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Ckyla tripped over a crate in the hall and was forced to burst into a skip-jump in order to pretend it hadn’t been an accident. The soldiers who stood nearby laughed at her regardless. Ckyla glowered and walked on. She hated Anarchy. She fled to the planet as a refugee five years ago when she was a child, after her family was killed during yet another skirmish between the entirian resistance and the Zon Regime on Qorlec. Her life on Anarchy had been misery ever since. As servant class, she wasn’t allowed to train to fight as the soldiers were. Instead, she was expected to do laundry, cook meals, clean toilets, and wear a plain linen outfit consisting of a simple brown shirt and pants.  

Most of the soldiers in Lot’vasa thought Ckyla was beautiful, so she was made to work in the main building, which was known as Corsa Palace. This meant she didn’t have to muck the crap out of maru pens or work the crop in the misty purple fields or do any manual labor. No, the soldiers wanted to keep her clean and pretty and usually within their sight. Most of the time, they made her work with her shirt off, bending with jiggling breasts in the courtyard gardens as she picked nalla fruit and placed it in the basket on her hip. Her smooth blue skin would glisten in the sunlight with sweat, and the women would always lounge around staring at her, which made her bitter and uncomfortable. 

Because servants weren’t allowed to use private showers, the soldiers were always finding an excuse to be there and stare at Ckyla. It made her feel powerless, helpless, and dismally afraid knowing some soldier could just grab her and then have her way with her, leaving her with bruises, forcing diseases upon her . . . stripping her of all personhood and dignity. She was silent and never spoke a word in protest, for those who protested were harmed to tears. They considered her the docile one, the easy one, the good one, though inside she was raging.  

Ckyla despised her own beauty. If she weren’t so physically appealing, she would be in the fields, and while she wouldn’t exactly enjoy breaking her back every day for less than half the food she picked, at least then the soldiers would have ignored her. Because she was attractive, however, they made a plaything of her all the time. She began to deeply resent the ugly women in the fields who snubbed her because they thought she had it so easy. Indeed, few of the other women even spoke to her out of jealousy and resentment. She was very alone. 

Ckyla, though she had secretly feared the soldiers since she was eleven, was relieved that General Miora had returned to Lot’vasa. By imperial law, she was in charge of the entire planet, and though imperial law was technically now moot – because the zonbiri had destroyed the entirian council and had also been ruling Qorlec for two hundred years – people still respected the old ways enough to bow in deference and fear before the general.  

Because General Miora had doted on Ckyla since she was a child, she had protected Ckyla as well as she could. But whenever she left Anarchy, the soldiers had their way with Ckyla, and there was a silent understanding that she would never speak a word about it. Unfortunately for Ckyla, General Miora had been absent from Anarchy for three consecutive years. The woman’s war efforts were split between stopping covert zonbiri operations on various planets, rescuing their top scientists and engineers from imprisonment, and finding her lost niece, the princess and last queen of Qorlec. Now with the general’s return, Lot’vasa was buzzing with gossip. Apparently, the general had found the princess.  

Ckyla couldn’t believe it. After years of hearing people talk about the girl, she’d begun to see the princess of Qorlec as some myth, some story whispered among the people to keep hope alive. Now she was hearing that the princess was not only alive but she was also here.  

Ckyla didn’t know what to think or why she should care. So what if the princess was alive? That didn’t mean they were suddenly going to win back Qorlec and go home – nothing would ever bring back her family – and if it was true the princess had been a prisoner of the Zon Regime for twelve years, Ckyla wouldn’t have been surprised if she were a mindless, senseless animal with all the reason beaten clean out of her. 

Red-orange ships shaped like desert rocks darkened the sky as they prepared to land, the fleet of those Black Hand soldiers who’d been posted on Earth returning home. They had been coming in a continuous stream for an entire day. Many people ran out, laughing and excited, to meet their loved ones, though a depressingly small number of Black Hand soldiers had returned. It left Ckyla wondering what had happened on Earth to whittle down their numbers so. Five hundred soldiers had deployed to camp Alpha Star 9 on planet Earth. It seemed only one hundred and fifty had survived to tell the tale. 

