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Disclaimer

Please be aware that this book is written to Australian spelling and grammar standards rather than other spelling and grammar standards. This includes the use of single quotation marks in dialogue and other differences. For further information, please consult the Australian Government Style Manual and Macquarie Dictionary. If you are confused by anything, such as spelling, please check Google for Australian spellings and terminology.
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Prologue
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The room was hot. There was no heater on, yet I could feel a waterfall of sweat on my neck. Flames cracked and sizzled, but the office I was in didn't even have a fireplace. The scent of burning flesh reached my nostrils, but I knew I was the only one in the room. I shrugged it off and went back to cracking the safe in front of me, listening for the clicks of the tumblers falling into position. As I turned the old-fashioned dial on the safe door, it clicked into the third and final position and I put my hand on the lever and swung the door open. The flames hit me as soon as the door opened, and I flung myself backward, almost falling off my bed.

I caught myself on the edge of my bed, and sat up, my back against the cool wall of my bedroom, my heart pounding. I cast a wild glance around the room as I heaved air into my lungs. There were no flames, no smoke and certainly no safe. I frowned. Not that dream again.
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Chapter 1
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I stepped out at the bottom of the secret staircase to come face-to-face with my worst nightmare. I'd been right. It was a trap.

Crown Prince Hector smiled grimly as I held my backpack out. One of his guards took it from me, rummaging around in it for the Heart of Radiance. The prince took one look and nodded before looking at the guard.

'Put it back. Then meet us at the wing,' he told him before turning to me. 'What to do with you,' he pondered as the guard left us. I remained silent. He had to admit he needed me before I said anything. 'Why did you do it?'

I shrugged. 'I could say temptation, but that would be a lie. Your Highness.'

He frowned. 'What is that supposed to mean?'

'Well, I would say my curiosity got the better of me.'

'Curiosity about what?'

I was gratified to see his surprised expression.

'Curiosity about what you need me to do for you.'

'What makes you think I need you to do anything?'

'The fact that you're here when I successfully bypassed everything.'

'Are you sure of that? Are you sure you didn't trip a sensor?'

'You mean the one that was set to trip me up but had nothing to do with the Heart's security? I know I didn't trip that, which means you've been actively watching me.' I almost smirked as the prince blanched, but I knew I'd been right.

'I could hold you for the Albermarle Police Force and have you charged with larceny and break and enter.'

'If you do that, then I won't be able to work for you.'

'What do you mean by that? Why would I want you to work for me?'

'Because you've gotten too close to the line and you don't have anyone you can trust, so you need someone expendable that you can blackmail into helping you. But is it blackmail when the target walks into the trap with his eyes open?' I asked, arching my eyebrows.

Prince Hector frowned. 'You knew it was a trap? But you went ahead with it anyway?'

I shrugged. 'As I said. Curiosity got the better of me. Besides, I wasn't absolutely sure it was a trap, not until I saw you here.' I smiled grimly. 'And I notice you haven't denied my accusations. So, you will do your best to manipulate me into helping you with your clandestine work.'

'Mr Janosik, you don't know as much as you claim you do.'

'Oh, I know enough. I know that you've been trying to get information from the docks without the authorities knowing–' I broke my words off as the prince rushed up to me, his one guard pushing me into the wall.

'What makes you think you can speak to me like that? You don't know me well enough.'

'Don't I?' I pulled off my balaclava. 'Then tell me how you know who I am when we've never met.'

The prince backed off, smiling surly. 'Well played, Mr Janosik. Let's go.' He waved at his guard who frogmarched me out of the cellar.
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Chapter 2
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It was nighttime. My favourite time. I had tried twice before but both were different days, either dawn or dusk. Now it was time again and this time I'd waited until it was full night.

I made my way stealthily into the garden, taking shelter behind each bush I could, avoiding the security cameras. I reached the garden wall, a big Victorian structure that had a few low gates in it. This particular gate didn't lead to Sutterly, it led to another garden. Beyond that garden was a forest, and that was my target.

I jimmied the lock on the garden gate and ducked under its frame. As I straightened up on the other side, three bright torches suddenly lit up, blinding me. He stood there, waiting for me, dressed in his expensive jeans, a silk shirt and leather boots, with his scruffy dark hair. Two guards were with him, one grinning with unholy glee.

I looked at him in surprise. I thought I had covered everything this time, but I must have missed something. I stood, my hands on my hips. He smiled humourlessly, his dark eyes cold and calculating. Then, he strolled toward me, his men close behind him.

'I thought you would have learnt after the first two tries, Marek. What made you try again?'

I sighed heavily. 'I don't know. Habit?' His eyes drilled into me, and I gulped. 'Your Highness.'

'That's better. Now do you believe it's impossible to escape?' Crown Prince Hector asked.

I ducked my head momentarily before my rebellious sense of self took over. 'There's always a way out. I just have to find the right time and path,' I said defiantly. 'Sir,' I added belatedly.

'Nevertheless, three attempts have failed. I don't have the patience for another attempt. Come with me.' And he turned and walked away, leaving his two guards waiting for me to follow them.

I stared at his back, wondering what he had in mind. When one of the guards gestured to me, I began trudging after the prince. My night was spiralling downhill with no signs of heading back up. In my mind, I began to curse first myself, and then Lough and Squeak.

It had been a week since the prince had sprung his trap and caught me stealing the Heart of Radiance. He'd given me an ultimatum, which I thought he would do – work for him on a project he would explain to me or be arrested by the police. Not wanting to go to jail for anything at all, I had jumped at the chance to take the deal.

The prince had kept me boxed up in a room in a little-used wing of the palace since then and the wait had grated on my nerves. I'd had enough. It had been time to test the prince's resolve. But testing the prince had produced an outcome I hadn't expected.

We reached Prince Hector's wing of the royal palace and entered through a side entrance that I'd checked out during one of my escape attempts. I still couldn't work out how he knew where to meet me each time. It was like he had a camera on me at all times that recorded all my movements.

But I knew where the cameras were and avoided them. So how did he know? How did he keep catching me? I sighed inwardly. I was sure I would find out soon enough.

We traversed past rooms that I had explored over the last two attempts at escape looking for any exit points. The fourth room in the corridor was a different matter. I had checked this one out earlier and filed its presence away for future reference. My memory of the room was useful as I recalled what was in it.

As I baulked against entering the room, the two men behind grabbed my arms with iron grips. They lifted me off the floor and shoved me forwards into the room. Prince Hector watched on with a taut smile.

The room was lined with benches, cupboards and a door on the side wall. But the chair in the middle captured my attention. It reminded me of an old-fashioned barber's chair, but this one had leather loops that were clearly meant to restrain ankles and wrists. I began to panic.

