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Prologue

	The Rules

	There are not many rules when you live outside the confines of the cities. Keep your head down and never, ever, draw attention to yourself in some ways are all that matter. If you fail to abide by those rules, the Reavers—or worse—are the consequence. 

	It was such a long time ago for me, but I remembered. I remembered those rules, and the consequences of failure never allowed me to forget. I was far too young then to comprehend that, sometimes, following rules doesn’t matter. Sometimes, there is absolutely nothing you can do.

	Sometimes the circumstances of the world can render everything else—your efforts, your knowledge—useless. Circumstances can twist your entire existence until your life is nothing more than a distorted memory, placed away with those other memories that are all too painful to be thought over. Circumstances can change your existence so very much, until all your happiest moments in life must be tucked away, never to be heard from again.

	The world, with wretched cities filled with evil people, was not made for happiness. 

	I always heard stories about the cities when young. Once, before my father was gone, he took me close enough to see one of them, but only just. I remembered the feel of my back against him where he had me hidden inside his jacket; I was so big that I could hardly fit. I remembered the feel of the stubble on his chin as it tugged at my long, blond hair. I remembered his voice in my ear, quietly telling me it would be the one and only time my eyes would ever look upon that hell.

	That glorious hell, with its high walls, rested on two sides against things my father told me were called mountains. Those mountains appeared as though they were touching the highest part of the sky. Despite the atrocity I’d been told lay behind those walls, I could not deny the beauty of it.

	My father had been so wrong when he told me I would not ever see one again. Different walls could be the same walls.

	I wondered now, if he had not gone, whether I would’ve been spared of everything that followed. Would my father and I have lived together forever in that small house he built for us in the wilderness? Would our lives have been filled with our love? Or perhaps it was all inevitable. Perhaps there was nothing anyone could’ve done to have changed the outcome.

	I’d waited for him, just like he always told me to. I’d waited and stayed inside until all our food ran out. He’d left to get us more of it, traveling farther into the wilderness. I waited for him what felt like an entire lifetime. Then I had to make a decision—listen to my father as I always had and starve, or defy him and survive. I was young then, but I was old enough to make such a decision when faced with it.

	I’d gone to the only person I could trust—my father’s friend Ben. I might’ve been old enough to make a decision on survival, but I was too young to comprehend the way the world worked. I was too young to understand that there was no such thing as friendship. 

	Ben and his wife kept me for a month, but with one extra mouth to feed for that long . . . it was only a matter of time before their decision was made for them. It was only a matter of time before they had no choice.

	I remembered the night the Reaver came for me. I’d heard such tales of them—those human monsters. They were to be feared for what they did and for what they’d done in the past. They were to be feared for what they were capable of and for what their presence meant. It had been so difficult for me to continue believing the stories upon finally seeing one for myself. The lady was so pretty—so clean—that I could not stop staring at her. She was not a monster in appearance.

	I even still sometimes thought on her face, the look I’d been unable to comprehend when she’d asked, “Where did you find her?” 

	“She is ours,” my father’s friend lied. 

	She smiled before stepping over to me. 

	I remembered nothing else until I was already inside the walls of the city. Everything between was a hazy darkness that did not feel real and hadn’t even then. 

	When there was light again, a man stared down at me, frowning deeply. His face blurred in and out of my vision as I wobbled and swayed on my feet in front of him. 

	“She is pretty but not pretty enough,” he’d said as he stared down his hooked nose at me. For the briefest moment, that nose crinkled in distaste before he turned away. “Take her to Agatha. I believe this one will make a fine servant.”

	I was dragged down hallways and stairs—the hands holding and shoving me were so unbelievably strong—until eventually a door was opened and I was thrown inside a room. The stone was terribly cold on my body as I lay on the floor, clutching a knee that had been skinned as I’d fallen. I had only enough time to let out one small sob before someone else spoke.

	“Another one,” a woman said from the other side of the room, which sent me skidding myself across the floor, trying to locate safety in a corner. 

	I felt a hand on my exposed back where I’d curled myself up in a tight ball, surprisingly gentle for such a place. 

	“It’s all right,” the same voice said from directly above me.

	I’d not heard those words since my father disappeared, so I slowly turned my face up to the woman. 

	She had tears in her large brown eyes as she leaned over my shaking body. “What’s your name?” 

	“A . . . Aster,” I stuttered.

	“Like the flower,” she said quietly with a small smile.

	I nodded. My father told me once that my mother had named me after a flower. It was the only thing he’d ever mentioned of her to me.

	“How old are you?” 

	“Eight,” I answered.

	She frowned for a moment before forcing a tight smile back onto her face and pushing away a strand of her dark hair that had fallen from a bun. 

	“I’m Agatha,” she told me. “I’m going to take care of you.”

	At the time, I couldn’t have known she was not telling me the truth. There was such sincerity in her voice and on her face that I could not possibly have known the truth when looking at her with my childish eyes. But I found out very quickly that, no matter how badly Agatha wanted to protect me . . . she could not do it. 

	No. Our world would not allow happiness or security. After some time, I stopped expecting it. After more time, I stopped wishing for it. One day, I stopped believing it truly existed. And I eventually realized the world could take nothing from me, if I did not have it in the first place. 

	 

	


Chapter One

	The Leader of New Bethel

	Almost ten years had passed since I was brought into the city. Almost ten years of endless cleaning, walking, and carrying. The man who’d sentenced me to a life of servitude was no longer here. The leaders of the city—New Bethel—were never here for very long. They disappeared sometimes. Occasionally, one of the servants would find them. I stumbled upon one myself once when I was eleven, lying dead on the floor, his lips blue. 

	Poison, I’d heard whispered under the breath of the other servants in the days that followed. 

	No matter how many I watched pass through the doors, there were always more powerful people waiting to take over. The Valdour House—with its endless stone halls and spare rooms filled with useless, pretty things—was never empty long. New leaders would come in, try to make their changes to the city, and then . . . they would die so another could take their position. In a place that changed constantly, we were the one thing that remained the same. Nobody paid any attention to the servants, so long as they did their jobs and caused no trouble.

	I quickly learned there were many more than two rules, although keeping your head down and not drawing attention to yourself were still the most important. 

	Do not go into any room unless you are working inside it. Do not touch anything unless you are cleaning it or using it for job-related purposes. 

	I was quite good at following rules, most of the time.

	You learn things when you’re invisible. It took me a while to realize the Reavers were harmless if you’d already been taken. They were not the worst monsters of our world, as I’d been led to believe. They were never spoken of by anyone, in fact. Had I not seen one with my own two eyes, I likely would’ve stored them away with all the other bedtime stories from a past life that were of no use to me now. 

	The Reavers searched the world for children and beautiful people to bring into the cities. Some would be used as servants, wives for wealthy men, or children for couples who could have none themselves. But what they searched for most of all was special children—abnormally strong or exceptionally bright. They wanted them young so they could be trained.

	The Reavers were nothing more than glorified thieves of people. It was the special ones brought in that I quickly learned to fear. The true monsters were those trained to be thieves of life—Reapers. They were assassins, spending their entire lives stealing the lives of others. 

	As a servant I was invisible to everyone, apart from the Reapers.

	They watched everything. They overlooked nothing—no minuscule detail, no minuscule person. They did not have to look directly at you, but when you spend most your life being invisible, you know when someone is aware of your presence. The Reapers were always aware of everything.

	No leader, no Reaver, could ever be more frightening.

