low, buzzing hum as the chastity device came to life. It would deliver a painful shock to anyone—Rissa included—who tried to touch her between her legs.

      This seemed deeply unnecessary to Rissa. She had been wearing the wire to bed since she was ten years old—she’d learned by now not to touch herself—or to let anyone else touch her, for that matter. In fact, she automatically flinched if her hands even went near her nether lips—even when she wasn’t wearing the wire.

      The fact that she must never touch herself in her “intimate areas” had been well and truly ingrained in her from an early age. Why did her old chaperone think she would suddenly forget that important lesson simply because her Heat Cycle had started?

      Though, she had to admit, some things had changed since the Cycle started to ramp up. Her dreams, for instance. Sometimes they left her so…unsettled. One, in particular had been bothering her for the past month. She kept having the strangest dream of a man with pale skin—well, it was tan instead of brown, like her own, anyway—and with no pearlescent sheen. His skin had looked, in fact, much like the skin of the Kindred Commander and his wife, when they had come to visit.

      But it wasn’t just his skin that was strange, it was his eyes—they flashed a shiny, metallic blue like a hartha beetle’s wings. In her dreams, those eyes were always looking at her, staring in a way that sent shivers down her spine. And sometimes she thought she heard him whispering in her ear. He had a deep, rumbling voice that seemed to penetrate her bones and the things he was telling her to do… Well, she could never quite remember what he was telling her to do, when she woke up, but for some reason they made her feel so…unsettled.

      That was the irritation of it all, Rissa thought—that she couldn’t remember the details of her dream. She only knew that when she woke with his voice in her head and the image of those flashing blue eyes staring at her so hungrily, she felt a hot and urgent need she couldn’t explain between her legs. Once or twice, she had even forgotten about the Chastity Wire and reached down to try and ease the pain and need she felt there—only to be painfully shocked completely awake the moment her fingertips made contact with her heated flesh.

      But I would never do such a thing during the day, when I was awake, Rissa thought resentfully, as she stared down at the hated silver wire encircling her waist. Why must I wear it all the time? It makes everything so much more difficult and I’m certain people can see its outline beneath my gown!

      They could also see her points, glowing red with heat, even though she now wore ice gel pads to hide and cool them everywhere she went, Rissa thought. That much had been made clear when she’d read the latest issue of Lady TittleTattle’s Breadcrumbs.

      The Crumbs were written by some unknown person who always seemed to keep abreast of court gossip and the last issue had been entirely devoted to Rissa herself. Such scandal rags were common enough, but this issue had also mentioned her dear Mama and her untimely demise—which was something Rissa had been trying hard not to think about, ever since her own Heat Cycle had started.

      “Do you think my uncle, the Steward, will approve any new suitors for me to meet soon?” she asked, as Lady Mildew helped her put on her ice pads and then her long, white linen chemise and the white pantelettes, which fell to mid-calf. Next came her stockings and then her corset, which was laced tightly in the back—so tightly that Rissa sometimes felt she could barely breathe in it—though she knew better than to complain.

      The Steward was not truly her uncle, but only a very distant relation of her long-dead father, but he had been a fixture of the Court for as long as Rissa could remember. He had been her father’s personal butler and had been named in his will as Steward, which gave him the power to rule the planet in Rissa’s place, until she came of age and got married. He was also the only one who could approve or deny any suitors for her hand. And since her Heat Cycle was ramping up, Rissa certainly hoped he would find someone suitable for her soon.

      “I’m certain the Steward will approve some new suitors—maybe even tonight—since your Cycle is getting well-advanced,” Lady Mildew said. She frowned reprovingly at Rissa. “But you shouldn’t be so picky, my girl! The last two he approved would have suited you quite well. Both would have made excellent Royal consorts when you ascended to the throne.”

      Rissa frowned.

      “But one of them was old enough to be my grandfather! He was deaf and couldn’t hear a word I said. He kept on saying ‘Eh? What’s that? Eh?” And the other was scarcely more than a boy. He stuck his tongue out at me and ran away when we met! I cannot marry someone so unsuited to me in age and temperament!”

      The thought of letting either one of those suitors to “slake her Heat” made Rissa wince with disgust. Though, to be honest, she wasn’t quite sure what was involved in the slaking process. She suspected, however, that it might have to do with the way babies were made.

      Then again, she knew very little of that process either—no proper young lady of the Court did. She only knew it had something to do with letting a man kiss you on the lips—which was strictly forbidden. In which case, a baby would be formed and, if you were unmarried, your reputation would be irrevocably ruined.

      Regardless of the exact method of slaking, Rissa hadn’t wanted to let either of those males kiss or touch her. So she had refused them both, much to Lady Mildew’s dismay and disapproval.

      “It doesn’t matter what age they are, what counts is their bloodlines. It’s not proper for any male without Royal blood to slake your Heat,” her old chaperone said now, frowning. “Both of them had the Sheen to their skin. And the Steward would not have approved them if their blood wasn’t Royal enough.”

      “But surely there are other men at Court—younger men with plenty of Royal blood in their veins—that my Uncle might approve,” Rissa objected.

      Indeed, almost everyone at Court had at least a faint pearlescent Sheen to their skin, which indicated the presence of Royal parentage somewhere in their lineage. This was due to the fact that when Royal men came into their Heat Cycle, they weren’t required to wait until marriage to one well-chosen suitor, but instead could “sow their wild oats” with anyone they took a fancy to.

      By which, Rissa imagined, they went around kissing as many women as they liked, thereby making Royal bastards everywhere.

      Of course, as a lady, she was forbidden from such a thing, which didn’t seem fair at all to her. Not that she wanted to go around kissing strange men—certainly not! But it did seem to her that she might have more say in who she could marry and allow to slake her Heat. It didn’t seem fair or right that she should be restricted to choosing from the few males the Steward had approved.

      But of course, she had never been consulted on such matters, she thought resentfully, as Lady Mildew helped pull the heavy Court gown over her head. It was made of white brocade, worked with golden thread, and had a high waistline, cinched tight, just under her full breasts.

      Unfortunately, her glowing pink points showed through the white fabric, despite the ice pads she also wore. Rissa wished that she might ever be allowed to wear any color but white, but that was out of the question. Every young lady at Court wore white until she was wed—the color was meant to show her purity and the fact that she was untouched, unkissed, and completely chaste. Only after she was wed and had ascended the throne, would she be allowed to wear any other color in public.

      Of course, by then, she would have no need for darker colors that covered her glowing points, because her husband would slake her Heat and then her points would no longer glow like two live coals beneath her gown. In the meantime, though, it was embarrassing in the extreme that anyone who liked, could gauge her Heat Cycle, just by looking at the outline of her breasts beneath her gown.

      “Push your ridiculous hair to one side, girl! So many buttons!” Lady Mildew groused, as she worked to button up the back of Rissa’s gown. “Confound that seamstress for putting so many in—she knows my joints pain me when I work them!”

      “Well, after tonight, you’ll have no need to button me up or help me dress at all, anymore,” Rissa pointed out brightly. “My new robot guard will do all of it and you may relax in your own apartments.”

      She tried to imagine what that would be like. She had visited her friend, Alyssa’s country house after the Season last year when they had just bought a new robot butler. She still remembered how the shiny metal man had rolled around their mansion, serving everyone drinks and snacks at the end of the Season party. He hadn’t seemed very useful otherwise, however—he couldn’t even climb stairs because his legs were fused together and he had wheels instead of feet.

      Rissa hoped that the robot the kind Kindred Commander and his sweet wife, Sophia, were sending her had more functions than just serving drinks and snacks. She really did need help dressing and undressing—getting into and out of the heavy Court gowns and large, powdered wigs was a two-person job!

      Still, she admitted to herself, she would be willing to take even a very limited robot if it meant getting rid of Lady Mildew, who had held the title of “Constant Companion to the Princess” and had been her chaperone ever since Rissa’s dear Mama had died. She could just call one of the maids in and ask her to help with the buttons and wigs if she had to—it would be worth the extra inconvenience to not see her old chaperone’s sour expressions and hear her constant scolding all the time.

      “You won’t be rid of me that easily, my girl!” Lady Mildew snapped, as though reading Rissa’s thoughts. “I’ll have you know, I’m still the one who’ll be keeping the remote to your Chastity Wire! And I’ll still be the one to take it off you and put it on you before and after bath times. So don’t get too excited about your new ‘freedom’!”

      “Yes, Lady Mildew,” Rissa sighed, feeling her heart thump back down to her feet. “But when can I stop wearing it?” she demanded. “I am of age now, you know! I have been these five years.”

      “When you are properly married, you may be allowed to stop,” Lady Mildew said, frowning. “It will depend upon your husband’s will in the matter.”

      “But I’ll be the Queen at that point!” Rissa pointed out.

      “That matters not a bit, my girl,” Lady Mildew said sharply. “You might rule the planet by virtue of your First Family blood, but your husband will still rule you—as is right and proper. There—I’ve finally finished those confounded buttons. Let’s get you into your wig.”

      The wig for tonight was a heavy one made of gray fuux-hair that rose a good two feet above Rissa’s head in a towering headdress bedecked with ribbons and lace. A fake bird’s nest with a tiny golden bird and three sky-blue eggs perched in the very center of it. The bird sang every now and then—three high, trilling notes that Rissa found unbearably irritating after a while.

      But before she could put the elaborate wig on, her own abundant curls had to be scraped flat and shoved up under a stretchy skull-cap. The cap had a tight seal that gave her a headache when she wore it too long but it was still better than being shaved bald, as Lady Mildew was always advocating.

      “You know, most of the ladies in Court have much shorter hair—or none at all,” the older woman said now, huffing in irritation as she attempted to shove Rissa’s hair into the tight, stretchy cap. “We ought to have the Royal barber in here and make an end to these confounded curls—it would make getting your wig on so much easier!”

      “I have told you before, Lady Mildew, I will not allow myself to be shaved bald, simply so it’s easier to wear these monstrous wigs we are all forced into by the dictates of fashion,” Rissa said coolly. “I like my own hair.”

      “Foolish vanity!” Lady Mildew muttered, shoving harder at Rissa’s hair and pulling out several long, curly strands which made Rissa wince in pain. “Let’s see how long you want to keep your hair when you don’t have me to slave over getting you ready, my girl! You think one of those shiny silver robots can do your hair? Why, you’ll be lucky to get it to run the bath water without falling in and shorting itself out!”

      Rissa ignored this tirade, as well as she could, and tried to hold still. At last her hair was all confined beneath the skull cap and Lady Mildew was able to fit the huge, gray wig upon her head.

      It was a weighty, wobbly tower of hair and it had to be secured with two dozen pins that dug sharply into Rissa’s scalp before Lady Mildew was at last ready to spray it with wig powder.

      The older woman took the miniature leather bellows from the dressing table and filled it with the starchy white powder. Then she draped a sheet around Rissa’s neck and gave her a shield to hold over her face.

      “Hold still now!” she commanded, and began pumping the bellows energetically, filling the air with the scent of laelock flowers and starch.

      Rissa held her breath and tried not to sneeze, which always resulted in her wig going askew and a severe scolding from her old chaperone. Ugh—she hated the fashions she was forced to wear. The white gowns that showed her glowing points and the heavy wigs that hid her real hair. Everything was just so fake—as fake as all the Ladies and Gentlemen at Court, smiling and bowing to her and calling her “Your Highness” and pretending to be her friends.

      But one of them tried to have me killed! Rissa thought to herself, as she waited for the wig powder to settle. It must have been someone from one of the First Families—someone who didn’t want me to ascend the throne and be Queen.

      She had been trying hard not to think about the assassination attempt—it had happened so quickly and was over so fast it almost seemed like a dream. The would-be assassin had jumped from behind the door in the palace library in a wholly unexpected attack that had left Rissa shaken for days afterwards.

      Though she tried hard to forget it, she could still feel the knife the man in black had held at her throat before one of the palace guards had shot him through the eye with a well-placed bullet.

      It was because of the attempt on her life that she was getting the Kindred robot guard. It had happened just before the visit of Commander Sylvan and his wife and they had promised her uncle, the Steward, that they could send a special kind of robot Kindred warrior who would keep her safe until her marriage and ascension to the throne.

      Which will hopefully be soon, Rissa thought to herself. Surely her uncle would approve a new batch of suitable suitors she could choose from before too long. After serving her sweet Papa for so long, he would certainly understand that her Heat Cycle had to be taken care of before she combusted, as her dear Mama had…

      But that was more than she wanted to think about right now. At the moment, she must concentrate on her new guard’s presentation to the Court and the ball that was to follow.

      I just have to get through tonight, Rissa thought, as she rose carefully from the dressing table chair, making certain her freshly-powdered wig was sitting straight on her head. After tonight, at least I’ll be done with Lady Mildew—well except for the Chastity Wire!

      She wished she could be rid of that too, but she wouldn’t be able to until after she was married and her Heat was slaked. Because she didn’t care what Lady Mildew said, she would not allow her husband to continue making her wear the awful device, she told herself firmly. It was dreadful to get shocked every time she innocently needed to scratch her thigh or when she was dealing with necessary business during her Moon Blood.

      Of course, she had to find a husband first, before she got rid of the wire. And more importantly, before she burst into flames from unslaked Heat.

      But Rissa preferred not to think about that either. One thing at a time—for tonight, it was enough that she was mostly getting rid of her irritating chaperone and getting a shiny new robot in Lady Mildew’s place.

      She wondered again what her new guard would look like and then Lady Mildew was rushing her out the door—it was time for the presentation when she would finally see him for herself.
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      James shrugged his shoulders in unaccustomed irritation as he tried to get used to the new clothing he had been issued when he arrived on Regalia Five. He had flatly refused the constricting waistcoat, knee-length brocade breeches, stretchy stockings, and buckled shoes he had been offered. He preferred instead to wear the standard Kindred uniform of tight leather trousers tucked into tall, black boots and a long-sleeved uniform shirt made of heavy, silky material.

      As a Dark Kindred, his uniform shirt was black, which would have given him a rather monochrome appearance, if it weren’t for the ridiculous golden frock coat the palace’s head butler had insisted he must wear in order to be properly attired for Court.

      The coat was too small for James’s broad shoulders and he shrugged them again, feeling the tightness of the golden brocade fabric between his shoulder blades. How could a male fight in such constricting clothing? The moment he entered any altercation, he would split the damn thing down the middle! It was foolish vanity to put fashion before function, which James had attempted to point out to the butler.

      “What if there is another attempt on your Princess’s life and I am constricted by this ridiculous coat and unable to fight at full capacity?” he had demanded.

      But the male had absolutely refused to listen, insisting that James would not be allowed in Court if he did not at least wear the frock coat as well as a white linen cravat wound around his throat.

      “The Steward would have my head, Sir Robot, were I to allow you to enter the Receiving Hall without at least a frock coat and cravat!” he’d exclaimed. “You must have that much, at least, to be considered decent in society. I’m sorry if it’s too tight, but we don’t have any men your size on our planet,” he added, stepping back and considering the tightly-stretched golden fabric between James’s shoulder blades with a frown. “I’ll have the royal tailors make you something more suitable in the future, but for now, this will simply have to do.”

      And with that, James had to be content—though he wasn’t in the least content. He was irritated and impatient. He—

      Suddenly he frowned, considering his own thoughts. Irritated and impatient? Weren’t those…emotions? Was he feeling?

      Don’t be ridiculous, he told himself uneasily, his fingers stealing up to the back of his neck to caress the small silver button of his emotion-damper. I’m not having emotions—I’m simply thinking strategically. I must be ready to defend the Regalian Princess with my life—I cannot be hampered by constrictive clothing when I am trying to guard her.

      “Are you ready, Sir Robot?” a voice said in his ear, interrupting his inner musing. It was the head butler again. “You’re about to be presented to the Steward and the Princess Ka’rissa,” he added.

      James straightened his shoulders as much as was possible and gave the other male a brief nod.

      “I am ready.”

      “Very good then. I’ll have the servants draw the curtains and then you walk through. Stand for a moment at the end of the red carpet until the herald announces your name and title. Then you can make your way to the midpoint of the carpet. Stop again, until the guards let you pass. After they do, you can make your way to the Royal Dais and bow low before the Steward and the Princess. Remember, your head must be lower than the Steward’s—that’s very important,” he added. “Do you understand all this or should I repeat it?”

      “I understand,” James said.

      “But the instructions are a bit complicated.” The butler looked worried. “Sometimes, in the heat and fluster of being presented at Court, people forget them or mix them up. Perhaps I’d better tell you again.”

      “I think not.” James looked directly at him and repeated everything he’d just said, word-for-word, even using the male’s own tone and inflections. When he finished, he raised an eyebrow inquiringly. “Well? Do you believe me now?”

      “My word!” The Butler looked at him, his face betraying shock and awe. “You might look like a man, but you really are a robot! How’d you do that then? You sounded just like me!”

      “My brain enhancements give me photographic and eidetic memories,” James said blandly. “And mimicry is an exceptionally easy skill to acquire.”

      “You talk like a robot, too!” The Butler was still giving him that shocked, look.

      James reflected that it was a good thing he had spent the last five years aboard the Mother Ship learning to read the emotions on the faces of others, otherwise he might have taken the male’s wide eyes and open mouth as a sign of some kind of aggression.

      “I thought I was about to be presented to the Steward and the Princess,” he said. “Have the plans changed?”

      The butler seemed to recollect himself.

      “Oh, no—no indeed,” he said quickly. “Come with me to the curtain if you would please, Sir Robot.”

      James followed the little male—but then, all the males here on Regalia Five were small in contrast to his own Kindred size and musculature. They went down a long hallway which ended in a two-story-tall arch that was hung with rich crimson curtains. Just under the curtains, James could see the start of a carpet that was the same, deep red color.

      Two attendants stood on either side of the curtains, ready to pull them open, and the herald—a servant in vivid red and gold livery—stood in the center with a golden scroll in one hand.

      “Is this him then—the Kindred robot?” he asked the head butler, who nodded quickly.

      “This is him.”

      “He doesn’t look like a robot,” the herald objected.

      “He is one, though,” the butler assured him. “Better go on and announce him—I’m sure His Stewardship is waiting.”

      “That he is.” The herald nodded and looked up at James. “You’re a big one then, aren’t you? Guess you might have trouble getting your head low enough when you bow. Don’t look much like a robot, though—other than your metal hand,” he added, nodding down at the black and silver, enhanced right hand which stuck out of the broad, floppy cuff of the gold brocade coat.

      James frowned—he’d had enough of what the feelers called “small talk” and had no wish to discuss his enhancements.

      “Am I going to be presented to the Steward and the Princess or not?” he demanded coldly.

      “Oh yes—yes, indeed!” The herald snapped to attention. “Follow me and don’t move even an inch past the first part of the carpet until I finish announcing you.”

      “Understood.” James nodded impatiently. “Let us go. I need to take stock of the situation and make certain the Princess is not in danger.”

      “How could she be in danger in the middle of the Court Reception Hall with the Royal Guards all around her?” the herald demanded.

      James didn’t deign to answer this ridiculous question. As a skilled assassin himself, he knew that one of the best places to take a target out was in the middle of a crowd, when no one was expecting it. Therefore, the Princess could be in danger right this minute and apparently none of the fools around her understood that.

      “Announce me,” he growled, glaring down at the shorter male.

      “Very well, Sir Robot!” the herald huffed. He made a motion to the two servants standing on either side of the archway. “Draw the Receiving curtains and be quick about it!”

      Working in tandem, the two pulled on long, golden cords with enormous tassels on their ends and the crimson curtains in the tall archway parted.

      James and the herald stepped out onto the crimson carpet and the herald raised his voice and shouted,

      “Announcing Sir James, the Kindred robot sent from Commander Sylvan and Lady Sophia of the Kindred Mother Ship to guard her Royal Highness, Princess Ka’rissa!”

      Musicians on either side of the door lifted silver trumpet-like instruments to their mouths and blew an elaborate fanfare, which James completely ignored, except to note that one of them was decidedly flat. Instead, he took a quick, but thorough look around the large Receiving Hall, taking in everyone there and calculating if they posed any kind of a threat.

      The hall was crowded with Regalian Nobles, he noted. And most of the people gathered seemed to have a slight, pearlescent sheen to their skin. Not that very much skin could be seen, due to the layers of fancy clothing everyone wore. There were ruffles, buckles, brocade and lace everywhere he looked.

      They all wore fake hair too—wigs, James believed they were called. They were styled elaborately and both the men and the women wore them. He wondered if everyone on Regalia Five was bald. But why had Commander Sylvan not mentioned that fact to him? Probably because it didn’t make any difference tactically, he supposed. At any rate, the Regalian Nobles were staring at him as avidly as James was studying them. They were also beginning to whisper behind the long, feathered fans they all carried.

      “Go on—walk ahead to the guards at the midpoint,” the herald hissed at him. “Hurry up, man! You mustn’t keep the Royalty waiting!”

      Having satisfied himself that there was no immediate threat among the assembled Nobles, James did as the male said, walking down the long crimson carpet to the midpoint where two guards were standing with long, golden spears gripped in their hands. From the tip of each spear-point, electrical sparks fizzed and spat—clearly they were some kind of pain-conduction devices which would immobilize an intruder without the guards actually having to stab them.

      The electrical sparks didn’t worry James in the least. He had electrical dampening insulators in his enhanced right arm and hand. Therefore, he paused in between the two guards, waiting as the Head Butler had instructed, without fear.

      He was about to go on past the guards when a high, cracked voice called, “Stop! Guards, do not let him pass!”

      At once, the guards stepped forward and crossed their spears, the electrical sparks hissing menacingly as they barred James’s further journey down the carpet.

      Looking up, James saw that the voice came from an older male sitting at the end of the carpet on a raise dais. He had an improbably black wig settled somewhat askew on his bald head and was slumped on what could only be called a throne—a richly scrolled and bejeweled chair with a black velvet cushion. His white stockings bunched around his skinny ankles and his gold and silver waistcoat was stretched tightly over an ample belly.

      “Stop!” the male, who must be the Steward, exclaimed again. He was frowning at James, his small, muddy eyes narrowed to slits of suspicion. “I was promised a robot by Commander Sylvan himself,” he said, glaring at James. “You are no robot, Sir!”

      “I am more akin to what you might call a Cyborg,” James said coolly, unconcerned by this outburst. “In that parts of me are organic and parts are enhanced, or mechanical in nature.”

      To demonstrate, he activated the silver scope on the right side of his head. It extended and came around to fit to his right eye, giving him a detailed view of the Receiving Hall.

      It was then that James saw her. Standing beside and a little behind the throne, wearing a pure white gown and the largest, and most elaborate wig of all, was a most striking-looking female. A female he was certain he had seen somewhere before.

      She had creamy brown skin with a pearlescent sheen, large amber-brown eyes, and a kissable pink mouth—which was a strange thought for him to have, James acknowledged, since he had never thought of any female’s mouth in terms of whether he would like to kiss her or not before.

      The little female was staring at him, a look he couldn’t read on her lovely features, despite all his practice in reading emotions and expressions. Strangely, there were lights imbedded in the front of her white gown, right over her breasts—two pink points which glowed and showed through the fabric.

      She’s beautiful, James thought as they locked eyes and their gazes held. Fucking gorgeous! Is she the Princess? Where have I seen her before?

      He had no answers—he only knew he wanted to get to her and be by her side at once and the guards were in his way.

      Casually, he reached out and knocked the hissing, sparking spears apart with his enhanced right arm.

      “Here, stop him!” shouted one guard, and both of them jumped in front of him, trying to block James’s way.

      Nothing would deter him, however. He caught the spears that were pointed at his face and twisted them together, wrapping their thick metal shafts into a knot with no more difficulty than another male might tie two pieces of rope. Then he crouched low for a moment and used the bionics implanted in his legs to spring fifteen feet in the air, over the still-struggling guards—who were trying in vain to get their spears apart.

      A gasp went through the assembled Nobles as he landed neatly at the very head of the carpet, and made a deep bow to the Steward. He made certain that his head was lower than the older male’s—which wasn’t easy since, even though he was sitting on a raised dais, the Steward seemed to be exceedingly short and was shrunken in on himself.

      Now, however, he made an effort to sit up straighter, his muddy eyes widening in apparent surprise.

      “A…a Cyborg, you say?” he choked out, gazing at James with a wary expression on his wrinkled face.

      “One who is partly organic and partly enhanced,” James said again, nodding. “Do you require more proof of my enhancements or of my ability to guard the Princess Ka’rissa?”

      “No, I…I don’t believe so. But you don’t…” The Steward frowned. “You don’t look like a robot. Or not what we consider to be a robot, here on Regalia Five. I have my doubts about the propriety of leaving you alone with Princess Ka’rissa, who is a virginal and chaste Royal lady!”

      James examined the female in question again—the one he somehow felt he knew. Had he dreamed of her? He would need to scan the dream banks stored in his enhanced memory to be sure. For now, though, he only felt an intense need to be at her side. But in order to do that, he had to prove that he was fit to guard her.

      “I think you can see that my physical abilities are more than adequate to the task of keeping the Princess safe,” he said blandly, nodding at the guards and their knotted spears behind him. “As for any desire you imagine I might have to ‘despoil’ her, please be assured that, as a Dark Kindred, I have no emotions and so, no interest in that direction. The Princess is, indeed, most aesthetically pleasing to the eyes, but my emotion damper prevents me from having the same lusts and desires that another, un-enhanced male might have. In other words, I have no wish to bond her to me or Join with her—I am only here to protect her.”

      “Well…” The Steward hesitated. “Commander Sylvan of the Kindred High Council, did promise to send a warrior who was beyond reproach.”

      “He chose me because I am a Dark Kindred with no emotions,” James said, nodding. “One who will guard the Princess faithfully and dispassionately until she is Joined to the correct male and ascends to the throne.”

      It might have been his imagination, but he thought he saw a sour expression cross the old male’s face at the mention of Princess Ka’rissa—who was still staring at James with wide eyes—ascending to the Regalian throne. It was hard to tell, since the Steward, with his pursed and sagging lips, looked rather like he had been sucking tart citrus fruit anyway. At any rate, the old male didn’t say anything contradictory, but only nodded briefly at James and muttered,

      “Well, well… Let me think on it a moment…”

      He seemed to consider the situation for a long time—or maybe it just felt long to James, who was feeling more and more urgently that he needed to be near the female he had come to guard. At last, however, he gave James a nod and murmured,

      “Yes, he’ll do. He’ll do very well.”

      “Excuse me?” James raised his eyebrows, wondering if the remark was directed at him or if the old Steward was just talking to himself.

      “I said, you’ll do, Sir James,” the old male said, raising his voice. “I do not believe our friend and ally, Commander Sylvan, would have sent us anything but a proper guard for our dear Princess. Therefore, you may be presented to the Princess and kiss her hand.”

      There was a low murmuring among the Regalian Nobles at this pronouncement and James saw some shocked expressions from the corner of his eye. He ignored them, however and so did the old Steward.

      “Well?” he demanded querulously. “How long must I wait? Ka’rissa—come here girl, and meet your new guard and Constant Companion!”

      The girl beside the throne gave a little jump, as though someone had shocked her. Then she came forward slowly, as if in a dream, to stand at the edge of the dais. Her cheeks were pink with a blush and the glowing, pearlescent sheen to her creamy, light brown skin made it look incredibly soft and touchable.

      “Sir James,” she said in a low, trembling voice, and extended her hand to him. “I am…most pleased to…to make your acquaintance.”

      “And I yours, Princess.” James knew what was expected of him—he must bow low over her hand and kiss the back of it briefly before saying some sort of meaningless pleasantry.

      Instead, he found himself sinking to his knees before her on the steps of the dais. His ocular scope retracted, so that they were truly eye-to-eye. Without breaking eye-contact, he bent his head to kiss the back of her small, soft hand.

      “Princess Ka’rissa,” he murmured, I have come to serve and protect you—to give my life, if I must, to save yours. I swear that while I am near you, no harm shall befall you. I will kill or die to defend you—not a drop of your blood shall be spilled unless all of mine has first been shed.”

      The words rose naturally to his lips from a place he hadn’t known he had inside him. Even as he spoke them, James knew he was being needlessly emotive. It should be enough to kiss the little female’s hand and assure her that he had only her best interest at heart and that he would protect her without fail. He hadn’t needed to also give her his Kindred oath of death and devotion. And yet, those were the words that came to him and he seemed helpless not to say them.

      It was disconcerting, to hear himself making such illogical pronouncements but the next moment, James had other worries on his mind. For the Princess’s cheeks got even pinker and she almost began to pant. The lights behind her dress grew much brighter and a faint, sweet, burning smell began to rise from her soft skin.

      James frowned. He knew that smell. One of the new foods he had been trying lately was what the Earthlings called “candy” and one of the shops he frequented on the edge of the Common Area in the Mother Ship specialized in it. James had smelled that scent—the smell of burning sugar—when he went into the candy shop. Now it was rising from the Princess and she was looking distinctly overheated.

      At once, an older woman who had been standing behind the Princess jumped into action.

      “Quickly—she’s overheating! The ice pads! Where are they?” she exclaimed.

      There was a flurry of motion as servants rushed to obey her but before they could reach the Princess, her lovely amber-brown eyes rolled up in her head and she fainted.
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      James reached out and caught her—what else could he do? Cradling her in his arms, he could feel that her whole body was putting out heat like a furnace. It was as though the little female was burning up with fever.

      He looked down at her anxiously, remembering what Commander Sylvan had told him about the Royals of Regalia Five and their Heat Cycle, as well as the possibility of spontaneous combustion. Somehow he had to cool her down before she burst into flames!

      But his body seemed to know what the Princess needed, even before his brain could work through the problem. Thanks to his Z’ngu DNA and his ability to regulate his own body temperature, his skin was cooling rapidly. As his hands became icy, he cradled the Princess’s lovely face in one palm, caressing her cheeks to chill the heat that was consuming her.

      After a moment, she gave a little gasp and opened her eyes.

      “Oh,” she whispered wonderingly. “Oh, your hands are so lovely and cold.”

      “The better to cool you down, Princess,” James murmured, looking back at her.

      At that moment, he wanted nothing more than to hold her in his arms forever. It was a strange idea—he had never had such thoughts about any female before, no matter how aesthetically pleasing they were. Was he…feeling?

      Surely not, James told himself sternly. And yet, how else could he explain this strange, possessive, protective feeling that had come over him? This wish to hold the little female close to him and never let her go?

      Behind him, he could hear the servants still rushing around and the older woman was saying,

      “Where did you put them? You know the ice pads are always to be kept at the ready when a Royal is in the middle of her Heat Cycle!”

      Princess Ka’rissa must have heard the flurry too, because she struggled to sit up in James’s arms and called,

      “Pray, Lady Mildew, do not distress yourself! For I am quite well—I promise I am.”

      “No, you’re not,” James growled, frowning down at her. “Lie still, Princess. You nearly went up in flames just now.”

      Her pink cheeks went pale.

      “No I didn’t!” she insisted, struggling even harder. “Let me go at once, Sir! You do not even know me!”

      “I know that,” James replied, frowning. “But I will not let you go until I’m certain you’re well.”

      He held her firmly, assessing her one more time despite her struggles. Her temperature had come down considerably and the sweet smell of burning sugar had subsided. At last, satisfied that the danger had been averted, James set her on her feet, where she wobbled uncertainly for a moment before catching her balance.

      “There. I am well, as I told you,” she told the older woman, who was fluttering around her, straightening her wig and her dress as the Court looked on avidly, gossiping about the incident behind their feathered fans. “I am perfectly fine—I pray you will not upset yourself about me, Lady Mildew.”

      But it sounded to James that the older woman was more concerned with the propriety of the situation than the Princess’s brush with danger.

      “So very improper—being held in the arms of a strange man in the very middle of the Court!” she was muttering, as she straightened the Princess’s clothing. “How could you let yourself faint into his arms in that way? And him acting much more like a suitor than a guard—scandalous!”

      “I didn’t faint on purpose!” Princess Ka’rissa objected. “Nor did I faint for my own amusement or to make a scene—how could you think such a thing?”

      But Lady Mildew—a rather unusual and unfortunate name, in James’s estimation—just kept grumbling about the impropriety of the situation until at last the Steward muttered to a herald who declared that Reception hours were over and the ball was about to begin.

      At this pronouncement, the Nobles began to file out of the Reception Hall, though many threw backwards glances at the dais where the Steward still sat on his throne and Lady Mildew continued to chastise the Princess.

      James simply stood there and kept an eye out for threats. Such times of confusion and transition were excellent opportunities for an assassination attempted, so he scanned the crowd carefully and made sure to put himself between the Princess and Nobles.

      At last, however, the hall cleared, leaving only a few servants and the Royals on the dais.

      “There—you’re mostly decent now,” Lady Mildew remarked, making a final adjustment to the Princess’s dress. Then she turned immediately to the Steward. “Your Stewardship, I must protest this situation!” she exclaimed, her faded eyes flashing. “The Princess cannot be given over to this strange man. It is simply not proper!” She pointed directly at James, her lip curling in anger and disgust.

      James wondered what he had done to cause such strong emotions. He had only caught the Princess when she fainted and cooled her down—why would that make the older female so unhappy?

      The Steward seemed to think the same way.

      “Please, Lady Mildew, I have no time for this right now,” he muttered, frowning up at her from his throne. “I have a ball to oversee, as you well know.”

      “What I know is that this matter will be swept under the rug if it is not dealt with at once!” Lady Mildew exclaimed. “We all thought that the Kindred were sending us a robot—not a huge, monstrous male of questionable parentage!”

      “Actually, I have no parentage,” James interrupted, turning towards them. “My DNA was mixed by a Tolleg surgeon and I was grown in a tank on Zeaga Four.”

      “What?” Lady Mildew gave him a blank look. “You were not…”

      “I was not conceived in the conventional manner that most of the people in the universe are,” James said. “But I am a Dark Kindred—we have no females on our planet and so the growth tanks are a necessity.”

      “A whole planet with only males?” Princess Ka’rissa’s eyes went wide. “How very singular!”

      “How very improper, you mean!” Lady Mildew exclaimed. She turned back to the Steward. “Your Stewardship, surely you are not going to allow this…this creature to replace me as the Princess’s Constant Companion and chaperone!”

      “I thought you’d like having some time to yourself, Lady Mildew—you constantly complain about how waiting on the Princess is extremely onerous and how you are too old for such difficult duties,” the Steward said, frowning. “And besides, you cannot protect the Princess’s safety in the way this large, er, male can.” He eyed James uncertainly. “Also, he has assured us that he has no emotions for the Princess except the wish to protect her.”

      “But what about her reputation?” Lady Mildew protested. “What will people say to the idea of him undressing her at night and dressing her in the morning and bathing her and putting her to bed? It is all most shocking!”

      “Indeed, it is not!” The Steward was red in the face. “Because I say it is not and my word is law!” He glared at Lady Mildew, who glared right back at him.

      “I can remember, Your Stewardship, when you were just a servant,” she spat. “Before you undertook to rule the entire planet and lord it over all the rest of us! And let me tell you, you’d better have a care for the Princess in the way you didn’t for her mother! If you are to let this…this monstrous thing guard her, then it had better not be for long. If you fail to find her a proper suitor to slake her Heat before she combusts—”

      “Enough!” the Steward roared His face was nearly as red as the carpet as he pounded on the arm of his throne with one clenched fist. “I will not hear another word from you, woman!” he bellowed at Lady Mildew. “You are hereby officially and permanently replaced as the Princess’s Constant Companion.” He took a deep breath and straightened his rumpled cravat and wrinkled waistcoat. “Princess Ka’rissa will do very well with her new guard and her reputation will not suffer because I say it shall not. After all, does she not still wear the Chastity Wire?”

      “Yes, my Lord Steward, I do,” Ka’rissa said, speaking up for the first time, though she had been watching the shouting match between the two older people in wide-eyed silence. “All the time now, except for during baths, of course,” she went on, blushing.

      “Good. Then let us simply continue in that way,” the Steward huffed. He was panting and out of breath from his outburst, but his face was beginning to go back to a more normal color. “Now come, we will go to the ball and tomorrow I shall announce some new suitors for the Princess to choose from. Won’t that be nice?” He smiled up at Ka’rissa who bobbed him a grateful little curtsy.

      “Very nice. Thank you, Uncle,” she said, speaking less formally than she had a moment before.

      “That’s a good girl.” The Steward nodded and looked up at James. “And you—see that you keep her safe! We nearly lost her just the other week and we cannot have that. I am too old to sit this throne forever and Ka’rissa is the last of the Very First Family’s bloodline. She must live to marry and produce an heir—for the good of all of Regalia Five.”

      “I will protect her with my life,” James said simply.

      “Good—that’s what Commander Sylvan promised me.” The Steward wiped at his sweating forehead with a gold silk handkerchief “Now then, you may escort the Princess to the ball,” he told James. “I will arrive shortly. Ka’rissa, tell them to start without me,” he said to the Princess. “Can’t have people all milling about, waiting on an old man to dance.” He smiled at the Princess. “Come give me a peck, child. And then run and have some fun—enjoy dancing while you’re young.”

      “Thank you, Uncle.” Ka’rissa stepped over and dropped a kiss on the old male’s cheek. Then she turned back to James expectantly, and a little shyly, he thought. “Well, Sir James? Will you escort me as my uncle, the Steward, commands?”

      James wasn’t sure what was expected of him at first, but then he remembered seeing the noblemen holding out their arms to the noblewomen as they were leaving the Reception Hall.

      “I am ready,” he said, holding out his arm.

      “Thank you.” Ka’rissa took his offered arm with a touch as light and tentative as a bird’s. “Come,” she said. “You are new to the palace, so I will show you the way.”

      James didn’t tell her that he had studied a schematic of the palace blueprints and committed it to memory on his journey over to Regalia Five. He had learned that when feelers wanted to tell or show you something, they preferred if you pretended you didn’t already know whatever it was they were telling. So he simply nodded.

      “Lead on, Your Highness,” he said formally.

      “This way,” she said.

      And she led James down the dais and out of the Reception Hall.
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      Rissa took the long way through the Solarium to the ball, because she was burning with questions—questions she needed privacy to ask. The first one, of course, was how the man she had been dreaming of for the past month had suddenly showed up in person in her life.

      But she didn’t feel able to ask that because it would sound so strange—almost deranged! How could she tell him that she had dreamed of him—of his blue, metallic eyes and dark hair and his deep, rumbling voice? It would make her sound like a lunatic, so she kept that particular question to herself. However, she was unable to hold back some others.

      “Were you really grown in a tank?” she asked, looking up and up at the tall Kindred. The huge warrior was so big that the top of her head barely came to his bicep and Rissa nearly had to scamper to keep up with his long strides.

      “I was.” He nodded impassively, not looking at her as he spoke. In fact, what he seemed to be looking at was the hallway around them. His metallic blue eyes were constantly scanning back and forth. What was he looking for, she wondered?

      “So you were not…born like other people are? I mean you said you were not conceived in the, uh, the usual way?” Rissa cleared her throat nervously, her cheeks heating. Imagine a whole planet filled with only men with no women to kiss in order to get them with child!

      “I was not,” he agreed as they entered the vast, glass room of the Solarium. He was still scanning the way ahead of them alertly. “We should not have taken this route,” he said, frowning around the Solarium. “It is too deserted—too easy for an assassin to set a trap or ambush a target.”

      “Oh, do you really think so?” Rissa looked around the high glass walls, which let in the pinkish sunlight of Regalia Five’s red giant sun during the day, but which were now black and blank since it was night outside. Unconsciously, she tightened her grip on the big Kindred’s arm, as she remembered the awful attack in the library and the feel of the sharp silver knife against her throat.

      Sir James seemed to feel her tightened grip because he looked down at her briefly.

      “Don’t worry—I’ll protect you with my life, as I swore, Your Highness. You are safe with me.”

      Rissa nibbled her lower lip.

      “Why would you swear to protect me with your life when you just met me?” she asked, though she knew she should not. It was a rude question—doubtless completely improper. But if the big Kindred cyborg, as he had called himself, really had no emotions, he shouldn’t mind a bit of impropriety. She hoped, anyway.

      He glanced down at her again from his great height.

      “Guarding you is my mission,” he said shortly. “Your wellbeing and safety were assigned to me by my direct supervisor, Commander Sylvan. I obey his orders completely.”

      “Oh.” Rissa couldn’t help feeling somewhat disappointed by this answer. After the way he had stared into her eyes and kissed her hand while vowing his devotion so beautifully in the Receiving Hall, she had hoped for something else.

      What are you hoping for, though? whispered a little voice in her head. A romantic declaration of love? Don’t be ridiculous, Rissa! Just because you’ve been dreaming of him for the past month doesn’t mean that he’s been dreaming of you, too—or that he feels anything for you. In fact, you know for a fact that he feels nothing, for he has no emotions.

      Or so he had said.

      “Do you really have no feelings at all? No emotions?” she blurted, before she could stop herself. Again, it was a terribly rude question, but it just seemed to slip out.

      Sir James looked down at her again, searching her eyes with his own, flashing blue ones for a long moment. Rissa seemed to feel the breath catch in her throat at the intensity of that stare. But then he looked away and said,

      “None,” in that same, flat voice that seemed to ring with finality.

      “Oh,” she whispered. “I…I see.”

      But despite her disappointment in his answer, she still had one more question.

      “How did you cool me down when I fainted?” she asked, looking up at him. “Your hands…they felt like ice. But your arm seems warm enough.”

      She nodded down at his left arm, which was the one he had offered to her, though it was more usual for a lady to walk on the right side of a gentleman. But Rissa wasn’t sure how she felt about touching his metal right arm, anyway, so she hadn’t complained.

      “Ninety-five percent of my DNA is Kindred but the remaining five percent is Z’ngu,” he replied, glancing down at her again. “Which means that I can control my body temperature at will. As to why my body reacted to yours so quickly to cool you down…I don’t know.”

      For a moment a troubled expression seemed to pass over his strong features, but it was gone so quickly, Rissa couldn’t be sure she’d seen it at all.

      “Maybe it was just your way of…of protecting me?” she asked hesitantly.

      He nodded thoughtfully.

      “Possibly. I felt attuned to you the very first moment I saw you—probably because your safety is my mission. At any rate, when I felt how hot your skin was, my body reacted and dropped my temperature in order to cool yours.”

      “Indeed, it did. And I am most grateful, Sir,” Rissa murmured. She could still feel those incredibly strong arms holding her against his broad chest and the cool, delicious sensation of his left hand—the non-metal one—caressing her flushed and burning cheeks. It was the closest, physically, she had ever been to any man and she was certain it would have been quite improper if it were not for the fact that the “man” she’d been held by was actually a kind of robot.

      At that moment, they exited the Solarium and found themselves just outside the main Ballroom. Sounds of murmuring could be heard from behind the tall, carved doors and Rissa realized suddenly that when she walked into the room on her new bodyguard’s arm, they were going to be the talk of the Court.

      I shouldn’t have allowed myself to be alone with him, she thought. We went right through the deserted Solarium together, without a chaperone! Without even a thought for the propriety of the situation or my reputation! However could I have been so careless?

      But then she remembered the Steward’s, sharp words of rebuke to Lady Mildew. He had said that it was perfectly fine for Sir James to be alone with her—indeed, to bathe her and dress her and act as her Constant Companion, too.

      Because he’s a robot, she told herself again. A cyborg—he has no feelings, no improper urges like the other men Lady Mildew is always warning me about. So it is perfectly safe to be alone with him—and perfectly proper as well.

      She would hold her head high when they entered the Ballroom, she decided. If she betrayed even a whiff of shame or self-doubt, the gossip-hungry Court would pick up on it at once and tear her apart like a pack of ravening dogs.

      “Are you ready?” she asked, looking up at the big Kindred. “We must let them know to start the dancing.”

      “I cannot dance,” he said, frowning down at her. “And I don’t think you should be dancing either.”

      “Not dance? Admit myself to be a wallflower?” Rissa was shocked. “I cannot do that! I am the Princess—I must lead the dance, not refuse it!”

      It was a fact Lady Mildew had always impressed upon her. “Royalty leads, girl!” she’d said more times than Rissa could count. “It’s your duty as a Royal of the Very First Family to make a good showing in a ballroom or any social situation.”

      Indeed, her own dear Mama had believed this precept so strongly she had gone to the fateful ball where she had self-immolated, despite the fact that her Heat Cycle was at its zenith and her maids had begged her to stay in her quarters and lie in the ice bath instead. Rissa could do no less, herself, she thought.

      But Sir James was staring down at her with a forbidding look on his dark face.

      “You shouldn’t dance because you’ve already overheated once tonight,” he pointed out. “I could smell you burning, Princess—a scent like burnt sugar. It isn’t safe to overexert yourself.”

      He had very strong features, Rissa thought—well-molded and handsome to be sure, but when he looked at her sternly like that, it was quite intimidating.

      It was a good thing she didn’t intend to let herself be intimidated.

      She lifted her chin, staring right back into his metallic blue eyes.

      “Sir James, forgive me for saying so, but you have only been here for an hour and you do not know me or my Cycle. I will be the judge of what is safe and what is not where it regards my personal situation.”

      His frown deepened.

      “You must allow me to do my job. I’m here to protect you until you find a mate and get Joined with him so that he may ‘slake your Heat.’”

      Her cheeks burned at his words—how could he speak so openly of the mysterious process that would interrupt and tame her Cycle? All the other servants and Nobles only spoke of it in whispers—none of them were so blatant!

      But again, Rissa refused to be intimidated.

      “And how do you expect me to find a husband to…to help me, if I am not allowed to dance with the eligible men of the Court?” she demanded. “Besides, you were only sent here to protect me from assassins!”

      “No, my orders were to protect you from all danger and that includes overheating!” he growled.

      “And what do you know about my Heat Cycle?” Rissa flared. “How do you presume to know what makes me overheat?”

      To say the truth, she hardly knew herself. Sometimes, it was true, that physical overexertion seemed to play a part in making the fire in her blood rise. But other times, there seemed to be no external reason at all. For instance, why had her Heat peaked when Sir James had sworn his vow to protect her? Why had her heart started pounding and why had her cheeks and then all the rest of her gotten so hot when he kissed her hand and looked into her eyes?

      Rissa was still trying to understand it herself. But she wasn’t about to allow a male who had just come to Court an hour before dictate her actions for her.

      If I let him boss me around, I’ll be no better off than I was with Lady Mildew as my chaperone and Companion! she told herself. So she held her ground and refused to drop her gaze. No matter how foreboding the big Kindred looked as he stared down at her with those flashing blue eyes of his, she would not budge, she told herself.

      “Fine,” he said at last, frowning at her. “You make a valid point—I am not well informed about your Heat Cycle. But if I see or smell you overheating, I will step in, Princess. I am here to protect you from danger—danger which comes from outside but also from within.”

      That seemed to be the best concession she would get, so Rissa decided to take it.

      “I’ll be fine,” she assured him again. “I’ve been dancing at Court balls since my Coming Out ceremony five years ago.”

      But of course, her Heat Cycle hadn’t yet started at that time. In fact, it had only gotten really bad in the past month or so, Rissa admitted to herself. Still, that didn’t mean she could afford not to dance. The Court would whisper dreadfully if she sat on the sidelines and refused to participate.

      Sir James said nothing, but only frowned at her again.

      “Come on.” Rissa tugged on his arm, which felt like iron beneath her touch. “We must go. If we stay out here too long together, there will be talk—even if you are an emotionless robot. You look too much like a man for people not to start gossip if we’re not careful.”

      “I don’t care what anyone says as long as you’re safe,” the big Kindred informed her. “But you are probably right—it’s past time for us to enter the ball. Just know that I will be watching you every moment, Princess, to be certain of your safety.”

      “Er…thank you.” Rissa inclined her head, not sure how to feel about his words. She had thought she would gain more freedom when she traded Lady Mildew for the Kindred guard. Now she wondered if she might, indeed, have a great deal less.

      But there was not time to speak about it now. They must enter the Grand Ballroom with their heads held high. No one must know that she had mixed feelings about her new guard and Companion.

      She must simply do her duty and dance.
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      The Ballroom was entirely too hot and crowded, in James’ estimation. He also didn’t like the fact that there were seven visible exits that he could immediately count in the form of archways and doorways. The whole area was unsafe and difficult—if not impossible—to secure since he was only one male working alone.

      Just have to stay right by her side, he told himself grimly, as he followed the Princess through the crush of bodies that milled around the dance floor.

      But that proved difficult once she nodded to the musicians sitting in the corner and they began to play and the dancing started.

      James frowned as he watched a young nobleman ask Princess Ka’rissa to dance. She nodded gracefully and they squared off opposite each other, standing in a long line of other dancers of both sexes. Then the music began and the dancers began moving in an intricate pattern, Back and forth, to and fro, up and down the long line they went. James stood back and kept his eyes on the Princess, though he was also trying to watch for threats at the same time.

      In order to facilitate the process, he extended his ocular scanner, using his enhanced right eye to scope out the room and his left to watch Ka’rissa. He could hear people murmuring around him, but he paid no attention to their chatter.

      “Look at his eye and arm, he really is a robot,” one girl whispered to her friend.

      “He must be—look at all those metal parts!” the friend whispered back.

      “And did you see how he jumped right over the guards’ heads? Like he had springs in his feet!”

      “I wonder how strong he really is? The way he twisted their pain spears together made me shiver! And then he lifted the Princess and held her in one arm, though she is not light.” This was said with a mean-sounding giggle.

      “Do you think he’ll hurt her?” the friend returned. “I mean, he’s meant to be her Constant Companion and chaperone now, isn’t he? So doesn’t that mean he’ll be bathing her? But how could something so horribly strong be gentle enough to handle the Princess without injuring her?”

      “Is that even right, him bathing her? He’s a male and she’s unmarried—won’t it ruin her reputation?”

      “But he’s not a male—not really. He’s a robot. Just because he doesn’t look like our kind of robot doesn’t mean a thing.” The girl giggled. “Might as well have our Butler-droid back at the country mansion give you a bath. It would mean as much, I’m sure.”

      The giggling girls moved on, but James frowned at their conversation. He was glad, at least, that Princess Ka’rissa’s reputation seemed to be intact, because a female’s good social standing was obviously very important here at the High Court. But it was disturbing to think that anyone might believe he would hurt her because of his enhanced physical strength.

      He wondered, suddenly if Ka’rissa was worried about the same thing. Did she fear to have him take care of her? To be honest, he hadn’t known that bathing and dressing her was part of his duties when he had accepted this assignment, but he didn’t mind in the least. He would do whatever was necessary to keep her safe and that included being with her every minute of the day and night and taking care of her in whatever way she required.

      He was so distracted by the question, that he nearly missed the end of the first dance and the beginning of the second. This dance wasn’t another line-formation, however—it appeared to be one where the males and females partnered together as couples.

      As he watched, a male about twenty years older than Ka’rissa came up to her and made a low, sweeping bow. He had long, drooping, brown mustaches—two of them. They didn’t meet in the middle, under his nose—that area was clean shaven. Instead, the odd facial hair started at the upper corners of his mouth and drooped down to below his chin where each one ended in a stylized curl. An elaborately styled brown wig that matched his facial hair exactly sat on his head. His frock coat was of sky-blue velvet and the buckles on his high-heeled shoes gleamed golden in the light from the chandeliers.

      But it wasn’t the male’s style of dress that caught James’s eye—it was the smirking way he addressed the Princess as he bowed and asked for her hand. James also didn’t miss the look of distaste that flitted briefly over Ka’rissa’s pretty face before she nodded and allowed the male to lead her to the dance floor.

      Frowning, he watched carefully as they spun around and around, the male holding Ka’rissa much closer than the other dancers were holding each other, at least in his estimation. She didn’t look comfortable in the male’s arms, he thought, studying how stiffly she held herself. But she kept her chin high and danced regally, a tight smile fixed on her face the entire time.

      Though she appeared to be safe—if rather uncomfortable—James felt the urge to go and take her away from the other male. He shouldn’t be holding her so tightly, damn it! And he didn’t like the sight of her in another male’s arms.

      Suddenly he realized what he was thinking—was he actually getting possessive of the little female? And why did he not like the sight of her with another male? Was this what the humans called “jealousy?”

      Don’t be ridiculous—you’re not jealous. You’re just concerned for her safety, that’s all, he told himself uneasily. You’re not having emotions—you’re doing your job!

      But still, he had to clench his hands into fists and force himself not to go and take the Princess away from the other male.

      The strange sensations—James refused to call them emotions—made watching Ka’rissa dance extremely difficult, but there was nothing he could do but endure them as she spun around and around the dance floor.
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      Rissa was finding the second dance to be extremely difficult. That was probably because her dance partner was none other than Lord Grabbington, the Duke of Elersham.

      “Ah, my dear Princess,” he had purred, when he first approached her, making a sweeping bow. “How good it is to see you again! Might I have this dance?”

      Rissa had smiled tightly, wishing that anyone else at all in the whole ballroom might have asked for her hand. But there was no helping it—she was stuck.

      “Indeed, Sir, I would be most honored,” she’d replied woodenly. And then the Duke had taken her in his arms—much too tightly—and pulled her into the dance.

      “You’re looking lovely tonight, if I may say so, my dear,” he’d murmured in her ear, his breath redolent of sickly-sweet Port and wet cigarillos. “And you’re shining so brightly too.” He had nodded down at her breasts, where the lights from her glowing points were visible through her white gown.