While I'd been tied up a few times, no-one had ever used actual restraints on me, and I wasn't about to let them do that now. My two minders had other ideas, though. They frogmarched me over to the chair and forced me into it as the prince watched, amusement lighting up his eyes.

'All right, Marek, if you promise not to fight me, I will forego the restraints. Agreed?'

'Uh, yes, sir,' I gulped down my fear.

'Don't worry so much. Dr Sinclair assures me it won't be painful,' he said as he headed to the second doorway. 'Okay, Doc, we're ready when you are.'

'This isn't really my specialty, your Highness,' a voice spoke from beyond the doorway. A tall man in a white coat entered the room from the side. He was older, with grey hair and glasses that had slipped slightly down his nose.

I watched him move over to one of the benches lining the room. Reaching into a cupboard, he pulled out a box and opened it. He pulled out packing materials to reveal a banded device that clicked open under his hands. I wished then I hadn't agreed to anything.

'That doesn't really matter, Doc, at least you'll be able to see that it is working.'

'I agree with you there, sir. Now, young man, let's have a look at your ankle.'

'No! No! You don't have to do this! I promise! I won't try again, sir! I promise! I'll be patient!' I lifted my pleading eyes to the prince as I spoke, panic surging through me as I saw what the doctor held.

I had done my own research on ankle tracking devices and I had no intention of having one fitted to me. I started struggling again but the two guards easily they held me down.

They didn't even resort to using the chair's built-in restraints. In the end their strength won out and the doctor secured the tracking device to my ankle. Then the prince leaned over me.

'Remember, Marek, you answer to me, now. I own you unless you want to go to jail. This ankle bracelet will sound an alarm when – if – you breach the property boundary. It is linked into the estate's security system.

'You would have to deactivate five systems – one active and four redundant – to remove it. Even then you couldn't be sure that the alarm won't sound. You will follow Sandro.' Prince Hector indicated the guard on the left.

'He will take you to your rooms where you will meet Fitz. I've asked him to train you in palace procedures and processes. Your three escape attempts have brought my timetable forward. Understand?'

'Do I have a choice?' I asked, glaring at him. 'Sir?' I added belatedly.

'At this moment?' He asked as he straightened, his expression softening. 'No. In the future, possibly. Now, go and meet Fitz. I will call for you tomorrow. And I am sorry that my unavoidable delay has brought us to this.'

He stood straight, and strode purposefully from the room, followed by one of the guards. As though it helped me, Sandro helped me to my feet.

'Go on, I dare you. Try for the door.' He whispered. His eagerness chilled me to the bone.

I stared at him, then at the door, licking my suddenly dry lips. I was trying to decide whether I should try or not. My instincts took over and I sprinted for the still-open door, only getting two steps before Sandro's big meaty fist came down on my left shoulder. Hard.

I was too shocked to cry out. In the background, I could hear the doctor protesting, but by then I was on my knees. The agony in my shoulder dissipated as he let me go.

'Now, get to your feet and we'll be on our way,' he snarled, and I nodded. I didn't trust myself to speak at the moment as he followed me through the door, with me rubbing my shoulder. I had no idea what I'd done to make him so angry.

We turned down a side corridor that led us farther into the wing before stopping at a set of double doors. I stared at the door that stood between me and the rest of the world. Sandro had pushed me in and closed it behind me with a final slam. I had been half prepared to hear a lock turn in the door, but it didn't happen. Sandro was probably standing guard outside. 

My world had come crashing down around me. I sighed deeply and turned to face the room I had been left in.

It was more like a suite of rooms. The palace was mostly decorated in the Victorian style and the entry of the suite I stood in reflected it. I took a step forward, then another, walking cautiously until I was at the end of the entry. There was a main room ahead of me and off to the left was a small kitchenette and a living room.

There was a long wall going left and right with two doors at either end, as well as a door in the middle before me. To the left of the middle door there was a huge flat screen television mounted on the wall. I moved into the living room.

There was more space in the living room than I'd had in the single room the prince had put me in when I first arrived at the palace. The living area was about three times the size of my own digs. But that had been in town in a rat-infested hotel. The carpet here was a rich scarlet with gold accents and a diamond pattern throughout. It was overdetailed for my tastes, but then, this was the royal palace.

The furniture was Victorian, coupled with a rustic red-brown leather baroque-style couch with matching armchairs at either end of the couch facing each other. The dining table was surrounded by four ornate chairs upholstered in scarlet velvet, sporting a computer at one end.

Papers were scattered around its surface near the liquid crystal display screen and a tall man with a likeness to the prince, but blond-haired, sat at the computer. This must be Fitz. He'd been seen with Prince Hector, but not a lot was known about him. He looked up from his work and his steel blue eyes sparkled with hidden emotions as he smiled and stood.

'And you must be Marek. Prince Hector's told me all about you. Did he tell you about me?'

'Uh,' was all I could manage in surprise.

'I'll take that as a "no",' he responded as he neared me, thrusting his hand forward and broadening his smile. 'Hi, Marek, I'm Fitz.'

I stared at his hand for a moment before taking it.

'Uh, hi.' I licked dry lips and tried again. 'What's this all about? What do you and the prince want me to do? Why hasn't he told me yet?'

Fitz smiled an indulgent smile. 'Because that's the way Prince Hector wants it. He'll tell you what he wants tomorrow. Tonight? Let's relax and get to know each other.'

'Why? I mean, I have nothing against you, it's just – I don't know what's going on. It's been a week, and I still don't know what I'm supposed to do for him to stop him sending me straight to jail.' I ran a hand through my hair. 'I mean, I tried to steal from him. He should have called the police.'

Fitz shrugged. 'Prince Hector has his reasons. And he was waiting for the situation to calm down.'

''The situation? What do you mean by that?'

'Well, you being here has stirred the pot, if you like. So, the prince waited for that to calm down before he started working with you.' Fitz stated.

'Look, I can't speak for him and you're right. He probably should have called the police but, as I said, he'll tell you why he gave you the option to work for him in the morning. For tonight, let's just get to know each other. I understand you like coffee?'

'I – do,' I replied, taken aback. The situation confused me. I hadn't any idea I would end up anywhere like this. And with a roommate. I was a lone wolf. Lough had made me that way.

'Okay, let's go into the kitchen. Then, I'll give you a tour.'

After showing me the kitchenette, he gave me a tour of the rest of the rooms. My bedroom was on the far left, with a library behind the television on the wall and his own room was on the right side. Both had walk-in wardrobes and ensuites. After the tour, we headed back to the kitchen for coffee. While we waited for the coffee to brew, he coaxed information from me like a professional.

