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Dedication





For Paul, my husband, partner in crime, and fellow adventurer.


Every day is a good day. Love always.
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Introduction





One step out of routine changed everything… 


Shapeshifter Prince Jarlath Leandros of the planet Viros is a man who understands duty. As heir, he’s had his future as leader of the House of the Cat mapped since childhood. Boring! Jarlath yearns for an indefinable more.


Keira Cloud is beautiful and sexy, she’s independent and confident, and not only is she an enemy from the House of Cawdor, but her stepchildren accuse her of murder. Not a suitable woman for the prince, but Jarlath aches to claim her.


When the House of the Cat comes under attack, Jarlath is thrust into the middle of danger where life or death is the only option. A war is brewing, one that brands Jarlath and Keira enemies, yet their hearts shout otherwise, and their animal selves—the leopard and the crow—care nothing for conventional barriers. Right or wrong, passion blooms out of control, and with the city under siege soon Jarlath’s life is anything but boring. Now all he needs to do is survive…
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Chapter One





“You will choose a wife and marry before this cycle ends. You must follow tradition and do your duty.” 

Prince Jarlath Leandros of the planet Viros scowled, loathing the demand in his memory as much as he’d disliked hearing the command from his parents in person. A blur of activity in his peripheral vision jolted him, and he signaled Black, his cambeest to halt.

“Halt, beest.” Impatient with the order, Black danced on the spot, the broad leathery pads of his feet thumping the ground. Jarlath curled the fingers of his left hand into the shaggy fur of the beest’s hump, just in front of his padded saddle to calm him. Glad of the distraction from his militant thoughts and memories of his mother’s piercing voice, he peered through the maze of black tree trunks and the tangle of green-and-pink undergrowth.

Brigands or something more innocent?

“Prince? Is something wrong?” Ellard Tetsu, his security guard, pulled up beside him, a heap of dried pink leaves from the overhead trees crackling beneath his beest’s feet. Dubbed the feline shifter with a face only a mother could love, he possessed steadiness and competence. Others might poke fun at his large nose and the ears that protruded a fraction too much, but Jarlath spent much of his time with this man he called best friend. Ellard’s tan cambeest snorted a protest and shook his shaggy head at the delay to their normal routine.

“I thought I saw something.” Jarlath scanned the scrubby bushes a second time. Rather than alarm, unusual curiosity poked at him. Him—the man his younger brother insisted was laughably predictable and always, always did the right thing.

I bet you fuck your women in the same position, at the same time of night, on the same mark of the week-cycle.

Lynx’s mocking words still stung like a bumble-wasp. Truth—his brother had the right of the situation. He lived in a deep, dark rut. Grata fire! He and Ellard were riding the exact path they followed each day.

Ellard narrowed his bright green eyes and perused the vicinity with his usual stoic confidence. “I don’t see anything.” He shifted his huge frame to study the path they’d already traversed.

“Where does this track go?” Jarlath demanded, his tone abrupt as he pointed to a fork in the trail.

“No idea, my prince.”

“We’ll go that way for a change,” Jarlath said and urged his cambeest into motion by squeezing his legs against the barrel body of the creature.

“Wait! Jarlath, that’s not a good idea—” His friend broke off with a curse, and Jarlath heard Ellard’s cambeest crashing after him. “At least let me go first,” Ellard called.

He found himself grinning. Ellard had called him Jarlath, and his friend didn’t do that often, which told him the departure from norm was overdue. Maybe this was the reason he’d felt dissatisfaction, the reason his resentment of his younger brother had swelled and festered, the reason his temper stirred with little prodding.

“Jarlath! You should let me go first.”

He ignored Ellard, examining their surroundings instead. Ah, there was someone on the path. The disturbance wasn’t his imagination. He signaled his mount to slow but the cambeest increased his speed.

“Halt, beest!” Jarlath shifted his weight and hauled on the harness reins. Black ignored the command and bolted, the cool air whistling against Jarlath’s face. His cambeest shot past a tree. Too close! Jarlath gritted his teeth at the friction of leg and coarse trunk. Pain reverberated down his limb. He gripped Black’s shaggy hump with pincher fingers to right his balance. “Stop, you cantankerous beest!”

Without warning, Black screeched to a halt. Jarlath shot forward, flipping over his beest’s head. His world slowed, lurching back into place when he struck the ground. Packed earth and gravel punched his head, his shoulder, smacked the breath from his lungs. Fire burned along his cheek. He struggled, wheezed to get air. A groan rippled up his throat as he lay there. Then a familiar snort had him attempting to move. Pain streaked along his arm, and he realized he still held the reins.

“Oh, dear,” a soft, feminine voice said. “Are you injured?”

A murky shadow obscured his vision. Jarlath squinted, desperate to see the source of the musical accent. Another breath sawed down his throat. The roar in his head subsided to a dull throb that sat behind his right eye. Flowers. He could smell flowers. Something cool stroked his cheek, wiped across one eyelid and the darkness lifted. He blinked. Once. Twice, and his world came into sharper focus. A woman? A third blink brought the shimmer into one unwavering vision.