Ckyla quickly mounted the clay steps, her little sandals slapping as she hurried down the hall, ignoring the bitter glances of the servants who filled the palace.  

Corsa Palace, like all the buildings on Anarchy, was made of the planet’s rich purple soil. Because the planet revolved around two suns, it was boiling hot, and thus, clay homes had been a necessity for their ancestors, who had landed on the planet in a state of duress and needed quick shelter. Today, they had air conditioning and electric fans and indoor pools, but the entirian people were a nostalgic people and so they clung to their ancient clay buildings. As a result, Lot’vasa was a cross between the old and the new: digital clock towers, hover covers, solar panels, and spaceports, all standing alongside ancient adobe buildings, wooden bridges, stone statues, and clay flower pots. And the aesthetic of a shirtless slave solemnly fanning a great leaf would never die in the hearts of entirian soldiers, unfortunately.  

Ckyla hurried down the hall, passing many arched, pane-less windows that were bursting with orange-red flowers. Glancing out the windows as she went, she could see the watery purple sky fading to black as the first stars appeared. The suns of Anarchy were setting one behind the other in a misty haze over the land, touching the edges of Cinica’s endless buildings in tips of gold. In the distance, the women who toiled in the fields placed baskets on their heads and returned to their homes, pushing their way through the purple and red stalks of tersa. Stable hands filled water troughs for the night, while kitchen girls scurried below to prepare that night’s supper. Ckyla would have been in the kitchen that evening, toiling over the great ovens there and grounding paste to make tersa bread, if General Miora hadn’t summoned her. 

Down on the ground level, entirian noblewomen drifted through the gardens, swathed in silky dresses and sandals, skirts hiding their hairy legs, veils hiding their faces, revealing only their slanted and superior eyes. Thick white manes were everywhere, like a field of flowers bending in the breeze, and many of the soldiers were covered in red tattoos from muscular arm to muscular neck, their blue skin dusted purple from the gritty wind. 

The royal apartments were at the very top of Corsa Palace, overlooking all of Lot’vasa. It was gorgeous up there and practically a world unto itself, with its own library, a pool, a large hot tub. Ckyla hadn’t been to the royal apartments since the general’s last departure, and oh, how she had missed the beautiful garden with its glass dome ceiling, the veranda with its red awning, where the general always took her meals in quiet solitude.  

Corsa Palace had belonged to the Miora dynasty for centuries, since entirian explorers first discovered and colonized Anarchy. The city-oasis of Cinica was their capital on the desert planet, with Lot’vasa being something of a small citadel at its center, and before the invasion of the zonbiri, had been a constant vacation spot for the family. Now it was serving as a sanctuary for refugees . . . their last safe place in the galaxy to hide.  

As Ckyla made her way to the general’s apartments, she noticed there were several Black Hand soldiers throughout the palace, all standing at various posts in black fatigues, orga-rifles in hand, grim and silent, the personal bodyguards of the general. There was double the amount than usual, which meant the princess really had returned.  

The red doors barring the royal apartments were guarded by two Black Hand soldiers, tall and robust women, who stood with chins lifted. They each carried quarterstaffs, and when Ckyla approached, they crossed them, blocking her path.  

“The general summoned me,” Ckyla said, making certain to keep her eyes on the floor, as all servants were expected to do in the presence of nobles and soldiers. She heard the quarterstaffs clack back to admit her, and one of the women said, “Then get your bubble butt in there.” 

“Mm,” said the other. “She does have a fine ass, doesn’t she?” 

“Oh yeah. I’d eat that for supper every damn night.” 

The soldiers laughed. 

Ckyla set her teeth. It seemed she couldn’t go ten minutes without someone reminding her that they wanted to do filthy things to her body.  

“Hell, I’d eat that ass for breakfast, lunch, and dinner,” went on the guard as Ckyla passed. “Too bad the Miora name is already stamped on it.” 