He had information out of me about my professional card playing faster than I thought possible. It wasn't until he started on my family that I realised what he was doing, and I clammed up. By that time, we were in the two armchairs, chatting like old friends. Fitz raised his eyebrows.

'Well, I presume that topic is out of bounds.'

I looked at him dismally before responding. 'Look, I left home when I was a kid. I did – experienced something that changed my life. I don't dwell on it, but I have no intention of ever talking about it. My life after that incident became far more difficult.' Some things were better left unsaid. I wasn't going to talk about Joseph and his deranged cravings in our first meeting. I stopped myself before Chrissie came to mind as well.

'I can understand that.'

I was silent, thinking carefully. I had to say something. 'Look,' I started, leaning forward with my elbows on my knees. 'I'm happy to tell you this. My life started out the same as any normal kid's does, but I made choices when I was a kid that I couldn't turn back from. Because of those choices, I am now estranged from my biological family.'

Fitz stared at me seriously. 'Is Marek Janosik even your real name?'

I smiled. 'Given the little I know of you at this point, I'm not going to answer that.'

'I had to ask,' he smiled in response. 'I did some research on you. I get the impression you're well-educated for someone with your kind of experience. You must have been a teenager when you left home.'

'Depends on what you mean by home. Like I said, I was a kid when I left my family and went into the foster system. I had homes all over the place but none of them helped me with regard to an education. No – that I did on my own.

'I realised when I was young that I had to know – stuff.' I shrugged. 'As I said, none of my foster families were interested in helping me learn what I had to know to get on in life. I spent a year mucking around at school, but then one of the teachers said something to me – can't remember what it was, but it made me realise I needed to pay attention to what I was being taught. So,' I shrugged again, 'I knuckled down and paid attention to what I was learning.'

'That's surprisingly mature for a kid to learn.'

'Look, I had friends on the streets with no education that got hooked on drugs. That locked them into contracts with crime families. I watched their lives fall apart and I decided I didn't want to go down that path. I wanted to be my own man, if you understand. I've watched kids lose their humanity because they were on the streets too early in life.'

'You didn't want to follow normal footprints in life, like getting a job, having kids and all that?'

'Nope.' I shook my head as I replied. 'Didn't want to do that. I saw what that did to various foster families. It didn't make them any better. Some were even worse because of it. I didn't want to be on the streets living on the edge when I was a kid, either.' I shrugged.

'I did the best I could within the system and put up with a series of families that were – well, they weren't friendly to me. And they didn't want me to be friendly to them. Let's just leave it at that. I stayed with whatever family would have me until I was old enough to go my own way and then took to the streets.' He didn't need to know that Sil was the only one who ever knew where I was.

'How did you get into the life of breaking and entering?'

I narrowed my eyes. 'How – what are you talking about?' I decided to play the innocent as much as I could. 'This was the first time–'

'The first time you've been caught, yes, but not the first time you've broken into anywhere.' He paused, then continued. 'I told you, I did some research on you, Marek. I know you were behind the diamond snatch three years ago.'

I gave him a long stare, my eyes wide, hoping to keep my guise up. He was nothing like the prince and I felt like he was easier to kid. 'You researched me? Why? What are you doing that you would need to know anything about me?'

'Prince Hector asked me to. Well, he didn't ask me to research you specifically, just a way to – solve a problem we have. Why? He'll tell you more about that tomorrow. Now? Let's keep catching up. So, please, answer the question.'

I sat back and let out a breath. At least he was acknowledging the research. I decided to hold onto my own research for later. I could only hope he didn't know about Mark Hopper.

'I probably started by supplying shiny objects for my sister.' I smiled in reminiscence, eyes on the floor in front of me. 'She was so small – I hated to see her cry. I liked it better when she laughed. Her giggle lifted the spirits of everyone in the room. So, I made it my task to keep her happy. Shiny things did that, and I got them from wherever I could. I stole from family members, friends, and when I ran out of objects close by, I went farther afield.' I raised my eyes.

'That's probably when I realised that I could get into places that I wasn't supposed to go, and I did it well. I found the more I did it, the better I got. After I'd been through a few foster families, I wasn't in touch with my sister anymore. By that time, I'd broken into a few places where I filched the key and then I would take what I wanted.

'It was enough to get me noticed by an older burglar who–' I broke off. I wasn't about to mention my apprenticeship to anyone. That was a closely guarded secret, and it would stay that way. 'Anyway, after I had some training, I took on some other jobs for money. I had friends, and we shared what I was able to get. And I got a lot. After sharing it out, I had no immediate use for that much money. I didn't do drugs or alcohol, so I started stashing it away.'

His eyes widened significantly. 'You stashed money away? Are you serious?'

'Yes, of course I am. Why?'

'Do you know how unusual that is in your profession?'

I snorted. 'Of course I do.'

'When I was looking into your particular – skill set, I heard that you didn't do drugs or alcohol. At first, I didn't know whether to believe it or not. I did a little digging and what I found out confirmed it was true.'

'Drugs are useless in my line of work. They deaden the senses and dull the sharpness of the mind and the senses. I mean, not at first, but as the addiction goes on, it can affect you that way. Alcohol makes you feel like you're invincible. Don't get me wrong, I do enjoy the occasional drink.' I deliberately continued quickly before the memories kicked in.

'But a drinking habit?' I shook my head. 'No, won't touch that much of it. That's how others have been caught – they've been too cocky for their own good. I've watched it happen to friends too often. Even though we were warned against drugs and alcohol, some of my friends paid no attention to the warnings. They got hooked on the flavour of the month. And then they got caught. It was all brought on by drugs or alcohol.

'I did have a couple of brushes with drugs, and I didn't like the outcome at all. Turned me off drugs for life. As I said, I like the occasional drink, but I don't go overboard.' I caught myself before the old pain hit. 'It's just not worth it. That's why I've never been caught. Not until–' I broke off. I wasn't about to mention PJ Barker – but he'd only stumbled over me.

Fitz smiled. 'Not until you decided to grab the Heart of Radiance.'

'That's right. That one shiny ruby.' He could keep his belief. 'But no, I'd never been caught until I accepted that dare. That job should have given me enough money to retire to southern Spain.' I grinned ruefully. It was time to let Fitz know.

'After I'd done my homework, though, I knew it wasn't going to be easy. The more I investigated it, the more I realised it wasn't going to be about getting out with the ruby. It was about seeing what you and the prince wanted from me.'