A beautiful, exotic woman.

Her skin was pale, and bore a tinge of pastel green while her sable-brown hair hung in loose waves around her shoulders. He dragged in a breath, his mouth dropping open. She was no figment of imagination. Not with the soft ends of her hair tickling his cheek. Black trews constructed of synleather covered her legs and a white tunic clung to the swells of her breasts. A black vest and knee-high black boots completed her masculine attire. The scent of berries and sugary sweetness, greenery and female filled his nostrils. An enticing combination.

Fascinated, he continued staring. Rude, of course, yet his mind cataloged the differences between her and the women he interacted with at the castle. This one wore a blaster strapped to her thigh. The hilt of a knife peeked from the top of one boot. No doubt, her means of protection against wild animals or the brigands who sometimes frequented the forest. His rapt gaze returned to her face, her berry-stained lips and higher to stare into green eyes flecked with gold.

“Have you addled your head? Beest, shift out of the way so I can tend to your master. You have blood on your face.”

“No,” Jarlath cried, panic overtaking the pain hammering his shoulder and eye. Black would hurt her. His cambeest disliked contact with strangers and several stable hands bore the scars from his beest’s uncertain temper. He’d raised Black from a youngster, and like all cambeests, Black had bonded with one person and one person only—him.

“Out of the way, beest.” To his amazement, the woman scolded Black and shouldered him away so she could crouch on his other side. Black behaved like an inside pet and nuzzled the pockets of her vest. His cambeest rumbled—the equivalent of a feline purr—and Jarlath felt his mouth go slack.

“Jarlath, my prince.” Ellard thundered into the clearing and was off his cambeest in secs. His weapon cleared his holster, his homely face set in ferocious lines. “Take your hands off him.”

“I’m checking him for wounds,” the woman retorted and brushed Jarlath’s hair from his forehead. Her fingers were soft and stained from picking berries. “Hush your prattle, man. It’s undignified.”

Ellard spluttered, and the chuckle that escaped Jarlath would have shocked his brother. Blood and liver pills, even he was a bit stunned at his amusement.

“Ah,” the woman said in satisfaction. “You were winded. Let me help you sit up. The cut above your eye is still bleeding. I’ll fix it in a thrice.”

Her full breasts brushed his shoulder as she slipped an arm around him to lend him aid. Something bright and unexpected flared in him then that stole his breath, something inconvenient since his father was discussing alliances with him as a bargaining chip.

Jarlath dragged in her scent again and his cock saluted her proximity, but even more astonishing, his slumbering feline stretched beneath his skin. He hissed, gawking at her in shock.

“Prince Jarlath, it’s my honor to assist you.” She pulled a clean handkerchief from her tunic pocket and pressed it to his eye.

Something about her husky voice tickled his memory. “Have we met?”

“Keira Cloud,” she said. “I’ve attended several of the court gatherings with my husband.” She lifted the handkerchief. “Ah, I think the bleeding has stopped, although you might get a black eye after a bump like that. Can you stand on your own?”

“Yes. Thanks.” She was married. Some of the excitement fizzling in his gut dispersed in a swell of disappointment. Unusual and exotic. Beautiful. A smart man would have snapped her up at the first opportunity.

“Marcus Cloud?” Ellard shoved his blaster back in his holster without taking his gaze off her.

Something in his friend’s attitude made Jarlath study her more closely. As he pushed to his feet, he watched every hint of bright expression drain from her features.

“That’s right.” She drew herself up to her full height and her chin lifted a fraction before she stomped over to a nearby container of berries. The crackle of dried leaves beneath her booted feet signaled her irritation. Black nudged her arm and she absently scratched behind his long, rounded ears before scooping up her container.

Ellard scowled and fingered the onyx cat he always wore around his neck. “We should go, my prince. We have the formal ball to prepare for tonight.”

“Everything is in hand,” he said with a sharp glare at his friend. “There’s no reason for haste.”

“I think it would be best,” Ellard persisted.

“I apologize for my friend’s rudeness.” Jarlath plucked several dried leaves off his shirtsleeves and patted the worst of the dirt from his trews. “Do you and your husband live nearby?”

“My husband died several cycles ago,” she said. “I run the farm on my own now.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” she said.

No tears. No wailing or angling for favors. She plucked several berries off a bush and dropped them into her basket.

“Can I help?” Jarlath wasn’t sure who was more surprised. Him, Ellard or Keira.

“The man first in line to the throne wishes to pick berries?” Her expression held suspicion.

Jarlath’s lips curled upward, humor and a trace of awe doing a number on his normal serious mien. Most people treated him like a dangerous animal and practically tiptoed around him in case they caused upset. This woman attracted his attention with her refreshing attitude.

“Of course he doesn’t,” Ellard scoffed. “You dishonor the prince. Apologize.”

