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      Princess Rayne studied her reflection in the wrap-around mirrors as she emerged from her bath, water dripping from her perfectly-tanned body as she studied for any hint of aging. Lines. Sagging.

      Anything that might suggest she wasn’t twenty-two anymore.

      She spent too much time, working mostly in secret, to maintain her diet as her metabolism changed, to work out enough with various machines that she kept her curves intact, neither grinding them off nor letting them sag. It wasn’t nearly as easy as it had been sixteen years ago, but that was what it took.

      As if if mattered, since Dirk hardly ever looked at her as anything but a problem, in spite of everything she did to still be hard, womanly, and inviting.

      She laughed a little bitterly, alone in her space. Well, alone but for Panther, her latest bodyguard. But he was Jemhu, and rarely spoke. She found him more intimidating that way, as he stepped from the door with a freshly-warmed towel held out to wrap around her.

      Panther adored her. Would always. His clan had owed her family loyalty for generations, and supplied many of the royal family’s bodyguards.

      Rayne looked up and smiled as she wrapped the towel around herself and he slid back into the shadows where his black fur and black uniform served to hide him. She had never fucked her bodyguards, but that was more about the cat-like nature of the species than anything.

      The species had a cock like a Human, but it came with spines that extended when aroused, just like a house cat’s, in order to hold the female in place while they mated. A Human woman didn’t have the dermal pads in her vagina to not end up bleeding badly from such an act, and receiving pain had never been her thing.

      Giving…Well, that was a different thing.

      But he worshiped her like a goddess brought to Earth. In a way, she was, as her ancestors had uplifted the primitive Jemhu from bronze age barbarians to stellar age travelers generations ago, and his clan still took that bond seriously. Even going so far as to swear their clan to eternal service of hers, following when her ancestors had originally colonized the planet Texas.

      It would not matter to Panther if she started to look her thirty-eight years. But it would to her.

      Rayne was six feet tall and stood out, except when she was around beings as big as Panther. She was broad in the shoulders and hips, feminine but not girlie. Whatever the opposite of petite was.

      All woman, but aging. There was no getting around it, if she was going to be honest with at least herself. But still sexy, as long as she worked at it.

      Already, she had had to add certain pills and creams on a daily basis. Time spent in the tanning booth religiously, just to never have a tanline of any kind. But she was still flexible enough that the lights could reach every spot and bronze it.

      Other things kept her hair lush and wavy and black, down past her shoulder blades in a loose cut designed to frame her good looks in the right breeze.

      Daily workouts with military precision to keep the muscles toned, even as she worked assiduously to keep breasts and hips full and enticing.

      If she could ever capture the man’s attention.

      But Dirk was a free spirit, uninterested in turning into a Royal Consort. Hell, pretty soon, she’d be willing to just have him make contributions to a sperm bank, and she’d handle the rest herself.

      She needed to entice that man. To have him. To feel that magnificent cock buried to the hilt inside her again and pulsing as he brought life and extended the royal line with the greatest genes available to the species.

      Rayne knew his secrets. His past on Amaull as a candidate for the Timocracy. The ancient Human scholar Plato had once proposed a form of governance where philosopher-kings were raised from birth to rule, with an expectation that the best and brightest could be best found from all the broad testing. Texas was a monarchy, but Rayne understood that too many times in history such things had led to inbreeding problems, where cousins sought to conserve power by excluding the lower classes, rather than finding the man or woman with the best genes and getting them to contribute instead.

      She needed Dirk. If she could have, she’d bear a sperm bank’s worth of children with the man, just to give her heirs the edge over all of the rest of her family. And maybe the entire damned species.

      And he was here. On this very ship. Images had confirmed it. Witnesses had looked at pictures. Others had known the man on sight.

      She would have him.

      Except that her first gambit had failed.

      Rayne finished drying herself, dropped the towel on the floor for a maid and stepped into her main bedchamber, where Panther stood on one side, always vigilant, even when her visitor was only Jock Manhammer, Commander of the Tantric Legion.

      She paraded her perfect nudity in front of the two men, just to see that little flare of lust come into Jock’s eyes. She’d fucked the man a few times, but he had an ragged edge to his personality that would lead him to brutality if not contained, and she just wasn’t into being a sub. Not for anyone but Dirk.

      Two doms would never work out, but Jock could command her women with an iron fist and fuck them into submission, whenever one of his own lieutenants got out of hand.

      Rayne occasionally even ordered it to occur space where she could watch secretly, pleasuring herself with both hands as Jock’s Hammer got put to use on lesser pussies. She wondered if she’d need some sort of show in the short term, just to take off some of the edges that had been slicing at her recently.

      It was like she could smell Dirk’s sweat in the air system, filling her nose and licking at her pussy.

      She smiled at Jock now and moved to the dresser. She bent like she always did, teasing the man. It almost felt tedious tonight. Too predictable, as she rooted around to find just the right panties in the bottom drawer. And did so in such a way that her perfect pussy was pointed right at the man, glistening and clean from her bath. Her breasts hung pendulous when she did, and she could almost hear the sound they made, slapping together like the right someone had her bent over like this and was hammering her from behind.

      But not Jock. He always wanted to look you in the eyes when he fucked you. Okay, but not all that great, even with a cock like his.

