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For Mark, who saw through my scars.
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“I wait for the Queen who will restore, who will reclaim, who will make me whole. Come, I breathe life into you, but first, I must take it all away.”

Goddess
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“Prophecy says the last daughter of the last high priestess will reclaim the continent. I both fear and pray for this truth.”

Fernley Sevradan
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I didn’t realize the capital would be deserted. The streets just outside the city of Izkirka are empty and the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. Not a good sign, Rahda. The air crackles with static electricity, as if an electrical storm is only moments away.

Up ahead, down the vacant road, I see the heavily gilded and ornamental arch that usually permits—or denies—access into the capital city. 

I say “usually” because the arch’s gate is strangely missing.

The last time I was in Izkirka, which was several months ago, the gate was so heavily guarded I worried that the wardens might shoot me just for looking at them funny.

In heavy silences, my ears tend to make up noises, which often puts me further on edge, and tonight it doesn’t help that the cobblestone streets are barren of life—both human and artificial. 

Customarily, Izkirka is a robust city bursting at the seams with singing romeos, personal pleasure servants, half-humans, mutts, and mechanized robots. Each corner should be a battle zone as competitive sellers peddled push carts full of food, micro-needle hydration patches, sun vitamins, faux-meat kabobs, sticky sweets, and fruity cigarettes. 

The latter scent generally carried for blocks and might linger for days.

Not now. Not tonight. All I can smell is musty air, rusted metal, and my own sweat. 

I send a small prayer to the Goddess. In return, a small chill runs down my spine.

I slip my hand beneath my cloak and palm the dagger hidden there. Its leather sheath is warm in my hand. Tonight I’ll need my wits about me.

My guess is that this part of Izkirka has been empty for at least two days, if not more.

My black, lace-up boots scuff the thick ash covered streets, which are imprinted with other shoe impressions and the wheel lines of robots and small, push carts. 

My footsteps faintly echo against the metal buildings on either side of the street.

Just as the last traces of daylight fade behind me, the warm wind picks up wafts of charcoal dust, which swirls around my boots and the hem of my cloak. In front of me, the footprints and wheel impressions disappear as the dust blankets the surface.

It’s not very strong—the sun—and even on the brightest days, it never fully penetrates the ever-present gray clouds above Izkirka. No trees, flowers, or plants. 

Just ash.

I glance up at half-built, rusted buildings. Even though their surfaces are coated with dried charcoal dust, the glinty material still reflects the glow of the setting sun and two white moons that weakly glimmer through a gap in the dense clouds.

On the tops of several buildings, radio signal repeaters spire several feet high in order to allow a greater range of communication frequencies between the capital city and the rest of the continent. 

Pools of sweat run down my face and I use the sleeve of my fabriskin cloak—a thick wool material woven with metal, and leathered, human skin—to wipe the sweat from my eyes. Even in during the hottest months of the year, which, honestly, is most of the year, I wear the cloak. 

The enhanced fabric protects me from the acidic, black rain that sometimes comes without warning, and the cloak’s material is strong enough to keep a dagger from piercing my skin.

Sadly, I am not a stranger to the occasional dagger aimed my way.

Tonight I leave the front of the cloak open. It’s as hot as Hades Rocks right now, but I like to live a little dangerously. I mean, I’m about to meet the man everyone calls the Dark Prince.

Meet may not be right word. Summoned is more accurate.

Even though I have the words memorized, I dig out the twice-folded note from my trousers’ pocket and, using a red penlight, I read it again.

“The coveted position of research assistant has become available within Prince Roland Rexus’ court in Izkirka. Prince Rexus requests that Miss Rahda Plesti make herself available to be interviewed for the position at sundown in two days time. Other than small, personal effects, bring nothing. If accepted, everything, to include a wardrobe, will be provided on site. The prince looks forward to meeting Miss Plesti.”

I refold it and place the note and the penlight back in my pocket. My hand shakes as I do so. I’m nervous and I feel stupid for feeling nervous. 

Knock it off, Rahda.

I look behind me and find small comfort in the tall trees that I journeyed through yesterday and today. Beyond the blue spike forest, and at the bottom of the mountain range that naturally divides the continent in half, sits the old city of Aschalle.

Aschalle is a city known for science, meditation, and religious study.

My home.

I already miss Aschalle and its leader—a man named Avos—an old man I both respect and fear. 

But he is my mentor. I trust him and, in my opinion, trust is more important than any other emotion.

Even though a pang thumps deep in my heart, I do not want to go back. My mentor often sends me away for weeks at a time to do his dirty work.

I keep telling myself that this job is no different, that feelings have no place in the equation, but I know that this one is different. That things are about to change, but I don’t know if it’s for the better, or for the worse.

Sometimes there is no difference.

The wind picks up again, whipping the hem of my cloak angrily around my boots. Dust scatters away.

A storm’s coming, and fast.

I jog left, out of the dry, dusty street, and duck under the shabby, pockmarked awning of a severely rusted building. I glance at the bright green signs displayed there, which are written in Patroxi, a half-human, half-alien language. 

Not all of the signs have words—not everyone can read Patroxi. Most signs depict very detailed drawings of the offered services. Food, clothes, drugs, and sexual favors.

Not surprisingly, the last offered service has the largest number of signs. Patroxi have the gender parts for both male and female sexes, so their clientele can be rather extensive.

Got to love convenience stores. Go in for a pack of smokes and come out with a smile.

The wind picks up again and this time, a clap of thunder crashes overhead. Swirling gray-black clouds gather like a thick, impenetrable funeral veil, and any second now, it’s going to pour.

A noise distracts me and I hear commotion from within the Patroxi convenience store. 

The patroness—a tall, thin Patroxi half-human, with orange and black braids and attired in a vibrant teal-colored fabriskin cloak—looks me up and down, as if taking stock of what I can and cannot afford.

Her eyes match the color of her robe and I have a hard time looking away from those colorful depths.

“We have many services available to young women,” the patroness says pleasantly.

While my fabriskin cloak is well made, it’s several years old, and since the summons said I couldn’t bring anything more than personal effects, I have nothing else on me to indicate what my purchasing prowess might be.

Not that I wanted to buy her services. She smiles at me.

“I’m not interested in that,” I answer in her own tongue, pointing skyward. “I need shelter from the storm.” 

Even with my cloak on, I do not want to be caught in the rain when it comes down.

She follows my gesture and looks up at the sky.

“Pity,” she says, her tone now unsympathetic. “No money, no entry.” 

Her smile turns into a scathing, black sneer. 

Her features lighten. Her face shifts, uncoagulates, turns translucent, and then hardens into a mask-like shell, almost like a battle helmet.

Her slim, gleaming fingers pluck something from within her robe: an amber-colored blade. She’s not close enough to strike, but when her long arm swings at me, I jump back and away from the awning. 

Overhead, another crack of thunder vibrates my insides, and I attempt to reason with the patroness.

“Just for a few minutes, please,” I say.

“Be gone,” she hisses, waving her small weapon around. It’s more of a blustering move rather than threatening.

She sheaths her blade, unhooks the awning, and brings it flush against the metal wall. I hear a series of locking sounds coming from the inside just as the first acidic drop hits my shoulder. 

Then another.

It makes a sizzling sound against the fabric. I pull the cloak’s hood over my head and secure the front. 

The electric charge in the air heightens, and the smell reminds me of corroded batteries.

Black viscous droplets scatter in front of me, splashing into the dust. Bits of black ice smack the ground, ricocheting like tiny pebbles.

Peering into the city, I can see the topmost part of the palace blending into those dark clouds. 

I’m nowhere near my destination. Even if I sprint, I won’t make it before I’m drenched. Waiting may not work, either, since the storm might last for days.

I’m already late—the summons said to be at the palace at sundown—but I don’t want to meet the reclusive prince looking like a wet mutt.

Above me, like a double dose of ominous warnings, the sky rumbles with deafening thunder, and sparkles with silver ribbons of lightning.

Left without other options, I run down the street, pass through Izkirka’s gate-less arch, and make my way through the empty streets to see Prince Rexus—the man I’ve been in love with since I was thirteen years old. 
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I’m soaked when I veer down an alleyway, a shortcut, and enter the notorious Widow’s Lane, which is the black market of Izkirka. My friend Dorni, a medicine maker and healer, lives in one of the shacks. Anything and everything is for sale in Widow’s Lane. People, animals, organs, even a person’s soul.

The street is made of crumbling asphalt and dirt, which, with the rain, is now mud. Thin sheets of plywood cover the huge craters in the ground. Deteriorating buildings butt against brick warehouses, wooden and sheet metal lean-to shacks, as well as demolished, empty lots.

Yellow lampposts light my way and I can see just far enough ahead of me to avoid open, uncovered holes in the road. When I’m about halfway down, the stench of a rotting corpse cuts through the smell of the acidic rain.

I don’t care how many dead bodies I’ve encountered in the past, it’s an odor I will never get used to.

Squinting, I see a lump in one of the craters. 

If the storm lasts long enough, the rain will accelerate the decomposition. Honestly, it wouldn’t surprise me if the body was placed there for that very reason.

I keep to the middle of the road. There’s no telling who or what might come out of one of these buildings, and the last thing I need to be is an easy target.

Generally I’m the one sneaking up on people, so I know how the technique works. However, being out in the open like this isn’t exactly safe, either, but it is the lesser of two evils.

Once I’m in front of Dorni’s shack, I don’t knock, but instead I scratch my knuckles against the metal door and wait. After a minute or two of silence, I pull the sheet of metal away from the wall and peer inside.

No Dorni.

It’s a tiny structure, roughly six feet long and six feet wide. There’s mat on the floor, which serves as her bed. The rest of the space is covered top to bottom with shelves full of the items Dorni uses to make medicines, charms, and the occasional poisons. 

As I look around, nothing looks disturbed. Before I came here tonight, I thought I might change and get cleaned up before heading to the palace, but I am not comfortable using her home without permission.

Even what little I am doing—just looking inside—feels wrong, like I’m violating Dorni’s privacy.

While I wonder where she is, I’m not worried about her. An old pythoness—a witch—like Dorni can take care of herself. 

But the residents of Widow’s Lane wouldn’t leave without a good reason and my sense is that it has nothing to do with the storm. 

As if on cue, a ripple of lightning crashes several blocks away, and it illuminates all the holes in Dorni’s metal walls. Being inside a metal structure during a lightening storm isn’t a good idea.

I pull my hood further down my face and cinch the wet fabriskin cloak closer to my body just before I sprint away from Widow’s Lane.

A few minutes later, I stop running when I see the front of the palace. Even though I’ve never been inside, the outside is larger than I remember. It must be three blocks wide and ten stories high and it’s accessible to everyone. 

It’s fascinating to me that it’s not guarded, and that anyone can go up and knock on the door.

Even through the grime, the palace’s walls gleam. It’s made of metal and granite and the windows are crooked and scattered unevenly, as if the designer either wasn’t a fan of straight lines or couldn’t be troubled to make the windows match.

In an odd way, I like how pastiche it looks. I’ve never been a fan of perfection. 

Nervous excitement dances in my veins at the thought of seeing Prince Rexus. 

Will he remember me?

I watch the door intently. Beside it, a dim, yellow lamppost flickers as bits of black rain hit it. As the rain bounces off the metal, the tinny sound it creates is constant, like that of a soft, ringing bell. 

What exactly am I waiting for? A butler to come out and greet me?

Even though Izkirka is empty, until now, it never occurred to me that the palace might also be deserted. 