	Agatha’s voice from behind me pulled me from my thoughts. “You’re distracted this morning, my flower.” 

	I smiled at her over my shoulder, and then I winced at the sharp pain brought on by the slight movement. 

	“Still hurting?” She reached a hand out, touching my back gingerly. 

	As I watched her, I wondered when she’d developed those new wrinkles on her hands.

	I contemplated lying to her and telling her I was feeling fine, but I would not do that. Instead, I turned back to my work without responding. 

	“Was it worth it?” 

	I didn’t have to look at her again to know she was frowning at the back of my head. Agatha was quite predictable.

	“Yes,” I answered quietly.

	“I told you that you’d get caught again eventually.” She sounded disappointed, but her tone was not condescending.

	“Yes,” I said. “You did.”

	“Do we have to go over this every time someone new takes up position here?” She huffed quite loudly in an unsatisfied manner, heard easily from where I stood. 

	I smiled a little and, although she could not see it from her position behind me, I was sure she knew I was doing it. I was rather predictable to her as well. Agatha knew almost everything about me. 

	Almost. 

	“Aster, when are you going to learn that—”

	“Did you know people used to be happy in cities?” I rarely interrupted her, and she rarely called me by name.

	“What?” 

	I turned around to face her and smiled again when I saw that her eyebrows were scrunched together. It made the wrinkles on her face even more pronounced, which I found endearing despite knowing the weakness of age was setting into her body. I wondered how much longer they would consider her useful. 

	The confusion gave way to something else on her face. “Is that what you were looking at this time?” 

	“They were smiling in the drawings.” I shook my head slowly, thinking of the unbelievable images I’d seen. “So many of them walking around together and smiling.”

	Her face drooped. I couldn’t tell if she was unhappy with me or just sad. “Honey, why do you risk your safety to look at things that aren’t real?” 

	“It was real before.” I breathed out quietly then added, “I don’t expect it to happen again.”

	“That’s good.”

	I nodded my head and proceeded to wash the dirty laundry in front of me. Agatha could not understand my need to look at the pictures I’d found in the library books. She thought I believed we could have it again in our lifetime—that beauty. 

	I did not believe that. True beauty was gone from our world. We had destroyed it. 

	They had destroyed it.

	Most of the time, I just contemplated over the images—of splendidly rolling fields, trees, happy people that were safe—and felt joy that someone, at some point in time, had been able to experience it. Occasionally, I allowed myself to imagine that I was standing next to one of those trees or talking with those safe people. I always wondered what they would say if they could see the state of our world now. Would they be sad, or disappointed, or angry? 

	Would they be thankful they were not here now? 

	I never told Agatha about those ridiculous fantasies. She certainly would not have approved. Agatha could never have understood even the simplest of explanations for my misbehaviors.

	“He wants to see her.”

	I turned too quickly at the sound of the male voice behind me, and I winced again from the movement, finding a Guard member standing at a distance. They mostly liked to keep it—distance.

	“She’s busy doing her work, Sir.” Agatha was clearly making her displeasure known by glaring at him where he stood waiting, his hand resting loosely on the hilt of the standard-issue sword sheathed at his hip. 

	They liked to do that as well—draw attention to it whether there was intent or hope for use or not.

	“You can finish it for her,” he replied, uncaring. 

	Agatha’s jaw clenched and I could almost hear the silent screaming in her head. I turned around so I could ensure my mouth stayed firmly shut. 

	No one—not even the Guard, who were servants in their own right, although somewhat glorified ones—could understand that every person had their own list of things to do for the day and that any one person being called away did not mean another would have the time to get everything done. Distractions caused sleepless nights for many, so it was good they were a rare occurrence here.

	Agatha took a deep breath and spoke in a calm tone. “I need to replace the bandage on her back, Sir. She’s bleeding through it.” She refrained from telling him that was due to being startled over his unexpected arrival. I knew she would not make me look weak in front of him.

	“Possibly,” the Guard began, “if she were intelligent enough to follow rules, she would not need to be punished for breaking them.” 

	My own jaw clenched.

	Agatha’s voice went stern. “Will you allow me to replace them so she isn’t bleeding all over the House, or not, Sir?”

	There was a very brief moment of silence before he responded with, “If you are capable of doing so quickly.”

	A gentle hand touched my shoulder before I heard words I’d heard many times in my life. “Come along, my flower. I’ll take care of you.” 

	I did not look at the Guard as I was being led away, but I could hear his footsteps following close behind.

	Agatha suddenly stopped moving, turning on her heel to face him. “I’ll not have you looking at her body.” 

	I sucked in a breath and warily turned myself around to see how he would react. I was not expecting to see him grinning. We were not allowed to tell anyone what to do, and we were always required to say Sir.

	“What is a body, if it does not belong to the person occupying it?” Snideness was clear in his tone. “Do not allow yourself to be confused. You are property. The girl is property.”

	“But not yours,” Agatha told him firmly.

	He shook his head before raising a brow and saying, “You should watch who you speak to in that way.” He smiled before turning his back to us. 

	I waited until Agatha had retrieved the new bandages, staring at the back of the leather armor all Guards wore while on duty, before removing my shirt. I tried to remain still as she pulled the old away from my skin, but I could not stop myself from twitching as the pieces that had dried to it were ripped away. The cool sensation of water being dabbed on was only halfway satisfying—a strange yet horribly familiar mixture of pain and relief.

	“You’re lucky this hasn’t become infected,” Agatha said under her breath as she secured the new bandage to me. 

	I said nothing as I waited patiently, not mentioning the ones that had become infected in the past. Although neither of us said anything, I knew she and I were both anxious for the moment that I could put my shirt back on.

	The moment eventually came.

	When my plain, off-white shirt was once again in its proper place above my brown trousers, I turned to face Agatha. 

	She gave me a look I understood perfectly, if only because I knew what was to be done in this situation. She wanted me to be careful in my actions and words.

	I offered her a stiff smile in response, which she understood perfectly as well. I would do what I was supposed to do, the same as I did almost all the time. I said nothing, but I touched her arm briefly as I passed and followed the Guard away.

	He and I walked in silence for a time—with me following a step or so behind—and I was not expecting him to break it. No one bothered speaking to us directly unless they needed something. When we passed by the doors to the library, where two Guards had been stationed as of four nights previously, he spoke. 

	“Why do you insist on breaking rules?” 

	I held my head up, but my gaze was directed at the cold, stone floor. I took in a small breath and then released it, remembering the silent promise I had made to Agatha. 

	When he presumably realized that I was not going to respond to him, he pressed on. “Are you truly that unintelligent?”

	I fought against the urge to react to his provocation outwardly. I’d had quite a lot of practice throughout the years, so the smile stayed off my face. 

	“You could never understand.” I paused before adding, “Sir.”

	He grabbed hold of my arm, yanking me to a quick halt. 

	He narrowed his eyes at me in a clear mixture of disbelief and hardly contained rage. “Are you implying your brain is capable of understanding something mine is not?” 

	“I would never, Sir.”

	He did not release my arm, so I believed it necessary to continue. I wanted his disgusting hand off me. 

	“Given that my body is nothing more than a piece of property, it would be a shame for you to damage it to the point where it could not function correctly enough to serve its purpose.”

	“You do a decent enough job of that on your own, don’t you?” 

	“Yes, Sir,” I replied. 

	He released his hold on my arm then and gestured for me to continue forward. I assumed my response was satisfactory because he did not speak to me again.