Ckyla almost halted. What did that mean! She dare not ask. The guards opened the doors for her, and as she passed inside, she could feel their eyes raking her, as if their hands were upon her already. They were fresh from Earth and probably bored with having had to look at the same female servants for over three years.  

Ckyla felt an immense relief when the doors closed and the hungry eyes of the women were no longer upon her. She glanced around, peering through the many white veils that lifted and fell on the wind, falling ghostlike across chairs and open balcony doorways. The place was empty. Very few servants were allowed inside the royal apartments simply because very few servants were trusted. General Miora firmly believed that if the entirian people ever fell, their downfall would start from within, as buying someone out as a spy was the easiest way for the zonbiri to gain intel. For this reason, Ckyla was one of only three servants allowed in the royal apartments, where the general kept most of her papers and held a great deal of secret meetings behind the war council’s back. 

The royal apartments were silent, every room open and door-less, darkness sliding in shadows from one area to the next. Gold statues of bird-headed Maha stood imperious in various corners, guarding the rooms from evil spirits and misfortune. Vases of orange-red flowers closed their petals as Ckyla passed, in preparation for the ice-cold nights that always washed Anarchy like winter’s breath after the boiling days. The framed paintings on the walls were covered in shadows, and though entirian could see in the dark, Ckyla didn’t glance at them, for she had memorized them all. She passed a very large portrait of Charova battling the sand monster Qae’okel without looking at it, and she was heading for the gardens, thinking the general might be there, when she heard the general’s voice tiredly call to her from one of the bedrooms. 

Ckyla frowned. That was odd. General Miora liked to have a beer on the balcony in the evenings, like clockwork. But she was in the bedroom already? She couldn’t have been injured. Someone would have told Ckyla. 

Ckyla followed the sound of the general’s voice to one of the bedrooms at the far back of the apartments. It was called the Blue Room, for the sheets on the great canopied bed were blue, as were the bed’s curtains. The walls were a brighter blue, and the circular throw rug of a matching shade. 

Ckyla noticed the general sitting grimly in a chair beside the cold hearth and thought it odd that the curtains had been drawn shut around the bed. 

“There you are, child,” said General Miora, sounding very tired. 

Ckyla thought the general looked as if she’d just come from a battle. Most entirian women were over six feet in height, and while the general was somewhere around seven feet, she looked small in her weariness. Her face behind her eyepatch was withered and lined. Her white hair was not in its usual bun but was a tousled wreath, and her black fatigues were torn and dirty. She sat back in the chair, staring unhappily at the orange brick tile that lined the edge of the fireplace. Ckyla saw the woman tiredly lift her hand, and fire blossomed out of it, igniting the logs there. The room leapt with shadows as the fire crackled and licked, sweeping rapidly over the fresh palla logs, until their rich perfume curled through the air. 

The smell relaxed Ckyla, who wasn’t surprised by the general’s abilities: all the women in the Miora line had fire in their hands. She stood there patiently, waiting for the general to explain why she had summoned her. She should have been down in the kitchens preparing her supper, not here.  

“What are you doing? Come here, girl,” the general muttered. “Kneel . . . kneel here beside me.” 

Ckyla obeyed, moving at once to the general’s side and kneeling beside her chair. She rested her backside on the heels of her sandals and sat very straight, her hands on her thighs, her head bowed as the general’s tired hand stroked the cloud of her long, wooly white hair. Strands tumbled into her eyes, half-plaited and frizzy from the dry heat of Anarchy. She didn’t move to push the hair back and waited patiently. The general had always loved petting her, but she hated it. It made her feel like a lowly thing, like a beast or a beloved house pet. She liked to believe the general saw her as more than that but wouldn’t have been surprised if she didn’t. 

“How have you been, Ckyla?” the general asked, a hint of affection in her hard voice. 

“I have been well, Kael-Vora. Lot’vasa is beautiful and its people true. I could ask for no better home,” Ckyla answered because that’s what she was supposed to say.  