“Enough,” Jarlath said. “It was my idea, not Mrs. Cloud’s.”

“Call me Keira,” she said.

“Are you unwell, my prince?” Ellard asked, his scowl doing nothing to enhance his plain face. “Your manner is odd today. Perhaps we should seek the opinion of a court physician.”

Jarlath ignored his friend. “Do you have another receptacle?”

“Have you picked berries before, Prince Jarlath?”

“Today, I am Jarlath,” he said. “No. Show me.” Even he heard the trace of arrogance in his voice. “Please,” he added to soften the demand.

After a searching look, she turned away to retrieve a container made of a thin transparent material, the like of which he’d never seen. “Pick the dark red berries. They are the ripe ones. And watch out for the thorns. The berries are delicious, but the plants fight to keep their fruit intact.”

He picked one and popped it in his mouth. The tart juices exploded across his taste buds. The berry was so delicious he ate another two.

“My prince,” Ellard said. “I require a private word.”

“It can wait until we return to the castle.” Jarlath trotted over to the nearest scrubby bramble bush and scanned for dark red berries. Ah! There was one. He plucked it from the bush. “I have one.”

“Good,” Keira said. “I need to fill all my containers before I return home.”

Jarlath glanced at Keira. Black was following her and kept nuzzling and butting her for attention. He caught Keira’s low chuckle and saw her hand flash out to pet his cambeest on its shaggy shoulder. The big creature dwarfed her, yet she didn’t show fear. Black let out another throaty rumble of contentment, and Jarlath shook his head. Extraordinary.

“Jarlath, will you listen?” Ellard demanded. “This isn’t right. Keira Cloud is not a suitable person to honor with your presence.”

Jarlath glared at the berry bushes. His fingers clenched his container harder, and it buckled under the force. The berries ran to one side before he regained control and leveled it. A quick breath later, he trusted himself to speak. “I do my duty. I serve the House of the Cat and never falter from doing what is right. Once, just once, I’d like to do something for fun instead of sticking to my rigid schedule.”

His friend’s jaw went slack. “Fun?”

“My life is like the marks of a timepiece,” Jarlath snapped. “Monotonous and boring. I’m tired of the continuous schedule and wish for a change.”

“Fine.” Ellard’s voice grated like claws against a fibreblack floor. “But not with her.”

Jarlath shot a swift glance at Keira then placed his attention squarely on Ellard. “I’m picking berries, experiencing something new. What is your problem?”

“She’s a murderess,” Ellard said.

“Suspected murderess,” Keira called. “I was never charged.”

Ellard narrowed his gaze and aimed a fake smile in her direction. “Eavesdroppers never hear well of themselves.”

“Gossips are old women with nothing better to fill their day.” Keira reached for a berry and added it to her container as if she hadn’t insulted the prince’s bodyguard, a dangerous and powerful man.

Jarlath laughed, the sound rusty and harsh but amusement nonetheless.

“Prince, you can’t afford to associate with her. Marcus Cloud’s son and daughter still accuse her of murder. They say she poisoned her husband to gain possession of his estate.”

“And again, I was never charged. The judge threw the case from the circuit court. Oh, flying stars,” she said. “Believe what you want. Help or not. I don’t care.”

Jarlath observed her stiff back as she marched to the berry bushes on the far side of the clearing. Black ambled after her, and Jarlath whistled out a breath of amazement. “I am staying to pick berries.”

“This is a bad idea. They say she put a spell on Marcus Cloud, that his marriage to her was most irregular. You are behaving oddly.”

“You worry overmuch.” Jarlath plucked more berries, his mind on the woman as he completed his task. An accused murderess. Interesting. It took a strong woman to stand up for herself. A thorn scratched the back of his hand as he reached for a berry. He winced, freed himself, and let his mind wander back to Keira. So beautiful. Different from the women he met. He tried to imagine one of them picking berries and failed.

Every woman of his acquaintance spent their days socializing and shopping, never once lifting a finger when servants could work for them.

Soon, he’d have one of those women as his wife.

The idea chafed like an ill-fitting formal suit, as did Ellard’s hostile attitude. A woman of Keira’s station was fine to bed but not to place in his life on a permanent basis.

His feline stirred again, stretching beneath his skin in a lazy yawn. Jarlath froze, stunned by the sensation, excited and yet apprehensive in case he was imagining things. He’d thought he’d lost his feline, thought he’d suffered the same tragedy as many of their subjects.

A sad truth.

The people of the House of the Cat clan were losing the ability to shift. Their scientists were working on the problem, but a cure for the strange malady eluded them. So far, they’d kept this failure a secret from outsiders, but at some point, their problems would become public knowledge. The kingdom would grow more vulnerable since slowly their fighting force was losing an important weapon in their arsenal.

Jarlath held his breath and focused inward. A flicker, like the sleepy stretch of someone awakening, caressed beneath his skin. Another burst of excitement shot through his veins. He hadn’t felt his feline stir for three cycles now. Something to experiment with in the privacy of his chamber. He missed running in feline form, the explosion of sensory details that came with a shift. Yes, the sec he reached his bedchamber, he’d attempt a shift.