Otherwise, who issued the summons?

When I look up, I think I see proof of life. A curtain moves at a second story window, and a shadow in the shape of a person stands behind it. But before I can get a good look, the shadow disappears and the curtain is again flush with the window.

Taking a deep breath, I march across the cobblestone street, and knock firmly on the solid bronze door.

The knock echoes and it sounds so loud in my head.

Almost instantly, a fat, silver-colored robot, about half my height, opens the door. The robot has a small, square head with a hollow eye socket, a round body, and the number nineteen imprinted on the front of it, just beneath its head.

The main door opens to a bare foyer. Behind the robot are three closed doors, with each being a unique color: blue, green, and orange.

Otherwise the entry room is unfurnished. Basically, there’s nothing worth stealing, and an intruder would still need to get through a second door before gaining interior access to the palace.

As I observe all of this, but before I can step inside, the robot’s tube-like arms come up and block my entrance. 

I stare mutely before I realize it’s waiting for me to say something. 

Honestly, Rahda, this isn’t your first time looking at a robot. You’ve created dozens of them yourself over the years.

“My name is Rahda Plesti,” I tell the little robot. “I received an invitation from Prince Rexus.”

The robot makes a series of clicking noises, like maybe it’s receiving orders, and, from its eye socket hole, a thin laser tip comes out and scans my entire body. I close my eyes at the right moment to avoid an eye burn. Seconds later, the robot backs away and it gestures for me to enter. 

The door shuts loudly behind us. With the exception of my dripping clothes, the foyer is incredibly quiet and warm. I push back my cloak’s hood, re-braid my long brown hair, and unbutton the front of the cloak. The whole time, the robot observes me.

When it senses that I’ve completed all of this, it opens the blue door on the left wall, and, instead of coming in with me, I encounter a second robot.

It greets me by using its laser to scan the front of me.

The action is so fast that I don’t have time to fully close my eyes, and I’m rewarded with annoying white stars floating in my eyes.

“You could have warned me first,” I say.

It doesn’t respond.

Apparently satisfied that I am a legitimate visitor, the second robot swivels and motions for me to follow. The first robot closes the blue door and remains in the foyer.

A sentry robot.

The second robot, which is identical to the first, but with the number forty-one on its front—and its back—leads me through a long, blue lit hallway. The tall walls are blue with blue themed paintings: rivers, the ocean, flowers, birds, and the sky.

These are historic paintings as none of these things are blue anymore. Furthermore, birds are now extinct.

At the end of the hallway I encounter something rather baffling: a wooden bridge that traversed a large crack in the floor. This fact stops me in my tracks.

There is a bridge in the palace. 

There is a large crack in the palace. 

It’s like the floor ruptured at some point in the past and, with no precise way to fix it, someone decided to place a bridge there instead. 

The robot gestures for me to cross the bridge without it. It turns to leave and I wonder who, or what, is going to meet me on the other side of the bridge. 

But that thought is superseded when I hear the sound of running water.

The blue light from the hallway doesn’t extend far enough for me to see much beyond the start of the bridge. In the distance, on the other side of the bridge, small rope lights edge the perimeter of the room, so I know the chamber is large, but nothing is definable or visible. 

A metallic silence reverberates around me, and around the room.

The temperature drops considerably, and a dark chill runs through me. Instinct tells me to turn around and leave, but the other part of me, the part of me that needs to know why I’ve been summoned, prevents me from listening.

Stepping onto the bridge, I look down into the vastness. The wooden planks are damp with mist and my fingers turn white as I grip the railing. 

All it takes is one wrong step. I’d slip and never be found. 

The water below—the river below—is the black water. I can taste it in the air, in the mist. It’s metallic, it’s sulfur, it’s death. The bridge shakes, it vibrates, its ghostly ribbon of energy seeps into my pores and flows through me. 

Detecting. 

Inspecting. 

It doesn’t make sense, but that’s exactly how it feels.

It feels like it’s calling to me. Not that it wants me to jump in, but that it wants me to understand something.

At some point in the far-ago past, Roland’s family expanded the palace into the mountains, which must have redirected the waterfall from its natural location.

This is what the bridge covers.

The black water is worse in Izkirka. How or why, no one knows. It’s like a great sin started here and it only needs someone to unlock the mystery of its beginning.

Ever since I stepped onto the bridge, I knew someone was watching. I felt their eyes.

I stalled, waited. Waited to see what might come from the shadows.

I sense her—for it is a she—before she talks. My heart speeds up.

“Lovely, isn’t it, Ms. Plesti?” a dark voice says from the other side of the bridge. 
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With unhurried steps, she joins me on the bridge. She is tall, sleek, with amethyst eyes that move and don’t move at the same time. She wears a sheer, bluish-black metallic fabriskin cloak encrusted with jade-green stones at the hem. 

“My name is Cat Evinas. I am Roland’s chief of staff.” 

Roland.

I shiver the second she says his name. I want to pour the word from my mouth, drink it, bathe in it.

Roland Rexus. Powerful. Hungry. Dangerous. 

Some call him a dark prince; others, a devil. I do not care which he is tonight. 

Beneath her cloak, something glitters: a thin silver dagger sits in a sheath attached to a silk rope looped and braided around her slim hips. She wears nothing else beneath the cloak and, where not tattooed, her hairless skin is a soft, peach color. 

Whoever gave her those tattoos owns most, if not all, of her soul.

She is a Patroxi: half-human, half-alien.

I can easily see her male genitalia, but she is clearly displaying femininity tonight. She’s exotic and extremely lovely. I only just met her and I already feel a pull toward her.

“Good evening, Ms. Evinas,” I say, offering my hand. “I had no idea the black water flowed within the palace.”

She takes my hand and narrows her eyes at me. When she looks at me, it’s like she’s looking right through me, like I’m transparent. 

Which, as someone who likes to keep her secrets secret, I’m not too keen on appearing transparent.

I get the sense that one of us is the hunter and the other prey. Usually, I am the hunter. But with her, I’m not so sure.

She smiles abruptly. 

“Not many are permitted to enter this side of the palace. I find the river to be marvelous. And to think that a thousand years ago this water was liquid diamonds. Now, black silk.”

“It’s interesting that you think of it as black silk,” I say as my tone takes on a chillier tone. “Calling it black silk makes it seem romantic and the black water is anything but. It’s useless. You cannot drink it, or bathe in it, and for all we know monsters live in it. Thankfully, it is not this bad back home.” 

I clear my throat. 

I planned to be cool, detached, remote. Something about this room—this woman—makes me foggy. 

Without being coy about it, she inspects me and my wet clothing. I wonder if she has perfect vision. She wouldn’t be the first enhanced half-human I’ve met. 

She checks the time.

“Come with me, Ms. Plesti. We are running behind schedule. Where is home? Aschalle, correct?”

“Yes,” I say. 

Internally, I breathe a sigh of relief. At first I thought she might know about where I lived before Aschalle. 

Before I was in the barbarian king’s army. When we lived in the mountains before my brother died. Our class zero status. My priestess mother.

She leads me away from the bridge and the sound of rushing water fades as we enter a dimly lit room. She closes the door and the room lights up automatically, but not by much. 

The walls are a warm, brown color. Against the wall there’s a table with water and bite-size, square cakes, and on the opposite side of the room, another door.

“Aschalle is a lovely city,” she says as she faces me straight on. Below cleanly plucked eyebrows, her amethyst eyes study me, and I discover one of her eyes is more pink than purple. “I apologize that there is no time for you to freshen up. However, there is always time for a small bite or two. Are you hungry?”

“No, thank you.”

“Very well.” Her gaze shifts to the bag under my fabriskin cloak. “Please excuse the invasion, Ms. Plesti, but I must inspect your personal belongings.” 

In a flash, she’s an inch from me and I’m handing over the bag. 

I see no reason to resist. 

Her breath smells sweet, like maybe she just finished a glass of wine. 

I watch her face as she examines the contents. 

As she pulls out one item after another, a dark shadow crosses her face as she scrutinizes the framed, family photo that I take with me everywhere. It was taken a little more than twelve years ago, and the photo is of me just before my thirteenth birthday, my parents, and my older brother, Pareu, who was eighteen at the time.

Personally, the photo is a visual reminder of the two phases of my life. My life before it was taken; and my life after it was taken.

She looks up, studies my face for a full minute, looks down again, and the shadow disappears. She returns the bag to me.

“Everything satisfactory?” I ask. I don’t know what to make of her behavior. 

The photo shouldn’t mean anything to her. It shouldn’t mean anything to anyone but me.

“Why would it not be satisfactory?” she asks in a challenging tone. “Give me your fabriskin cloak. I will hold on to it while you are inside.”

It’s wet and heavy and I’m more than happy to let her have it. Thankfully, the rest of me—my shirt and trousers—aren’t too wet. Just damp.

“Your dagger, too, Ms. Plesti.”

Wordlessly, I hand it to her. It’s not something I expected to keep while conducting an interview with the crown prince.

She opens the other door, which leads to a dark chamber with a large, active fireplace in the far wall. Two richly upholstered chairs sit a few feet away from the blaze.

“The prince is inside. When your interview is completed, you will find me right here.”

I swallow hard, nod at her, and step into the chamber.

Scanning the rest of the room, I appear to be the only human inhabitant.

The room smells seductively warm and spicy, a combination of the heady, wood-burning fireplace, as well as a faint scent of cinnamon. Beneath my feet is a hardwood floor, that, with each step, the planks creak. There’s no sneaking up on anyone in this room.

Soft, operatic music plays from somewhere to my right.

The walls are heavily curtained with brown drapes and, on the non-window walls, covered with framed portraits that depict multiple hunting scenes. A mahogany desk is in the farthest, back corner, and behind it is a massive bookshelf full of its namesake, the leathered spines facing out.

Not just a regular library: a masculine library. 

This is the prince’s domain.

The closer I get to the chairs in front of the hearth, the darker the room becomes, even with the fire. I’m not sure if it’s a trick of the eye or if it’s a personal perception of foreboding, like I’m walking into a trap.

Ahead of me something moves and I realize the right chair is occupied. 

I stop walking. My chest constricts and my breathing becomes incredibly shallow.

“Hello Rahda,” a baritone voice says. Long fingers play on a delicate armrest, perhaps keeping melody with the music. “Thank you for coming this evening. I know it is late and that all of this must seem strange to you, but,” he adds, pausing as his hand gestures to the empty chair. “I hope you will sit with me for a while.”

His words, combined with the fireplace, my erratic heartbeat, and a lack of oxygen, consumes me. Instantly, the room feels too warm, and the scent of cinnamon too strong.

Yes, I think. This does seem strange. Strangely wonderful.

The previous missions Avos sent me on have never had this particular affect on me. 

Just this one. 

Because it is Roland Rexus. However difficult it will be, this doesn’t mean I won’t do what Avos sent me to do.

I take the seat across from him, but even from this vantage point, he is swathed in shadows. Why does he hide? It has been many years since I’ve seen him, but I clearly remember him, his youthful, handsome face, those piercing green eyes, his beautiful, engaging smile.

Only now he is twelve years older. 

Coming here tonight, I knew I would recognize him, but that doesn’t mean he will remember me. I was but thirteen at the time and no doubt looked different from what I do now.

“Prince Rexus, I came as soon as I could,” I say. “The storm delayed me.”

Dear Goddess, I’m sitting near Roland Rexus and all I can say is, “The storm delayed me”?