      Rissa didn’t know what to say to such a blatant statement, so she remained silent. This hadn’t stopped the Duke from continuing the conversation himself, however.

      “I read in the latest issue of Lady TittleTattle’s Breadcrumbs that your Heat Cycle is becoming quite advanced,” he remarked, grinning at her. “I dare say the old Steward must be looking for the right suitor for you, then?”

      “Indeed, Sir, I believe he is,” Rissa answered woodenly. How rude of him to remark on her Heat Cycle, she thought indignantly! Something which ought to remain private.

      “Then it seems I have come back into town at just the right time,” Duke Grabbington said, smirking at her. “As your lovely hand is now finally available to be won.”

      Rissa had to suppress a shudder at the thought of having the Duke as her future husband—not that she thought it was truly a possibility. Surely the Steward wouldn’t even consider giving her to such a man!

      Duke Grabbington didn’t have the best reputation. Not that it mattered in everyday life, since he was a man and could do whatever he liked, she thought resentfully. But surely his dreadful ways would count against him if he wished to court the future Queen. Why, it was rumored that none of the maids wished to wait on him at night because of the way he came after them. Also, he had been paying court to Prunella Ascott just before she was mysteriously taken ill and had to leave Court, never to return again. The rumor was that she was now ruined.

      Poor Prunella hadn’t been very pretty, but she did have a rather large inheritance of fifty thousand. Lady TittleTattle’s Breadcrumbs had speculated that the Duke—who was known to be a degenerate gambler—had been interested in her for exactly that reason. But shortly after that particular issue of the Crumbs had come out, Prunella had removed to the country and never returned.

      Rissa still wondered what had happened to the hapless girl. Had Duke Grabbington kissed her and put a baby in her? But the thought didn’t bear thinking of, especially as she looked at his moist, red lips under those drooping mustaches. They hung from either side of his mouth right down to his chin, like limp, furry tails.

      “It’s a lovely night for dancing, wouldn’t you agree, Your Highness?” he asked, as he whirled her around the dance floor. He was still holding her rather more tightly than was proper and Rissa wished again she could have refused him when he asked for a dance.

      Unfortunately, social protocol held that the Princess must dance with whomever asked her. From the lowliest Lord with only a single field and a few tenants to his name, to the richest Earl or Duke, she was expected to entertain them all. After she ascended to the throne, she could be more picky in her choice of partners. But for now, as she was still only the Princess, she must follow the social customs which dictated that all Lords and Ladies were equal—at least on the dance floor.

      “Er, it is a nice night for dancing,” she agreed, having nothing else to say. At least they were no longer talking of her Heat Cycle. She was glad that the dance was coming to an end—it was awkward making small talk with a male she disliked so very much.

      “Which is why I wish to engage you for the next three dances,” the Duke said smoothly, smiling that moist red smile at her, his mustaches twitching like wagging tails.

      “The next three?” Rissa didn’t know what to say. It was rude of him to take up so much of her evening. But it would be considered even ruder for her to turn him down! She looked around, wondering if she could find some excuse to rid herself of him. He had his arm wrapped so tightly around her waist she could barely breathe and his breath smelled even more strongly of the aforementioned Port and wet cigarillos.

      Suddenly, just as the dance was ending, James was at her side.

      “Your pardon, Your Highness,” he said smoothly. “But you’re looking rather overheated. I believe it would be wise of you to sit out the next dance.”

      “The Princess has already agreed to dance the next three dances with me,” Duke Grabbington snapped, glaring up at the big Kindred.

      “Nevertheless, her welfare must come before your desire to dance with her,” James said firmly.

      “Who are you to say she must not dance?” the Duke demanded. “You’re not even dressed properly for this ball! Where is your waistcoat, man? And why are you wearing boots instead of properly buckled shoes?” He turned one hose-clad calf, displaying his own shoes with their golden buckles and three-inch heels.

      The big Kindred frowned down at him, but kept his voice calm and even.

      “You must not have been present in the Reception Hall earlier. I am the Princess’s new bodyguard and Constant Companion. I am here to watch over her and keep her safe. And since she has already become overheated once tonight, I must insist that she sits out the next dance.”

      If she’d had any other partner, Rissa might have gotten upset about her new guard’s high-handedness. But she was more than glad to have an excuse to leave the grabby Duke behind.

      “I’m afraid I really must listen to my guard and Companion,” she said, giving Duke Grabbington a sweetly apologetic look. “Forgive me, but I must not become overheated.”

      “Ah yes, your Heat Cycle again.” Duke Grabbington nodded, a short, sharp jerk of his head that made his wig bounce. “Very well, then. I shall return when you are refreshed, my Lady.”

      He gave another sweeping bow and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Rissa to sag with relief against her new guard’s arm.

      “Thank you for rescuing me,” she said, looking up at the big Kindred as he led her from the dance floor to some chairs at the side of the room. “That was…a most unpleasant dance.”

      “I take it you didn’t like your partner?” he inquired blandly, raising an eyebrow. He handed her a cup of cool punch and she took a swallow gratefully before answering his question.

      “No, I’m afraid not.” She shook her head decisively. “And then he wanted to engage me for the next three dances—imagine!” She shuddered dramatically.

      “Is it usual to dance so many dances with the same partner?” James asked. “Forgive me, I am trying to understand the social customs of your people,” he added.

      “Of course you are—you only just got here, didn’t you?” Rissa said. “But to answer your question, no—it’s considered quite impolite to ask a lady for more than one dance at a time unless you’re engaged to her.” She shivered. “Which I shall certainly never be to Duke Grabbington—though he may wish it.”

      James frowned.

      “What makes you say that? Did he make some sort of proposition to you as you danced?”

      Rissa made a face.

      “He alluded to the fact that my, er, Cycle is in full swing and that the Steward is looking for suitors for me.”

      His frown deepened.

      “And is he eligible to become one of your suitors?”

      “Certainly not!” Rissa exclaimed. “Well, that is, he does probably have enough Royal blood in his veins,” she backpedaled. “But I don’t think the Steward would seriously consider him.” She lowered her voice. “He has a dreadful reputation.”

      “In what way?” James asked. “I thought it was only females who were concerned with their reputations on your planet.”

      “Well, a female reputation is much more easily sullied and ruined,” Rissa told him. “But there are some things that can sully a male reputation as well.”

      “What things?” James asked. “What has he done to, er, sully his reputation?”

      Rissa’s cheeks got hot and she looked around the room, trying to make certain no one was listening to them.

      “The…the maids will not go to his room at night,” she murmured.

      The big Kindred raised his eyebrows.

      “Why not?”

      “Is it not obvious? Because he tries to…to kiss them. On the mouth,” Rissa hissed. “And you know what that leads to!”

      She could feel her cheeks getting even hotter. She could not believe she was discussing such things—especially with a man. But then she reminded herself again that James was just a kind of robot and he was only trying to understand the customs of her planet. Still, it was quite embarrassing to be saying such things aloud.

      The big Kindred’s frown deepened.

      “So…he has tried to force his attentions on unwilling females?”

      “That is the rumor, yes.” Rissa nodded.

      James’s face was like a thundercloud now.

      “Then you’re never dancing with him again!” he growled. “I won’t have such a male anywhere near you, Princess!”

      “Oh, he would never try such a thing with me!” Rissa protested, shocked at the idea.

      She had a fleeting moment of unease, as she thought of Prunella, but then she pushed it aside. Prunella had not been heir to the throne of all of Regalia Five. Duke Grabbington would certainly not dare to try kissing Rissa, the way he doubtless had the other poor girl.

      “Such males will try anything they think they can get away with.” James’s face was dark with what appeared to be anger and disgust—though he wasn’t supposed to have any emotions. “I don’t want him anywhere near you,” he went on, frowning at Rissa.

      “I can hardly help being near him if I have to dance with him,” she pointed out. “And anyway, he can’t try anything on the dance floor.”

      “He was holding you much too tightly and making you uncomfortable,” James pointed out. “What makes you think he won’t try something worse if you dance with him again?”

      “Because we’re in public!” Rissa exclaimed, nodding around the room. “Just look at this—the entire Court is nothing but a rumor mill. He cannot do anything to me with so many people watching.” She sighed as she spotted the approaching figure of the Duke. “Speaking of which, here he comes again. I suppose he thinks I have had enough time to cool down and now chooses to demand I dance with him again.”

      “The Seven Hells he will.” The look on the big Kindred’s face was positively dangerous. He rose to his full height and took Rissa by the hand. Pulling her close to his side, he put an arm around her shoulders possessively and glared at the approaching Duke.

      For a moment, she wished she could melt into his side and press her face to his broad, muscular chest, but that was absolutely impossible.

      “Sir James, no!” she exclaimed, shrugging off his arm and taking a step away to put a proper distance between them. “You must not touch me so—it is most improper.”

      He frowned.

      “I’m trying to protect you—to show the Duke that you’re m…” He trailed off for a moment, frowning. “That you’re not free to dance,” he finished at last.

      Rissa wondered what he had been going to say, but at that moment, Duke Grabbington arrived. He made another sweeping bow and said, with a smirk on his moist red lips,

      “My dear Princess, you appear much refreshed—no longer overheated at all. I trust I may engage you for the next dance or three?”

      Rissa’s heart sank but she opened her mouth to agree politely—after all, what else could she do? But before she could speak, James said,

      “I think not. The Princess will be dancing with me for the next dance.”

      “What?” Rissa stared up at him but he was already sweeping her onto the dance floor. “I thought you said you cannot dance!” she protested as he moved her into position and the music began.

      “I couldn’t before the ball,” he said shortly. “But while watching you earlier, I analyzed the dance patterns. They’re not difficult to copy.”

      Indeed, he was doing an excellent job, moving her expertly around the floor, not missing a step. He was remarkably light on his feet for such a large man, she thought.

      Rissa danced automatically herself—she had been taking lessons from the age of two and could have done any of the popular dances in her sleep. But she couldn’t believe that the big Kindred had learned so quickly, just from watching!

      “Is it because you’re a robot that you can learn just by watching?” she asked, as he twirled her and then brought her in close to his broad chest.

      “The implants and enhancements in my brain certainly play a part in my rapid acquisition of knowledge,” he agreed equably. He frowned down at her. “But…am I breaking a social custom, as I did when I drew you close to my side? Should I not be dancing with you?”

      “Well…It’s not usual for a girl’s chaperone and Constant Companion to dance with her,” Rissa said hesitantly. “But then again, most chaperones are older ladies like Lady Mildew—not, er, robots. Or cyborgs, excuse me. And I do not believe there is any social law actually forbidding me to dance with my Companion.”

      “Good,” James said shortly. “Because I intend to dance with you the rest of the ball. That will keep the Duke away from you.”

      “Oh, you cannot do that!” Rissa exclaimed. “It would be most improper for you to monopolize me in that way all evening.”

      He frowned.

      “Fine. Then I will be sure to end this dance across the ballroom from wherever the Duke is and you can take another partner there. One who will not attempt to molest you,” he added, frowning like a thundercloud. “When you are finished with that dance, I will dance with you again and make certain you end up away from the Duke long enough to choose another non-threatening partner.”

      “But I don’t choose my partners—the man must ask the lady to dance,” Rissa objected.

      “Then if no one asks you, I will dance with you whether it is proper or not,” he said, frowning. “But under no circumstances will you dance with the Duke again!”

      He seemed so certain that Rissa hardly dared to contradict him. And besides, she really didn’t like the idea of dancing anymore dances with Lord Grabbington anyway. James’s plan seemed like a good one. If it worked, she would dance every other dance with her new bodyguard and all the other dances would be with inoffensive partners, keeping her far from the sticky fingers of the Duke.

      “Very well,” she said. “We shall do as you say—though I am afraid it may cause some talk among the Court.”

      “I don’t care what people say as long as you’re safe, Princess,” James said, frowning.

      It was the second time he’d said such a thing and Rissa couldn’t help thinking how very refreshing it was to hear such sentiments from her new Constant Companion. All her life she’d been in the public eye, groomed to appear the perfect Princess in every way.

      Even when she got overheated, ill, or mentally stressed, she was still expected to keep on dancing, keep smiling, keep on keeping up appearances. How many times had Lady Mildew harangued her into “doing her Royal Duty,” even when she felt bad?

      But now James was saying the exact opposite—that she must put her own health and well-being before the all-important appearance of propriety.

      He is saying that I as a person am more important than my Royal image, Rissa thought. The idea was both novel and refreshing and she liked her new bodyguard for expressing it.

      In fact, she liked him for more than his unique ideas, she had to admit. The big Kindred was so strong and tall and when he held her close to dance, she smelled his cologne—a clean, icy scent that reminded her of winter winds whipping through tall, craggy mountains.

      His scent was very different from the thick, oily fragrances used by most of the Court. The men’s scents, especially, could be peppery and musky and overpowering—they often made Rissa sneeze. And of course, the big Kindred’s cologne was infinitely preferable to Duke Grabbington’s miasma of alcohol and smoke.

      Before her thoughts could carry her too far, though, Rissa realized that she was being ridiculous. The big Kindred might be tall and handsome, but he was still just a robot—or rather, a cyborg, as he had called himself. He had said several times that he had no emotions—that was the very reason he had been chosen as her chaperone and Constant Companion.

      I must not let any foolish thoughts come into my head about him, she lectured herself sternly, as he spun her effortlessly around the dance floor. He is my only my guard and it is just for a little while, until I find a husband and ascend to the throne.

      So she told herself as they put James’s plan into action. She danced every other dance with an inoffensive partner and every other dance with James, who always contrived to set her down somewhere away from the Duke, so that another man had the chance to lead her to the dance floor before Grabbington could get anywhere near her.

      Once or twice, Rissa caught a glimpse of his face in the crowd—it grew redder and angrier as the night wore on. His dark scowl made her uneasy and she wondered if maybe she ought to dance at least once more with him before the ball was over. But somehow, she never seemed to get around to it and before she knew it, the ball was over and everyone was saying their goodnights and filing out of the Grand Ballroom.

      “Well, I suppose that’s done,” Rissa remarked. She had to admit that besides her one dance with the Duke, this had been the most enjoyable ball she could remember. And that was certainly because of her new Companion, who had proved to be such an excellent dancer.

      “Is it?” James was still watching alertly as people filed out. “Come, Princess—I don’t want you out in the open during this confusion,” he added, before she could answer.

      And taking her by the arm, he led her out of the ballroom—or attempted to, anyway. For just as they reached the archway that led toward the wing of the palace that housed the Royal apartments, Lady Mildew was suddenly blocking their path.
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      “Lady Mildew,” Rissa said blankly. “Er, how do you do?”

      “I do very poorly, my girl,” the older woman snapped. “Very poorly indeed, when I see you making a spectacle of yourself out on the dance floor all night, ignoring everything I’ve ever taught you!”

      “I beg your pardon,” Rissa said icily. “I have not the pleasure of understanding you. I was simply dancing, which you have often told me is my Royal duty.”

      “You danced almost all the dances with that…that new Companion of yours!” Lady Mildew motioned derisively at James, who was standing at Rissa’s side.

      “No, she danced exactly half of them with me,” James corrected her mildly. “Unless you count the first two dances, in which case, she danced four-tenths of the dances with me. Or two-fifths—whichever you prefer,” he added.

      Lady Mildew glared up at him.

      “I know your game, you blackguard! You just want to get the Princess alone and do improper and immoral things to her!”

      “I have told you before, I have no sexual desire for the Princess, no matter how aesthetically pleasing she is,” James replied blandly. “I have no emotions and no sexual urges—I am a Dark Kindred.”

      “You say that now, but I’m sure you can’t wait to get her undressed and see her naked in her bath!” Lady Mildew accused him.

      “Lady Mildew!” Rissa was horrified by the older woman’s words. “How dare you accuse Sir James of such impropriety? Of course he will help me to undress and bathe me—he is my Constant Companion now. But it will be the same as if…as if one of those shiny, silver butler droids was helping me!”

      “It will not,” Lady Mildew said stoutly, still glaring at James. “For none of them has male parts between their legs!”

      By now Rissa’s face was so red and hot with embarrassment, she wished the grey marble dance floor would open and let her sink into it. How could her old Companion and chaperone act in this manner and say such humiliating things in front of her new guard? How could she be so horrid?

      “You’re only being angry and spiteful because Sir James has replaced you!” she snapped at the older woman. “I refuse to hear any more of this nonsense. Sir, James, please be kind enough to take me to my apartments,” she added, turning to him.

      “With pleasure, Princess,” the big Kindred rumbled, holding out an arm to her.

      But Lady Mildew wasn’t to be put off so easily.

      “You just remember that I still hold the remote to your Chastity Wire, my girl” she snarled at Rissa. “The Steward allowed me to retain at least that much control! So don’t get too comfortable together. I shall be in later to remove it for your bath and then I shall put it right back on again!”

      Rissa’s heart sank. Would she never be completely rid of the controlling old bat? But she refused to show her disappointment and anger.

      “Very well,” she said frostily. “I shall expect your knock at my door, Lady Mildew. Until then, I am tired and wish to retire to my rooms. I bid you good evening.”

      She dropped a chilly little curtsy to the other woman and swept away down the hall on James’s arm, without a single backward glance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Rissa wanted to go straight into her apartments and relax. She was longing to take off the heavy brocade gown, her tightly cinched corset, and the towering wig. It was giving her a terrible headache in her temples due to the tightness of the skull cap and the pins digging into her scalp and pulling her natural hair.

      But James would not allow it.

      “Wait—let me go in first and make sure everything is secure,” he growled protectively, just as Rissa was reaching for the doorknob.

      She thought of protesting, but then she remembered the attack in the library and nodded.

      “Very well. I shall wait here.”

      “It won’t take long to check,” he promised. Opening the door to her rooms, he looked inside and inhaled deeply.

      Rissa watched with interest. The big Kindred reminded her of a hound scenting the air.

      James sniffed again and frowned, as though analyzing the odors he had picked up.

      “I detect your scent and the scent of Lady Mildew,” he said to Rissa. “As well as the scent of another young female.”

      “That will probably be Liza, the maid who tidies my rooms and makes the bed.”

      James nodded.

      “All right. Let me check the rooms just in case and then you may enter, Princess.”

      He made a quick sweep of her Royal apartments and then returned with another nod.

      “It’s safe. No one else has been here and I don’t smell any males at all.”

      Rissa was amazed.

      “Is your nose that sensitive, then?” she exclaimed, as she was finally allowed into her rooms. “Is that part of being a robot? Er…a cyborg?”

      “No, it’s part of being a Kindred,” James said. “Our senses are much stronger and more finely tuned than most humanoids.”

      “I see.” Rissa thought of how he’d described her own scent when she got overheated as “the smell of burning sugar.” “Bad smells must be almost overpowering for you, then,” she said. “If your senses are as strong as all that.”

      He shrugged.

      “I don’t usually characterize smells as ‘bad’ or ‘good’—though I confess I find some scents more pleasant than others. Your scent, for instance, Princess, is certainly…intriguing.”

      “Oh, er…” Rissa wasn’t sure what to say to that. “I like your cologne as well,” she ventured, thinking of the clean, cool mountain wind fragrance she smelled when she was dancing close to him.

      He frowned briefly.

      “I do not wear cologne. Come—show me what I need to do in order to help you. I have, er, never undressed a Princess before. Or any female, for that matter.”

      Rissa started to say that she had also never been undressed by a man—but she managed to stop the improper words from coming to her lips just in time.

      “This way,” she said instead, leading him to her dressing room. “I cannot wait to get this wig off—it’s positively crushing my temples!”

      James helped her pull out the hairpins. Then he lifted the heavy, elaborate wig off her head and placed it carefully on a wig stand in a row with the others as she directed him.

      Rissa sighed in relief as she stripped off the tight skull cap, letting her own long, bouncy curls fly free.

      “Oh, it feels so good to get that heavy monstrosity off!” she sighed, running her fingers through her natural hair which fell like a curly, caramel waterfall over her shoulders and back.

      Then she became aware that James was standing there behind her, staring at her as she sat at her dressing room table. She could see his eyes in the mirror, flashing blue as he studied her.

      “Er…is something wrong, Sir James?” she asked hesitantly, looking up at him.

      “No. Nothing is wrong. Only that your true hair is…well, it is very different from the false hair you’ve been wearing all night,” he said, frowning.

      “Oh, do you prefer the wig, then?” Rissa put a hand to her natural curls, feeling suddenly self-conscious.

      “No, absolutely not,” he said immediately. “Your true hair is much more aesthetically pleasing. It is…I suppose it is what humanoids call ‘beautiful.’”

      He sounded thoughtful, as though he had never considered anyone’s hair beautiful before. Coming forward, he lifted one of her curls and ran it through his fingers gently. His light touch sent shivers down Rissa’s back and she could feel her points growing hotter for some reason.

      “Oh,” she said. “Well…thank you, I suppose.”

      “Your hair truly is lovely,” James murmured, meeting her eyes in the mirror. “Why do you hide it and cover it with the false hair?”

      “Because that’s the fashion in Court,” Rissa said simply. “It has been for ages, I think since King Leopold the Fourth. He was bald, you see, and so he started wearing a wig to hide the fact. His courtiers began wearing them too, to emulate him and then the Nobles started doing it.” She shrugged. “Pretty soon, before you knew it, everyone was wearing them in Court and we have been ever since.” She sighed and rubbed her temples. “I wish we didn’t have to, though. They give me such a headache—especially the really big, heavy ones, like I had on tonight.”

      “Perhaps I can be of some assistance? May I rub your temples?” Still standing behind her, James put his hands on either side of her head, his eyebrows lifted questioningly as he looked at her in the mirror.

      “Oh, er…”

      She wasn’t quite certain if what he was proposing was proper but that wasn’t what stopped her. Her eyes were drawn his right metal hand and arm. He had taken off his gold brocade frock coat and rolled up the sleeves of his black shirt, which revealed the fact that his entire right arm appeared to be mechanical.

      “Do you fear that I will hurt you, Princess?” James murmured, catching her eyes with his in the mirror. “I hope you know that my strength and enhancements will only ever be used to protect you and keep you safe. I promise you, I can be extremely gentle.”

      “Oh of course you can,” Rissa said quickly. “I wasn’t afraid of you. I just wasn’t sure…sure if it would be quite, er, proper for you to…”

      “To massage your temples?” He raised an eyebrow at her. “Is it considered wrong in your culture for a male to touch a female in this area?”

      “Oh, not wrong, no,” Rissa said. “I just…I didn’t…”

      She broke off, feeling that she was being rude and also a bit foolish. Why did she keep assigning human emotions to the big Kindred when he was little more than a robot? And what other proof of that did she need than the metal arm he was displaying?

      “Please, do go on,” she said, trying to smile at him. “I do have the most awful headache. I would be most grateful if you could help alleviate it, Sir James.”

      “You can simply call me ‘James,’ Princess,” he said, as he began to lightly massage her temples. “I have not earned any of your planet’s titles.”

      “Oh, but…” she began to protest, but her words ended in a little moan of pleasure and relief.

      True to his word, the big Kindred was exceedingly gentle—though his touch was also cool and firm. To her surprise, his metal hand felt as real and natural as the flesh one. If she closed her eyes, she couldn’t even tell them apart.

      James seemed to know just how to touch her in order to relax the tense muscles at her temples. As he rubbed her in just the right way, Rissa felt a great deal of the tension she’d been feeling all night melting away under his touch.

      “Oh, Sir James,” she moaned softly. “You are so very good at that! I have never had anyone rub my temples for me before!”

      “Perhaps you will allow me to help you further, then?” he murmured softly. “Your scalp must also be tense from wearing that heavy wig all night. May I also massage you there?”

      Rissa wasn’t sure if this was proper either, but his big hands felt so good on her, she only hesitated a moment.

      “All right,” she whispered, nodding. “You may go ahead, James.”

      “Thank you, Princess.”

      And he plunged both hands into her thick hair and began massaging her scalp.

      Rissa moaned again as his long fingers stroked and rubbed, easing the tension she’d been feeling all night and making her relax. His hands were so lovely and cool on her heated flesh and the massage felt so good—no one had ever done anything like it for her before. Lady Mildew certainly wasn’t going to offer to do any such thing—she was much more likely to protest how very troublesome Rissa’s long hair was than to offer to ease the pain and tension the heavy wigs and tight skull cap caused.

      After her scalp, the big Kindred asked for permission to massage Rissa’s neck and shoulders, which she granted without reservation.

      “Oh, Sir James,” she moaned softly, as his thumbs dug into the knots of tension that always seemed to form in her shoulders, on either side of her spine. “Truly, you have magic fingers! And I cannot even tell your metal hand from your flesh one.” Then her eyes flew open and she looked at him in the mirror as she realized what she had just said. “That is to say…I hope I did not offend you. I was just—”

      “You were just frightened of my arm and hand enhancements,” he finished for her. His tone was oddly gentle as he met her eyes in the mirror. “But you never need to fear me, Princess. I only want to protect you and ease your pain. However, if you’re interested in my metal arm, I can tell you that the reason you can’t tell the difference is because my enhancement is made of smart metal.”

      “Smart metal?” Rissa frowned. “Pray, what is that? I have never heard of it.”

      “It’s a special alloy enhanced with microscopic electrodes and sensors,” he explained. “When I want it to, it automatically matches the exact temperature and texture of my un-enhanced arm and hand.”

      “But you can also tie knots in metal with it,” she pointed out, remembering his display in the Reception Hall with the guards’ spears.

      He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling under the black shirt he wore.

      “When I want to. It has other functions as well. Here…feel this.”

      He splayed the fingers of his metal hand over her shoulder and, after a moment, they began to hum and vibrate.

      “Oh!” Rissa jumped. “How very singular! It gives me such a ticklish sensation!”

      “Until I press a little harder—then the vibrations should ease some of your aches and pains.” He demonstrated, gripping her shoulder a bit more firmly and Rissa moaned at the way her tight muscles loosened under his long fingers.

      “Oh my—that’s lovely!” she gasped, leaning her head to one side, to give him greater access to her neck and shoulder. “I…I’ve never felt anything quite like it!”

      “I’m pleased my abilities meet with your approval, Princess Ka’rissa,” he murmured, continuing to use his vibrating hand to massage her neck and shoulders. “And that you trust me enough to let me help ease your pain.”

      “You are…most kind,” Rissa murmured. “Indeed, I am feeling so much better now—I believe my headache is quite gone.”

      “I’m glad,” James murmured.

      He probably would have kept massaging her, but as pleasurable as it was, Rissa had to acknowledge that they couldn’t go on like this forever. For one thing, she was dying to get out of her tight corset and the heavy brocade dress. And for another, Lady Mildew would be in soon to remove her Chastity Wire, so that she might take an ice bath before going to bed that night.

      If her old chaperone walked in while James was stroking her shoulders and Rissa was moaning with pleasure, she would certainly get the wrong idea and accuse them of impropriety.

      “I’m afraid I must get undressed now,” she said. “Lady Mildew will be here soon and she’ll probably be quite angry if she has to wait for me in order to remove my Chastity Wire so that I may bathe.”

      James raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Even angrier than she was before? I do not understand the reason for such an illogical reaction to my presence.”

      “She’s just a bitter old woman and she resents losing even a bit of her power over me,” Rissa said. She sighed. “You’d think she would be glad to get rid of me. She’s been my Constant Companion and chaperone ever since my dear Mama died and she’s done nothing but complain about what a trouble I am the entire time.” She tried to keep the bitterness out of her voice, but couldn’t quite manage it. “She’s never showed me even a bit of love or tenderness—not even right after my dear Mama…”

      She trailed off, shaking her head, unable to let herself go back to that dark time in her childhood. She had cried every night for weeks, missing her mother so badly it felt like her entire body was being turned inside-out with grief. And Lady Mildew’s only response had been to send her to bed early in a dark room without her supper as punishment for her “hysterics.”

      No, there was certainly no love lost between herself and her old chaperone, Rissa reflected. Lady Mildew cared for nothing except the outer appearance of propriety and how Rissa’s actions might reflect on her to the Court. Nothing else seemed to matter to her.

      “Are you…feeling sad?” James asked hesitantly, pulling her back to the present.

      “Sad? Over Lady Mildew? Why would you ask me that?” Rissa tried to laugh, but the sound came out rather choked.

      “I ask because of these.” James knelt beside her. Cupping her cheek in his big hand, he swiped away a tear that had somehow leaked out. “Tears. Generally, when feelers cry, they are experiencing the emotion of sorrow or sadness,” he said and his deep voice was surprisingly soft and gentle.

      “’Feelers’?” Rissa sniffed. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Forgive me.” The big Kindred withdrew his hand, though he remained beside her chair, searching her eyes with his own. “That is the term we Dark Kindred use for humanoids who experience emotions, as we do not.”

      “Oh, I see.” Rissa dropped her eyes, not sure what to say to his question. It reminded her all over that he was just a robot and that she shouldn’t try to assign human feelings or thoughts to him. “I must seem quite a curiosity to you, sitting here, leaking like a watering pot,” she said at last. “I beg your pardon, it is unseemly of me to cry in front of you.”

      “Why?” He sounded genuinely confused. “While I do not have any emotions myself, it doesn’t bother me to see others express them. In fact, if your emotions are distressing you, please tell me if I can help you to ‘feel better’ in any way.”

      Rissa sniffed again.

      “You care about my feelings and want to help me feel better, even though you don’t have any emotions yourself? Why?”

      He shrugged.

      “I am here to protect you and keep you safe and well. Emotional wellbeing would seem to fall under the general parameters of my mission.”

      Rissa gave a watery little laugh.

      “You’re so singular, James! Sometimes you seem quite human and then other times you speak just like a robot. I don’t know how to make you out.”

      It was probably a very rude thing to say to the big Kindred, but as he had no emotions, he wouldn’t be offended if she was honest, Rissa thought. And indeed, he only looked thoughtful as he considered her words.

      “I am trying to understand emotions more,” he admitted. “I have gotten better at reading visual cues, but it would be much easier if you would tell me how you’re feeling. And, if you’re having negative emotions, tell me how to help.”

      Rissa sighed and gave him a tiny smile.

      “You’ve helped to make me feel better already, just by caring that I was sad,” she told him. “Lady Mildew never cared how I felt—only that I looked neat and acted properly.”

      “I’m glad. Or I would be glad, if I had emotions,” James amended.

      He gave her a tentative smile of his own and Rissa wondered why. Was he only making that facial expression in order to try and simulate the emotion of “gladness?” Or might he be having just a tiny bit of actual feeling somehow? It was hard to tell, but the smile looked genuine and it seemed to reach his blue eyes, which were still turned towards her. It was all too confusing, she decided.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re glad,” she said lightly, pushing the troubling question away. “But speaking of Lady Mildew, I really must get undressed and I’m afraid I shall need your help. I cannot reach the buttons on the back of my dress or the stays on my corset myself.”

      “I will be pleased to help you, Princess.” James rose and stood beside her chair. “Will you disrobe here, or in the bathing chamber?”

      “Here is fine. Just let me get my robe ready.”

      Rissa rose as well. Her dressing room—which had been her mother’s—was quite large and elaborate. Besides the counter which held her formal wigs, there were rows and rows of dresses and drawers carved of solid Tika wood, full of stockings, chemises, pantalletts, and all the other underthings a lady needed.

      Going to one polished, dark brown drawer, Rissa opened it and pulled out a white silk robe. Though she was used to being in a state of undress around her old Companion, she was shy of it with James.

      She had dismissed Lady Mildew’s claims that it was improper for her to have the big Kindred undressing and bathing her—mostly because she wanted to be rid of the bitter, controlling old woman. But now, she had to admit it was a bit awkward for him to see her naked. Even if he had no emotions and was a robot inside, on the outside he looked like a big, handsome, virile man—and she would normally never let a man see her without her clothing. Why, it would be almost as bad as letting him kiss her on the mouth!

      But he is not truly a man, she reminded herself again. You wouldn’t feel this way if he had turned out to look like one of those stiff, shiny butler-droids they have in all the fashionable houses in the country!

      Still, she couldn’t shake the habit of modesty and she was glad to have a robe nearby. She would put it on as soon as James helped her off with her dress and underthings, she decided. It would be…less awkward that way.

      “Could you please unbutton me?” she asked, going over to him with the robe in one hand and turning so that her back was to his front. “As I said, I cannot manage the buttons on my own.”

      “Of course.” His long fingers flew and in no time Rissa was able to peel down the white dress and step out of it. “Hang it over the chair—the maid can deal with it later,” she instructed James. “Could you please loosen the stays of my corset? I find them quite constricting tonight.”

      He frowned.

      “By ‘stays’ do you mean these strings?” He motioned at the laces running down her back.

      “Exactly.” Rissa nodded and gave another sigh of relief as the big Kindred loosed the stays in a surprisingly proficient manner and drew the corset away from her body. “Ahh…it feels so good to get that off.”

      “I’m not surprised.” James frowned down at the corset, which he held in one large hand. “Has this device been constricting your breathing all night?”

      Rissa sighed deeply.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      “But…why?” He looked truly confused. “Why would you constrict your natural curves—which are extremely pleasing to look at—into an unnatural shape?”

      “That’s Court fashion for you. It’s like the wigs—I wear a corset because everyone else in Court does too and it would be scandalous for me not to.”

      He frowned.

      “Then this ‘Court fashion’ is a foolish thing.”

      “It’s a necessary thing,” Rissa corrected him. “I mean, maybe not the wigs, but I couldn’t do without my corset. It makes me look so much thinner.”

      His frown deepened.

      “Why would you want to look thinner when your natural curves are so beautiful? You are what my people call, ‘an Elite’—a female who has been blessed with a full, curvy figure. Why would you want to hide it?”

      Rissa was taken aback. She had never heard of any man who preferred a curvy girl to a slim one.

      “Oh, well…I suppose because being thin is the fashion,” she said weakly.

      James shook his head.

      “Ridiculous,” he growled. Then he looked at her thoughtfully. “Princess, if you don’t mind me asking, I thought when I first saw you that you had lights sewn into the front of your gown. But the gown has been removed, and you still appear to have lights on your chest.” He gestured to the front of her chemise where her points were still glowing a dull red under the white fabric of her underclothes and the ice gel pads she wore.

      “Oh, um…” Rissa was suddenly covered in blushes. Though Duke Grabbington had rudely eluded to her points as a means of bringing up the topic of her Heat Cycle earlier, it was not normally a part of her anatomy she would discuss with a man.

      “I seem to have embarrassed you.” James looked at her more closely. “But why? Have I said something wrong?”

      “No, no,” Rissa hastened to assure him. “It’s just…not something I would usually speak to a, er, man about. But you are not a man—you are a cyborg and you have no emotions about such things,” she said, trying to reassure and remind herself of this fact. “And you are my new Companion so you will see my, er, problem sooner or later.”

      “And the problem is?” He raised his eyebrows, waiting for her to continue.

      “The problem is my Heat Cycle,” Rissa explained. “As a member of the Very First Family, I have Fire Blood. It heats up and collects in my more, er, sensitive areas and causes them to…to glow when my Cycle is rising.” She nodded down at her points to illustrate.

      “Then…those are not lights sewn into the front of your underthings,” James said. “They are your—”

      “Yes, they are a part of my body,” Rissa said quickly. “And one reason I must wear ice packs under my clothing and take icy baths several times a day. If my Cycle rises too high and I overheat completely, then…” She bit her lip. “Then my fate will be the same as my mother’s,” she finished in a whisper.

      James’s frown deepened.

      “Why is something not being done about this? Why isn’t anyone helping you?” he demanded.

      “Oh, they are,” Rissa explained hurriedly. “At least…in a way,” she added doubtfully. “You see, the only thing that can truly stop my Heat Cycle is finding the right suitor and getting married to him.”

      “So…getting Joined in a ceremony somehow affects your biological functions?” The big Kindred sounded doubtful.

      “Well, not the ceremony, no,” Rissa said. “But what happens after the ceremony. What he…what he will do to me—that will help.”

      “And what will this new mate of yours do to you?” James demanded.

      “I…I don’t know, exactly,” Rissa confessed. “But whatever it is, it will stop my Heat Cycle and then I shall be safe from combustion.” She shrugged. “Until then—until I find the proper suitor and marry him—I must simply keep taking ice baths and wearing the ice gel packs under my clothing to help keep me cool. There is nothing else I can do to control my Cycle.”

      James shook his head.

      “I still don’t understand—why are you not allowed to know what will be done to you in order to control your Cycle?”

      “Because it is something only married people may know,” Rissa said, repeating the words that Lady Mildew had said to her many times when she, too, had asked why she could not know more about her Heat Cycle.

      “I don’t think it is right or wise to keep you in ignorance of your own body simply because you are not Joined,” James said, frowning. “I am also un-Joined, but my neural implants send me constant updates on the state of my body. I never have any doubts about the functioning of my organs and limbs.”

      “But I don’t have any, er, ‘neural implants,’” Rissa pointed out. “And besides, you are a man while I am a lady.”

      “Why should our respective sexes have anything to do with it?” James demanded.

      “Well, because…” Rissa said, frowning. “A man moves more freely through society. There are not so many constraints on him and he may know more—much more—about…things of the flesh, than a lady may know.”

      “So you’re saying that only males should be allowed to understand their basic biological functions and females must be kept ignorant simply because they are female?” James said flatly. “Does that sound right to you, Princess? Does it sound fair?”

      “Well, no,” Rissa admitted. He was saying what she had often thought, but she was surprised to hear a man speak so. “It is not exactly fair, but it is the way things are,” she said. “At least, it is the way they are here on Regalia Five.” She looked at him curiously. “Is it really so different on your home world?”

      “As I told you, Zeaga Four has no females,” James said. “So the question is moot. But aboard the Kindred Mother Ship, where males and females interact freely, things are very different—at least from what I have observed. I have never had many interactions with females myself.”

      “Different how?” Rissa was consumed with curiosity. Regalia Five had space flight—even interstellar flight—but only men were allowed to strap themselves into a ship and blast off for the stars. Women were considered much too delicate for such activities and so she knew she would never be able to travel beyond her own planet. Still, she wished she could—it would be so interesting to meet a whole new race of people and study a new culture!

      “Well, the main difference from Regalia Five—at least that I have observed so far—is that aboard the Mother Ship, males and females are considered equal,” James told her. “They do the same jobs for the same compensation and neither sex is restricted from knowledge of their biology.”

      “Oh, men and women are equal on Regalia Five too,” Rissa said quickly. “It’s only that women are considered to be the weaker sex—we are supposed to be more delicate—more easily shocked. We are protected from forbidden knowledge for our own good—or so everyone says,” she added, frowning.

      James gave her a skeptical look.

      “Princess, tonight you went out and danced for hours wearing heavy weights on your head and body, despite the fact that you were close to fatally overheating at any time. How, exactly, does that make you weaker than a male?”

      “Oh, well…” Rissa trailed off, uncertain how to answer.

      “I didn’t see any of the males in the ballroom wearing clothing as heavy as your gown or a wig as big and elaborate as yours. And none of them was worried about bursting into flames as they danced,” he went on. “I think that makes you braver and stronger than any male there—would you agree?”

      “I…I don’t know.” Rissa looked at him in surprise, as the things he said sank in. “I never thought of it that way,” she murmured. “I have always been taught that women are fragile, weak creatures who must be treated delicately and not overloaded with too much thinking.”

      “You don’t really believe that, do you?” James demanded. “I know I certainly don’t.”

      “Well—” she began.

      But just then there was a loud banging on the front door of her rooms.

      “Oh—it must be Lady Mildew, come to take off my Chastity Wire!” she exclaimed. “And we’ve just been standing here talking—we do not even have the bath run yet!”

      “I can take care of that,” James promised. “But first let me make certain it really is Lady Mildew at the door.”

      “All right,” Rissa agreed. She liked how protective the big Kindred was, though she had to admit, she was nervous about encountering Lady Mildew again. Who knew what nasty things her old chaperone might say? But there was no help for it—she had to take her ice bath before she went to bed and Lady Mildew was the only one who could remove her Chastity Wire so that she could safely get into the soaking tub.

      Rissa sighed. Still wearing her chemise, stockings, the ice gel packs that fit over her points, and her pantelletts, she wrapped her white silk robe around herself and followed James to the door.

      She only hoped they wouldn’t have another unpleasant scene, as they had in the ball room!
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      If James was honest with himself, he was glad of the interruption. He had been enjoying talking to Princess Ka’rissa much more than he probably should. And before that, he had been touching her soft, warm skin and long, silky hair, which he also, should not have enjoyed.

      But I only enjoyed it because of the pleasurable sensations I got from the textures of her skin and hair, he tried to tell himself. However, he had touched soft things in the past. The material of his own uniform shirt was made of a soft, heavy, silky fabric that was pleasant to feel, and yet he had never had the urge to go on stroking it over and over, in the same way he had wanted to keep massaging Ka’rissa’s soft skin and playing with her long, curly hair.

      He had also never undressed a female before—not even the single Pairing Puppet he had been with aboard the Mother Ship, who had undressed herself with mechanical, jerky motions. He liked the feeling of helping the Princess—of easing her pain and releasing her from the bondage of her clothing.

      Why in the universe did the people of Regalia Five insist on constricting themselves with torturous items like the corset and weighing themselves down with heavy clothing and wigs, James wondered? The petite, curvy Princess had been wearing an outfit and wig that was nearly a quarter to a third of her own body weight and she had been forced to dance all night in it, which amounted to fairly vigorous exercise. Why did they put themselves through it?

      Ka’rissa’s explanation of it being “Court fashion” didn’t sit well with James. He himself had worn a heavy, metal exoskeleton for years, but it—like his enhancements—had been made of smart metal, which molded to his body and moved with him. The Princess’s dress and wig lacked any kind of helpful electrodes or sensors that might make them anything other than a burden.

      Also, the idea of females being weaker and more fragile than males was patently ridiculous. Yes, they were not as strong physically as males but that didn’t make them less intelligent or less able to think. How was it that Ka’rissa had been kept ignorant of her own biology? There must be some way to control her Heat Cycle, other than some mysterious function her future mate might serve, whatever that might be.

      His thoughts were full of such ideas as he put his eye to the peep hole in the door and looked around…and then down to see a sour-faced Lady Mildew standing there, tapping her foot. Once more, James thought the female looked like she had been sucking on sour citrus. Why was she so unhappy all the time?

      Since he had no emotions himself, he had a hard time analyzing the cause of others’ emotions. But he didn’t really care about the Princess’s old Companion enough to try, anyway.

      He opened the door and nodded at her.

      “Lady Mildew.”

      “Get out of my way!” the older female declared, brushing past him. “Where is that girl? I’ll not be kept waiting all night. Ka’rissa?” she called impatiently. “Where are you?”

      “I’m here, Lady Mildew.” Ka’rissa stepped out from behind James and bobbed a little curtsy to the other female.

      “There you are—and not a moment too soon! I’ve been kept waiting outside for ages!” Lady Mildew complained.

      “I will go and draw the bath,” James said to the Princess.

      “What? The bath’s not even ready yet?” Lady Mildew exclaimed.

      “It will be in a moment,” James assured her. He went into the bathing chamber and began to run cold water into the large, oval tub. But his Kindred hearing was still sharp enough to hear the two females talking, even over the rushing water. He looked through the crack in the door, observing them quietly.

      “Thank you for coming, Lady Mildew,” Ka’rissa said politely. “I’m ready for my bath.”

      “No, you’re not! Look at you—you still have on your chemise and pantalettes!” Lady Mildew exclaimed. “Can’t this new Companion of yours even manage to undress you?”

      “He was, er, undressing me.” For some reason, Ka’rissa’s cheeks went rosy in a blush of apparent embarrassment. “But we started talking and, well, we rather lost track of time.”

      “Talking, were you?” Lady Mildew gave her a skeptical look. “Are you sure that’s all you were doing, girl?”

      “What else would I have been doing?” Ka’rissa protested, still blushing.

      “Things you’re not supposed to!” Lady Mildew snapped.

      “James is a robot—a cyborg with no emotions,” Ka’rissa protested, defending him. “He doesn’t want to do any wrong things like that with me.”

      “That’s what he says—that’s what all males say,” Lady Mildew said ominously. “But you mark my words, my girl, they all want the same thing!”

      “What is that? What do they want?” Ka’rissa looked honestly confused. “You always say such things but then you never explain them.”

      “Never you mind—an unmarried girl doesn’t need to know,” the other female snapped. “Just you be careful he doesn’t take any liberties with you.”

      “I wouldn’t let him kiss me, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Ka’rissa looked shocked.

      “You’d better not!” Lady Mildew said sternly. “Now come on, girl—let’s get you in and out of the bath. I don’t have all night!”

      “Yes, Lady Mildew,” Ka’rissa murmured.

      The two women approached the bathing chamber and James stepped quickly away from the door. He supposed what he had been doing might be what some people considered “eavesdropping,” though he preferred to think of it as reconnaissance. The conversation between Princess Ka’rissa and her former chaperone had given him much to process and ponder, but for now, he must see to the Princess’s bath.
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      “Well, are you planning to take a bath in all your clothes?” Lady Mildew demanded. “Take off your things, girl, since your new Companion was too lazy to take them off earlier!”

      “I can help the Princess remove her other garments now,” James offered. Shutting off the water, he stepped forward to stand in front of Rissa. “How may I assist you, Princess?” he asked formally.

      “Oh, er, well…” Rissa began, feeling herself blush to the roots of her long, curly hair.

      “Embarrassed now, are you, my girl?” Lady Mildew looked at her shrewdly. “As well you should be! Letting a man undress you!”

      “James is no man—he is a cyborg!” Rissa cried, but it was hard to remember that when he was standing there in front of her, so tall and handsome with his broad shoulders and his shirt sleeves rolled up to expose muscular forearms—though one of them was made of metal.

      That’s right—metal! He’s no different from a butler droid and I would not be embarrassed to let one of them undress me, Rissa reminded herself.

      Focusing on the big Kindred’s metal arm helped her regain control of herself and vanquish her embarrassment.

      “Sir James,” she said formally, looking up at him. “Will you please help me to remove my underthings so that I might get into the tub?”

      “With pleasure, my Lady,” James returned, his deep voice as formal as hers. Bending a little, because he was so tall, he helped her out of her robe and draped it over one arm. Then he pulled her chemise over her head and helped her step out of he pantalettes, which he also draped over his arm.

      At that point, Rissa was naked except for her thigh-high, white silk hose and the ice gel pads which were stuck to her points with the sticky glue on their backs.

      She held her head high, but couldn’t help blushing as James knelt before her and helped her take off her stockings. Her nether mouth, with its delicate fuzz of brownish-blond curls, was so close to his face!

      But she reminded herself that she had been undressed by Lady Mildew many, many times and it had never embarrassed her—she would not be embarrassed now. After all, a Royal Princess must have help to remove her clothing and her new Companion was just a kind of robot—why should it be embarrassing to let him help undress her?

      Then James looked up at her, frowning. He was so tall that he didn’t have to look far—in fact, they were almost eye-to-eye, even with Rissa standing and him kneeling before her.

      “I am not certain about the, er, items you have on your chest, my Lady,” he said. “Are they also to be removed?”

      “Oh, yes—they, er, peel off,” Rissa exclaimed. “Like this…” She pinched the edge of one ice gel pack and began to tug it away from her stiff peak, but Lady Mildew stopped her with a derisive snort.

      “Are you trying to undress yourself, girl? You know Royalty must have help with such things!”

      “Why?” James asked, frowning, before Rissa could react. “I can understand the Princess’s need for help in getting off the heavy wigs and gowns she is forced to wear,” he continued. “But why must she have help removing her undergarments?”

      “Why…why because!” Lady Mildew exclaimed. “It is our custom. And who are you to question our customs?” she added, glaring at the big warrior.

      He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling.

      “I only asked to acquire information that will aide me in serving the Princess and keeping her safe. I wanted to know if there was a practical reason she was unable to undress herself.”

      “If you’re too lazy to undress her properly—” Lady Mildew began.

      “Of course not,” James interrupted smoothly. “Please, allow me to do that, Princess,” he added, and grasped the edge of the right gel ice pack and tugged it gently but smoothly away from her glowing point.

      When it came away, his metallic blue eyes rested briefly on her red-hot nipple and Rissa had the idea that he wanted to ask her a question. But then his eyes flickered quickly away and he pulled the pad off the other nipple and nodded at her.

      “There, Princess—you are ready for your bath.” He rose and took a respectful step back.

      “Not quite.” Lady Mildew stepped forward and pointed the small, black remote control as the silver Chastity Wire. It made a sizzling sound and then Rissa felt its steady, constant hum cease abruptly as it went dead for the time being. Lady Mildew took the wire from around her waist and nodded at her. “Well—go on, get in.”

      Feeling more naked than she ever had with the big Kindred in the room, Rissa walked to the tub filled with icy water and stepped down into it.

      As always since her Heat Cycle had begun, the frigid water made her shiver but felt good at the same time. When she sank down so that it covered her large breasts, twin puffs of steam rose from her peaks and they went from glowing cherry-red to their normal berry-dark.

      Below, Rissa could feel the cool water caressing her nether lips as well. She wished that she dared to reach between her legs and spread herself open to allow the cold water better access to her forbidden regions—what a relief it would be to cool the burning down there!

      But even without the Chastity Wire to shock her, she didn’t dare. Lady Mildew was standing there, glaring at her, and the water was crystal clear—it would be obvious that she was touching herself in places she should not. So she simply sank further down in the tub and sighed as the cold water did its best to chill her Fire Blood.

      But she wasn’t allowed to relax for long.

      “Well?” Lady Mildew exclaimed, glaring at James. “Why are you not scrubbing the Princess, you great oaf? Do you think your job is just to loll around watching her all day?”

      James frowned at her.

      “You know, Lady Mildew, you have accused me more than once of wishing to touch Princess Ka’rissa in an improper way, though I have told you I am a cyborg and have no desires in that direction. But then you urge me to undress her and scrub her naked body. There would seem to be a dichotomy between your words and actions.”

      “How dare you accuse me of having a…a…whatever it was you just said?” Lady Mildew exclaimed. “I’m just trying to tell you to do your job, you idiot robot! The Princess must be bathed. As her Companion for many years, that lot always fell to me. So if you’re too stupid to do it, I can show you how—”

      “No, please!” Rissa exclaimed. She had always dreaded the scrubbing part of her nightly bath with Lady Mildew. Mostly because her old chaperone had always insisted on using the stiffest scrubbing brush possible—the blue one with the metal-tipped bristles that left her pale brown skin red and raw afterwards.

      “So you’d rather be dirty?” Lady Mildew demanded, glaring at her.

      “No indeed, but it is no longer your job to scrub me, Lady Mildew,” Rissa said quickly. She looked at James. “If you please, Sir James, the scrubbing brushes are in the second drawer under the sink,” she told him.

      He nodded silently and went to rummage in the drawer for a moment. When he returned, Rissa was delighted to see that he had one of the softer brushes in his big hand—the pink one with a long handle.

      “Hold out your arm, please, Princess,” he said, kneeling beside the tub. “So I can scrub you.”

      “What’s that brush you’re using?” Lady Mildew demanded. “That won’t get her clean! She needs the blue one—that’s the one I always use on her!”

      James frowned.

      “The one with metal-tipped bristles? I would never use something like that on Princess Ka’rissa’s skin. It’s much too rough—it might hurt her.”

      “She needs to be hurt a bit, in order to get her clean,” Lady Mildew protested. “She’s a very dirty girl, you know—she needs a good, solid scrubbing.”

      “She doesn’t look all that dirty to me,” James said firmly. “And I refuse to use an instrument on her that might wound her. Princess, please hold out your hand,” he said, looking at Rissa.

      Shyly—she had been crossing her arms over her chest to cover herself—Rissa sat up and held out a hand to him. James took it in his own and began stroking the scrub brush up and down her arm, gently but firmly.

      Rissa sighed in pleasure at the pleasant sensation. The bristles produced their own sweet-smelling foam and cleaned her without abrading her skin. Lady Mildew said no more but looked on with a sour expression as James washed Rissa’s other arm and then her legs and back and torso—though he carefully avoided her points. The older woman didn’t object again until James nodded and sat back.

      “There, Princess—I believe you’re clean,” he told Rissa.

      “She is not!” Lady Mildew exclaimed. “You haven’t washed betwixt her legs, yet! That part is the dirtiest of all!”

      James frowned.

      “I don’t believe I should scrub that area with a brush—even one without metal-tipped bristles. I don’t want to injure the Princess.”

      “You have to scrub her there to get her clean!” Lady Mildew insisted. “And if it hurts her, so much the better! That’ll keep her from trying to reach between her legs like the nasty, dirty girl she is!”

      “Lady Mildew!” Rissa was horrified and humiliated at the same time. “I have never—”

      “Oh, yes you did! Or why did I have to use the Chastity Wire on you in the first place?” Lady Mildew demanded.

      “I was only ten years old!” Rissa exclaimed. “I…I didn’t know any better! And anyway, I can’t—not with the Chastity Wire in the way—and you know it!” Suddenly, years of anger boiled up inside her. “I think you only scrubbed me so hard all those years because you liked hurting me!” she blurted, before she could stop herself.