“And no one has harmed you?” the general pressed, unconvinced. 

Ckyla blinked as she thought of Drasha, who came to her most nights as she was sleeping on her cot and forced herself upon her. She swallowed hard, swallowed back tears. “No one has harmed me, Kael-Vora,” she quietly lied. The general’s hand stopped petting her, and she could feel it without having to look when the woman frowned.  

“Why do you protect the ones who harm you?” the general demanded in a low voice. “It has been three years, Ckyla. You were what, fifteen, when I left here? You were a pretty girl and now you are becoming a beautiful woman. It is inconceivable that no one would have put their hands on you in all that time. Tell me who touched you and I will kill them for you.” 

Ckyla swallowed miserably. “Has there not been enough bloodshed, Kael-Vora?” she answered quietly. 

“If a woman is violated by another, her offender is beheaded. That is the law. I would extend the same protection to you, though the law does not include your station in its fine print. It is a great thing that I offer you, to receive justice, to be valued and protected like an equal. Yet you refuse. Were the women who touched you so fearsome? Do you worry their families would come for you?” 

Ckyla unhappily closed her eyes. If she asked the general to intercede on her behalf, a great many people would make her life more miserable than it already was. When she remained silent, the general sighed and said, “Very well.” 

Ckyla’s lips parted in relief. 

“I have called you here because I have a task for you,” the general said, and Ckyla went still, listening. Her heart beat hard as she remembered what the guards at the door had said, and she wondered with dread if her task didn’t involve the princess. There was a moan from the canopied bed behind her, and her eyes widened slightly: the princess was in the room. Was she awake? Had she been listening to all that was said? Ckyla was suddenly very glad she had refused to speak of her attackers. 

“My niece was chased here by Zeverec star cruisers,” the general said darkly, and Ckyla looked at her in horror. “I managed to follow and I shot them down,” she reassured her, “so they won’t be sharing the location of Anarchy with the Zon Regime. We are safe.” 

Ckyla sighed and dropped her eyes again. 

“My niece, however, crashed out in the desert and was injured. She regenerated most of her wounds during the journey here, but I need you to watch over her for me.” 

Ckyla went still, misery filling her. The general was waiting, so she said quietly, “Yes, Kael-Vora.” 

The general laughed sadly. “You needn’t pretend, Ckyla. I know you don’t want this task. But I need someone I can trust to care for her, and I trust you. I need you, and so does my niece. Isn’t it nice to be needed?” 

Ckyla bit down the flinching urge to protest. “Yes, Kael-Vora,” she muttered again. 

“You will not leave these apartments until I am satisfied that she is well, that she has adjusted to her new life here. You will be her window into our world. You will teach her our languages. You will teach her of our proud past. You will make sure she never leaves these apartments until I permit her to –” 

Ckyla’s mouth fell open, and she was on the verge of protesting that she couldn’t stop a fire-wielding Miora from doing as she pleased, but the general laughed dryly and said, “I do not expect you to fight her. If she insists on leaving, let her go. Then you will travel down to Cinica and tell me.” 

Cinica surrounded Lot’vasa. It was the location of the war council hall, which was an hour’s journey from the palace. If Ckyla could not reach the general by toric-phone, she would have to walk . . . or ride a maru. Both prospects seemed awful. 

“You will be given access to a hover car,” the general said softly. 

Ckyla looked at her in shock: servants were not permitted to drive. She didn’t even know how. “K-Kael-Vora . . .” She didn’t know what to say. 

General Miora laughed softly. “You don’t understand. I am elevating you to the position of a royal caretaker, child. With that position comes . . . certain privileges. Back before the war, it was a common practice on Qorlec that young women would care for the princesses. Even the queen herself.” 

Ckyla swallowed hard, trying to digest what was happening. 

“These women would drive the princesses, guard them from harm, care for them, teach them . . .” the general glanced at Ckyla and added with a little smile, “. . . bathe them. We called them vo’kalla.” 