A small laugh comes from his dark corner. He crosses his legs. His trousers and boots are dark brown, and while I can’t tell what color his shirt is due to the shadows, I can tell its dark. Black or brown. He seems to prefer dark clothing.

“It took some doing considering the summons went out a year ago.”
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My mind races. A year? No, that’s not possible.

“Prince Rexus, I received your note only a few days ago. There must be some mistake.”

“A mistake? Yes, but I wonder whose mistake it could be, Rahda.” 

He speaks as if he knows who made the mistake but he wants me to figure it out. My ears perk up. Instantly, I want to challenge him.

He leans forward and hands me a wine glass half filled with dark, red liquid. 

“Are you suggesting the mistake is mine?” I ask, putting the glass on the table next to my chair. 

I rarely drink alcohol, and now that I’m in his presence, I need a cool, clear head.

“A mistake is not drinking the wine, or forgetting someone’s name, or accidentally bumping into someone in the street. Taking a year to answer a summons is not simply a mistake, Rahda. I might call that something else, like, disobedience. It fits, don’t you agree?”

“I’m not sure what I might call it, your royal highness. All I know is that I received this note—” I standup, pull the note from my pocket, and hand it to him “—two days ago.”

I refrain from hiding the heat in my voice. His manner is different from what I remember as a girl. Perhaps the last few years have not been kind to him. They certainly weren’t kind to me.

He unfolds the note, takes his time reading it, refolds it, and places it in his own pocket.

“Thank you for returning the note, Rahda.” His voice has softened. “However late, I’m glad to know that it finally got to you. And, for the record, formality displeases me. I would like for you to call me Roland.”

“Your royal—Roland,” I amend, clearing my throat at the sudden change in his demeanor. “Why have you summoned me?”

I’ve built water purification machines, robots, vehicle engines. I’ve put metal in humans, helped rebuild arms or legs, and created synthetic muscles. Not usually by myself, but with others in Aschalle.

I assume Roland already has a team and that I’m just joining it.

“You get right to the point, don’t you? I’d like for you to develop something for me.”

“By myself or am I joining a larger team?” I ask.

“Just you, Rahda. I’ll be heavily involved, as will my chief of staff, and my weapons expert.”

I’ll be working with a weapons expert? That was a new one.

“What precisely do you need developed?”

“It’s complicated.”

I laugh softly. “It usually is.”

“When can you start?” he asks, his voice clear. Decisive yet shielded. There’s more there, hidden. I long to learn of it, discover it. Discover him.

Before coming here tonight, I fully expected him to ask questions about my research concerning my chemistry, biotechnical, and alloy resurfacing skills, or, at the very least, discuss the customary concerns about the weather, why the birds disappeared, or why the water is black. 

Everyone has a theory about the black water. My theory is that it is his family’s fault. Not Roland’s precisely. But the two generations of Rexus men before Roland.

He stares at me. Granted, I can’t actually see his eyes, but I feel the effects of his intense gaze. It’s like a magnetic pull.

The glass in his hand sparkles ruby red as he drinks from it.

“I—” don’t know what to say.

“Expected an intensive interview?” An interrogation? 

“Yes,” I say louder than I had anticipated. 

I don’t know why I’m feeling combative, maybe because I thought I knew what would happen. I thought I would have to con my way into staying. 

I never expected to be accepted without so much as being asked one question.

“You will be relieved to know that you conducted three interviews. The summons, my chief of staff, and just now, with me.”

“How do you know I’m right for the position?” 

Why the hell are you questioning him, Rahda?

“You’ll find that I have a way of knowing who should and who should not,” he pauses as if he’s searching for the right word, “work for me. No one has ever passed my three distinct interviews.”

Why do I get the feeling we’re both bluffing the other?

“Did I pass all three interviews?” I thrust my jaw forward. 

Roland laughs again. This time, I glimpse the edge of his jaw; the firelight bounces off him for the briefest second. 

I expect smooth skin, a handsome chin, a full mouth. Like how I remembered it from my youth, when I first fell in love with him. 

Instead, his square, masculine jaw is puckered, pink, and scarred. 

He moves back into the shadows before I can discover more.

Suddenly a lot of things make sense. 

I’m here because of those scars. He wants me to do something about them. 

Mask? Cover? 

And, disappointingly, there’s nothing in his mannerisms to indicate that he remembers me. I tell myself it doesn’t matter. I was but a child then and he was already a man. 

“No,” he says thoughtfully, but also with a touch of playfulness. I can tell he is enjoying this. “You only passed two. You never answered my question, Rahda.”

“What question?” I shake my head, thinking. 

“When can you start?”

I pause, then say, “Immediately.”

His hands clap. 

“Excellent. Now, there’s a matter of weapons.”

I blink a few times.

“Weapons?” I ask. 

“Did I stutter, Rahda?” The playful voice is replaced by a hardened tone, the type criminals confess to. His legs uncross and then cross again. 

How would he know? How could he know? 

A small sigh escapes his lips, and I feel the urge to know what those lips look like, how they might feel on me.

“I left my dagger with Ms. Evinas.” 

“Let me see your bag.”

“Fine, but just so you know, Ms. Evinas looked, too.”

“You’re not very good at following orders, Rahda.” His hand moves. Something clicks on. A silver communicator tablet. “Cat, please escort—” 

“Here.” I hold out the plain black bag. It’s true: I’m not very good at following orders. If he wants it so bad, he has to come get it. 

Wordlessly he stands. He’s tall, at least six feet, and lean. Then he’s in front of the fire, next to my chair.

I see more of his jaw, the scars, the unnatural skin. 

I shudder. What happened to the young prince of my youth? His smooth skin?

He inspects the bag and its contents. 

A communicator tablet, lipstick, an immunization card, an identification card, the penlight, and the family picture. 

That’s it. 

These are my personal effects.

Just like Cat, he removes and examines the photo for a long moment, before handing everything back to me.

“Where is your weapon, Rahda?” His voice could cut glass. It might cut through me if I am not careful. This job—my mission—is too important.

“I told you I gave my—” 

Instantly, he pulls me to my feet. He is nearly on me, our bodies inches from touching, and I’m not sure if it is the fire or Roland that has my skin burning. 

“Are you going to make me do this?” he asks, his voice biting its way into my head. 

Tilting. Turning. Confusing. I don’t know how I feel, but I don’t feel sane right now.

“Do what?” I whisper, swallowing. 

He invades my senses. My throat is paper thin because of his nearness. He is earth and smoke and wine and cinnamon.

I want to consume him.

Suddenly, my shoulder is on fire. I turn to inspect. His hand is there. Heavy, burning, marking me. 

I try to find his eyes, his mouth, anything but that damn scar on his right jaw, but I see nothing. 

Shadows. An outline of a face—once handsome—a downturn of lips, heavy threaded eyebrows, abstruse eyes, long, dark hair. 

A beastly prince.

I am repulsed by the scars just as much as I am aroused by them. 

His voice is husky when he says, “Take off your clothes.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


5


[image: ]




“What did you say?” I whisper. He is close enough that I can smell the fragrant wine on his breath. He stands between me and the fire. His figure is nothing more than a black silhouette. 

Now his other hand is on my other shoulder. 

Scorching. Hot. 

I’m delirious. 

Trapped, and willfully so, it would seem. I can easily run in the opposite direction—to the door behind me on the far side of the room, but I won’t. 

I have no intention of running away from him.

He doesn’t trust me, and he shouldn’t. But I didn’t expect this turn of events. I didn’t expect to feel this way so quickly, which is stupid since I’ve been in love with this prince for ages. But doubts creep in. 

There is a war going on inside me. Bickering. 

Plotting. Fighting. Surrendering.

The fire roars behind him, the flames flare and lick around his dark figure. I should be scared—and maybe subconsciously I am—but knowing that he’s touching me, his heat affecting me, is enough to make everything inside of me quake.

I wonder if he feels me shivering beneath his fingertips. Surely the entire palace can feel it. Left in this spot—with his hands on me—I have no doubt that I could create crack in the floor.

Then, in a hypnotically slow manner, his hands move to my neck. His fingertips skim my skin, travel up, and his long fingers sink into my hair. Threading, kneading into the braid. 

I melt as his head comes in lower, his hot breath in my ear. 

If he kisses me, I’m lost.

This is a lie. I was lost the moment I walked into this room. Lost when I received his summons.

Roland tilts my head, which exposes my neck. Butterflies fly frantically in my stomach.

Then he ruins the moment.

His fingers turn rough as he grabs my hair, locks me against him, and holds me hostage.

“Let go of me this instant,” I say through clenched teeth. 

My leg comes up and I try to kick out his knee, but he anticipates my move and shifts his stance. Since I’m locked against him, I’m forced to move with him.

“I am not a fool, Rahda,” he says in a very low tone directly into my ear. “I know Avos sent you and I know what you do on his behalf. But things are different here. If you want to stay, then you will do as I tell you. Take off your clothes.” 

He practically grunts the last sentence, his words thick with lust and disgust.

His words shock me to the core. This changes everything. In order to stay, I will do as he says. 

He knows it. I know it.

His hands are no longer on me. 

Whether he pushed me away or if I stepped back on my own, I’ll never know, but it is all me as my fingers steadily unbutton my shirt. 

I actually enjoy confrontation. It revs my adrenaline and it empowers me.

When done, I take it off and lay it across the chair’s armrest.

Next, I undo my boots, kick them to the side, and unbutton my trousers before stepping out of them. 

I place them on top of my shirt.

All that’s left are my under garments and I make no move to remove them. If he forces the issue, I’ll deal with it then.

“You’re unmarked,” he says, his tone one of surprise as he circles me as silent as an assassin. 

“That is a correct statement, Roland,” I say unabashedly. 

I am not ashamed of my appearance. 

No one has marked me. No one owns me. My soul is my own.

Unless feminine curves are a legitimate weapon against Roland Rexus, he will not find my true weapon. 

They never do.

As his shadow returns to my front—I haven’t moved one inch during his assessment—he bends over to gather my clothing. As he does this, I study his thick, dark, wavy hair, and a non-scarred forehead.

He holds out my shirt and it takes me a second to realize he means to assist me. I slip one arm in, then the other, and his fingers gently fasten the shirt. He takes his time fixing my shirt’s collar.

Roland hands me my trousers and I don them.

“Don’t forget your boots,” he says, most likely an afterthought, as if he’s now trying to be helpful without having to actually apologize for his behavior.

“There’s not much I will forget about tonight, Roland.”

He steps away, clears his throat, and then, with slumped shoulders, he retreats back to his chair. His movements are unsteady as he brings the wine glass to his lips. 

After lacing my boots, I try to appear calm, but I’m not. I’m angry, confused. My heart races. My skin is damp and clammy. 

I don’t think either of us accomplished anything meaningful tonight, and I’ll be surprised if he allows me to remain within the palace walls. If he knows about Avos, why would he?

Silence fills the air. It’s thick and heavy and it makes my head ache.

“It seems I was mistaken about there being a weapon, Rahda,” he says from his darkened corner. “Cat is on the other side of the door and will show you to your room. Goodnight,” he says in a quiet, dismissive tone.

He’s not mistaken about the weapon, but I know a closed off man when I see one. 

“Goodnight, Roland.” 

I turn and leave his mysterious, alluring figure in the dark room behind me. Somehow, I know that he won’t stop me, and I’m both relieved and disappointed.

Relieved to be staying, but disappointed because he never fully revealed why he summoned me in the first place.
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In one sense, I feel a small victory. I challenged the equilibrium of the prince, who’s now my boss, but it wasn’t completely one-sided. I must admit that being near him felt a little unreal, that maybe none of it was real. 