	When we arrived at our destination, one of the Guards left his post to inform the occupant of the room that I was here for him, as requested. Several long seconds passed before the Guard returned. I was surprised when he held the door open for me, but not surprised enough to look at him. I would not look at a man in that way, nor would I allow the person past the ornate wooden door to witness it if I did.

	He was sitting at his desk—the current leader of New Bethel. He’d only been in his position for a month or so, which was just long enough to have gotten adequately accustomed to the place and finally begin taking some sort of notice to the servants and their habits. Although he knew I was there, he did not look up at me.

	“You wanted to see me, Sir?” 

	Only then did his eyes meet mine.

	“Ah, yes,” he said, feigning surprise at my presence. “I’m curious to know if your back is healed.”

	Rather than tell him how aware I was of the fact that he could not care less about my well-being past the point of it being a hindrance to my job, I said, “As healed as it can be after a few days, Sir.”

	“I forget you’re not given medicine,” he said almost distantly. 

	I remained standing there, waiting for him to inform me of whatever it was he needed from me. It did not take him long. 

	“I’ve been going through some notes written by my predecessors.” Indeed, he was looking down at papers littered across his desk, but I could not fathom what any of those papers had to do with me. “It seems you make a habit of going to the library when new leadership is instated.”

	He looked up at me again, expectantly this time, but I said nothing. 

	His eyebrows rose minutely. “Are you going to deny it?” 

	“No, Sir.”

	He smiled a little, glancing back down at the scribbles on the paper. “At least you’re honest,” he said, sounding distant again. His gaze once more met mine. “I know you were looking at pictures there. Are you thinking of running away?”

	“No, Sir,” I repeated. I was somewhat startled he would draw that conclusion from my excursions to the library. They never asked me that sort of question.

	He studied me for what felt an extremely long while, and I stood there, entirely still, waiting and thinking. 

	“I’m failing to understand what this is about,” he said. The feeling was mutual. “I’ve read the notes. I’ve seen the old scars on your back. Why?”

	“Forgive me for saying so, Sir, but I learned a very long time ago there is no point trying to explain why about anything pertaining to my life. I am insignificant, Sir.” 

	Again, he watched me, and I knew that he did not care about the why. 

	These leaders were all the same. The only thing they cared about was power. Eventually, power came to include every aspect of invisible people. Eventually, they came to realize that people—no matter how insignificant—have eyes and ears.

	He watched me analytically before saying, “I brought you here to discuss two matters with you. The first of which is your Branding.” 

	For the first time in such a long time, I was not able to mask my true feelings. My face contorted—my skin feeling like it was pulling itself too tight across my cheeks and near my closed mouth—before I was capable of making it even again. 

	“I will ignore your reaction in this one instance.”

	“Thank you, Sir.” I clenched my jaw, though the skin on my face still felt much too tight.

	“I’m sure you’re aware that the time for it was coming,” he said almost lazily. “You’ve been here for ten years. You’re already past your eighteenth birthday, are you not? I honestly don’t know how you’ve gotten away with it for as long as you have. Perhaps my predecessors have become perplexed as to where to put it. It would blend in quite nicely on you, wouldn’t it?” He paused for a moment to purse his lips before adding, “I’m also sure you know that, given the House you serve, you could not be bought off by anyone else. Though, if one were judging by appearances, I sincerely doubt the opportunity would ever present itself for you.” 

	I could not be bought off, so long as I had a tongue to speak of the things my eyes and ears had picked up on over the last ten years. And if anyone ever caught a glance at my back . . . they would not have me. I belonged to this House, and I would remain here for the entirety of my life. The Branding would be proof of it.

	“Yes, Sir.” I looked down at the floor and fought against the tears that were threatening to well in my eyes at the thought of it.

	“I was thinking we could put it off for a time.” 

	My gaze darted to his as I sucked in a breath. “Put it . . . I don’t understand, Sir.” 

	He waved a hand in the air dismissively but said nothing more on the matter. “Since you seem to be remarkably honest, I’m going to ask you a question. You will not be punished for answering it truthfully.” He again paused for a moment. “When I am no longer in power here, will you continue to do as you’ve always done? Will you continue making trips into forbidden rooms and touching things that should not be touched?”

	“Yes, Sir,” I admitted.

	He looked again to the papers on his desk, and he shook his head slowly. “The others couldn’t understand, could they? They could not understand that your spirit won’t be broken with physical punishment. I suppose it must be something in your blood.” He seemed to be waiting for some sort of response, but I knew he did not truly want one. 

	I did not give him one, even if he might.

	“I will have to try a different tactic.” 

	I stood there in silence as he pretended to be studying the notes in front of him. For a moment, he absentmindedly messed with one of the long sleeves of his pure-white tunic as though it were somehow bothersome despite the chill in the air. It wasn’t long he spent doing that before shuffling more of the loose papers across his desk, like one of them would hold some sort of key. I knew he was simply demonstrating his authority over me by forcing me to wait for him. It was unnecessary. 

	Eventually, he said, “We have a . . . special guest arriving today.”

	I sucked in another breath, knowing what—if not who—he was talking about. Every special guest was a Reaper returning home from a death mission. If he was making it known to me . . .

	“What would you like for me to do, Sir?” 

	“I would like for you to make yourself presentable,” he said. I watched a tiny grin appear on his face, which was still cast downward at his desk.

	“I don’t understand, Sir.” 

	I heard him let out a breath as he stood up, and I fought against the urge to cringe away from him as he stepped in front of me.

	“Are you afraid of them?” As he asked the question, he was analyzing my face with a level of intensity that sent a creeping feeling across the skin of my back, nullifying my discomfort at his proximity.

	“Yes, Sir,” I admitted.

	“You need to understand that I am in control here. If I tell you to move, you will move. If I tell you to stay out of a room, you will stay out of it. If I tell you to stand next to a Reaper, you will stand next to one. Are you hearing what I’m saying to you?”

	“Yes, Sir.” I pursed my lips together, clenched my jaw, and struggled not to respond nor react in any other way.

	“I can see it’s difficult dealing with a servant who has a spirit. I’m wondering if it would be better to encourage it than try, and fail, to destroy it.” 

	I blinked hard a few times in confusion, not understanding what he was saying. If I couldn’t discern that, I could get nowhere near the potential purpose in it. 

	He moved quickly, walking toward his desk and returning with something in his hands. “This is what you were looking at, wasn’t it?” 

	I nodded, and it took me a moment to answer him appropriately. “Yes, Sir.” My eyes were on the book in his hands, the exact same one he had caught me looking at four nights previously.

	“If I find you satisfactory tonight, I will allow you to have it.” 

	My gaze shot to his once more, and I could not stop myself from saying, “You wouldn’t.” I instantaneously covered my mouth with my hand and said, “I apologize, Sir.” 

	He ignored another of my reactions by smiling in what appeared to be a genuine way and saying, “I would.” 

	I blinked tears out of my eyes and realized I had never really looked at him—this current leader of New Bethel. I rarely wasted my time. There was rarely reason to, all things considered, not the smallest of which being their survival rate. There simply was little if any point in looking at any faces here, typically only reasons to not, but I was too curious to stop myself from examining this one now. 

	He was much younger than I would’ve thought, with absolutely no hard lines on his face, and brightness in his wide, green eyes. There was something very strange and unsettling about him, even beyond the variances from the norm.

	“We are not all bad,” he said, almost like he was somehow following my thoughts.