“Prince, please don’t do this.” Ellard resorted to begging, and the emotion didn’t set well on his craggy countenance. His broad fingers dwarfed his onyx cat pendant as he rubbed back and forth—a sure sign of his agitation. “They say she comes from the planet Gramite.”

“Why don’t you help? The sooner we fill the containers, the faster we’ll return to the castle,” Jarlath said.

Ellard glowered. “Even the cambeests like her. Look at them, following her around.”

Jarlath grinned, the unfamiliar expression feeling foreign on his lips. It made him realize how tense he’d become with recent discussions of marriage and duty. “Creatures are good judges of character.”

“Humph.” Ellard snatched up a container and started to pick berries at a rapid pace.

A day of firsts, Jarlath thought. A change in routine. A new acquaintance. His feline awakening, and now he was smiling. A trip to the wild side indeed.


Keira surreptitiously observed the prince and his guard. She’d seen the handsome prince at several castle functions and thought him dull and pompous. This man, with his bright smile, was a different being. His dark hair was ruffled, the pomade no match for the stiff breeze. His tailored clothes—the trews and heavy cream synsilk shirt—were good quality, yet currently bore forest stains that made him appear more approachable. And his proper manner…today he resembled his younger brother, Prince Lynx. Sexy and way too attractive for her liking.

Maybe she’d rethink her coming evening. As Marcus’s widow, she’d received an invitation to the ball. She’d decided not to attend. Meeting her stepchildren in public always proved difficult, and doubly so if the encounter occurred during a social situation. She had few friends, but her acquaintances would rally around her if only to appease their inquisitiveness regarding her presence.

Yes, she’d made up her mind.

She’d follow her curiosity to learn if this Prince Jarlath was real or a fraud and relieve a little of her loneliness in a social occasion.

And meanwhile, she’d enjoy his company. She shot a glance at the security guard and suppressed a giggle. How many teeth could she get him to show during his next snarl?

“What are you staring at?” Ellard demanded.

“Nothing.” Wow, ten teeth.

Keira turned away and picked berries with the ease of practice, filling her containers as she worked her way back to the prince and his security guard.

“What do you do with the berries?” the prince asked.

“I make some pies but use most of the berries for wine.”

“I’ve never tried berry wine,” Jarlath said. “Have you, Ellard?”

“Yes.”

Keira smothered her amusement at the security guard’s abrupt tone. “What about berry pie? Do you have a sweet tooth?”

Ellard shifted his big body so she couldn’t see Prince Jarlath. “That is not appropriate. Cease your chatter.”

“Ellard, we’re talking about a dessert. There is nothing inappropriate about food.” The prince edged from behind his security guard and flashed her a grin full of boyish charm.

The power of the exchange rippled through her like a gossamer wave and left her breathing rapid and choppy. She managed a weak half-smile in return while scolding her traitorous body to behave. The security guard would have conniptions, and he was right. This…these thoughts were far from suitable.

“We all like to eat.” He cocked his head. “And I love pie.” He popped a berry into his mouth. “They’re delicious.”

“I’ll bake you one,” Keira said.

“That won’t be necessary.” Ellard’s voice emerged as stiff as his stance. “The prince eats food prepared in the castle kitchens.”

“Ellard, that is enough,” the prince said. “There. All done. How are you going to transport the berries back to your farm? There are too many here to carry.”

“I brought a cart with me,” she said, indicating the handcart, partially obscured by a scrubby bush.

“We’ll escort you home,” Jarlath said.

“I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

“Prince, we will be late to the pre-ball dinner.”

Disappointment slammed Keira, the sense of loneliness surfacing again. Today had been the first time she’d spoken with anyone apart from Hilda, the Regit gnome who functioned as her cook and home help, Hortese, her maid and friend, and her other employees. It was nice to share a task with someone new.

She sneaked a glance at the prince and found herself the object of his scrutiny. Her breasts tingled from the intensity of his gaze, and she admitted her fascination. Stupid fool that she was.

During this short space of time, she’d developed a crush on the prince. No, she’d changed her mind. No ball for her tonight. It was best she went with her original plan and stayed far, far away from temptation.

Aware of the lengthening silence, she said, “I’m quite capable of transporting the berries home. I wouldn’t want to make you late to an important function.”

“Jarlath, see! She understands duty.”

“Oh, I understand obligation,” Jarlath said with a bite to his tone. “I am always responsible.”

Keira frowned at the exchange between the two men, the chilly shift in the atmosphere. With no idea of the reason for the tension between the prince and his security guard, she remained mute. She’d experienced her share of conflict and refused to invite more.

Ellard had a look of relief as he strode over to retrieve the two cambeests. He’d saved his prince from committing an act of stupidity, saved his prince from becoming embroiled in unbecoming gossip.