If he only knew how close I was to crumbling in his hands. How close I was to throwing myself at him, mission be damned.

Beyond the door, I find his chief of staff leaning against the wall, waiting for me. 

I expect her to ask questions, but instead, with a small smile, she says, “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” 

We exit the small brown room and I follow her down a yellow-themed hallway. Portraits of food, so vivid and bright, one might attempt to reach in, grab a piece of fruit, and eat it. 

We pass a robot. Its thin arms are raised high as it dusts the tops of the frames.

“How many robots do you employ?”

“The exact number is close hold,” Cat answers. “But you will see many of them. We call them servicebots. Each has been programmed with a specific function, like cleaning or cooking, and it stays within that occupation until reprogrammed.”

“Are they artificial intelligence?”

“No. They operate strictly from a program. But if you ask them to do something, and it’s within their function, they will complete the task if at all possible. They are programmed to understand the many languages within Izkirka, to include body language.”

“The servicebots can understand a person’s intent?”

“To a degree, yes,” Cat says. “Sentries—the servicebots that guard the doors—are weaponized to prevent unauthorized access. They understand the difference between someone attempting to gain unlawful access versus someone who might be lost or confused.”

“What happens when the sentry cannot distinguish the intent?”

“The individual is detained and the sentry will call for assistance. There are so many doors in the palace that should the sentry make a mistake, or if the individual gets past the sentry, the next door will not open.”

“It sounds like you’ve thought of everything,” I say.

“It is a good system. Roland built them. I am the programmer.” She opens the door at the end of the hallway. “Wait until you see this.” She smiles.

A rush of warm, sweet air pushes against my face. I hear chirps and buzzing and the gurgling of water.

I step inside and discover it’s a lush, tropical atrium.

Colors bursts all around me. Mounds and mounds of red, pink, and yellow flowers. Bright, green trees two stories tall. Ivy vines grow in every direction on the ground, on the walls, even up to the ceiling.

In-between the foliage, brick pathways curve and bend around the atrium, and, at the center of it all, is the source of the gurgling water: a water fountain. 

The water is clear and not black. Next to the fountain is a spigot, and beside that are dozens, if not hundreds, of metal buckets.

Drinking water, and the buckets can only mean one thing: the citizens of Izkirka come here to get water.

“I had no idea any of this was here,” I say.

I crane my neck to look up at the tops of the trees. The ceiling is clear glass, revealing the skies above Izkirka. Tonight the view is pitch black and stormy. I can hear the black ice hitting the glass. 

The entire structure takes my breath away. I guess I was wrong: there are flowers and plants in Izkirka.

“Roland calls it The Gardens. He spent an entire year working on it. If you look over there—” she points to the farthest corner “—you will see a pavilion-style open space. This is were we will host the royal elders here this year.”

The space isn’t large since there aren’t many royal elders left. I know this because I have killed many of them.

“Where do you normally host it?”

“The ballroom,” Cat answers. “However, it... fell apart. The Gardens are open to the public during the day, so avoid it if you can, but it is the quickest route to your suites from the executive floor. What do you think of The Gardens?”

“It is incredibly lovely. It’s not what I would have expected from a man everyone calls the—”

I stop myself from completing the sentence. Until I fully understand their relationship, I shouldn’t forget who I’m talking to.

“What does everyone call him?” Cat asks, her tone carefully composed. 

We reach the far edge of The Gardens. She pushes ivy vines aside, places her palm flat on the wall, and a hidden door hisses open. 

“The dark prince.”

She pulls aside the densely packed curtain of vines and allows me to exit first. Once she’s through, the door seals shut.

“Roland is nothing like his father, Rahda. You will do well to remember that.”

“Ms. Evinas, just because people call him that doesn’t mean I believe it.”

Cat raises her hair-free eyebrows questioningly, but doesn’t respond.

As we move away from The Gardens, I hear electric thrumming. The hallway opens up to reveal a five sided chamber. This is the heart, the center, of the palace.

In the middle of the chamber, a set of rotating elevators hum.

One set goes up while the other goes down. I try to recall how many floors the palace claims. Twelve? Twenty? From the ground view up, the top of the palace reaches the clouds that cover the city.

“It is a continuous loop,” Cat explains. “The lifts are slow enough and wide enough for the servicebots to use them, but for safety reasons, you and I will each take a separate elevator. I will meet you on the sixth floor.”

Cat steps onto the next rising platform. In the center is a T-bar—something to hold on to. Lights glow from underneath.

I enter the next lift. It swings slightly but steadies itself almost immediately. I cannot make out much as I pass the floors between the first and sixth. Each floor is pitch black.

Once on the sixth floor, she leads me down a dimly lit corridor lined with tall, uneven windows, warm mahogany walls, and thick carpets lined with rope lighted baseboards.

“Is the palace always this dark?” I ask.

“Yes, normally.”

Decorative sconces, mirrors, and hallway dressers line both sides of the welcoming passageway. I can just barely make out my shadowy reflection.

Cat stops at a door. There’s a sign on it. On a gold placard, in large letters, are the words Research Assistant Seven. It looks brand new. 

“Ms. Evinas, what happened to the other six?” I ask, meaning the six research assistants before me.

Cat hesitates, but then says, “They did not work out as anticipated. But all that matters now is that you are with us. I am sure you will have a busy day tomorrow, so I will wish you a good night’s rest.”

I reach out to stop her. Her cloak is so smooth and beautiful, I dare not touch it. 

“Where am I supposed to go in the morning? Roland didn’t explain much.”

Her communicator tablet beeps. She looks down, reads something, and instantly directs her gaze to the farthest end of the hallway. 

Then her eyes are back on me. 

“I am sure Roland had his reasons. He will come for you when it is time. Tomorrow is a big day. Please get some rest.” She begins to leave, but stops, and stiffly says, “I prefer to be called Cat, not Ms. Evinas.”

After that, her long legs carry her away.

As I head inside, I notice a shadow move at the end of the hall. The same side that distracted Cat before she left.

Roland or a servicebot?

I close the door and lock it. If it’s Roland, he’ll make himself known if he wants to.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


7


[image: ]




With a flick of my finger, the lights come on and my room—which turns out to be a huge suite—proceeds to take my breath away. The ceiling is raised, painted rose-gold, and domed with a teardrop diamond chandelier. The soft, ambient glow from the diamond lights gently illuminates against the rose-gold ceiling like the surface of rippling water. 

The floor is thickly carpeted and the walls are pale pink with goddess-themed portraits.

In one she’s postured low in prayer, and in another, above the fireplace, her hand is outstretched, her fingers pointing as she creates the universe.

On the left wall, two elegant, cream colored chairs sit before an empty and unlit hearth. Between the chairs is a low, oval table covered by a tray of fruit and a bottle of uncorked wine.

The far wall, which is curved outward like the edge of a bell, has three floor to ceiling balconied windows that overlook the palace’s courtyard. I look out. I can’t see much—it’s still raining—but the courtyard is just empty cobblestone.

Beyond the courtyard, and the left-most side of the palace, the palace walls join the mountain rock.

A long, pink striped couch runs the length of the three windows and on either side of the couch are floor lamps, glass tables, and ornamental, goddess-carved figurines. All nude.

But against the right wall sits the room’s masterpiece: a high, rose-gold sleigh bed. The mattresses are covered in creamy, silk sheets, fluffy pillows, and, above the headboard, a massive oil painting of the goddess wearing black armor sitting atop a white stallion. 

The stallion, with its neck bent, drinks from silver-toned water as the goddess thrusts her white sword skyward, her expression one of victory. The scene behind her is one of destruction: the mountains burn, smoke rises, while a ribbon of lava etches around her horse’s hooves like a long, thin snake preparing to strike.

Beautiful, yet ominous, and the water, with its silver reflection, mirrors the scene, but in opposite hues. White is black, and black is white, and so forth.

Near the room’s entrance is a glass door that leads to the bathroom. The shower wall is half-glass, half-pebbled stone, and the knobs to turn on the water are round, decorative stones attached to the wall with thin, silver rods.

Across from the shower is a wall-length mirror and behind that is the wardrobe. My personal fabriskin cloak hangs from a knob next to a sconce on the wall. Since the time I handed it over to Cat until now, my cloak has been cleaned. I check for my dagger and scowl when I find the pockets empty.

I doubt I’ll actually need the dagger since I have the poisoned lipstick, but it’s considered rude to keep someone’s dagger and not give it back.

I open the wardrobe’s lattice door, the light turns on, and I discover shelves, racks, and drawers of clothes. I knew I’d see fabriskin cloaks, but not in such glorious fabrics. Silks. Satin. Wool. Sheer. Sculpted metal. Molded glass.

Each is perfect for my height. 

In another rack I find plain fabriskin cloaks mixed with those sewn with gems, pearls, and embroidered with exotic patterns from one of the far-off continents. I pull those out for further inspection but, after shaking my head, I place them back. 

I’ll never wear them. I’m not here as a royal-wannabe.

In the wardrobe’s drawers, I find articles of clothing one would expect. Undergarments. Stockings. Nightwear. Quality trousers and utility shirts. 

It’s good to know I won’t be walking about the palace naked. 

I could never be as bold as Cat with her lithe figure and exotic features all on display in a sheer fabriskin robe.

I return to the bathroom and as I disrobe, I think about how I stood nearly naked in front of Roland tonight. 

Does he really know that it was Avos who sent me, or does he only suspect it? I have no intention of helping him discover the truth. 

At least not yet.

As I turn the shower’s knobs, the water comes out fast and hot and I stand beneath the nozzle’s waterfall for a long time. I wish it could wash away the last twelve years of my life. Sometimes I wish I could go back and change it all. Stop it from happening in the first place.

It’s useless to think such things.

The army. The training. The hardship. The fighting. The lies. The killings.

It’s not smart to dwell on the unhappy memories, and normally I don’t. 

I suppose it’s only because I first met Roland during one of the most difficult times in my life, and seeing him tonight was bound to open up old wounds. 

Stepping out of the shower, I slip into a warm bathrobe, exit the bathroom, braid my long hair, and sit in one of the plush, upholstered chairs near the hearth.

I eat some of the fruit from the tray, then I open my bag, and empty the contents into my lap. 

I look down at everything I own in the world. 

A small, palm-size communicator tablet that connects back to Aschalle’s secure network—a network that Avos said would not be compromised by palace security. 

My penlight. 

Identification and immunization cards. 

A tube of poisoned lipstick. 

And the framed photo of my family. 

Sighing, I return the photo to my bag. I’m just not ready to acknowledge those dark memories. I doubt I’ll ever be ready.

I try to turn on the communicator tablet, but its screen remains dark. I try a dozen more times but end up with the same result. Frustrated, I toss it across the room. It lands under the couch. 

My head sinks into my hands.

Will I now join the others in death? Six were sent before me and they failed, too, as evidenced by the fact that Roland Rexus is still alive. 

Scarred, yes, but alive.

How did Roland persuade them to disobey Avos? Did the prince give them hope of a future life together?

Or do I have it backwards? Is Avos wrong about Roland?

Is he Aschalle’s enemy? 

Is this a battle worth my life? 

Am I strong enough to put my feelings aside and destroy the man I love?

Nothing about this is easy. I look up at the goddess’ portrait above the hearth. 

Give me the strength to do what is right, I pray.

I want to unlock the mysteries surrounding Roland. Clearly he is a confident man, but something consumes him, and someone or something disfigured his face. Was it one of the six who came before me?