	“You had me beaten like all the rest, Sir,” I stated blankly. 

	I watched as the smile began disappearing from his face, the corners of his mouth moving down and his lips tightening into a straight, hard line. 

	“You’ll forgive me if I’m incapable of finding any good at all in this world.”

	“Would you not agree that you bring the punishment upon yourself?” he asked, his voice taking on an inquisitive tone.

	“Do you believe the punishment is befitting of the crime, Sir?” If Agatha had heard me ask him that question, I would never hear the end of it.

	“These materials are forbidden,” he reminded me, dangling the book in front of me.

	“And yet you’re willing to let me have it, Sir.”

	He shrugged. “I’m going to assume you cannot read.” 

	I kept my face impassive as I stared at him. 

	“And as you’ve informed me you have no desire to run away, I see no harm in allowing you to have it for my term.” 

	I refrained from staring longingly at the book—not wanting him to know just how badly I coveted the contents held in his hands—and continued looking at his face to ensure I would not be tempted. 

	“As long as you are satisfactory tonight, as I said.”

	“Why are you making me do this, Sir?” I asked, both on guard and curious.

	“I’ve already told you,” he said. “I believe I should try a different tactic. One way or another, you will come to understand that I am in control here. You’re like an animal. You have continued your bad behavior, and your punishment has not been a sufficient enough teaching method. I will try for positive reinforcement instead. In order to receive what you want, you will have to do something you desperately do not wish to do.”

	“I understand, Sir.” I could not understand why he wanted to continue to punish me and yet reward me at the same time, nor could I fathom the true purpose behind this, but I did at the very least understand that I must do what I’d been told to. “How am I . . .” I paused to clear my throat. “How am I supposed to make myself presentable, Sir?”

	He stepped away from me once more then returned with a bag and a piece of paper in his hands. “Supplies to do so are in here. If you’re stopped by a Guard for having these things, show them this note and they’ll leave you alone.”

	He handed the bag and note over to me, and I winced as the weight of the bag pulled at the healing wounds on my back. 

	He frowned and then sort of coughed before saying, “You have five hours. I’ll expect you to continue your work until you have sufficient enough time to prepare yourself. When you are presentable, go to the kitchen. They will have further instruction for you. You’re dismissed.”

	“Yes, Sir.” I inclined my head slightly in his direction before making my way out of the room.

	 

	


Chapter Two

	Equality and Advantage

	I should not have taken Agatha away from her work only to inform her of what had transpired with our leader. If it had been anything else that happened, I would not have done it. Life here was nothing if not predictable. Life here never changed. Something out of the ordinary taking place needed to be discussed. I needed an outside perspective. I was hoping it would help me understand, or at the very least locate some shred of sense in it all.

	The first thing she did was nothing short of scream at me for having the bag in my hands, which was only to be expected. It didn’t take long to explain the items had been given to me and that, once I’d used them for their intended purposes, I would ensure everything was returned to him. Satisfied he’d given it to me himself—she could not read to know what the note said, but she took my word—I relayed everything that had happened.

	Save one or two things that she did not need to know.

	Not surprisingly, she brought up the most important part first. Her voice was both disbelieving and baffled when she said, “He said you could put off your Branding?” 

	“Yes.” I felt new tears welling in my eyes again at the thought. “I cannot understand why he would allow that. There are rules.”

	“Yes.” Agatha’s expression was distant as she fiddled with the bottom of her shirt. “There are rules.” 

	I knew she was playing with the fabric in her hands, either refraining from the urge to touch her back or thinking of when she’d gone through her own Branding. I had seen the scar—thick between her shoulder blades, of a large circle enclosing a V, its three points touching the inside of the circle. She had shown it to me when I was twelve, when she thought I was old enough to learn what my own fate would be. What it was and what it meant.

	“It makes no sense,” I said after a long moment of picturing that scar and a younger Agatha who was not so troubled. I’d not been such a burden on her when I was younger. “Why would he put off the Branding and allow me to keep the book? Why would he tell me that not everyone is bad here?”

	Her voice went firm to say, “Don’t you let that young man fool you, Aster.”

	“No, Aggie, it’s not that.” I stared down at the floor and shook my head. “I’m not important enough for someone to waste their energy in effort of trickery. I’m inclined to believe this is all due to my trips to the library, but if he believes me unable to read . . . I cannot see why it would matter.” I looked up at her again to ask, “Can you?”

	She let out a deep breath as something near to a sigh before responding with, “No, my flower, I cannot.” She stood and walked over to the bag I’d brought in with me. 

	Rather than accompanying her, I remained in the wobbly, wooden chair, attempting to work everything out inside my head. 

	Nearly a minute had passed before I heard a very confused, yet firm, “Aster.”

	I focused in on Agatha’s back. “Yes?”

	“He’s given you medicine.”

	“You’re mistaken,” I told her assuredly as I stood and began stepping over. “He said he’d forgotten we weren’t given medicine. He wouldn’t have said he’d forgotten if he hadn’t, and he wouldn’t waste it on me, even if he had remembered.” 

	She turned somewhat and held in her hands a small, rounded container that was opened, revealing a pale-green salve. It had a strong yet not entirely unpleasant smell to it. Upon realizing that it was in fact what she’d said it was, I began sightlessly sorting through the remaining contents of the bag in order to have something more to do than think on it. I did not like the feeling that small container being in my possession brought on inside me.

	I could feel her gaze on me, but it took her a long while to say anything. “Why would he give you this?”

	Rather than mention the possibility of remorse for ordering and watching my beating four days previously, I said, “I would imagine he simply doesn’t want me bleeding through this contraption in front of our special guest.” I held up a plain black dress, showing it to her.

	“I would imagine you’re right.” She sounded distant and looked the same, her attention momentarily on the slinky material held in my hands before she directed that attention to my face. “Sharks in the water, Reapers.”
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	The next several hours were spent doing the work I had done every day for most my life, but when I attempted to go inside the grand ballroom to do my dusting, I was turned away by Guards. 

	“You’re not to go in there today, Miss,” one of them said in a startlingly polite tone. I couldn’t recall ever having been acknowledged with a title. Property had no title.

	Deciding to disregard what must’ve been a slip of tongue from what must’ve been someone riddled with confusion, I said, “I have work to do in there, Sir.”

	“Not today,” another told me. “Go about the rest of the things on that little list of yours.” 

	I did not tell him how far from little my list actually was, and I certainly didn’t ask how he knew about our lists. Instead, I turned and walked away. 

	I could not waste time dallying in front of a door I was not permitted entrance through when so many other things needed doing. I wondered if, after I had done what was required of me for our leader, I would have to stay up for a full two days to finish everything else. The cost and weight of the book weighed heavy on my mind, as did all the rest.

	I did more laundry, I made beds, and when I was in the process of assisting with the dishes that had been brought in after dinner, I was interrupted. 

	“Excuse me, Miss.” There was that same startlingly polite tone I’d heard before. 

	I turned quickly and nearly flinched, expecting to experience the painful aftereffects of moving too hastily with an injured back, but I felt nothing. I’d seen a few times how efficient medicines were at healing the body, but I had never experienced it for myself. 

	Just a little scraped kn—

	I pushed it from me, staring at the Guard.

	“I was sent to ensure you stopped your work, so you could be ready for this evening.” 

	I felt a moment of panic that overpowered all else, wondering how I had allowed the time to slip away from me. Did time pass more quickly when something dreaded was standing in your way, even with all there was to think on? 