As with Prince Hector, I had the pleasure of startling someone. Fitz blanched, and I almost got him a glass of water until he blinked and stared at me, dumbfounded. I nearly sat there laughing at him but decided it wouldn't be fair.

'What, did you think I wouldn't suspect a trap?'

Fitz gulped, unable to respond.

I sighed and continued. 'Did you think I wouldn't do my own research into the situation? You said a few minutes ago that you thought I was well-educated. I told you I made sure I got educated – by myself. I know there are serious problems at the docks – I looked into it. I was pretty sure it was a trap, so I sent my driver home.'

'You knew it could be a trap and yet you still went ahead with it?' Fitz asked with an incredulous frown.

I shrugged. 'Yeah, curiosity got the better of me. As I said, I was interested in what you wanted me to do. However, since I've been here, I've been ignored, marched back into custody three times, and now I have a tracking anklet on me. I'm beginning to get the feeling I made the wrong choice. Because I'm not sure, but I think my whole world just turned upside down.'

Fitz let out a huge sigh and he grinned.

'You met Prince Hector. He is a completely different man to any of the other nobles in the world today. He has done and seen things that an ordinary man, let alone a crown prince, should never normally do and see. Those experiences give him an entirely different outlook on life and you're not the only one who's been caught off-guard by it.' He smiled again. 'I heard you tried to find a way out of the complex three times. Is that what you meant by "marched back into custody"?'

I sighed. 'Today was the third escape attempt. He's decided he's had enough,' I raised my ankle to show off its decoration.

Fitz raised his eyebrows and motioned to the ankle monitor. 'I wondered if he would do that.'

I gave him a grim smile. 'So, how does he do it? How does he know where I'm coming out? I made sure no-one was watching, and I know how to fool cameras. But he was still waiting for me. Every single time.' I liked a good game of cat and mouse – the more dangerous, the better but only if there's a chance of either party succeeding. I didn't like games that always ended the same way. Especially if I wasn't the winner.

'That's because we used to play the exact same game as kids. We used to try to escape from the palace, and we did the same to each other that he's done to you. I was always waiting for him, wherever he came out and he was always waiting for me. You had no chance with those few, brief attempts. We played that game for years. Trust me. Prince Hector and I know every millimetre of this palace and its grounds.' Fitz grinned.

I stared at him in dismay. I believed every word he said regarding their game. It made sense to me.

'So, let me get this straight. It didn't matter if I eluded the cameras – he knew there was a percentage of a chance that he would work out which gate I would use to escape? Every time?'

Fitz tilted his head. 'Probably.'

I shook my head. 'And you used to play this game with him?'

'Sure did.'

'Who won?'

'Whoever was waiting for the other to come out.'

I thought about what he was saying somewhat and frowned. 'So, your skills are probably a lot like mine, then? Same with the prince?'

Fitz grinned. 'You could say that.'

'Then why does he need me?'

'Because he can't be seen to be doing what he needs done.'

I nodded. 'Ah. I was right. The expendable servant.'

'No! He doesn't see you like that.' Fitz leaned forward again. 'He was very impressed with your ability to get in and out safely with the items you have targeted. The fact that you have never been caught drew my attention.' He smiled. 'And then you went for the Heart of Radiance.'

I winced. If only I hadn’t taken that professional dare. ‘Tell me about it.'

'Well, if you really want to know, it was my knowledge that tripped you up.'

'Oh?' It was my turn to tilt my head.

Fitz smiled smugly. 'I knew that you wouldn't see that one tiny sensor in a position it shouldn't be.'

I smiled indulgently. But I did see it. I stepped over it.'

Fitz was taken aback. 'You did? But the alarm–'

'That would have been Prince Hector, if the alarm associated with that sensor went off.' I decided to tell him everything. 'I told you I had already figured out it was a trap.'

Fitz shook his head. 'And I can't believe you still went ahead with it.'

'Again, I was curious about what my talents were needed for. And if the prince isn't going to tell me, maybe you will?'

Fitz grinned. 'Oh, no. I won't steal his thunder.' And it didn't matter how many more twisted ways I questioned Fitz about the security and job and he never told me anything I could use to get out of the job or the palace.

That night, I lay on the bed in the room assigned to me, contemplating how life had turned out.

The suite's library separated our rooms. I remembered gaping in awe at the books lining its shelves when Fitz had shown me the library during the tour. My bedroom was decorated with more Victorian furniture and the four-poster bed I was lying on was far too soft. I considered what had happened this past week, and recalled Fitz's words regarding the game that he and the prince had played. At least they had had each other to play with as kids.

After lying there, relaxing for some time, I sat up and studied the bracelet around my ankle. It was a technological marvel. I'd heard of the ones that the Americans used, but those were bulky and clumsy. This one was actually quite elegant and almost dainty. Much of what had been in Dr Sinclair's hands must have been the apparatus he used to fit the device and the tracking interface. I pulled my foot up onto my other knee so that I could drag the contraption towards me and study it closer.

Seeing a minute crack in one of the parts, I dug around in my pocket and brought out a lock pick and a wrench that I'd secreted on me. I knew better than to leave all of my equipment with an authority figure. I placed the business end of the wrench into the crack and then inserted the pick beside it. I wriggled both around gently a few times, trying to find enough give to open the crack further.

I had almost got the anklet to a point where I could manipulate it, when a burst of lightning raced through my fingers. It ran up my arms and into my head, lifting me upwards before flinging me backwards towards the wall and stiffening me.

I ricocheted off the wall with a loud thump and landed face down with my feet on the pillows and my head at the foot of the bed. An agonising ache echoed in the back of my head and my teeth were clenched. I had no idea where my tools had landed.

My bedroom door flew open, and Fitz raced into the room. His eyes swept the room before they focused on me as I cradled my head in my hands. He hesitated before approaching me.

'Marek? Are you all right? What happened?'

'Ah,' was all I could mutter, the ache in my skull finally beginning to dull.

'I thought someone had broken in. What happened?' Fitz insisted.

I blinked, managed to roll over and levered my feet down from the pillows. A wisp of smoke rose from the anklet itself.

'Oh, Marek,' Fitz groaned, shaking his head. 'You didn't, did you?'

Slowly I sat up and I squinted at him, my eyes still affected by the flash of lightning. Which I finally realised must have been an electrical discharge from the anklet.

'Wha'?' I asked in a croaky voice.

Still shaking his head, Fitz went to a bedside table and poured a glass of water from the jug sitting there.

'Drink. You'll feel better.' Then he brought his smartphone out and called someone.