I’m not sure if I’ll ever know. I turn off the lights, push off the bathrobe, and climb into bed.

Thankfully, I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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It’s still dark when someone knocks on my door, waking me from a deep sleep. There are two possibilities as to whom it can be, and I know who I hope it is. 

If I know what’s good for me, I shouldn’t open it.

But I’ve never been good at listening to myself. My conscience never does a good job in keeping me out of trouble and, at the moment, it senses the beginning threads of mischief.

I put on the bathrobe, pad to the door in the dark, running into one of the walls in the process, and open the door.

His formidable figure stands in shadows, as there’s no light coming from my room and the hallway is even darker. But it is Roland. I discover that I know what he smells like, and it’s something I want to run my tongue over in a very slow and savory manner.

“I came to find out if you found your room satisfactory,” he says in a low, timbered voice.

I smirk in the darkness. Sure you did. 

“What time is it?” I ask, my voice groggy.

“A little after three in the morning.”

I’ve been asleep for almost four hours.

“Thank you,” I say. “Everything is satisfactory, Roland. Good night.” 

I move to close the door knowing he won’t let me. I don’t plan to make it easy for him, not after our initial meeting.

His hand stops the door from closing. 

“That’s not the only reason I came by,” he amends

I cross my arms.

“Go on,” I say as his shadow shifts. His body language indicates he’s uncomfortable.

“I want to apologize for the way I treated you. I had too much wine and you weren’t cowering to me. I...” he hesitates. “I found myself reacting to you in an interesting manner.”

Interesting manner? Is that what that was?

“Let me get this straight: do you order everyone who doesn’t bow down to you to disrobe?”

“Not usually.” His voice is edgier. “I truly thought you had a weapon.”

“Because I wasn’t cowering to you?”

“The entire event was a mistake.”

“Excuse me? What was that? A mistake, you say? I seem to recall someone else tonight talking about mistakes. How did you put it? A mistake is not drinking the wine, or forgetting someone’s name, or bumping into them in the street. Forcing someone to remove their clothing is not simply a mistake. I might call that something else, like barbaric. It fits, don’t you agree?”

Actually, I’m not mad. To me, this is like verbal foreplay. I want to see what kind of reaction I get from him.

He sighs. “I—yes, I would agree. I am deeply sorry for my behavior. It is not my intention to become my father, who was, of course, a barbarian. Will you forgive me?”

Slowly, I release a long held breath. I didn’t expect a meaningful apology. Roland backed down rather than confront me. I’m not sure if that’s reassuring or worrisome.

“All right. Apology accepted.”

For a moment he’s as silent as a statue as he stands in the hallway.

Then we both speak at the same time.

“Can I come inside?” he asks.

I ask, “Where am I supposed to meet you in the morning?”

A small laugh erupts from him. It’s warm and welcoming and it tugs the corners of my mouth into a smile of my own.

“If you let me inside, we can discuss it,” he says.

I already know where this is headed.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“You’re probably right,” he agrees, his tone shy, yet playful.

He wasn’t supposed to agree with me, I think ruefully. 

I step back and allow him to enter. Neither of us turns on the lights. 

We move deeper into the apartment and I stub my toe. Again.

“Ouch. Stupid chair,” I say.

“Sorry about that,” he says right beside me.

“For what, barging in my room tonight?” I sound more tired than pissed. As long as I don’t sound aroused, I’ll be fine.

“For the stubbed toe. I placed the chair there, so the way I see things, it’s my fault entirely.” Then he throws me for a loop when he says, “You smell incredible.”

There’s laughter in his voice, and he seems more comfortable now than he did in the hallway. 

It’s probably best to ignore the compliment. “Can I ask you a question?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says.

“Why me?”

“As in, why did I summon you? I’m something of a planner and I’m careful of who I bring into my inner circle,” he says from somewhere else in the room. He’s moving and I’m standing still like a naive target. I move behind the chair. “I know of your biotechnical talents and I’m confident that you are capable of so much more. In fact, I know you are. I requested your presence last year, but you never came. I’m glad you’re here now because time is running short.”

“I never received—”

“I know you didn’t,” Roland says. “I’m not exactly on good terms with Aschalle’s leaders.”

“Funny, but I always thought it was the other way around. Aschalle’s leaders weren’t on good terms with you.”

“I’ve hardly been around for anyone to be on good or bad terms with me.”

“So it’s true that you’ve been in hiding?” I ask, alluding to the rumors that have been circulating Aschalle for almost a year.

“Hiding? No, I wouldn’t call it that.”

“What do you call it, then?”

“Diplomatic excursions.” The laughter’s back.

“I see,” I say with a grin. “You said something about time running short?”

“Have you always been this inquisitive?”

I think about that for a moment. 

“Yes, I think so,” I say. “Why is time running short?”

“Because in three days I’ll be dead.”

I squint at him in the darkness. He’s now standing in front of one of the windows and I can see his faint outline.

“I don’t know how anyone can know the exact day they’ll die.”

“I do.” He says this simply, without seeming like he’s asking for compassion or pity. “I’ve known it for a long time. And now that you’re here, things will happen as they should. But what you’ve been sent to do and what you’ll actually do are two different things.”

“Confident, are we? I wouldn’t be so sure of my motives if I were you,” I say casually. 

He doesn’t think I’m buying his crap, does he? I think about getting the lipstick, but change my mind.

I’m incredibly curious to know what he has planned.

“Rahda,” he says, his tone again playful, almost teasing. “When it comes to you, I’m not sure about anything. However, I have a feeling it will not be boring.”

If he’s in a good mood, then I want to go a little deeper.

“Tell me about the scars.”

While I can’t actually see him flinch, I can feel it. Like a cheerless fog full of morose spirits, a dark feeling washes over me, over us.

“Like a fire burning for eternity, the scars consume me. Own me. Define me. That’s why you are here and why I summoned you. I need you to mask them.”

I nod while my mind races for possible solutions.

“Can I turn on a lamp? So I can see?” 

One small flick and I’d see his face. I’d see the extent of the damage.

“No, please don’t,” he rushes out, his voice full of pain. “Not right now. I like your honesty. Once you see me... the scars...” He trails off, unable to complete the sentence.

“I’ll be repulsed?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know.”

Either he has never been in this situation before or he’s playing me for the biggest fool ever.

“It’s not that big a deal to me, Roland. Earlier, I saw part of your face.”

“And?” He barely breathes the question. 

His voice is closer.

“Roland, you are not repulsive.” In fact, he’s the opposite of repulsive. “But why do you care what I think?”

He hesitates, and I think I hear a sad sigh. 

“Why do you think?”

Does he remember me? I’m too confused to think straight. I am so close to doing something stupid. 

“I think you should leave.” 

He exhales. He’s close enough to me that I could reach out and touch him. 

He smells like charcoal and wine and chocolate and wickedness. 

Roland asks, “What will it take to keep you from asking me to leave?”

Sometimes, I don’t think things through. Sometimes, I should do the exact opposite of what I want to do. 

But not tonight. 

Not right now.

I find him and tug him into me. His breathing is ragged as I grab his hair in my fist and pull his head down to my level. His body is like a furnace, burning me.

“Take off your clothes,” I say into his ear.
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I thread my fingers through his hair much the same way he did to me earlier. It is thick, curly, and falls to his shoulders. 

I don’t think for one-second that he will actually disrobe, and I’m not prepared to make him. I want to teach him a lesson. I want to feel in control. 

But I hear a catch in his voice. His breathing is unsteady and his body shakes underneath my fingers.

“All right,” he says quietly. But instead of doing the deed himself, his fingers catch hold of mine and he uses my fingers to unbutton his shirt.

“I didn’t mean it,” I say. 

Now my own breathing is unsteady.

“Yes, you did.”

“I didn’t think you would agree to it,” I hiss. 

Dear Goddess, I’m about to take off Roland Rexus’ clothes. 

Button one. This is every girl’s dream. 

Button two. And it is me. Rahda Plesti, a peasant girl—a class zero—from the Northwest quadrant near the Kaes Run mountains. 

Button three. But the Roland Rexus I met as a girl isn’t the same handsome man today.

Button four slips easily through its eyelet. 

And I deftly conquer button five. 

“You can’t back out now,” he growls seductively as I undo button six. He must have felt that I hesitated, and I did briefly, but only because I ran out of buttons. 

His shoulders roll back and the shirt is gone, and it makes a small pillowy poof sound as it hits the carpet. Still holding my hands, he guides my fingers to his pants and the button there. 

But this time, I halt him.

“Not yet,” I plead. I’m conflicted and I know he can hear it in my voice. 

Part of me desperately wants to explore him, get my fill of him; the quieter part of my brain advises me not to. 

You are allowing lust to cloud your judgment. 

“I’m powerless,” he declares into my neck.

“That’s not true,” I say. “You are the most powerful man on the continent.”

“You know what I mean.”

And I did. 

“Is this what normally happens with your new hires?”

“No, never,” he says urgently, and I can’t tell if he’s telling the truth or not. That whole clouding my judgment thing is very true at the moment. 

I pull away from him, but not enough to disengage our hands and fingers. So far, he hasn’t tried to remove my bathrobe.

“Let me feel you, instead,” I say. 

I’ll be calm. 

I’ll be clinical. 

I won’t get affected.

Keep telling yourself that, Rahda.

“Okay,” he says.

I walk around him and place both of my hands on his lower back. It’s smooth as I trail a fingertip between the back of his trousers and his skin. 

He shivers. 

My other hand splays against the right side—my thumb and fingers gently caressing, feeling, exploring the tiny, thin, raised scars that run all along his right flank. 

Whatever happened to him happened to scar a good deal of his flesh. 

My left hand moves up, kneading unblemished skin, as the right skims higher. My fingertips register bigger, thicker scars that quickly join into one raised deformity. 

My first thought is fire. 

My second thought is: who the hell did this to him? Sadly, fire is a great equalizer and does not distinguish between royalty or the poor.

A hiss escapes Roland’s lips as I rub that area.

“Does it hurt?”

“It feels wonderful,” he says. “No one’s ever... Goddess.”

He jumps and moans as I kiss his back, the scars. 

My tongue licks along the smaller scar lines. The pebbly marks are both rough and smooth against my tongue. It isn’t long before his hands are behind him, trying to touch me, but all he can find is the thick bathrobe. I am able to dodge his efforts by pulling away for a few seconds. 

I feel his heat, and I’m drowning in my own arousal. So much for not being affected.

I glide a fingertip down his spine and slowly walk around him while keeping the connection. I can tell he wants to take over, take control, and it’s probably taking everything within his own self-control to keep from doing so. 

Not that he can see it, but I smile at him. I explore his waist—a strong, chiseled abdomen coated with baby fine hair—and inch up, fingers splayed, and discover most of his chest is scarred, raised, but smooth.

I rub into him. I kiss and lick the smoothness, follow small ridges, bumps, and lines until I reach the left side of his neck. 

Roland’s breathing is extremely shallow and his rapid heartbeat pulses under my tongue. 

My fingers trace his face, mapping it. 

At first, I thought he would pull back, but he doesn’t. Maybe it’s because the lights are out or maybe because being touched like this was uncharted territory for him. 

I get the sense he doesn’t let anyone get close.

The right side of his face is scarred, including his lips. 

It isn’t as smooth here. It is ridged and puckered in certain areas, like the back of his jaw, into the neck and ear. It’s almost like the scars on his back and chest are older than the scar on the right side of his face. 