Keira sighed. Her reputation preceded her, propelled along by gossip and Marcus’s two nasty, selfish offspring. It was no wonder the security guard wanted the prince to leave. She’d heard the prince was searching for a wife, and the king and the rest of the court would expect him to marry a woman of impeccable lineage and reputation.

A virgin.

Not one of the required labels fit her character or personality.

The cart wheels squeaked when she tugged the conveyance over to the full containers. She started to load the berries.

“Here, let me help.” The prince passed her a full receptacle and waited for her to situate the berries before handing her the next one.

“Prince, we must leave now. We have dallied long enough.”

“We will escort Keira to her home,” Jarlath said.

“I don’t think—” Ellard began.

“That’s not necessary,” Keira said.

“I insist.” Jarlath accepted the reins from Ellard. “Which way?”

Aware of his determination, Keira gave in without further battle. She pushed her handcart in the direction of home.

“Let me,” Prince Jarlath said, and he placed his hand over hers. A charge of energy rushed up her arm, stealing her breath and putting the prince at the front of her mind. She stared at his tanned fingers, such a contrast to her own green-tinged flesh. Then she cataloged the sensation of his warm skin against hers—not soft and smooth but callused.

“I…” she trailed off, sucked in by his charisma. His dark green eyes. His scent. Up close he smelled of berries and something spicy and peppery.

“Let me,” he repeated.

“Thanks.” She wanted to press her nose against his chest, but she forced herself to step away.

Prince Jarlath pushed the cart down the track, and she took a second to admire his arse.

“He’s not for you,” Ellard said in an undertone. “He will marry a woman of quality by the end of this cycle, if not the next.”

“Of course he will,” Keira said, and she was amazed at the evenness of her reply. “He’s heir to the crown.”

“As long as you understand,” Ellard said. “I wouldn’t want you to hamper the prince’s progress and cause problems for the House.”

“We picked berries. That’s hardly interfering. I didn’t know you’d ride along this particular trail.”

Ellard glowered down his long nose, his visage harsh and uncompromising. “So long as we’re clear.”

Oh they were clear. The security guard had done his duty and warned her away from the prince. He’d picked up on her fascination and was now doing his best to make sure she knew her place.

Done. Message received.

The trees of the forest thinned, and the outer farm buildings came into view. Keira hurried ahead to open the gate leading to her house, a sense of pride filling her as she studied the surroundings through the eyes of strangers. Freshly white-washed buildings, lush paddocks full of malpacks—a distant cousin of the cambeest—and everything tidy and in good repair. She might be an outcast, but she knew how to run a profitable farm.

“You can leave the cart here. I don’t want to make you late for an official function. Thank you for helping me to pick berries.” There. She’d said all that was proper. She sketched a curtsey, a nicety she should have thought of earlier.

“I had fun,” the prince said. “Maybe we can do it again.”

Keira cast a quick glance at Ellard and blanched at his stony expression. “Maybe,” she said but knew it unlikely. She was a farmer, and he was a prince.

No, she wouldn’t attend the ball tonight. She’d remain home and bake pies and stay far, far from trouble.

That would be best for all concerned.
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Chapter Two





The ball, held in the city assembly rooms, was tedious, and not one woman grabbed Jarlath’s attention. An enormous chandelier, made from the finest rose stone, cast delicate pink light over the scene. The perfume from urns of flowers filled the air while an orchestra, famed for their stringed musicians, played the latest songs. According to his mother, the head composer had even written a special score dedicated to him and his search for a wife—the debut to occur right before supper. Single women—those of suitable blood—chattered and tittered and flocked around him, each trying to outdo the other. Their obvious attentions, the avarice glittering in their countenances, made his head ache and his stomach roil. 

He was a person, not a commodity.

“Why aren’t you dancing?” his mother asked, her almond-shaped eyes burning him with expectation, impatience. Dressed in a slim-fitting gown the same pale green as her eyes, her chocolate-brown hair swept up and jeweled tiara glittering, she was the epitome of royal. “Lady Asha is over there. Go and ask her to dance and pray your eye doesn’t scare her off. She would make an excellent queen if she can get past your clumsiness.”

“Mother, it was an accident.”

“The beest is dangerous. Stick to your palace duties. Now, ask Lady Asha to dance.”

Jarlath sighed, knowing better than to argue with his mother, and made his way to an urn of greenery and white flowers where Lady Asha stood with her chaperone. He forced a stiff smile and made a formal bow. “May I have this dance?”

“It would be my honor, Prince Jarlath.” Lady Asha’s delicate hand trembled when she placed it in his, and she scanned his eye briefly before averting her gaze to his chest. Her nerves contrasted with Keira’s reaction to his presence. His status hadn’t bothered her in the slightest. She’d looked at him, and he’d wager, she saw him rather than a status symbol, despite Ellard’s opinion to the contrary.

His feet fell into rhythm with the music while his mind settled on Keira. So different with her exotic looks and feisty attitude. The casual way she’d worn her blaster weapon showed her ability to defend herself, and she managed her farm with minimal help, plus she baked pies.