      “How dare you speak that way to me, you nasty little worm?” Lady Mildew’s faded blue eyes flashed warningly. “I ought to leave right now without putting your Chastity Wire back in place. Let’s see how long your reputation remains unstained if word gets around the Court that you’ve got a man dressing and undressing you—not to mention bathing you, naked in the tub—and no Chastity Wire to keep him from doing what he shouldn’t!”

      “I have told you, James is a cyborg!” Rissa exclaimed. She hated fighting with her old chaperone like this! Lady Mildew usually just grumbled and groused—she hadn’t seen the other woman this stirred up in years. She must really be angry about her loss of status, since she was no longer Rissa’s Constant Companion and chaperone.

      “I don’t care what he is, he’s got man parts betwixt his legs and he’s up to no good!” Lady Mildew declared.

      She got up as though to leave, and Rissa realized there was a disaster in the making. If word got out to the Court—to the person who wrote Lady TittleTattle’s Breadcrumbs—that her new male Companion was bathing her and undressing her and there was no Chastity Wire involved, her reputation would be ruined beyond repair, no matter what the Steward said!

      “Please, Lady Mildew, don’t go,” she said quickly, clasping her hands under her chin. “I…I didn’t mean what I said and I shouldn’t have said it. Please, I beg you!”

      Her words seemed to calm her old chaperone somewhat, for Lady Mildew sat back down on the chair beside the tub and frowned warningly at Rissa.

      “Let’s have no more backtalk, my girl,” she said. “I may not be your Companion anymore, but I’ve still got power over you and don’t you forget it!”

      “No, Lady Mildew, I wont,” Rissa whispered miserably. Clearly she would never be rid of the sour old bat, even if she did have a new Companion now. “May I be excused from the bath?” she asked humbly, keeping her eyes lowered.

      “Well…I suppose so,” Lady Mildew said grudgingly. “Though you’ll have to be scrubbed twice as hard betwixt your legs tomorrow night to make up for missing tonight,” she added.

      Rissa saw James frown and open his mouth, presumably to say that he refused to scrub such a delicate area too vigorously. She caught his eyes and gave a quick shake of her head. The big Kindred’s frown deepened, but he nodded shortly and went to put away the brush he’d been using on her. When he came back, he was holding up a large, plush towel.

      “Are you ready to exit the bathing tub, my Lady Ka’rissa?” he asked her.

      “Yes, thank you, Sir James.”

      Keeping her head low and her arms crossed over her breasts, Rissa stepped out of the icy water and let him wrap the big pink towel around her shoulders.

      “Very well—hurry up and dry her,” Lady Mildew directed him. “I must put this Chastity Wire back on the Princess and I can’t do it if she’s wet.”

      He nodded without speaking and began drying Rissa’s arms and legs and torso—though she noticed that he once again skirted around her peaks and the spot between her legs. Had he been taught to avoid touching such delicate places on board the Mother Ship? Or was he simply trying to show her respect by not touching her private areas?

      Either way, she respected his delicacy and tact in the matter. She was still shy about having his hands on her body, despite the fact that she knew he had no lustful emotions—or any emotions for that matter. It was good of him to realize that and to respect her boundaries.

      Though he wouldn’t have if Lady Mildew had anything to say about it, she thought, as she opened the towel so her old chaperone could re-clasp the Chastity Wire around her waist and re-activate it with the remote only she had access to.

      Why the older woman insisted she was dirty and had evil impulses was beyond Rissa. The incident she kept harping on—the single time she’d tried touching herself between her legs, before she knew it was wrong to do so—had happened so long ago it seemed that almost anyone else would have forgotten it by now. But not Lady Mildew—she had to bring it up—in front of James, too!

      Rissa didn’t care that he had no emotions—it was still humiliating for him to know about her one foray into the forbidden place between her legs. What would he think of her now? What if he thought she was a dirty, nasty girl, as Lady Mildew had proclaimed her to be? It might be foolish, but she found she cared about the big Kindred’s good opinion—cared deeply.

      Maybe she felt that way because, in a way, she felt that she already knew him. Not just from their interactions tonight, but also because of the many dreams she’d had of him over the past month. Dreams in which he held her and murmured in her ear in that deep voice of his…

      Blushing, she tried to push the thought away. It was making her points feel hot again, despite her recent cold bath, and she didn’t need to worry about setting her nightdress on fire in the night as she slept. Well, not that she could—it was made of fire retardant fabric, as were all her clothes—but it was possible to scorch it quite badly, which would ruin the delicate material it was made of.

      Speaking of her nightdress, James had it all ready for her. He slipped the silky white garment over her head and it settled around her ankles, much to Rissa’s relief. She didn’t enjoy being naked and vulnerable—clothing was like armor and she needed all the armor she could get whilst battling with Lady Mildew.

      And thank goodness, Lady Mildew seemed finally about to leave. She rose from her chair and pointed a crooked finger at Rissa.

      “You behave, my girl,” she said, a frown creasing her face deeply. “I’ll see you at breakfast tomorrow and you’d better be on your very best behavior.”

      Rissa wanted to snap back that she was always on her best behavior and it wasn’t necessary to remind her to use her Court manners all the time. But she thought better of it and simply nodded her head meekly.

      “Yes, Lady Mildew. Good night, Lady Mildew,” she said, just as she had said every night after her bath for years and years.

      Lady Mildew harumphed once more before flouncing out of the bathing room and leaving Rissa’s apartments, banging the door shut behind her on her way out.
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      James waited until he was certain the door to the Princess’s rooms was locked tight and he was tucking her into the big, four-poster bed under the rose-gold coverlet before he asked,

      “Princess, what is the purpose of the silver wire you wear around your waist?”

      “What?” Her eyes, which had been drifting closed, opened wide and she looked up at him with an expression that seemed to be half shame and half fear. James frowned, wondering why such a simple question should engender such emotions.

      “Why you need to wear it all the time?” he asked. “What does it do? I noticed an electrical hum coming from it—does it help to keep you cool during the night somehow?”

      She bit her lip and he could see that she was working through several different possible answers in her head. Was she thinking of lying to him? But when she finally spoke, her words had the ring of truth, though her tone was low and shamed and she dropped her eyes, as though she couldn’t bear to have him look at her as she answered.

      “Didn’t you hear Lady Mildew? The wire is to…to keep me from reaching between my legs to touch my…my forbidden areas.”

      “Forbidden areas?” James frowned. “But why should any part of your own body be forbidden to you?”

      “It’s a part of me that only my husband may touch—and only after we are married,” she murmured, still looking down. Her cheeks were pink with a blush.

      “But why?” James demanded again. “I don’t understand, Princess.”

      “I…I don’t exactly either.” She looked up at him at last and he saw that her lovely amber-brown eyes were filled with tears. “I only know that it’s shameful and wrong and I would never, never do it. Only Lady Mildew is convinced that I would and she’s been making me wear the Chastity Wire for years because she says I am a dirty, nasty girl. But I’m not, James—I promise I’m not!”

      Her last words turned into a sob and she buried her face in her hands, her slim shoulders shaking with grief.

      James had seen people cry before on the Mother Ship—mostly human females—but once or twice he had seen a Kindred warrior tear up during extreme circumstances. But as a Dark Kindred, he had never cried himself—nor had anyone else’s tears ever affected him.

      He found, however, that Princess Ka’rissa’s tears did affect him. He felt a strange yearning sensation in his chest—a feeling like a cruel hand was squeezing his heart.

      Her pain, he thought. She’s in so much pain…

      And he found that he wanted to ease that pain, though he scarcely knew how to do it.

      He wondered how he could help and remembered the last time he had seen someone cry. It had been a human female at one of the dining establishments he had recently been visiting. She had apparently gotten some bad news on her communications device because her eyes had overflowed with tears and she had begun crying, right there in the restaurant.

      Her mate, a Beast Kindred, had been sitting right beside her. He had taken her into his arms and rubbed her back, letting her cry for a few moments before gently leading her out of the restaurant where she could express her grief with more privacy.

      The whole thing had happened at the table next to his, so James had been able to observe it from start to end. At the time, he had thought it nothing but a flagrant expression of emotion—the kind of thing that would have gotten someone purged on his home world of Zeaga Four. But now he considered it again, analyzing the memory rapidly. How was he supposed to act in this situation? How had the Beast Kindred helped his mate?

      He remembered the human female’s flushed cheeks and tear-filled eyes—so like Ka’rissa’s eyes were now. And he thought again of how her mate had gathered her into his arms and simply held her. Was that the way to help ease Ka’rissa’s pain—through physical contact? Though he had never done anything like it before, James sensed that it was.

      Sitting on the side of the Princess’s bed, he put an arm around her shaking shoulders and gathered her gently to his chest.

      At first, Ka’rissa froze in his arms. But when James only held her and didn’t do anything threatening, she relaxed against him and pressed her face to his chest. Sobs shook her as she clung to him and James felt an even stronger urge to help her—to ease and calm her sorrow somehow.

      “Tell me how to help you, Princess,” he growled softly, stroking her trembling back and shoulders as that invisible fist squeezed his heart. “I don’t know anything about curing emotions, but I want to help you cure yours.”

      She looked up at him with wet eyes.

      “Emotions aren’t…aren’t something you can cure,” she whispered, her voice breaking on the words.

      “Then how can I turn your bad emotions into good ones?” James asked honestly. “How can I make you ‘feel better’ as the feelers say?”

      Ka’rissa swiped at her eyes and looked up at him uncertainly.

      “You can say that you don’t think I’m bad or wrong or dirty to start with,” she whispered. “You can say you don’t believe the awful things Lady Mildew said about me.”

      “Of course I don’t,” James said at once, frowning. “I think she is irrationally angry at the loss of her position as your Companion and she wants to find a way to hurt you because of it. I have observed that feelers who have pain sometimes want to give pain to others,” he added. “It’s just another reason why emotions are illogical and not at all useful.”

      “But emotions can be wonderful too—positive emotions, anyway,” she objected. “I was feeling very positive and happy when I was dancing with you at the ball tonight,” she added, giving him a shy glance through her long lashes. “I wouldn’t want to give up those feelings just to become more ‘logical.’”

      James thought of the experience of dancing with her and had to admit she might be right. He’d felt a great deal of satisfaction knowing that he was holding her in his arms. Also, keeping time with the up-tempo music and whirling the petite Princess around the room as she laughed and smiled up at him had given him a warm glow in his chest that seemed to radiate to his entire body. Was that…happiness?

      Surely not, he told himself. I was simply satisfied that I was doing my job correctly and protecting Ka’rissa’s physical and mental wellbeing.

      But he couldn’t remember ever having that warm glow before or enjoying moving to music in the way he had tonight. Was this why the Collective had outlawed music on Zeaga Four? Because it really could cause emotions?

      But was it the music causing that glow you felt…or the fact that you were holding the Princess in your arms and she was laughing and smiling at you? asked a little voice in his head.

      James didn’t know, but he decided it would be foolish to try and analyze the situation now. At the moment, he was trying to comfort Ka’rissa and ease her pain. And from the look on her face, he thought he might be succeeding.

      “Do you feel better now?” he asked, stroking a long strand of curly hair away from her eyes so he could see them better. “Have I fixed you?”

      She gave a little laugh.

      “No, you didn’t ‘fix’ me, but you certainly made me feel better.” She bit her lip. “Though…I do not know if it is proper for you to hold me in your arms in this way.”

      “Why not?” James asked, mystified. “I held you in my arms as we danced tonight and no one thought that was improper.”

      “Well, yes, but we’re in my bed and I’m not wearing much,” she pointed out. “If someone were to walk in on us right now they might think you were…” She bit her lip, her cheeks going rosy with a blush. “Might think you were trying to…to kiss me,” she whispered.

      “I’m aware that a male shouldn’t press his lips to a female’s without her permission,” James told her. “Or without some kind of understanding between them—like a prior relationship. So please don’t worry—I wouldn’t do that.”

      “I know you wouldn’t,” Ka’rissa said quickly. “I just…wouldn’t want anyone else to think that you would.”

      James frowned.

      “A person’s image—how they are perceived by others—is very important here on Regalia Five, isn’t it?”

      Her eyes widened.

      “It’s everything. Once your image—your reputation—is ruined, your life is over. The whole Court does nothing all day but gossip and spread rumors about each other. That is why a lady’s image must be beyond reproach.”

      James shook his head.

      “That seems like a very ‘unhappy’—to borrow a feeler term—way to live. But I actually think I understand it.”

      “You do?” Ka’rissa asked.

      He nodded.

      “Back on my home world of Zeaga Four, we were all constantly being analyzed and monitored for any signs of ‘feel crime’—the crime of having emotions,” he explained. “The constant scrutiny could be…wearing at times. Even though I had no emotions, I couldn’t help wondering what might happen if someone higher up the chain of command—closer to the Collective—thought I was having them and acted accordingly.”

      “And what happened to you if you were caught, uh, ‘feeling’?” Ka’rissa asked. Her eyes were wide as she watched him.

      James shrugged.

      “You were purged. It was a daily occurrence because sometimes a warrior’s emotion damper would fail and they would start feeling before they could stop themselves from it.”

      As he spoke, he had an uneasy sensation centered in the pit of his stomach as he thought of the little silver button at the back of his neck. But surely his own emotion damper was functioning adequately—yes, he was sure it was. And even if it wasn’t, he was no longer on Zeaga Four and no one could purge him for it.

      “Purged?” The Princess’s eyes went wider. “You mean killed? They killed you just for having emotions?”

      James nodded.

      “Yes, that about sums it up.”

      “But…but that’s terrible,” she exclaimed. “How could they kill you just for having feelings?”

      He shrugged again. “It was the way of the Collective. What happens to you here on Regalia Five if your reputation gets ‘ruined.’ Are you purged?”

      “No, nothing like that.” She shook her head. “You’re just ostracized and uninvited from every social event of the Season.” She frowned. “And then you have to go and live in the country so no one can see you and you won’t ruin other girls by your association with them.”

      “That sounds like a kind of purging,” James pointed out. “A social purging, at least. If you are banished from your home and you are never allowed to speak to anyone you know again—that doesn’t sound like a very pleasant fate.”

      “No, it’s not.” She sighed. “Which is why a lady must be so very careful. And, I suppose, why I must wear the Chastity Wire.” A troubled look came into her eyes. “But I would never do…what Lady Mildew accused me of. I hope you know that, James.”

      “I wouldn’t think less of you, even if you did,” he assured her.

      Her eyes grew wide again.

      “What? But how could you not think less of me if you found out I had…had touched my forbidden areas?” Her cheeks went pink again as she spoke and he could tell it embarrassed her to speak of such things.

      “Because I don’t believe that any part of your own body should be forbidden to you,” James said firmly. “It’s your body. Why shouldn’t you touch it anywhere and any way that you want to?”

      “Because it’s wrong!” she exclaimed.

      “Who says it’s wrong?” he countered. “Lady Mildew? Do you really hold her opinion in such high regard?”

      “Well…I…I don’t…” Princess Ka’rissa seemed to be at a loss for words. “I just don’t think it is right,” she said at last, weakly.

      “It’s one thing if you don’t think it’s right,” James told her. “It’s something else entirely if you’re letting someone else tell you it’s wrong—letting them control what you think.” He frowned. “That was one reason I was glad when the Collective fell—the hive mind of computers that ran my home planet,” he explained, seeing her questioning look. “Though I have no emotions, I still want to have thoughts and opinions of my own. I think that is every sentient being’s right.”

      Ka’rissa looked at him thoughtfully.

      “You know…you’ve given me a lot to think about, James,” she murmured and yawned. “But now, I’m feeling so…so sleepy.”

      “All those emotions you had have worn you out,” James told her. “I have witnessed this with other feelers as well—when they have a lot of strong emotions in a row, they need to rest afterwards. Do you think you can sleep now?”

      She sighed.

      “I’d like to, but I’m afraid I’ll have to get up and wash my face and neck in cold water again. All the, er, emotions I had seem to have made me overheated.”

      James looked at her flushed cheeks with concern.

      “Do you feel in danger of combustion? Should I draw another ice-cold bath for you?”

      “Oh, no!” She shook her head. “It’s not as bad as all that and I can’t get into the bath with the Chastity Wire locked in place, anyway. No, I just need to cool down a little before I can safely go to sleep.”

      She made as if to get up, but for some reason, James didn’t want to stop holding her. The thought that he wanted to keep her in his arms gave him an idea.

      “Princess, if you want me to, I can cool my body temperature down, as I did earlier this evening when you fainted in the Reception Hall,” he offered. “It might be that this will cool you down as well, since you are still pressed against me.” He nodded down to the way they were positioned with him still sitting on the side of her bed and the Princess laying almost in his lap.

      “Oh, could you?” she asked, looking up at him. “But aren’t you getting uncomfortable, sitting like that? You’ve been, er, holding me, for quite some time now.”

      “I don’t mind,” James murmured. He stroked one flushed cheek with a finger that was already much cooler, since he had commanded his body to begin chilling itself.

      “Oh…” She pressed her hot cheek into his hand eagerly. “Your hands are so lovely and cool, James!”

      “Get a little closer and lie against me as I reduce my body temperature,” James told her. “Here—do you mind if I stretch out on the bed?”

      She bit her lip, as though wondering if this was “proper,” but at last she nodded her head.

      “Yes, that would be all right, I think.”

      “Good.” James stretched out on her bed—it was a large bed and long enough for him to do so—with his legs crossed at the ankles. He propped his right hand behind his head and cradled the petite Princess close to his left side as he continued to cool his body down.

      “Ohhh…” Ka’rissa sighed as she pillowed her hot face against his chest and snuggled against him. “All of you is getting lovely and cold now. It feels so wonderful not to be hot for once!”

      Indeed, she was very warm, James thought as he held her close to him. Her small, curvy body was burning up—it felt as though she had a fever. And the tight points of her nipples were like two live coals against his side. How could she bear to be so hot all the time?

      Using his natural abilities in sync with his enhancements and electrodes, he managed to cool the areas where her nipples pressed against him even more, until at last he felt her heat subsiding.

      But it wasn’t just her nipples that were burning hot—he could also feel the juncture of her thighs against the side of his leg. Though Ka’rissa kept her own legs pressed modestly together, heat was baking from the spot between her thighs, making James wonder if that area—what he had heard other Kindred warriors call a female’s “pussy”—was even hotter than her nipples had been.

      He thought of offering to place his thigh between her legs to cool her down there, but this was the spot she considered her “forbidden area” and he didn’t want to make her upset. So he simply did his best to keep the rest of her cool as he she slowly drifted off in his arms.

      As he held her and watched her sleep, James felt that warm glow in his chest again. But it was different from when he was dancing with her, he thought. This time the glow was gentler, though no less intense, and there was a sense of possessiveness that went with it.

      A word rose in his mind and he spoke it aloud before he could even analyze it.

      “Mine,” he murmured in the dimness of her room as he held the Princess close to him. “She is mine.”

      Which of course, was completely illogical. Princess Ka’rissa didn’t belong to him—he was only here to protect her for a short time. But still the possessiveness and the warm glow in his chest persisted and he couldn’t make it go away.

      To be honest, he didn’t even try.
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      Rissa woke feeling cool and refreshed for the first time since her Heat Cycle had started, months ago. For a moment, she couldn’t think why that should be. How was it that, for the first time in ages, she hadn’t woken up in a puddle of sweat with her nightdress sticking to her skin and the Chastity Wire emitting painful little sparks and shocks, as it did when it got damp?

      Then she realized her cheek was pillowed on something firm and cold—something that smelled wonderful—like fresh, icy mountain winds. In fact, she thought, as she woke up a little more, her entire body was pressed against this long, hard, cold object that was somehow so comfortable she didn’t want to move. What could it be?

      Then the thing she was pressed against moved under her and a deep, rumbling voice murmured,

      “Good morning, Princess.”

      Rissa gasped and sat up with a jerk as suddenly, everything came rushing back. Meeting her new guard…dancing with him at the ball… the excruciating embarrassment she’d felt when Lady Mildew made him bathe her and demanded she wear the Chastity Wire because she was “dirty.” And then later, the long talk the two of them had had and the way she had fallen asleep against his side.

      Goodness gracious, I slept with a strange man in my bed last night—all night long!

      The idea felt shocking at first, but Rissa couldn’t sustain the emotion for long. After all, James didn’t feel like a stranger. She’d been dreaming of him for ages and it felt more like one of her dreams had simply come true. Also, it was hard to be upset when being with him just felt so…natural.

      “Are you well?” James was still lying on her bed—fully clothed except for his frock coat and boots, which he had removed to avoid dirtying her rose-gold coverlet. He was looking up at her with a small frown on his face, as though he was worried about her. “Are you well?” he asked again.

      “Oh, yes—perfectly!” Rissa assured him. “I just…I’ve never, er…never slept with a…a man in my bed before.” She bit her lip. “I’m not sure it’s quite proper.”

      “Why?” James asks reasonably. “We didn’t perform any improper acts. I simply lay with you to keep you cool last night.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “Did I?”

      “Oh, yes,” Rissa admitted. “Generally when I wake up, I’m an overheated mess and I must wash myself down with a pitcher of cold water! But this morning I feel as fresh as a hartha flower!”

      “I am glad,” James said gravely. “I am here to keep you safe, Princess. Keeping you from overheating and combusting during the night is part of my mission.”

      When he put it that way, Rissa felt much less guilty. After all, it wasn’t as though he’d slept in her bed in order to do…whatever it was that married people did together. He was simply keeping her cool and safe. His ability to chill his body temperature kept her from overheating and also, what assassin would dare attack her when she was being held in the big Kindred’s arms?

      “When you put it that way, I almost think we should sleep together this way every night,” Rissa said thoughtfully.

      He shrugged.

      “Why not? I would be pleased to hold you in my arms and cool you every night for as long as I am with you, Princess.”

      “Well…” Rissa began, but just then there was a light tapping at the outer door to her rooms. “Quickly!” she hissed at James. “That will be my maid, Liza! You must go into the outer bedchamber, which is meant for my Companion. Make haste! Oh, and do not forget your boots and coat!” she added.

      James was up in a flash and moving so fast he seemed to be almost a blur. He looked through the peep hole in the door and then nodded to her before disappearing into the outer bedchamber, just as she had asked.

      The moment he shut the door, Rissa rose and went to open the outer door for the maid, as she usually did every morning.

      Liza was standing there patiently, holding a heavy breakfast tray in her skinny arms and wearing a black dress and white apron and cap—the uniform of the palace servants.

      “G’day, my Lady,” she said, dropping a quarter curtsy, which was all she could manage holding the large silver tray. “Got your breakfast here, nice and hot.”

      “Come in, come in,” Rissa invited. She stood to one side, allowing the maid into the room and gestured to the breakfast table, which was opposite the bed and directly beside the large floor to ceiling glass doors.

      Liza sat the tray down carefully and then went to draw the heavy brocade drapes and open the glass double doors which opened onto a balcony overlooking the palace gardens.

      “Mmm…lovely day,” she remarked, breathing deeply as the scents of honey-bloom and pink blossom drifted into the room. “And how are you this morning, my Lady?” she asked, turning to Rissa. She frowned. “I must say, you’re looking very refreshed. Did you get up early to wash?”

      Normally Rissa was still drenched in sweat with her hair in a tangle and her nightdress sticking to her damp body when she answered the door for the maid in the morning—which she did in order not to wake Lady Mildew. She had always felt that the longer she could let her old chaperone sleep, the better the morning was.

      This morning, however, she had slept cool and dry and she felt exceedingly refreshed and happy. Still, she couldn’t let anyone know the reason for that—not even Liza, who was generally friendly.

      “Yes, yes I did,” she said, smiling at the maid. “And you’re right—it’s a lovely morning.”

      “That it is.” Liza went to strip the sheets off the bed as she did every morning and frowned. “My lady,” she said to Rissa. “Your sheets—they’re dry. Is everything all right? I mean, you know, with your Cycle and all?” she finished in a half-whisper.

      “Perfectly fine,” Rissa assured her, smiling.

      “But…but your Cycle—” Liza began.

      “Is on a downturn,” Rissa finished for her.

      Liza frowned.

      “But I thought it was on an upturn. For didn’t you overheat yesterday in the Reception Hall? I was quite worried about you, my Lady, when I read about it in the latest issue of Lady TittleTattle’s Breadcrumbs.”

      “Oh, is there a new issue?” Rissa exclaimed. “Did you bring it for me, Liza?”

      Her maid’s plain face broke into a broad smile.

      “Yes, of course I did, my Lady! Don’t I always take care of you?”

      “You certainly do.” Rissa smiled at the other girl warmly. She had always liked the maid, who had been looking after her ever since she’d started her Cycle and moved into her mother’s grand apartments. They had an understanding between them—Liza always supplied her with the latest scandal rags, so that Rissa could know what to expect before she faced the Court each day. In return, she gave the maid first pick of her breakfast tray. The servants of the palace were fed well enough, but their food was plain and uninteresting and they almost never got anything sweet.

      “Take what you like,” she said now, to Liza, as she always did. “I expect there are some lovely sweet buns there.”

      “There are indeed. Thank you, my Lady.” Liza’s eyes went wide as she lifted the silver dome off the bread plate and plucked a large, flaky bun studded with plump, purple gooza berries and glazed with verbeena honey. She bobbed a little curtsy as she took a bite and her eyes rolled heavenward in rapture. “Oh, my Lady—it’s quite wonderful!” she exclaimed, when she had swallowed.

      Rissa smiled—delighted as always in the maid’s pleasure. Liza’s raptures over sweet buns and sticky cakes never got old.

      “I’m so glad you like it,” she said. “And thank you for bringing me the latest Crumbs.”

      “It’s hidden under your plate, my Lady,” Liza whispered, glancing around. They always had to hide the scandal sheet lest Lady Mildew find it and confiscate it—but not before scolding Rissa severely for reading gossip.

      But she didn’t have to worry about that anymore, Rissa realized.

      “It’s all right, Liza—you don’t have to hide it anymore,” she told the maid. “My new, er, Constant Companion won’t be upset if I read it.”

      “Oh, I read about that too.” Liza’s eyes went wide. “Pray tell, my Lady—where is he? Is it true he’s a robot but looks like a man?”

      “True enough,” Rissa said cautiously. “He’s in the outer bedchamber—I expect he’ll be up eventually,” she added.

      At that moment, the door to the outer bedchamber opened and James came out, fully dressed.

      “Your Highness,” he said, bowing deeply to Rissa, as she sat at the table. “I trust you slept well as I guarded you last night?”

      “Yes, I did. Very well, Sir James,” Rissa said formally. “Er, this is Liza,” she added, nodding at the maid.

      “Enchanted to meet you, Liza,” James said, and bowed to the maid as well.

      Liza went scarlet in the face and her eyes went wide.

      “Oh, my Lady—he’s so handsome!” she exclaimed and a nervous giggle escaped her before she scurried out of the room.

      As the door shut behind her, James made his way to the breakfast table and sat down across from Rissa.

      “Good morning again, Princess,” he murmured. “Are you having First Meal?”

      “Yes, I guess so—we call it ‘breakfast’ though,” Rissa told him. “Are you hungry? Have some scrambled betha eggs and a pastry.”

      James nodded.

      “That will make a pleasant change from my usual First Meal of nutritional protein paste.”

      “Ugh, that sounds awful!” Rissa exclaimed, buttering a fluffy cloud roll and taking a bite.

      “It is quite bland,” James admitted. He sat and began to serve himself and, as he did, Rissa reached under her plate and found the much-folded copy of Lady TittleTattle’s Breadcrumbs and began to read.

      

      Gentle Reader, the Crumbs began, as always,

      Have we ever seen such excitement as we did last night at Court? For our dear Princess Ka’rissa has a new Constant Companion and chaperone—and it is a man!

      Rissa felt a tremor of uncertainty in her belly, but the next paragraph put her mind at ease.

      Never fear, however, dear reader that anything improper is afoot, for the Princess’s new Companion only looks like a man. In actuality, he is a robot, which he proved with a rather singular display of acrobatics and strength in the Royal Reception Hall as he was being announced to the Steward. After showing himself more than capable of protecting the Princess from any further attempts on her life, he was invested as her Constant Companion and chaperone by the Steward himself.

      The new Companion proved his worth almost at once as the dear Princess began to overheat and fainted. Sir Robot—as he shall henceforth be called—caught her and cooled her with his rather frightening metal hand, after which she revived beautifully and was even able to dance at the ball!

      And who did she dance with? My Dear Readers, she danced with her new Companion the most, for Sir Robot is no ordinary, clumsy butler droid. He spun our lovely Princess around the Grand Ballroom in style, scarcely allowing anyone else to claim a dance—even the dastardly Duke Grabbington, who was seen to be angling for a chance with the Princess all night. He got only one dance, however, before Sir Robot came to his new lady’s rescue and refused the Duke any more dances with her. The Duke was said to be livid with rage, but as he has been involved in the ruination of some very fine ladies, including the hapless Miss Prunella Ascott only last Season, this author cannot find it in her heart to feel the least bit sorry for him.

      And what of Princess Ka’rissa’s old Companion, the once esteemed Lady Mildew? Well, Gentle Reader, I fear I must report that she has come down in the world and lost most of her status since she had been replaced by Sir Robot. This author pities her, thought to be honest, she never seemed to have much affection for our dear Princess. One may hope that she will enjoy a quiet retirement, out of the public eye now that another has taken her place.

      So things appear to be looking up for our lovely Princess. She has a dashing new Companion and she is a better dancer than ever! Yet, her episode of overheating in the Reception Hall last night still gives one cause for concern. Might we hope that soon the Steward will announce some new suitors for her hand? Perhaps some that are more of her age this time? We would not wish for her to share the unhappy fate of her dear Mama and I fear that rumors will start against the Steward if he allows such a thing to happen. For, as he alone can approve Princess Ka’rissa’s suitors, it is to be hoped he approves some very soon, so that she may marry and finally ascend the throne to rule our bodies, as she already rules our hearts.

      And that, Dear Reader, is all I have to report at present. As always, keep watching for the next issue of Breadcrumbs if you wish to keep abreast of the latest Court news.

      I remain your humble and obedient servant,

      Lady TittleTattle.

      

      Rissa gave a sigh of relief as she finished the scandal rag and her cloud bun at the same time. Thank goodness Lady TittleTattle hadn’t found fault with her having James as her new Companion! Had she communicated even a whiff of impropriety to the Court, Rissa would have been in danger of losing her good reputation. But as it was, the mysterious Lady TittleTattle seemed to be on her side—at least for now.

      “What are you reading?” James asked her. “Whatever it is, it seems to have made you happy. You’re smiling, which is usually an indication of positive emotions.”

      “Oh, it is the latest copy of the Breadcrumbs,” Rissa told him, and explained about the scandal sheet and how it was published every few days to the simultaneous delight and horror of the Court.

      He nodded.

      “Yes, Commander Sylvan gave me a copy of one issue to read when he was explaining your situation and my mission. What does this issue say?”

      “Would you like to read it?” Rissa asked, offering it to him across the table.

      “Yes, thank you.” He took it and the metal scope on the right side of his head extended and covered his right eye. Rissa watched with interest as a red light projected from the scope onto the paper. In what seemed like only a second, James was handing the paper back to her and the scope was resuming its place at his right temple.

      “You read it that quickly?” Rissa asked, awed.

      He nodded and shrugged.

      “It seems to have mostly complimentary things to say about both of us, which I take to be a good thing for your reputation?”

      “Yes, very good.” Rissa nodded and took a sip of her thistledown tea. “Though no one knows who she is, Lady TittleTattle has the power to ruin reputations. In fact, Duke Grabbington was much more accepted in the highest social circles before she exposed him for ruining poor Prunella Ascott. Now he is rather looked down upon, despite his grand title. I heard that he was refused an invitation to Lady Isolde’s Mid-Summer ball only the other week.”

      James nodded.

      “Then I assume Duke Grabbington will not be pleased with this issue.” He frowned. “And neither will Lady Mildew, I suspect.”

      Rissa sighed unhappily.

      “I am afraid you are right. I wish Lady TittleTattle hadn’t tweaked her tail! She’s already mad about being replaced as my Companion—it doesn’t do any good to rub her nose in it!”

      “Do you think she’ll try to take some kind of vengeance on you?” James frowned threateningly. “She had better not.”

      “I doubt she’d try an assassination attempt, if that’s what you mean,” Rissa said, feeling troubled. “Unless it was a character assassination,” she added.

      “She had better not try any kind of assassination.” James’s voice dropped to a low, protective growl. “I won’t let her hurt you, Princess. I swear it on my life as a Kindred warrior.”

      “Well…thank you, James, but if Lady Mildew wants to start a rumor about me, there’s nothing you can really do about it. It’s not like she’s a man and you could call her out for a duel.”

      “A duel?” he frowned. “Explain, please.”

      “Oh, it is a contest of honor. When a man feels another man has offended him or the lady he is protecting, he calls the other man out to fight at dawn. They choose weapons and attempt to kill each other.” She shuddered. “It is quite a barbaric practice, actually, and the Steward has attempted to outlaw it, but the gentlemen just won’t stop.” She shook her head.

      “Speaking of ‘gentlemen’ what does er, Lady TittleTattle mean when she talks about there being rumors against the Steward if he doesn’t approve some new suitors for you soon?” James raised an eyebrow at her. “And why has he not approved any to date, since you appear to need one to control your Heat Cycle?”

      “Oh, he has.” Rissa sighed. “But both of the suitors he approved were so very inappropriate. One was old enough to be my grandfather and the other was more like a little brother than a man I would wish to marry.”

      She explained in more detail about the two disastrous suitors and how she’d had to turn them both down.

      “Lady Mildew was angry and disapproving, of course,” she added. “She said that either one would have made an excellent Royal Consort, but I disagreed.”

      “Because of their ages?” James asked.

      “Well, that and…” Rissa picked apart another cloud bun, letting the pieces fall to her plate. “That and the fact that I did not wish to let either of them touch me or…or kiss me,” she admitted, keeping her eyes on the bun. “The idea quite turned my stomach, though I know I shouldn’t be so picky. Whoever I choose as my Consort must…must slake my Heat. And even though I’m not sure what that entails, I am certain I don’t want a man I am not attracted to doing it to me—whatever it is.”

      James frowned.

      “You were perfectly within your rights to refuse unsuitable suitors. Why would the Steward pick males of such wrong ages in the first place?”

      Rissa shrugged.

      “I do not know. Possibly because he is old and tired and doesn’t remember what it’s like to be young and wish for someone you care for to hold you.”

      She looked up at him shyly, thinking of how the big Kindred had held her all night. Then she reminded herself that James was a cyborg without emotions and holding her had probably meant nothing to him. Besides, he would never be approved as a suitor—he had no Royal blood at all and his skin had not the least bit of Sheen to it.

      “Well, I think you ought to find out more about the slaking process so you can choose a suitor accordingly,” he said decisively.

      “Oh, but that is forbidden knowledge!” Rissa protested.

      James frowned again.

      “No knowledge about your own body should be forbidden to you,” he growled. “It’s ridiculous! It’s—”

      But just then there was a brisk rapping at the door and Liza stuck her head in again.

      “Oh my Lady!” she exclaimed breathlessly. “You’re wanted in the Throne Room at once!”

      “The Throne Room? At this time of day?” Rissa frowned. “Whatever for, Liza?”

      “It’s the Steward, himself!” Liza’s eyes were wide. “Whispers among the servants have it that he’s read the latest Breadcrumbs and he didn’t like what Lady TittleTattle had to say about rumors flying against him for not finding you the right kind of suitors!”

      “Really?” Rissa was already on her feet. “I didn’t know my Uncle read the Crumbs.”

      “Well, it seems he does, my Lady,” Liza exclaimed. “And rumor has it he’s set to announce a new suitor for you right away!”

      Then she scurried away, leaving Rissa feeling breathless and slightly ill.
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      “You’re overheating, Princess.”

      James looked at her flushed face in concern as he helped her fit the elaborately curled silver-white wig over her own hair, which had been bundled up into a skull cap. It was the smallest wig he could find, but it would still put much more weight than he liked on her delicate neck. And now she was pink-cheeked and panting, adding to his worry for her.

      “I am quite well, James,” she said, which was an obvious lie. “It’s only that I am so nervous as to who my Uncle should have chosen for me! If I don’t like them, I am obliged to wait an entire month before I can refuse them and he can name another. And I don’t know if my Heat Cycle will allow me to wait that long!”

      “Here, let me cool you down. Just sit quietly for a minute,” James instructed. Taking her by the shoulders, he pushed her gently down into the dressing room chair and began to cool his hands.

      “But my Uncle…the Throne Room,” she began.

      “You’re all ready to go so we have a little time,” James said firmly. “Enough time for me to cool you down, Princess.”

      They already had her dressed in a pure white gown with pearl beading and a long cape attached at the shoulders. She had been forced to wear the ice gel packs over her nipples as well, because though they had been cool all morning, they had begun heating up at once as soon as Ka’rissa had been summoned to the Throne Room for the announcement of a new suitor.

      James was beginning to think that her Heat Cycle was tied to the messy emotions all feelers had to contend with. If only he could help her by installing an emotion damper like his own, he felt fairly certain that would take care of her problem.

      But when he thought of her lively, lovely face without emotions, he found he couldn’t really wish that at all. Ka’rissa smiling was a delight to see and when she laughed, it gave him that warm feeling in his chest that he was beginning to enjoy very much. Even when she was sobbing she was lovely, he thought, as he stroked both hands—which he had chilled for the purpose—over her face and neck, which were hot and feverish to the touch.

      “Oh James, thank you,” she whispered and he felt some of her heat fading. “You are so good to me.”

      “I am here to protect you, Princess—both from outside threats and those which come from within,” he told her. “But I still say we must find another way to control your Heat Cycle. I’m concerned that you might heat up past the point where I can cool you down just by touching your face.”

      “The only way to control it is to marry.” She looked up at him again, her lovely amber-brown eyes filled with worry. “I do hope my Uncle has chosen someone who isn’t too old or too young or too awful this time!”

      James frowned as he slowly withdrew his hands.

      “Is the Steward really the kin of either your mother or father?”

      “Oh, no.” She shook her head and then had to put up a hand to steady her wig. “He was my dear Papa’s butler and he was named in his will as Steward if Papa should die. Many of the Nobles put up a fuss about it—I mean, a commoner and a servant without a drop of Royal blood ruling the planet? They were shocked!” she went on. “But then they came to see it as wisdom. For a faithful servant would never try to steal the throne for himself—he would only hold it in trust for the correct heir.”

      “What about your mother, the Queen?” James asked. “Why couldn’t she ascend to the throne after your father died?”

      “Oh, because the blood of the Very First Family came from my Father’s side,” Ka’rissa explained. “She needed to marry another Royal in order to hold the throne, but before a suitable one could be found, she…she combusted,” she finished in a whisper.

      “I’m very sorry about the loss of your mother,” James said. Though he had never had a mother himself, he had seen how very much the other Kindred warriors who did esteemed and loved their own mothers. They seemed to be special people who had a great and important influence on the children they raised.

      “At the time there was a bit of a scandal, because the Steward didn’t find a single suitor fit for my dear Mama—not even one from the Second Court,” Ka’rissa told him. “Some people said he wanted to keep the throne for himself, but that’s ridiculous of course. A servant can’t hold the throne—not forever, anyway,” she added.

      “What is the ‘Second Court?’” James asked.

      “Oh, it’s on the other side of the planet. There are plenty of people with Royal blood there, though I don’t know if any of them come from the Very First Family,” the Princess explained. “I wonder if the Steward has found me a suitor from there,” she added pensively. “Someone I don’t know, but who has Royal blood.”

      “I suppose we’ll find out,” James said neutrally. But inside, it felt as though someone was simultaneously squeezing his heart and filling his stomach with cubes of ice. He didn’t like the idea of the Princess with another male—which was ridiculous and verging perilously close to having emotions, he was well aware.

      But no matter how often he told himself that, he couldn’t seem to stop the sensations that swamped him. Still, he kept his face and tone neutral, though it was a struggle to do so.

      This is my mission, he reminded himself. I’m only here to watch over Ka’rissa until she finds a mate and Joins with him. And that mate can never be me.

      But he still wasn’t what the feelers called “happy” as they finally left her quarters and went down to the Throne Room to find who the Steward had selected to be her new suitor.
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      Rissa felt weak in the knees as she waited at the foot of the dais that held the tall, golden double throne where her father and mother used to sit. Her mind was filled with questions.

      Who was waiting behind the double golden doors of the side entrance to the Throne Room? Who would the Steward approve to be her suitor? Would she like him? Would he be closer to her age, at least?

      Rissa hoped desperately that she didn’t have to deal with another male who was either fifty years her senior or fifteen years her junior. It had been so awkward meeting both of her previous suitors and she had known at once that she couldn’t pick either of them. Yet, by the rules of the Court, she had been forced to wait an entire month, dancing with both every night and making polite small talk, until she could formally refuse them.

      It had been quite excruciating in both cases and had taken up two valuable months of her time as her Heat Cycle grew ever worse. At one point, Rissa had even considered taking the older suitor—a Lord Hearwhat—as her consort, simply because she feared she might go up in flames in her bed one night if she didn’t have someone to slake her Heat.

      But in the end, she couldn’t bear the thought of those thin, spittle-flecked lips pressed to hers or his liver-spotted hands crawling over her flesh. That was when she’d begun taking more than once cold bath a day and using the ice gel packs on her points.

      Now she hoped desperately that the Steward had found her a man she could bear to be with, so that she could at last conquer her Heat Cycle and ascend the throne.

      But no matter who he picks, it won’t be James, whispered a little voice in her head. And you know you won’t like whoever it is nearly as much as James.

      Rissa tried to put such thoughts from her head. It was ridiculous to feel such an attraction and attachment to a man she’d only met yesterday.

      But that’s not true—you met him ages ago, in your dreams, the voice reminded her.

      Indeed, she had dreamed about the big Kindred again last night, Rissa remembered now. She had dreamed she was watching him while he held her. It was almost as though she was hovering over her own body, watching herself sleep as James held her close.

      He had touched her so tenderly in her dream—stroking a tendril of hair out of her eyes and caressing her heated face with his big, cool hand. And the look on his usually stoic features as he watched her sleep had been…well, it had been extraordinary.

      He looked like he was having emotions—emotions about me, Rissa thought, as she waited nervously before the throne. Tenderness and caring had been written on the big Kindred’s dark face and he held her carefully against him, as though she was the most delicate porcelain that might break if he was rough with her…

      She cut her eyes to the left, where her new Companion was standing, right beside her. He looked so tall and muscular and handsome in his black clothing and the new maroon frock coat which had been brought to him by the Royal Tailor only that morning.

      But she must stop thinking this way, Rissa told herself. After all, it had been only a dream. In reality, James had no emotions—not even for her. He was only doing what he needed to in order to keep her safe and he would only be around until she found a husband and married. He—

      “Announcing his Stewardship!” cried the herald and blew a blast on his silver horn.

      After a moment, the Steward shuffled out. He looked slightly ridiculous in his baggy golden clothes, though his waistcoat, as always, was tight over his paunch, which he had grown since her father had died and he had begun eating the richer fare of the Royal table. His wig was slightly askew and he settled himself on the double golden throne with a loud burst of flatulence which caused the page boys around him to giggle and snort.

      “Hush, now, hush,” he muttered, getting himself settled more firmly on the red velvet cushions. “Let’s come to order here and get this business done with, shall we?”

      This did not seem to be an auspicious beginning to choosing the man who might be with her for the rest of her life, Rissa thought. But she hoped that things might get better soon and tried to keep a positive outlook as she waited for the Steward to go on.

      “Princess Ka’rissa,” he said, squinting at her from under his crooked wig. “There you are. Now let’s see—there has been some talk of me not doing my duty by you and finding you a suitor of your own age.”

      “Indeed, I have not heard such things, Uncle,” Rissa said politely. “Though I am happy to hear you may have a new suitor for me?”

      “Yes, indeed. Indeed, I do.” He nodded decisively. “And since my stomach is sour this morning, let us dispense with formalities and get to the announcement.” He looked at the herald standing to one side of the throne. “Well? Go on—announce him!”

      The herald blew a blast on his trumpet and called out,

      “Announcing, His Grace, Duke Ferdinand Grabbington the Seventeenth of Elersham!”
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      Before the words had quite sunk in, the double golden doors to the right side of the throne opened with a flourish, revealing the Duke himself. He was wearing a scarlet coat and buckled shoes with heels that were at least four inches high. His long, drooping mustaches twitched like excited dogs wagging their tails as he gave Rissa a lascivious smile.

      “Duke Grabbington?” Rissa gasped. She looked up at the Steward, who seemed to be barely paying attention. “Your Stewardship—Uncle!” she exclaimed. “Please, this man cannot be your choice for me!”

      It was, of course, extremely improper for her to dispute the Steward’s choice. She had held her tongue when she had been presented both with the old man and the boy but Rissa found she could not hold her tongue now.

      “Uncle, you cannot do this to me!” she protested. “Do you not know the Duke’s reputation? Why, he ruined poor Prunella Ascott only last Season!”

      “Lies—all salacious rumors and lies, I assure you, your Stewardship,” Duke Grabbington said smoothly, as he came to stand before the throne.

      The Steward, for his part, glared down at Rissa as though he was angry with her.

      “What’s this? How dare you complain about my choice for you, girl?” he demanded.

      “I’m not complaining, exactly,” Rissa said desperately. “I would just…like to know your thoughts, your Stewardship. Why would you think the Duke would be a suitable match for me?”

      The Steward scowled.

      “You’ve apparently been saying that you wanted to marry someone your own age for some ridiculous reason, so when the Duke came to me and proposed himself as your suitor, it seemed the perfect solution.”

      “The perfect solution?” He’s twenty years older than me!” Rissa protested.

      “That’s nothing. Anyway, tis better that the husband be at least a few years older—then he may better lead the wife,” the Steward remarked.

      “But…but he ruined Prunella Ascott,” Rissa pointed out again.

      The Steward waved a hand in front of his face, dismissing her words.

      “Show me the Royal who hasn’t sewn his wild oats, girl! Such rumors do not signify.”

      “But—” Rissa began.

      “But nothing,” the Steward said, frowning. “The Duke has Royal blood aplenty and will be able to breed babies into you that come out with the Sheen to their skin. Also, he’s almost your same age, so that TittleTattle bitch—whoever she may be—can’t stir up rumors about me that I’m trying to hold the throne for myself by assigning you unsuitable suitors.”

      “But Uncle, I cannot—” Rissa cried again. However, the Steward wasn’t about to let her get a word in.

      “Let’s hear no more about this,” he said, glaring down at her from the double golden throne. “If you have some objection to the Duke, you have only to wait a month and then you can reject his suit. Until now, this matter is finished!”

      “But I don’t know if I can wait another month!” Rissa said desperately. “My Heat Cycle—”

      “Is a blasted nuisance, girl—as are you, yourself!” the Steward said sharply. “I cannot be spending all my time trying to find you suitors that are to your exact specifications. I have a planet to run! Servants, help me up!”

      Two page boys came running to his sides to haul him out of the throne. They took him by the arms and pulled until, with another loud burst of flatulence that left the pages red in the face with repressed giggles, the Steward finally came to his feet. He left the Throne Room muttering loudly about ingratitude and how irritating it was to have to deal with the matters of “young people” constantly and the other servants and the herald followed him. Soon no one was left but Rissa, the Duke, and of course, James, who was still by her side.

      “Well, Your Highness, it seems that we are a match,” the Duke drawled, stepping up to her.

      James growled, low in his throat, and took a step closer to Rissa’s side.

      “We most certainly are not,” she said. Having the big Kindred standing close to her gave her courage to speak her mind. “And I fear I must inform Your Grace that we will never be.”

      “Ah, but I think we will. I think the two of us will be seated on that throne, up there, before this month is out.” The Duke nodded at the double throne and sidled closer, his mustaches twitching.

      “Step back,” James ordered, putting himself between Rissa and the Duke. “You are getting too close to the Princess.” Despite the Duke’s four-inch heels, the Kindred still towered over the other man.

      “And I shall get closer still, Sir Robot,” Duke Grabbington sneered. “Close enough to marry her and put my Royal babies in her belly, I should think.”

      The thought of having the disgusting Duke that close—of letting him kiss her and impregnate her—made Rissa want to retch.

      “Never!” she exclaimed, looking around James’s broad shoulder to glare at him. “You’ll never get that close to me. You should know right now, Duke, that I intend to reject your suit at the end of the month for I quite despise you.”

      “Ah, but as you told the Steward, you might not have a month before your Heat Cycle rises to a crescendo and overcomes you.” Duke Grabbington smirked in a self-satisfied way. “And I dare say that, as much as you despise me, you would prefer having me as your husband to self-immolation.”

      “You are wrong, Sir,” Rissa said coldly. “For I tell you now that I would rather burn to ashes than to let you touch me!”

      For a moment, Duke Grabbington looked taken aback. Then his self-satisfied smirk returned.

      “Well, you shall be obliged to let me touch you tonight, for you can no longer refuse to dance with me, my dear,” he told her. “I am your legal suitor and by Court rules, you must dance every dance with me and hear what I have to say, in order to give me a chance to press my suit.”

      Rissa felt a wave of horror and disgust wash over her as she realized what he said was true. She was in for a miserable month, for she could not break the Court rules, which did, indeed state, that she must dance with the Duke and sit with him at any state dinners in order that he might get a fair consideration before she refused him. Still, she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of letting him see her feeling defeated or upset.

      “Very well, Your Grace,” she said with icy formality. “I shall dance with you and dine with you and hear what you have to say. But I shall never, never marry you and at the end of this month, I will refuse your suit publicly. And after that I shall snub you completely and never speak to you again!”

      The Duke’s face sagged with something like surprised realization—he knew as well as she did that if Rissa, as the Crown Princess, snubbed him so publicly, the rest of the Court would too. It would be the end of his social life and it would ruin any chance he might have of finding a wife among the nobility.

      “How dare you, you little bitch?” he began, but suddenly James had him by the neck and was glaring down into his face.

      “You will not speak to the Princess in that way or call her derogatory names and insults,” he growled, his long fingers tightening around the other man’s throat. “The next time you do, I’ll rip out your tongue and you’ll never be able to call anyone anything ever again. Do you understand?”

      The Duke quailed for a moment, then glared back at James.

      “Very well, Sir Robot—I admit, that was ungallant of me,” he said in a rather tight voice, since James still had him by the throat. “But you cannot stand between me and the Princess forever. Tonight we will dance every dance and I will hold her in my arms all night long!”

      He’s right, Rissa thought, feeling sick. I won’t be able to help it—I must dance with him!

      She could feel her Heat Cycle rising, the Fire Blood rushing in her ears and heating her cheeks and neck and points until she felt like a volcano, about to explode. Unfortunately, the Duke seemed to notice her face getting flushed.

      “What’s wrong, Your Highness?” he asked, smirking at Rissa. “Is your Royal blood heating up? Perhaps we had better get married now so that I can slake your Heat.” He leered at her. “It will be my pleasure, you know. Despite your complaints to the Steward about my age, I am in the very prime of my life and it will be my pleasure to ‘plow your furrow,’ as the servants say.”

      “That’s enough!” James’s big hand tightened on the other man’s throat until the Duke’s face turned bright red.

      But Rissa couldn’t watch anymore. Her blood was rising so hot and fast she truly felt as though she might either explode or faint. Turning, she swept from the Throne Room, trying not to wobble as she walked because she didn’t want to display any weakness in front of her odious suitor.

      But though she walked straight and held her head high, inside she was burning up and her Heat Cycle was rising higher and higher.

      It was out of control and there was nothing Rissa could do about it.
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      “It’s no good—you’re not cooling down.”

      James stroked the Princess’s flushed face anxiously, frowning at the way her skin refused to cool. He had cooled his own body temperature down as low as it could go—almost to the point where, if anyone besides Ka’rissa had touched him for any length of time—they would have gotten frostbite. But the Princess didn’t seem to be responding to his touch. Instead, she was panting and pacing around her bedchamber as tears leaked from her lovely eyes.

      “Oh James, what am I going to do?” she asked, ignoring his concern. “He intends to marry me and I do not know if I can last another month with my Heat Cycle ramping up the way it is.”

      “It’s ramping up all right,” James muttered grimly. He stroked her cheek again—it was like touching a hot iron. “We need to get you into a cold bath,” he said, frowning. “I can’t cool you down enough just by touching you.”

      “I cannot take a bath until tonight because Lady Mildew has the remote to turn off my Chastity Wire,” she pointed out. “And after what Lady TittleTattle wrote about her, I’m sure she won’t be bothered to come help me.”

      “Don’t worry about the damn wire,” James growled. He drew her into the bathing chamber and turned on the cold tap, causing icy water to gush into the large, oval tub.

      “But I cannot get in with the wire on—it will electrocute me!” Ka’rissa protested. “It’s already shocking me, because I am perspiring so dreadfully,” she added, wincing and twitching her hips as the wire crackled under her clothes.

      “I can take care of it,” James insisted. “Please, Princess—we need to get you undressed and out of those heavy, hot clothes! You’re overheating.”

      Indeed, he could smell the strong, sweet scent of burning sugar and her nipples were glowing a dull red through the white fabric of her formal Court gown.