How could he be burned twice? Who would do such a thing?

I kiss his jaw and lick up to his lips, and, after what feels like an eternity, I kiss him fully on the mouth. 

Suddenly, he takes over, and I let him. 

Roland embraces me. He groans and kisses me. Eagerly, hard, slanted, passionately. The bathrobe opens, but he isn’t touching me. For some reason, he’s talking.

“You have no idea how long I’ve—” he starts and stops abruptly. 

Then he pulls away.

“Wait, what?” I ask. My neck tingles. This wasn’t a good idea. “What were you going to say?” 

I’m entirely out of breath and the question comes out rather choppy.

He’s messing with my head, trying to get under my skin, confuse me. It’s working.

But he never answers me. 

Something inside his trousers beeps. Roland turns away, flips on his communicator tablet, and reaches for his shirt at the same time. 

I retie the bathrobe. 

Some of the light from the tablet glows against his face. It plasters ghastly shadows against his skin, and I realize it’s far worse than I ever imagined it could be. 

Nothing can cure him of those scars. 

The redness. 

The puckering. 

The scars frame just one side whereas the other side is completely smooth and handsome. 

He must feel like a monster every time he looks at his reflection. No wonder he keeps the place in darkness. But I cannot let myself pity him. 

I can deal with lust. I can deal with sex. I will enjoy licking every inch of those scars on his body. 

I cannot deal with pity or its kinder sister: affection.

Without warning, he looks away from the tablet and at me. He knows I’ve seen him. He’s no longer hidden from me. 

I see the lust on his face as well as disappointment. He wonders if I’m still attracted to him. Just as a moth is attracted to a flame, I cannot alter that attraction, and it will get me into trouble. 

But I see something else in his expression: a haunting, like something literally eats at him, something he cannot purge. He’s right about one thing: the scars do define him. I can see nothing else.

Then the look on his face is gone.

“We have a delivery. Get dressed,” Roland orders as he buttons his shirt. Whatever emotion he was feeling a few seconds ago has vanished. “I’ll meet you in the hallway in two minutes.”

My mind whirls. We have a what? 

“What were you going to say a moment ago? What’s going on?”

Roland pauses by the door. 

“You wanted to know where to meet me in the morning. Morning just came early and it’s time to find out what you’re capable of, Rahda.”
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The door latches and Roland is gone in a flash.

It’s time to find out what you’re capable of.

My eyes flinch as I flick on the lights. I’ve been in the darkness too long already. I open the wardrobe, but instead of selecting one of the lovely fabrics, I pull out a black utility shirt and black trousers, put them on, and then lace up my black boots. 

I am amazed at how everything seems to be tailored just for me. The clothing fits perfectly. Not too snug or too loose. I could easily run up and down a few flights of stairs wearing this outfit. 

I pull my hair out of its braid and pin it up in a tight bun.

Just before I leave the apartment, I grab the poisoned, coral lipstick from my bag, shove it in my pocket, and meet Roland in the hallway.

“I don’t have a key,” I say as I fiddle with the doorknob.

“You won’t need one. The door is programmed to recognize your unique body signature once you enter the hallway.”

“When did that happen?”

“My chief of staff programmed the doorknob after you touched it earlier. You’re the only one who can open it.”

“Like a form of protection? But from whom?”

“From me,” he says without the slightest hint of humor. “Now follow me. I hope you like stairs and basements.”

Before I can question his chivalry, or ponder the fact that I might actually like finding him waiting for me in my room one night, or why I need protection from him in the first place, Roland pockets his communicator tablet and jogs to the end of the hallway. 

It’s a long hallway.

“What the hell!” I say mostly to myself before running to catch up. He pauses at a curtained window, and I see the wet streets below. 

It stopped raining, but only just. Dingy yellow lamps burn unsuccessfully in the dense fog. 

Outside, a few shadows move in the darkness and I can hear the telltale sounds of squeaking wheels. Someone is pushing or pulling a cart. Perhaps Izkirka isn’t as deserted as I first thought.

In a few short hours, the sun will appear behind the clouds, the air will warm and burn away the fog.

Roland opens a hidden wooden panel in the wall and waits for me. I duck inside and together, we traverse an intensely spiral staircase that I suspect has never been used before by outsiders. 

No doubt this is one of many secret passages in the palace.

“We have to get there quickly, and this is the fastest way,” he explains after the first few steps. There are no lights.

“How in the world can you see?”

“Just follow the steps and my voice,” he answers. “It’s a regular staircase and not exactly difficult to operate.” 

Sarcasm coats his words. He’s teasing me and, as I smile in the darkness, I find that I like it.

“I hope that you’ll be extremely sad, then, when I fall down twenty flights of stairs.”

Two levels down. A hundred more to go. 

Thank goodness for the trousers and the boots. I would have tripped all over the fabriskin cloak.

“Is that the rumor? Twenty stories?” he asks. “Only nine floors are visible.”

Underground levels, then. It’s easy to imagine medieval dungeons and torture chambers. Roland is, after all, the son of the barbarian king.

“How many basement levels?”

He chuckles. “I don’t know, to be honest. You are welcome to investigate on your own time, if you wish. But I doubt you’ll have the time to do so.”

“How can you not know how many floors the palace has? Haven’t you lived here your whole life?”

“True, but over hundreds of years, my ancestors built it over other structures. Churches and other such things, and they kept building in and around the palace, absorbing other buildings in the process. Even into the mountains behind Izkirka.”

“So they took possession and built around whatever was in the way?” 

That would partially explain the bridge and the crack in the floor.

“I guess you could say that. They weren’t exactly the kindest of rulers.”

“No kidding,” I mutter under my breath.

“Is this the part where we are supposed to insult one another?” he asks. I can’t tell if he’s being serious or if he’s joking.

“Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

A couple of feet below, I can see a sliver of light coming through the bottom of a door, but as we approach it, the light goes out. 

Roland opens that door.

“Why did the light go out as we approached it?”

“Just as your apartment door recognizes you and unlocks itself, my home recognizes me and behaves accordingly, to include lowering the lights.” 

He leads me into a cold hallway. The floor is made of glass and embedded with tiny, recessed lights, like lights under the surface of a swimming pool. 

The walls are white and reflective and the lights from under the glass floor bounce softly off the walls, giving the hallway an ethereal glow.

As I look closer, I notice that the glass floor is actually a raised hallway. Two feet below lay crumbling, mossy brick. 

Transparent, tendrils of fog hover ever so slightly above the moss while mist clings to the bottom edges of the glass floor.

At some point in the past, this part of the building was outside and a street or a sidewalk.

Roland stops at an unmarked door, I hear it unlock, and he allows me to enter first.

I notice two things immediately. 

First, the lights within the room do not go out. It isn’t by any means bright, but it’s better than everywhere else in the palace. The room smells like lemons and, strangely, dead fish. 

I turn around to see how Roland reacts to the light and the smell, but he’s not looking at me. 

I try not to notice his scars, but I’m not yet conditioned to see past them. 

So I turn back into the room. The walls are an off-white color. Each wall houses shelves of various sizes, some with glass doors locking in prized and valuable items. Leather-bound books. Small, antique weapons.

Second, and maybe more importantly: we are not alone. A short, stout man stands in the middle of the room.

“About time ye got here, Roland. Is this her, the new one?”
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The man is short, round, with disheveled silver hair, stained, putrid-smelling overalls, as if someone had smeared him with fish waste, and, perched on the tip of his nose, he wears a pair of bent, wire-rimmed glasses. 

In looks alone, the tree-stump looking man comes across as an old, worn out bookkeeper—the type of employee who might stock Roland’s bookshelves—but I’m a testament in that looks can be deceiving.

“Good evening, Mr. Underwood,” Roland says, his tone formal and deferential. “Rahda, this is Alben Underwood. He is an old family friend as well as my weapons expert. Mr. Underwood, this is Rahda. She is my—” he pauses and clears his throat “—research assistant. So, what have you brought us?”

Perhaps calling me something other than “research assistant” would send the man diving for a weapon, though I’m not sure why. Personally, I wouldn’t mind him diving for a bar of soap.

Mr. Underwood and I take stock of one another. He grunts. I say nothing.

There’s something in his hands, and it isn’t a weapon. Nor is it a book. 

It’s slick, black, dripping gray water, and limp in his hands.

A sea animal.

“Spent time in the black water near Hades Rocks to find it. Wasn’t easy, but it will have what ye need.”

Alben’s accent spoke volumes. It was thick, as thick as molasses, and his pitch was so deep it was like he was gargling with marbles. 

I’ve heard that accent from only one other person: a woman who lived southwest of Aschalle, in the Gaes Tower mountains. Four years ago, Avos invited her to Aschalle to train me. She might have been three times my age and half my size, but she was a natural warrior. 

Her job wasn’t to train me to fight; she taught me the art of silence and stealth, and she did so until she died last year. Just before her death she told me her true name: O’ziza. Until her trust was earned, she only went by an alias. It’s possible that I was the only person in Aschalle to learn of her true name.

Since then, I’ve always thought of the citizens of Gaes Tower as loyal warriors. Loyal to whoever earns their trust and respect.

So it doesn’t surprise me that Roland’s weapons might be from the same clan. However, I doubt Mr. Underwood is his true name.

Regardless of his origins, Mr. Underwood is definitely a commoner, and my mentor specifically told me that Roland hated commoners. 

Strictly speaking, this was one of the facts that Avos and I disagreed on, but even I knew it wasn’t proper to argue with Aschalle’s leader, much less the man who took me in and raised me as a daughter.

Alben stands next to a stainless steel table filled with various instruments. Microscopes. Dissecting utensils. Chemistry tubes. 

He holds out the creature for one of us to take it from him. 

I raise an eyebrow. Mr. Underwood mimics the action. 

Crossing my arms across my chest, I ask, “What is it?” 

And it came from Hades Rocks? Nothing good comes from Hades Rocks. 

No wonder Roland sent his weapons expert. I wouldn’t be surprised if Mr. Underwood had to robustly defend himself while there.

Now I wish I had my dagger.

Mr. Underwood huffs unceremoniously. 

“Weren’t ye listening? Just told ye. What type of research assistant are ye?”

“I think what Mr. Underwood means to say is that the black ink and the cuttlebone inside of the cuttlefish, the sea creature in his hands, will aide you in your research.” Roland’s face is turned away from me as he says this. “At least, I think it might help. The others...” he trails off.

“The others didn’t think so?” I ask, referring to the previous research assistants.

Roland nods. 

Cuttlefish are the perfect chameleons, blending into their surroundings with almost near accuracy to avoid predators. Excellent bio-natural technology that I would love to extract and use in the human world. 

I begin to think of the possible reasons for using a cuttlefish. The cuttlebone can be used for casts, models, and even a rudimentary white paint. Useful, but not crucial. 

No, the prize inside is the cuttlefish’s black ink. I wonder what it could do when combined with other ingredients. Dorni’s ingredients. 

I tilt my head and smile. Roland looks at me curiously.

Picking up an empty lab tray, I allow Mr. Underwood to deposit the cuttlefish onto it. It isn’t heavy. Two pounds at most.

The creature squirms against the pan and immediately turns the exact shade of silver as the lab tray. 

“I didn’t realize it was still alive,” I say, looking at the silver, slimy blob in my hands.

“Cuttlebone can wait a day, but ye’ll need to move fast to remove the black ink,” Alben explains. 

This is why Roland brought me down the spiral staircase at breakneck speed. The cuttlefish was still alive, but not for long.