The general fell silent, and Ckyla did not like the calculating look in her black eye. Ckyla dropped her eyes to her lap as the general said crisply, “I am going to ask you questions. You will answer me this time. And you will answer honestly.” 

“Yes, Kael-Vora,” Ckyla said, feeling all the life drain out of her. Soldier entirian – alongside being physically bigger and stronger than the servants – could not only hear surface thoughts but could probe directly into someone’s mind. Servants knew no privacy and no peace, and though General Miora had always liked Ckyla enough that she never intruded on her thoughts, she got the feeling whatever she wanted from her was more important than her privacy in that moment. 

The general looked at the fire. “Have you ever been penetrated by a woman, yes or no.” 

Ckyla closed her eyes. “Yes, Kael-Vora, I have,” she admitted heavily. She watched the general tensely, waiting with dread to see her anger. The general’s eye blinked and she appeared only annoyed, perhaps disappointed. 

Servants were not allowed to have sex by tentacle penetration until they had been given to someone in marriage, and then they belonged to their wives. The fact that Ckyla was unmated and yet wasn’t a virgin was socially criminal, but the general wasn’t angry, just . . . annoyed. 

“Do you know how to please a woman?” the general asked softly. 

Ckyla stammered. She glanced at the doorway, wondering what would happen to her if she simply ran away in humiliation. She wanted to, and she knew the general would let her. But she would also just find her later, and then she would drag her back to continue her mortifying interrogation. 

Ckyla rapidly blinked, feeling hot and uncomfortable. “N-No, Kael-Vora. I d-don’t.” Whenever women were with her, they simply held her down and did things to her. She was never permitted to do things to them. The thought sent a shiver of rage through her, and she stared miserably at the brick tile before the hearth. 

“Because these were all women who forced themselves on you,” the general said, waiting for confirmation. 

“Yes,” Ckyla admitted dismally to the floor. What was she getting at? She had the sneaking suspicion the general was trying to decide if she was in love with someone. Her? Just about everyone in Lot’vasa saw her as little more than a nuisance and a toy. They fought over her like a piece of meat or else ignored her entirely. Cothil, the head cook, was the only person in Corsa Palace who was kind to her, and even then, she still suspected it was because she was cute. 

“So you do not know the proper way of courtship.” 

Ckyla squirmed. “No, Kael-Vora.” She wanted to sink into the floor and die when the general seemed pleased by that. The general nodded slightly and muttered, “Good . . .” as if Ckyla’s inexperience were something she could use.  

“I want you to bathe my niece,” the general said and paused, as if waiting for a reaction, and indeed, Ckyla was trying very desperately not to choke on her own shock. 

“She will not awake,” the general assured her. “She has been drugged for the pain. You need not worry about becoming aroused,” the general added gently. “In fact, you are permitted to.” 

Ckyla said nothing. She was trying to decide if the general was testing her. Maybe she wished to discover whether or not she was trustworthy. She couldn’t be serious. 

“I am going out on the veranda for a smoke,” the general said wearily after a pause. “Then I will head into town. While I am gone, I want you to undress my niece and bathe her. You can simply burn her clothes. There are more for her here.” 

“Y-Yes, Kael-Vora,” Ckyla stammered. She didn’t see it when the general’s black eye laughed at her. 

“You will dress her in something clean and beautiful and put her back in bed, and you will stay in this room with her, and you sleep in the same bed with her.” 

Ckyla’s lips parted and she stared at the hearth in disbelief. The general didn’t look at her, waiting calmly for her to respond. She didn’t think she could.  

“What is it, Ckyla?” the general asked, sounding very amused. 

“It’s j-just . . .” Ckyla dismally picked at her linen knees. “I do not wish to molest her, Kael-Vora.” 

“You would not be molesting her, you would be bathing her,” the general answered. “Sensually bathing her. I intend for her to associate feelings of pleasure with your presence.” 