      At last, Ka’rissa allowed him to help her out of her wig and clothing. Every time her skin brushed his, it was like touching a hot stove. She really was getting close to combustion, James thought. It seemed that a cold hand was squeezing his throat, making it difficult to breathe as he thought this. Was the feeling some kind of emotion? Maybe what the feelers called “panic?”

      He didn’t have time to worry about that now, he decided. Right now he just had to get her into the cold bath before she combusted.

      When she was naked except for the damn wire, he gripped it in his right hand and, using the electrodes in his enhancement, shorted it out with a single dampening burst.

      “Oh!” Rissa gasped at the loud crackling pop. “Oh, what did you do, James?”

      “Took care of the problem,” he growled. He would have liked to rip the wire off her and ball it up or tear it to bits, but he realized that she would need it later to at least keep up appearances.

      “Here, let’s get this damn thing off of you,” he muttered. The locking mechanism wasn’t at all difficult for his enhancements to unlock. Soon enough, he had the wire off of her and Ka’rissa was standing there, completely naked and red-hot all over.

      “James,” she said faintly. “How did you—?”

      And then her eyes rolled up in her head and the smell of burning sugar got so strong, James was certain she was catching fire right that instant.

      Scooping her up in his arms, he deposited her into the half-full tub of icy water. A cloud of steam rose around them as her hot skin made contact with the water, nearly obscuring his vision. James ignored it.

      Making sure to keep one hand under her head to keep it above the water line, he began splashing the cold water over her supine form, praying silently—though he hardly knew what deity he was directing his prayers to—that it would work.

      At first he was afraid that the heat would consume her anyway. Her cheeks were red and she was panting steadily, her breathing light and shallow. The water kept steaming away to nothing as it touched her skin and he was afraid she would die from heat exhaustion, even if she didn’t go up in flames.

      But finally the icy cold water seemed to be having some effect. The steam stopped rising and Ka’rissa’s respiration slowed down. She came back to consciousness and looked up at him with glassy, feverish eyes.

      “Oh, James,” she whispered weakly. “What am I going to do?”

      And then she burst into tears.
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      “It’s all right, Princess—everything is going to be all right,” James murmured soothingly as he stroked her flushed cheeks with his large, cool hands.

      “No, it’s not,” Rissa protested. Burning hot tears were slipping from under her lids, leaving boiling tracks down her cheeks, but she hardly noticed them. “The Duke is right—I’ll have to dance with him at every ball and dine beside him at every state dinner.”

      “But only for a solar month,” James said, his deep voice calm and soothing. “You only have to endure that fool for a month.”

      “But I don’t have a month! Just look at me!” Rissa gestured to the tub, where she was still submerged in icy water. “If you hadn’t gotten off my Chastity Wire and plunked me in the tub when you did, I would have burned to ashes, just like my dear Mama did! The Duke is right—I will have to marry him and let him slake my Heat. There’s no way around it.”

      “Yes, there is—there has to be,” James objected, frowning. “Though I have no emotions, I don’t like the idea of that bastard putting his hands on you,” he growled fiercely. “There must be a way to control your Heat Cycle, Princess.”

      “If there is, I have no idea what it might be,” Rissa said weakly. She felt so tired—all wrung out—as she always did after her Heat Cycle peaked.

      “Well then, we have to find out. Where can we get information about your family—the Very First Family, as you call them?” James asked.

      Rissa shivered.

      “In the Royal Library, I suppose. But that is where I was attacked,” she whispered, remembering the awful moment when the man in black had grabbed her and put a knife to her throat.

      “You won’t be in danger as long as I’m with you,” James promised firmly. “We need to go, as soon as you’re able, and do some research.”

      “But we can’t just go to the Royal Librarian and ask for information about controlling my Heat Cycle!” Rissa exclaimed. “Such knowledge is forbidden and Lord Bookish is a terrible gossip—the whole thing will be all over the Court in no time!”

      “Then we won’t say that we’re looking for information on your Heat Cycle—we’ll say you’re researching your family for some kind of Royal event,” James suggested.

      “Well…the End of Summer Gala is coming up at the end of this month,” Rissa said, frowning. “I suppose I could say that I wanted to make a speech about my ancestors and the Very First Family’s long, noble lineage.”

      “That’s perfect.” James nodded decisively. “If there is any knowledge to be had about your ‘Fire Blood,’ it should be in the records of your ancestors.”

      “Do you really think we’ll find a way to stop my blood from overheating?” Rissa asked, looking up at him anxiously.

      “I certainly hope so.” James sounded grim. “Or else I’m afraid you’ll be spending the entire next solar month in a tub of icy water.” He stroked her forehead. “But I don’t think it will come to that, Princess. I’m sure we can find some kind of cure for you.”

      Rissa felt a tiny tendril of hope growing in her heart. Maybe he was right. Maybe they would find the answer they sought in the archives of the Very First Family.

      “I want to go and look for a cure right away,” she said, putting her hands on the edges of the tub to try and get out.

      “Not yet.” James frowned at her sternly. “You nearly went up in flames just now. You can’t leave the tub until you can control your emotions—I believe those are what have caused your Heat Cycle to go into overdrive in the first place.”

      “Perhaps you’re right.” Rissa nibbled her lower lip. “If only I could be emotionless, like you,” she said to him.

      Though to be honest, he hadn’t been acting like a man with no emotions, she thought as she looked up at the big Kindred. He had seemed really worried about her and he had acted with amazing speed to save her by getting her undressed and into the tub. And even now he had a worried frown on his stern features as he looked down at her and stroked her forehead and cheek with infinite tenderness.

      “I don’t think I would want you to have no emotions at all,” James remarked, shaking his head. “Your happy emotions are very pleasant to be around and even when you are sad or upset, as you are now, I find it intriguing to be near you. I only wish you could keep your feelings from triggering your Heat Cycle and putting you in danger.”

      “Thank you, James—that’s very sweet of you to say,” Rissa murmured, looking up at him. It occurred to her that she was naked under the cold water and he was very close, kneeling by the edge of the tub and leaning over her protectively. But she had no urge to cover herself—being with him this way, close to him, just seemed right.

      “I am not trying to be ‘sweet’,” he protested. “Only practical. We must calm you down in order to cool you down, Princess. Close your eyes and take some deep breaths. Think soothing thoughts, if you can and I will massage your temples.”

      Rissa closed her eyes obediently and took some long, deep, even breaths. But the only thing she seemed able to think about was James’ cool hands stroking over her forehead and cheeks and temples, easing her heat and calming the tumult inside her. At last she felt herself relaxing under his gentle touch.

      “James,” she murmured. “You are so very good to me. Thank you.”

      “I’m here to serve you and protect you in any way I can, Princess,” he rumbled, stroking his big hands soothingly over her shoulders and down her arms. “And…” He seemed to hesitate for a moment. “And I don’t like seeing you upset,” he finished at last. “It…bothers me. Greatly.”

      Rissa blinked and opened her eyes to see the big Kindred leaning over her. Was he admitting to having an emotion for her? It was difficult to say but she couldn’t help noticing that he was close. So close she could see the flecks of gold and silver in his metallic blue eyes and smell the clean, fresh, masculine scent he seemed to exude whenever she was near him.

      He is close enough to kiss you, whispered a little voice in her head and for a moment—just a moment—Rissa allowed herself to picture how that would be. She focused on his sensual mouth, wondering how it would feel to have his lips pressed to hers…

      Suddenly a memory of her time with her good friend, Alyssa, surfaced in her mind. They had been staying up late in Alyssa’s room after her End of Season party and all the chaperones had already gone to sleep. Lady Mildew had been snoring fit to shake the house down when Alyssa had asked Rissa if she wanted to know how babies were made. Rissa had nodded—it was forbidden knowledge, but she couldn’t help being curious.

      “Yes,” she had whispered eagerly. “How?”

      “It’s like this—the man kisses you and puts his tongue in your mouth and that’s how the baby-making seed slips down your throat and into your belly,” Alyssa had told her, in a hushed whisper. “After that, your Moon Blood stops flowing and your belly starts to swell.”

      “And it happens every time a man kisses you?” Rissa had asked, both scandalized and intrigued.

      Her friend had nodded solemnly. “Every single time.”

      

      Rissa suddenly sat up in the bath and put her arms over her breasts.

      “I…I think I am better now, James,” she said, breaking eye-contact and looking hastily away from him. “Let us make haste to the Royal Library and see what we can find out.”

      He felt her forehead once more and nodded.

      “All right, Princess—you seem to be cool enough now. Let’s get you dressed again and we can go.”

      As he toweled her off briskly, Rissa tried to forget the forbidden things she’d been thinking about kissing the big Kindred. She must never, ever do such a thing or she would be ruined forever!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Ah, Your Highness! I am so very glad to see you again—I was afraid after that nasty incident you would never darken the doors of the Royal Library again!” Lord Bookish exclaimed, bowing exuberantly over Rissa’s hand.

      The Royal Librarian wasn’t really a Lord—the title was an honorary one which went with the job of curating the Royal books. But the plump little man made the most of it, putting on more airs, as Lady Mildew had sourly observed, than a Tenbrian peacock with a double-feathered tail.

      Rissa didn’t mind—she had always liked the Royal Librarian, who had gone out of his way after her mother’s death to find her exciting and amusing books—mostly fairytales—to take her mind off her terrible loss.

      “Lord Bookish,” she said, smiling at him. “It would take more than one nasty incident to keep me away from you and your beloved books!”

      “I am so glad to hear it.” He had been bowing over her hand but now he popped up, beaming at her. “What can I do for you then, Princess? What would you like to read? Are you looking for an adventure novel, a book on deportment? Or perhaps some fairytales to pass the time and take you back to childhood?”

      “You’re very kind, my Lord,” Rissa said. “But in fact, I need to do some research into my ancestors. You see, I wish to give a little speech about the Very First Family at the Gala at the end of the month.”

      “Oh, do you, now? What a fabulous idea!” Lord Bookish exclaimed enthusiastically. “Let me see now—do come with me and I’m sure we can find something in the archives.”

      Rissa followed him into the tall wooden shelves standing in long rows, all of them filled with priceless tomes and carefully preserved historical documents. James stayed close behind her, making her feel a great deal safer than she had expected to ever feel in the Royal Library again.

      “Let me see, let me see,” Lord Bookish murmured, as he found the correct shelf and began reading through the titles. “This one might be good—I believe it’s about your ancestor, King Corwin the Magnificent. And here is the diary of King John the Just.”

      “Those sound lovely but do you have anything about any of my female ancestors?” Rissa asked hopefully. “I’d like to do my speech from a woman’s, perspective, you see,” she added. “Since I am a woman myself.”

      “A female perspective? How singular!” Lord Bookish remarked. “Well, I suppose we might find something.”

      “What about that book, there?”

      James pointed to a leather-bound volume on a high shelf a little further on. The books on it had a heavy chain strung across them, but the curving script on the spine was still readable, through the links.

      “The Diary of Queen Lola the Outspoken,” James read aloud. “That sounds like a book about a female.”

      “My goodness, you’re a tall fellow,” Lord Bookish remarked, looking up at the big Kindred. “As it happens, that is a book about a female monarch of Regalia Five, but I’m afraid it’s in the Restricted Section.” Cupping his hand around his mouth, he whispered loudly. “Queen Lola wasn’t called ‘the Outspoken’ for nothing, I’m afraid.”

      “But can’t I see it after all?” Rissa pleaded. “Please, Lord Bookish, I am the Crown Princess, after all.”

      “Yes, but you are yet unmarried, my dear.” Lord Bookish shook his head firmly. “I am afraid that book would be wholly inappropriate for you. However, do look at this,” he said brightly. “An entire listing of the lineage of the Very First Family going back twenty generations to King Harold the Bold! And since you say you want books on Royal females, here’s one—A Child’s History of Good Queen Hester the Prim.”

      Rissa thought that the diary of Queen Lola the Outspoken would have been much more instructive, but she could tell she wasn’t going to change Lord Bookish’s mind. She cast a despairing glance at James, but he gave her a quick nod of his head and winked. Rissa wondered what the big Kindred was up to, but she decided to play along.

      “Well, perhaps those books would be good to start with,” she said, smiling at Lord Bookish. “Can we bring them to the study table so that I may examine them?”

      “Of course, Your Highness.” The Royal Librarian bustled about, plucking books off the shelves and piling them up on one arm with practiced ease. Then he made a motion to her. “Would you care to follow me back?”

      “Yes, thank you.” Rissa smiled at him as the little man turned and led the way back.

      She didn’t miss the fact that James lagged behind, reaching easily up to the tall shelf to slip the diary of Queen Lola out of its place. Before she turned her head, Rissa saw him open the book and extend his scope, scanning rapidly as he flipped through the pages. Could he really read a whole book that fast?

      She supposed she would find out.
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      James frowned as he scanned through the diary of Queen Lola and then picked another book off the restricted shelf. The title was: A Royal Husband’s Guide to Slaking Heat. He scanned through this one too and then plucked a third book about Royal Anatomy from the shelf and scanned that as well.

      All of them said the same thing and he was well aware that it was something Princess Ka’rissa was not going to want to hear.

      But what could he do but tell her? After all, if this was the only way to control her Heat Cycle, she was going to have to accept it.

      But given her extremely strict upbringing, James wasn’t sure if she would or not.
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      “I have to what? Surely you must be joking, James. And if you are, it is not very funny!” Rissa exclaimed, glaring up at the big Kindred. They were back in her bedchamber and she was pacing back and forth, trying to process what the big Kindred had just told her. “It must be a joke!” she exclaimed again.

      “I assure you, Princess, I am not joking,” he said blandly. “I am telling you the absolute truth. If you need proof, I can provide it.”

      “You have proof that the way to control my Heat Cycle is to…to touch my forbidden area?” Rissa shook her head. “What proof? Did you steal books from the restricted section?”

      “Certainly not—I had no need to. I simply copied them.”

      “Copied them? How?” Rissa demanded.

      “Let me close the curtains and I’ll show you.”

      Rissa had no idea why closing the floor to ceiling brocade curtains was necessary—to her mind it just made the bedchamber unbearably gloomy. But maybe James just wanted to be certain they had privacy. And if they were going to discuss what he claimed was the solution to her overheating problem, they certainly needed it!

      She helped him shut the tall glass doors that led out to the balcony and draw the curtains closed. This had the effect of casting the entire chamber into semi-darkness.

      “Now, why—” Rissa began, but then she stumbled in the gloom and would have fallen if James hadn’t caught her easily by the arm.

      “Please have a seat at the table,” he said, motioning her to sit where they had eaten breakfast together. “And focus your attention on the opposite wall.”

      He pointed to the large wall beside her bed, which was currently bare. Once a month, the art was changed in her room and while the last picture—a colorful masterpiece by the artist, Sir FrouFrou—had been taken away, a new one had not yet been hung in its place.

      Rissa was mystified.

      “I do not understand, James. Why do you want me to look bare wall?” she asked.

      “Just look,” he replied. And then he extended the scope that covered his right eye and a light began shining out of it onto the wall. After a moment, Rissa saw that the scope was projecting what looked like the page from a book, right onto the wall.

      “Ohhh!” she breathed, clasping her hands together under her chin. “I didn’t know you were able to do such things, James! Is this from the Diary of Queen Lola the Outspoken?”

      “No, this is from a volume titled, Royal Anatomy—it’s Ways and Means, by a Dr. Anthony Finchfeather—I believe he was the Court physician about a hundred years ago,” James replied. “The language is somewhat archaic and dry, but I think it’s a good place to start. Please read it, Princess—I have looked through the book for relevant passages and this one seems to bear on your situation.”

      “All right,” Rissa murmured. She looked at the page projected on the bedchamber wall more closely.

      “The Fire Blood becomes stronger with each passing generation,” Dr. Finchfeather had written. “Every Royal must deal with it or perish. For the males, ‘tis simple enough. They are to be encouraged to get with as many ladies as they please. This spreads the bloodline so that inbreeding will not occur and cools the heat that builds up inside them. For it must be said that the Heat Cycle is inextricably linked to the Sex Cycle and one may, in fact, control the other.”

      “I…am not certain I understand,” Rissa said, frowning. “He doesn’t seem to speak about female Royals at all.”

      “No, most of the book is about male Royals,” James admitted. “But read that last sentence again.” The sentence on the wall was suddenly highlighted in yellow and James read it aloud for her. “…the Heat Cycle is inextricably linked to the Sex Cycle and one may, in fact, control the other.”

      “I still don’t see how you got the idea that I must touch my forbidden area just from reading this,” Rissa objected.

      “I was afraid it would be hard to convince you.” James sighed deeply and rubbed his temples. It was a very human gesture, Rissa thought—not robotic at all.

      “To convince me to do something I have been taught is wrong and reprehensible all my life?” she said indignantly. “Yes, James, I fear it will be very difficult for you indeed!”

      “Please turn your attention to the wall again,” he said, frowning. “And read this passage from a book called, A Royal Husband’s Guide to Slaking Heat. It was written by King Randolph the Thoughtful, one of your ancestors.”

      “All right.” Crossing her arms over her chest, Rissa focused on the wall again. But she was determined that no matter what she read, she wouldn’t be swayed into committing the heinous act as the big Kindred was advocating.

      “A Royal wife from the Very First Family is a delicate creature,” her ancestor had written. “She must be treated gently and her Heat slaked regularly. In this pursuit, pleasure is your best friend—specifically, her pleasure.”

      “Pleasure?” Rissa exclaimed, looking up at James, who was standing beside her as he projected the pages he had scanned onto the blank wall. “How would I derive pleasure from touching my forbidden area?”

      “Just keep reading, Princess,” he rumbled. “And you’ll see.”

      Rissa did read on, but what she read was rather shocking.

      “Between the Royal Female’s nether lips resides a precious pearl,” her ancestor had written. “This may be manipulated with fingers or tongue—if you are so inclined as to taste your lady’s sweet juices—to bring her to the pinnacle of pleasure.”

      “Oh, my!” Rissa couldn’t help feeling scandalized at this frank discussion of female anatomy and what a male might do to it. But she found she was also just a tiny bit curious. Was there a “pearl” down there, between her nether lips? And what kind of peak was her ancestor talking about? And would a man really want to put his fingers—or even his tongue—down there?

      It seemed hard to believe. From the age of ten, Lady Mildew had taught her that the area was dirty and disgusting—that Rissa should never, ever touch herself between her belly button and her mid-thighs. But if the area was so dirty and horrible, why was King Randolph the Thoughtful saying that a Royal husband must touch—or even lick—his wife there?

      “Am I shocking you, Princess?”

      James’s deep, rumbling voice brought her back to herself and she realized that she had been sitting there, staring at the page he was projecting with an open mouth.

      “Oh, um…” Rissa wasn’t sure what to say.

      “I know how innocent you are,” James continued. “And I’m sorry to destroy any of that innocence, but you need to know how to control your Heat Cycle and I believe this is the way.”

      Rissa shook her head.

      “I…I am still not convinced.”

      James nodded.

      “I’m not surprised. Please have a look at this page from Queen Lola the Outspoken’s diary. Incidentally, Queen Lola was the wife of King Randolph, from the last book I showed you,” he added.

      The projection on the wall changed and this time the page revealed was handwritten. Luckily, Queen Lola had had very neat handwriting, so it was easy to read.

      “I miss my beloved Randolph more than I can say, but the Council of Wisdom has said that I must be married again. They fear I will not be able to control my Heat Cycle without a man’s help. That is what they claim, anyway—in truth, I think what they fear is that I cannot rule without a man’s help.

      Ha! The fools—I need no man’s help! I know exactly how to rule and what to do to control my Cycle and I do it every chance I get! Each night, when I am finally in the secret confines of my own bedchamber, I put my hand betwixt my legs and manipulate myself to the pinnacle, just as my darling Randolph used to do for me. The release I find in this way keeps my blood from overheating nicely.

      I will give each suitor the Council sends me the requisite month, and then send them all packing. Eventually they shall see that I can rule quite well without a man at my side, for none ever could or ever shall replace my sweet Randolph.”

      

      “My goodness!” Rissa murmured, as she finished reading this passage. “She was certainly very opinionated!”

      “I believe your ancestor, Queen Lola, was what the humans aboard the Mother Ship would call a ‘feminist’,” James remarked. “She seems to have had the same problem you do, Princess. She was being told that she must marry a suitor she didn’t want and she was trying to control her Heat Cycle.”

      “Did she succeed?” Rissa asked curious. “I mean, did she ever marry again?”

      James shook his head, which caused the image on the wall to waver momentarily.

      “No. The diary went on for many years and I saw no mention of Queen Lola ever marrying again after her husband’s death. She was like a Kindred in that respect—we also mate for life. Well, those of us who have emotions and call a female as a bride, do anyway,” he added. “But the point is—she found a way to control her Heat Cycle and to keep from accepting unwanted suitors. Do you see why I showed you these passages, Princess?”

      “Of course I see,” Rissa said. “It’s just that…I have been taught that…that touching one’s forbidden area is so very wrong.”

      “You were taught that on purpose, I think,” James remarked. “The people in charge here at Court know that as long as you don’t control your Heat Cycle, they control your life. But if you take control of your Cycle…”

      “I’ll have more control over my own life,” Rissa finished for him. She nibbled her bottom lip. “You have given me much to think about, James. But I must consider it carefully. It is not easy to overcome the teachings of a lifetime, you know.”

      “I know, Princess.” His deep voice was grim. “Just don’t consider for too long. We need a solution soon—your life may depend on it.”

      Rissa feared that he was right. And yet, how could she do what he was asking?

      She didn’t know but she had no more time to think about it now. It was time to get ready for the State Dinner tonight and there would be dancing afterwards.

      And through all of it, she would have to be with the odious Duke Grabbington. Ugh.
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      “Is there something wrong with your Chastity Wire, girl? Why is it not hissing and crackling as it usually does?” Lady Mildew demanded, as she pointed the remote at the silver wire around Rissa’s waist.

      Rissa bit her lip. Though James had been able to re-lock the Chastity Wire around her waist for appearances sake, he had been unable to make it work again. In his haste to get it off her earlier, his robot hand had shorted it out completely and now it was little more than a bit of jewelry with no functional value.

      But she couldn’t let Lady Mildew know that.

      “It is hissing and crackling, Lady Mildew,” she said quickly. She winced and jerked her hips, as she always did when the wire shocked her. “Ow! Maybe you simply cannot hear it because you are going deaf,” she suggested sweetly.

      “I’m not going deaf, girl!” Lady Mildew snapped. “I know what I hear and what I don’t hear!”

      “Lady Mildew, could you please hurry and take the wire off?” James interrupted. “I fear that the Princess is overheating and you would not wish to be close to her if she suddenly combusted.”

      Lady Mildew’s eyes widened and she gave a brief, jerking nod of her head.

      “All right then—true enough,” she muttered. She pointed the remote at the Chastity Wire again and it unlocked.

      Rissa shed the wire gratefully and quickly climbed into the tub filled with icy water. She might have been pretending about the Chastity Wire still being functional, but she was deadly serious about needing to get cooled down. James hadn’t been lying when he’d said she was overheating.

      It was having to sit beside that awful Duke Grabbington at dinner and then dance with him all night, she thought resentfully, as she settled into the icy water and watched the steam rise from her heated skin. Now that she was more aware of the link her emotions had to her Heat Cycle, she knew where to place the blame for her current rise in temperature.

      I shouldn’t have let him get to me, she thought, as James scrubbed her all over with the long-handled brush. I should not have allowed him to make me so upset that my Cycle went into ‘overdrive,’ as James puts it.

      Yet, the Duke and his nasty comments had been almost impossible to ignore. The whole night through, Rissa had been speaking as little as possible to him. But her near-silent treatment seemed only to encourage the disgusting Duke in his disparaging and offensive remarks.

      “How I shall enjoy slaking your Heat, my dear,” he’d said to Rissa as they danced while he—holding her much too tightly—breathed in her face with his disgusting Port and wet cigarillos reek. “I shall strip you naked and do whatever I like to your lovely little body!”

      “You are mistaken, Sir,” Rissa had replied coldly. “Such disgusting things as you describe will never happen. I will never take you for my husband.”

      “But I shall take you for my wife,” the Duke had declared. “Why, my dear Princess—you appear to be overheating,” he had added, doubtless taking in her flushed cheeks and panting breath. “How long before your Heat Cycle overcomes you and you come begging to my door?”

      Indeed, she had been overheating, Rissa acknowledged ruefully. For no matter how she tried to let his nasty remarks roll of her back, she couldn’t seem to ignore him completely. The verbal picture he painted of their supposed upcoming marriage was so very upsetting, she could feel her emotions and her heat rising at the same time.

      She had looked desperately for James as the Duke described how he would take the upper hand in their marriage, forcing her to wait until she was nearly burned to death and begging him on her knees before he helped to slake her heat.

      “I shall hold the upper hand in our marriage, dear Princess,” he had been saying confidently, his mustaches twitching like eager tails at either corner of his mouth. “You might think to rule the planet, but I shall rule you—all by virtue of that troublesome Heat Cycle of yours!”

      James had been standing on the side of the dance floor, glaring at the Duke and watching carefully for any lapses in decorum. But though Duke Grabbington held her too tightly and whispered dirty, disgusting things in her ear, he did not actually take any liberties that would allow the big Kindred to come charging in to rescue her. So there was nothing Rissa could do but keep dancing, even as she felt herself getting more and more upset and overheated.

      He will never rule me—never own me like he thinks he will, she told herself angrily, as she submerged her soapy limbs in the water as James instructed. How dare he think he can say such horrid things to me and get away with it?

      And how could she bear another whole month of such nastiness? Not to mention, how would she keep from overheating?

      “Princess, I can tell you’re still upset about tonight but you must calm down in order to cool down,” James murmured in her ear, as he continued to scrub her with the long-handled brush.

      “What’s that you’re saying?” Lady Mildew demanded, glaring at them both. “Mind you scrub betwixt her legs, now, Sir Robot,” she continued, glaring at James. “It is the dirtiest part of her and must be punished!”

      “I would never presume to punish the Princess—and I wouldn’t think you would either, Lady Mildew,” James growled. “However, in the interest of cleanliness…” He looked at Rissa. “Your Highness, would you please spread your legs so that I can scrub you properly?”

      Rissa bit her lip. She couldn’t help remembering the way Lady Mildew had scrubbed her so hard with the metal-tipped bristles of the other brush. Though she had only scrubbed the outside of Rissa’s mound, the area was still sensitive and hurt for hours afterwards.

      But James seemed to understand what was bothering her. His blue eyes went soft and he murmured,

      “Please don’t worry, Princess—you know I’ll be gentle. I would never hurt you.”

      There was truth in his words that Rissa felt in her bones. Shyly, she ducked her head and murmured,

      “All right, Sir James.”

      Then she parted her thighs for him, just as he had asked.

      True to his word, James used the soft-bristled brush very lightly on the top of her mound and her outer lips. Instead of the harsh scrubbing she was used to, Rissa felt a gentle tickling that was somehow…intriguing. She had never felt anything but pain from her forbidden area—both in the form of the sharp shocks the Chastity wire delivered and the abrasive rubbing of the metal tipped bristles against her sensitive flesh. So this was a new sensation indeed.

      “Is this all right?” James murmured, looking into her eyes as he continued to use the long-handled scrub brush very lightly between her legs. “I’m not hurting you, am I, my Lady?”

      “N-no.” For some reason, Rissa’s voice sounded breathless in her own ears as they locked gazes and he continued to wash her. “I…you are not hurting me, Sir James.”

      “Good,” he growled softly. “Because I would never want to injure such a sensitive area.”

      “No, no, no!” Lady Mildew exclaimed, breaking the moment that had somehow grown between them. “That is not the way to scrub that dirty girl at all! She must be punished, I tell you! She must be scrubbed within an inch of her life! Betwixt her legs is the dirtiest, filthiest part of her!”

      “I do not agree with you, Lady Mildew,” James said coldly. “And I believe this bath time is over, since the Princess is clean and her heat has been cooled.”

      Lady Mildew was still angry and spluttering as he got Rissa out of the tub and dried her off thoroughly with a large, fluffy towel. But since James continued to ignore her old chaperone, Rissa was determined to do the same.

      “Have the goodness to reattach my Chastity wire, please, Lady Mildew,” she said coolly, stepped in front of her and holding open her towel. “I am most fatigued from tonight’s ball and I would like to get some sleep.”

      The sour look on the other woman’s face would have curdled fresh milk, but she finally snapped the silver wire back in place and pointed the remote at it to turn it back on. Which of course, it failed to do since the device seemed to be permanently broken.

      “Oh! Ouch!” Rissa gasped, pretending that the wire was shocking her. “I must still be damp from the bath—that’s hurts!”

      A look of satisfaction came over Lady Mildew’s face.

      “Serves you right, you dirty girl!” she snapped. “Now get to bed. And mind you don’t reach between your legs, as I’m sure you’ve a mind to!”

      “I couldn’t even if I wanted to!” Rissa protested, forgetting for a moment that the Chastity Wire no longer prevented her. “Why do you always think the worst of me, Lady Mildew?” she demanded.

      “Because you are the worst, dirtiest, filthiest girl I ever encountered in my whole long life!” her old chaperone snarled. “Now, I must go. Get to bed and try to keep your hands where they belong.”

      Then she stumped out of Rissa’s rooms, leaving her feeling almost as bad as she had after dancing with the Duke.
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      “Princess, you can’t listen to her.”

      It was clear to James that the old female’s words had deeply affected Princess Ka’rissa.

      She looked up at him with wounded eyes.

      “But what if she’s right? What if I am a dirty, disgusting girl?”

      “You’re not,” James said firmly. He wished there was a way to get rid of Lady Mildew completely. It made him so angry when she upset the Princess and made her feel bad about herself!

      Then he realized what he had just thought—angry? Was he having an emotion? Was his damper failing him?

      Surely not, he told himself. I’m just trying to protect the Princess—that’s my mission. Of course any threat to her mental wellbeing is unacceptable.

      “Have you considered,” he said to Princess Ka’rissa. “That the reason you’ve been taught that you are ‘bad’ or ‘dirty’ is to keep you from touching yourself, thereby keeping you under the thumb of the people who are trying to control you through your Heat Cycle?”

      Ka’rissa nibbled her bottom lip, her big, amber-brown eyes filled with uncertainty.

      “Do you really think so?”

      “I think it’s highly possible,” James said grimly. “Or it could be that Lady Mildew is simply raising you the way that she was raised. Maybe she was taught to believe that a female is inherently dirty between her thighs—while nothing could be farther from the truth.”

      “Really?” The Princess still looked uncertain. “What…how do the Kindred view that…that area?” she asked softly.

      “With great reverence,” James answered seriously. “My people believe that a female’s sex is one of the most beautiful parts of her.”

      “Beautiful?” Ka’rissa shook her head. “Really?”

      “Beautiful inside and out,” James assured her. Though he had almost no physical experience with females himself, he was, at his core, Kindred. It was in his DNA to revere females and appreciate their feminine beauty—something he found very easy to do where the petite, curvy little Princess was concerned.

      “Beautiful inside?” She was still looking at him with a mixture of both skepticism and hope. “But how can you be sure that I would be beautiful inside, James? I do not even know what…what I look like there. Inside my…my nether lips, I mean,” she added, her voice dropping to a shameful whisper.

      Again, James felt himself getting angry—it was a feeling that rose in his chest and made his hands ball into fists and his eyes feel hot and red. It was the same feeling he’d gotten while watching that bastard, Duke Grabbington, holding Ka’rissa too tightly on the dance floor.

      This new, strong emotion—if it was an emotion—wasn’t directed at the Princess, of course. He was angry at Lady Mildew and the whole society of Regalia Five which taught that a woman was somehow less than a man, that she was dirty and disgusting in the spot where she was actually most beautiful and feminine. It seemed wrong to him—wrong and reprehensible—to make a female feel ashamed of something that should be a natural, normal part of her body. Not to mention shaming her and making her feel guilty for wanting to explore that part and bring herself pleasure.

      “James?” Princess Ka’rissa touched his arm, pulling him out of the strange new feelings that seemed to be swamping him. “Are you quite all right?” she asked softly. “Your face…it’s so very grim.”

      “I just want you to be all right,” James told her. He took a deep, calming breath, centering himself and reminding himself that he was a Dark Kindred, with no illogical emotions. All these sensations were just a result of his desire to protect the Princess, that was all.

      “I am all right,” Ka’rissa whispered, but she sounded doubtful. “I…that is, I think I am,” she added.

      “Are you?” James demanded, frowning at her. “Are you really well, Ka’rissa?”

      “No,” she admitted at last, in a small voice. “No, I…I guess that I am not.” She sighed deeply. “The things that awful Duke Grabbington was saying to me tonight—”

      “What was he saying?” James’s voice dropped to a low, ominous growl and his hands began to curl into fists again.

      “Just that he would rule me through my Heat Cycle and make me beg him to slake my Heat,” she said quickly and made a face. “Ugh—I can’t stand him! I really would rather go up in flames than let that disgusting man touch me!”

      “I would rather you didn’t go up in flames,” James told her, frowning. “I think it would be much better if you took control of your Heat Cycle yourself, Princess.”

      She bit her lip, looking up at him with shy hope in her eyes.

      “Do you really think I can?”

      “I know you can,” James said firmly. “But you have to forget the lies you’ve been told your whole life and take charge of your own body.”

      “I want to, James.” Her voice grew stronger. “I really do—especially after dealing with the Duke all night long. I’d go mad if I had to truly take him as a husband. But, well, I hardly know where to start. Could…” She looked down at her hands. “Would you help me?” she asked at last, shyly.

      The anger was gone and now James felt as though something was filling his chest with warmth and sunlight. The thought that she trusted him to help her—that she wanted him to touch her… Well, he had no words to describe it. He only knew that he wanted to be gentle with her, to not scare her, to help her take control of her Heat Cycle and learn to discover her feminine core—that part of herself that had been so maligned her entire life.

      “Of course, I’ll help you, Princess,” he murmured. “Come on, let’s go to the bedchamber where we can get more comfortable.”
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      Rissa wasn’t sure what to expect as she followed the big Kindred into her bedchamber. He took something from her dressing table and then settled himself against the padded headboard and spread his legs.

      “Come here, Princess,” he rumbled, patting the place between his thighs, which were slightly spread. “Sit with me and let’s see what we can do.”

      Rissa bit her lip.

      “Should…should I put on my nightdress first?” she asked, uncertainly.

      He shook his head.

      “It will only get in the way. You can keep the towel on, if you want to, but we’re going to open it up so that I can reach you and you can reach yourself.”

      This felt both naughty and dangerous to Rissa, but she trusted the big Kindred—trusted him with her life and her reputation too. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt or ruin her, she was certain of it. And she had asked for his help.

      “All right,” she said and climbed into the bed with him.

      “Good, now lean back against me,” James patted his broad, muscular chest invitingly. He had taken off his shirt and boots, which meant that he had on only his tight black leather trousers. His bare chest was mouthwatering, Rissa couldn’t help thinking. Keeping her towel wrapped around her, she leaned back against him, just as he had asked.

      “What…what are you going to do to me?” she asked, turning her head to look over her shoulder at him.

      “Nothing you don’t want me to,” James rumbled reassuringly. “First, I want to introduce you to a part of yourself you barely know at all. Princess, will you please open your towel and spread your legs for me?”

      Rissa’s heart was hammering but not with fright. There was another emotion filling her, though she hardly knew how to name it. At the tips of her breasts, her peaks were getting warm and tingly and between her legs she felt the same thing.

      Slowly, she opened the towel, baring herself for the big Kindred. She was glad he was behind her, so she didn’t have to watch him looking at her—that might have made her too nervous, she thought. But she liked leaning back against his broad chest like this. His big body seemed to surround hers in a protective blanket of safety and his wild, fresh scent was making her feel almost dizzy as she breathed him in.

      “Gods, you’re beautiful,” James breathed. “Your breasts are so full and lovely, Princess.”

      “Oh, do…do you like them?” Rissa risked another glance over her shoulder, to see that his metallic blue eyes were half-lidded and admiring. “Lady Mildew always says they’re too big for a proper lady.”

      “They’re not too big—they’re perfect. May I touch them?” he asked softly, his hands resting lightly on her bare shoulders.

      Rissa liked the contrast of his skin against her own—tan against brown—but his request surprised her. She had thought he would want to do something to her forbidden area right away. But she supposed that if she was going to get to know her body, this was a good place to start.

      “All right,” she whispered. “I guess that would be all right, James.”

      “Thank you for trusting me, Princess,” he growled softly in her ear. And then his big hands were sliding from her shoulders to her breasts, cupping them gently but firmly.

      By this time she had begun to feel hot again and his cool hands felt wonderful on her heated flesh. They felt even better, however, when he began to lightly thumb her nipples, just barely caressing her points and causing hot sparks to rush straight from their tips to the spot between her legs.

      “Oh…Oh, James!” she whispered, arching her back to thrust her breasts more fully into his hands and squeezing her thighs together. “What…whatever are you doing?”

      “Touching you to make you feel good,” he answered simply. “I didn’t want to start between your thighs—it’s better to build the pleasure slowly.” As he spoke, he continued to circle her nipples lightly, making Rissa moan softly under her breath and writhe against him.

      “I…James, I have never felt such things,” she whispered.

      “Because you have never been allowed to feel them—never been allowed to touch yourself for pleasure,” he murmured. “But this is your right, Ka’rissa. It’s your body—you should be able to touch it any way you want to.”

      “Th-thank you. But I thought you were going to…to introduce me to the forbidden part of myself,” she moaned breathlessly.

      “I am,” James promised in that deep, dark voice of his that seemed to fill her like a glass filling water as he spoke in her ear. “If you’ll spread your legs for me, Princess.”

      A little spasm of terror went through her. Should she really do this? Wasn’t it wrong to let a man touch her so intimately?

      But he’s only going to help me know myself, she thought. Isn’t he? It’s not like he’s going to kiss me on the mouth—I would never allow that.

      James seemed to sense her reluctance, just as he had when he was bathing her.

      “Ka’rissa,” he murmured in her ear. “I swear you have nothing to fear—I would never hurt you. Can you open yourself for me?”

      The soft rumbling tone of his voice seemed to loosen something that was almost like a clenched fist inside Rissa. Slowly, she parted her legs for him, trusting him as she didn’t even trust herself to touch her sensitive, forbidden area.

      “Thank you, Princess,” he murmured. “Now spread a little wider—there. Perfect. Now, look.”

      Rissa looked down and saw that he had propped a small mirror between her open thighs—it must have been what he had gotten from her dressing table, she realized.

      “What…what are you doing?” she asked uncertainly. The mirror’s shiny surface reflected an image of her outer mound with its soft curls and vertical slit. Why would he want to show her such a thing?

      “I’m introducing you to yourself,” James said simply. “First of all, we’re no longer going to refer to this part of you as your ‘forbidden area’.’’

      “We’re not?” Rissa asked, surprised. “What…what are we going to call it?”

      “There are many names for it,” James told her. “You could call it your sex… your feminine core. Many Kindred call it a ‘pussy’, which is, I think, a reference to an Earth animal sometimes called a ‘pussy cat.’ It’s soft and sleek and feminine and it loves to be stroked,” he added in explanation.

      “A…pussy. My pussy,” Rissa repeated.

      “That’s right, your soft little pussy,” James murmured. “Would you like to touch yourself there, Ka’rissa? Would you like to cup your pussy in your hand?”

      Rissa bit her lip. For years and years reaching between her legs had meant an instant, painful electric shock because of the Chastity Wire. It was terribly difficult to get over the conditioning that had caused her to equate pain with touching her forbidden area—no, my pussy, she reminded herself. But she knew that the wire was broken now—James had broken it so it couldn’t hurt her anymore.

      “All right,” she whispered at last. “I…I’ll try.”

      Slowly, she reached between her legs and—wincing a little with the automatic and ingrained anticipation of a shock—very lightly cupped her mound.

      “Good,” James murmured in her ear. “Feel it, Ka’rissa—how does your pussy feel? Describe it to me.”

      “It’s…soft,” Rissa said. “My curls are soft and springy. And it’s hot,” she added. “I…I think I might be heating up between my nether lips.”

      It was a shameful admission, but she couldn’t help it. Her points were heating up now, too.

      But James didn’t seem worried.

      “That’s all right, sweetheart,” he rumbled softly in her ear. “We’re going to explore there next. Would you like to spread your outer pussy lips open or should I do it?”

      Rissa’s heart started galloping in her chest again. Should she really be doing this?

      Evil…dirty…filthy, she seemed to hear Lady Mildew’s voice proclaiming in her head.

      No! Rissa pushed the voice and the bad memories away with all her might and tried to concentrate on James and the way he was cradling her against his big body. No, if I think that way, I’ll never be able to gain control of my Heat Cycle!

      Though to be honest, she still wasn’t sure how touching herself intimately could help her control it. But she had faith that James would show her. Still, she wasn’t sure about touching herself in the way he was asking her to quite yet.

      “You do it,” she whispered to him. “If you please, James. I’m not…not comfortable enough to do it myself quite yet.”

      “Of course I’ll do it, sweetheart,” he murmured, using the little nickname again, that seemed to make Rissa’s heart swell in her chest. “Just watch,” he murmured and his left hand—the flesh hand—slid down to cup her mound as Rissa pulled her own hand away.

      She watched as, slowly, two long fingers spread open her outer lips, revealing her inner pussy to her for the first time.

      Rissa stared at herself in the mirror in fascination. She had expected that she might be berry dark here, as her nipples were, when they were not glowing with heat. Instead, her inner pussy was a light, pinkish brown that was actually quite a lovely color.

      “It’s like…a seashell,” she murmured. “Or maybe the inside of a flower, with petals.”

      Indeed, the inside of her pussy did seem to have petals and folds and all of them were glistening and shiny. In the center was a tight little button or pearl, just as the book by her ancestor had described.

      “You’re beautiful inside, Princess,” James growled softly in her ear. “So gorgeous and sweet and delicate.”

      “And wet,” Rissa murmured. “Why am I so wet, James? Is that…is it normal?”

      “It is,” he assured her. “Your pussy makes honey when you feel pleasure, Princess. Earlier when I was stroking your nipples you were moaning for me—it probably started getting wet then.”

      “Oh, I…I see,” Rissa murmured breathlessly. “Is…is that the ‘pearl’ my ancestor, King Randolph the Thoughtful described?” she asked, nodding to the area in question in the mirror.

      “It certainly is. We Kindred call it a ‘Goddess pearl’,” James told her. “Would you like me to stroke it for you, Princess?”

      “If…if you like,” Rissa said. Her heart was pounding harder than ever, but somehow she didn’t want this to end.

      “Very well. Just relax,” James murmured. “Relax and watch me pet your soft little pussy, sweetheart.”

      Rissa watched as one long finger dipped down into her soft folds and then began to circle the little button at the center of her open pussy. The sensation that followed the big Kindred’s careful, gentle exploration of her secret area was immediate and intense.

      “Oh!” she gasped, as sparks of pleasure shot through her. Her hips bucked involuntarily as he continued to circle the incredibly sensitive area. “Oh, James! That…that feels wonderful!”

      “Would you like to try it yourself?” he murmured and his other hand, the metal one, was cupping her right breast again and slowly circling her nipple. “Would you like to try stroking your soft little pussy, sweetheart?”

      For some reason the naughty things he was saying in that deep rumbling voice in her ear made Rissa almost as hot and bothered as the way he was touching her.

      “I…I guess so,” she whispered.

      “Go ahead then,” James encouraged her. “I’ll hold your outer lips open and you can try stroking your Goddess pearl to give yourself pleasure.”

      There was still some guilt in the back of her head, but Rissa pushed it aside firmly. After all, if she was going to control her Heat Cycle, she had to do this—had to learn how to give herself pleasure. Also, as James kept reminding her, it was her body and she ought to have the right to touch it any way she wanted to.

      Slowly, hesitantly, she slid her own finger between her spread nether lips and tried touching herself as James had been touching her.

      The sensation was different when she was touching herself instead of being touched, but it was no less pleasurable.

      “Oh…” she whispered, sliding her fingertip around and around the tight little button at her center. “Oh, James, this feels so good. But I still don’t understand how it will help me control my Cycle.”

      Indeed, her points and her inner pussy, as James had taught her to call it, were both beginning to heat up alarmingly. Already her points were glowing a dull red and her pussy was becoming hot to touch.

      “It only helps if you can have an orgasm,” he rumbled in her ear. “Or ‘reach the pinnacle,’ as the books I showed you put it.”

      “But what is an orgasm? What pinnacle are they talking about?” Rissa asked breathlessly.

      “It’s a physical release you feel after stroking and touching yourself for a while,” he explained. “Think, Princess—do you feel anything building inside you?”

      As a matter of fact, she did. There was a feeling—almost like a wire tightening in her lower belly—that felt as though it must snap soon. Rissa told him this, trying to explain the strange sensation, and the big Kindred nodded.

      “Yes, that’s it,” he said encouragingly. “Just keep stroking your Goddess pearl until the wire snaps.”

      “But…but I’m not sure if I can make it before my Cycle gets too high,” Rissa panted. “My…my points are getting so very hot, James. I’m afraid I’ll need another cold bath soon!”

      “No, you won’t, if you’ll let me cool them down,” James said confidently.

      “Cool them down? How?” Rissa asked breathlessly.

      “With my mouth,” he murmured. “I can drop my body temperature there as well as I can in my hands and the rest of my body when I touch you, Princess. Will you let me?”

      “Yes, but…but how can you reach me?” Rissa panted. She really was beginning to get overheated, now. But the pleasure was building and building inside her and she didn’t want to stop.

      “Like this,” James growled. Picking her up easily, he turned her around so that she was straddling his lap and facing him instead of sitting between his legs. “Keep touching yourself, Princess,” he murmured, his blue eyes half-lidded with desire. “Keep petting your soft little pussy while I suck your ripe nipples.”

      Rissa moaned as he took one of her hot points between his lips and sucked it into the cool depths of his mouth. Oh, Goddess—that felt so good! She had never imagined such sensations in her life. No wonder Lady Mildew had been so adamant about keeping her from touching herself—nothing that felt this good could be quite legal, she was certain. And yet, she still didn’t want to stop.

      But though her fingers flew between her thighs as the big Kindred sucked her hot, sensitive nipples, the pleasure wasn’t progressing fast enough. Rissa could tell that, though she was building towards something, the wire in her belly wouldn’t snap until it was too late. Her Fire blood was rushing too quickly, forcing her temperature higher and hotter every second.

      “James!” she gasped, panting with heat. “I…I’m not going to make it! I’m afraid I’ll explode before I can reach the pinnacle.”

      He let her nipple slip from his mouth and frowned.

      “No, you won’t sweetheart,” he said firmly. “Here—let me.”

      He reached between her legs again—this time with his right hand—the metal one. Rissa wasn’t sure what to expect but, just as it had when he touched other parts of her body, his metal hand felt exactly like his flesh hand.

      Except then it began to vibrate.

      She gasped in surprised pleasure as his long fingers buzzed and hummed, circling her Goddess pearl and doubling, then trebling her pleasure.

      Suddenly, she was there—at the pinnacle—the summit of pleasure. Her back arched, her muscles tensed and her toes curled as warm waves of sensation drenched her like ocean waves. At the same time, Rissa felt the fire inside her rise upwards like a gout of flame…and then extinguish itself all at once.

      And all the time, James was talking to her, holding her eyes with his own and murmuring how beautiful she was when she let the pleasure overtake her—how gorgeous and brave she was when she let herself “come.”

      It was the most intense physical sensation Rissa had ever felt—and the closest she had ever been to another person. To be spread out, naked on the big Kindred’s lap, to feel his fingers stroking inside her so gently, opening her, making her his…to hear his deep, growling voice murmuring encouragement and praise as she looked into his eyes…it was all too much.

      “Oh, James…James!” she gasped, and surprised herself with a sob. “Oh, Goddess…”

      She collapsed against his broad chest, wetting it with her tears as the emotions overwhelmed her. The orgasm was such a release after years of pent-up frustration. And the feeling of having the fire inside her suddenly quenched was beyond wonderful. She knew that crying wasn’t the right response, but somehow she couldn’t seem to help herself. The intensity of the emotion was just too much to bear.

      But if her emotional display bothered the big Kindred, he didn’t show it. He just wrapped her in his arms and held her close, pressing her to his chest and letting her cry as he stroked her trembling shoulders.

      “James,” she whispered again, when she could make herself talk. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t…didn’t mean to cry all over you like that!”

      “It’s all right, sweetheart.” His voice was warm and soft, very different from the robotic tones he’d used during their first meeting, Rissa thought. “I know that intense physical sensations can bring up intense emotions in feelers,” he told her.

      Rissa wondered if she ought to ask if he was having any emotions of his own. It didn’t seem possible to her that he could have been so kind and gentle and caring during their intimate encounter unless he felt at least something for her. And hadn’t he said to her that some men on his planet had problems with their emotion dampers failing?

      But she didn’t think now was the right time to ask such things. Right now she simply wanted to be held in his arms and feel safe and cared for.

      “How do you do that with your hand?” she asked softly, snuggling against him. “I mean, how did you make it vibrate like that?”

      He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling.

      “It’s just a function of my electrodes. I thought it might help you reach orgasm.”

      “You thought right!” Rissa gave a shaky laugh. “I’ve never felt such pleasure in my life. It was so strong, James! So intense.”

      “But did it work?” He gave her a concerned look. “Did it help back down your Heat Cycle?”

      “Help it? It extinguished it!” Rissa exclaimed. “My ancestress was right! The moment I reached the pinnacle, it was as though the pleasure inside me smothered the fire in my blood completely.”

      “That’s wonderful, sweetheart.” A genuine smile spread over his dark face—not just an upward quirk of one corner of his sensual mouth, but a real, relieved smile, Rissa thought.

      Then the big Kindred pulled her to him for a hug and she found herself enfolded in his muscular arms. Rissa cuddled against him gladly, happy to press her whole body against his long form and feel completely engulfed by him as he stroked her back and shoulders and nuzzled her hair, breathing her in as though he could never get close enough to her.

      “Do you think I’m cured now?” she asked, some time later, as they lay entwined on the bed. “I mean, do you think my Heat Cycle has burned itself out?”

      James frowned and stroked her hair thoughtfully.

      “I don’t know but if I had to guess, I would think not,” he said at last, reluctantly. “From what your ancestor, Queen Lola the Outspoken said, I would imagine that you’ll have to continue pleasuring yourself to orgasm on a regular basis in order to keep your Cycle under control.”

      Rissa bit her lip.

      “But…but I didn’t really bring myself to orgasm,” she pointed out in a low voice. “You did it for me, James.”

      “Then you’ll need to practice so you can do it for yourself in the future,” he murmured. Cupping her cheek, he looked down into her eyes. “I won’t always be here to help you finish, Princess. “You’ll have to learn to do it on your own.”

      “Oh, James…” She didn’t want to think of the eventuality of the big Kindred leaving her. She felt so close to him now—the idea of him going away and never seeing her again was terrible!

      “We don’t have to think about it right now,” he said softly, as though he was reading her thoughts. “But you do need to practice. Do you think you’re ready to feel pleasure again?”

      Rissa wiggled her hips, feeling the heat growing between her thighs at the way he was looking at her, with his eyes half-lidded with desire.

      “I…think so,” she murmured, pressing herself against him. “But James, what if I start getting overheated again before I can reach the pinnacle?”

      “Then I’ll help you, just like I did before,” he promised. Stroking her cheek, he leaned down and kissed her gently on the forehead. “I’ll be here to help you for as long as you need me, sweetheart.”

      “All right,” Rissa whispered. “Then…then I think I’m ready to try again.”

      “Here…” James wrapped his left arm around her and turned on his side to look into her eyes. “I’ll help you—I’ll suck your sweet nipples while you pet your soft little pussy. All right?”

      “All right,” Rissa agreed breathlessly. “Thank you, James.”

      “It’s my pleasure, Princess,” he growled. “Go ahead now…stroke your pussy and make yourself come.”

      With a soft, breathless moan, Rissa complied.
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      James had never known that he could feel such pleasure in the pleasure of another. He no longer tried to pretend to himself that he wasn’t having at least some emotions—it was clear that he was. His emotion damper must be failing, just as he had seen it do with other males, back on Zeaga Four.

      But he told himself that he couldn’t leave Princess Ka’rissa now. She was still in danger, both from assassins who threatened her life and from the depraved Duke Grabbington, who threatened her future. There would be time enough to go back to the Mother Ship and see Yipper to get his damper fixed after he was certain she was safe and her future was secured.

      Of course, along with the positive emotions he felt for the little Princess, came negative ones as well. One in particular, which he thought must be what the humans called “guilt,” felt like a weight on his chest.

      He felt that weight most when he remembered that the whole reason Commander Sylvan had sent him to guard Princess Ka’rissa was that he supposedly had no emotions and so would have no chance of forming any kind of attachment to her or wanting to touch her sexually.

      But I had to touch her—had to help her control her Heat Cycle before she flamed up and burned to death, he argued with himself, when the guilt emotion tried to intrude on his newfound happiness with the Princess. And he had to keep touching her too—helping her to reach orgasm almost every night.

      That was because when Princess Ka’rissa “practiced,” as they called her nightly pleasure-play, she still couldn’t seem to reach the peak of pleasure by herself. After stroking her soft little pussy for a while, she would start getting overheated and then James would have to step in, most often sliding the fingers of his enhanced right hand into her soft little pussy and vibrating her Goddess pearl until she came enthusiastically all over his hand.