During their interaction, he’d felt alive, and even more miraculously, his feline had awakened. Alone in his chamber, he’d attempted a shift—to no avail. His feline hadn’t stirred or uttered a single grunt. The meaning eluded him, although he intended to experiment. Losing his shifting ability…grata, it pushed him off-balance, made him feel half a Virosian.

“Are you attending the traveling circus performance tomorrow night?” Lady Asha asked.

Captive animals and strange aliens of freakish appearance. Jarlath suppressed a shudder. None of the performers appeared happy to display their skills. “No,” he said, hiding his true feelings behind his prince mask. “I’m afraid I have another engagement.”

“All my friends are going.”

Another reason to avoid the spectacle.

The rest of the evening passed in a similar vein—dancing, the unveiling of the betrothal song. Supper taken with Lady Asha and more dancing, more eligible single women. His feet became increasingly sore. Sheer willpower stopped him from limping across the ballroom during his departure. All the dancing had given him a blister on the heel of his right foot, and the sore spot throbbed in tandem with the ache at his temples.

A short time later, he acknowledged the doorman and entered the official residence of the House of the Cat—the castle.

“Jarlath, a word.” His mother’s crisp voice drew him to a halt at the base of the stairs that led to his accommodation wing. Her regal and slender figure retreated into a receiving room before he had a chance to respond.

He sighed and changed his direction. On entering the formal receiving room, he discovered his father present as well. Queen Bryna dropped onto the gel-duo seat at her husband’s side, presenting united resolve.

King Hazan speared him with a dignified look, his gray-streaked black hair tidy, his black-and-white eveningwear still pristine despite the late hour. “You must decide on a woman to take to wife. It is time for you to marry and produce an heir.”

“Past time,” his mother added, her will clear in her vivid green gaze. “We’ve had this discussion before.”

Straight to business. Of course. It was their duty, his duty, to ensure their line lived on at the head of the House of the Cat. Jarlath remained standing instead of dropping onto the gel chair opposite his parents. He disliked this stiff, formal room with its blend of modern tech—the silent servant droid in the corner waiting in sleep mode and unable to record private discussion—and the artifacts from various universes purchased and collected by his mother to impress visitors. A jeweled looking glass from Slyvia, an ornately carved bone chair with a gel cushion pad from Mutto and a locked case of antique hair combs. The formal portraits of previous House rulers glared down from the opposite wall. Both he and Lynx had endured lectures and reprimands in this receiving room.

He took his time while trying to formulate an argument as to why he should wait. He didn’t want to argue with his parents. Lynx, his younger brother, caused enough tension, but grata, he was tired of duty. He’d tried to put off this moment, sidestepping each of their attempts at matchmaking. But now, with both of his parents approaching the subject as a team, he found himself trapped.

Fighting a wince and the need to limp, he strode to the window and stared out at the huge public square, which lay outside the castle outer walls. Their subjects strolled beneath colored lights and leafy trees. Others browsed the many evening market stalls that would remain open late into the night. One level down the guidance lights from chubby gray flymos cut through the sky as the vehicles zipped and zapped through the sky, jostling for airspace. The snub-nose utility vehicles with their rounded bodies were popular with the locals for shifting cargo and people around the city. Royal decree stated any pilot who took a flight path over the square or castle would receive an invitation to spend time in the dungeons. Not many accepted the offer.

“Jarlath?” his mother prompted. “What do you say?”

Struggling for patience, he inhaled and turned to face his parents. His father bore the straight carriage of a royal, his lined yet handsome face arranged in a serious mien. His light green eyes had darkened to a mossy green, as had those of his subjects who had lost access to their felines. His father was the perfect ruler, always maintained correct protocol and seemed happy with the responsibility, so why did Jarlath’s royal duties make him feel as if a chokenoose circled his neck?

His mother cocked her head, her lips firming in disapproval. His father tightened his hand around the metallic head of the cat that topped his walking cane.

They expected an answer.

One particular answer.

The idea of marriage and the boring rounds of social gatherings, plus the pressure of producing an heir, scared him silly. An entire lifespan of obligation and service. Once that was all he’d wanted, but he’d changed. For once, he’d like to do something for himself instead of following the rules. And didn’t that make him selfish?

“Do you have a list of suitable candidates?” His words tightened his chest, his throat until he had to tug at his formal cravat to release the tension.

“Yes, of course,” his mother said. “You can collect the list from me in the morning.”

“Was there anything else?” Jarlath had to force the words past the lump lodged in his gullet.

“I sought an audience with the head of medicine today,” his father said.

Alarm surfaced in Jarlath. “Why? Are you ill?”

“I am aging quickly now that my feline has died. My bones pain me,” his father said. “I have discussed this with your mother, and we have decided once you announce your betrothal, I shall step aside, and you will take over my role. You are young. Strong. The scientists will find a cure to save our felines, and you will rule for a long time.”