Ckyla stared at her knees, silently stricken. Did the general really mean what she thought she meant? If she became the lover of the princess, no one would ever be able to touch her again. But what was the price? To rise to her position, she was required to violate her while she was sleeping. She glanced at General Miora, who was watching her quietly, and she knew she had no choice but to obey. She looked dismally at the fire and heard the woman laugh. 

“A bath is not a violation,” said the general, very amused. “And you needn’t look so wretched. Here I give you the world, and you tremble in fear! These are rituals as old as time, child. In the days of the three suns, entirian princesses learned pleasure through their dreams. Their future lovers would touch them as they dreamt, and it would form an incredible bond, one that would last for a lifetime. I have chosen you to make a bond with her. It is an honor.” 

Then why didn’t it feel like an honor? Ckyla thought unhappily. 

“You will bathe her every night for the next year,” said the general, “and following each bathing session, you will sleep in her bed.” 

“K-Kael-Vora –!” 

“You will only sleep,” said the general, sounding more amused by the minute. “For Maha’s sake, Ckyla, I’m not asking you to fuck her.” 

Ckyla dropped her eyes and was silent. She knelt there, trying not to shake, as the general’s hot black eye raked her. 

“You will simply bathe her,” the general went on. “You needn’t pleasure her. At the same time, you will make this bathing as sensual as possible. You will touch her gently, let your fingers massage her. Tonight, she will feel you in her dreams. Tomorrow night, she will be awake for it. If she wishes to touch you, you will let her. But you mustn’t let her go so far as to . . . You understand. There is to be no intercourse.” 

Ckyla felt every nerve in her body stand on end. She knew any other girl in the palace would have been elated. She had just become the personal caretaker of the princess of Qorlec, one day to be the most powerful woman in Qorlectian society. Once she became her pet, no one would be able to touch her ever again. The general had just freed her of her miserable skulking by handing her to her niece like a toy. She felt liberated and chained all at once. 

“This is how it was done in times past,” the general said, staring at the fire. “A woman would be given to the heir apparent as a companion. She would become her trusted caretaker and later her consort.” 

Ckyla stiffened. Was she to marry the princess of Qorlec?! 

“A few years of careful planning, and she will want you for the kahola. I am certain of it. Now,” General Miora sighed, “I expect she will wake tomorrow. At that time you will explain to her that I have gone into town.” Her eye became grim as she looked at the fire. “The war council must know all that happened on Earth. We must prepare for the swift retribution of the regime. I fear I have only delayed their eventual coming.” 

“Yes, Kael-Vora,” Ckyla muttered, still unable to fully grasp that she had been chosen for such a position. It was astonishing. Women from prestigious families were usually chosen to become consort, not servants! Back on Qorlec, Ckyla had been a maru herder. She was dismally unworthy of such a position, especially when there were so many refugees from families of higher standing living at that moment in Lot’vasa. They would learn of the general’s decision and they would protest it. They hadn’t been chosen simply because the general did not trust them. They were all of them ambitious and would take advantage of their position to manipulate the princess. But Ckyla, she had no investment in politics beyond making certain the Miora bloodline – her protectors – stayed in power. She was beautiful, healthy, alone, and she only cared about surviving. In the general’s eyes, that must have made her perfect for her plans.  

“I’ve left translator boxes for you,” the general said, gesturing toward the dresser. “You will use them to speak to her initially, but eventually, she will learn Aviye from you. I prefer that she learn Dosh-Aviye, but any Aviye would be good for her at this point. I could upload the files to her brain, but I want her to learn the mother tongue naturally . . . Like one of the natives. The people will respect her more.” 

“Yes, Kael-Vora,” Ckyla answered, trying and failing to keep the misery from her voice. 

“You will tell my niece that she is not permitted to leave these apartments, not yet,” the general went on. “If she asks about her friends, tell her I will have a talk with her when I have returned from town.” She rose wearily from her chair, and Ckyla clamored to her feet. 

“Are you leaving tonight, Kael-Vora?” Ckyla asked. She felt safe while the general was there and feared what would happen while she was away. The general must’ve seen the fear in her eyes, for she smiled at Ckyla and said, “I will not be away long. Now see to your new duties, hmm? I have left many trusted soldiers to protect you.”  