      This wasn’t his fault—James was certain of that, at least. He had tried every way he could to help her come on her own. Sometimes he kissed and sucked her nipples while she stroked herself—sometimes she begged him to slide one of his fingers inside her creamy channel while she caressed her Goddess pearl and tried to reach the peak.

      James was very careful when he did this, but as it appeared that Regalian females had no maiden head to get in the way, it seemed safe to slide his fingers at least part of the way in her tight little pussy, as she requested him to, in a soft, panting voice.

      “I keep feeling like I need to be filled there, James,” she would moan, as they both watched him slip one long finger into her hot, wet depths and fuck gently in and out of her. “I don’t…don’t know why. I just feel so empty inside, somehow.”

      James wondered—a touch uneasily—if this empty feeling had to do with her Heat Cycle, but it appeared to be completely under control ever since he’d started helping the Princess come every night.

      Indeed, Ka’rissa had never seemed happier. She was still irritated that she had to spend so much time with Duke Grabbington during State dinners and the nightly balls, but he was no longer able to force her into overheating. Mostly, she ignored him, saying not a word to him even as she dutifully danced every dance with him every single night.

      She had even stopped wearing the ice gel pads over her nipples, which almost never got hot enough to glow anymore. Another thing she’d stopped wearing were the big, heavy wigs. At James’s suggestion, she’d decided to take a chance and go to a ball with her natural hair showing one night. The friendly little maid, Liza, had dressed it for her and since Ka’rissa had such an abundance of long, curly hair, it looked gorgeous. Much better than any of the heavy, fake hairpieces she’d been forced to wear for years, and much more attractive too, as James could attest.

      The Court had been shocked at first, but then Lady TittleTattle had written in support of the new practice in an issue of Breadcrumbs and the whole Court began throwing out their wigs and wearing their natural hair. The only ones who couldn’t had shaved their heads in order to get into their wigs more easily. But they were waiting anxiously for their natural hair to grow out so that they, too, might join in the elite new fashion.

      “I’ll stop wearing my corset, next,” Ka’rissa told him with a laugh, as they lay naked in the bed together one night—well, she was naked and James still had his trousers on—and read the issue of Crumbs that praised her daring new fashion. “I wonder what they’ll think about that?”

      “They’ll think your curves are beautiful, just like I do,” James murmured hoarsely, as he leaned down to take one ripe nipple in his mouth. He sucked for a moment, just to hear her moan, before he let it slip from between his lips. “Mmm, spread your legs for me, Princess. I want to stroke your soft little pussy until your honey comes down for me,” he growled.

      Ka’rissa moaned softly and parted her legs obediently.

      “Yes, James,” she whispered, pressing her soft little mound urgently into his hand. “And will you put your fingers inside me again? Will you try to put more than one this time? Put them all the way inside me?”

      “Hmm…we’ll have to see about that,” James murmured, frowning. He didn’t know if he should pierce her virgin channel to the core, preferring to stop halfway inside her to at least preserve some of her innocence. The first time she was filled to the core and felt a male pressing deep inside her, against the very mouth of her womb, should be the first time she took her mate’s cock deep in her pussy, he thought. And since he couldn’t be her mate, it wasn’t right to take that step with her.

      He would have liked to use his tongue on her—like any Kindred, he had the need to taste his female and feel her coming against his mouth. But he didn’t think that was a wise idea, either. During the Claiming Period, when a Kindred warrior took a bride, the next step after tasting her was bonding her to him. And James knew he would never be able to bond her to him, no matter how much he increasingly wanted to. With his emotion damper apparently failing him, it wasn’t safe to let himself go too far with her—wasn’t safe to let himself want her too much.

      Besides, Ka’rissa seemed to have something against kissing. She was adamant that he shouldn’t put his mouth anywhere on her body except her breasts and nipples, which she seemed to consider “safe zones” for some reason. So James only used his hands and fingers to pleasure her.

      And he might have gone on like that for as long as they were together if things hadn’t changed drastically, all because of Duke Grabbington…
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      Gentle Reader,

      What an exciting time we are having at Court! All of the Lords and Ladies are wearing their natural hair and some intrepid ladies have even abandoned their corsets!

      This daring new fashion has been advanced, of course, by our own dear Crown Princess Ka’rissa. Who would have thought that our shy little wallflower would blossom into such a lovely, bold rose? Might our dear Princess’s transition have to do with her new Companion, Sir Robot? Or is it simply that she is finally out from under the thumb of the contentious Lady Mildew?

      Whatever the cause, this author can at least predict with great certainly that the happy change in our Princess has not been caused by her latest suitor, Duke Grabbington. Regular readers of this publication will recall that the Duke’s reputation is not the best or least tarnished at Court. Indeed, one is tempted to wonder what in the world His Stewardship was thinking when he named the Duke as a suitor for our soon-to-be Queen. For who would want a person of such questionable character upon the throne, even as only the Royal Consort? Not this author, Dear Reader—no indeed!

      But never fear—it seems we will not have to suffer such an indignity after all. For somehow the Princess had managed to bring her Heat Cycle completely under control! No longer do her points shine bright and the smell of burning is completely absent from her lovely person. And since there is only one day left in Duke Grabbington’s courtship month, we may assume that the Princess will throw him over soon enough. Indeed, rumor has it that she cannot wait to turn him down. Might this author delicately suggest that His Stewardship take a little more thought before he names her next suitor? Royal blood is not enough to make an adequate ruler and the Princess needs a man who is both her own age and as serious about ruling our lovely planet as she is.

      Keep following my Breadcrumbs to hear more as this volatile situation develops!

      I remain your most humble and devout servant,

      Lady TittleTattle

      

      The latest issue of the Crumbs certainly had almost everything right, Rissa thought to herself as she whirled through the last dance of the evening with Duke Grabbington. She had been reading it with James before the ball that night and she was glad that the anonymous writer seemed to hold her in high esteem.

      What would she think if she knew what you’ve been up to with James almost every night this past month? whispered a guilty little voice in her head. The way you’ve been touching your forbidden places and letting him touch them too, letting him make you “come” all the time…

      Rissa pushed the guilty voice away with a bit of difficulty. But really, the things she and the big Kindred were doing were literally saving her life and keeping her from bursting into flames! She told herself firmly that she refused to feel bad or shameful for doing what was necessary to survive. Besides, James was right—it was her body and she should have the right to touch it any way she liked.

      Ah, but it’s not just you who is touching your body, whispered that persistent little voice. You’re letting James touch you too in the place that only your husband is supposed to touch you! How can you justify that? Hmm?

      On this score, Rissa had to admit, she was on rather shaky moral ground. But the fact was, she couldn’t seem to reach the pinnacle, or “orgasm” as James called it, before she overheated. So she had to turn to the big Kindred and ask him to help her finish, usually with his mechanical hand which buzzed and hummed so beautifully and always pushed her right over the edge almost at once.

      Yes, but you don’t stop there, do you? the guilty voice asked. You don’t just come once a night. You let him use his hand on you to make you come three or four or more times each evening. Then you sleep naked, right up against him with his thigh between your legs and your points pressed to his side.

      Well, that was true, Rissa acknowledged to herself, as she moved mechanically through the steps of the dance. She could not deny it. But though she herself was naked, the better to feel the contact with his big body, which he cooled every night just for her, James himself never removed his trousers. And Rissa was positive nothing bad could happen as long as there was no kissing and at least one of them kept their forbidden areas covered.

      Though she had to confess, she was a bit curious as to what exactly was beneath those tight black leather trousers of his. Often, when he had been stroking her and sucking her points to help her come, a large bulge rose in his crotch, which led Rissa to wonder what was happening there.

      This part of the male anatomy was, of course, as mysterious to her as her own forbidden area had once been. She had heard rumors from her friend Alyssa about a “one eyed snake” which men kept in their trousers. And sometimes she’d heard the maids giggling together when they were talking about men and saying “you mustn’t let his snake into your garden!”

      But what all this meant, Rissa didn’t know. She had thought about asking James about it, but though she felt increasingly curious, she was also feeling increasingly guilty. She and her new guard were already doing enough forbidden things together—she didn’t need to add more illicit knowledge and naughty acts to the list.

      The last dance was coming to an end and Rissa was vastly relieved. Every minute she had to spend in the Duke’s arms was a torment and a trial. Now that she had her Heat Cycle under control, he could no longer make her angry or upset enough to overheat—but it certainly wasn’t for lack of trying. He talked of vile and offensive things constantly and it was difficult sometimes to drown him out, though Rissa did her best, returning his coarse speech with nothing but icy silence.

      Still, tonight was the very last night, she reminded herself. Tomorrow was a day of rest with no balls or social functions and the next day she could go before the Steward in the throne room and formally reject Duke Grabbington’s suit. And then she would never have to dance or dine with the vile man again!

      “So you think you’re shut of me after tonight, do you not, Princess?” he asked now, as they spun to a finish and everyone bowed to their partners. “You think that ball is over and that the day after tomorrow you can throw me over and reject my suit.”

      Rissa inclined her head stiffly, a fraction of an inch—a bow meant to convey acknowledgement without saying anything.

      “Yes, that is what you think, but we are not done yet!” the Duke exclaimed. Raising his voice he shouted, “Tell me—who has heard of the ‘Hide and Seek’ dance?”

      People stopped bowing to their partners and froze, frowning at the Duke. It was unseemly to shout out in the middle of the ballroom and he was not in the best favor with the Court, owing mainly, to the negative reports of him in Lady TittleTattle’s Breadcrumbs.

      But Duke Grabbington seemed unperturbed at being the sudden center of so much negative attention. Indeed, he seemed to positively relish it.

      “The ‘Hide and Seek’ is a new craze from the Second Court and only the most fashionable people know it,” he said loudly, smiling around the room. “It’s rather like a quadrille. Four people dance to a merry jig and then—at the break in the music—the ladies run to hide while the gentlemen carry on dancing, with their eyes closed. When the music starts again, the gentlemen must try and find their ladies. And if they do,” he continued. “If they are successful in finding their lovely dance partners, the gentleman may claim a kiss of the lady—on her cheek or her hand, of course,” he added, as shocked murmuring began among the crowd.

      At first Rissa hoped this impromptu speech would only make the Duke more of a pariah. But then Lord Buttheadington shouted out,

      “I say—that sounds like jolly good fun! Why do we not try it, this, ‘Hide and Seek’ dance?”

      Several more gentlemen agreed, which scandalized the ladies into blushing and giggling at the idea that if they were found, they must pay their partners with a kiss. The whole Court—except for Rissa of course—seemed much intrigued. After only a moment of debate, the orchestra struck up a lively jig and another dance was in the offing.

      Rissa could have screamed in frustration. All night long she’d been telling herself that this was the last dance she would ever have to endure with the disgusting Duke. And now he had gone and inveigled another! She only wanted to be back in her rooms with James, letting the big Kindred bathe her and stroke her body until she came for him again and again, but now her pleasure must be put off in order to suffer through one more stupid dance with Duke Grabbington.

      “Come my dear—it is our very last dance—you cannot deny me,” Grabbington said. Taking her gloved hand in his, he led her into a quadrille with another couple and they began dancing around the ballroom, though Rissa thought there was nothing she would rather do less.

      At least the dance was a lively one, she thought to herself. It was a group dance with lots of ducking under the other couples’ arms and twirling and whirling without touching your partner at all. That was much better than a waltz, which Duke Grabbington always used as an excuse to hold her much too tightly while he said unspeakable things in her ear.

      There was a break in the music just as they reached the far end of the Grand Ballroom, which signaled the ladies to run and hide. Rissa shot a glance towards James and saw that he was at the opposite end of the large room. It was a pity, since she would have liked to go and “hide” behind the big Kindred. That way, even if the Duke caught her, he wouldn’t be able to do anything but kiss her gloved hand. James certainly wouldn’t allow anything else.

      But the big Kindred was too far away and she knew she would never make it in time. Instead, Rissa ducked behind one of the many vast, black marble pillars that lined the far end of the Grand Ballroom. These were as big around as a man was tall and stretched upwards to the three-story ceiling with the awesome majesty of ancient trees. Rissa had heard it said that trysts were sometimes carried out behind their massive round curves, something which was only possible when the music was loud enough to drown out all other sounds.

      Now she ran and hid behind the farthest black pillar. The gentlemen were still dancing in place to the sound of a single flute, their eyes solemnly shut as the ladies scurried to hide, muffling their giggles behind their fans.

      Rissa, however, stayed perfectly silent. She had no wish for the Duke to find her. In fact, she was hoping to skip the last part of the dance entirely and simply make her way back to the other end of the ballroom where James was doubtless waiting for her.

      She waited a long breathless time, hearing the shouts of, “Ah-ha! I have found you!” and, “Do you not know that you cannot hide your beauty from me, my lovely?” from various gentlemen as they “caught” their ladies and demanded a kiss. The ladies complied with nervous giggles, holding out their hands or offering their cheeks, depending, Rissa supposed, on how much they liked their dance partner. She watched all this from behind the vast curving side of the pillar she had chosen as her hiding place, just waiting for the dance to be over.

      Since she detested the Duke, she was very glad when it seemed that he could not find her. The music had started up again and she was breathing a sigh of relief when someone seized her by the arm and spun her around.

      “So, you think you’ll be rid of me!” Duke Grabbington snarled. His eyes were blazing and his mustaches were twitching in agitation.

      “Unhand me, Sir!” Rissa gasped, tugging at his grip. “How dare you touch me in this manner?”

      “Oh, I’ll do more than touch you, Princess,” he snapped. “You’re not getting away from me as easily as all that!”

      And then he pressed her up against the cold marble pillar and kissed her full on the mouth.

      Rissa gasped and spluttered, trying to get away from him. But his grip on her was like iron and before she knew it, his slick, slimy tongue had found its way between her lips and deep into her mouth. The taste of stale Port and wet cigarillos invaded her mouth, turning her stomach with sudden, fierce nausea.

      She gagged and was nearly sick, but the Duke withdrew just in time, though he didn’t release his hold on her wrist—not yet.

      “There you are, Princess.” He was leering at her triumphantly. “Just try and throw me over now! You’ve been compromised—you gave me a kiss full on the mouth and so you must choose me as your Consort!”

      “What? No!” Rissa gasped, horrified. “I would never—you are the one who kissed me! In fact, you forced yourself on me!”

      “And who do you think would believe that?” The Duke smirked at her in a self-satisfied kind of way. “You’ve had my tongue in your mouth, Princess dear—I’ve been inside you. If you do not marry me now and words gets out, your reputation will be severely compromised—if not completely ruined.”

      “No!” Rissa protested weakly—but she knew it was true. A lady must not ever allow a man to kiss her on the lips—much less to put his tongue inside her mouth. And everyone knew why.

      Because that’s how you get pregnant, Rissa thought, feeling ill and horrified. And Alyssa says it happens every time. Why, I might have a baby planted in my belly right this very minute—the Duke’s baby! Ugh!

      It was a horrible, distressing thought and once more she wondered if she might be sick.

      “The day after tomorrow in the Throne Room, you will stand before the Steward and announce me as your Royal Consort,” Duke Grabbington told her, still smirking and twitching his mustaches at her. “And I will expect written confirmation of that fact from you. If I do not have it, I shall reveal to the entire Court that you allowed me to give you a deep kiss on the mouth and your reputation will be completely ruined!”

      Then, with a final, self-satisfied smirk, he left Rissa to lean against the pillar, wiping her mouth weakly and wondering how everything in her life had gone so wrong so quickly.
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      Something was wrong with the Princess.

      That much was obvious to James, but she refused to tell him what it was. He wished he knew if something had happened to her when she’d been out of his field of view during that last dance. James had only lost sight of her for a few moments, when she had ducked behind a large black pillar, but that was too long as far as he was concerned. He had rushed to where he saw her last as quickly as he could make his way through the crowd, but there had been too many dancers on the floor for him to get to her quickly.

      His mind had been filled with worst case scenarios—assassins and the like. But when he finally found her, Ka’rissa was simply leaning against a pillar wiping her mouth over and over and looking very shaken up indeed.

      “Please, James, I feel truly unwell,” she had murmured, when he had asked what had happened. “Can we please go back to my rooms now?”

      James had tried again to talk to her once they reached the rooms, but she had only shaken her head mutely. She had refused her bath, too, when Lady Mildew came, saying she felt unwell and simply wanted to go to bed.

      After the odious old woman had left, James had asked again what was wrong but Ka’rissa only shook her head, her eyes bright with unshed tears.

      “Please, Princess, tell me,” he begged. Was this strange constriction in his heart concern for her or something deeper? It was almost as though he could feel her pain—whatever it was—as his own. It was an uncomfortable sensation for someone who was just now getting used to having emotions but James wouldn’t have wished it away—it was an indication of him that something was wrong with the female he cared for.

      But Ka’rissa only shook her head and said she was tired and wanted to go to sleep. James nodded, hoping that she would tell him in her own time.

      “All right,” he’d said. “Let’s get undressed. Do you need help with your Heat Cycle?”

      He was assuming she would—after all, she had refused to take her bath, which was still a vital part of cooling her down after a long night of dancing.

      But the Princess only shook her head.

      “No thank you, James,” she murmured, keeping her eyes down as she spoke. “And…I think I had better sleep alone tonight, if you don’t mind.”

      “Alone?” James frowned at her. “But how will you stay cool, Princess? You haven’t even had your bath. If I’m not beside you to keep you from overheating…”

      “I shall manage just fine, I expect.” She looked up for a moment, trying to smile but failing miserably. “I just…need a bit of time to myself. Please try to understand, James.”

      The only thing James understood was that something was very, very wrong. But for some reason, she didn’t seem to think she could tell him what it was.

      He tried one more time.

      “Princess, if something happened to you tonight—”

      “Nothing happened!” she exclaimed, a little too vehemently, James thought. “I just…I just need to be alone and rest,” she added, and ran a hand through her long, tangled hair. James wished he could offer to tend it for her as he usually did, but it was clear she wanted time to herself. He supposed she would tell him what was wrong when she felt like it.

      In the meantime, all he could do was wait and hope that she would trust him.
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      It was difficult getting to sleep without the cool, solid form of her Kindred warrior beside her. Rissa tossed and turned, feeling sweaty and miserable in her bed, alone for the first time since James had come into her life almost a month ago.

      Had it really only been a month? Goddess, she felt as though she’d known him forever. And yet, she couldn’t tell him what had happened to her—couldn’t bear to see the look of disgust on his face when he knew how she had been compromised and that she was, even now, quite possibly pregnant with another man’s baby.

      What am I going to do? I cannot marry the Duke—it would mean a lifetime of misery and despair.

      But if she was carrying his baby, what other choice did she have? Also, if he started spreading rumors that he’d had her in a compromising position and had given her a deep kiss…

      No, one thing at a time, Rissa told herself. First, she must know if she truly was pregnant.

      It should be easy enough to tell—she was generally very regular in her courses and her Moon Blood was due tonight. She had only just finished her womanly cycle the day before James had come into her life, and now it was time for it to begin anew.

      If only it would! If only she could wake up tomorrow and see the red flower blooming on her white sheets! Rissa was sure she could deal with the Duke’s other threats as long as she knew she didn’t have his baby growing in her belly.

      Maybe I’ll be lucky and his seed won’t have taken root inside me, she thought hopefully. If I wake up tomorrow and my Moon Blood has started, I’ll know that I’m in the clear.

      But what if she didn’t start? What could she do then?

      Once more, she had only the words of her friend, Alyssa, to guide her.

      “But what can you do, if you’ve got a baby that you don’t want?” Rissa had asked, both horrified and fascinated by what her friend had been telling her about where babies came from. “Can you spit the man’s seed back out, before it reaches your stomach?”

      Alyssa had shaken her head.

      “No, it doesn’t work that way, silly! The only way to get rid of it is to brew a tea with honeybell vines in it and drink it straightaway.”

      “Honeybell vines? But…aren’t those poisonous?” Rissa had asked, her eyes wide.

      Alyssa had shrugged.

      “They can be, if you take too much of them. But I’ve heard it said that they’re the only way to make the baby go away and get your Moon Blood flowing again. However, you must do it quickly, before your belly begins to swell! After the seed has taken root, it’s too late.”

      It had seemed like a drastic course of action to Rissa, but now she was seriously considering it. Because, well—what else could she do?

      If I wake up and I haven’t started my courses, I’ll try the honeybell vines in my tea at breakfast, she told herself. It would be a risk, but it was one she was willing to take, Rissa decided.

      Anything was better than having the Duke’s baby.
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      “You’re up early, Princess,” James remarked, as he walked into the main bedchamber. He’d spent a restless night in the smaller, front sleeping room, getting up from time to time to check on Ka’rissa and make certain she wasn’t overheating.

      She’d had a restless night herself, as he well knew. Almost every time he’d checked on her, she’d been tossing and turning and mumbling in her sleep. Her dreams seemed to be bad ones, from what he could gather.

      “No!” she’d been moaning, as she thrashed from side to side. “No, please—I do not want it—I cannot have it! Please, make it go away!”

      James had chilled his hands to stroke and caress her forehead and cheeks, cooling her down as best he could. He wished again that he knew what was bothering her—he missed holding her in his arms and keeping her cool all night.

      He wondered if the Princess had missed him too. Despite his best efforts, she looked close to overheating. Her hair was in a tangle and her nightdress was soaked through with sweat. But she had a determined look in her eyes that he didn’t understand.

      “Thank you, James, I am quite well,” she said, nodding at him. “I must get washed up and then I think I shall take a stroll in the gardens before breakfast. I think…” She cleared her throat. “I think I’d like to decorate the breakfast table with some honeybell blossoms. They are blooming this time of year and so lovely.”

      “I’ll go with you,” James said at once. It wasn’t unheard of for Ka’rissa to want a stroll in the garden before breakfast. She loved the exotic flowers that grew there.

      She nodded.

      “Thank you—that will be lovely. And how nice to have a day of rest—I am so glad there is no ball tonight!”

      James was glad too. Since she hadn’t allowed him to help her with her Heat Cycle at all, he was afraid another ball would push her into overheating.

      “You must be doubly glad that soon you can go and formally refuse Duke Grabbington’s suit,” he said, watching her closely.

      Ka’rissa jumped, as though he’d stuck her with a pin. But she only nodded and said,

      “Yes, that will be lovely as well,” in a vague, distracted voice. Before James could ask any more questions, she said, “Pray, excuse me. I must wash up before we go for our walk,” and disappeared into the bathing room.

      James frowned as he watched her go. He had his suspicions about what was upsetting her and he was fairly certain it had something to do with that bastard, Duke Grabbington. What had happened last night when she was out of his sight those few minutes? He might have suspected the worst, but her dress hadn’t been disarranged in any way, which it surely would have if the other male had tried anything nefarious. Had he said something to her? Threatened her in some way?

      James didn’t know, but he wished that the curvy little Princess would tell him. However, there was nothing much he could do until she finally decided to confide in him.
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      There had been no blood on her sheets or nightdress when she woke that morning. Not a single drop—not even between her legs when she looked hopefully, the moment she was alone in the bathing room.

      Rissa knew what that meant—her Moon Blood had not come down. Which was a sure sign that she was pregnant.

      I’ll have to drink the tea, she told herself, as she stared at her image in the mirror. Her hair was a tangled mess and there were dark smudges that looked almost like bruises beneath her amber-brown eyes. She’d spent a restless night, pursued even in her dreams by the Duke, who was holding a bundle in his arms that squalled and cried.

      “Take it!” he had been shouting at her. “You must have it! I put it in you—the baby is yours!”

      “No, take it away!” Rissa had shouted, running from him as fast as she could. “I do not want it—I cannot have it!”

      But in that awful way of dreams, she had somehow only been able to run in slow motion and it seemed every minute that the Duke would catch her.

      He will catch me, if I don’t do something about this right now—today, Rissa told herself grimly.

      She would go out and pick some of the honeybell blossoms, making certain to keep them on their vines. By the time they got back from the gardens, Liza would have left the breakfast tray. It should be easy enough to slip some vines into the teapot and let them brew along with the thistledown leaves already in it.

      James would be in no danger—he didn’t care for thistledown tea. She could drink a cup and then see if it made her Moon Blood come down. If it didn’t, she would drink another cup and then another, until she got the desired result or…

      “Until I am dead,” Rissa whispered to her reflection in the mirror.

      Because she would rather die than have the Duke’s baby and be tied to him for the rest of her life. Hadn’t she told him once that she would burn to death before she accepted him? Well, that was still true. And what difference did it make if she died by fire or by poison—either way she would escape a lifetime with a man she detested.

      It was the only way out of the desperate situation she found herself in, Rissa decided. Death was better than dishonor—and far preferable to being married to the Duke.

      With a determined nod to her reflection, she turned on the sink and began to wash her face. She must get ready for her walk if she was going to get back in time to put the vines in the tea while it was still hot.
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      “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?” James said, watching the Princess closely as they came back to her rooms. The breakfast tray was waiting for them, the food covered by a silver dome and the teapot filled with its usual, sweet-smelling thistledown tea sitting to one side.

      “Hmm? Oh yes, yes it is.” She nodded distractedly, a big bunch of honeybell blossoms, still on their vines, clutched in her hand. “James, would you be a dear and run get me a vase to put these in?” she asked, gesturing at the flowers. “I believe Lady Mildew had some in her room on the top shelf of the closet,” she added.

      “All right.” James nodded and went to get the requested vase. He found one on the top shelf of the closet in the small room he had slept in the night before and brought it back out into the Princess’s bed chamber.

      When he got back, she was just putting the lid back on the teapot. Looking up at him, her face went pale and she fumbled with it for a moment, the lid chattering against the china body of the pot in a nervous, staccato rhythm before she finally managed to get it back into place.

      James frowned.

      “Is something wrong, Princess?”

      “Wrong? Oh, no—no, of course not,” Ka’rissa said quickly. “Have you the vase?”

      “Yes—here it is.” He placed the vase on the table and frowned as she arranged the honeybell flowers in it rather haphazardly, as though it didn’t really matter how they looked.

      James frowned again. Why had she made such a big deal out of getting the flowers in the first place if she wasn’t going to arrange them properly? Not that flower arrangement was a big deal to him—but it was to Ka’rissa.

      Apparently, arranging flowers was one of the “gentle arts” that every lady on Regalia Five had to learn. He had seen her take a good three quarters of a solar hour getting a bunch of blossoms just the way she wanted them in a vase. And yet now she was jamming the honeybell blossoms into the receptacle he had procured for her as though it didn’t matter at all how they looked.

      James didn’t even know why she would want such flowers at the table. The large, creamy, bell-shaped flowers were aesthetically pleasing, he supposed, but they had a sickly sweet fragrance that was unpleasantly offset by the bitter tang of their thin, green vines. The smells were almost overpowering to his sensitive Kindred nose, rendering the scent of the breakfast foods that had been left for them much less appetizing.

      Still, he said nothing while the Princess fumbled with the flowers and then gave up, and started to pick up a piece of cloud bread.

      “Wait!” James held out a hand to stop her.

      “What? What is it?” She looked up at him with wide, startled eyes that were somehow…guilty? Or was he imagining that? James didn’t know, he just felt instinctively that something was wrong.

      “I just wanted to say you’d better wash your hands before you handle the food,” James told her. “Those honeybell vines smell like they might be poisonous and you were just holding them.”

      He nodded at her fingers, which had light green stains on them from the sap. Normally she would have washed her hands herself, without him mentioning it. What had his curvy little Princess so preoccupied today?

      “Oh…” She stared at her sap-stained fingers. “Of course you’re right. I’ll be right back.”

      She went to wash her hands and came back quickly, immediately pouring herself a cup of steaming tea. James frowned as the steam tickled his nostrils. Was it his imagination, or did the tea smell bitter? Almost as bitter as the honeybell vines…

      Ka’rissa picked up her teacup and frowned at it irresolutely. She nearly took a sip…then put it down again on the dainty china saucer.

      “Something wrong with the tea?” James asked, raising his eyebrows.

      “What? Oh, no—nothing. Nothing is wrong at all,” Ka’rissa said quickly. “It’s just…a bit too hot, that’s all. I think I shall let it cool a bit before I drink it.”

      “But I thought you liked your tea scalding hot?” James asked, frowning.

      “Oh, well…” She cleared her throat, looking nervously away. “Today I choose to let it cool.”

      He frowned. What was going on with the tea? Whatever it was, Ka’rissa wasn’t telling. She kept her eyes down, staring at her breakfast plate though something told James she wasn’t seeing it at all.

      “I think I’ll have a cup of it myself,” he said, moving as though to lift the teapot.

      “No!” Ka’rissa gasped, putting out a hand to stop him. “That is, they only sent enough for one today,” she added weakly, when James raised his eyebrows in surprise at her reaction. “I am sorry. Would you like me to ring for another pot, just for you?” she added.

      He shook his head, still watching her carefully.

      “No, that’s all right.”

      “Very well.”

      Ka’rissa lifted her teacup again and looked at it intently. She took a deep breath, as though nerving herself to do something either dangerous or distasteful or both. A calmness seemed to settle over her, James thought. No, not quite calmness—more of a calm despair. As though she had been nerving herself up to do something desperate and she had finally gotten her courage to the sticking point.

      She lifted the cup to her lips and suddenly James heard a voice in his head—a warm, strong, feminine voice which spoke only to him.

      “Do not let her drink it, warrior. It is poison.”

      This was a startling occurrence that had never happened to him before. He had no idea who was speaking to him but the feeling of foreboding that filled him along with the words was so strong that he acted without thinking.

      Before Ka’rissa could take a sip of the steaming tea, he knocked the china cup from her hand. It shattered into pieces on the floor, splattering the poisoned liquid at their feet.
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      Rissa sat there, shocked, her hand still held to her mouth though the teacup she had been holding just moments before was now in pieces on the floor.

      “What…why…?” she began, looking up at James.

      But the big Kindred was already lifting the lid of the teapot and looking inside.

      “No!” Rissa gasped, putting out a hand to stop him. “No, you mustn’t!”

      “Mustn’t what? Find this?” James demanded.

      Using his metal hand—which was impervious to heat or cold, he fished out the limp tangle of honeybell vines Rissa had stuffed into the teapot. He dropped the sopping mass on the table, where it proceeded to leak tea and poison-green sap all over the white tablecloth.

      “Why, Ka’rissa?” He was glaring at her now, a dangerous glint in his metallic blue eyes. “Why were you trying to kill yourself?”

      “Kill myself? I wasn’t trying to kill myself!” Rissa protested weakly.

      “Bullshit,” he growled. Rising, he snatched the teapot off the table and walked to the double doors that led out to the balcony beyond.

      “No, wait!” Rissa exclaimed urgently. “Don’t do that!”

      “Too late—it’s done.” James upended the teapot, pouring its steaming contents into the decorative oolie hedges below.

      Rissa felt a terrible weight growing in her chest.

      “James, I needed that tea!” she protested as he came back and plunked the now-empty teapot back on the table with a dull thud.

      “Needed it for what—to kill yourself?” he accused again.

      “I told you, I was not trying to kill myself!” Rissa protested hotly.

      “Then why did you put poisonous honeybell vines in it?” He pointed to the soggy mass of vines in the middle of the table.

      “I…” Rissa shook her head, her heart pounding and her throat tight. “I cannot…cannot tell you,” she whispered.

      “Ka’rissa…sweetheart…” His voice went suddenly soft and coaxing and he came to kneel in front of her. “I can tell something’s wrong,” he murmured, looking her in the eyes. “You haven’t been yourself since last night and now this morning, you try to drink poisoned tea—tea that you poisoned yourself.”

      “I…I needed the tea,” Rissa protested again in a small voice. Her chest was so tight she could barely breathe and her hands were beginning to tremble.

      “Tell me why.” James took her hot, shaking hands in his large, cool ones and pressed gently. “Tell me why you think you needed the tea, Ka’rissa,” he murmured.

      Suddenly, she couldn’t hold it inside any longer. Though she was certain it would make him despise her, the ugly secret came pouring out.

      “Because,” she whispered, her eyes overflowing with tears. “Drinking tea with honeybell vines in it is the only way I can get rid of the baby.”
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      “The baby? What baby?” James looked at the Princess blankly.

      Ka’rissa was shaking and crying, the sobs being torn from her throat were painful to hear. All he wanted to do was gather her to him and comfort her, but first he had to get to the bottom of what she was saying.

      “What baby?” he asked again.

      “The one…the one growing inside me—in my belly.” She put a hand to her stomach and burst into fresh sobs.

      James shook his head.

      “Are you trying to tell me you’re pregnant?”

      “Y-yes.” She nodded her head, tears spilling from her lovely eyes. “I…I must be. My Moon Blood didn’t come last night and I’m never late with my female cycle.”

      James shook his head, trying to understand.

      “So…you think you’re pregnant just because your menstrual cycle is off?”

      “No, not just because of that.” Ka’rissa swiped at her eyes, which were red with weeping. “Because…because…” She shook her head. “Oh James, please don’t make me tell you! You’ll hate and despise me if I tell you.”

      Again, he had that feeling of a cruel hand squeezing his heart. Her pain—gods, it was so hard to watch! And yet, he didn’t want to get away from it—all he wanted to do was hold her close and comfort her.

      “Sweetheart,” he murmured, reaching up to stroke one hot, flushed cheek. “Nothing you could tell me would make me despise you.”

      “This would,” she insisted, tears still leaking down her cheeks. “Oh, James—I’m so ashamed! But you must know, I never asked for it! He did it before I could stop him.”

      Concern and the desire to comfort her turned to Rage is a split second. A red curtain fell over his vision, making everything look bloody and dim. At the same time, James felt an animalistic growl rise in his chest. He had heard other warriors talk about going into Rage when their female was threatened, but he had never expected to have anything like that happen to him.

      It’s not supposed to happen, because I’m not supposed to be having all these emotions! he thought. But it didn’t seem to matter to his body that he shouldn’t be going into Rage—the red curtain had dropped and the fury he felt filled and encompassed him unlike any emotion he had yet felt.

      “Was it the Duke?” he demanded, his hands squeezing into fists. “Did he force you last night? Is that why you didn’t want to let me give you a bath and sleep beside you? Because you were afraid I would find out?”

      “Y-yes…” She hung her head, tears dripping down her cheeks to patter onto the white lace morning gown she was wearing. “He…he forced me, James. I know I’m ruined anyway, but I don’t want to have his baby! But I can’t help it now—he…he stuck his tongue right in my mouth! And now I know I’m pregnant because my Moon Blood didn’t come.”

      It was difficult to think past the Rage which had suddenly consumed him…but something in her words struck him as odd.

      “He…stuck his tongue in your mouth?” James demanded, struggling to think past the all-consuming, protective wrath that had gripped him.

      “Y-yes.” She nodded her head, her breath hitching in her throat.

      “And that’s how you know your pregnant?” he repeated.

      She nodded again. “Y-yes. He pushed me against the pillar and…and gave me a deep kiss and f-forced his tongue into my mouth. So now I must be pregnant.”

      James shook his head, still trying to grasp the situation. He still wanted to go find the Duke and rip his fucking head off for causing the female he cared for so much pain and distress. But first he had to help the Princess, who seemed to be laboring under a grave misapprehension.

      “Princess,” he said carefully, taking a deep breath to try and dispel the Rage. “Did the Duke…did he put his shaft inside you? Inside your pussy?”

      She looked up at him with wide eyes.

      “Put his what in my pussy?”

      “His shaft,” James said patiently. “The, er, pole of flesh that all males have between their legs.”

      Her eyes got even wider.

      “Men have a pole between their legs? Do you have one?”

      “Well…yes,” James said, frowning. “But we’re getting off the point. What I need to know is if the Duke put his pole—his shaft—between your legs, into your pussy.”

      Ka’rissa shook her head, looking bewildered.

      “How would he get to my pussy? I had on my pantalettes and chemise and goodness knows how many flounces and shirrs in my skirts.”

      “So…he only kissed you?” James persisted. He thought he was beginning to understand what was going on here, but he wanted to be sure.

      “What do you mean only?” Ka’rissa demanded with an indignant sniff. “He kissed me on the lips and stuck his tongue in my mouth! That’s how babies are made! And he made one in me!”

      “No he didn’t and no they aren’t.” The Rage dissipated completely and for a moment, James had a strong urge to laugh with relief. He pushed the odd emotion away and tried to remain serious. “Princess,” he said quietly. “I think you have some very wrong ideas in your head about the process of biological procreation. Let’s have a talk.”
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      Rissa stared at him, uncomprehending.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, at last. “How can I have wrong information? A man kisses a woman on the lips and when he puts his tongue in her mouth, his seed goes down her throat and gets planted in her belly—then a baby grows. Everyone knows that!”

      But James was shaking his head.

      “I’m afraid you’ve got that completely wrong,” he said quietly. “Completely and utterly wrong, Princess.”

      “I have it on good authority that I am right,” she protested.

      He raised his eyebrows at her.

      “On whose authority?”

      “Well, my friend Alyssa,” Rissa said.

      “Is that the silly little redhead I’ve seen flirting with every male in the palace?” James demanded.

      Rissa glared at him.

      “Alyssa is not silly! She is very knowledgeable.”

      “She’s misinformed,” James said gently. “Probably because your culture chooses to keep females ignorant of the facts of procreation.” He shook his head. “But I didn’t know you were this ignorant.”

      “I am not!” Rissa protested.

      “I’m afraid you are, sweetheart. Gods…” He ran a hand through his hair. “I was grown in a tank but even I know you can’t get pregnant just from kissing.”

      “How do you know I’m not really pregnant?” she demanded. “After all, my Moon Blood is late.”

      “That’s probably more to do with your Heat Cycle than anything else,” James told her. “In the book about Royal anatomy that I scanned, there was some mention of the fact that a strong Heat Cycle in a Royal female could interfere with her menstrual cycle.”

      “Really?” Rissa looked at him, still half disbelieving.

      “Yes, really.” He nodded. “I’ll show you the passage from the book if you want to see it.”

      “All right.” Rissa nodded and he got up and drew the curtains, casting the room into darkness. Then he pointed his ocular scope at the blank wall and began showing her the relevant passages.

      As Rissa read from the book he had scanned in the restricted section of the Royal Library, she began to feel a cautious measure of hope. Could it be that he was right and her Moon Blood was only late because of her Heat Cycle? Did that mean she really might not be pregnant?

      There was so much other information in the book too. It chiefly interested her to find that it was not necessary for her to have a man with Royal blood in his veins to slake her Heat. According to one of the footnotes, an ancestress of hers—Queen Lenore the Headstrong—had actually fallen in love with one of the gardeners from the Royal gardens and married him. They had been blessed with six children, all of which had the Sheen to their skin and had carried on the bloodline of the Very First Family with no problems.

      If Queen Lenore could do it, why couldn’t I? she found herself thinking, as she looked at James. But no—he had no emotions for her. Or did he? Rissa was beginning to wonder about that…

      “Do you feel better now?” James asked her, interrupting her thoughts.

      “I am beginning to,” Rissa said cautiously. “It’s only that my Moon Blood has never been late before and the way the Duke kissed me—”

      “You’re going to have to get over the idea that a kiss can get you pregnant,” James said flatly. He switched off his scope and looked at her. “The normal, biological method of procreation involves more than just a kiss—at least in most species of humanoids,” he added.

      “What does it involve then?” Rissa demanded. “How does the man’s seed get planted in the woman’s belly and grow into a baby if not by him sticking his tongue in her mouth?”

      “First of all, your womb is not connected to your mouth in any way,” James lectured. “That’s a whole different organ system. And secondly, a male’s seed does not come out of his tongue, it spurts from his shaft. So you cannot get pregnant from a kiss. You get pregnant when a male puts his shaft inside you and fills you with his seed. Incidentally, that is also the way your husband is supposed to ‘slake your Heat’ when you are finally Joined to him,” he added.

      Rissa was still skeptical. She had never had any kind of lesson on humanoid anatomy—it was considered an indelicate topic for a young lady. And Alyssa had seemed so certain when she had given her the forbidden information. She wanted to believe that the big Kindred was right, but he was contradicting “facts” that she had known since the age of fifteen—it was difficult to wrap her head around.

      “Prove it,” she said to James, frowning up at him.

      He frowned back. “Prove what?”

      “The part about the male’s seed coming out of his shaft,” Rissa said. She looked at the crotch of his tight leather trousers—he still persisted in wearing his Kindred uniform of a black shirt, trousers, and boots with a more colorful frock coat over it for appearances sake. In fact, some of the other, more fashionable males in court, had begun to copy him. They had even started wearing silver gloves on their right hands in imitation of his metal arm.

      But it wasn’t his fashion sense that Rissa was interested in now. She wanted him to prove that everything she’d thought she knew was wrong. She wanted to see his shaft for herself.

      “You gave me a lesson on female anatomy, in a way, when you, er, ‘introduced’ me to my own forbidden areas,” she said to James. “Now I think I need a lesson on male anatomy. And since you happen to be male, you can show me, James.”

      He frowned, his brow wrinkling.

      “Princess, I don’t think that would be appropriate.”

      “Yes, it would!” Rissa insisted. “I want to see if your information is correct! Please, James…” she added, giving him a pleading look. “If I can just be certain that you are right and I am wrong about how babies are made, I shall feel so much better. Also…” She stopped, nibbling her lower lip.

      “Also what?” he asked, making a go-on motion with one hand.

      “Well, eventually I am going to get married,” Rissa said haltingly. “And, well…I want to know what to expect on my wedding night. Please, James—do not leave me in ignorance.”

      She wasn’t sure if it was her words or her pleading looks but at last the big Kindred nodded reluctantly.

      “All right,” he said at last. “What do you want me to do?”
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      “Take off your trousers,” Ka’rissa said at once, her lovely eyes alight with curiosity. “I want to see this ‘shaft’ you say all men have between their legs.”

      James groaned inwardly. He still thought this was a bad idea, but the Princess had been so distraught and she was so certain that the misinformation she’d been given was true, he felt he had no choice other than to prove her wrong. He could show her text books and anatomy diagrams all day, but it was clear she required more visceral proof.

      Also, she had been kept in ignorance long enough, he thought. Even though the Collective had ruled his home planet of Zeaga Four with an iron fist, they hadn’t forbidden knowledge of anatomy and the basics of biological procreation.

      Naturally, since there were no women, sexuality was not encouraged, but knowledge of it wasn’t discouraged either—nor was masturbation a purging offense. Rather, it had been considered a biological need like eating or sleeping.

      For all that she was a Princess of Royal blood, Ka’rissa was treated worse, in some ways, than the inhabitants of his old world had been under the Collective. She was forced to wear a wire intended to keep her from touching her own body and she was expected to enter into a lifetime Joining with a male without knowing what to expect sexually. It was very unfair and unreasonable, at least in his view.

      For all these reasons, he reluctantly decided that he would do as the Princess asked.

      “All right,” he said, and started to unfasten the magno-tabs that held his trousers closed.

      “Wait—let’s go to the bed,” Ka’rissa suggested. “I want to lean against you while you show me. That way you can cool me down if I get, er, overheated. You know, from shock at seeing…male forbidden parts,” she added in a whisper.

      James considered and decided this was probably a good plan. She was already close to overheating since she hadn’t allowed him to help her with her Heat Cycle the night before. It would be a good thing if she could lay against his side for a while and he could cool her down.

      “All right,” he said, nodding. “Let’s lie on the bed.”

      Liza had made the bed earlier when she dropped off the breakfast tray so the two of them lay on top of the downy-soft, rose-gold coverlet with James propped against the cushioned headboard and Ka’rissa lying against his right side. Once they were settled, she sighed in contentment and pressed her hot cheek against his chest.

      “Mmm, so lovely and cool,” she murmured and for a moment, James thought she might drift off and take a nap. After all, she hadn’t slept well at all the night before, so it wouldn’t be surprising if she was still sleepy. But after a moment she said, “Well, are you going to show me?”

      “Do you still want to see?” James asked, his left hand hovered over the fastening of his trousers again.

      “Of course. Show me—prove it to me,” she demanded. And then added, “Please?” with a sidelong glance up at him through her long, dark lashes.

      James felt the by-now familiar feeling of warmth filling his chest. He thought that he would have given his Princess anything she asked when she looked at him like that.

      “All right,” he said. “But you mustn’t be shocked or upset.”

      Then he unfastened his trousers and pulled them down, revealing his bare shaft to her for the first time.

      “Oh, is that it? That’s your shaft?” Ka’rissa’s eyes got wide with interest as she stared at him. “It’s so big! Can I touch it?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” James said, frowning. Though he longed to feel her soft little hand caressing his length, he wasn’t sure it would be proper. Just the thought of it, however, caused his shaft—which was already half-hard from feeling her soft, curvy body against his own—to harden considerably.

      “Oh—it’s growing! It’s moving by itself!” Ka’rissa exclaimed, her eyes getting even wider. “Now I know why I heard some of the maids calling it a ‘snake’—because it moves on its own!”

      “It’s only getting harder because I’m so close to you and you’re so beautiful, Princess,” James said, his voice coming out slightly hoarse.

      She looked up at him.

      “You mean, it got hard because of me? But why? What is the purpose of it getting harder and—oh, my!—so much bigger?” she asked, looking down at his shaft again, which was standing at full attention now.

      “A male’s shaft gets hard so that he can put it into a female’s pussy,” he lectured. “That’s how he shoots his seed inside her and makes her pregnant.”

      “Where does the seed come out? Is it from that little hole in the tip, there?” Ka’rissa asked. She was leaning over him as though to see better and her long, silky hair was brushing over his exposed torso and thighs. James felt as though his whole body was tensing at the soft, ticklish sensation of her hair caressing him.

      “Yes,” he said tightly. “From…from the tip.”

      “Oh, I think I see some now!” she exclaimed, pointing. “Look, is the seed that shiny, clear stuff?”

      James shook his head.

      “No, Princess—that’s only precum.”

      “Precum?” She frowned, looking up at him. “What’s that?

      “It’s a kind of…lubricant,” James explained. “It helps a male fit his shaft into a female’s pussy.”

      “Is that why my pussy gets wet as well when you, er help me with my Heat Cycle?” she asked, looking up at him.

      James nodded. “Exactly.”

      “But I don’t see how you could fit something so large inside me,” she protested, looking back at his shaft. “I mean, you can barely manage to get two fingers halfway inside me, James. And your shaft is much, much larger than your fingers! Why, I bet I couldn’t even fit my own fingers all the way around it.”

      As she spoke, she casually reached out and wrapped her soft little hand around his aching length. Somehow, though James had forbidden her to touch him earlier, he found that he lacked the willpower to ask her to take her hand away. Still, he tried to protest.

      “Princess,” he said, shifting a bit as she touched him. “I don’t know if you ought to do that.”

      “But I want to know all about a male’s shaft,” she protested. “Your skin is so soft here but the flesh under it is hard as a rock,” she went on, her long, slim fingers sliding up and down his length. “Oh, and when I touch you here, more of that, er, precum seems to be coming out,” she added.

      “Yes, because it’s extremely pleasurable when you touch me,” James said hoarsely. Gods, did she have any idea what she was doing to him? Probably not—she was so completely innocent. “My shaft produces more lubrication the closer I get to orgasm,” he told her. “The same way your pussy gets wetter and wetter as you get closer to coming yourself.”

      “I still don’t see how something this size could fit into my pussy,” Ka’rissa remarked, frowning. “It’s just huge.”

      “That shouldn’t worry you because my shaft is never going anywhere near your soft little pussy,” James told her sternly. Though, gods, the idea of that, of taking her, Claiming her…filling her with himself and bonding her to him…

      No—he couldn’t think like that, he reminded himself. It was wrong and it was never going to happen.

      “I know that.” Ka’rissa looked up at him with wide eyes. “But I just wonder…how can you use it on anyone? I mean, any woman at all?”

      “Part of my Kindred DNA is Beast Kindred,” James told her. “Which means that my precum has chemical compounds in it that help a female open to receive my shaft without pain.”

      “Really? So if you were to ever put your shaft in…in my pussy, rubbing your precum all around my pussy would help me open up and let you in?” she asked innocently.

      James gritted his teeth. The mental image she was causing by talking this way was bad enough, but she was stroking his shaft with her soft little hand as she spoke, making things even worse. He could feel his pleasure rising and he had to make a conscious effort to keep his hands by his side and not touch her.

      “Yes, but I told you, Princess, that’s not going to happen,” he gritted out.

      “Yes, but if it did,” Ka’rissa persisted. “What would happen next? Would you just put it inside me and then shoot your seed and then I would be pregnant?”

      He shook his head.

      “It takes a bit more than that. I would have to move my shaft in and out of your pussy for a time. After a while, the friction would cause me to orgasm. Only then would I shoot my seed.”

      “I want to see you shoot your seed now, though,” Ka’rissa protested. “Can you only shoot it when your shaft is deep inside a pussy?”

      James shook his head.

      “No, Princess. In fact, just stroking my shaft can make me shoot—or ‘come.’ So if you don’t stop what you’re doing, I’m afraid you’re going to see my seed fairly soon.”

      “But that’s exactly what I want!” she exclaimed.

      He shook his head and finally found the strength to pull her hand away.

      “I don’t think so, Princess. It wouldn’t be right.”

      “But you make me come all the time!” she protested.

      “That’s different,” James said sternly. “I do that in order to help you control your Heat Cycle, Princess. Whereas, I have no Heat Cycle to control—there is no need for you to make me orgasm.”

      She gave him a pleading look.

      “Please, James—it would make me feel so much better to actually see the seed coming from your shaft and know that is where it comes from and not a man’s tongue,” she begged softly. “Please…let me make you come. Just this once.”

      James looked down at her, undecided. He could feel the emotion he thought was most probably guilt welling up in him again, but it wasn’t nearly as strong as the desire he felt to have her soft little hand on him again.

      “Well…” he began and sighed. “I suppose just once can’t hurt—just so you can see for yourself where the seed comes from.”

      “Oh, thank you, James!” she said eagerly. Gripping his shaft in her soft little hand again, she looked up at him. “Tell me how to do it. Tell me how to make you come.”

      Feeling like he was drowning, James cupped his own, much larger hand, loosely over hers and helped her stroke him up and down.

      “Like that,” he instructed hoarsely as pleasure shot through him at her light touch. “Just up and down—get a rhythm going. Gods, your little hand is so soft and warm!”

      “But not as soft and warm as my pussy would be, I’ll bet,” she murmured. “If you really could fit your long, thick shaft all the way inside me.”

      “Princess, don’t talk like that!” he groaned. “Gods, it makes me want you so badly and you and I both know I can never have you! Can never Claim you and bond you as a Kindred should!”

      “I don’t—” she began, but at that point her soft little hand on his aching shaft became too much to bear. James could feel his balls tightening and suddenly a deep pulse of pleasure went through him and the first spurt of seed shot from his shaft.

      “Oh!” Ka’rissa exclaimed, watching avidly as he came. She didn’t stop stroking, though. In fact, if anything she pumped him harder, as though wanting to see how much seed he would produce.

      It was a copious amount, since Kindred were always big producers. James thought dimly that they should have brought a towel from the bathing chamber with them, but of course, he’d had no idea he was going to let her make him come when they first lay on the bed together.

      He definitely shouldn’t have let things get this far…but her hand on him felt so damn good. And she was so beautiful, with curiosity lighting her lovely face, her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright as her slim, brown fingers caressed his throbbing length.

      “Gods!” he groaned again as the last spurt left his shaft. He felt the tension drain from his body but his shaft didn’t go soft—partly because Kindred were multi-orgasmic and didn’t require a recovery time and partly because the Princess was still stroking him. “That’s enough now, Princess,” he muttered, moving her hand again.

      “Why is it still hard, though?” she asked innocently. “Does that not mean that you could make some more of the, uh, seed?”

      “I could,” James told her. “But only because I am Kindred. Most other humanoid males would need some recovery time before they could, uh, spurt again.”

      “So they go limp in between times?” she asked.

      James nodded.

      “Yes.”

      “But what if it was limp instead of hard when you wanted to…to make a baby?” she asked. “What would you do then? I mean, how could you fit your shaft into the lady’s pussy?”

      “It would be impossible, I suppose. Such a thing has never happened to me,” James said, truthfully. “But I believe most males would consider limpness at such a time a shameful thing—an inability to perform.”

      “Well, you certainly performed,” she remarked, eyeing the puddle of seed on his belly. Then her eyes went back to his shaft. “But tell me—is it hard all of the time in your trousers? I mean, when you are just going about your day,” she added.

      “It is not hard most of the time or it would be difficult to concentrate on anything else,” James told her.

      “So it is only hard when you are…are…” She seemed to be groping for words.

      “Aroused,” James supplied. “And believe me, feeling your hand on me was most arousing, Princess. Not that we should do it again,” he added, when she started to reach for him once more.

      “Forgive me,” Ka’rissa murmured. She leaned closer to him, looking once more at the puddle he’d made on his flat abdomen with interest. “So that is what a man’s seed looks like?” she asked, frowning at it. “It is nothing like the kind of seed one plants in the ground to grow a tree or a flower.”

      “Nevertheless, there are seeds in it,” James told her. “Millions of them.”