“What?” That knot in his throat was growing, growing, growing until he thought his neck might explode with the pressure. He coughed to clear the obstacle. “What did you say?”

“Once your betrothal is announced, I intend to step aside, and you will take over as king of the House of the Cat.”

His mother beamed with approval.

Jarlath…he wasn’t sure how to react, which emotion to tag. Worry for his father’s health, respect for his father who had carried out his duties as leader with a deft hand and…and the weight of responsibility.

Jarlath found himself nodding like a wooden puppet controlled by some outside force. “It would be my honor.”

Stars and meteors, had those words come from him? No, no! He didn’t want the kingship. He didn’t want marriage to a woman who merely desired position and prestige. He didn’t want to provide heirs and subject his children to this bloody yoke.

“You do us proud, my son,” his father said. “You will make a good king.”

Unspoken were the words of Lynx’s embarrassing exploits.

“I find myself fatigued,” Jarlath said, anxious to escape. He walked around a low table bearing a glittering black cat statue and over to the gel-duo seat where his parents sat. He stooped to press a kiss to his mother’s smooth, perfumed cheek. He kissed his father’s hand. “Good rest,” he said. “I’ll see you in the morn.”

“Take care of that eye,” his father said.

“I will. Villars has given me an ointment to treat the bruising.”

Jarlath strode from the room, praying to every goddess for his legs to get him to his private wing before he crumpled under the weight of expectation.

His valet waited for him, even though he’d told the older man not to bother. Jarlath bit back his grumpiness and gave Villars a stiff nod.

“How was the ball, Prince Jarlath?” His pale green eyes glittered with interest from a face mapped with wrinkles. “Let me help you from your jacket.”

Jarlath allowed his valet to tug the close-fitting black garment from his shoulders. Churlish to refuse when the man had waited for him. Churlish to ignore his queries when the man had looked after him since his first shift at the age of twelve cycles. Churlish, too, to unleash his temper when the man was blameless.

“I think I danced with every single woman in the kingdom and several from neighboring planets and satellites. My feet hurt.” He yanked off his wrinkled cravat.

“Ah, I did suggest you wear your other shoes.”

“You did, Villars, and next time I will follow your suggestions.” Once free of his jacket, Jarlath kicked off the offending shoes. “Why don’t you seek your bed, Villars? Don’t you have an early flight tomorrow? I can manage the rest. I thought I’d have a glass of apecot port before I retire.”

“I have set out a glass and the decanter in your sitting room, Prince Jarlath.”

“Thank you, Villars. Your ability to read my mind is uncanny. I don’t know what I’m going to do without you while you’re visiting your new grandchild.”

Villars smiled, broad and toothy. “You always have a glass of apecot after a night out.”

Flaming meteors, was he that predictable? Things were worse than he’d feared. Ellard met him at the stables every afternoon to go for a ride, even though he never called for him. Villars set out his apecot port. He’d even picked out his shoes, and Jarlath had rejected his choice, just to be contrary. The result—a nice fat blister on his heel.

“If that is all, Prince Jarlath, I’ll leave you to your apecot. You know, I can still arrange a temporary replacement until my return.”

“No, I don’t want a replacement. I’ll manage until your return. Good rest, Villars, and thank you for the eye ointment. It has helped to ease the throbbing. Enjoy your holiday and give your new grandchild a kiss for me.”

Jarlath waited until the door closed behind his valet before he prowled and paced past the room containing his entertainment center. He hesitated, taking in the screen that took up an entire wall and the holo headset he’d discarded on a float table, then shrugged irritably and continued. His restlessness took him through to his sitting room, where he paused to pour a glass of apecot. The pale golden liquid sloshed into a chill-vessel and out the rim on the other side. Jarlath cursed and snatched up the drink. He fingered the excess drops from the vessel and took a large sip. The liquid burned down his throat, melting the lump of tension so his throat began to feel more normal. With apecot in hand, Jarlath stalked the confines of the luxurious room.

King.

His destiny, and as the heir, he needed a wife. Yes, he’d choose her from a list, but in reality, his parents were picking his spouse—the woman who would stand at his side until death parted their union. It was a sobering, scary thought. Another swallow of apecot slid down as he admitted the truth.

He’d thought of marriage one day to someone who respected and loved him in return. But he wanted this when he felt ready, not on his parents’ calendar.

Jarlath wasn’t even sure he wanted to take over the role. No, of course he wanted to be king. He was born for the position. Jarlath drank more apecot and consciously relaxed his shoulders. The duties, the responsibility—he’d trained for them all his life. His hard sigh lifted his chest.

Tomorrow he’d choose names off his mother’s list. Tomorrow, he’d take the first steps toward becoming king. Tomorrow, he’d seal his fate.