'No, your Highness, everything's okay. I thought you told him what to expect if he tried to tamper with it?' There was a pause, and then he spoke again. 'No, don't get the doc. He's not hurt. And you're right, sir. He probably wouldn't have paid any attention to what you said.' He paused once more, then hung up the phone, and stared at me in disappointment as he took the empty glass from me.

The room had finally stopped spinning. The effects of the shock had worn off.

'If I'd known you'd try it, I would have warned you. It probably wouldn't have stopped you but at least you would have been prepared. Now, let me have a look at your ankle,' he added and pushed me back on the bed.

'I don't blame you for trying, but I wish you hadn't.' He was quiet for a long time as he poked and prodded various areas on my foot. 'Everything's fine. No nerve damage done.' He held out a hand and helped me sit up again.

'I didn't think these things were wired to do that.'

'They're not. Well, others aren't. Prince Hector had this one especially modified.'

'He did?' I looked up at him. 'Why did he do that?'

'Because your reputation precedes you. We've investigated your exploits, and we know that you can break or pick any lock. So, the prince decided you weren't going to go anywhere he didn't want you to.'

I looked at him in surprise. I actually felt a little humble that they were intimidated.
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Chapter 3
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I followed Fitz into Prince Hector's rooms the following morning. His suite was set out in a similar fashion to ours, even down to the large flat screen television that was currently displaying a news broadcast.

The two guards from the previous night were with him. Sandro winked at me and flexed his knuckles, and I retreated behind Fitz, glaring at Sandro. I wasn't going to start anything that might not go my way. The four of us weren't alone with the prince, either.

There was a group of men in business suits with him. I listened to their discussion intently. For a moment, anyway. Then I tuned out. I wasn't interested in learning which company was paying what in taxes and things like that.

I gazed around the room, noting the paintings on the wall. One of the paintings was of Queen Elizabeth II, and another was her father, George VI. I shrugged. It was probably diplomatic to represent their well-known cousins.

One of the businessmen glanced our way, and nodded at Fitz, who returned the nod. Then his eyes drifted over me and paused for a moment before returning his gaze to Prince Hector, his expression unreadable.

A hint of wariness was hidden at the back of his eyes, but there was something else, too. I frowned. Something about his gaze was vaguely familiar. It wasn't long before everyone left, and I was alone with Fitz and Prince Hector.

Prince Hector turned to us. Fitz and I nodded respectfully to him, and he gestured for us to sit on the couch while he took to the armchair on my right. He stared at me inscrutably for a long time.

'I presume you have questions?'

'I do have questions, your Highness. Why am I here? Fitz has told me you can do the work you want me to do, so why bother with me? I don't have the desire to get involved in your circles, so why choose me? Sir.'

'Because I can't afford the possible repercussions if things go wrong.'

I sat absorbing the prince's words for a moment. It confirmed what Fitz had told me the day before.

'So, you need someone who can do the same things as you. But also, someone who can wear the inevitable outcomes should the worst happen. Sir.'

'Exactly. You are quick, I noticed it down in the cellar that night.'

'Doesn't mean I agree to do this, though, sir.'

The prince sighed and spoke, his voice forceful. 'Marek, let me be clear. If you are sent to the police, you will go with the Royal House against you. You will never come out of jail. Do you understand? Not only that, but I will deny anything you say about the Heart of Radiance being a trap. Do you understand that?'

I gulped. I wasn't sure how sincere his words were, but the threat was hanging right in front of me, and I absolutely did not want to go to jail. I nodded once and the prince smiled.

'If you work for me, you will be well-paid as long as you do so. I cannot, however, guarantee your safety. Should things go awry, I will deny all knowledge of you and leave you to the wolves. Do you understand?'

I nodded. It was how all my contracts had ended up.

'You will be paid with an ongoing retainer rather than for each job you undertake on my behalf. That retainer comes with accommodation. This accommodation allows me access to you at all times. Agreed?'

I kept my mouth shut as I nodded. A retainer meant I wouldn't be working every second of every day, at least. The rest of the conditions I wasn't so sure about.

'All right, then. Fitz,' the prince turned those implacable eyes to my companion. 'I wonder if you would make us all a coffee. I think Marek needs one. He's lost a little colour.'

'Of course, your Highness. I agree, sir, he is looking somewhat pale.' Fitz stood and headed for the kitchen area, leaving Prince Hector alone with me.

'Now, Marek, the type of work I am planning on getting you to do is typically going to be espionage. There are a few companies I know of that currently deal in some rather questionable trade. We have a reputation to uphold, and these companies are undermining that reputation. Along with that, there are other companies I am considering purchasing.'

I thought for a moment. 'But whatever I get you on the first group of companies won't be admissible in a court of law, will it, sir?'

'No, but once we have the information we need, we can concentrate on how to get the same information legally. That way, we will bypass the origins of the source.'

'Let me make sure I understand you clearly. You would use my skills to get the information. Then you would work out how to get that same information by legitimate means – sir.'

'That's correct. Even if I have to buy the company involved.'

I looked at the prince with new-found respect. 'That's a lot of money to be parting with just to find evidence of espionage.' The prince glared at me. 'Sir.'

'If what I think is happening is happening, then it will be worth it.'

I tilted my head. Now he really had my attention. 'So, what is going on, sir?'

Prince Hector stilled his expression and paused as Fitz brought the coffees to us. How much did he actually know?

'I – am not quite sure, yet. There are signs that something is happening but not enough to confirm anything. But, yes, I do believe something is going on.'

'That makes more sense than just companies running rackets. Or trading illicitly. I mean, sir, I can't see your family getting involved with either of those crimes so there had to be something else.' I paused for effect. 'I can see them involved in mysterious shipping anomalies. These might be ships that have missed an inspection or that haven't been logged into the harbour manifest.'

Prince Hector grinned and looked at Fitz. 'You did say his intelligence quotient was high, and I believe you.'

It was my turn to frown. 'What?'

The prince waved my question off. 'Never mind, Marek. I'm going to tell you something that is extremely confidential. Only my father and Fitz know about my suspicions.'

'Suspicions of what? Sir?'

'I suspect someone in the palace is a traitor, but I can't find the evidence. This is where you come in.'

I gulped down a mouthful of coffee. 'The companies I'm getting information from have something to do with the traitor, don't they, sir? And you think they're behind the shipping discrepancies.'

'That's right. I need to find whoever they are and find them quickly. You can do it much better than I can.'

I sat back against the couch cushions. We'd finally hit crunch time.

'Sir, let me get this straight. There's a traitor in the palace and you haven't been able to trust anyone except Fitz and the king. Now you're telling me about it because you need my help to expose them. Is that right?' I looked up at him hoping I wore a stolid expression on my face.

Prince Hector nodded sagely. 'You are correct.'