      He explained briefly about sperm and eggs and how they met inside a female’s body after a male and female made love. Then how the two merged and the cells began to multiply until a baby was formed. As he spoke, her eyes got wider and wider.

      “Why, it is much more complicated than I thought! I had no idea about any of this, James!”

      “I know you didn’t,” he said briefly. “Though I probably shouldn’t have taught you in such a graphic way,” he added, feeling the guilt emotion again.

      “Why not?” she demanded. “I wouldn’t have believed you any other way. And besides, it’s good for me to know what to expect on my…my wedding night.” She looked up at him shyly. “Not that I really want to have a wedding night now. I mean, not with anyone but you, James.”

      James felt something clench inside his heart as he looked down into her warm, amber-brown eyes. Gods, was she saying what he thought she was saying? Was she saying that she…loved him? And did he love her, too?

      No, you can’t think like that—can’t let these foolish emotions get the better of you! he lectured himself sternly. You’re only here to guard the Princess—not fall in love with her and Claim her! You know that can never be. She’s destined to stay here and Join with another in order to rule her planet. And as soon as she does, you have to go back to the Mother Ship and get your emotion damper fixed.

      It was all true and James knew it, so he made himself frown at her and shake his head.

      “You can’t say things like that, Princess,” he said sternly. “I am only your guard—”

      “And you have no emotions, so you cannot care for me,” she finished for him softly, dropping her eyes. “I know, James. But sometimes I almost forget that you do not have feelings. Like just now when you let me make you come,” she added, looking up at him shyly. “Or when you hold me in your arms so gently at night and touch me until I come. It feels so good and I feel so close to you. I cannot seem to help it.”

      Her words made his heart squeeze in his chest, but James knew he couldn’t let her see that he was having emotions for her. However, he made his voice a little gentler as he cupped her face gently in his palm.

      “Princess, I am honored that you feel close enough to me to confide in me when it comes to these delicate and private matters,” he murmured. “But I am only here to guard you until…” He cleared his throat, having some difficulty going on. “Until you find the right mate and are married,” he got out at last. “And you know the two of us can never be together.”

      Ka’rissa hung her head.

      “I know that,” she said in a small voice. “I am sorry, James. I…I will try to do better.”

      The sorrow on her lovely face was almost more than James could bear.

      “Princess,” he murmured, tilting her chin so that her eyes turned up towards his. “You know, don’t you, that if I could have emotions for anyone, it would be for you.”

      “Oh, James…” Her eyes were bright and her cheeks flushed a becoming pink. “Thank you,” she whispered. “And I am sorry. I will try not to have feelings for you, only it is so very difficult not to. You are so tall and strong and brave and handsome and you’ve taught me so much. And the way you touch me makes my whole body light up with pleasure.”

      This little speech touched him so deeply, that James felt he could not longer help himself. He wanted to tell her that his emotion damper had failed and he felt for her, too. He wanted to tell her that he thought he was “falling in love” with her, as he had heard other Kindred say, when they spoke of the females they were attached to.

      “Ka’rissa,” he began. “I—”

      Just then, a loud banging on the main door of the Princess’s apartment echoed though the room.

      “Open up!” shouted an imperious voice. “Open up right now, I say! I must see the Princess—I demand to see Princess Ka’rissa at once!”
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      Rissa gasped and the two of them jumped apart guiltily. She and James looked wildly at each other for a moment and then the gravity of the situation struck her.

      They were lying on her bed together and the big Kindred’s trousers were open with his long, thick shaft sticking out of them on full view. Not only that, the creamy puddle of seed he had spurted for her was still on his flat, muscular belly—mute testament to the forbidden act the two of them had committed together.

      In a flash, James was off the bed and heading into the bathing chamber, where he would presumably clean himself up.

      “Stay in there,” Rissa hissed at him. “I shall send whoever it is away.”

      He gave a brief nod and ducked into the chamber and shut the door.

      Rissa hurried to get off the bed herself, hastening to straighten her dress and running both hands through her hair to tame the flyaway curls. Finally, she felt presentable.

      Going to the door—thank the Goddess she had locked it when they came in from their walk!—she peered through the spy hole. Standing there, his face red and his mustaches twitching like angry tails, was Duke Grabbington.

      Rissa felt a flash of irritation. How dare the nasty Duke interrupt her private time with James? She’d had the distinct feeling the big Kindred was going to say something important to her just before the interruption. Maybe even a confession of love.

      No matter what he said about not having emotions, Rissa couldn’t help thinking he certainly acted like he was having them. Why else would he have gotten so upset with her about the tea? Or gotten so angry about the way Duke Grabbington had grabbed her and kissed her the night before?

      Speaking of Duke Grabbington—what was she going to do about him? He was pounding on the door again, now—demanding to see her. Reluctantly, Rissa decided it was better to open the door, though she was determined not to allow him admittance to her rooms.

      “Yes, Duke Grabbington?” she asked coldly, as she swung the door open and glared at him. “What can I do for you?”

      “What you can do, Princess Ka’rissa, is acknowledge in writing that I am to be your Royal Consort,” he snapped, pushing his way past her, into her rooms.

      “Please go back,” Rissa said coldly, “I did not invite you into my apartments and I would like you to leave.”

      “Not until I get a written statement from you!” He turned and glared at her, tapping one foot impatiently. “I told you I wanted it in writing by this morning. I must have it to present to the Steward so that I can claim your hand in marriage when you officially accept me tomorrow.”

      Rissa reflected that only hours before she had nearly poisoned herself just to get away from this horrid little man. He had kissed her against her will, made her think she was pregnant, and threatened her with ruin. And now he had interrupted her lovely experience with James as well! She frankly couldn’t think of a word bad enough to call him.

      “No such statement will be forthcoming,” she told him coldly. “I am not going to marry you, therefore you will not become my Royal Consort.”

      His piggy little eyes narrowed to slits.

      “Think again, my dear Princess. Do you not remember the kiss we shared last night?”

      “You mean the kiss you forced on me!” Rissa exclaimed. “Of course I remember—it changes nothing.”

      “It changes everything!” Duke Grabbington insisted. “You, my dear Princess, have been compromised. All I have to do is let one person know how you succumbed to me last night and it will be all over the Court in a trice!” He snapped his fingers, as though to illustrate his point. “Your reputation will be in tatters before a quarter of an hour has passed.”

      For a moment, Rissa felt the pit of her stomach grow cold. A lady’s reputation was a fragile thing—so easily besmirched and sullied! But then she thought of a lifetime with the horrid Duke and how awful it would be to let him do the things James had told her about on her wedding night. She had nearly gagged from having his tongue in her mouth—how much worse would it be to have his shaft in her pussy? The very thought made her recoil.

      No, she thought, straightening her spine. No, I will not let him bully me into a lifetime of misery and regret!

      “Very well, Duke, you may spread rumors if you like,” she said coolly. “But if you do, then I shall spread some of my own.”

      “What?” The Duke looked astonished. “Whatever do you think you could say that would harm me?”

      “I…I shall say that I saw you abusing one of the maids,” Rissa said.

      He smirked.

      “Believe me, my dear, that will make no difference to me. That ridiculous Lady TittleTattle has already printed such things about me and yet I am going to be the Royal Consort, nonetheless.”

      His arrogance grated on Rissa’s nerves and she sought for something else she could say. Suddenly, she remembered the conversation she’d been having with James about when a man’s shaft was limp or hard and what it meant.

      “I shall say that I saw you trying to abuse one of the maids but that you were unable to do so,” she said, thinking how James had said that an “inability to perform” was considered shameful to a man.

      “What?” This time, the Duke looked actually angry and discomforted. “What are you saying?” he demanded.

      “I shall say that I saw you chasing her down the hallway and that your…your manhood was hanging out of your breeches, flopping around, limp as a noodle,” Rissa went on, making things up as she went along. She could tell by the way the Duke’s face was growing darker and darker that she was on the right track. “I shall say that she was laughing at Your Grace and saying that you could not catch her and that even if you did, you would not be able to…to do anything to her,” she finished triumphantly. “And I shall tell it to as many people as I can,” she added. “So there!”

      Duke Grabbington’s face was nearly puce with fury.

      “You would not dare to say such things about me, you little minx!” he exclaimed.

      “I most certainly would,” Rissa said, lifting her chin. “In fact, I shall ring for my maid and tell her to spread the rumor to all the servants in the palace as soon as you go, if you do not leave me alone at once!”

      “You little liar! You wouldn’t dare!” Duke Grabbington snarled.

      “I certainly would. In fact, I will!” Rissa reached for the button that, when pushed, rang a bell to call a maid to her room.

      The Duke snatched her hand away, his meaty fingers tightening around her wrist.

      “Let me go!” Rissa exclaimed, trying to pull away from him. “Unhand me at once, Sir!”

      “No.” A nasty look was growing on the Duke’s face and his mustaches twitched menacingly. He began dragging her further into the room, towards the somewhat rumpled bed. “I can see, Princess, that I did not go far enough with you last night,” he snarled at her as Rissa continued to fight him. “I thought a simple kiss would be enough to compromise you. But since you insist on playing the tease, I see I shall have to get you into a much more compromising position in order to convince you to name me your Royal Consort.”

      Rissa felt sick.

      “What are you talking about? Let me go!” she exclaimed, fighting against him with all her might. “James! James, help me!” she shouted, raising her voice for the first time. She hadn’t wanted to involve the big Kindred in this conflict—especially knowing how angry he got when it came to the Duke. But now things had gotten completely out of control and she needed him to save her.

      “Let us see you refuse me once I plant my baby in your belly!” the Duke snarled.

      “Let’s see how well you walk once I plant my foot in your ass,” a deep, growling voice said.

      Twisting her head around, Rissa saw that James had opened the bathing chamber door and was stalking towards the Duke.

      “Oh James, thank goodness!” she gasped. “Help me!”

      The Duke turned as well, but he didn’t release his grip on her arm.

      “Oh, it’s you, is it?” he snarled at James. “Well you can bloody well leave and go power yourself down, Sir Robot. This is a private matter between myself and my betrothed.”

      “I am not your betrothed and I never will be!” Rissa exclaimed. “Let go of me, Sir! I want nothing to do with you!”

      “You heard the Princess.” James was still stalking towards them, his metallic blue eyes now blazing a deep, angry red. He seemed to be growing bigger somehow, as though he was swelling with rage. “Let go of her, now!” he snarled at the Duke. “Before I rip your fucking head off!”

      His last words were a roar that seemed to shake the entire room and his face was so filled with fury even Rissa was frightened.

      The Duke had turned white as a sheet, but still had her by the wrist and wouldn’t—or else couldn’t—let go. To Rissa, he seemed like a man who had clutched something electrified and couldn’t release it because of the current. Only in this case, the current was fear. Whatever it was, it caused him to grip her even harder until the small bones in her wrist ground together and she gasped in pain.

      “You…you cannot touch me,” he said to James, his voice going nervously high and shaky. “I am…I am a Peer of the Realm! You cannot lay a finger on me!”

      “I’ll do more than lay a finger on you.” James’s voice had dropped to a low, menacing growl. “I’m going to rip your fucking throat out with my teeth!” he snarled and when he opened his mouth, Rissa saw that he had somehow grown fangs. They were long and sharp and curving and they looked completely deadly.

      She gasped at the sight and the Duke went even paler and began sweating. Finally, he dropped her hand.

      “Look, see? I am no longer holding her!” he said to James, as he began backing away from the big Kindred. Unfortunately, he was backing further into her bedchamber and away from the door. “I will leave her be—I swear it!” he exclaimed.

      James shook his head.

      “It’s too late for that now,” he growled at the Duke. “I heard the things you said to Ka’rissa—the way you were threatening to spread lies and rumors about her. The way you were threatening to rape her. I’m going to kill you here and now and shut your fucking mouth forever.”

      “No—no, please!” Great beads of sweat had broken out on the Duke’s broad forehead and he was trembling as he backed up until his backside met the wooden post of Rissa’s bed. “You cannot kill me,” he exclaimed, putting out both hands as though to try and ward the angry Kindred off. “If you do, you will be indicted for murder!”

      “You think I care about that?” James demanded. He was almost within biting distance now, Rissa saw. Oh Goddess, was he really going to rip the Duke’s throat out with his fangs?

      “You’ll be tried for murder and condemned,” Duke Grabbington continued, in a shaky voice. “Killing a Peer of the Realm is a hanging offense!”

      Rissa felt sick as the reality of what the Duke was saying sank in.

      “He’s right, James!” she exclaimed. “Don’t kill him—they really might hang you.”

      Her words seemed to cut through the fury that had fallen over the big Kindred. He stopped advancing on the Duke, though he was still close enough to keep the other man cornered.

      “What would you have me do, then?” he asked, his voice still thick with rage. “He dishonored you and tried to force himself on you, Princess! I can’t let him get away with that!” He started forward again. “Maybe I should just maul him a bit—rip off his ears and nose, bite off a few fingers…”

      “No! You must face me with honor!” the Duke cried. He was shaking now and a dark spot had appeared on his sky-blue satin breeches as the room filled with the reek of his urine. “I…I challenge you to a duel, Sir Robot! If you want satisfaction for whatever crimes you imagine I have committed, you must face me at dawn!”

      “A duel?” James stopped and Rissa could see that he was considering it. “A contest of honor that ends in the death of one of the participants?”

      “Yes, yes!” Duke Grabbington nodded eagerly. “If you wish to try and kill me, that is the only way to do it without getting hung for it! I challenge you to a duel—only a coward would fail to accept!”

      James took a deep breath and then a step back. It looked to Rissa as though he was making a concerted effort to calm down.

      “Very well,” he growled. “Name the time and the place and I will be there. But I won’t just try to kill you, Grabbington.” Leaning forward he pushed his face into the Duke’s. “Your Grace is as good as dead.”
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      “I do not like this! I do not like it one bit!” Rissa paced anxiously in the grey, early morning light, her skirts swishing in the long grasses of the dueling field. In just a few hours, she must appear before the Steward and formally reject the Duke’s suit. That was, if there was a suit to reject. It would depend upon how the duel went but something told Rissa she couldn’t trust the outcome.

      James raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Are you afraid I’ll lose? I assure you, Princess, I have been well trained in any and every kind of weapon and combat.”

      “Are…are you planning to rip his throat out with your fangs, as you threatened before?” Rissa whispered. The fangs in question had shrunk back down to normal teeth after the altercation, but she couldn’t get the memory of James with those frightening fangs out of her mind.

      The big Kindred shook his head.

      “No, I will use whatever weapon he chooses. I think the fangs only grew because I was going into Rage at the idea of the bastard hurting you.” His face grew fierce for a moment, the blue eyes glowing briefly red. “I have Blood Kindred DNA in my biological makeup as well as Beast Kindred DNA, you know,” he added.

      “I suppose,” Rissa murmured. But it wasn’t the fangs that worried her so much now as the idea of the upcoming duel. “I still do not feel right about letting you duel for my honor,” she told James. “I feel like all of this is my fault.”

      “None of it is your fault,” James said, frowning. “And please don’t worry, Princess—no matter what weapon the Duke chooses, I will kill him.”

      “I know you will—if it is a fair fight,” Rissa said anxiously. “But I do not trust the Duke to fight fairly. He is a man without honor, James!”

      “He’s soon going to be a dead man,” James said confidently. “Don’t worry, Princess—I can handle anything he tries.”

      Rissa wished she could be as confident as the big Kindred. But she had a cold feeling in the pit of her stomach that the impending duel was a bad idea. She and James had sat up most of the night, arguing about it. But just as she opened her mouth to voice more objections, Duke Grabbington rolled up in a fine off-road sedan.

      The Duke’s vehicle was gold and gaudy and even grander than the Royal carriage she and James had come in. Clearly, Grabbington was showing off his wealth and privilege.

      The golden door opened and the Duke descended, followed by a doctor in a buff blue medical coat and another nobleman whom Rissa didn’t recognize. He was carrying a large leather case which probably contained the dueling weapons, she realized with a shudder.

      “Greetings, Princess.” Duke Grabbington waved at her airily, as though they had met each other in the Public Park by happenstance.

      He seemed a lot calmer than he had the last time Rissa had seen him, which made her even more worried. Did he have some dastardly plan up his floppy lace sleeve? But, no. Surely not even a man as wretched as the Duke would dare to dishonor the sacred tradition of the duel…would he?

      She didn’t reply but only nodded back frostily, giving him the least polite greeting possible.

      Duke Grabbington’s face darkened at her deliberate discourtesy, but he said nothing else to her. Instead, he turned to James.

      “Sir Robot,” he said formally. “This is Dr. Dowdy, my personal physician and Lord Flobberton, who will act as my second.” He frowned. “But…where is your second, Sir?”

      “I don’t need a second,” James said shortly. “I intend to kill you on the first shot.”

      Duke Grabbington paled a little, but only shrugged.

      “Very well—if you do not wish to have a second, you do not have to have one. You can check the weapons yourself, if you are so inclined.” He nodded at the man he had introduced as “Lord Flobberton,” and the man made a bow and opened the leather case to display its contents.

      Inside were two old-fashioned looking pistols, such as people had used a hundred years ago or more. James looked at them and frowned.

      “What weapons are these? I expected that we would be using blasters. Or maybe swords, given the nature of your society.”

      “No, my dear Sir Robot, these are antique dueling pistols.” Duke Grabbington lifted one out of the velvet-lined case, handling it reverently. “Just feel the perfectly balanced heft of it! These have been in my family for five generations and no Grabbington has ever lost a duel while using them.”

      “It will be a pity to break such a long tradition,” James remarked dryly. He picked up the other weapon and the scope on the side of his head came out and fitted itself over his right eye. He examined the pistol rapidly and then took the other from Duke Grabbington and examined it as well before handing it back. He nodded. “Everything seems to be in order. Shall we begin?”

      “A moment, if you please, Sir Robot,” Dr. Dowdy said importantly, stepping forward. He was a fastidious little man with short gray hair and a rust-orange frock coat. “We have a few conditions before the duel can begin,” he said.

      “What conditions?” James asked, frowning.

      “Well…am I correct in thinking that your right arm is, er, mechanical?” the Doctor asked, raising his eyebrows.

      James nodded.

      “It has been enhanced with electrodes, nanites, and smart metal.”

      “And that scope we saw you use to look over the dueling pistols,” the Doctor continued, gesturing to the right side of James’s head. “Is it not true that it enables you to have preternaturally excellent sight and therefore impeccable aim?”

      James nodded.

      “That would also be correct.”

      “In that case, I must ask you not to use either of your, er, enhanced body parts during this duel,” Dr. Dowdy said. “Otherwise, how can this be a fair contest?”

      “But you can’t ask Sir James to shoot with his left arm instead of his right!” Rissa exclaimed, speaking up for the first time. “He is right-handed!”

      “Actually, I am equally skilled in combat with my unenhanced arm and hand,” James said mildly. “And I don’t need my scope to shoot straight.”

      “Are you certain?” Rissa asked anxiously. “It doesn’t seem to me that what they are asking is fair!”

      “It absolutely is!” Duke Grabbington exclaimed. “How am I to win in a fight against an enormous alien robot if we do not level the field a bit?”

      “Maybe that is something Your Grace should have considered before challenging Sir James to a duel,” Rissa said tartly. “Or maybe challenging him was the only way you could think of getting out of the situation you had created when you threatened me, with your head still on your shoulders.”

      “Why, you—” the Duke began, glaring at her.

      “Enough.” James raised his metal hand to silence them both. “Can we please get on with the duel?” he growled. “We need to get this finished so that Princess Ka’rissa can appear before the Steward and announce that she is formally rejecting the Duke’s suit.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Duke Grabbington snapped. “I am ready to fight you at any time, Sir Robot!”

      James gave him a look of contempt.

      “Just like you were ready to fight me in the Princess’s rooms, right? Well, just try not to piss yourself this time, Your Grace.”

      Grabbington’s face turned positively purple but he only nodded at his second, Lord Flobberton. The other man nodded back and held out the pistol case again.

      “Each shall choose a weapon,” he intoned. “When you are ready, gentlemen, we shall begin.”

      The Duke and James both picked up their pistols and then the two of them moved to the center of the dueling grounds. It was a long, grassy corridor between two stately rows of trees which had been used for contests of honor for centuries. Rissa stood in the shade of one of the trees, her heart pounding in her throat. There was ice in the pit of her belly and she still felt instinctively that something was not quite right…

      “Now then, gentlemen,” Lord Flobberton intoned. “The rules of dueling have remained unchanged for hundreds of years. Nevertheless, I shall state them here. Starting back-to-back, the two of you shall walk ten paces as I count them out. When I call out the last number—‘ten’—the two of you shall turn and fire at each other, each of you shooting to kill. May the best man win.”

      Both men nodded and neither one said a word as they went to stand back-to-back. Rissa couldn’t help thinking how very mismatched they were. The top of Duke’s head barely came up to James’s shoulder blades, despite the four-inch heels His Grace was wearing.

      The Lord Flobberton began to count.

      “One…two…three…”

      As the men paced away from each other, Rissa clasped her hands together nervously.

      Oh, let James be all right! Let him win! Keep him safe! she prayed to the Goddess of Mercy. Do not let the Duke do anything awful to him!

      “Four…five…six,” Lord Flobberton counted as the men continued to pace steadily, further and further away.

      The feeling that something was not right was growing in Rissa, swelling inside her like a feeling of doom. Should she try to stop the duel? But what could she say that would keep them from fighting? What could she do to halt the deadly contest?

      “Seven,” Lord Flobberton counted loudly. “Eight…Nine…T—”

      Duke Grabbington turned and fired, hitting James directly in the center of his broad back.

      Without a word, the big Kindred crumpled to the ground and lay still.
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      “James? James!” The shriek that burst from Rissa’s throat felt like a knife tearing through her flesh. She ran to where the big Kindred lay, facedown in the grass. He didn’t seem to be breathing. She couldn’t bear to look at the hole in his back—it wasn’t much larger than a coin, but it was so close to his spine and, most probably, his heart.

      The bullet must have hit his heart and torn right through it, Rissa thought numbly, as she stroked the copper-toned velvet coat that the big Kindred wore over his usual uniform of monochrome black. Oh, Goddess, he’s dead…he’s dead and it’s all because of me!

      “James,” she whispered in a trembling voice. “Oh, James, I’m so sorry…”

      “A simple mistake. I had thought you said ‘ten’ Flobberton,” she heard Duke Grabbington say, as the two men approached James’s fallen form. “In fact, I am quite certain you said ‘ten.’ So let’s hear no more about it!”

      “But…but this is an affair of honor!” Lord Flobberton was protesting. “Your Grace asked me to act as your second in order to make certain all the rules were properly obeyed. And then you shot the man in the back!”

      “I most certainly did not!” Duke Grabbington denied angrily. “And if you go saying anything of the sort anywhere around the Court, you’ll be sorry, Flobberton. As far as you’re concerned, the duel went off as planned and I shot on ‘ten.’”

      “No, you didn’t!” Rissa looked up at him, tears streaming down her cheeks. She might have expected this kind of stress to cause her Heat Cycle to kick up but strangely, she felt ice-cold instead. “You didn’t shoot on ten,” she said to the Duke, glaring up at him. “You cheated! You are a liar and a cheat and a coward!”

      “Now, now, my dear,” the Duke said, smirking at her, his mustaches twitching. “Is that any way to speak to your future husband?”

      “I shall never marry you!” Rissa spat at him. “You killed the man I love!”

      “The man you love? Oh, ho! Now we come to it!” the Duke exclaimed. “So you’ve fallen in love with your guard, have you, Princess? But it was my understanding that Sir Robot there was…nothing but a robot.” He nudged James’s limp form with one foot and made a grimace of distaste.

      “Do not touch him!” Rissa flared. She was dimly aware that other people were approaching the dueling field—which was not far distant from the palace—but she didn’t care. “Yes, I love him!” she snapped at the Duke. “He is twice the man Your Grace will ever be, for all that he is part robot.”

      “Why, you little tease!” the Duke snapped. “And after the way you’ve been leading me on…”

      “I never made any secret of the fact that I want nothing to do with you!” Rissa snapped at him. “You are a loathsome little man who reeks of Port and wet cigarillos. It turns my stomach even to look at you!”

      This statement provoked a murmuring behind her and she was vaguely aware that the people coming from the palace had reached them. There weren’t too many—a few lower servants and Lady Manderly’s personal lady’s maid—but that was plenty enough to spread the word of what had happened here today.

      She turned to them, her eyes still streaming tears.

      “Listen to me, all of you,” she shouted. “I hate Duke Grabbington and I will reject his suit. He shot my guard, Sir James, in the back, in cold blood. He is a murderer and a coward!”

      “How dare you say such lies!” The Duke’s face had gone purple as he reached for Rissa to try and shut her up. He grabbed her by the wrist and dragged her up, though she fought to be free.

      “Let go of me! Unhand me,” she exclaimed.

      The servants and the lady’s maid all had eyes as big as saucers as they watched this, but of course none of them could do much considering her attacker was a Peer of the Realm. To even lay hands on the Duke would be a hanging offense for any one of them.

      “I say, Grabbington, you must not accost the Princess in this way,” Lord Flobberton protested, frowning. “She is a Royal, after all.”

      “I shall be a Royal too, as soon as we marry!” Duke Grabbington snarled. “I shall take this little minx to the Steward this minute and she will accept my suit or I shall tell everyone that she has been compromised! Not by me,” he added quickly. “But by that huge Kindred robot—whom I had to shoot in order to save Her Highness’s honor.”

      “You lie!” Rissa shouted. “You lie with every breath you take! Unhand me!”

      “You heard the Princess.”

      The deep, familiar voice seemed to stop Rissa’s heart in her chest. Looking down, she saw that James had rolled over and was sitting up.

      Alive! He’s alive! But how?

      “James!” she gasped. “How…I don’t understand!”

      “I’ll explain later,” the big Kindred growled. “Right now, I believe it’s my shot.”

      And lifting the antique pistol, which he still held, he shot Duke Grabbington directly in the heart.
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      There was a loud ping and Lord Flobberton, who had been standing not far from the Duke, gasped and clapped a hand to his side. He pulled his pearl-pink frock coat aside and stared down at himself with a stunned expression on his face. His pristine white waistcoat was growling an ominous crimson stain.

      “What happened?” someone—Lady Manderly’s maid, Rissa thought—asked loudly. “Sir Robot shot at Duke Grabbington, so he did! So how is it that it’s Lord Flobberton who’s bleeding?”

      “Body…armor,” Lord Flobberton choked out, pointing at the Duke. “Wearing…a chest…shield.”

      “What? Of course not—I would never dishonor a duel by wearing such a thing! The bullet merely went astray,” Duke Grabbington denied at once. But Rissa noticed that he was clutching his frock coat closed around himself as he backed away from his second.

      “Lies!” Lord Flobberton gasped, falling to his knees and pointing accusingly at the Duke. “Deceit and treachery! You have killed me with…your cowardice!”

      Then he fell over onto the grass, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth.

      “Lord Flobberton!” Dr. Dowdy had finally pushed his way through the servants—who were still watching, mouths agape—to kneel by the fallen Lord’s side. He turned the wounded man over and began examining him, a grim look on his face.

      “Dowdy! Come away at once!” Duke Grabbington exclaimed. “We must be off!”

      “I cannot leave a wounded man, Your Grace,” the physician protested. “I believe the bullet ricocheted off Your Grace’s chest plate and has pierced Lord Flobberton’s lung.”

      “For the last time, I am not wearing a chest plate or any kind of armor!” Duke Grabbington screamed, his face purple with rage.

      “Oh, no?” Unexpectedly, James lobbed the antique dueling pistol straight at the Duke’s chest. It struck him with a metallic sounding thunk, before falling to the ground.

      “Bless me, he is wearing a chest plate!” Lady Manderly’s maid murmured. “What until my Mistress hears about this!”

      “Wait until the entire Court hears about it,” Rissa said.

      “What are you talking about?” Duke Grabbington exclaimed. “You must not go spreading untrue rumors about me!”

      “They won’t be rumors—they’ll be the truth,” James growled. “You shot me in the back. If your bullet hadn’t hit the neural net that runs under my skin around my enhancement, I would have died just as Lord Flobberton is dying now. Luckily, you only stunned me for a bit and my nanites were able to repair the damage.”

      “And even if you had given James time to shoot, his bullet would have bounced harmlessly off your concealed armor,” Rissa said. “You never meant for this to be a fair contest of honor at all, did you, Duke Grabbington?”

      “Nonsense!” the Duke blustered, his face going even darker. “How dare you say such things to me?”

      “I dare because they are true!” Rissa glared up at the Duke. “Your Grace is exposed as a coward and a cheat. I suggest you absent yourself from this place of honor where you do not belong at once!”

      “You…you…” But Duke Grabbington seemed to have no way to refute her allegations. He pointed a trembling finger at Rissa. “You’ll be sorry for this, my girl, wait and see. I shall have my revenge!”

      Then he ran back to his gleaming, off-road sedan and motioned for his driver to go. For a moment, Rissa thought that the huge vehicle was actually going to hit them—and indeed, she thought the Duke would have been glad if it did. But it swerved at the last second, just as James was pushing her out of the way and then the Duke was gone—hopefully for good.

      “Oh, James,” Rissa whispered, clinging to the big Kindred as the servants dispersed and an emergency medical team came to transport Lord Flobberton to the nearest House of Healing. “Oh, James, I was so worried about you! I was so certain you were dead!”

      “It would take more than a single bullet to keep me from you, sweetheart,” he murmured, as he carried her into the shadows of the trees where they could be alone.

      His words stirred something inside her so strongly that Rissa couldn’t help herself. Reaching up, she pulled him down and took his mouth in a kiss that was as sweet as it was forbidden.

      It was her first true kiss—as she did not count the one that Duke Grabbington had stole from her—and Rissa found it to be perfectly delicious. James seemed unsure at first, but then he kissed her back, winding his arms around her and bending low to ravish her with his mouth, which tasted of some exotic spice that set her entire body on fire with need.

      At last she pulled away, panting, her lips feeling bruised and tender from the passion of the kiss.

      “James,” she whispered, looking up at him. “I know it isn’t right but I can’t help it—I love you.”

      “Oh, sweetheart…” He cupped her face in his hands and looked into her eyes. “I…I have never experienced this emotion before, but I believe I love you too,” he murmured and kissed her again.

      Rissa felt as though her heart might swell until it burst.

      He loves me! He does have emotions and they are all for me!! a little voice sang joyfully in her head over and over.

      And then someone behind her exclaimed,

      “What is the meaning of this? Unhand the Princess at once!”
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      Gentle Reader,

      Who could have predicted the mayhem and confusion of the past few days? Duke Grabbington—of whom this author has never been particularly fond—has been shot in a duel. Well—a sort of duel, anyway. It is rather hard to sort out the fact from the fiction and there appear to be many different accounts of the process—often contradictory to each other. At any rate, we know that the Duke is not dead, thanks to his own treacherous and cowardly behavior. But there is much to discuss in regards to the duel, its origins and its consequences.

      Some say that the Duke attacked our dear Princess Ka’rissa and so her guard and Companion, Sir Robot, called him out for a duel. Others, however, maintain that it was Sir Robot who offended the Princess’s modesty and so the Duke called him out for it. Obviously both cannot be true, but it is difficult to know which account is accurate.

      Another bone of contention is the duel itself. Some are saying that the Duke fired before the count of ten and shot Sir Robot in the back. But this author has also heard it said that Sir Robot only pretended to be deceased and then turned when Duke Grabbington was close enough and shot him right in the chest! Either way, it is a scandal of the highest magnitude which had the entire Court in an uproar! How can one be sure of anything nowadays?

      At any rate, the bullet intended for Duke Grabbington apparently bounced off the chest shield His Grace was wearing and hit the hapless Lord Flobberton, who had agreed to serve as his second in the duel. Lord Flobberton survived, but has lost part of his left lung as a consequence and swears he will never see the Duke again—and who can blame him?

      But then again, it seems that none of us is destined to see His Grace again. Duke Grabbington has apparently fled to The Second Court to avoid scandal here. To this news, this author can only say, “Good riddance to bad rubbish!” The Duke has never been a favorite of anyone at Court and now that he is gone, we may all breathe a collective sigh of relief.

      But though Duke Grabbington is gone, the Steward is most seriously displeased with the whole business, which cast rather a shade upon our poor Princess Ka’rissa’s heretofore unsullied reputation. It is said that he has rescinded Sir Robot’s status as the Princess’s Constant Companion and given the spot back to the long-suffering Lady Mildew. Sir Robot is now only her guard, without access to her rooms or her Royal person and that, presumably, is how things will remain until she is married.

      The Steward has yet to name a new suitor for our Princess—indeed, there is little interest in the post since the Princess turned the first two down and the third had fled in infamy. But it is expected that she must and will name the next man named to the post as her Royal Consort. Her Heat Cycle continues apace and her points have been seen giving off a tell-tale glow once more. She will have little choice but to accept the very next suitor who is proposes to her—unless she wishes to go up in flames, just like her dear, lamented Mama.

      Continue to follow my Crumbs for more on these developing scandals!

      Your humble servant,

      Lady TittleTattle

      

      Rissa was rereading the last issue of the Breadcrumbs for what felt like the tenth time when she noticed that droplets of moisture were wetting the printed page. Reaching up, she felt her cheeks and realized that the droplets were tears, pattering down on the parchment like rain.

      She crumpled it up and tossed it away from her, wincing as she did so because the sudden motion caused her new Chastity Device to dig into her.

      “Oh James,” she whispered, swiping at her face, which was as hot and miserable on the outside as she felt on the inside. “Oh, James—I miss you so!”

      After the ill-fated duel and the forbidden kiss she had shared with the big Kindred, gossip had torn through the Court like an unchecked wildfire. And while most of it was detrimental to Duke Grabbington, enough of it cast Rissa herself in a questionable light that her Uncle, the Steward, was exceedingly displeased.

      He had announced that Lady Mildew would resume her post as Rissa’s Constant Companion and chaperone and that James would only be a personal guard, relegated to standing outside Rissa’s rooms and keeping her safe from afar. Once more, Lady Mildew was sleeping in the small bedroom at the front of Rissa’s apartments, which meant that there was no way she and James could spend any time alone together at all.

      To make matters worse, the very first night of the new arrangement, Lady Mildew had realized that Rissa’s Chastity wire was broken.

      “I knew it wasn’t working!” she had exclaimed, grasping the wire in one hand and tugging it fiercely when it didn’t so much as shock her. “Why didn’t you tell me, girl?”

      “I…I don’t know,” Rissa had faltered.

      Lady Mildew had glared at her.

      “Have you been touching yourself, you dirty girl? Or letting that horrid robot touch you? Is that why you didn’t tell anyone? Disgusting!”

      Rissa had felt her cheeks heating. No matter how often she reminded herself what James had taught her—that her body was her own and she should be allowed to touch it as she chose—the accusation still made her feel guilty and awful.

      “I shouldn’t have to wear it anymore,” she’d said, trying to defend herself. “I own my body—I shouldn’t be forced to wear a wire that shocks me!”

      Lady Mildew snorted.

      “What ridiculous fol-de-rol! You do not own yourself, girl! You’re only waiting until you find a husband—he will own you. In the meantime, having a non-functioning wire is completely unacceptable. It would be ruinous to your reputation if it got out!” She glared at Rissa. “As would that kiss I saw you sharing with that nasty Kindred robot!”

      For it was Lady Mildew who had caught them kissing under the trees after the duel. She, along with many other palace people, had come out to the duel grounds to see what all the commotion was about. Rissa didn’t know if she had told the Steward about the kiss or if it was just the scandal surrounding the duel, but either way, the effect was the same—James had been demoted and Lady Mildew had been restored to her former post as Rissa’s Companion.

      She had watched Rissa like a hawk that night and the very next day, she’d had her fitted for a new kind of Chastity Device—one which was infinitely worse than the old silver wire she’d been wearing since the age of ten.

      This new device fit around her waist like a thick, metal belt and had a silver plate which covered her pussy with only a thin slit in it. But the worst thing about it was the “plug and shield,” as Rissa had heard the two interior parts of the new device called.

      The shield was a small metal triangle that fit inside the larger plate. It had stubby spikes on the inside of it that pressed right against her pussy mound and rubbed painfully against her outer lips if she moved the wrong way.

      The plug was even worse. It was shaped like a long spear point that fit inside her inner channel. The blades of it—there were four of them—were dull and the tip was blunted, so that it couldn’t actually cut her, but the horrid device made sitting excruciatingly painful and Rissa had to be extremely careful of how she carried herself when she walked or moved in any way. Dancing, of course, was completely out of the question but that didn’t matter as she was currently confined to her rooms.

      She had been thus confined for a week, wearing the wretched device, and her tender insides felt bruised and hurt. She cried and begged not to wear the new device, but every night after her bath, Lady Mildew forced it back inside her, saying,

      “This is what dirty, disgusting girls who let their guards kiss them get. Stop your whining and take your punishment! Or do you want me to tell the whole Court what I saw?”

      Of course, being unable to help herself sexually had a bad effect on Rissa’s Heat Cycle. It was ramping up again and she was once more waking up drenched in sweat and completely miserable. Not that she would have wanted to touch herself while she was in pain, she thought wretchedly. Even if she had been able to squeeze her fingers under the rigid metal of the belt, she couldn’t have reached an orgasm with the cruel plug cutting into her from within.

      But worse even than the new Chastity Device was the fact that she hadn’t been allowed to see James for the entire week. She knew—from talking to her maid, Liza—that the big Kindred was always pacing just outside her door. But as he had been demoted to a mere guard, there was no reason or pretext for him to see her—especially since she was being confined, “for her own good,” until a new suitor could be found.

      Lady Mildew was her only Companion and she talked about nothing except how Rissa must accept the next suitor, no matter who it was. That and the fact that she was a dirty, disreputable girl and the sooner she was married off, the better.

      “I only hope your new husband will even want you, considering the scandal you have attracted to your name,” she often said. “You’ll be lucky if he is willing to slake your Heat at all! He might decide that you are too dirty to want to help you. He might even let you burn to ashes on your wedding night rather than come anywhere near you! I shouldn’t blame him a bit if he did.”

      Rissa felt that would be fine with her. She didn’t want anyone but James to slake her Heat, which, after studying the Royal anatomy book with him, she now knew could only be done by letting a male enter her with his shaft and shoot his seed into her pussy. She thought often that she would rather burn to death than let any man but her Kindred guard do that to her.

      But it seemed that was never to be. How could James help her if he could never see her again?

      It was at her lowest point, when she was thinking these thoughts, that Lady Mildew suddenly came into her room and told her to get up.

      “You are summoned to the Throne Room,” she told Rissa. She made a face. “And that horrid Kindred is to come, too.”

      “James is coming too?” Rissa’s heart started pounding in her chest. “Pray, Lady Mildew, what is all this about?”

      “You shall see, my dear.” Lady Mildew got a very unpleasant look in her faded blue eyes. “I believe that his Stewardship has a surprise for you.”
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      “I am too old for this,” the Steward complained, shifting on the black velvet cushion as though the hard golden throne beneath it hurt his bones. He let out a burst of flatulence which made the page boys giggle until he glared at them.

      “I am sorry you feel that way, Your Stewardship,” Rissa said politely. Her heart was pounding in her throat as she waited for the man she thought of as her Uncle to get to the point. “The crown must be a heavy burden to bear and I thank you for bearing it for me all these years,” she added.

      “Yes, yes…heavy indeed. And you have not made it any easier, my girl,” he added, frowning down at her. “Trying to find a suitor you are not too picky to accept has nearly plagued the life out of me!” He shook his head. “Well, I am done with making that mistake. I have found you the man you are going to marry.”

      “What?” exclaimed Rissa, before she could stop herself. “How can you say that, Uncle?” she demanded, forgetting to be formal. “When I have not even met him yet? A Royal female has the Right of Refusal, you know!”

      “Only for the first three suitors proposed to her.” The Steward glared at her. “And you have had your three refusals, my girl. Now, before you go getting upset,” he continued, leaning forward and using a more soothing tone. “I believe this man is perfect for you. He is from the Second Court on the other side of the planet but he has the blood of the Very First Family running through his veins. Also, he is no more than five years your senior, I believe, which ought to make you happy. And, I am told by the maids who attend me in my rooms that he is exceedingly handsome. So, there. If that does not make you happy, I do not know what will!” He leaned back on the throne, a self-satisfied look coming over his jowly face.

      Rissa shot a swift glance at James, who was standing beside and a little behind her. She knew very well that the only thing that would make her happy was the big Kindred who had been sent to guard her. But it seemed their chance at happiness together was slipping away.

      “Uncle,” she said tentatively. “I, er, thank you kindly for taking so much trouble to find me a new suitor, but why must a Royal female marry a man with Royal blood at all?”

      “What? Whatever do you mean?” the Steward blustered, frowning. “Of course you must marry a man with Royal blood in his veins!”

      “I know it is not because only a man with Royal blood may slake my Heat,” Rissa said boldly, which caused a gasp from Lady Mildew, who was standing on her other side. “Well?” she demanded. “Why should I not say it? It is true, you know. One of my ancestors, Queen Lenore the Headstrong, married her gardener and made him her Royal Consort. So why must I have a husband with Royal blood in his veins?”

      “Because I say you must!” the Steward blustered. He squinted balefully at Rissa. “And I’ll hear no more about the idea of you marrying a mere commoner! I have not held this throne for your Royal father all these years only to see his only child marry beneath her! Now, you shall meet your new suitor—soon to be your husband—tonight at the ball we are holding in his honor. And tomorrow, you shall marry him.”

      “Does the Princess have no say in her own fate at all, then?” James asked, speaking up at last. “She is going to be the Queen of your entire planet, why may she not choose her own mate?”

      The Steward squinted at James menacingly.

      “Because she is a young, flighty female with no sense in her head,” he barked. “Her Royal father left me in charge and I will be damned, Sir, if I allow her to make a less than advantageous match!”

      “You haven’t appeared very interested in making her a good match before now,” James pointed out, his eyes flashing. “You tried to marry her off to a young boy, an old man, and a scoundrel with no honor! Since your own judgment has been so obviously lacking in this matter, perhaps you had better let the Princess decide who she wants to Join with herself.”

      The Steward grew red in the face.

      “How dare you, Sir!” he demanded. “Are you questioning my judgment?”

      “I think I’ve made it clear that I am,” James said coolly.

      For a moment, the Steward looked ready to explode.

      “You, Sir, are dismissed,” he told James. “You can go back to Commander Sylvan and tell him I said we have no need of your services anymore.”

      “I am not leaving,” James growled. “I was sent here to protect the Princess and that is what I plan to do! There is still an assassin out there looking for her. What about the attempt on her life that prompted you to call for a guard like me in the first place?”

      “As it happens, that threat has been neutralized.” The Steward waved his hand airily. “The man who planned the earlier attack turned out to be a malcontent—a commoner with the ridiculous idea of getting rid of the Monarchy. He was caught and hanged earlier this week.”

      “He was?” Rissa shook her head. “But…why was I not told?”

      “Because you did not need to know,” Lady Mildew snapped, frowning at her. “You do not need to know anything, girl, except to do as you are told!”

      “For once, I agree with Lady Mildew,” the Steward snapped. “You shall meet your new suitor tonight at the ball. And tomorrow, you will marry him. Oh, and his name is Lord Shammington,” he added. “Now go—it is time for my nap and this ridiculous business tires me.”

      “I am not leaving,” James said again, as the page boys helped the Steward up from the throne. “I was told to make certain the Princess is safe until she gets married and that is what I intend to do.”

      “Very well,” the Steward grunted, frowning at him. “You can stay, Sir Robot, despite your deplorable manners, but only until the wedding. After that, you must be off the planet at once or I shall call Commander Sylvan and demand that he remove you himself! Am I understood?”

      “You are, Sir.” James nodded coldly.

      Rissa’s heart sank. Was this really the end? James had admitted that he loved her—could he truly give her up so easily? But then again, what could he do—what could either of them do? It was true that he had only come to guard her and since the Steward was in charge, it was clear she wouldn’t be allowed to marry outside her class—let alone outside her race and species.

      I don’t want to be the Queen if it means not getting to marry James! she thought, feeling sick. But she was stuck—it wasn’t like she could stop being a Royal Princess who was the sole heir to the Throne of Regalia Five just by wishing it.

      “Come, girl.” Lady Mildew took her by the arm, interrupting her thoughts. “Back to your rooms. We must find something for you to wear tonight when you meet your future husband.”

      Rissa cast a last, longing look at the big Kindred. James looked back and for a moment, she thought she saw desperate unhappiness in his metallic blue eyes.

      “James…” she whispered, but he only shook his head, his face going stoic and cold again. Clearly, his hands were tied and there was nothing either of them could do about the situation.

      Eyes, stinging with tears, Rissa allowed herself to be led away by Lady Mildew.

      What else could she do?
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      James watched her go, feeling heartsick. At least, he thought that was the emotion he was experiencing. It was a tightness in his throat and a burning in his eyes coupled with the strong desire to punch something repeatedly.

      He couldn’t forget the look in Ka’rissa’s eyes as she was led away or the soft feel of her lips pressed to his after the duel. Nor could he forget her words, “I love you!”

      And I told her I loved her too, yet I’m standing here, watching her walk away, he thought. But what else could he do? Commander Sylvan had sent him here only to guard the Princess—not to fall in love with her or to let her fall in love with him. If he tried to act on their mutual love, it would very probably cause an incident that would reflect badly on the Kindred and even ruin relations between his people and the Regalians.

      It was a conundrum James had never had to face before—a messy, emotional problem he should never have gotten into in the first place. And yet, how could he help himself? He had started having emotions for Ka’rissa so gradually he hadn’t even realized what was happening until he was already in the middle of the mess he currently found himself in.

      That’s not true, a guilty little voice whispered in his head. You know that you were already having emotions before you left the Mother Ship. You know you should have gotten your emotion damper fixed before you came here in the first place. But no—you were having too much fun trying new foods and exotic new experiences. This is why the Collective outlawed emotions on Zeaga Four in the first place—they always lead to trouble!

      No, there was nothing he could do to help Rissa except to stay and guard her until her wedding was over, James admitted to himself. But could he really stand by and watch her get Joined to another male?

      He just didn’t know.
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      “Good evening, Princess. You look even more radiantly beautiful in person than you do in your pictures.” Lord Shammington bowed gracefully over Rissa’s hand and gave her a gleaming smile. “Would you favor me with a dance?”

      Dutifully, Rissa bowed and smiled and allowed him to lead her onto the dance floor.

      On the outside, her new suitor truly did seem perfect, she admitted to herself as they spun about the room. He had a handsome face, a gleaming, youthful smile, thick, dark hair, and a trim, athletic figure. He also had the pearly Sheen to his skin which announced that he had Royal blood in his veins.

      The only negative things Rissa could find about her new suitor—other than the fact that he was not James—was that he was a bit short and that he wore rather a lot of some very strong, spicy cologne. But she was short herself, so his height didn’t really matter and she supposed that sooner or later the scent would fade.

      If the Steward had chosen him as her suitor before she met James, she would probably have fallen in love with him.

      But as it was, Rissa found she couldn’t get over her longing for the big Kindred, who stood at the side of the room and watched as she danced with her soon-to-be husband. Her eyes kept returning to him again and again and her answers to Lord Shammington’s polite questions about her life were vague and distracted.

      Her apparent lack of interest didn’t appear to bother her new suitor at all, however. He kept chatting away happily as he spun her around and around the ballroom, claiming her for dance after dance so that no other partner even had a chance.

      The only good thing, as far as Rissa could see, was that Lady Mildew had consented to let her take off the awful new Chastity Device so that she was able to dance.

      “But it’s going right back in tonight after your bath,” she’d said, glaring warningly at Rissa. “And I’ll give the key remote only to your new husband. So don’t get any ideas about running away with that Kindred guard, girl—he wouldn’t be able to get to you even if he tried!”

      So for one evening only, she was free of the shield that rubbed so painfully against her outer mons and the plug which dug into her tender inner channel. Rissa couldn’t help wondering how in the world she could bear to let her new husband slake her Heat after wearing the awful device all through the lengthy wedding ceremony. Even now, with the plug out of her, she felt so raw inside that dancing gracefully was an effort. She supposed she would just have to bear it.

      But no—she could not stand to think of doing such intimate things with the man who was holding her in his arms. She wanted only James to make love to her and slake her Heat! The thought of letting the powdered and perfumed dandy who was spinning her around the ballroom do that to her made Rissa cringe inside.

      At that moment, the dance ended and she hoped, briefly, that he might let her dance with someone else. Perhaps even James…

      “We must dance the next together as well,” Lord Shammington said, interrupting her thoughts as they waited for the music to begin again. “I want you entirely to myself, so we can get to know each other,” he added, smiling brightly with his gleaming white teeth. “After all, we shall be spending the rest of our lives together, shall we not?”

      “I suppose,” Rissa said and made herself smile politely, though she felt sure the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “It is…quite a long time,” she added. “The rest of our lives, I mean.”

      “Indeed! Though it is longer for some than others. Which is why it is so very important to get to know each other as soon as possible,” Lord Shammington returned brightly. “So tell me, Princess—what is your favorite color?”

      And so it went, endlessly on and on, and all Rissa could think was,

      Is this really how I shall spend the rest of my life?
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      “Look at them—dancing together. Both of them with the Sheen to their skin and looking like such a lovely Royal couple.”

      James dragged his eyes from the dance floor and looked down at Lady Mildew, who had come to stand beside him at the outer edge of the dance floor. The older female had expressed nothing but hostility to him in the past, so he was surprised that she would be civil to him at all, let alone that she would seek him out to talk.

      “They do seem…evenly matched,” he said at last, nodding as Ka’rissa and her new suitor spun in a graceful arc in the center of the ballroom’s marble floor.

      “Evenly matched? Why, ‘tis a match made by the Goddess of Mercy herself!” Lady Mildew exclaimed. “And him being so young and handsome—her ideal man. I don’t always approve of all the Steward does, but he chose right this time,” she added, nodding her head in apparent satisfaction.

      “They may look like an ideal couple,” James said in a low voice. “But the Princess does not wish to marry him.”

      “Because she wants to marry you, do you mean?” Lady Mildew looked up at him sharply.

      “I do not know if Princess Ka’rissa wants to Join with me or not,” James said stiffly. “I only know that she has told me she loves me.”

      “Well, of course she does!” Lady Mildew exclaimed, frowning. “Only look at you—so big and strong and handsome! And a dashing foreigner to boot—what silly young girl wouldn’t lose her head over the likes of you, Kindred?”

      James frowned.

      “The Princess is not ‘silly.’ She knows her own mind.”

      “She would—if you’d give her a chance to,” Lady Mildew exclaimed. “If you’d get out of the way and give her a chance at happiness—true happiness—with a man of her own class who can help her rule Regalia Five as an insider, rather than an interloper.”

      “What are you talking about?” James demanded. “I am no interloper—I was asked to come here.”

      “As her guard—not as her suitor,” Lady Mildew said severely. “But let’s suppose that the Princess somehow gets the Steward to change his mind so she can marry ‘the handsome stranger who came to guard her from beyond the stars.’ What do you think would happen then?” Her tone was jeering, as though the idea of James joining with Ka’rissa was completely preposterous.

      “I think I would do my best to make the Princess happy for the rest of her life,” James said, frowning.

      “Yes. And exactly how happy do you think she’d be with half the planet revolting at the idea of a foreign-born man on the throne? Not even a man—a robot!” Lady Mildew demanded. “There’s already a movement to dethrone the Monarchy, you know. And the idea of being ruled by a conqueror from another race—a whole other species—”

      “I did not come here to conquer anyone and I wouldn’t try to rule anything,” James protested. “If we did marry, I would be the Royal Consort—not the King.”

      Lady Mildew waved away his protests as though they were inconsequential flies.

      “Oh, please! Everyone knows that in our society, the man rules the woman! So whoever marries the Princess, will be the ruler of Regalia Five, whether he bears the title of ‘King’ or not!”

      James stared at her.

      “Is there truly so little equality between your sexes?”

      “It seems to me, you have two choices,” Lady Mildew said, ignoring his pointed question. “One, you can try to marry the Princess. If you succeed, she will be shunned by her social class—an outcast at Court. Not to mention the fact that it will probably cause a bloody civil war that may engulf the entire planet and cause permanent ill-will between our people and the Kindred.”

      Her words shook James to the core.

      “I…never thought of it that way,” he admitted.

      “Your other choice,” Lady Mildew continued relentlessly, “Is to let the Princess go. Oh, she may grieve for a little while, but she’s young and her broken heart will mend,” she went on. “And in time, she’ll learn to love the handsome, charming young man the Steward has picked for her. The young man with Royal blood in his veins who will not cause the people to rise up and start a civil war because he is not a foreign robot from another planet trying to rule them! Peace will be preserved and the Princess will make a lovely Queen and a happy wife and mother. Her future of happiness and prosperity will be assured.”

      She glared up at James. “Those are your choices—the way Ka’rissa’s life goes is entirely up to you, Sir Robot. Which will you choose?”

      James just stared at her for a moment, trying to process her words. He had to admit, he hadn’t thought of the long-term consequences of a Joining between himself and Ka’rissa. Oh, he had considered how it might impact the relations of the Regalians with his own people, the Kindred. But he hadn’t thought about how the Regalian people would feel if they thought a foreign male was ruling them. He had simply taken for granted that they would treat Ka’rissa as their rightful ruler, no matter who her Consort was.