      [image: image-placeholder]Jarlath woke—much earlier than normal—his mind full of the list and his dreams of steamy-hot sex with Keira Cloud. Eventually his busy thoughts drove him to leave his sleep-bed. He ignored the clothes Villars had set out for him and rifled through his replicator for something plainer and unobtrusive. Unable to find anything suitable, he wrinkled his brow. He needed clothing of the like favored by Lynx.

Ah! His brief dejection lifted, and he plugged in his brother’s code. A quite different type of garment showed on the replicator menu. Plain black. No insignia. Perfect.

Jarlath plugged in the code and checked his eye in his looking glass. Nice and black but not painful. He’d live. A quiet hum and the metallic tang on the air showed the replicator was doing its job. While he waited, Jarlath dragged a comb through his hair. On automatic, his fingers reached for pomade to settle his rebellious locks. At the last min, he drew back, frowned into the looking glass then nodded.

Routine was boring, boring, boring.

A ding signaled the replicator had finished, and he lifted the lid of the unit to retrieve his new garments. Plain black trews and a black tunic. Soft black boots completed his outfit.

Perfect.

Jarlath donned the garments and grinned at his reflection in the looking glass. The boots molded to his feet, and he could scarcely feel his blister. It was like a glimpse of his brother, and the possibility of freedom, even if it was for a mere few hours, made him want to whistle. He grabbed his sat-com, although he turned it to vibrate rather than summons mode and stuffed it in his pocket. At the last moment, he strapped a blaster to his hip.

That done, he crept from his chamber, not wanting to attract attention. Unusually, he didn’t see anyone except a maid wheeling a tea trolley toward his mother’s chamber. The queen was a habitual early riser, yet she never appeared until late morn.

Jarlath let himself outside and strode in the direction of the stables.

A sleepy stableboy greeted him, yawning widely in Jarlath’s direction. “Can I help you, sir?”

“I’m going for a ride,” Jarlath announced. “I will saddle Black.”

“Black? But that’s Prince Jar—”

The boy’s face paled, and he bobbed a quick bow. “I’m sorry, Prince Jarlath. I did not recognize you. I hope I didn’t offend.”

“Don’t trouble yourself.” Jarlath waved away the boy’s stammered apologies, strode into the stable, and headed for Black’s stall. The aroma of polymox hay, nroc straw and saddle soap filled the air, the scents bringing back lazy days of childhood. He nodded to the stableboy mucking out a stall then collected his personal saddle from the harness room and opened the stable door. His cambeest gave a rumble of welcome and nuzzled his chest.

Jarlath didn’t normally saddle his beest, although he knew how and kneed Black in the ribs when the creature tried to hold his air-filled belly. Not a trick he intended to fall for this morn.

He swung into his tan malpack saddle and guided Black toward the forest before giving his beest his head and letting him choose their path. The crisp air chilled his cheeks as Black surged forward. Part of him had expected Black to tread his normal trail, but the beest cantered down a new one Jarlath had never noticed. Instead of going through the forest, the path skirted the edge of the trees. Birds sang, sitting so high in the treetops he couldn’t see them. The blue-tinged grass grew tall, and if it weren’t for his knee-high boots, his trews would have soaked up the excess moisture.

In the distance, he saw farm dwellings, the lazy curl of purple smoke telling him they were burning the wood of the purple puzzle tree. An introduced species, this tree was an aggressive grower and threatened to choke their native forests. It had been his idea for their people to use it for fuel, and he was pleased with the results and the thinning of the puzzle copses.

The path meandered into the forest then exited near a small lake. The pale green waters steamed. Ah, his brother had mentioned this heated lake. He and his friends used to sneak alcoholic drinks and party here with their choice of the opposite sex. Lynx had seduced many a woman here, or at least rumor pointed that way. When it came to his brother, the tales were oft exaggerated. Lynx no longer bothered denying the gossip whenever he deigned to visit home.

Black trotted past the lake and into the forest again. Around twenty mins later, another farm came into sight, this one familiar. Jarlath hesitated, his heart skipping a beat as he struggled with his decision. This wasn’t a good idea, not when he should be at the castle whittling down his list to one marriageable woman.

But he didn’t give Black the signal to walk on when his beest pulled up outside the gate leading to Keira’s dwelling—an attractive cream farmhouse with two levels. Instead, Jarlath dismounted, opened the gate and led Black into the yard. He tethered his cambeest to a hitching post.

Someone was singing, the words in a foreign language. The language of the Cawdor, he thought with a frown. Ellard had said Keira came from Gramite.

He knocked, and the singing ceased. Footsteps signaled someone was coming to answer the door. He stepped back, heart pounding. Was he walking into the parlor of their enemy? Ellard hadn’t mentioned anything about the House of Cawdor, and by mutual consent, they’d ignored the subject of Keira after leaving her yesterday.

The door flew open, and the scent of berries and baking flooded his senses.

Keira blinked at him in clear confusion. “Prince Jarlath.”

Jarlath hesitated now that this new knowledge battered his brain. Was this a honeycomb trap? Aware of the lengthening silence, he said the first thing that entered his mind. “I’ve come for pie.”
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