	My panic must’ve been apparent because the Guard smiled and said, “Don’t worry, Miss. You still have an hour and a half before you’re required to be in the kitchen.”

	“Why do you keep calling me that?” I blurted out. I mentally scolded myself, but I could not understand his behavior. I quickly added, “Sir.”

	The pale skin of his cheeks flushed a little before he answered with, “Because you are a lady.”

	“I am property, Sir,” I corrected him.

	“You are a lady.” He said it more obstinately then. 

	I felt some sort of hotness on my face that I was not accustomed to, and then another surge of panic rose at the realization that I was alone inside a room with a young man who seemed insistent on the fact that I was a lady. Agatha had warned me to stay away from the men here and of situations that could result from being alone with any of them. It was simply another reason to despise them.

	“I need to find Agatha,” I said under my breath, my gaze down at the smooth stone floor beneath my feet. I needed to get out of this room and far away from him.

	“What was that?” 

	“Oh, I’m sorry, Sir.” I slowly took a few steps back, watching his eyebrows furrowing downward in confusion beneath his light brown hair. “I was just telling myself that I need to find someone. I’m afraid I don’t have the vaguest idea how to make my own person presentable.”

	“I can accompany you, if you’d like.”

	“No, Sir.” I took several more steps away that would make it easier to get around him, holding my right hand slightly in the air. “I’ve been here most my life. I’m quite certain I can find my own way around this House.” I left him standing there as I hurriedly vacated the room. 

	I found Agatha shortly after, polishing silverware in one of the rooms adjacent to the kitchen.

	“My flower, what’s wrong?” She stood and walked over to me with a concerned expression on her face. 

	I must’ve been doing a poorer job at containing the whirlwind of emotions and worries swirling around inside my head than I realized.

	“N-nothing,” I lied, not knowing why I didn’t want to divulge my experience with the Guard. I should’ve wanted to tell her everything.

	She knew I was being untruthful, but she let it go. “Our leader informed me that I’m to help you prepare for this evening.” 

	I released a very large breath of relief at the words, and the change of subject. I would’ve felt incredibly guilty for pulling her away from her duties to assist me without permission, knowing that every minute she spent dawdling was another minute she would spend sleepless tonight. 

	She took my hand and led me away to the servants’ quarters, walking down the stone stairs that brought us below ground. She drew me a bath in the communal wash space, and after a long while of scrubbing my own body, I decided I was clean enough to pass. It was while she was doing unknown things to my face and hair in our shared room that she ended the silence. 

	“What had you all out of sorts when you came to me earlier?”

	“This is very strange,” I told her in an attempt to divert the matter once more. “Having this done to me, rather than doing it to someone else, I mean.”

	She frowned. “Don’t you do that.”

	I sighed and unhappily admitted, “It was a young man in the Guard. That’s all.”

	“Did he do something to you?” Her hands stopped their busywork and came to rest on either side of my face, as if she could tell whether he had by examining me in such a way. 

	“No,” I said quietly and then looked down. “He was being polite, and it made me uncomfortable. That’s all that happened.”

	“Polite in what way?” She moved her hands back to her person, resting them at her sides.

	I cleared my throat before saying, “He called me a lady.” Then, I forced a laugh, though it came out sounding nearly as uneasy as I currently felt. “Isn’t that ridiculous?”

	Agatha laughed a little as well, but it did not sound forced in the way mine had. “Did he, now?” 

	“Yes.” I focused in on her face. “Why would he do that?” 

	She shook her head shortly and got back to doing whatever it was she was doing to my hair. “I fear I may have done wrong by you all these years.” Her voice sounded somewhat distant.

	“Don’t be ridiculous, Agatha. You’re the only mother I’ve ever had, and you’ve been more wonderful to me than I deserve.”

	She sighed quietly. She would not tell me I was the only daughter she’d ever had, because I was not. “I’m talking about the things I’ve told you about men.”

	“You’ve told me enough to understand.” I clenched my jaw for a moment. I had to let it go to say, “I simply cannot fathom why he would waste his breath with pleasantries for me. With what you’ve told me, there’s no need for them to do such things to get what they’re after where women are concerned.” 

	Men did not waste their breath with pleasantries where anything was concerned, not when there were so many other options.

	She sighed again. “Yes, I believe I’ve done you a great injustice.” 

	I did not know what to say to that, so I waited for her to continue. 

	“Our leader was right when he told you that not all people are bad, my flower. Sometimes people say and do good things for the same reason people do bad things—because they want to.”

	“That’s not what you’ve told me,” I stated. It also had not been my experience, past Agatha.

	“I know what I’ve told you, dear, and I don’t want you to forget any of those things. I’ve been warning you for years now that, given the changes in your body, you need to be especially careful around them, which you have. But sometimes . . . sometimes people are able to see past what we are.”

	“That’s not what you’ve told me,” I repeated.

	“This boy, was he attractive?” 

	“What?” I asked, confounded. 

	She stopped her busywork again and investigated my face, but she didn’t repeat herself. I thought hard on how she might’ve meant it. Why she might’ve meant it. 

	“I don’t know.” I shook my head, still lost. “Why does it matter?” I had never looked hard or long enough to discover whether I found any of them attractive. Attractiveness was irrelevant.

	“Sometimes, things matter,” she said cryptically with a small smile. Then, her lips pursed tightly together for an instant. “Still, don’t be alone with him. Especially if you believe he’s taken an interest in you.”

	“I don’t believe he’s taken an interest in me, Agatha.” I chuckled, not needing to tell her that her warning was unnecessary. “I don’t see how he could.” 

	She stepped several paces away before coming back with a small mirror in her hands. I’d seen myself in mirrors before, briefly when I was cleaning, but we had none in our quarters. We were expected to be presentable, but only to the point of not being sloppy in appearance. Reflections were not necessary to ensure such a thing.

	She smiled as she handed the mirror to me, but I frowned as I took in the image of myself. 

	My lips were covered in that red paste the circulating wives so often expected us to apply to them, and they looked much fuller than usual. My eyes when rimmed with the dark stick looked wider than they normally did, and it made the green of them stand out vividly. My light hair, which was no longer in the tight bun that always choked my head, hung down past my shoulders in a way I’d not ever seen it before. I hastily looked away from the unfamiliar girl staring back at me.

	I could not return Agatha’s smile. Given the fright I’d experienced due to the Guard member earlier, I could not be happy when I didn’t look the way I should have. Knowing I would be in such close proximity to a Reaper, I wanted to be invisible. How could I manage invisibility when I was not myself?

	My stomach plummeted to the floor as I finally understood the purpose of what our leader was forcing me to do.
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	All servants were not created equal. One would think there would be no differences, considering we were all property. There were those who did the dirty work, and then there were servants who were well-groomed, better taken care of, and did no hard labor. They served food or beverages to our special guests. They pretended to clean the rooms that were occupied, making the guests think all things in the House looked a certain way. They pretended while the guests were in, and then we came when the rooms were vacated to do the real work. 

	I should’ve known instantly when I saw the plain black dress the female servers wore. I should’ve known, but I’d joked about it instead. 

	I understood perfectly as I walked down the hallways, when no one was near tugging at the hem of the dress in an attempt to pull it down to a passably acceptable length, listening to the annoying clicks the uncomfortable shoes made on the stone floors. 