      Had they already descended into an unspoken Kabuki in their relationship?

      She smiled over her shoulder as he stood at parade rest, possibly steaming. Jock always wanted to be in motion, like an attack dog sniffing and marking every border of his territory for intruders and threats. Rayne liked to take her time.

      Next she selected a blade kilt. White leather belt wide enough to be called a girdle, hanging low around her broad hips to show off her wasp waist, with vertical strips of leather like sword blades hanging, each made of white leather edged in gold and with a blue gem at the tip for weight.

      Rayne dithered for a moment before selecting the matching bustier corset, also in white leather with gold. Blue as a contrast might have also worked, if she wanted a rhinestone bikini top cupping her full breasts and holding them in place. But then she’d have to have someone tie it and didn’t feel like rewarding Jock with such personal closeness today.

      She wrapped the bustier around herself and carefully settled each breast in place before hooking things closed and getting everything squished in just right.

      A face crown completed this look, platinum frosted with real gold, resting atop her head with broad blades coming down to protect her cheekbones, like an ancient Hellenic warrior.

      Finally, she was complete. Ready for visitors, who had been left waiting for long enough to perhaps grow nervous at what was coming next.

      Rewards should be given quick and publicly, to secure the greatest value for the giver.

      Punishments, on the other hand, should be a slow, patient process. Let the victim’s mind do most of the work for you, as they sat outside the door to her personal chamber, shackled and hobbled.

      Rayne took a deep breath as she turned back to Manhammer and nodded.

      “Bring her in,” she ordered bluntly.

      Jock nodded and withdrew, leaving her alone but for Panther. Rayne took in the room and decided to sit in the main chair. The suite they had given her while on this ship was a bit cramped, at least compared to her personal chambers aboard The Libertine, where her bedroom was exactly an acre. Still, it was roomy enough for her current needs.

      Bedspace on her right, where she could have up to eight in a good orgy, were she so inclined, up on a platform that would give the rest of the room a good vantage point if she needed an audience, or, more likely was part of one. Salon in the center, with long couches on each side and her chair, situated like a throne at the top of the square.

      She thought about the thing that would become her throne one of these days, although Praise God that her father, King Zeric, might somehow managed immortality. Rayne couldn’t think of anything worse than actually having to ascend the throne, back on Texas, and actually rule.

      Unless she managed to find something here, first. To penetrate the Forbidden Triangle and master their secrets. That might make her Empress of entire sectors of space, rather than just one world.

      If only her servants didn’t fail her so often.

      Two pink-clad troopers escorted Zamona in, hands on each elbow as the woman shuffled. Jock might have loosened the hobbles a few links, but she supposed he was even angrier at the woman’s failure.

      It had been an excellent plan, once Rayne’s spies had confirmed that Dirk Thruster was aboard. An intercepted message to meet someone in a particular club, although that part had gotten garbled to the point she didn’t know who he’d met.

      But Zamona had been there, presenting genderqueer in a mannish suit as a lure to get Dirk’s attention. You had to wave exotic under that man’s nose as too many women just threw themselves at him and bounced off.

      Rayne kept her grumbles on the topic to herself as Jock stood to one side, slightly ahead of Zamona as the two troopers held her in place. Rayne couldn’t even reach down and stroke herself right now, much as she wanted to, thinking so much about Dirk.

      Rayne needed anger front and center.

      “You failed,” she snapped flatly. “How?”

      “He distracted me into thinking he had an accomplice behind him,” Zamona replied carefully. “When I turned, he attacked, taking my pistol and knocking me into the elevator.”

      “And then he shot you and pressed the penthouse level for us to find you when you arrived,” Rayne sneered.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Rayne studied the woman, wondering if Zamona had finally gotten too old to be an effective honeypot. Or even a field agent. Perhaps the woman needed to be relegated to training new troopers and assassins now.

      And that just frosted Rayne all the worse, staring at her former top assassin, as the woman was only two years older than she was. What did it say about Rayne? Was she getting too long in the tooth?

      Was it finally time to grow up and start acting like management?

      Ugh.

      “So he knows your face and your shape,” Rayne continued after a long stretch of internalized self-loathing. “Possibly your taste, since you did get him alone in a closet.”

      “Only for a kiss,” Zamona spoke up for herself. “Nothing more. That was when I captured him initially, however briefly. Kissing.”

      Rayne ignored the woman now and turned to Jock, still standing at parade rest, square and upright, dark hair like Dirk’s but kept short and professional.

      “There were rumors that Dirk was seen with a female assistant of some sort?” she asked the man.

      “Correct, but we don’t have a good picture of her and nobody has seen her more recently to get a solid identification on the woman,” he said.

      “Could she be moving in disguise?” Rayne mused.

      “Assumedly,” Jock nodded.

      Rayne turned her attention to Zamona again.

      “Become someone else,” she ordered. “Find the woman. Or locate Dirk’s ship Longsword and wherever it is that his pilot Rico hid it. That’s how you can rehabilitate your reputation now.”

      She waved a hand and the two troopers picked the woman up and bodily carried her from the room.

      When they were alone, Rayne focused on Jock.

      “I feel as though all our secrecy has already been wasted,” she said. “Somehow, Dirk has stolen a march on us.”
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