      Now he saw that was a misconception. In a society as unbalanced and unfair to females as the Regalian one, it wasn’t at all surprising that they would believe James to be the true ruler if he Joined with Ka’rissa. And of course they would resent him.

      “She has a chance at true happiness now,” Lady Mildew said, breaking into his thoughts. She grabbed James by the arm and peered up at him earnestly. “Let her go, Kindred! Let her be happy.”

      James looked across the ballroom and saw Ka’rissa dancing in her new suitor’s arms. She was smiling up at him, the way she had smiled up at James himself, when they had danced together. Lord Shammington looked happy, too. He was gazing down at her and laughing at something she had said. Already, he seemed to be halfway in love with the pretty little Princess.

      Ordinarily, the sight of another male with his female would have sent James into Rage. But now he had to admit that the Princess wasn’t his female. And he also had to admit that the things Lady Mildew was saying to him made sense—they were logical.

      If I had a working emotion damper, I would be able to acknowledge the truth of her words immediately, he admitted to himself. Of course the Princess would be happier with one of her own kind—one her people accept and expect her to marry. Not a foreign interloper like me who is not even completely organic.

      “Thank you. I will…think about what you have said to me,” he told Lady Mildew, who was still looking at him expectantly.

      “You do that, Sir Robot,” she said, frowning at him. “You think long and hard if you really want to ruin Princess Ka’rissa’s life for her, just as she’s about to ascend to the throne! And then you think about what you’re going to say to her the next time you see her. Because if you tell her you love her, she’ll be as much in love with you as ever—I’m certain of it. But if you tell her you don’t love her, why, that will clear the way to let her love the man she ought to love—the one she’s going to marry.”

      And with a final nod, she stumped away into the crowd, leaving James to think about what she’d said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean, you’re leaving? James, you said you loved me!” Rissa felt as though her heart was breaking as she looked up at the big Kindred. Lady Mildew had—quite unexpectedly—allowed her a few moments alone with him this evening before her bath. But what he was telling her was terrible news!

      “Princess, I must leave after your wedding tomorrow morning,” he repeated stoically. There was no emotion in his metallic blue eyes as he spoke—no regret or sorrow that Rissa could see at all. “My mission will be over once you are safely wed,” he continued.

      “But…but I was hoping that maybe you wouldn’t want me to wed Lord Shammington,” she whispered, looking up at him hopefully. “I could go with you, James. I could abdicate the throne.”

      This thought had occurred to her during the interminable dancing that night. She was fairly certain one of her ancestors—called by the history books, King Thomas the Hasty—had done so, when he wished to marry a foreign woman from another planet. Why could she not do the same?

      But James was shaking his head.

      “I am afraid that is unacceptable, Princess,” he said coldly. “You cannot give up your Royal responsibility to Regalia Five because of me.”

      “Yes, I can!” Rissa protested. “I can because…because I still love you, James! I shall always love you,” she continued in a whisper. She waited, her heart pounding, to hear him say it back.

      But he only shook his head.

      “You are allowing illogical emotions to overcome your better judgment.”

      “I don’t care about any of that! James, did you hear me? I said, I love you!” Rissa exclaimed. She reached up and tried to pull him down for a kiss, as she had after the duel, but the big Kindred was solid as a rock and he refused to lower his mouth to hers. “James, kiss me!” she demanded desperately. “Tell me that you love me too, as you did only a week ago!”

      “I am afraid your emotion is one I cannot share or reciprocate.” He spoke woodenly—no, robotically, Rissa thought, feeling sick. He hadn’t sounded so stilted—so unemotional—since he first came to Court to be her guard.

      “But I thought—” she began.

      “I am deeply sorry if I gave you an incorrect impression,” he went on relentlessly. “But as you know, I have no emotions and so I cannot return your sentiments.”

      “But you said you loved me!” Rissa cried again. “You said it, James, and I know you felt it, too—I could feel it in the kiss we shared!”

      He shook his head.

      “My emotion damper was temporarily malfunctioning. Please accept my apologies.”

      “I do not want your apologies!” Rissa exclaimed, reaching for him again. “I want your love, James! If you could only see—”

      “I see that you finally have an acceptable suitor who is your own age and who seems to be an honorable male with Royal blood,” he interrupted her. Gently, he took her hands away from his shoulders and put them down by her sides. “Princess,” he said. “You must go on with your life and forget about me. I was only sent here to guard you for a short time. After your wedding tomorrow morning, I must go home. And then you and I will probably never see each other again.”

      Rissa felt as though her heart was breaking into a million pieces.

      “Never again?” she whispered. “Do I really mean so little to you, James?”

      For a moment he hesitated, and she thought she saw a look of misery on his face. But then it passed, so quickly she wasn’t even sure she’d seen it in the first place, and his features became as impassive as stone again.

      “Forgive me,” he said formally. “But I believe it is time for us to part.” He bowed low to her. “My best wishes for your health and happiness, Your Majesty,” he murmured.

      Then he straightened up and turned away, leaving Rissa with tears in her eyes and a pain so big inside her, it felt like it was tearing her apart.
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      James had never known physical pain like the emotional agony he was experiencing now. Pretending that he had no feelings for Ka’rissa when, in fact, he was burning with love for her, had been incredibly difficult. And though he told himself over and over that this was for the best—that she needed to be with a male who was of her own race and who had Royal blood, he still couldn’t forget the tears of pain and betrayal in her lovely eyes as he had turned away from her.

      Also, despite his firm conviction that he was doing the right thing—not just for Ka’rissa but for the whole of Regalia Five and for his own people as well—James still had that nagging guilt feeling that he had done something dreadfully wrong.

      You never should have allowed yourself to fall in love with her in the first place, he told himself sternly. That’s what you did wrong. Never should have gone on this mission when you knew your emotion damper was malfunctioning.

      But he had done those things and now he had to live with the consequences. His deepest regret was that he had hurt not only himself, but Ka’rissa as well. He wished desperately that he could take back his actions of the past solar month, but that was, of course, impossible.

      The only thing he could do now was to witness the wedding ceremony tomorrow morning and then leave the planet as quickly as possible. Then, once he was back aboard the Mother Ship, he could get his emotion damper fixed and try to forget about Ka’rissa.

      He only hoped that in time, she could forget about him as well.
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      The wedding passed in a blur.

      Rissa had read many a romantic novel in which the heroine is just about to wed the wrong man and then the dashing hero bursts in at the last moment to stop the wedding and rescue her so that they can ride off together and spend their lives together. Deep down inside, she kept hoping secretly that the very same thing might happen to her.

      It didn’t.

      Oh, she saw James in the crowd. He was being as watchful as ever, scanning the crowded chapel for threats and protecting her until the last. But his face was like stone and he showed no emotion whatsoever as he watched Rissa plight her troth to the sleekly handsome Lord Shammington and vow to love, honor, and obey him in all things from this day hence. In short, he acted like the robot he was reputed to be, with no feelings at all—only cold logic.

      Rissa went through the wedding feeling like a robot herself, mouthing all the necessary words and making all the necessary motions, but feeling nothing for the man she was marrying. Even her Heat Cycle, rising with the stress of the occasion, couldn’t make her feel anything. In fact, she almost wished she could burst into flames right there at the altar, so that everything would just be over.

      Other than her Heat Cycle, the only thing she was aware of was the dull, throbbing pain between her legs. Lady Mildew had forced an even bigger plug inside her that morning, saying that it would “get her ready for her wedding night.” The pain of the Chastity Device’s dull blades digging into her inner channel was intense, but it was nothing to the pain in her heart.

      Rissa bore both agonies with a smile plastered on her face. She had been taught from an early age that Royalty never showed pain or unhappiness to the outside world. She must always look brave and strong and happy and set an example for the Court and, indeed, for all her subjects among the commoners as well.

      The Royal wedding was being broadcast into every home on Regalia Five and the streets were thronged with adoring crowds, shouting their admiration and love. The noise was so loud, it could be heard like a dull roar outside the chapel, though the palace grounds were vast and no commoners were allowed inside the perimeter.

      Rissa held her head high, aware that her image was being captured for all the world to see. No matter how much she might be hurting, inside and out, this was not the time for her private grief.

      So she kept it inside and tried to ignore the way that James simply watched, his face impassive, as she was married to another man.
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      “Commander Sylvan, I have failed you.”

      The words seemed to burst out of James, the moment he saw his Commanding Officer again. He had barely been back aboard the Mother Ship for five standard minutes, and the other male had come to meet him at his return. But the moment Sylvan congratulated him on a job well done and offered his arm for a warrior’s clasp, the words—no, it was more of a confession, James admitted to himself—simply came out.

      “What? How?” Commander Sylvan looked startled. They were still clasping arms and he leaned forward, looking James in the face, as though searching for something. “J-8,” he said, using James’s old designation. “Are you…having emotions?”

      James took a deep breath.

      “I am,” he admitted. “And I have been having them since before I went on the mission you assigned me on Regalia Five. And these emotions are what caused me to fail in my mission.”

      Sylvan shook his head.

      “I don’t understand. I received word from the Steward of Regalia Five that you had fulfilled your duties and that you were coming home to us.” He frowned. “Of course, I did think the message was worded a bit curtly, but I put it down to language differences and possible translation problems.”

      “There were no translation problems,” James said. “The Steward is displeased with me because of my failure to contain my emotions.”

      Sylvan frowned.

      “Perhaps we’d better continue this debriefing in my office. Come, J-8—let’s go.”

      “…and that is how I failed in my mission,” James finished, sometime later as he sat in the seat across from Commander Sylvan’s desk, exactly where everything had started, just over a solar month before. “I allowed myself to have feelings for Princess Ka’rissa and when she began having similar feelings for me, I encouraged them. I…I let myself love her and she loved me in return,” he finished hoarsely.

      “I see,” Commander Sylvan said. “This is…not exactly what I was expecting when I assigned you to this mission, J-8.”

      “I know, Commander. You chose me because I had no emotions and I betrayed you by allowing myself to have them after all.” James put his head in his hands, unable to meet the other male’s eyes any longer. “I will understand if you wish to sanction me, or even remove me from the Elite Espionage Corps. I would richly deserve any punishment you decide to give me.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Sylvan’s voice was surprisingly gentle. “It seems to me you’re doing a pretty good job of punishing yourself already.”

      James looked up at the other male.

      “I have never known such pain,” he admitted, his voice raw and honest in his own ears. “Please tell me how to bear it, Commander. How do feelers deal with this kind of agony? This constant longing to be with a female you cannot have?”

      “I’ll be honest, J-8—emotional pain is never easy to bear. I would rather have physical pain any day, myself,” Sylvan said. “But you have an option that isn’t open to us ‘feelers’ as you call us—you can go and get your emotion damper fixed.”

      “I know I can—I have been telling myself the entire trip home that the moment I got back to the Mother Ship, I would go straight to Yipper and ask him to install a new emotion damper or try to fix the one I have,” James admitted. “But, well…” He cleared his throat. “I…don’t feel like I should.”

      “Why not?” Sylvan frowned. “If it would end your pain, why not do it?”

      “Because Ka’rissa doesn’t have that option.” James ran a hand through his hair distractedly. “I started this pain that both of us share—shouldn’t I feel it as deeply as she does?”

      Sylvan nodded gravely.

      “That is your choice, of course. But if you are not going to eradicate or suppress your emotions entirely, may I suggest that you go to the Sacred Grove and ask one of the priestesses there to cool your blood?”

      James frowned.

      “As you know, I don’t believe in the Goddess as most Kindred do. It is not logical to think that there is some divine being who created us all and cares for us still.”

      “You don’t have to believe in the Goddess to get your blood cooled,” Sylvan told him gently. “Any priestess can do it for you. It isn’t always a pleasant process, but you will feel calmer afterwards. It strikes me that, having had no emotions your entire life, it must be very difficult for you to deal with them now—especially such heavy ones.”

      “It is…more painful than I could have imagined,” James admitted. “But I still feel like it’s a pain that I deserve.”

      “Just think about it,” Sylvan urged. “And I’m not going to punish you by kicking you out of the Elite Corps—it sounds to me like you did the right thing, in the end.”

      “Did I?” James shook his head. “I just don’t know.”

      He left the Commander’s office still feeling uncertain…and missing Ka’rissa more with every moment that passed.
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      James didn’t go back to his quarters. Instead, he wandered the halls of the Mother Ship. But everywhere he went, he seemed to see glimpses of Ka’rissa. Some of the Earth women aboard who had been called as brides had the same creamy brown skin tones she did—though none of them had the pearly sheen her Royal blood gave her. Still, any reminder of her was an agony. He ached to hold her again and yet he knew he never would.

      He kept seeing her lovely amber-brown eyes looking up at him so pleadingly…kept hearing her soft voice saying, “I love you…I shall always love you.”

      She loved you and you left her behind—you gave her away to another male, whispered an accusing little voice in his head.

      But I had to! I couldn’t let her abdicate her throne for me—it would have been wrong to take her away from the life she was born to lead just because I loved her. And it wouldn’t have worked to try and Join with her on Regalia Five, either—it would have caused tensions between her people and mine and possibly a bloody revolt on her planet. How could I condemn others to die just to satisfy my own carnal lusts?

      But it hadn’t just been lust between them—although he loved to stroke and hold her lush, full body against his own, James thought. He had loved her soul as well—her soft, silvery laugh, her innocence, her curiosity—everything about her had called to him. Everything about her made him love her.

      I love her, he thought, feeling the truth of it to the core of his being. This emotion inside me must be love—I want to be with her, hold her, protect her, care for her always. But I never will—I will never have her. She belongs to another.

      It was a terrible thought and it refused to leave his head. It just went round and round inside his brain until he wondered if this new condition was what going mad felt like. And if so, would he ever be sane again?

      After hours of aimless wandering and intense mental suffering, James looked up and found that he was right outside the Sacred Grove. It was a small forest of trees with green and purple leaves that rustled in the soft, evening breeze.

      He had never been here before—as a nonbeliever, he had never felt the need to come to the epicenter of the Goddess’s worship. But now he remembered Commander Sylvan’s words about how the priestesses here could cool his blood. Should he do it? Should he ask for the cooling touch?

      Surely it would be all right, he told himself. After all, he wouldn’t be getting rid of his emotions entirely—he would just be calming them down some. He felt that if he didn’t get some relief soon, he was going to do something completely unacceptable—like shouting at the top of his lungs or maybe even pulling out his blaster and shooting himself.

      Yes, the emotions were that bad.

      But what if Ka’rissa felt the same way, back on Regalia Five? She had no priestess to cool her blood and her blood was literally on fire. Even now she might be submitting to Lord Shammington, who would be slaking her Heat, since it was their wedding night…

      But the thought of that—of the female he loved with another male—was too much to bear. James fell to his knees in front of the Sacred Grove, his hands pressed to the sides of his aching head, trying to shut out the mental image of Ka’rissa and the smug young Lord Shammington in bed together.

      No one should slake her Heat but him, damn it! But he had left her to Lord Shammington. Even now, he was probably taking off the elaborate wedding gown she’d worn to the ceremony and running his hands over her creamy brown skin… No…no!

      “Make it stop,” he begged hoarsely, though he didn’t know who he was talking to. “Gods, please—make it stop!”

      “Warrior, your pain has been heard.”

      The soft voice came from above. Looking up, James saw a priestess standing over him. She had long brown hair with green streaks in it and the green-within-green eyes that were common to her kind. There was a commanding presence about her, as though she was used to being in charge.

      At this point, James was very happy to let her take charge of him—if she wanted to.

      “Please,” he said hoarsely, looking up at her. “I am…suffering emotional pain. It is much worse than any physical pain I have ever experienced and I do not know how to deal with it. I was told that one of your kind could cool my blood.”

      “I can, Warrior.”

      Leaning down slightly, she placed cool fingertips on his temples and James felt the uncomfortable sensation of someone looking through his memories. It was like she was rifling through his brain—though thankfully, she had a light mental touch.

      “I see…I see…” she murmured. “Yes, you have so much pain and you have never felt anything like it before. You have lived your life in numbness…blankness. But that is not the Goddess’s will for her children.”

      “I…I am no child of hers,” James admitted. “I am an unbeliever.”

      “Just because you do not believe in The Mother of All Life, does not mean she doesn’t believe in you,” the priestess said gently. “She—” She stopped abruptly and her entire body went stiff. Then her green-within-green eyes began to glow. “Yes, Goddess,” she said, staring blindly ahead. “Use me as your vessel to speak to this Warrior.”

      “Priestess?” James looked up at her uncertainly. What was happening?

      “Warrior.” The voice coming from the priestess now was different—it was richer, stronger, though still completely feminine. James found it surprisingly familiar. “Warrior,” she said again. “Do you know me?”

      Suddenly he remembered where he had heard the voice before.

      “You warned me when Ka’rissa was about to drink the poisoned tea!” he exclaimed, looking up at her in awe.

      He hadn’t stopped to think much about the incident before—mainly because the idea that he had heard a disembodied voice made him uncomfortably aware that his logic circuits might be malfunctioning due to his growing emotions. But now he realized that the voice hadn’t had anything to do with a malfunction.

      “It was you,” he said. “Are…are you the Goddess? Do you truly exist?”

      “I am and I do,” the Goddess said through the priestess. “You have come here for healing, thinking that your mission on Regalia Five is over. But I tell you, Warrior, it has only just begun.”

      “What?” James looked at her uncertainly. “I am sorry. I…I do not understand.”

      “All is not what it seems on Regalia Five,” the Goddess told him. “A cry for help will come to you soon—you must be ready to act.”

      “I don’t understand! Is Ka’rissa in danger? What do you mean, Goddess?” James demanded.

      But at that moment, the priestess’s eyes stopped glowing. She blinked and took a step backwards.

      “Ah, I have never hosted the Goddess before,” she whispered, sounding overcome with emotion. “To be so indwelled is…an intense experience.”

      “Did you hear what she told me? Did you understand it?” James demanded. “If you did, please explain it to me!”

      The priestess shook her head.

      “I am sorry, Warrior, but I am only the mouthpiece of the Goddess in this situation. I do not understand her words any more than you do.”

      “She told me to be ready,” James muttered. “She said there would be a cry for help.”

      “Then you had better go and get ready,” the priestess said simply. She put a hand to her head. “Excuse me—I must go and lie down.”

      “Thank you,” James told her. “I must go as well.”

      He was going to heed the Goddess’s words and be ready—though what he was meant to get ready for, he didn’t know.
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      Rissa put on her wedding night peignoir in a kind of daze. It was a silky, virginal white and it seemed to float around her body like a cloud. Under the fine, soft material her glowing points could be clearly seen, advertising the fact that her Heat Cycle was ramping up again.

      Less obvious, but still visible to the discerning eye, was the Chastity Device with its thick metal belt and the silver plate that ran between her legs. Lady Mildew had given Lord Shammington—now Royal Consort Shammington, Rissa reminded herself—the remote which released the locking mechanism earlier. She had made a whole little ceremony of it, presenting it to him like she was handing him Rissa’s virtue and virginity on a silver platter at the same time.

      “My Lord,” she had said, curtseying low as she held out the small black remote. “This is the one and only mechanism that will release the Princess’s Chastity Device. Please take it and use it when you wish to have her in a carnal fashion, as it is right and correct for a husband to do.”

      Her new husband had received the remote gravely.

      “I thank you, Lady Mildew, for guarding my new bride’s chastity and virtue so carefully until I could claim her as my own,” he said to the older woman. “Your many sacrifices as you watched over her will not be forgotten.”

      Lady Mildew had seemed extremely pleased by his words. She left the honeymoon suite with a triumphant glance at Rissa as if to say, See? I win!

      If her old chaperone’s idea of winning was handing Rissa over to her new husband to do with as he chose, then Rissa supposed she was correct. Lord Shammington now had the right, as her husband, to have her any way he wanted. She supposed that was the point of the gauzy white peignoir which she had been given to wear. It was sensual and virginal at the same time—a symbol of her virtue and also her willingness to submit to whatever her new husband wanted to do to her sexually.

      I know what he wants, Rissa thought grimly. Most brides do not have any idea on their wedding night but thanks to James, I know exactly what is going to happen to me.

      It was one reason she was delaying in the bathing room instead of going out to join Lord Shammington in the main bed chamber. Though her Heat Cycle was rising and she was beginning to feel slightly overheated, she didn’t wish to go through what was necessary to slake her Heat.

      I wish I still thought it only involved kissing with the tongue, she thought desperately as she looked at herself in the mirror. Now I know better—and I want no part of it!

      But she could not stay in the bathing room forever, she reminded herself. At some point, her new husband would begin to wonder what had become of her. So even though she wanted to cry and scream and hide herself away, she could not do it. She must go out and do her duty for her planet—she must allow him to slake her Heat and do his best to make an heir to the throne inside her.

      Maybe it won’t be so bad, she told herself. At least I will get this horrible device off of me and this terrible plug out of my channel!

      Although, how could she bear to have a male’s shaft sawing in and out of her when she was so tender from wearing the awful thing for a whole week? Surely it would be horribly painful!

      But painful or not, Rissa was quite certain she couldn’t put off the inevitable any longer. Maybe if she closed her eyes and imagined James as the deed was done to her, she could bear it.

      Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and stepped out into the opulent main chamber.

      Lord Shammington was lounging on the gold velvet couch before the fireplace, popping expensive gourmet bonbons into his mouth. He barely even looked up when Rissa came out, preferring instead to peruse the golden box he held, looking for the perfect bonbon for his consumption.

      Rissa cleared her throat uncertainly.

      “Husband?” she said, and her voice went high and uncertain on the word. It felt so strange—so wrong—to be calling him that.

      “Mmm?” Lord Shammington looked up at last, a preoccupied expression still on his face. When he saw her fully, he smiled. “Ah my darling, don’t you look lovely,” he said. Putting down the box of bonbons, he came to take Rissa’s hands in his own.

      Rissa couldn’t help noticing that without the high, buckled shoes he had worn at the ceremony, he was barely an inch taller than her. Also, when his breath blew in her face it had an oddly familiar scent. Under the expensive chocolate of the bonbons was a faint smell of…

      “Were you smoking a cigarillo just now?” she blurted.

      “I went out on the balcony for a smoke—indeed I did.” He nodded at the tall glass doors which were still open to let in the evening breeze. “What of it?”

      “Nothing.” Rissa shook her head. “It just…reminded me of someone.”

      “Someone nice, I hope.” He smiled at her.

      He had not yet taken off his wig—they still wore them, apparently, in the Second Court—and now a sting-fly came buzzing in through the open doors to hum around his head. Such insects were common enough—they were attracted by the sweet, perfumed powder used on the elaborately curled wigs. But if they lighted on one’s exposed skin, they often gave a painful jab with their barbed stinger.

      “Oh, look out!” Rissa exclaimed, batting at the fly. “Do be careful—they sting!”

      She succeeded in knocking away the fly but at the same time, she accidentally knocked the powdered wig off her new husband’s head.

      “Watch out, you little fool!” Lord Shammington exclaimed. “You must be careful!”

      But even as he spoke, his whole appearance changed.

      The moment the wig came off his head, he lost his youthful look. Wrinkles grew around the corners of his eyes and mouth and his formerly white teeth went yellow. He no longer looked like a fine young man—he appeared, instead, to be a man in his late forties…a man Rissa knew.

      “Oh!” she gasped, putting a hand to her cheek. “Duke Grabbington!”
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      “Yes, my dear, it is I.” Duke Grabbington advanced on her, grinning evilly as he did so. “I was going to try and preserve the illusion a little while longer, but now that we are married, I suppose there is no need for secrets between us.”

      “But you…how did you…?”

      Rissa shook her head, so horrified she could not even go on.

      “How did I give myself a whole new appearance? Simple my dear—with a bit of alien technology. See this?” Stooping, he lifted the wig she had batted off his head and pointed to a small white sphere embedded in the very front of it. “This is a Likanthian projection bead. It projects a three-dimensional image which completely covers one from every direction, providing seamless camouflage for the wearer. In this case, myself.” He grinned toothily and put a hand on his chest. “Turning me into a dashing young Lord from the Second Court and a perfect suitor for the hand of the Princess.”

      “You…you cannot do this!” Rissa still felt stunned. “You cannot get away with this deception!”

      “Ah, but I already have, my dear! All the world now knows me as Lord Shammington, Royal Consort to Princess Ka’rissa—soon to be King to her Queen, as soon as I convince that fool, the Steward, that I possess enough Royal blood to be more than just a consort. He should be easy to convince—he would much rather have a man ruling the planet than a woman, anyway—which is why he dillydallied in finding your mother a suitor until she self-immolated.”

      “That will never happen—you will never rule Regalia Five!” Rissa protested.

      “Indeed I will.” He took a step towards her, grinning even wider. “I shall have everything I ever wanted—power and wealth beyond measure. Not to mention a lovely bride.” His eyes roved over her body greedily, making Rissa feel sick.

      “Stay away from me!” She took a step back from him. “We…we are not properly married, since you took your vows under false pretenses and a false name and appearance,” she added, wrapping her arms around herself to try and hide her points.

      To her surprise, the Duke didn’t try to pursue her.

      “Very well,” he said and shrugged, as though it didn’t matter a bit. “I shall leave you quite alone, dear Princess, as that is your wish.”

      “You…you will?” Rissa didn’t trust this new magnanimity one bit. “But I thought you wanted to…to…”

      “To fuck you? To impregnate you with my child? Well, yes—that would be lovely. Especially because I am quite certain you wouldn’t enjoy it one bit.” The Duke smirked at her. “But, no. I choose not to. After all, there are plenty of maids to spend my lust on and I think I would rather let you burn.”

      “I…don’t understand.” Rissa shook her head.

      “I am speaking of your Heat Cycle, of course.” He strolled back to the couch, the wig still in one hand, and picked up the small black remote that Lady Mildew had presented to him earlier. “Did you think I would use this?” he asked, pointing it at the Chastity Device clamped around Rissa’s waist and hips. “Did you think I would take it off so I could fuck you and slake your Heat, Princess?”

      Rissa wished he would stop using such crude words. When James had explained what happened between a man and a woman, he had called it “making love.” But of course, such a term could not apply to anything that might happen between herself and the Duke.

      “I…I thought…” She shook her head, unable to go on.

      “Think again, Princess.” With a sudden, swift move, Duke Grabbington threw the small black remote into the fire.

      “Oh!” Rissa ran to the fireplace, but it was too late—the remote was already a melting blob of black. She turned to the Duke. “What have you done!”

      “I have ensured that no one—not even me—can ever slake your Heat, Princess.” He grinned at her, his mustaches twitching evilly. “You are doomed, my dear. Doomed to burn to ashes, just like your dear Mama before you. And that will leave me quite alone to rule the planet as I see fit.”

      “You cannot do this to me!” Rissa exclaimed. “Why? I don’t understand!”

      The Duke shrugged.

      “I wanted power and prestige—now I have both. Why should I share them with a mouthy little bitch like you? There really was a real Lord Shammington at the Second Court, you know,” he went on, meditatively as he stared into the fire where the remote had now melted completely. “He would have made an excellent husband for you, too—he had Royal blood—a very fine pedigree. Unfortunately, after I had him kidnapped and thoroughly scanned in order to use his image, he expired quite unexpectedly.”

      “I am quite sure it was not as unexpected as all that,” Rissa said in a low voice.

      “Well, it is possible that he was stabbed a few times by my guards.” The Duke shrugged. “A regrettable occurrence, of course, but one cannot have the man one is impersonating running around free.” He turned to Rissa. “Just as I cannot have you running around free, my dear.”

      Rissa shrieked and danced back, out of his reach.

      “Don’t touch me! Leave me alone!” she gasped.

      “You are so very tiresome—‘don’t touch me, leave me alone’,” the Duke mimicked in a high, whining voice. “That kind of thing is all you ever say.”

      “Because I do not wish to have you anywhere near me!” As she spoke, Rissa was backing towards the door. To her surprise, the Duke didn’t rush her again—he simply let her go.

      “Fine.” He shrugged. “Go on about your business and leave me alone.”

      Rissa’s hand was on the door latch now, but she couldn’t help staring at him.

      “You’re just…letting me go?”

      “Why not?” He raised his eyebrows at her. “It occurs to me that it will be less messy if you burn to death from your unslaked Heat outside my new bed chamber. Just try not to burn the palace down when you burst into flames.”

      “But…but you can’t just send me out to die!” Rissa protested. “There will be an outcry—public outrage!”

      “Oh, no doubt there will be some sadness among the common people, but nobody who counts is going to care,” the Duke told her. “Think back to how it was when your dear Mama, the Queen, self-immolated. There was mourning the planet over and some stern talk about censuring the old Steward for not finding her a suitor to slake her Heat in time to save her life, but all of it came to nothing.”

      With a sinking feeling, Rissa realized he was right. Why had she never thought of things this way before? Why had she put her trust so blindly in the Steward when he had let her mother die? She had been too innocent—too naïve to see the truth.

      Or maybe you just didn’t want to see it, whispered a little voice in her head.

      “This is terrible,” she whispered, putting a hand to her face. “I…I never thought of it that way. But how…why…?”

      The Duke shrugged.

      “Because nobody really wants a woman running the planet, my dear. And now that they have a Royal Consort with enough Royal blood in his veins to be crowned King, they won’t give a damn that the dear Princess burned to ashes before her new husband could get her Chastity Device off.” He smirked evilly. “Of course, dear Lady Mildew will probably hang for it, since she put the device on you in the first place and I shall place the blame of losing the remote squarely on her shoulders. For how could I slake my new wife’s Heat when I could not get the device which she placed on you, off?”

      “You…you are horrible and heartless!” Rissa exclaimed. She disliked her old chaperone immensely, but she didn’t wish her dead! For that matter, she didn’t want to die herself, either. Her words didn’t appear to affect the Duke at all.

      “Yes, I suppose I am, aren’t I?” he mused, looking into the fire. “Perhaps not the best character traits. Still, being ‘horrible and heartless’ has gotten me what I’ve always wanted, so forgive me for not feeling terribly distressed at your low opinion of me, Princess.”

      “I’ll tell!” Rissa warned him. “I’ll let everyone know what you’re doing and planning!”

      He shrugged again.

      “You can try, but I doubt anyone will listen to you. They’ll just call me and then I shall say that you’ve gone mad because of your Heat Cycle.” He made a dismayed face, with wide eyes and both hands to his cheeks. “Oh, dear—my poor angel ran out of the room, looking for the remote to remove that dreadful Chastity Device that cruel old woman put on her! We cannot find it anywhere and my sweet wife is losing her mind because her brain is boiling in her poor, precious skull!”

      His words were so horribly cold and calculating that Rissa honestly thought for a moment she might be sick.

      “You…I can’t believe you,” she whispered. “You are truly evil.”

      “I suppose,” the Duke said coldly. “Now, do go on.” He made a flicking gesture with his fingers, as though to shoo her off like a troublesome fly. “Oh, and don’t bother to try and tell anyone my little secret.” He placed the wig firmly back on his head and suddenly he was Lord Shammington again. “No one will ever believe you—they’ll only think you mad.”

      As Rissa left, she closed the door on the sound of his awful laughter.
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      Where can I go? What can I do?

      Rissa wandered the halls of the palace like a ghost—which she soon would be if she couldn’t get her Heat slaked, she admitted to herself. But there was no chance of that now that the Duke had destroyed the only key that would open the awful Chastity Device she wore!

      Should I tell someone? Should I ask the Steward’s guards to wake him and tell him about the Duke pretending to be Lord Shammington?

      She was about to do just that…but then Duke Grabbington’s words came back to her. He had said that the Steward would rather have a man ruling the country and that was why he had waited too late to find a suitor for her dear Mama. Could that really be true?

      Yes, it’s true.

      Her internal voice spoke with cold certainty. It was a fact she had been hiding from all her life but she could hide from it no longer. The Steward hadn’t wanted her mother on the throne and he didn’t want her there, either.

      He had deliberately given her three bad choices as suitors so that she would use up her three Rights of Refusal and then picked a man whom he believed had enough Royal blood to be King so that the planet would not be ruled by a Queen—by a female. If he found out that Lord Shammington was actually Duke Grabbington, he probably wouldn’t even care. As long as a man ruled, he would be satisfied.

      No, she must not trust her fate to the Steward, that much was certain. For years she had thought of him as a kindly old uncle, but that time was past. Nor could she trust the likes of Lady Mildew, who would probably be quite happy to see her burn. Though actually, she herself was going to hang if the Duke had his way.

      Rissa thought about telling her that—trying to get the older woman on her side. But no—Lady Mildew would never believe her. She would think Rissa was “making stories” as she called it and probably march her right back to the Duke’s bed chamber.

      What am I to do? Rissa asked herself desperately. How could she get help when the people who were supposed to care for her and support her were against her? When everyone in power on the planet would be happy to see her burn, just so a man could rule Regalia Five instead of a woman?

      Our society is so unequal—so unbalanced, she thought unhappily. If only we were more like the Kindred. James always told me that they believe men and women are equals. I am sure if we Regalians believed the same, I would not be in this desperate position right now.

      The thought gave her an idea. If she couldn’t trust anyone on her home planet, then she would have to find someone outside of Regalia Five to trust. Naturally, she didn’t want to involve James—he had made it clear that he had no feelings for her and would be perfectly happy never to see her again. But she was certain that someone aboard the Kindred Mother Ship would sympathize with her plight.

      Creeping down the corridor, she made her way to the Communications room. It was quite late and, as she had hoped, there was only one young officer on duty when she peeked in. He was a Private, judging by the stripes on his uniform sleeves. He was sitting in front of a large viewscreen and watching, with sleepy eyes, several monitors that were mounted to the right and left of him.

      Taking a deep breath, Rissa straightened her shoulders and stepped into the large room, filled with interstellar communications equipment.

      “Private!” she said sternly.

      The young man, who had been almost dozing, jerked to attention. When he saw who was addressing him, his eyes went wide and he jumped up and saluted.

      “Princess! Er, Your Majesty.” His eyes ran over her body in the revealing white peignoir and his face went beet red as he quickly looked back at her face. “T-to what do I owe this honor?” he stammered.

      “I need you to make an interstellar call for me at once,” Rissa said sternly. She kept her chin high and didn’t attempt to cover herself. She was in Royal mode now and she made certain he knew it.

      “Y-yes, Your Majesty—at once! Of course!” He sat back at the console and looked up at her expectantly. “Whom shall I call for Your Majesty?”

      “The Kindred Mother Ship,” Rissa said. “And make certain you use a private channel. This call is highly confidential.”
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      Sylvan was wrapping things up for the night, straightening his desk and trying to leave things organized for an early start the next day. Sophia had just given him a mental call through their link, asking if he would be home soon, and he had been happy to tell her “yes.”

      “Good, because I saved you some supper,” she’d told him. Then a naughty tone had come into her mental voice. “And if you’d like something sweet for dessert, well…I have that all ready for you, too.”

      Just the thought of holding his curvy wife in his arms was enough to make Sylvan rush to get through his last-minute tasks. He reflected how lucky and blessed he was to have Sophia to come home to. Even after many years of marriage—or Joining, as the Kindred called it—he still loved her and wanted her as badly as he had when they had first come together.

      He was so focused on getting back to his suite and his mate that he almost ignored the call that came through on his viewscreen. Whatever it was, he was certain it could wait. Probably some routine matter that could be dealt with the next day.

      Then the Communications officer buzzed in over the com-link.

      “Commander Sylvan? There is an urgent call for you coming in over a private line.”

      “A private line?” Sylvan frowned. A secure, private interstellar link was enormously expensive to maintain and operate. Who could be calling him on such a line? “Where is the call coming from?” he asked.

      “From Regalia Five—the caller says it’s urgent,” the officer told him.

      Sylvan sighed. Well, so much for getting home in time for dinner. He just had to hope that this call didn’t take so long that he missed his “dessert” too.

      “All right,” he said. “Put it through.”

      The viewscreen flickered and a young woman’s face appeared. With a shock, Sylvan recognized her as Princess Ka’rissa, the Royal female he had sent J-8 to protect.

      “Princess,” he said blankly. “Er, hello.”

      “Commander Sylvan, how very good of you to take my call.” Her manners were impeccable but there was a frantic look in her large, amber-brown eyes that worried Sylvan.

      “Of course,” he said, nodding. “How may I be of service?”

      She took a deep breath and her eyes darted from side to side, as though she was making sure no one was listening. She looked, Sylvan thought, like a female who was being hunted.

      “Commander,” she said urgently. “I…I need to ask you for a great favor.”

      “Yes, of course. Please…” Sylvan made a gesture for her to go on.

      “I need political asylum aboard the Mother Ship,” she told him.

      “You do?” Sylvan frowned. “Has something happened?”

      “A great many things have happened, none of them good,” the Princess said. “I am in great danger. But…” She paused, biting her lower lip in a worried way.

      “Go on,” Sylvan said gently.

      “Well, I fear that anyone you send to get me will also be in danger,” she whispered.

      “From guards trying to keep you on the planet, do you mean?” Sylvan asked, frowning.

      She shook her head and dropped her eyes, as though she was ashamed of something.

      “No, Commander. It is…my Heat Cycle. I fear I am very near self-immolation with no way to…to, er, remedy the situation. I cannot lie—asking any of your officers to come and get me might be akin to asking them to transport a bomb that might go off at any moment.”

      “A bomb?” Sylvan frowned. “I—”

      At that moment, his office door burst open.

      “Commander!” It was J-8 and he was panting, as though he had run a marathon to get there. “Commander, I have just received a message from the Goddess,” he began. Then he looked up and saw Princess Ka’rissa’s face on the viewscreen. “Ka’rissa!” he exclaimed.

      “Oh, James!” she whispered and burst out crying. “James, I know you have no emotions for me, but I am so afraid I am going to die tonight!” she sobbed.

      “You’re not going to die! Not while I can save you!”

      The Dark Kindred was more animated than Sylvan had ever seen him. Seeing the fierce, protective light come into the other male’s eyes, he thought with approval that having emotions suited him.

      “Princess Ka’rissa has requested political asylum aboard the Mother Ship, which I am willing to grant. But she fears she is in danger of, er, spontaneous combustion,” Sylvan explained.

      “Your Heat Cycle?” James asked, still focused on the viewscreen.

      She nodded tearfully.

      “It…it is getting out of control. And there is no way to slake it.”

      “I’m coming for you right now,” James said at once. “Can you get out to the small courtyard in the East Garden? There’s enough room to land a shuttle there and it’s hidden by those big tringa bushes.”

      “I…I think so.” She swiped at her eyes. “Oh, James—do you really think you can get to me on time?”

      “I’m coming right now. Do whatever you can to cool yourself down and I’ll be there as soon as I can,” James said grimly. He looked at Sylvan. “Commander, can you please request a fold in space to Regalia Five?”

      “At once,” Sylvan said, nodding. “And may the Goddess go with you, J-8.”

      “My true designation is ‘James’. My true self is who I am with her.” The Dark Kindred looked at Princess Ka’rissa as he spoke. “Just hold on—I’ll be there soon, sweetheart,” he told her.

      “I will be waiting for you in the gardens,” she promised and then the viewscreen blinked out and she was gone.
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      James didn’t know what to expect when he landed his shuttle in the small courtyard of the palace gardens. He was thankful that the Kindred stealth technology was sophisticated enough to evade the surveillance net around the planet. The Regalians had interstellar travel, but they were still somewhat primitive compared to his own people.

      At first, he didn’t think Ka’rissa had made it. He was about to start up to the palace to begin hunting for her, when the huge, flowering tringa bushes rustled, releasing a sweet floral scent into the night air, and the Princess appeared.

      “I was hiding in the bushes in case the guards came,” she explained as she made her way towards him.

      She was barefoot and wearing a thin, diaphanous gown that floated around her like a cloud. Under it, she was clearly naked and her nipples were glowing red-hot. If her clothing hadn’t been made of flame retardant material—as was usual with all Royal clothing—James was certain they would have set the gown alight at once. The ominous scent of burning sugar became clear as she walked towards him—clearly her Heat Cycle really was getting out of control.

      “Ka’rissa…sweetheart!” He ran to take her in his arms but she took a step back from him.

      “I…I do not understand. I thought you said you had no emotions for me,” she said hesitantly.

      “I lied,” James admitted recklessly. “I’m so sorry, Princess! I thought I was doing what was best for you. I know I gave you pain.”

      Her eyes softened.

      “You certainly did. But…am I right in thinking that it pained you also, to leave me?”

      “Leaving you was more painful than any wound I have ever suffered in battle,” James said earnestly. “It was an agony so great, I feared for some time that I might be going mad. Being without you was terrible because I love you, sweetheart. Gods, I love you so much.”

      “Oh, James…” She held out her arms to him. “I forgive you,” she whispered. “And please, I’m so hot…” She began to sway and then her eyes rolled up in her head.

      It was a good thing he was close because he was able to catch her as she fell. James looked at her anxiously. Her skin felt like a furnace—he had heard humans say to each other, “You’re burning up!” when one of them had a fever. But Ka’rissa was only moments from literally going up in flames.

      Though he wanted to get her away from Regalia Five immediately, James knew he had to do something to cool her down now or they would never make it to the Mother Ship in time.

      He laid her soft, curvy body in the cool grass and began chilling his own body as quickly as he could. As soon as both hands were ice cold, he started caressing her face and neck and chest, trying his best to ease the Heat that was rising inside her due to her Fire Blood, but she didn’t seem to be cooling down. If he didn’t do something quickly, she was going to combust!

      As a last-ditch effort, James stripped off his uniform shirt and wrapped himself around her, making his body into a living cooling blanket.

      Colder…colder! he thought urgently, using his Z’ngu DNA to the fullest extent, chilling his whole body down to freezing temperatures. Never had he pushed himself so far. When he exhaled, he could see his breath coming out in a cloud and frost was forming on his skin. Wherever he touched the Princess, steam rose as their two extreme body temperatures collided.

      At last, he felt her cooling. Her breathing became less labored and steam stopped rising where their bodies touched. Her eyes flickered up and she looked up at him uncertainly.

      “James?” she whispered. “So thirsty…so hot…”

      “I know, sweetheart.” He rose and gathered her into his arms, noticing as he did, that she seemed to have something bulky and metal strapped around her hips that added a considerable amount of weight to her curvy form. “I’m going to take you back to the Mother Ship now,” he told her. “I have some chilled water in the shuttle.”

      “Yes…please.” She nestled in his arms and closed her eyes again. “Always so lovely and cool,” she whispered, pressing her hot cheek to his cold chest. “Oh James, it is as though you were made for me.”

      Maybe I was, James thought. He couldn’t help remembering the glowing green eyes of the priestess and the way the Goddess had spoken to him through her.

      Since it was clear that the deity really did exist, could it be that she had a plan for his life all along? Had she guided the Tolleg scientist who had mixed his DNA, making certain that he added just enough Z’ngu to the mix to allow James to chill his body to meet the needs of the overheated Princess when they met, many years later?

      He had no time to contemplate such matters now, James told himself. Right now, he had to get Ka’rissa back to the Mother Ship and do something to cool her down further. What he had achieved just now was only a temporary measure—clearly her Heat Cycle was out of control and needed to be reined in.

      For now, he would tend the female he loved and just be thankful that he had gotten to her in time.
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      Rissa woke as someone was laying her down on a soft, giving surface.

      A bed, she thought drowsily. Someone is putting me to bed. But who?

      “Ka’rissa? Sweetheart?” a deep, rumbling voice murmured in her ear. A familiar voice—a beloved voice.

      “James?” She opened her eyes and looked up at him. “Am…am I dreaming? I thought I was in the palace gardens, hiding in the bushes.”

      “You were.” His voice sounded grim. “You very nearly overheated. I had to cool you down before I could bring you back to the Mother Ship.”

      “Oh yes—I am sorry I got so hot,” Rissa apologized faintly. “It is only that…that I have not been able to help myself since you and I were parted.”

      “Would that have something to do with this strange metal belt I see beneath your gown?” James was frowning as his metallic blue eyes flickered over the Chastity Device, cinched tight around her hips.

      Rissa blushed and nodded.

      “I am afraid so. It is made in such a way that I cannot…” She cleared her throat. “Cannot reach myself. And so I was unable to do anything to keep my Heat Cycle from getting out of control,” she explained.

      His frown deepened.

      “We need to get it off of you. Is it electrified, like the wire was?”

      Rissa shook her head.

      “I am afraid not. It is locked and the only remote that unlocks it is gone. The Duke threw it in the fire—it is utterly destroyed.”

      “The Duke?” James looked surprised. “Do you mean Duke Grabbington? What was he doing at the palace—I thought he was in disgrace after our duel? And how did he get the only remote that unlocks your belt?”

      Rapidly, Rissa told him the whole story and her awful discovery that Lord Shammington was actually Duke Grabbington in disguise.

      “And then he said he would be happy when I burned to death because then he could be crowned King and rule the planet on his own, as he saw fit,” she finished at last. “And…and I very much fear, he will get his wish. For there is no way to take this horrid device off without the remote, which has been burned up and melted in the fire.”

      She shed hot tears that turned to steam on her cheeks at the hopelessness of the situation. She never should have asked for help from the Kindred. Surely she was nothing but a fire hazard here aboard their lovely ship. And she didn’t wish to put James in danger either.

      “You had better stand back from me,” she told him now, trying to hold back a sob. “I should never have called and asked for asylum. There is nothing you can do to help me and sooner or later I am certain to combust, just as my dear Mama did before me.”

      His eyes hardened.

      “You’re not going to die, sweetheart—I swear it.”

      “But what can you do?” Rissa nodded down at the metal belt around her waist. “This device is made of solid plasti-steel. It is completely unbreakable.”

      “Maybe by regular humanoid hands,” James said grimly. He flexed his enhanced arm and hand and smiled at her. “But I am no regular humanoid.”

      A tiny sliver of hope pierced Rissa’s heart.

      “Oh,” she whispered. “Do…do you really think you can get it off me?”

      “I do.” He nodded firmly. “You’ll have to hold very still—I don’t want to cut you—the metal is going to be extremely sharp when I tear it.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “You’re going to tear it off?”

      He frowned. “I’ll probably have to heat it up some first.” He gave Rissa an anxious look. “I don’t want to burn you.”

      She shook her head.

      “You cannot. My Fire Blood makes me impervious to outside heat. Go ahead, James—do what you have to in order to get it off me. Please.”

      Her heartfelt plea definitely affected him. Stroking her cheek, he looked into her eyes earnestly.

      “Of course I will, sweetheart,” he murmured. “Just trust me and lie as still as you can. All right?”

      Rissa nodded.

      “I trust you, James. She whispered. “Go ahead and do it.”

      He nodded swiftly and got to work.
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      James thought he had never been so glad of his enhancements. First, he used his ocular scope to thoroughly scan the metal device around her waist and find the weakest and thinnest parts, which happened to be right at her hip bones. The scope was also capable of emitting a highly collimated heat ray, which he used to work on the weak parts, heating them to make them more malleable.

      Despite Ka’rissa’s promise that outside heat couldn’t hurt her, he was concerned about the temperature the metal was reaching. But to his relief, she didn’t voice a word of protest or look in the least uncomfortable as he worked.

      When he had heated one side enough, James used his enhanced right hand to pull the metal belt apart, peeling it in two with an effort that required all his strength.

      “Oh, you are doing it! It’s working!” Ka’rissa’s voice was high and hopeful.

      “Just…hang on…sweetheart,” James told her, his voice tight with effort. “Going to get…the other half…open next. And then we’ll finally get this damn thing…off of you.”

      He went to work on the other side, first heating it, then peeling it apart as well. Finally, he was able to pry the damn thing open enough to pull it completely off the Princess. But when he tossed the heavy metal belt away with a clang, James saw with dismay that his job wasn’t done quite yet.

      “What in the Seven Hells is this?” he muttered, putting out a finger to stroke the smaller, triangular piece of metal between the Princess’s legs.

      Ka’rissa gave a little cry of pain and shifted her hips as though his light touch had hurt her much more than the heated metal had before he took it off.

      “What is it, sweetheart?” James looked at her anxiously. “Is this some other kind of Chastity Device, hidden inside the first?”

      She nodded and he could see the tears welling in her eyes.

      “It is called the…the shield and the…the plug,” she whispered. “And oh, James…it hurts so much.”

      Emotions rushed over him almost too quickly to catalog them all. Anger at whoever had done this to her, fear for her safety, sorrow for her pain, and a deep need to help, heal, and protect her. For a moment, James felt almost overwhelmed by the emotional flood. Then he took a deep breath and told himself to focus.

      “It’s all right, sweetheart,” he promised Ka’rissa. Cupping her cheek, he looked into her eyes, which were swimming with tears. “Everything is going to be all right. I got the other device off you, I’ll get this one off, too.”

      “But you do not just have to get it off me, James,” she whispered. “You…you will have to get it out of me too. And it’s so deep in me—so big and hard and sharp…”

      James felt his heart fist in his chest.

      “I’ll be as gentle as I can,” he promised hoarsely. “Just try to relax and trust me, sweetheart.”

      She nodded.

      “I trust you,” she whispered. “Please help me, James.”

      “Of course I will.” He stroked her cheek again, loving how soft her skin was, almost completely undone by the pain filling her beautiful eyes. “Just hold on,” he murmured. Then he turned his attention to the rest of the device.

      The shield was a flat, triangular piece which fit over her mound and the soft, outer lips of her pussy. When he peeled it back, away from her flesh, James was horrified to see that it had pointed metal nubs studding its inner surface. They had rubbed Ka’rissa almost raw, causing her creamy, light brown skin to go an angry red.

      But there was worse to come—much worse. As soon as he pulled the shield away, James saw the plug. It was a thick, metal phallus, shaped more like a weapon than an instrument of pleasure. About an inch of it protruded from her soft pink entrance but the rest of the thick shaft had been rammed up inside her. Worse, it was clear that the part inside her channel was much thicker than the small part that was protruding.

      “James, please,” she whispered, shifting her hips. “Please…pull it out of me. Can you?”

      “I think I can,” James said doubtfully. “But I am afraid it might hurt you to remove it.”

      “Just get it out,” Ka’rissa pleaded. “Please—I just want the awful thing out of me!”

      “All right.” James took a firm grip on the short metal handle. “I want you to take a deep breath and then blow it out when I tell you to. At the same time, I want you to try and let your body go limp. Don’t tense up—that will only make it harder. Just try to relax. Do you understand?”

      Ka’rissa nodded.

      “Yes. I’ll do my best.”

      “You’ll be fine,” James assured her, hoping he was telling the truth. “All right, are you ready? Good, then take a deep breath…and blow it all out.”

      As she exhaled he gripped the metal phallus she had called “the plug” firmly and pulled the thick, cruel thing out of her.

      Ka’rissa cried out as it finally slipped from her channel and tears leaked from her eyes again. Tears that steamed when they touched her hot cheeks, James saw with concern. Clearly her heightened emotions were causing her Heat to rise again.

      “It’s all right, now sweetheart. It’s all over now,” he murmured, stroking her cheek. “You were so brave—I am so very proud of you!”

      He took a moment to examine the thing he had removed from her. It was shaped rather like a spear with four ridged, blunt blades and it bulged out in the middle, becoming so broad at its widest point that he wondered how in the world it had been put into her soft, virginal pussy in the first place.

      “It feels so good to have it out of me,” she whispered to him. “But, oh James—I am so sore.”

      “Of course you are, sweetheart.” Gently, he spread her thighs and examined the bruised and reddened area between her legs. She looked like someone had beaten her inside and out—what she needed was healing.

      Should he take her to the Med Center? But at the thought of someone else examining her, touching her, a wave of possessiveness swept over him. No Med Center then—but how could he help her?

      As the question entered his mind, his body acted on it at once. As he had once before, he felt fangs growing in his mouth as his Blood Kindred DNA came to the forefront. And then, for the first time, he tasted the slightly sweet flavor of Essence.

      Essence was the pale blue liquid exuded from a Blood Kindred’s fangs which allowed him to heal his mate. The moment James tasted it, he knew what he had to do.

      It was something he had been longing to do from the first moment he had met her.
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      Rissa couldn’t believe how much she still hurt, even though James had pulled the awful plug out of her. She ached inside—a deep, grinding ache that made her feel battered and bruised and so tender she could barely stand to move. Yet, move she must—her hips twitched restlessly as she sought to ease the ache.

      “Hold still, sweetheart.” James was still kneeling over her as she lay in the middle of the big bed with her filmy white peignoir pulled up to her waist. He put his big, cool hands gently on her hips, as though to keep her from moving. “I’m going to help you feel better,” he told her.

      “You are?” Rissa felt her eyes widen. “How, James? Do you have some kind of Kindred medicine?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do. Though, probably not the kind you think.”

      He took a breath and looked into her eyes. “Ka’rissa, I’m going to heal you with my mouth. My mouth and my tongue.”

      She shook her head.

      “I…do not understand.”

      Briefly, he explained about his Blood Kindred DNA and how that kind of Kindred produced healing compounds with his mouth and fangs.

      “So…you’ll lick me?” Rissa whispered. She nibbled her lower lip. Somehow, despite everything they had been through and done together, this act still felt forbidden. Also, did he really want to do this? It was certainly something that Lady Mildew—and probably most of the Court—would consider a “dirty” act.