	The outfits were far too revealing, even for the few male servers. They were covered in all the places that were necessary, but there was something about the way their clothing fit that was slightly inappropriate. The servers never seemed to have a problem with any of it. They never seemed to mind interacting with Reapers and citizens, smiling at them, leaning on them, touching them. 

	In my opinion, they were all mad.

	I was not confused about my place, despite all the confusions of the day. My place was the least confusing thing in my life. I believed it safe to assume that my requirement for the night would not be required again, so long as I learned my lesson.

	Our leader wanted to show me that he had every right to make me as uncomfortable as possible. He was not kind, and he did not care about the injury on my back. The joke I’d told Agatha was spot-on. He simply didn’t want me to bleed on the ridiculous dress. He felt no remorse for the beating. This was proof. 

	Had I needed proof?

	The Guard members stepped aside as I came upon the oversized wooden doors of the kitchen. I did not like the way their eyes roved over my exposed legs. I did not like how much they could see of me in the exposure, even beyond the thought of skin. I did not like being looked at or noticed at all. I fought against a wave of panic as a chill ran down my spine when I stepped past them into the room. 

	It was one of very few instances where more people being near was a good thing and cause for relief, and yet the feeling lingered in its way.

	I made my way over to Francine, the main chef, being as inconspicuous as I could manage in my distress. My slight unsteadiness in the shoes did not help. I was glad for the hustle and bustle of the space—all the pans banging while the cooks rushed to get everything done, servers moving, and cooks shouting things at one another. 

	“What am I supposed to do?” I almost whispered. I was not accustomed to being unaware of what to do. I did not like that, either.

	Another relief was that she was at least in the room, which meant I would in no way—likely—have to speak to anyone else. 

	Francine looked over her shoulder at me and jumped a little, in a way recoiling almost as if the sight of me had slapped her awake and into a stupor at once. “Aster?” 

	I stared down at the floor in shame, my cheeks burning. It felt for a moment that even she hadn’t recognized me, and she was one of very few people I believed knew I existed. 

	That somehow almost made it worse.

	“Please just tell me what to do,” I begged, looking up from the floor to her face and hoping she would not say anything about my appearance. That, also, would make it so much worse than it already was. 

	She did not answer me. Instead, she looked then stared at something past my shoulder.

	“Precisely on time,” our leader said from behind me. 

	Slowly, I turned around to face him. 

	“Well, don’t you look lovely?” He smiled. “I can’t say I’m entirely surprised.”

	Lovely.

	I knew the appropriate response was, “Thank you, Sir.” I said it to the floor and not his face, fighting against tears of humiliation and fear. 

	He reached out to touch my elbow, and I felt my body cringing away no matter how I told myself internally to not move nor react.

	He withdrew his hand. “Will you talk with me for a moment?” 

	“Of course, Sir.” I spoke as politely as I could manage. 

	I followed him to an unoccupied space in the room, next to a wooden table near the right wall, where the kitchen staff ate after they finished preparing food for everyone else. The servants also ate there, most of the time.

	When we were properly out of earshot, he spoke quietly. “I’m sensing your fear is not only of our guest.”

	“Our guest has been out of my mind, Sir,” I admitted, frowning as I thought again on what was really happening tonight. With so many things that had been more pressing, it had been easier to put Reapers out of my thoughts than I ever could’ve imagined.

	“I would like for you to tell me what you’re afraid of.”

	“I very much wish you would not make me, but I will tell you if you require it, Sir,” I said, my gaze on the long, wooden table rather than him. I could see the bright red fabric of his tunic in my peripherals, the darkness of the belt he wore seeming to cut it in half.

	“I require it.”

	I had not expected anything less from him. Or anything more.

	I took in a deep breath and forced myself to look at his face when I answered. My voice was void of emotion when I admitted the truth to him. “I am afraid of what will happen to me after, Sir.”

	His eyes narrowed in confusion, and I fought the urge to tell him that his dirty-blond hair was looking particularly unkempt this evening, far more than it had this morning. I assumed he had done it on purpose, and he was young enough that it only looked partially ridiculous and not entirely so.

	“After?” he echoed. “You will have to be more specific for me. I’m failing to understand what you’re getting at.”

	“After,” I repeated, trying so very hard to remain impassive. I was not entirely successful in my attempt. “When our guest is gone and all attention is away from the staff once more. No one notices what happens to the servants, Sir, and if they do . . . they don’t care.”

	“Has someone taken advantage of you?” 

	I was surprised to find that he seemed concerned—if not for me then possibly for the entire staff. Surely, though, there was reason for it beyond what would be thought.

	“No, Sir.” I held my head high and forced my jaw to stop quivering. “Though I fear you’ve doomed me to it now. Please tell me what to do so I can work. I would rather not stand around and give myself time to think.” I sniffed quietly before adding, “Sir.”

	 

	


Chapter Three

	The Reaper

	I was not surprised to discover that our leader thought me incapable of working and thinking at the same time, and I was happy to find I could deceive him, even if only in such a minuscule way. Most things I did or said in my life, I asked myself whether Agatha would approve of them. She would never approve of me being deceitful, unless required for safety, but this was not one of those instances where I concerned myself over her approval. 

	At the end of the day, I could go to sleep knowing he was wrong. Our leader, and all the rest of them, would still be far more ignorant than they believed us to be. 

	After being told our special guest tonight was somehow more special than the rest of them but not how or why, I was sent off to serve tiny bites of food to our guests. 

	Posture and smile, the head server told me, his hands making a short, vertical slashing motion in front of him as if to reinforce the unparalleled importance of the instruction. Posture and smile. I didn’t typically concern myself with such things, and I wondered what purpose a fake smile might serve—not one out of forced respect but simply fake, with absolutely no internal motivation pushing the action. Surely they could be seen through. 

	But perhaps not.

	Given the Reapers’ occupation, one could think they’d need to remain anonymous and hidden, that they would not be flaunted inside our city in front of the highest members of our broken society. 

	Their anonymity didn’t matter because they far more often than not did not work here. When they did, there was rarely need to conceal themselves. Mostly, they were sent to other cities to take out influential people who caused problems for whatever leader was in power. And then they would return to their home city to be paraded in front of us all like deities we should fall to our knees and worship without thought.

	I’d never been allowed inside one of functions welcoming their return, but I had heard a great many stories from the kitchen staff. One could hardly believe some of the things they overheard from the servers when they would come back to get more food and drink. 

	The younger Reapers enjoyed the attention, from what I had gathered. Some, but not all the older ones—there weren’t many of them, given their survival rates over extended periods of time—did as well. 

	I would’ve liked to imagine that even the most heartless person would feel remorse for their actions, particularly those leading to the harm or detriment of others, especially if coming close to the end of their own life. But from what I knew of the Reapers, I did not think it was possible for them to feel anything at all, let alone so great a feeling as remorse.

	Despite my discomfort, I smiled as I’d been instructed while I served the small bites of food to people. At first the expression was forced, but when I noticed they did not look at me often, it became in part genuine. Relief pushed it onto my face, not making it sincere, simply easier.

	It felt far less like a grimace on my face when the relief existed at all. The realness of it or not also gave me a great deal to think on.

	Once my first tray had been emptied, I spared a short moment at the top of the staircase, observing the scene, before leaving to retrieve another. I watched the servers as they interacted with guests, and I realized they were only noticed if they desired it. 

	I could still be invisible, even in a room filled with hundreds of people. I just had to pay mind to myself. 

	“I almost didn’t recognize you, Miss.” 