“How much time?” I ask.

Mr. Underwood huffs again as he brushes past me, rubbing his slimy palms against his trousers. I get a whiff of black sea water and gunpowder. 

“How would I know? Yer the research assistant.” Then he turns to Roland. “Good luck. This one here don’t seem all that bright.” 

Then leaves without saying another word. The door hisses closed.

“I think he’s sweet on me,” I say.

Roland watches me closely before he smiles. It’s a total transformation. He doesn’t look so sad or angry, but I notice that he keeps his good side pointed in my direction. 

Even after the intimacy we shared upstairs, he appears reluctant to allow me to see him fully, completely, and I’ll require full access. 

And I’ll need to know why the others failed.

“Do you mean Mr. Underwood or the cuttlefish there?” Roland asks, grinning.

“Definitely Mr. Underwood.” I wink at Roland as I lift the tray slightly. I need a place to withdraw the black ink. I look around the room with a mixture of uncertainty. “Is this my lab?”

“No. It’s next door. I’ll take you there now, Rahda.”

I love and hate it when he says my name like that. 

Like it’s the dearest name to him. 

And it probably is, professionally speaking, if I can allow him to re-enter society again. 

If I can make him feel whole again. 

If I can make the scars disappear.
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Roland takes me back out into the hallway, and I find that I have to adjust again to the darkness. I stifle a large yawn, and part of me wishes I was fast asleep upstairs in that glorious bed, but the sudden excitement of starting the project early, even if by a few hours, rejuvenates me.

He opens another door, and I step into a small, bright room. One side is filled with thin shelves above a long, wide white shelf that doubled as a work table. Underneath it sits a black chair on caster wheels.

On the far wall were shelves with clear glass doors. Behind the glass doors were instruments—various sized microscopes, clear beakers and dark-glassed reagent bottles, narrow, corked tubes, thermometers, gas burners—as well as several simple mortars with matching pestles.

A lower shelf contains jars filled with blessed lava stone, white and blue magnetic rocks, and clear plastic pellets.

On the opposite wall from the work table stand several wall lockers. Keys on chains hang from the locks. Beside that is a large, stainless steel refrigerator, and on the other side of that is a small, arched opening cut into the wall. 

From the archway, four equally spaced apart scuff marks marred the floor, like repeated impressions from black wheels. A servicebot entrance.

In the corner near the main door, a square table is pushed against both walls and topped with six boxes, each with its own label. Research Assistant One through Six. There are no actual names attached, just the numbers.

So this was their lab, too. I do not care that six came before me. 

They failed. 

I will not.

Yes, Avos, with his own agenda, sent me here, but now I find myself wondering. 

Can I fix Roland’s scars? Can I mask them?

Will I allow myself to see what I am capable of?

As Roland watches, I make my way to the work table and place the silver tray on it while I rummage through a few shelves. I take one of the dark-glassed reagent bottles, and in a box I find capped needles. I also find gloves.

I take everything back to the work table, don the gloves, and remove the black ink. The cuttlefish, still silver, vibrates gracefully under my left hand, as if it’s giving me permission to end its life. I’m sorry. Within a minute it expires. 

Hopefully, the ink is still potent outside of its host. If not, Alben Underwood dived into the murky black waters for nothing. 

“Tell me about your training,” Roland says unexpectedly. While I knew he was intently watching me—it is too small of a room not to notice—I was paying more attention to what I was doing. “Why did you decide to become a bio-technical engineer?”

Part of his question hurts because it shows just how oblivious he is to the outside world. That he’s clueless about the realities that face the continent’s poorer families. 

It also shows that he doesn’t remember me.

“It wasn’t my decision to make,” I answer truthfully as I place the cuttlefish inside the refrigerator. “When I was thirteen, your father’s soldiers arrived on my family’s doorstep and forced me to join the army. If my parents refused to turn me over, all of us would have been killed. We knew it wasn’t a scare tactic. Other families of our acquaintance were completely wiped out. I suppose it was an effective method. The fact that I’m standing here right now tells you that I did not resist.” 

Unlike Pareu. 

It does me no good to think about my brother’s untimely death, so I push away the memories from that ill-fated day.

I look into Roland’s face and his expression softens. Did he expect me to whitewash the truth, or outright lie?

“I’m truly sorry. That was my father’s doing. He was a barbarian, and if he wasn’t already dead, I’d kill him again.” The grim determination written on his face lets me know he’s being sincere. “What happened next?” He asks this quietly, respectfully.

“I kept my head down and hoped that no one noticed me. But that changed after a few months. I had a knack for taking things apart and putting them back together differently. A broken radio became a tent heater. A truck engine, combined with a couple of tubes, became a filter to purify the black water. That was a big hit with everyone. I enjoyed doing things that made our lives better, easier, or more comfortable. It might sound strange, but...” I pause, wondering if I should say more.

“What might sound strange?”

“Sometimes it felt like I could manipulate objects, and when I created something new from something old, it felt... right.” I keep my head bent, but I look up to gauge his reaction. When he doesn’t laugh, I ask. “Bizarre, right?”

Roland roams the room, listening, straightening some of the books so the spines align. Busy work. 

I wonder what he’s waiting for.

“No, not bizarre. Everything has a soul, even objects. Maybe their souls liked your soul.”

I laugh a little before I realize he’s being serious.

“I’m not a pythoness, if that’s what you’re asking.” The only person I know who can conjure spirits and create enchanted charms is Dorni. “I know the souls of humans and half-humans can be claimed, like property, but not objects... not things. Or, at least I don’t think so. Now, my mother, on the other hand—” I stop.

“Your mother?” His eyebrows rise, and I can tell he’s extremely interested in whatever I say next. 

He tries to keep his good side toward me, but right now his face is in full view.

It’s difficult to reconcile the way I remembered him to the way he looks now.

I shake my head. A vague memory of my mute mother gesturing with her hands, which was her way of talking, telling me to be careful of what I touched. I furrow my eyebrows, concentrating, but nothing more comes to mind. 

Regretfully, I rarely paid attention to her, and I should have. I should have done more while I was with her. 

Clearing my throat, I say, “I was just going to mention that my mother once told me something about reclaiming souls, but I don’t recall the details. I wasn’t an obedient child and I’m sure it was a tale meant to keep me out of trouble.”

“Probably,” he agrees quietly and for a moment, silence fills the space between us. Then, “How did you get out the army?”

I smile to myself, remembering the first time I met a young Prince Roland Rexus, who at the time was a medic in his father’s army, serving incognito, but everyone knew who he was.

“There was a young officer who favored me, though he probably treated everyone the same way. He brought me treats, warm socks. Stuff like that, and he told me a story about the most wonderful city in the world, where every citizen was treated equally. He filled my head with images of rooms full of fresh food, clean clothes, friendly faces, and how, one day, a fair queen would rule the continent. Pipe dreams, right? No such city could ever exist, but it allowed me to fantasize about something other than surviving day to day. He was very kind to me and he gave me hope,” I say as I stare at him, willing him—no, daring him—to confess it was him, that he was my young officer. “His was the only kindness I knew.” 

He was also my first love. 

What thirteen-year-old girl wouldn’t have been in love with Roland Rexus?

“What was this officer’s name?” he asks, firing the question at me as if I am withholding information.

And I am, of course.

“I—I don’t know,” I say quickly, looking down. “But it’s what he did afterward that changed my life. He introduced me to an old scholarly man who paid for my freedom. This scholar, my mentor, took me under his wing, moved me to the old city of Aschalle, and educated me. So, to answer your question, that’s how I became a bio-technical engineer.” 

I leave out the parts about the mentor training me to hate, and destroy, the Rexus Dynasty. 

“So, this officer changed your life, but you couldn’t be bothered to remember his name?” Roland asks coldly. 

He pushes himself off the door and strides toward me. His body is strong, virile, taut, like a high-pitched musical note, and I imagine bending and molding myself against his figure. 

I can still feel the heat from where his lips pressed against mine earlier, the fever of his skin against my tongue.

He’ll feel perfect inside me. 

My body is a traitor.

I shake my head, hoping to rid it of these thoughts. 

Roland stands right in front of me. His face is unreadable when he asks in a low voice, “Is this the same old scholar that sent you to kill me?”

I suck in air. 

“I’m here because you summoned me. I don’t even know you.” 

I block the lies to make them feel real. Seem truthful. I study his reddening face. 

“Of course you don’t know me... no one knows the dark prince,” he says, his tone one of verbal venom.

I lift a hand to touch his face. 

“Who did this to you?” I ask. With desperation, I want to know who did this to him. Need to know.

His green eyes cut through me as he jerks away. As if I burned him. 

As if I’m the reason for his deformity.

“Don’t.”

Obviously, I’ve crossed a line with him, and I’m not supposed to care, but dear Goddess, his rejection hurts. 

“What’s your problem, Your Royal Highness?”

He raises an eyebrow, obviously seeing through the sarcasm, but I also notice something else: he’s about to shut me down, as if he refuses to acknowledge the attraction between us. 

He looks at his communicator tablet.

“Rahda, your first test is in twelve hours. Have a working prototype by then or else.”

Roland stalks from the room, leaving a trail of silent pain. I find myself staring at the ink-filled reagent bottle to avoid the multitude of feelings broiling inside me. 

Taking a deep breath, I get settle into the chair next to the work table. 

What Roland doesn’t know is that I love a good challenge and I never lose.
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Several hours pass before a noise breaks my concentration. In the corner of the room, the panel behind the small arched opening slides inward, and a small servicebot glides in. 

Its four wheels are silent against the white floor. 

It’s a tiny thing. A plain yet shiny round body, with a narrow, domed head outfitted with one eye socket, and the number seventy-three on its chest. 

In its skinny, outstretched arms, it holds a metal tray loaded with two pieces of lightly browned toast, a bowl of beans topped with sugar granules, apple slices, and, in a green ceramic mug, coffee so black and so aromatic that I should have smelled it coming long before it arrived.

Utensils, wrapped in a thick napkin, nestle between the mug and the beans. The plate, bowl, and cup each fit into pre-cut rings inside the tray so that they won’t slide around as the servicebot delivers it.

Its arms lift and I take the tray just as it releases its magnetic hold on it.

“Thank you, number seventy-three,” I say. It performs a small salute-type gesture and disappears back through the arched opening.

My stomach makes a protesting sound. Rising to Roland’s challenge has made me hungry in more ways than one.

I scoop the warm, sugared beans onto the toast and consume it in about five bites. I repeat the process with the second piece of toast, and then casually pick at the apples while sipping the coffee.

After eating, I put away the other researchers’ books and notes. I spent the first few hours studying what they did. Considering I only had twelve hours, there was no sense starting from scratch, and my ego has no issues incorporating the methods of those who came before me. 

However, none of researches embraced using the cuttlefish even though Roland provided one to all but two of them. So I study the ingredients they applied to their prototypes. 

Their products ranged from thick, paste-like make-up, to fabric masks, to second-skin silicone putty. But, as the sixth researcher noted, the silicone putty only worked on children.

In my opinion, that’s where they went wrong. They sought to cover the scars.

Covering won’t help. It only highlights what someone’s attempting to hide.

No, I won’t mask him. 

I want to transform him.

I pick up the reagent bottle, and with a dropper, I squeeze a few drops of the cuttlefish ink on an inspection slide. 

At first, the ink is black and then, as I observe it under the microscope, the color begins to fade until it’s almost clear—clear like the glass inspection slide.