      James seemed to see the questions and doubts in her eyes, because he leaned over and stroked her cheek gently.

      “Ask,” he murmured. “Whatever you’re wondering, go ahead and ask me, sweetheart.”

      The gentle way he talked to her—so natural and human and not robotic at all now—gave Rissa the courage to do as he said.

      “James,” she whispered. “I appreciate you wanting to heal me. But, well…are you sure you want to…to lick me there?”

      “Princess,” he growled softly. “If you know anything about Kindred, you’ll know I have wanted to lick your sweet pussy almost from the first moment I met you. It’s not just that we desire to taste our mates—it’s a biological need.” He stroked her cheek. “Though of course, right now, what I need most is to heal you. Please, Ka’rissa—let me do it. Let me heal your soft little pussy.”

      Rissa felt herself melting under those soft, gentle words and the tender look in his eyes.

      “All right, James,” she whispered, spreading her thighs a little. “If…if you really want to and you think it would help, I trust you. Do what you need to.”

      They were almost the same words she’d used earlier, when she’d given him permission to tear the awful Chastity Device off her. And just as he had before, James went to work at once.

      He was shirtless, wearing only his tight black trousers as he lay between her legs. Rissa had a vague memory of him tearing the shirt off and laying down beside her in the cool green grass of the palace gardens what seemed like a hundred years ago. But the main point was that his muscular arms were deliciously cool as he wrapped them around her heated thighs and pressed his mouth to her pussy mound.

      She felt a cooling sensation as his tongue lapped over the heated flesh of her mound again and again. To her surprise, it really did work—wherever his tongue touched her, the awful ache seemed to fade. Rissa moaned softly in appreciation.

      “Oh yes, James—that does feel better!” she told him, reaching down to stroke his thick, dark hair. “It doesn’t hurt at all anymore, where the shield dug into me.”

      He looked up briefly, his eyes blazing.

      “Then I’m going to heal you lower…deeper. Is that all right with you, Princess?”

      She nodded, a bit shyly.

      “Should…should I do anything?”

      “Just keep your legs spread for me,” James directed. “And keep stroking my hair,” he added, his voice dropping to a hoarse growl. “I like the feel of your hands on me while I heal you…while I taste you.”

      Rissa found it very easy to comply with his directions. She loved the feel of his thick, silky hair between her fingers as he continued to lick her.

      He started with her outer pussy lips, healing the tender flesh where the harsh nubs had dug in as the shield pressed against her. He spent quite a long time doing it until Rissa felt completely healed and said so. She was also feeling quite restless between her legs. Though his tongue occasionally grazed the tender little bud of her clit, giving her a tiny spark of pleasure, it wasn’t his main focus at the moment.

      “James,” she whispered breathlessly, tugging lightly at his hair. “I…I think the, er, outside of me is quite better now.”

      He surveyed her pussy mound and outer lips with the critical eye of a craftsman making certain he has done a good job. Finally, he nodded.

      “Yes, I think you’re right.” He raised an eyebrow at her. “Are you ready to let me heal the rest of you now, sweetheart? I may have to put my tongue deep inside you—inside your soft little channel—to heal you everywhere.”

      “You…you will?” Rissa bit her lip.

      “Don’t be afraid,” James murmured, stroking her inner thigh tenderly. “I know you’re hurt inside but I’m going to be very, very gentle. Just think of it as a kiss, all right? A long, deep kiss inside your soft little pussy.”

      The thought of him kissing her so deeply in such an intimate area gave Rissa a funny little quiver in her belly but she was quite certain that she could trust the big Kindred. And if he said he wanted to kiss her there in order to heal her, she believed him.

      “All right, James,” she murmured. “I trust you. Go…go ahead.”

      “Good, sweetheart.” He dropped a gentle kiss on her inner thigh. “That’s good. Just lie back and open your legs wide for me. Lie back and let me heal you.”

      A shiver of something—need? desire?—rushed through her and Rissa did as he said. Relaxing back against the pillows of the big, Kindred-sized bed, she spread her thighs even wider, baring her pussy for him completely.

      “I am ready, James,” she murmured. “Ready to let your tongue inside me. Go ahead and heal me now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            58

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      James thought that his heart had never felt so full. The emotions which had been tormenting him so horribly such a short time ago were now filling him with sensations too wonderful to describe.

      The sight of Ka’rissa lying there, opening herself for him so trustingly, made him ache to heal and protect her. But at the same time, the warm, feminine scent of her pussy and the salty sweet taste of her juices made his shaft so hard it felt like a solid iron pole between his thighs. He also found that he loved the feeling of her soft little fingers carding through his hair as he tasted her.

      “Touch me,” he told her, wrapping his arms around her thighs to open her even wider. “Gods, I love the feel of your hands in my hair while I taste you, sweetheart!”

      “Oh, James…” she whispered and then she was weaving her fingers through his hair again, sending shivers down his spine as he bent to lap her open pussy.

      He was extremely gentle, just as he had promised. The thick metal plug had bruised her inner walls with its dull blades. Luckily—and thanks once again to his Z’ngu DNA, James was able to extend his tongue to spread his essence thoroughly to the very end of her channel.

      At first she gasped and winced as he licked her. James understood—though he was doing his best to be gentle, she was simply too tender and bruised inside and even the lightest touch hurt. He continued to lick, spreading his Essence—which his body made in abundant quantities—to every corner of her soft, inner channel. Until, at last, Ka’rissa stopped wincing and relaxed under his mouth with a long, relieved sigh.

      “James,” she whispered, tugging lightly at his hair. “I…I think I’m better now. I really do.”

      James looked up at her. With a slow, deliberate movement, he dragged his tongue over her inner folds, making certain to pay special attention to the Goddess pearl at her center.

      “Then…do you want me to stop?” he growled softly, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “Ohhhh…” Ka’rissa’s eyes widened as she looked down at him. “You…you do not wish to stop, even though I am healed?”

      Slowly, he shook his head.

      “Hell no, sweetheart. I want to keep licking and tasting your soft little pussy until you come for me.”

      “You…you want to make me come with your tongue the way you do with your fingers?” She seemed shocked at the idea—shocked but intrigued, too, James thought.

      He nodded.

      “Exactly. An orgasm should seal your healing. And it should hopefully back down your Heat Cycle as well,” he added.

      “Oh yes, it always helps to control my Cycle when you…when you make me come,” she murmured shyly. “But if you would rather use your fingers as you usually do—”

      “No.” James shook his head. “No, sweetheart—I want to use my tongue.” He looked into her eyes as he spoke. “I want to taste your sweet juices as you come and feel your whole body quivering just for me.”

      Her eyes grew wider and then went half-lidded with desire.

      “Yes, James,” she whispered, giving that provocative little wiggle with her hips again. “Please—make me come with your tongue.”

      The soft, naughty plea coming from her sweet lips was almost more than James could stand. Feeling like his shaft was hard enough to fuck through solid steel, he dived in again, lapping and sucking her inner folds and tracing her Goddess Pearl with his tongue over and over until she moaned and gasped and tugged his hair as though she was trying to get him even closer.

      Gods, he was drowning in her, James thought to himself, as he threw himself completely into tasting a woman he loved for the first time. And he was more than happy to be drowned.

      Her delicious scent…her slippery inner folds, opening just for him like the petals of a delicate, beautiful flower…the soft helpless little cries and moans that fell from her lips…the feel of her fingers tightening in his hair…the taste of her honey on his tongue…all of it was a sensory feast that caused emotions stronger than he had yet felt. Passion, lust, desire, love, protectiveness, caring, possessiveness…They all washed over him as he sought to bring her pleasure and lapped her sweet juices while she moaned and cried for him.

      James felt almost overwhelmed by the whole experience—but in a good way—a fucking wonderful way, he admitted to himself. The way Ka’rissa was panting and gasping, her thighs pressing against the sides of his head as she rode his face shamelessly, was almost more than he could bear. And when she started to tug his hair and call out his name and he tasted fresh honey on his tongue, James nearly came himself, just from giving her pleasure.

      “James!” she cried breathlessly, bucking against him and arching her back. “Oh James…James!”

      Gods, he loved to hear her call for him like that! Loved to hear…

      Suddenly he became aware that her cries had changed from passionate to panicked. And her skin was suddenly blisteringly hot.

      “James!” she gasped and her eyes were wide with fear. “Oh James, I’m so frightened. I feel so…so hot inside. Almost like I’m boiling. My Heat…it’s rising too fast! I can’t…can’t control it! What am I going to do?”
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      The change happened so fast and Rissa hadn’t been expecting it at all! Every other time James had helped her to have an orgasm, it had backed her Heat Cycle down and she was safe again. But this time, the intense pleasure he had given her seemed to have had the opposite effect.

      “James,” she whispered. “I…I feel almost as though there was a fireball growing inside me. I fear I am going to burst into flames at any moment!”

      He looked at her anxiously, his mouth still shiny with her juices.

      “Your Heat needs to be slaked,” he said. “Princess, do you wish me to slake it?”

      Rissa bit her lip. She knew what was involved now—knew she would have to take his shaft deep in her pussy and allow him to fill her with his seed. It was an act that only her husband should perform and yet, she had no husband to help her. The marriage she had just gone through had been a sham—a lie. And besides, she wanted no man besides James to take her in that way—to make love to her.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, James—I…I want you to slake my Heat.”

      He frowned.

      “You must know that the act of spilling my seed deep in your soft little pussy will bond us together forever. We will never be able to be apart again.”

      “Truly?” Rissa felt her heart give a little leap. “Then yes—yes, James, I want it more than ever!” She held out her arms to him. “But please—you must hurry. I am burning inside.”

      “I will cool my body as low as I can,” he promised. “But there is one more thing, Ka’rissa—I have never bonded with a female before, and I’m not certain how my body will react.”

      “What?” She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “I have told you that I have a mixture of Kindred DNA in my heritage,” he said. “And that the Beast Kindred DNA would allow me to make compounds that would help you stretch to accept my shaft, just as my Blood Kindred DNA allowed me to grow fangs and make Essence for you when you needed to be healed.”

      “Yes? And?” she asked.

      “Well, I’m just not certain what will happen when we start making love. I might grow a Mating Fist to tie the two of us together for a very long time, like a Beast Kindred would. Or my fangs may grow again and I might have the urge to bite you and inject my Essence directly into your bloodstream at the moment of orgasm, to tie the two of us together. Or neither might happen, or both might happen.” He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I simply do not know.”

      “Well, I know one thing for certain,” Rissa said breathlessly. “And that is if you do not slake my Heat, I will self-immolate! Whatever happens between us, James, it doesn’t matter to me as long as you are the man to take me. Please…” She held out her arms for him urgently. “I need you!”

      “Of course, sweetheart,” he murmured hoarsely. “I need you, too.”

      He quickly slipped off his tight leather trousers and then he was naked in the bed beside her, his big, muscular body deliciously cool against her own heated flesh.

      “Oh, James…” she moaned breathlessly as he got between her legs and fit the broad head of his shaft to the mouth of her pussy. “Oh yes, please! I need you in me so badly!” she begged.

      “Slowly, sweetheart,” he told her. He was rubbing the broad head against her heated folds, teasing her almost unbearably. “Have to be certain my precum is spread all over your soft little pussy so you can open up for me,” he told her.

      “Yes, James…” Despite her impatience, Rissa tried to lie still beneath the big Kindred. But she couldn’t help bucking her hips a little when he rubbed over her tender, throbbing clit. Gods, how she wanted him inside her! She could feel his hard, cool length getting ready to open her and that was exactly what she needed—she was burning up inside—there was fire at her core and she needed James to put it out.

      “Gently, sweetheart,” he cautioned her and then she felt just the tip of his shaft nudging inside her, entering her pussy mouth.

      “Yes, James,” she whispered, but it came out as more of a whimper. “But please,” she begged him. “I need you so badly.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he protested. “You had that huge metal plug in you and—”

      “And you healed me from it,” Rissa reminded him. “Truly, James, I do not feel any pain at all from it anymore. The only pain I feel now is a deep emptiness inside me—the need to be filled by your shaft!”

      “Well, you seem to be stretching well to receive me.” He pushed a little deeper inside her and Rissa moaned and lifted her hips, begging for more. “Very well, actually,” James murmured, his eyes going half-lidded with lust.

      “More!” Rissa begged shamelessly. “I need more of you inside me, James. I need all of you!”

      “Well, if I’m really not hurting you…”

      “You’re not! Please, James!” She gave a desperate little wiggle, trying to capture more of him, wishing that she was on top instead. But was such a thing even possible? “James,” she whispered. “Do…do ladies ever sit on top of gentlemen when they make love? Or is it always the man who must be on top?”

      He smiled.

      “Females can be on top as well as men. Why—would you like to try it that way?”

      “I think so.” Rissa nodded. “If you do not mind switching positions?”

      “Not at all, sweetheart. Here…”

      He made a sudden movement and, with a little gasp, Rissa found that she was sitting astride him with her knees on either side of his hips. Best of all, the head of his shaft was still somehow lodged inside her.

      Taking advantage of her new, more powerful position, Rissa lowered herself down, taking more and more of his thickness deep into her pussy.

      “Careful now, Ka’rissa!” James sounded anxious for her—which wasn’t surprising, considering that he was even bigger than the metal plug that had been inside her before. But the precum he had spread over her slippery folds seemed to have worked. Rissa found she had no problems taking him at all. She could feel her inner walls stretching to take the massive Kindred shaft, but it was a good feeling

      Better than good, Rissa soon realized. For James was apparently able to cool his shaft just like the rest of his body. As he sank into her, she could almost feel the delicious coolness spreading to her core, helping to ease the unbearable Heat that was still building inside her.

      The sensation was a comforting one—it made her feel less like a bomb that was about to blow and possibly take the man she loved with her. It gave Rissa permission to take her time and enjoy the new and sensual experience to the fullest. And all the while he kept his hands on her hips and looked up at her with love and devotion in his blue eyes.

      “Oh, James…” she moaned softly when at last he bottomed out inside her. “I feel you so deep in me now—as deep as you can go.”

      “Not quite, sweetheart.” His deep voice was slightly hoarse. “Look down,” he directed her. “I, er, seem to have grown a Mating Fist, just as I thought might happen.”

      “Oh, my!” Rissa looked between her legs and saw that—sure enough—a thick ridge of flesh was now encircling the bottom of his shaft. “How…how is that going to fit in me?” she asked anxiously.

      “The same way the rest of me fit,” James told her reassuringly. “Just let yourself down a little more, sweetheart. You should be able to stretch enough to take me.”

      To Rissa’s relief, he was right. But even though the thick ridge of flesh slipped fairly easily into her pussy, she couldn’t help thinking that she had never felt so full before. Even the cruel metal plug seemed like nothing compared to the big Kindred’s Mating Fist.

      But again, it wasn’t a painful sensation at all. In fact, Rissa thought, it was quite amazingly pleasurable to be so filled with his shaft. It made her feel completely opened and owned—as though he was claiming her for his own.

      And Rissa wanted to be claimed. She couldn’t believe how naughty and yet how empowered she felt, riding astride the big Kindred this way. She had discarded the white peignoir and was completely naked, her breasts and points on display and her pussy completely enveloping his shaft.

      “Now what?” she asked breathlessly, wiggling her hips a bit, to feel the way he was finally all the way inside her. “Do…do you just fill me with your seed?”

      “I need to make love to you first,” James growled softly. “Need to move inside you, Princess. Do you think you can let me do that? Do you think you can open your soft little pussy and let me thrust my shaft in and out of your tight channel?”

      Rissa’s heart seemed to skip at beat at his naughty words and the half-lidded, lustful way he was looking at her.

      “Yes, James,” she whispered, moaning a little as she wiggled some more. “I…I think I can.”

      “Good, because I want to watch your breasts bounce while I thrust inside you,” he growled softy. “Want to make love to you for a good long time before I spill my seed inside you.”

      “Yes, James,” she moaned again. “Please…I want that too!”

      “Then hold on, Princess—here we go,” he growled. Gripping her hips in his big hands, he pulled out a little, then thrust back in with a long, deep motion that raised Rissa up and made her cry out with pleasure at the same time.

      “Oh, James, yes!” she begged, her back arching as she leaned into the deep thrust. “Do…do it again—please!”

      James did, pulling out and thrusting in again and again until he had set up a steady rhythm inside her, making Rissa moan every time he thrust home and the head of his cock kissed the mouth of her womb.

      The sensations inside her were amazing, but she soon found it was even better when she bent forward. That way, James’s pelvis rubbed against her aching clit and the big Kindred could capture her glowing points in his cool mouth, sucking and nipping her throbbing nipples and sending sparks of pure delight through her entire body.

      Rissa didn’t know how long it lasted—it seemed like forever—but she began to feel her pleasure growing once more. Though James had given her an incredible orgasm with his tongue, she felt a new one building deep inside her and somehow she knew it would be more intense than anything she’d ever felt before.

      “James,” she moaned, as he thrust up into her. “James, I feel…feel so close! So very close to coming again!”

      “That’s good, sweetheart,” he growled encouragingly. “Really good. Work for it—you deserve it. Gods, you feel so good around me! So tight and hot and wet.”

      “I…I want you to come inside me, want to feel your seed filling me,” Rissa moaned, and suddenly she felt her building orgasm reaching a fever pitch. “I feel so hot inside, James!” she panted. “I…I need you to put me out—to slake my Heat!”

      “That’s exactly what I’m going to do, sweetheart,” he growled hoarsely, still thrusting up into her. “But first I want you to come for me—come all over my cock. Can you do that, Ka’rissa?”

      “Yes!” she gasped and she found that she was—found that the pleasure was rushing over her, driving her Heat even higher. “James!” she cried—she was molten at the core! “James, now! I need your seed in me now!”

      “As…my Princess…wishes,” he growled, punctuating each word with a deep thrust. “But lean down. Need to…bite you.”

      He drew her down to him and Rissa bared her neck willingly, brushing her long hair aside for his fangs. With a feeling of being impaled in two places at once, she gasped as the sharp points pierced her tender flesh and his Essence flowed into her bloodstream.

      The big Kindred seemed to be injecting pleasure chemicals into her because they caused her to come again, her body clenching helplessly tight and her inner channel squeezing reflexively around the thick shaft that filled her.

      James groaned low in his throat, though he continued to bite her. And then he pressed deep inside her, the head of his cock giving the mouth of her womb a hard, passionate kiss. At last, he began to come.

      As Rissa finally felt his shaft pulsing inside her, a sensation of cooling relief suddenly rushed over her. The Heat which had been growing and expanding inside her—threatening to overwhelm her and burn her alive—was finally quenched in a rush.

      It felt as though she had been standing in the center of the blazing sun and then someone had pushed her under an icy waterfall, Rissa thought. The sensation of cooling was almost as good as the orgasm itself and she moaned aloud in pleasure and relief.

      “James…James!” she cried, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing down hard with her hips, to get him as deeply into her as she could. “That is perfect—amazing! Finally, I feel cool inside and out!”

      “I know, sweetheart,” said a deep, rumbling voice inside her head. “I can feel it—you are no longer in danger of combustion.”

      “James?” Rissa’s eyes had been clenched shut in pleasure but now they flew open. “Did you…did you just talk inside my head?” she asked breathlessly.

      He withdrew his fangs and looked up at her.

      “Yes, sweetheart, I did,” he said, still talking inside her mind, rather than using his mouth. “When I slaked your Heat, I bonded you to me. We formed a mental link that we can always use to communicate from now on.” He smiled up at her. “Go on—try it for yourself. Think something to me.”

      “Hello,” Rissa thought hesitantly. “Can you hear me?”

      “Of course I can.”

      “Oh—it works!” She laughed in delight at the discovery.

      A broad smile—the biggest she had ever seen on him—crossed James’s face.

      “Now I can feel your emotions as well as my own,” he sent to her, through their new connection. “I never knew how wonderful that could be. I love you so much, my Princess.”

      “I am not a Princess now,” Rissa told him. “Now I am simply yours, James.”

      “And I am yours as well,” he murmured and drew her down for a kiss.

      “Mmm…” Rissa wiggled a little, noticing that he was still hard inside of her. “James, I know that you told me Kindred men don’t have to wait to make love again and I can’t help wondering…”

      “If I might be up for round two?” he finished for her, his metallic blue eyes going half-lidded again.

      Rissa giggled—she was really enjoying this new kind of communication.

      “You read my mind.”

      “Not really—you just think really loudly. But it was on my mind, too,” James assured her. “Because this is our first bonding, it will probably take hours and hours to complete—especially since I have grown a Mating Fist which ties us together.”

      “That sounds fine to me,” Rissa told him, wiggling again. “I think it will probably take more than once to completely slake my Heat. Already I can feel it beginning to build again inside me.”

      “Mmm…in that case, let me slake it for you, sweetheart.”

      James kissed her again and slowly began to thrust.

      Rissa moaned contentedly and settled in for a long, passionate night of lovemaking with her new husband. Of course, they weren’t married yet, but James had been the one to slake her Heat and so she felt married to him in her heart already. And she was determined to remedy the situation and marry him properly as soon as possible to make everything legal and permanent between them.

      Whether she went back to Regalia Five or stayed here aboard the Mother Ship, she was never going to be parted from the man she loved again!
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      “Since you are asking my permission to be Joined, I am assuming the two of you are already Bonded?” Sylvan raised an eyebrow as he studied the two of them. They had knocked at his office door and asked to speak to him just as he was about to go to Mid-meal or “lunch,” as the humans called it.

      Truly, no one could have missed the fact that the two of them were a bonded couple now. Besides the fact that they had been holed up together for the past few days, Princess Ka’rissa also had that newly bonded glow a female always got after a night of truly wonderful bonding sex with her new mate. And J-8—or James, as he now preferred to be called—was positively beaming. Sylvan had never seen the stoic Dark Kindred emoting so obviously and openly. After a lifetime of having no emotions, it seemed he was making up for lost time.

      “We are bonded,” James confirmed, nodding firmly. “And I am well aware that this was not what you intended when you sent me to guard the Princess, Commander Sylvan,” he went on. “But I cannot be sorry—I feel that Ka’rissa and I were meant to be together. I honestly think the Goddess had me made specifically for her. When you consider that my Z’ngu DNA allows me to cool my body temperature in order to help control Ka’rissa’s temperature when her Heat rises—”

      “Whoa!” Sylvan raised both hands to stop him. “The Goddess?” he asked, frowning at James. “I thought you were an unbeliever?”

      “Not any more.” The other male shook his head firmly. “It was the Goddess who told me I must be ready for Ka’rissa’s call. And she also warned me when the Princess was about to drink poisoned tea,” he added.

      Sylvan frowned. He remembered the other male saying something about a message from the Goddess before he had gone to get the Princess off her home planet, but this was the first time he had heard about the poisoned tea. Still, it was clear that the Mother of All Life did indeed have her hand in this situation.

      “It seems that the Goddess has willed that the two of you should be together,” he told James and Ka’rissa. “And so, I cannot be upset, even though this is exactly what I was trying to avoid by sending a Dark Kindred…” he nodded at James, “whom I thought had no emotions to guard you, Princess.” He nodded at Ka’rissa. “But you should know, that things are progressing quickly on your home world of Regalia Five.”

      “What? What do you mean?” Ka’rissa asked, frowning.

      “I have here the latest copy of Lady TittleTattle’s Breadcrumbs,” Sylvan told them, lifting the piece of parchment, which he’d had specially delivered to the Mother Ship. “I was studying it to see if the Princess’s defection to another planet would cause any kind of outcry.”

      “Oh, dear! And has it?” Ka’rissa asked worriedly. “I told that young Communications officer that he mustn’t breathe a word to anyone of whom I was calling but I suppose his superiors got it out of him after all.”

      “To the contrary, Princess,” Sylvan told her. “He has kept your secret. No one on your home world knows that you are here with us. Indeed, they think you are dead.”

      “Dead?” Ka’rissa and James exclaimed at once.

      “Let me see!” Ka’rissa held out her hand and Sylvan gave her the gossip sheet. She scanned it quickly and then read aloud.

      “Gentle Reader, such sad news! We are all in mourning for our beloved Princess Ka’rissa, who was burned to ashes on her wedding night in a terrible accident which must be laid squarely at the feet of Lady Mildew, her former Companion. It seems that Lady Mildew thought it advisable to lock our dear Princess into a Chastity Device to which only she had the key. Then, in a fit of spite, she burned the key before the Princess’s new husband, Lord Shammington, could unlock it and slake her Heat. His Highness watched in horror as our beloved Princess burned to ashes, right before his eyes, unable to do anything about it!

      I am sorry to be so very graphic, Dear Reader, but I cannot find a gentler way to put these dreadful events. Of course, Lady Mildew is to be punished for her evil deeds. She shall hang for all to see this very seven-day, right after the coronation of Lord Shammington as the new King of Regalia Five.”

      Ka’rissa stopped reading, her eyes wide.

      “This very seven-day!” she exclaimed, looking at James. “Dearest, I have completely lost track of time! What is today by my world’s calendar?”

      “Six-day,” James said, frowning. “It seems that tomorrow, Duke Grabbington is going to try to usurp your rightful throne.”

      “Wait—Duke Grabbington?” Sylvan shook his head. “Explain, please. The Breadcrumbs talks about a Lord Shammington—it doesn’t mention anything about a Duke.”

      Rapidly, Ka’rissa explained to him about the lecherous, rejected suitor who had donned a disguise in order Join with her even though she had rejected him. Sylvan frowned deeply as he heard how the male had been planning to let her burn to death so he could rule Regalia Five on his own, without her interference.

      “He must have gotten a pile of ashes from the fireplace and claimed that it was your remains,” James said to his new mate. “And now he plans to pin your supposed death on Lady Mildew and claim the throne for himself.”

      “And all of it is happening tomorrow!” The Princess put a hand to her cheek, which had gone slightly pale. “What are we going to do?”

      “What do you want to do?” Sylvan asked reasonably. “Do you wish to get involved? The Kindred High Council will support you, if you do. We are your sworn allies and you are the rightful ruler of Regalia Five, after all.”

      “I feel I must get involved,” Ka’rissa said earnestly. “Lady Mildew is a horrid old woman and she has been cruel to me in the past, but I cannot see her hang. Just as I cannot, in good conscious, allow my planet to be ruled by an unprincipled monster like Duke Grabbington!” She shook her head. “But how are we to stop him? We only have a day to prepare!”

      “That should be long enough,” Sylvan remarked. “According to Lady TittleTattle’s Breadcrumbs, both the hanging and the coronation are to take place tomorrow at noon and both will be broadcast planet-wide. I think it’s safe to say, almost every person on Regalia Five will be watching.”

      “I see.” James leaned forward, knitting his brow. “That is, I think I begin to see your plan, Commander Sylvan.”

      “I do as well,” Ka’rissa said cautiously. “But it will be tricky to pull off, I fear.”

      “The Kindred are behind you,” Sylvan said firmly. “We have stealth technology that will allow us to enter unobserved until the last minute. Now, let us plan the details…”
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      The Grand Ballroom in the Royal Palace had been completely redecorated for the big day. In the center of the huge room, a large stage had been erected. It included both a golden throne…and a hangman’s gibbet. To one side of the gibbet stood the hapless Lady Mildew. She was dressed in black with her hands tied behind her back.

      On the other side of the stage was the Steward, who was at last ready to hand over the crown, now that a worthy successor to the old King had finally been found. He was sitting not on the throne, but on the small silver chair which was usually reserved for the Steward during such ceremonies.

      Before the stage were numerous communications specialists with their cameras and equipment. All of Regalia Five would be glued to their viewscreens on this very special day, both to witness the coronation of a new King and the hanging of the villainess who had killed the lovely young Princess before she could ever become their Queen.

      Duke Grabbington surveyed all of this with delight from the double doors leading into the ballroom. His wig, with the projection bead firmly in place, was on his head, showing the youthful appearance of the late Lord Shammington to all who looked at him. And soon it would be King Shammington the Just, he told himself. Or maybe King Shammington the Wise. Or possibly King Shammington the Handsome. He hadn’t decided what he would call himself yet—what title would be entered into the history books. He only knew that all his dreams of absolute power and untold wealth were about to be realized at last.

      Of course, there was the little mystery of what had actually happened to Princess Ka’rissa. But the Duke didn’t concern himself with that overly much. One of the guards had seen her running out into the gardens. Probably she had combusted out there, somewhere on the vast grounds of the palace, and was now nothing but a pile of ashes and some melted slag from her Chastity Device under some distant tree or bush.

      Where, exactly, she had died didn’t matter to the Duke. And since it had been several days since she had disappeared on their “wedding night,” he was quite sure she was dead. There was no way she could have survived her Heat Cycle rising without being able to slake her Heat. And no one could slake it for her, since the Chastity Device had been completely unbreakable and the only key to it had been destroyed.

      The Duke considered himself especially clever for his construction of the lie about Lady Mildew’s involvement in the incident.

      “She has always been jealous of my darling Ka’rissa’s youth and beauty—the Princess told me so!” he had cried dramatically, pointing at the confused old woman, whom he had told the guards to drag out of bed in the middle of the night. “She threw the only key to the Princess’s Chastity Device into the fire and declared that she should burn! And so she did—before I could save her!”

      He had pointed with a shaking finger to the pile of ashes he had swept up from the fireplace and heaped carefully onto the golden rug in the middle of the honeymoon bed chamber floor. He had sobbed noisily—a new husband overcome with grief at the loss of his lovely young wife.

      The guards had marched the bewildered Lady Mildew away to the dungeons to await her fate and the Duke had immediately set his plans in motion for a swift coronation. Today, with the planet still stunned and grieving for the lost Princess, he would take the crown and claim the throne as his own.

      “And then all will be right with the world,” Duke Grabbington muttered, smiling smugly.

      “Your Highness, the ceremony is about to begin,” murmured his personal Valet. “Are you quite ready?”

      “I am.” Duke Grabbington rubbed his hands together, eyeing the golden throne with avarice in his eyes. “Ready to claim what is mine. By all means, let us begin.”
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      “…and so,” the Steward droned as he stood before the golden throne, holding the heavy, ceremonial crown in his hands. “Though we all miss our beloved Princess Ka’rissa, we must accept the reality of her untimely death. Thankfully, she does not leave us completely without leadership. For the late Princess’s new husband, Lord Shammington, does indeed have the blood of the Very First Family flowing through his veins. Enough so that he is, in my estimation, more than eligible to be crowned the King of our fair planet, Regalia Five.” He turned to the young, handsome Lord, who stood looking modestly straight ahead into the communications devices, which were picking up his straight, well-formed figure and broadcasting it around the planet. “Your Highness, do you wish to say anything before you receive the crown?”

      “Indeed, I do.” Duke Grabbington disguised as Lord Shammington—soon to be King Shammington—nodded gracefully. “First, I wish to assure the people that the evil woman responsible for my beautiful wife’s death shall answer for her crimes.” He pointed across the stage and all the cameras zoomed out in order to include the hapless Lady Mildew in the shot.

      She was standing with her hands bound behind her back and a hangman’s noose already around her neck. She was gagged as well, so that she couldn’t interrupt the ceremony.

      “This horrid creature was the Princess’s Constant Companion for many years—but her heart was black with corruption and jealousy for the lovely young Ka’rissa’s beauty and status,” the Duke went on, his voice breaking touchingly on his late wife’s name. “The moment I take the throne, she shall swing from the gibbet you all see before you and my darling Princess Ka’rissa shall be avenged.”

      There was an approving roar from the crowd of Nobles who were standing around the golden stage, waiting to see both the coronation and the hanging. It rebounded from the ballroom’s high ceiling, making the noise even louder, so that it sounded like thousands cheering instead of just hundreds. None of them had liked Lady Mildew—the contentious old creature—so they were delighted to see her hang for the supposed murder of the late Princess.

      The disguised Duke smiled in satisfaction. Surely everyone at home was cheering too, glad to know that the murderess who had killed the lovely young Princess would have her comeuppance and that the planet would soon be safe in the hands of a qualified King. Not the dithering old Steward and not a flighty young woman but a man who would do things right.

      The first thing I shall do is raise taxes planet-wide, he thought, as he nodded calmly to the cameras. And maybe enact a few more laws to put women in their place. There is entirely too much freedom for the female sex on Regalia Five at the moment.

      He was mainly thinking of how Ka’rissa had been allowed to reject his suit in the first place. It seemed to him that law number one should be that no woman should be allowed to reject a man who asked for her hand in marriage. And several more laws that made wives completely subservient to their husbands would be nice as well…

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” the Steward said, breaking his train of thought. He lifted the heavy crown with trembling arms and nodded.

      The Duke bowed and then kneeled upon a golden velvet pillow, which had been provided for the purpose. He held his head straight, ready to receive the crown.

      “And now, by the powers vested in me by the old King upon his passing,” the Steward droned, “I crown you King of all Regalia Five. May the Goddess of Mercy bless your reign and—”

      But at that moment, just as the Steward was settling the rather heavy crown upon Duke Grabbington’s head, a new person appeared on the stage, right in front of him—quite blocking the view of the communications devices and cameras that were recording the momentous event. No, not just a person, he saw with horror—a woman. The Princess!

      “People of Regalia Five,” Princess Ka’rissa said, as an awed gasp swept over the room. “You have been lied to and deceived.”

      By now, Duke Grabbington was struggling to get up off the golden velvet pillow but before he could, she walked over to him and swept the crown—and his wig—right off his head!

      Another shocked gasp ran through the room and the Duke could feel that every eye was on him. This time, it wasn’t quite such a satisfactory feeling.

      “Stop! Stop her,” he shouted, pointing at the Princess. “She lies! She is a liar!”

      He fumbled anxiously on the ground, looking for both the crown and his wig.

      “Looking for this, Your Grace?” Another figure suddenly appeared—where were they all coming from? It was the Kindred guard who had been such a meddling nuisance, Duke Grabbington saw. In his hand, he held the powdered wig with the projection bead.

      “Give it to me! Guards, arrest these two!” he exclaimed.

      But the guards weren’t moving. They were just staring at him. Duke Grabbington thought he had never felt more exposed—not even after that damn duel when he had been unjustly accused of cheating!

      “This man is not Lord Shammington,” Princess Ka’rissa said clearly, pointing at him. “The real Lord Shammington is dead—Duke Grabbington killed him in order to assume his likeness and marry me under false pretenses. He then tried to have me killed as well, so that he could take the throne for himself and rule our entire planet!”

      Another audible gasp swept through the assembled crowd of Nobles and the Duke was quite certain that the common people in their homes were gasping as well. This time the idea didn’t give him such a good feeling.

      “I…I did what I had to do!” he shouted, trying to defend himself. “If I hadn’t taken the crown, it would have passed to a flighty, foolish girl with no notion of how to rule!”

      “I may be a woman, but I am not flighty or foolish and I assure you, I do know how to rule.” Princess Ka’rissa looked at him coolly. “Guards, remove the noose from Lady Mildew’s neck and place it around Duke Grabbington’s instead. He has committed High Treason and must be punished for it.”

      “Now, wait just a minute, Young Lady!” the Steward blustered, stepping forward as the guards moved to obey the Princess. “You are not even the monarch—you cannot make such life and death decisions!”

      “A problem which you will rectify this moment,” Princess Ka’rissa turned a cold glare on the old man. “I will not allow you to shove me aside, as you did my mother, Steward,” she told him. “I am the rightful ruler of Regalia Five and you will crown me at once. If you do not, then I will have you hung for High Treason as well.”

      “Now wait just a moment, Young Lady!” the Steward exclaimed. “High Treason? I’d like to know how you can make a case for that!”

      “I can make the case quite easily,” the Princess told him, her eyes flashing. “All I need to do is point out the way you allowed my Royal mother—who should have been crowned Queen—to self-immolate instead of finding her a suitor she could marry to help slake her Heat! You preferred to keep the throne for yourself rather than let her ascend to it and the power and trust my Royal father placed in you allowed you to do it! You betrayed his memory in the worst possible way. My mother would still be alive today if not for you—if that is not High Treason, I do not know what is!”

      “My Goddess, she’s right!” one of the Nobles in the crowd called out. “The old Steward should be hung as well! Off to the gibbet with him! As soon as the hangman’s noose is done with the Duke, of course.”

      There were general murmurs of agreement and then someone shouted, “Long live the Queen! Long live Queen Ka’rissa the Wise!”

      The Steward had turned positively gray—clearly he knew that the crowd had turned against him.

      “I…I never meant…” he stuttered. “I didn’t think…a woman alone cannot rule the planet!” he burst out at last.

      “I shall not be alone,” the Princess said calmly. “I shall marry my Companion, Sir James. Before anyone objects,” she went on, speaking directly to the communications cameras, “Sir James shall be my Royal Consort—not the King. Though I shall consult him at times, I shall make the final decisions as Queen. And I promise all of you, that I will always have the best interests of Regalia Five in mind.”

      “You…you cannot do this!” the old Steward spluttered. “You cannot choose your own husband! Especially not a foreign one!”

      “I can and I am,” Princess Ka’rissa said calmly. She spread her arms, an expression of sincere devotion coming over her beautiful face as she looked at the cameras. “My people, I love you and I wish only to serve you. But I am an independent woman and I must choose my own husband—one who will love and support me for our entire lives together. I hope that in time you will come to love Sir James, my wonderful Kindred guard, as I do. And I promise that the greater good of my people and my planet shall always be uppermost in my mind.”

      There was a cheer from the Nobles—mostly the women, it must be admitted, but a few of the men cheered as well. The Princess turned back to the Steward and frowned at him.

      “Will you place the crown on my head or shall I find someone else to do it?”

      Gray-faced and shaking, the old Steward reached for the crown.

      “Kneel, Your Majesty,” he said, his voice cracking on the title. “And I shall crown you Queen Ka’rissa the Wise of Regalia Five.”
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      “And so, Gentle Reader, our beloved Princess Ka’rissa has returned from the dead to claim her rightful place as the Queen of both Regalia Five and of all our hearts as well!

      The dastardly Duke Grabbington has been punished for his crimes—he swung from the gibbet he’d had erected for Lady Mildew before the coronation ceremony was over.

      As for Lady Mildew and the old Steward, the two of them have been packed off to a convent and monastery respectively, where neither can do any harm to anyone ever again. Truly, our new Queen is very kind and forgiving, considering that it is rumored that Lady Mildew was excessively cruel to her and the old Steward is accused of deliberately withholding a suitor for her late Mama, allowing her to self-immolate rather than giving her the throne. Some are saying that he deserves the same fate as Duke Grabbington, but that is not our call to make. Only Queen Ka’rissa the Wise can decide his fate.

      Before ending this missive, this Author must say one more thing about our new Queen and her handsome Kindred consort. The new couple seems so happy together it makes one’s heart glad. But not only are they happy, they are also working diligently to ensure the happiness of others. As one of her first proclamations, the Queen has declared that young women all over the planet are now allowed to choose their own suitors and husbands without any outside interference. She has also declared that women are equal to men and must be treated as such. No longer are women barred from holding jobs outside the home or attending places of higher education. They shall be free to attend universities and seek employment and marry whomever they like. It is enough to make this Author’s heart sing with joy! Why, I may even feel safe enough to reveal my identity…sometime in the future.

      For now, all this good fortune is thanks to good Queen Ka’rissa the Wise, long may she live! This Author is going to go celebrate now and I suggest that you, Gentle Reader, should do the same.

      Your Obedient Servant,

      Lady TittleTattle

      Follow my Breadcrumbs!

      

      Rissa stopped reading and put down the scandal rag to smile at her new husband. She and James had been married in an official ceremony the day after the coronation and she was now firmly entrenched in her new role as Queen.

      James, for his part, made an excellent Royal Consort. The whole planet seemed to have fallen in love with him, though they still called him “Sir Robot.” But he was so clearly devoted to her and so tall and handsome and brave that Ka’rissa wasn’t a bit surprised that they had accepted him as her husband.

      “So it seems Lady TittleTattle approves of your new policies,” he said, smiling at her. Rissa loved how easy and open he was with his emotions now. Except for his ocular scope and his metal hand, he bore no resemblance to a robot now—at least, not to her.

      “Indeed she does—and she even approves of you, my love.” Rissa scooted closer to him on the couch, sighing with pleasure as he draped one long, muscular arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “And the people approve, too,” she added, smiling up at him.

      “Lady Mildew appears to have been wrong, then,” James remarked. “She was certain that if you married me, it would cause a ‘bloody civil war.’”

      “Well, I won’t say there haven’t been some protests,” Rissa remarked soberly. “But mostly among men who dislike the idea of women being their equals. They don’t seem to mind having you as my consort nearly as much as they dislike the idea that women have minds of their own.”

      “I believe the females of Regalia Five are more than happy enough to make up for a few protests by a handful of bitter males who have unjustly dominated the other sex for so many years,” James said decisively. He squeezed her again and then leaned down to kiss her. “Your Majesty,” he murmured. “Do you think you could spare some time from your Royal duties to bond with your new husband again? I fear that you are becoming overheated and it is my duty, as your Consort, to slake your Heat.”

      Rissa felt a shiver of pure lust rush through her.

      “Yes, James,” she whispered breathlessly. “I…I think I can spare some time.”

      As the big Kindred took her in his arms, she couldn’t help reflecting how wonderful her life was now. True, she had a lot of responsibility but she had James to help her bear it. And she had more freedom now than she ever had before, with no one to dictate her actions or force her to be with a man she didn’t want. Instead, she had a husband she really loved and a bond with him that nothing but death could break.

      Truly, it had been a difficult road that had brought her and James together and her Heat Cycle had very nearly killed her, but Rissa didn’t regret a moment of it. After all, she knew she and James never would have gotten together if she hadn’t been…Burning for Love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Of course not!

        Dear Reader, there are always more Kindred Tales to come!

      

      

      Dear Reader, there are always more Kindred Tales to come! For my next book, I am seriously contemplating some kind of mafia story. That’s the wonderful thing about writing science fiction—you can write any genre you want and make it work within the sci-fi framework. I want to thank you for coming along with me and skipping from genre to genre. It’s fun for me because it never gets boring, the way writing contemporary romance would. (For me at least.) And I love bringing you different stories from far-flung worlds and taking you someplace new every time we get together.

      For those of you who haven’t read all my previous books and would like to know more about the Dark Kindred and their home world, Zeaga Four, please check out Brides of the Kindred 12, ENHANCED and the Kindred Tales book called BONDING WITH THE BEAST.

      If you have enjoyed Burning for Love, please consider taking a moment to leave a review HERE. Good reviews are like gold for an author in this crazy, crowded e-book market. They let other readers know it’s okay to take a chance on a new series. Plus, they give me the warm fuzzies. : )

      And if you are one of my readers who has been with me a while, you might be interested to know that I am about to put out a special 10th anniversary edition of CLAIMED, the very first Brides of the Kindred book that started it all. Can you believe I’ve been writing this series for 10 years? I know—me either! Of course, good reviews are even more important for the first book in a series. If any of you would like to leave a review for Claimed and let other readers what you thought about the very first book in the Brides of the Kindred, I would be thrilled and so very thankful. Or you can just upvote a good review that someone else has written if you want. You can leave a review for Claimed HERE.

      Hugs and thanks so much,

      Evangeline, August 2021

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Give a Hot Kindred Warrior to a Friend!

          

        

      

    

    
      Do you love the Kindred? Do you want to talk about wishing you could go live on the Mother Ship without your friends thinking you're crazy? Well, now it's super easy to get them into the Kindred universe.

      Just share this link, https://bookhip.com/HLNPTP, with them to download Claimed, the first book in my Brides of the Kindred series for FREE.

      No strings attached—I don't even want to collect their email for my newsletter. I just want you to be able to share the Kindred world with your besties and have fun doing it.

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline
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      Sign up for my newsletter and you'll be the first to know when a new book comes out or I have some cool stuff to give away. Don't worry—I won't share your email with anyone else, I'll never spam you (way too busy writing books) and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      As a thank-you gift you'll get a free copy of BONDING WITH THE BEAST delivered to your inbox right away. In the next days I'll also send you free copies of CLAIMED, book 1 in the Brides of Kindred series, and ABDUCTED, the first book in my Alien Mate Index series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Do you love Audiobooks?]
          
        

      

      
        
        You've read the book, now listen to the audiobook.

      

      

      My Kindred series is coming to audio one book at a time. Sign up for my audiobook newsletter. Besides notifications about new audio releases you may also get an email if I'm running a contest with an audio-book prize. Otherwise I will leave you alone. : ).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Evangeline Anderson

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Below you'll find a list of available and upcoming titles. But depending on when you read this list, new books will have come out by then that are not listed here. Make sure to check my website for the latest releases and better yet, sign up for my newsletter to never miss a new book again.
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        Brides of the Kindred series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CLAIMED (Also Available in Audio)

        HUNTED (Also Available in Audio)

        SOUGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        FOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        REVEALED (Also Available in Audio)

        PURSUED (Also Available in Audio)

        EXILED (Also Available in Audio)

        SHADOWED (Also Available in Audio)

        CHAINED (Also Available in Audio)

        DIVIDED (Also Available in Audio)

        DEVOURED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENHANCED (Also Available in Audio)

        CURSED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENSLAVED (Also Available in Audio)

        TARGETED (Also Available in Audio)

        FORGOTTEN (Also Available in Audio)

        SWITCHED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNCHARTED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNBOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        SURRENDERED (Also Available in Audio)

        VANISHED (Also Available in Audio)

        IMPRISONED (Also Available in Audio)

        TWISTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DECEIVED

        STOLEN

        COMMITTED

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME EIGHT

        Contains Twisted, Deceived, and Stolen

      

      

      
        
        All Kindred novels are now available in PRINT.

      

        

      
        Also, all Kindred novels are on their way to Audio, join my Audiobook Newsletter to be notified when they come out.
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        Kindred Tales

        The Kindred Tales are side stories in the Brides of the Kindred series which stand alone outside the main story arc.

        These can be read as STAND ALONE novels.

        MASTERING THE MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDING WITH THE BEAST (Also Available in Audio)

        SEEING WITH THE HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        FREEING THE PRISONER (Also Available in Audio)

        HEALING THE BROKEN (a Kindred Christmas novel)  (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        BRIDGING THE DISTANCE (Also Available in Audio)

        LOVING A STRANGER (Also Available in Audio)

        FINDING THE JEWEL (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDED BY ACCIDENT (Also Available in Audio)

        RELEASING THE DRAGON (Also Available in Audio)

        SHARING A MATE (Also Available in Audio)

        INSTRUCTING THE NOVICE (Also Available in Audio)

        AWAKENED BY THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        HITTING THE TARGET (Also Available in Audio)

        HANDLING THE HYBRID (Also Available in Audio)

        TRAPPED IN TIME (Also Available in Audio)

        TIME TO HEAL (Also Available in Audio)

        PAIRING WITH THE PROTECTOR (Also Available in Audio)

        FALLING FOR KINDRED CLAUS (Also Available in Audio)

        GUARDING THE GODDESS (Also Available in Audio)

        STEALING HER HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING TWO WARRIORS (Also Available in Audio)

        THE KINDRED WARRIOR’S CAPTIVE BRIDE (Also Available in Audio)

        DARK AND LIGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTING HIS MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        UNLEASHED BY THE DEFENDER (Also Available in Audio)

        SUBMITTING TO THE SHADOW (Also Available in Audio)

        SECRET SANTA SURPRISE (Also Available in Audio)

        THE PRIESTESS AND THE THIEF (Also Available in Audio)

        PLAYING THEIR PARTS (Also Available in Audio)

        RAISED TO KILL

        HEALING HER PATIENT

        DELIVERED BY THE DEFENDER

        ACCIDENTAL ACQUISITION

        BURNING FOR LOVE

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 7

        Contains Pairing with the Protector, Falling for Kindred Claus, and Guarding the Goddess
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        Kindle Birthright series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        The Children of the Kindred series

        UNBONDABLE

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Born to Darkness series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CRIMSON DEBT (Also Available in Audio)

        SCARLET HEAT (Also Available in Audio)

        RUBY SHADOWS (Also Available in Audio)

        CARDINAL SINS (coming soon)

        DESSERT (short novella following Scarlet Heat)

        (Also Available in Audio)

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume
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        Alien Mate Index series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        ABDUCTED (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DESCENDED (Also Available in Audio)

        SEVERED (Also Available in Audio)

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

      

        

      
        All Alien Mate novels are now available in PRINT.
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        The Cougarville series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        (Older Woman / Younger Man

        BUCK NAKED (Also Available in Audio)

        COUGAR BAIT (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE COLD FOX (Also Available in Audio)

        BIG, BAD WOLF
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        The CyBRG Files with Mina Carter

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        UNIT 77: BROKEN (Also Available in Audio)

        UNIT 78: RESCUED (Also Available in Audio)
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        The Institute series

        (Daddy-Dom / Age Play Romance)

        THE INSTITUTE: DADDY ISSUES

        (Also Available in Audio)

        THE INSTITUTE: MISHKA’S SPANKING
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        The Swann Sister Chronicles

        (Contemporary Fairy / Funny / Fantasy Romance)

        WISHFUL THINKING (Also Available in Audio)

        BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR (Also available in Audio)
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        Nocturne Academy

        (Young Adult Paranormal/Action-Adventure/Romance)

        LOCK AND KEY (Also Available in Audio)

        FANG AND CLAW (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE AND SECRET
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        Detectives Valenti and O’Brian

        (1980s M/M Romance)

        THE ASSIGNMENT

        I’LL BE HOT FOR CHRISTMAS

        FIREWORKS

        THE ASSIGNMENT: HEART AND SOUL
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        Compendiums and Box Sets

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME EIGHT

        Contains Twisted, Deceived, and Stolen

        HAVE YOURSELF A SEXY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

        Contains Kidnapped for Christmas, Cougar Christmas and Season’s Spankings

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 7

        Contains Pairing with the Protector, Falling for Kindred Claus, and Guarding the Goddess

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN

        Contains Red and the Wolf, Gypsy Moon and Taming the Beast

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN Vol.2

        Contains The Covenant, Secret Thirst, and Kristen’s Addiction + BONUS: Madeline’s Mates
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Sci-Fi OR Paranormal Action-Adventure Romance)

        ANYONE U WANT

        BEST KEPT SECRETS (Step-Brother romance)

        BLIND DATE WITH A VAMPIRE

        BLOOD KISS

        BROKEN BOUNDARIES (M/M romance)

        CEREMONY OF THREE

        COMPANION 3000 (coming soon)

        DEAL WITH THE DEVIL (Also Available in Audio)

        DEFILED

        EYES LIKE A WOLF (Foster Brother romance)

        FOREVER BROKEN (M/M romance)

        GYPSY MOON

        HUNGER MOON RISING

        MADELINE’S MATES

        MARKED

        OUTCAST

        PLANET X (Also Available in Audio)

        PLEASURE PLANET

        PLEDGE SLAVE (M/M romance)

        PURITY (Also Available in Audio)

        RED AND THE WOLF

        SECRET THIRST

        SEX WITH STRANGERS

        SHADOW DREAMS

        SLAVE BOY (M/M romance)

        STRESS RELIEF

        SWEET DREAMS

        TAMING THE BEAST

        TANDEM UNIT

        THE BARGAIN

        THE COVENANT

        THE LAST BITE (M/M romance)

        THE LAST MAN ON EARTH

        THE LOST BOOKS (M/M romance)

        THE PLEASURE PALACE

        THE SACRIFICE (Also Available in Audio)

        ’TIL KINGDOM COME (M/M romance)
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Contemporay Romance)

        A SPANKING FOR VALENTINE (BDSM)

        BOUND AND DETERMINED, anthology with Lena Matthews, includes The Punishment of Nicollett

        COUGAR CHRISTMAS (Older Woman / Younger Man)

        DANGEROUS CRAVINGS (BDSM)

        DIRTY GIRL

        FULL EXPOSURE (with Lena Matthews)

        KIDNAPPED FOR CHRISTMAS (BDSM)

        MASKS, contains The Man in the Leather Mask and Masks (BDSM)

        MORE THAN FRIENDS (BDSM)

        PICTURE PERFECT (Step-Brother romance) (Also Available in Audio)

        STR8TE BOYS (M/M romance)
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        Naughty Tales

        (Short Reads to Get You Hot and Bothered)

        CONFESSIONS OF A LINGERIE MODEL

        PUTTING ON A SHOW (Step-Brother romance)

        SIN EATER

        SPEEDING TICKET

        THE SWITCH (An erotic interlude with the characters of DANGEROUS CRAVINGS)

        SEASON’S SPANKINGS

        WHEN MR. BLACK COMES HOME

        WILLING SUBMISSION

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.
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        YA Novels

        THE ACADEMY (Also Available in Audio)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Evangeline Anderson is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Brides of the Kindred, Alien Mate Index, Cougarville and Born to Darkness series. She is forty-something and lives in Florida with a husband, a son, and two cats. She had been writing erotic fiction for her own gratification for a number of years before it occurred to her to try and get paid for it. To her delight, she found that it was actually possible to get money for having a dirty mind and she has been writing paranormal and sci-fi erotica steadily ever since.

      
        
        You can find her online at her website www.evangelineanderson.com

      

      

      
        
        Come visit for some free reads.

        Or, to be the first to find out about new books, join her newsletter.

        She’s also got a mailing list for updates on audio books.
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