Ckyla dropped her eyes. “Yes, Kael-Vora.” 

The general cupped Ckyla’s cheek a moment with one gentle hand, and Ckyla went very still, surprised by the pride and affection in the general’s face. In that moment, she realized she was like a daughter to the woman, that Ckyla being with her niece had likely been her wish for many years. Knowing that, Ckyla felt less dismal about what she had been asked to become. But only a little less.    

When General Miora had gone, Ckyla slowly approached the canopied bed. She could still hear the princess moaning softly as she dreamed. She touched the curtain, and after a pause, pulled it back. She went very still at what she saw. 

The princess of Qorlec was simply lovely: high cheekbones and slanted eyes swept by long pale lashes, full and supple lips, breasts that stood young and high. She was thin and waiflike, a consequence of her long imprisonment, which made her seem delicate and frail. But standing there over her, Ckyla knew that within her slept the power of a fire-goddess. She was stretched out on the bed in torn, filthy, bloody fatigues, the standard uniform of the Black Hand. Someone had already bound her cut arms and bandaged the slash in her side. There was a red cut on her forehead, another cut on her lip. If she’d had other injuries, they were not apparent, for she seemed to be regenerating even in her sleep. Her wild white hair was a mass around her solemn, dream-absorbed face. One hand was above her head, and her cheek against the arm, mashed up in her eye like a child. She looked so innocent, Ckyla felt dismal that she was about to violate her. The general had said it was some old ritual between betrothed, but to her, it was just molestation. The princess had no say in it. She was sleeping and she was a stranger. Ckyla felt like a creep. 

Ckyla asked herself what would happen if she simply didn’t touch the princess. What if she refused to become the lover of the princess of Qorlec? Such a thing was unprecedented, as becoming the consort of the future queen was an unparalleled honor. And yet, was this poor girl the future queen of anything really? Qorlec had been under zonbirian rule for two centuries. Why were they still carrying out all these old customs that didn’t even matter anymore? 

Ckyla went into the other room, and returning with scissors, she sat on the edge of the bed and gently started removing the young woman’s cloths. They were torn and practically rags and gave away easily to her efforts. As the princess’ soft blue skin peeled forth, Ckyla hardened her face, determined not to really look at her. The princess moaned in her sleep and frowned, and Ckyla wondered bitterly if she had really been drugged “for the pain” or that Ckyla might molest her.    

Ckyla removed the girl’s boots last, and with soft eyes, she gathered her slender body in her arms and carried her naked to the bath. 

The royal bath of Corsa Palace was lavish: warm purple adobe walls with dangling pots of vibrant red flowers, candles on small gold trays, scented soaps, stacks of white towels waiting on gold ornate shelves. The great square bath glistened gently with water, set deep in the floor and lined in a smooth pattern of stones. The mosaic was a glistening riot of color, even in the light of the stars, while the room itself stood as three walls, the fourth open to the sky, so that the watching stars winked upon the water. 

Ckyla laid the princess at the edge of the bath. The unconscious girl hissed when the ice-cold mosaic stones touched her, and Ckyla’s eyes softened as she released her, looking at her young body and its soft curves with sad longing. Not wanting to get her own clothing wet, she dismally stripped down naked, gathered the princess in her arms again, and waded slowly into the warm bath. 

Flower petals drifted red-orange across the water, tumbling from the pots above in a drowsy cascade almost as if on cue. The flowers of Anarchy were conscious beings, and Ckyla knew they were dropping their petals on purpose, trying to create a mood that she wished she could avoid entirely. She glanced at the flowers in irritation, and they stopped shedding petals, snapping shut almost haughtily. 