Even hours later, the black ink continues to alter itself—color wise—into whatever I’ve placed it on. 

In a mortar, I crush together white magnetic rock and blessed lava stone. I pour the pulverized dust into a glass tube. Then I add a full dropper of the black ink. 

I stir it, but nothing happens. 

Suddenly, I understand what I need to do. 

Trying to transform an object is like asking it to do something without offering a reward—a sacrifice.

I cut my fingertip, and, applying pressure, I add several drops of blood into the tube.

The mixture boils instantly. The tube heats up, I place a cap on it, and, as it gets too hot to hold, I immediately lay it on the table.

A few minutes later, as I’m intently watching the mixture inside the tube, which now bubbles, fizzes, and boils, the servicebot reappears to take away the food tray.

But when its shiny silver fingers reach in front of the tube, something truly amazing happens.

The servicebot’s hand glimmers, like it’s a mirage, and it changes from silver to gray to pink and finally into a fleshy peach color. 

At the tips, pale pink fingernails form and, as I grab the servicebot’s arm to keep it from moving away, tiny, colorless hair sprouts on the back of the hand. 

The servicebot’s hand transformed into a human hand.

And it’s not just any human hand, it’s my hand.

Doing a once-over, nothing else on the servicebot is different. Only its hand had moved in front of the prototype, and only the hand transformed. 

I feel like dancing.

But a small pop erupts, like a child popping balloons, and the flesh-like appearance vanishes. 

The servicebot’s hand is back to its normal self: metal, tiny, and clicky. 

Then, as if on cue, the servicebot retrieves the tray, its hands magnetize, the metal snaps in, and, after making a ninety degree turn, it exits the room the same way it came in. 

I pick up the small tube and slowly rotate it between my fingers, marveling at its now black-cloudy contents. It’s almost too warm to hold, but no longer boiling.

I’ve got my first prototype.

I’m on the right path. Give it a few tweaks, and it might be ready. With the servicebot’s metal hand, the change lasted about ten seconds. Certainly not long enough for what Roland needed. 

I need it to last hours, maybe days. 

What would Roland think about my progress?

Stop thinking about what Roland. You’re here to do a job, Rahda. Well, if you’re being technical, you’re here to do two jobs.

On one of the shelves, I find a small test tube rack, and I place the tube in one of its wooden sleeves. 

The tube’s cloudy contents begin to reenergize, much like a battery recharging, and the black mist swirls round and round like a miniature waterspout. 

Faster and faster, and then it stops, and the contents calm down. Silently, I thank my lucky stars that Alben Underwood found the cuttlefish. 

He isn’t going to like it when I ask him to find more of them.

As I take out a fresh notepad to jot down my notes and to write a list of items I might need to improve the prototype’s duration of effect, I hear a voice behind me.

“You look as if you have a constellation of thoughts exploding behind your eyes, Rahda,” Cat’s voice purrs from the door. 

Her silky, silver-gray hair is pulled up high into a loosely braided ponytail, the undersides of her scalp are shaved—probably plucked—and symbol-like tattoos dot the base of her neck. 

Who claimed her? 

As I take her in, I get the sense she’s taller than I previously thought. Compared to the rest of the palace, my lab is positively bright, so it isn’t difficult to notice her incredibly sheer fabriskin cloak. 

Dark tattoos thread haphazardly around her breasts, curving inward and outward, like decorative tree roots. The tattoos—the markings—are so elaborate and ornate in appearance that I get the impression she did the work herself or paid an artist to do it for her. 

Which means they may not be the product of someone claiming her soul.

My perusal of her person ends at the rainbow-colored jewels sewn into the hem of her cloak and on the leatherwork of her sandals.

She’s not in a hurry and, with a knowing grin, she stands there regally as I inspect her from top to bottom.

I close my mouth.

Even as I admire her lithe figure, I resent her ability to sneak up on me.

“Please disable everyone’s access to my lab, including the servicebots,” I say, finishing up my list of desired ingredients. “No one will have access without my approval. I will call for food when I want it.”

She tilts her head slightly while a cunning, feline smile plays at her lips. A smile that that fills me with both desire and dread. 

I have no idea if she’ll be a friend or a foe, and, at the moment, I’m not prepared to find out the hard way.

“I see,” she says slowly. “What about Roland?”

“What about him?”

“My thoughts exactly, Rahda,” she says noncommittally with an unreadable expression as she pulls out her communicator tablet, presses a few buttons, and then says, “Place both of your hands flat against the door.” 

As I walk around her, I see the front of her screen—which is in some sort of programming code—and I do as she asks. 

At first, the door is cool to my touch, but after she types a few commands into her tablet, the door’s surface warms up considerably and, just when it gets to the point where I think it will burn me, she instructs me to pull away.

As I step back, my palms are red, and the door, which contains visible prints of my palms, sears the images—and my unique signature—until the impressions completely disappear.

“As requested, Rahda, the door knows you and only you. Naturally, you will have to open it for me so that I can depart. Though welcoming as you are, I must be about Roland’s business.” 

Cat sounds as if she’s offended, but as she walks unhurriedly to the door, a quirky smile plays at her lips. She directs her attention to the six sets of books on the corner table and studies them for a half second. 

I get the feeling that she wants to tell me something. Something about the other six. I didn’t put their books and notes back the way I found them, so I know she can tell I’ve looked at their research.

Her amethyst eyes flicker at me. Not quite a wink but not exactly a long blink, either.

I don’t take the bait.

“Before you go, Cat, there’s one more thing,” I say indifferently. “I need to leave the palace for a few hours.”

I can tell she did not expect this. It’s my turn to smile at her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


14


[image: ]




Cat’s smile slowly fades and her eyes do more than flicker. They darken into deep swirls of purple. I don’t know if that means she’s angry or if it’s a sign of amusement. Maybe it just means she’s hungry.

“Once here, you cannot leave without Roland’s permission,” she says even toned, but tight, like maybe she’s trying to conceal her personal opinion of this rule from me.

“Sounds like your problem, not mine. Clear it with Roland if you must, but I’m leaving.” 

Turning away, I secure the prototype inside one of the lockable cabinets. I remove the key, wrap its chain around my neck, and then tuck the whole thing beneath my black button-down shirt. 

The key necklace is heavy and cold against my skin.

“It is not that easy,” she says to my backside. 

I turn around and say, “Alben Underwood seems to be able to come and go as he wishes. Besides, I have every intention of returning.”

Cat groans. She must not know that I met Roland’s weapons expert. If that’s the case, then she doesn’t know everything that happens within the palace walls. I consider this a good thing. 

“You are not Mr. Underwood, Rahda, and as such, you are not afforded the same privileges.” 

She types something into her communicator tablet. 

“Privileges? I am not owned by Roland. In fact, the man has no claims upon me whatsoever except for my work, and for that, I need to leave for a few hours.”

“Do you even know how to leave the palace?” 

Cat’s expression says it all: I got you there, didn’t I?

Yes, this is a problem, but it’s not a big one. Something she said last night comes to mind. 

“You mentioned that the tropical gardens are opened to the public, yes? I’ll find the way out through the public visitor entrance.”

Cat’s eyes narrow and her pink mouth bunches up slightly. I expect her to hiss at me like an angry cat, but she’s too cool for that. 

Her tablet beeps just as someone pounds on the door. 

“Roland is here,” Cat announces unnecessarily.

“Good. You can relay my request to him. Also, I need money.” 

I cross my arms across my chest. Neither of us move and we stare at one another as if we’re in a stand off.

The knocking continues, and the booms echo throughout my lab. The tubes and beakers behind the glass-shelved walls lightly rattle.

“You are the only one who can open the door, Rahda.”

“He can wait a minute longer. How much money do you have on you? Plus, I’d like to get my dagger back.” 

Given that she’s wearing a sheer fabriskin cloak and I do not see any sort of currency pouch on her, I doubt she can give me what I need.

“I put your dagger in your bag last night. Only peasants discuss money. It is vulgar and insulting. If Roland allows you to leave, I will issue you a palace voucher.”

I roll my eyes.

“Open the goddamn door, Rahda,” Roland yells from the other side.

“A palace voucher, really? How exciting.” I raise an eyebrow in what I hope comes across as sarcasm. 

By the look she gives me, the message translates loud and clear.

“I hope you know what you are doing,” Cat says quietly. “All of this is highly irregular.” 

She looks again at the six stacks of the former research assistants’ work, and then back at me. Her eyes are back to normal. 

Her expression seems to say, You are nothing like them.

You got that straight, sweetheart. 

Her tablet beeps again, and its glow brightens her lovely face. 

“He is not happy,” she says. 

Cat, however, isn’t unhappy. She’s curious. She’s wondering. And she knows that I am not to be trusted.

I feel the same about her.

Moving around her, I reach for the door, and it glides open before I touch it. It knows my intent, I think, just as Roland’s hulking shadow lingers there in the dimly lit hallway. 

The light from my lab reaches his chest as he barks an order to his chief of staff.

“Cat, out!”

As Cat leaves, her long fingers brush up against mine and she presses something cold into my hand, and as gentle as a whisper, she disappears through the doorway. 

The moment she’s through the threshold, the lights go out, and the room pitches into darkness.

Roland steps in.
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He is inches away from me as the door hisses shut. Small, recessed lights from under the shelves and the work table shimmer on. Even though I can see his outline, the room is still mostly comprised of shadows.

“Good morning, Roland.” I may or may not have said this flippantly.

I can smell his anger. It radiates from him so strongly it might as well be cologne. His breathing is shallow and ragged, as if he ran here.

I analyze the object Cat shoved into my hand: it’s a coin, and by the feel of it—thick, bumpy edges, hefty, and two inches wide—it’s a silver ten bedallion coin. Which is enough to buy a horse with.

If this is her spare change, she and I need to have a talk.

I drop the bedallion into my trouser pocket just as Roland finally finds his voice.

“Rahda, you cannot leave the palace—”

“You have no right to detain me. I am not your prisoner,” I say, poking a finger into his chest. “Do you or do you not want a working prototype by five o’clock this afternoon?”

He doesn’t answer immediately, but then he says, “You should have asked me, not my chief of staff.” 

His voice is lower, warmer, like maybe he finally understands I’m easier to catch if he isn’t yelling at me. 

Roland moves closer, and everything inside of me wants to jump on him and devour him. Even his anger is sexy, which, if I think about that, isn’t a good thing. 

For him or for me.

I breathe him in.

Coffee, cinnamon, and gasoline. I suppose two out of three isn’t all that bad.

“I will go about my business in the method best presented to me, Roland. Your chief of staff was here. You were not. End of story. But if that is your only objection, then show me the way out.” 

“It’s no longer safe in the city, Rahda,” he says in low, timbered notes. “Dear Goddess,” he mutters out loud, mostly to himself, before he utters desperately, “You’re not safe around me.” 

Then, like a man possessed, Roland’s hands are on me and it literally feels like his fingers are burning a hole right through me. 

His lips crash into mine and I, equally as possessed, kiss him hungrily. 

I bite his lips. 

I suck on his tongue. 

All I know, feel, see, hear is Roland Rexus. 

His heat matches my own and I swear that in any minute, I’ll erupt, burn up, and take him with me in a cloud of smoke. 

He pushes me against an empty table, scoops me up, and deposits my bottom there. His delicious erection presses firmly against the inside of my leg. 

Wrapping my legs around him, I pull him into me. 

My hands get lost in this hair and before I know it, I’ve pulled his longish locks out of the ribbon at the base of his neck. 
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