	I turned and found the Guard who had spoken to me earlier standing relatively close by. He was still on duty—wearing the leather armor with the mark of our Branding over the heart—which was not surprising. Nearly all the Guards were required to attend these functions to keep the citizens safe and in order along with protecting our leader from those with whom he kept company.

	There was a strange feeling inside me, down deep, at him again speaking to me—almost a turning in my stomach. Along with that, though, there was also a rising frustration. 

	Why could he not just leave me be?

	I forced a smile at him as I pulled myself away from the banister and began the long trek down the hallway toward the kitchen. The clicking of the horrible shoes became accompanied by the distinct sound of boots on stone. I wasn’t accustomed to all the sound and, for a moment, felt it was making me insane. When it reached the point of the sound being unbearable added onto his presence causing the same, I stopped and turned to face him. 

	“May I ask you what you’re doing, Sir?” 

	I watched his cheeks turn slightly pink, as they had done earlier. “I just wanted to tell you . . .” He said nothing else. 

	I watched his gaze settle on a painting hanging on the wall behind me. Sunset, I knew without looking. I narrowed my eyes slightly in confusion. Why would a person follow another with intent to speak and then say nothing at all, instead staring at a painting they likely had no interest in? How pointless. 

	He brought his full attention back to me, his wide brown eyes settling in, and he finally said, “You look nice.”

	“I look ridiculous, Sir,” I corrected. 

	My words seemed to puzzle him, for some reason.

	I found it—all of it—infuriating. “I wouldn’t presume to tell you what to do with your time, but I would very much appreciate if you would refrain from wasting it by lying to me. If you’ll excuse me now, Sir . . . I have work to do.”

	I didn’t wait for any form of acknowledgement as I resumed my journey down the hallway, but I was very satisfied that I did not hear an extra pair of feet beside or behind me. I kept listening, though I didn’t look back, not allowing relief to set in until I reached the kitchen.

	There, surprisingly, I found Agatha. I’d hardly stepped inside before she came barreling over to me. 

	“How is it down there? Has anyone been inappropriate with you?”

	“It’s fine.” I sighed. “And the only person who’s even noticed my presence in the world is that young man.” At least who’d not forgotten about it immediately after, if noticed at all.

	“That boy in the Guard?” 

	“Yes.” I grabbed my next tray from the table. I added quietly under my breath, “He told me I look nice.” 

	I quickly turned to face her, due to the sound she’d made in response. 

	“Why are you laughing at me?”

	“Oh, my flower.” She chuckled as she shook her head at me. “What did you say to him?”

	“Nothing important.”

	The smile instantaneously dropped away from her face. “Were you rude to him?” 

	“I was perfectly polite, I believe.”

	“So that’s a yes, then.” She nodded, sounding certain.

	I knew Agatha well enough to know she was amused by me but did not want me to be aware of it. And I knew well enough why that was. 

	I had been perfectly polite, as I always was, in my opinion.

	“I have to get back to work.” I smiled wanly. “I’ll see you later tonight and will tell you all about the rest of this nonsense.” 

	She touched my face briefly. 

	On my way to the door, I stopped and turn to add, “I love you, Aggie.”

	I barely heard her say, “I love you too, my flower.”

	I did check when out, to ensure the Guard wasn’t there.

	Nowhere to be seen, so I began walking.

	I was distracted by the annoying clicks on the floor as I made my way. I was accustomed to nearly complete silence in the Valdour House, so it took me a long moment to realize it was silent when it was not supposed to be. Unfortunately, I was already halfway down the staircase, clicking away, when it finally registered and I stopped in my tracks. Only one person’s gaze was directed at me, while everyone else stared only at him. 

	The Reaper had arrived, dressed in the standard all-black clothing they wore, adorned with straps. The silver of knives stood out vividly over the black, almost reflecting in the light. 

	I thought, for just a moment, that he was laughing at me. 
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	The moment of silence when Reapers return home is said to be in respect to or for the dead they leave in their wake. 

	I didn’t believe that to be accurate. I was almost entirely certain that everyone took their moment of silence to acclimate to the Reaper’s arrival, like jumping into a bath of freezing cold water. If anyone truly cared for the dead, they would not celebrate the ones who caused it. If respect was involved to any degree in the practice, it was respecting the knowledge that the ones you celebrated could end your life as easily as they’d done with the last person.

	I watched from the staircase as our leader walked over to the Reaper and spoke to him—likely introducing himself—and all at once, the cacophony that had previously occupied the space resumed. 

	I carried on about my way.

	Hours passed as I handed out food—not enough of it to sustain any one person for longer than five minutes—to people who did not notice me. I would walk past and they would grab at my tray with their grubby hands, but they far more often than not would not look at me directly. They would speak to their company, and I would move on. 

	I kept a wary eye on the Reaper, noticing that he was consistent in holding his back to the walls. He would move, though, I noticed. No matter how hard I attempted to keep him on the opposite side of the room from me, he was always right there again when I turned my head. Not necessarily close, but still far too close for comfort. Their sheer existence in the world was discomforting, but being in the same room as one was indescribably worse. All the people between in no way lessened it. 

	Eventually, our leader came over to me with an easy smile on his face and a glass in his hand. “Are you okay?” 

	“I, um . . .” I paused for a moment, frustrated at myself for becoming so perplexed by such a simple question. That it was asked was one matter and the answer another. “Yes, Sir. I’m all right.”

	“Have you offered food to our guest?” His tone almost made it sound as though he were telling me a joke.

	“No, Sir,” I admitted. He was what had me so perplexed.

	“You understand that each server offers something different.” His eyebrows rose minutely, but the tone was light. “It would be incredibly rude, don’t you think, not to give him everything we have to offer?” Though the tone was light, I knew what he was saying.

	You’re to go over there.

	I took a breath and held it briefly before saying, “Of course, Sir. Horribly rude.”

	“Good girl.” 

	I clenched my jaw because those two words had felt like a smack in the face. I assumed he did not notice my reaction when shooing me on with his free hand. 

	“Go on.”

	I did not have to search for the Reaper. All I had to do was follow the gaze of the crowd. Some people stared at him outright, while others stole glances. My heart was beating so quickly in my chest that it was almost painful as I walked to where he stood. The sound of it pounding in my ears nearly cancelled out all other noise in the room. 

	Or perhaps it was just fear.

	I had never been close to a Reaper before. I’d always stayed as far away from them as I could manage, glad that my position required it. 

	I found myself standing face to face with one. Ten feet away was still too close. 

	It took the man speaking to him five full sentences to realize he did not have the Reaper’s undivided attention any longer, if he’d ever actually had it in the first place. The man speaking and the three others with him all turned in my direction, nearly as one. 

	I stood there for far too long, attempting to think of something appropriate to say. I could not tell the Reaper that I wanted to offer him food, because I did not want to offer him anything. Rather than say anything, what I did was far worse. 

	I stepped closer, holding out the tray and staring at the nearest wall.

	Several seconds passed before . . .

	“Is it poisoned?” 

	My gaze darted to the Reaper’s eyes. For a brief instant, I found myself startled to see such humanly blue eyes on the face of a monster. He appeared to be on the verge of laughing, but the strangeness of it all could not hold my attention long.

	His hand was outstretched, steady over the tray of food I was currently holding. For a moment, I let myself wonder how many people he’d murdered with that hand which was so incredibly close to me.

	How long it took to clean the blood off each time.

	As he pulled it back to himself, almost like he knew what I was thinking, I heard myself say, “Unless you’ve seen people dropping dead behind me, I would not imagine so, Sir.” 