'But if I don't help you, you'll make sure I go to jail for the full sentence for all of my previous – adventures. Which, I think, is roughly twenty years. Is that right? Sir?'

'Yes, Marek. That is exactly what will happen.' He sighed heavily. 'Let me be a bit more candid with you. We have evidence of other robberies you've committed that will increase the grand larceny charge. That evidence should take the sentence to the twenty years you have suggested.

You might ask how we've come across this evidence as you've never been caught. Let's just say we have it on very good authority that the evidence points to you. So that you know I am being upfront, one of the jobs you have been implicated in is the lifting of the Emerald Teardrop and its subsequent return to the police evidence locker. Another is the death of a young lady off PJ Barker's yacht.'

At his words, I froze, Chrissie's face before me, her eyes open with their filmy stare.

'Marek!' Prince Hector's sharp voice startled me, and I blinked Chrissie's eyes away.

'Sorry, sir. You surprised me, that's all. Please, go on.'

'Are you sure? You look a little shocked. Fitz, maybe a cognac each?'

'I think you're right, sir.' Fitz headed back to the kitchen, and we fell silent until he returned with three brandy balloons in hand.

Prince Hector waited until I'd had a sip and smiled at my delight at the taste. Then he continued. 'We will give this evidence to the police if we must. However, if you agree to help us, that evidence will be destroyed. Because if we fail in our endeavour, this traitor will take their actions through to fruition. I firmly believe that Albermarle will then cease to exist as an independent country. My family will be disgraced, and you will more than likely end up in prison anyway. Is that candid enough for you?'

I blinked. I clearly hadn't thought the implications of a traitor being involved in this all the way through.

'Uh, yes, sir.' I smiled grimly. 'I know where I stand, now.' I lifted my brandy balloon to my mouth and lowered it again without tasting it. 'Just two questions. Number one. How do I get to those companies with this on, sir?' I pointed to the ankle bracelet with my free hand.

The prince returned my smile. 'I'm getting some software written that will allow me to enter a code to give you limited freedom. That will be some time coming, however. And number two?'

'What makes you think I'm trustworthy, sir? Why do you think I'll do what you ask and not abscond as soon as I'm able to?'

He smiled grimly and picked up the television remote. 'Because of this.' And after hitting a few buttons a photo of me came to the fore. One that I remembered from a storm a few years ago.

'Oh. That.' I said in a flat tone.

'Yes. Your altruism in that storm showed me your loyalty to people.'

I sighed heavily. 'Okay, sir, I'll accept that.'

'I'm glad you will.' And then he hit the remote again. This time it was from four years earlier. It had been a very public Pirates Day concert that ended in fire. I watched myself as I ran from shocked person to shocked person and shook them awake and sent them to safety before darting under the stage.

'Just to prove our point.' I nodded. I had to.

'Now that I know where I stand, what do I do in the meantime, sir?'

'In the meantime, I want you to familiarise yourself with the entire estate. Including all of the areas you haven't been to yet. The only places out of bounds will be my parents' quarters. Unless you are invited there. Which will more than likely never happen. Consider yourself to be the main security consultant for the time being.'

I nodded. 'Okay, sir. What am I going to be looking for as I get to know the grounds and buildings?'

'I want you to point out various points of weakness in the security. That includes places where someone might come in and spy, kidnap or, even, kill one of us.'

'Don't forget 'Phenia, sir,' Fitz threw in.

The prince looked up at Fitz in surprise. 'Why?'

'Because she's out and about on her horse quite often and sometimes I'm the only person with her. While it's never been a problem, sir, it might be worthwhile Marek keeping that in mind. She's vulnerable and would be a perfect hostage.'

Prince Hector swore under his breath, and I raised my eyebrows at him. I'd heard a lot of swearing but he took it to the next level. 'You are right, Fitz. That was my mistake. I didn't take that into consideration. All right, Marek. You are also to check for places where someone might entice my sister to go away with them.'

I thought about what he said for a moment before nodding. As long as I didn't have to go anywhere near the princess, I'd be fine. 'I understand, sir.'

'So, now that you've heard it all, are you clear on where you stand? Or do you have more questions?'

I paused in thought before shaking my head. 'Not at this point, I don't, sir. I can't guarantee that I won't in the future, though.'

'Perfectly understandable. I may not have answers for you when you have more questions, but I will do my best to answer them. Just remember,' he added, 'Not a word of this to anyone at all. Or it's straight to the police.'

I suppressed an urge to gulp air and nodded. 'I agree.' I felt like I'd slammed the last door on my freedom shut. 'Sir.'

A week later, Fitz and I arrived once more at Prince Hector's door as quickly as we could. I had spent the past week following his instructions and learning the ins and outs of the palace, avoiding all contact with the rest of the royal family as per his instructions, which had been difficult. Even so, the king and queen were quite aware that someone they didn't know was creeping around their home.

But that was neither here nor there. This time, he'd called for us to attend a business meeting with him. He didn't like delays and during the week I'd learnt this the hard way. I followed Fitz's lead and nodded at the guards at the prince's door. I had only been introduced to a few of them so these two were new to me. Fitz opened the door at the prince's voice and preceded me through.

Sitting on his couch, Prince Hector was the epitome of a Crown Prince. He sat regally in solemn countenance and The Royal Chief Advisor, Lucien Mannors, sat next to him.

'Ah, Marek, Fitz. Thank you for attending.' He turned to Mannors. 'Thank you, Lucien. If you can take those papers to Father, I would appreciate it.'

'Sir, I can stay if you need me to. Are you sure you don't want me here–' I felt Lucien eyeing me uneasily. Something about him raised my hackles. Something about him still seemed vaguely familiar. I shook it off. He was the Chief Royal Advisor.

'No, thank you. Everything's sorted here. You may go.'

Lucien Mannors stood, nodded and left the room. Once the door was closed, Prince Hector moved to the other chair and gestured for Fitz and me to take the couch.

'Now that you've settled in, Marek, it's time to put you to work,' the prince said. He twisted in his chair as he signed documents that had been brought in at the last minute. Then he turned to us, his dark eyes on me. 'I've held off asking you to scout the boundaries of the estate, but I think it's time I included them. I'm still waiting on some other intel before we go hunting down the information I'm seeking.'

I nodded. My cabin fever was nearly overwhelming with only Fitz as a significant companion.. At least I could move around the palace now. The only time we didn't see each other was when he was with the king or the princess. The few times I'd been alone, I'd gone through our rooms, checking everything out, including the secret entrance to a passageway inside the library that went up and down a set of stairs.