Ckyla sat on the edge of the bath, and with the princess sitting in her lap and cradled in one arm, she took up the soap and lathered it in one hand. The princess moaned softly, frowned and licked her lips, and her head rolled against Ckyla’s shoulder, brushing her bare skin with her soft hair. Fingers shaking slightly, Ckyla smoothed soap carefully up the rise of the princess hip and over the dip of her waist. By Maha, she was beautiful. She didn’t want to touch the princess, but bathing her required it, and she found herself gently caressing her in a sort of absent fascination.   

It was slow and torturous, cleaning all the blood and dirt from the girl, rinsing her, soaping her hair. The princess moaned softly and frowned when Ckyla’s gentle hands touched her. Her long lashes fluttered and her lips parted, and Ckyla wondered what she was thinking, what she was dreaming.  

Ckyla never touched the princess longer than she needed to clean her. Yet bathing her was arousing her all the same, and as her sex filled with blood, she scrambled to put a towel around the girl and decided to stop, even though she wasn’t finished.  

With flower petals clinging to their hair, Ckyla lifted the princess gently from the bath and was surprised when she cuddled against her, nuzzling her mass of wet hair under her chin. “Mm, Thalcu,” the princess whispered happily. “Oh, Thalcu. . . .You never touched me like that before . . . Felt so . . . Felt so good.”  

Embarrassed, Ckyla carried the princess quickly from the bath, this time to a different room and a clean bed, and left her there, wrapped in a towel, as she went to get dressed. She cleaned the original room where the princess had been sleeping, stripping down the bedsheets and sweeping the floor, dousing the fire and sweeping the ashes. The translator boxes were still waiting on the dresser, and she put them in her pocket before going to clean the bath. By the time she was finished and exhausted, she went back to the room where she had left the princess, a nightgown in hand. She froze to find her scowling and awake. 
​
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Chapter 2 
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The princess came at Ckyla before she had time to think. She charged at her, excel running in a blur of color Ckyla could not hope to dodge. Her forearm connected with Ckyla’s neck, and pain exploded up Ckyla’s spine when her back hit the wall. She cried out in anger and wiggled against the princess, which only seemed to infuriate her, for she slammed her forearm against Ckyla’s neck again, choking her until she fell still. She was yelling something Ckyla couldn’t quite hear. In her daze, all sound had become muted and far. The world eventually stopped spinning and her brain caught up. When her eyes cleared, the princess’ furious eyes filled her vision. They were pale brown and indignant, and they reminded her very much of General Miora. 

“That was you, wasn’t it?!” the princess growled, and her voice might have been menacing if she weren’t so young and shrill. She slammed her forearm again, choking Ckyla and shaking her against the wall. “Answer me!” 

As the pain stung up her back a second time, Ckyla looked at the princess and hated her. She was just like all the women around here, bullying her and hurting her! Ckyla had no idea what she was saying, for she was speaking some weird alien tongue Ckyla had never heard before in her life, but it was more than obvious she was asking Ckyla something, demanding something.  

“Were you groping me?!” the princess screamed. 

Ckyla wanted to pry at her arm, wanted to beg the princess to stop hurting her, but she was too proud and too angry to beg for anything. At the same time, she could not explain what was happening and hope to be understood. She fumbled in her pocket for a translator box. 

“Who are you, you little pervert?!” the princess shouted. 

“Your h-highness . . .” was all Ckyla could manage before tears of pain welled up in her eyes. She held one of the translators up where the princess could see. The princess paused as she stared at it, and realizing what it was, she guiltily released Ckyla, and she dropped.  

Ckyla’s legs buckled and the hard floor whacked her knees, spreading pain over them in a pulsing web. Her shaking hands barely managed to catch her. Shuddering with indignation, she groped miserably at her throat. The princess had nearly killed her! She could still feel the hard press of her arm, and it hurt so terribly, she wanted to leave, run away and never come back. She would rather die before she married this shrew! The general had given her access to hover cars. She could go if she wanted to. But she let the thought fly from her head as quickly as it had entered: she would never be able to hide from a woman like General Corigna Miora. She was trapped. 

“Who are you?” the princess asked, still speaking the bizarre alien tongue. 

Ckyla got with difficulty
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