I'd also taken the time to secrete various weapons and tools and memorabilia in parts of the suite ensuring no-one would even think to look for them, including the secret passageway. In my boredom, I'd ventured into most areas of the palace without many people seeing me. Now, though, I was ready for some action.

'I'll start this–'

'Tomorrow. I want you to do some planning this afternoon.'

I looked at him sideways. 'Planning? Your Highness?'

'Yes. I want you to show Fitz and myself some street fighting and teach us what to do. At the same time, you will teach my sister to defend herself.'

I gaped at him. 'Your sister? The princess, sir?'

'Yes, I believe that's my sister. I only have the one as far as I am aware.'

'Okay, sir, but, what if I – hurt her?'

The prince frowned at me. 'You won't be alone with her. Fitz and I will be there, too. And we've seen footage of you with other people. You're far too careful with them.'

I cocked my head to the side. 'What? What does that mean, sir?'

Prince Hector smiled. 'Oh, come on, Marek. You're a hero to those living at Westlorne. And to those people at the concert.' My heart sank. I had hoped they'd forgotten about the storm and the fire. I hadn't been able to save Chrissie, PJ and his bodyguards that night. 'You saved lives that night. Lives that meant nothing to you.'

'Couldn't save them all, though, sir.' Couldn't save the people that were important to me, though. I couldn't tell him that, though.

'Marek, you could have saved yourself and gotten out of danger, but you didn't. You went back and saved about ten people. Ten people you didn't know. That got you a full-on facial shot on the news.' I froze as I remembered what happened after the concert. What Ben did.

'We have also seen footage of you doing a job – again, we have it on good authority that it is you and the actions suggest that it's you. You were surprised to see a guard once, but instead of killing him, you knocked him out. You could have stabbed him in the back, and he would never have known what hit him. But you didn't. I–'

'Wait, your Highness,' Fitz's voice cut over Prince Hector's. 'Marek, are you okay?' I blinked at his words.

'Yeah. Sorry, about that.'

'What was that?' Fitz asked.

'Nothing, nothing at all.'

'All right, then let's get back to it. As I was saying, you could have killed this guard, but you didn't–'

'How do you know it was me?' My sudden outrage broke his words off.

Prince Hector closed his eyes and weathered my anger. 'Fitz has been talking to someone who considers you a friend and they have confirmed it is more likely to be you than anyone else.'

I raised my eyebrows. The only person who would be that confident of a shadow figure in a video would be Squeak. Suddenly my anger was centred on someone else, but I realised I'd come close to inexcusable behaviour, and I took a deep breath before nodding for the prince to continue.

'I apologise. Please, go on.'

Smiling grimly, he did just that. 'Those three incidents speak more about your morals than anything else I've heard or seen. You are someone who appreciates life for what it is. That's the kind of person I want teaching us all new defensive moves.'

He sat forward in his chair, prompting me to move closer. 'I want to make sure my sister knows how to take care of herself if the worst happens.' I nodded, waiting for him to continue.

'As you know, she is a young fifteen-year-old who is at that age when she is inclined to trust anyone. I need her to see that not everyone is as trustworthy as she thinks they are, and to be sure that she can look after herself.' His eyes turned dark.

'If the worst happened and Father fell ill, it would be up to me to fill his role. I won't have time to look after Euphenia if that happens. In that event, I'd much rather know that she is completely capable of defending herself in an emergency. As I said, you won't be alone with her. Fitz and I will be with both of you. So, will you do this for me? Will you train Princess Euphenia to defend herself?'

I gulped, my mind on Sil who would be twenty-three if she was still alive.

If I looked on Princess Euphenia as a younger version of Sil, then I agreed with his reasoning about her needing to be able to defend herself. Sil had been the first person I hadn't been able to save and the realisation sent a chill through me. I completely understood his motivation and took another deep breath before nodding.

'Of course, sir. If that is what you want me to do. I only know street fighting, though, sir, and no martial arts moves.'

The prince smiled indulgently. 'That's all right. I'd rather that she's able to surprise any attacker by fighting dirty than have her following a specific fighting style.'

'Then, yes, sir, I'll teach the princess how to defend herself.'

'That's a great idea, sir, making the training a group affair. I'd like to know more about street fighting than what I already know,' Fitz broke in suddenly.

Prince Hector smiled. 'That's settled then. Do you agree with my suggestion, Marek?'

'Yes, sir.'

'Good. We'll start in a few days.' He stood, dismissing us as he continued speaking. 'This afternoon, you can draw up your training plan. Tomorrow you may begin your rounds of the estate, and we'll work our time in with that.'

I fumed and my ears smoked as I sat on the terrace calmly and quietly after my appalling meeting with the Crown Prince, whilst I gazed over the palace gardens. 

I fumed at myself, at Squeak and I fumed – well, mostly at myself, to be honest. At my own curiosity. I rubbed my hands across my face trying to figure out where it had gone wrong and why I had ended up here, but it was no use.

I'd brought it on myself because I'd been too curious about what Prince Hector was up to and where I fitted into his plans to tidy up the harbour and docks. But for now? There was no reading the prince's thoughts and no anticipating what he had planned.

He was altogether a different person than what I had imagined. Which was why I was fuming. I'd allowed my inquisitiveness to take over and now I was paying for it.

'Marek? Are you – oh, there you are.' I heard the voice of the one person I wasn't angry at now said.

'Yep, I'm here, Fitz,' I responded despondently.

'I wondered when the sheer boredom would have an effect on you.' He pulled up a chair opposite me at the wrought iron table. It was a vintage garden set with four seats and a small table, possibly from France. I didn't know Queen Ebony well enough to know whether it was authentic or a replica, but it looked like it came from the Rococo era. Fitz turned his deep blue eyes to me. 'Okay, you're more than bored, you're angry. What's triggered it?'

I scowled at him, murmuring something under my breath. 

'Don't give me that attitude. I get enough of it from the princess. Now, what's made you angry?'

I sighed. 'This whole set-up. Not being allowed to leave the palace for fear of what might happen. Well, maybe not fear but at least concern.'

'Let's go with the fear.'

I frowned. 'Why?'

Fitz's gaze became serious. 'Because that's really the problem, isn't it?'

My frown deepened. 'Fear of what? My fear or the prince's fear?'

'Maybe you're more afraid of what it might be like to stay somewhere where you have no control.' Fitz put his hands up and picked a finger off one at a time. 'One, you've never been caught. Two, you've never failed in achieving your goal.

'Three, the one time you did get caught and didn’t achieve your goal was the one and only time you broke into the royal palace. And you were fairly sure at the time that it was a trap. Now, since that has led to you being imprisoned in a restricted area, I'd say that'd be enough to make me frightened.'

I stared him down. 'What if it's the prince who's afraid?'

Fitz scowled. 'What would he be afraid of?'

I shrugged. 'Not knowing enough about me. Not being able to do his own dirty work. Not knowing whether he could trust me. Not being able to fully control what happens next. Not knowing who the traitor is.' I shrugged again. 'You tell me what he could be afraid of.'

'Well,' Fitz began with his eyebrows raised. 'He's not afraid of what he doesn't know about you. That's the first thing. He's more angry than afraid of not being able to do his own "dirty work" as you call it. He's fairly certain he can trust you and he's angrier rather than fearful that he still doesn't know who the traitor is.' He paused for effect.

'What he is afraid of is not being there to protect his sister when she needs him the most. He's afraid he'll be caught up in meetings when she's in danger and he won't be there for her. That's why he wants you to train her. Now, let's get back to why you're afraid.'

I scowled again. 'I'm not frightened, I'm angry! I'm frustrated! I'm–' I broke off as a pink flash raced past us and crashed onto the lawn below. Luckily, the terrace was low, but I could see a pink-clad form lying face down on the grass, feet drumming angrily into the sod.

I stood quickly as Fitz launched himself after her. I hadn't seen the princess much and knew very little about younger females. I'd left my home and my only sister at the age of ten. After that, there were no sisters in my life until Sil found me again.

I cut that thought off before it had a chance to fester. I had yet to start training the princess, and we hadn't even been introduced. I didn't even know if Prince Hector had explained the training to her or not. I stepped off the terrace and followed Fitz – my curiosity piqued.

If I was going to teach her self-defence, then maybe this was the best time to observe her. By the time I reached them, Fitz was lying down next to her on the grass in his fine linen trousers and shirt. I winced at the grass stains grinding into his cream shirt. Fitz didn't let stains stop him, though.

He talked quietly with Princess Euphenia as I squatted at their feet, not wanting to intrude on their very private moment. They murmured between themselves but for once, I didn't eavesdrop. I knew their conversation wouldn't include information that I could use to my own advantage.

Towards the end of the conversation, Princess Euphenia rolled over. She was wearing a long-sleeved tee-shirt with multi-patterned pink swirls on it. As part of her pink ensemble, she also wore black leggings with a hot pink satin mini skirt over the top. The satin skirt was overlaid with a pink netting skirt. Bangles adorned her arms, and her blonde hair was held in place by a large pink roll of fabric.

I shook my head minutely and got to my feet. Pink was present everywhere, but it wasn't overdone.

I froze in place as Fitz whispered something to Euphenia, who looked at him sharply. When he nodded, she squealed and threw her arms around his neck whilst grinning.

I had seen young girls grin before, but this one was different. The grin lit up her entire face and suddenly she transformed from a gangly teenager into a beautiful and capable young woman. Her light blue eyes were lit brightly from within, and she suddenly seemed grown up.

It was as though an angel had stepped out of a young girl. I think my heart even stopped but then her smile disappeared, and everything was back to normal. I continued to stand in one place as Fitz got to his feet and then helped Princess Euphenia to hers.

I barely had time to blink before Fitz turned to me.

'Your Highness, I'd like you to meet Marek. Marek is one of your brother's men. He arrived here a short while ago and has taken up residence in my chambers. He's going to teach you how to defend yourself. Actually, he's going to teach all of us. Marek, this is Her Highness Princess Euphenia.'

I bowed as deeply as I could to hide the red slipping across my face. I wasn't one for meeting with the upper gentry, especially young girls. 'Your Highness,' I responded. Not that she heard me. I think she was too distracted by Fitz's announcement.

'Training? Really? Even Hector?'

'Including your brother, your Highness.'

'And you?'

'Yes, your Highness, even me,' he replied. The princess squealed softly and hugged him fiercely. Then she calmed down and turned to me.

'Hello, Mr Marek,' she responded in a surprisingly mature voice, holding her hand out to shake mine. I took her hand and mumbled a response as I bowed slightly over her hand. 'I'm sorry,' she said, 'I couldn't quite catch that.'

I looked up and reluctantly met her eyes. 'It's just Marek, your Highness. That's my first name.'

'Oh,' she replied hesitantly and glanced at Fitz. 'I'm sorry, I didn't mean to offend you.'

My eyes widened. 'Oh, I wasn't offended. Uh–' I stopped, lost for words.

'Ah, your Highness, I believe Daphne is looking for you,' Fitz intervened at the right time. 'And don't do that,' he interjected as she scowled. 'It causes wrinkles on your face.' As she endeavoured to clear the frown, I stared at Fitz as though I was seeing him for the first time. I had had no idea he had such suggestive skills, and for the first time I wondered if he'd used them on me.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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As I stretched sleep out of my limbs, I could almost say I was excited. Today I was going to be checking the outer perimeter of the estate. It was the most interesting thing I had done since arriving.

I checked the boundary closest to the garden gate first. The garden gate was just south of the main gates that allowed vehicles in and out of the Royal Estate The gate that led to the forest was halfway between the garden gates and the Sutterly gate, which was the one I had tried to reach during my third attempt at escape. This time, I headed directly to the Sutterly gate rather than taking the coastal path.

Sutterly was a growing beach community, which sprawled along the southern coast and attracted rich, young lovers. It boasted a strip of cafes and a long, straight beach not far from the cafes. Sunbathers and families with young children usually packed the sand and shallow waters. It was part of the Southern Mediterranean playground for rich folks as well. Away from the beach, a veritable small city was emerging. There were tall apartment buildings, and the community even had its own hospital.

The wall that all the gates were built into had been built during the Victorian era. Most of the walls had been constructed with small terracotta bricks and had flat tops, but the one I was examining was built with large limestone blocks.

Rather than a flat top, this one had a dome-shaped cap. It surrounded the entire estate from the western end to the eastern flank. Its perimeter ended just past the beach beyond where the royals kept a couple of dinghy-sized yachts and powerboats at a private dock. As I reached where I was heading, I decided to try the catch on the gate.

It was locked, but a little jiggle with a lock pick and a forked tension wrench solved that issue. Glancing around as I straightened, I saw no-one around and ducked under the wall and through the gate instantly.

Immediately, I felt a sharp electrical charge go through my leg. It stiffened my muscles in much the same manner the anklet had and bowled me over. I lay on the grass on the other side for a few moments before crawling back through the gate.

The charge kept pulsating until I got through the gate, then it ceased, and I laid back in relief. I looked up to see Fitz and Sandro Mendez speeding across the lawn in an electric cart.
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