	My free hand darted to my mouth as I realized how my words had sounded—far less reassuring, likely, than accusatory. 

	I did not expect him to laugh. I’d expected a broken neck, once it struck me. 

	His reaction was startling but not as astonishing as how joyful he sounded. 

	How could a murderer feel joy? 

	“I apologize if that sounded rude, Sir,” I told him once I’d recovered enough from the shock to do so. I would never hear the end of this if Agatha found out. 

	“Are you sorry?” 

	I focused back in on his face. “Excuse me, Sir?” 

	“Are you truly sorry if that sounded rude?” he clarified.

	I opened my mouth to speak and then closed it again, finding no appropriate response to his question. “Would you like some food, Sir?” I moved my gaze away from him, again looking to the wall. 

	I wanted to throw the tray at his face when I heard his laughter following my question. It certainly was not the brightest errant thought or urge I’d ever had.

	“No thanks,” he said through his chuckling. “I don’t eat or drink anything at these ridiculous parties.” 

	I was amused that he found all this to be a load of nonsense as well, just a little. Amused. Confused. Other things that I wasn’t yet sure on.

	“Enjoy the rest of your evening, Sir.” When I spared one last glance at the Reaper, I saw him smiling at me in what appeared to be a genuine sort of way. I believed his expression was the most incomprehensible and astounding part of the entire interaction, but I did not want to think about it. I’d done what was required of me.

	I turned away, breathing a sigh of relief over the fact that a horrible situation had turned out to be quite harmless—bafflingly harmless. I had interacted with the Reaper and emerged shaken, yes, but unscathed. I’d insulted him, I was sure, and he had not killed me for it.

	He’d laughed.

	Smiled. Not the typical smile that occurred on the rare occasion I spoke.

	I’d made it four steps away from them when I heard, “I’d like to show that one an enjoyable evening.” 

	I stopped for a moment, easily recognizing the voice of the man who’d been speaking with the Reaper upon my arrival. I felt the muscles in my back twinge at his implication. Then I took a deep breath and continued walking away.

	I heard the Reaper start to say, “If you believe . . .” His voice was soon drowned out by the cacophony in the room around me. I was glad for it because I did not want to find out what a Reaper could or would say in response to such a statement.
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	I knew how long these festivities lasted. They continued long into the night and occasionally well into the next morning. We’d had one leader who’d kept one going for three days.

	He’d not lasted long. 

	I was relatively certain that the practice as a whole was just an excuse for the well-to-do to gather together and get intoxicated. Excuse being needed could give one a great deal to think on.

	I was accustomed to being on my feet for hours on end, so continuing shouldn’t have been an issue in that regard, but I was not accustomed to wearing insensible shoes. My feet had felt as though they were enduring an unrelenting stream of torture almost immediately upon putting them on, but after several hours they had simply gone numb. Painfully numb. That pain could both exist and be numbing could at times be a great deal to think on as well.

	I did not think about my feet, beyond a stray thought here or there wondering if I might be leaving a trail of blood behind me as I made my way. 

	Instead, I wondered why the Reaper had extended his hand to grab the food from my tray, even though he claimed he didn’t eat or drink at these parties. Although it wasn’t important, the strangeness of it also gave me something to ponder over to pass the time. It was a nice distraction from reality.

	Slowly but surely, the occasionally sensible talk of our city turned into slurred words and raucous laughter. I watched a lot of the servers begin paying special attention to the guests in ways they hadn’t quite at the start, and I was confused as they studied them in the way predators watched their prey before making a conscious decision to attack. 

	For the first time, I wondered if they actually got something out of this, if they somehow enjoyed the things they did. They were more dissimilar from the rest of us than I’d ever realized before, if that were true. I couldn’t fathom why the kitchen staff had never told us as much. Surely if anyone knew how the servers truly were beyond themselves, it would be those in the kitchen. Though it didn’t matter, it was interesting, as was wondering just how much was different inside this House than I’d gathered.

	I tried as best as I could to remain invisible. I kept my body away from the men, as they seemed to be growing less interested in food and ever more interested in flesh. The sight of it all sent a creeping, heavy feeling over me, as if I were bathing in a pool of mud. 

	I would’ve preferred mud.

	No matter how many times I contemplated sneaking away and slipping back to my quarters, I kept on. I would occasionally catch the eye of our leader and, when I did, it almost seemed as though he were searching me out to ensure I was still doing as I’d been told. 

	Knowing I could not get away without being caught and enduring punishment for it, I persisted. And still, I kept an eye on the Reaper when I could, ensuring I remained as far away from him as was possible. 

	It was never anywhere near as far as I would’ve liked.
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	It happened while I was on my way to retrieve another tray, weaving my way through the crowd several hours after interacting with the Reaper. A sloppy hand grabbed at my rear. I startled, making some sort of noise not unlike that of a dying animal, and I turned. 

	The man who’d made the remark about showing me an enjoyable evening smiled drunkenly at me, a somewhat lopsided thing. 

	I backed away, shaking my head and attempting to drown out the whirlwind of nearly incomprehensible thoughts and feelings swirling around inside me. 

	“Now, little girl, you’re going to have to let me—” 

	I was distracted enough by the people moving around him that I did not hear the rest of what he said. 

	I watched as the Reaper stepped through the crowd of people, and I allowed myself the briefest of moments to wonder why he’d finally taken his back away from its place against the wall before I turned to make a hasty departure in the opportunity his movement created.

	All were so focused on him, the talking and laughter had become a quiet murmur. It was close enough to silence that I was able to hear the strange crack that preceded a very loud scream.

	I halted.

	Slowly, I turned back to what I’d been attempting to leave behind. 

	It was not difficult to find the drunken man standing there with his hand bent the wrong way at the wrist. 

	Everyone was staring at the Reaper—the grin on his face could be considered nothing but satisfied—while the drunk shrieked obscenities, his eyes wide and filled with sober horror as he stared at his hand. I could not discern whether the Reaper appeared to be amused or serene, though I somehow realized through the hysteria inside my head that it could’ve possibly been some horrible combination of both.

	After an unmistakably satisfied moment of staring at his work, the Reaper looked in my direction. I watched the grin slip away from his face, almost as if he’d not wanted or expected me to see what he’d done.

	Everyone near followed his gaze to me. For the first time since coming to the Valdour House . . . I was not invisible to anyone. 

	Slowly—so very slowly—I stepped backward, until I was far enough away for it to be in any way acceptable to turn and run.

	 

	


Chapter Four

	Monsters and Gratitude

	Servants are property. Property has no feelings, no emotions. Property is incapable of any sort of reaction. 

	We had no right to any of those things. You only had to be reminded of that so many times before you began to harden yourself to it. We felt, of course, but only in places where no one who would tell us otherwise could see it happen. It was more difficult for some than others.

	There was a certain stone balcony overlooking the gardens on property. It was attached to a room that no one entered for any reason, apart from cleaning. There was nothing wrong with it, of course. It simply was considered lesser than the other rooms of its same type, no matter the view. Elsewhere held better, in what seemed to be a consensus.

	It was the only place in the Valdour House where I did not feel like what everyone saw me as and told me I was. In all other rooms—even the library—it was only a matter of time until someone might or would step inside and look at you whether they saw you or not. 

	Sometimes I was able to look out at the garden and ignore the sight of the broken city. On rarer occasion, I was able to nearly disregard its existence entirely. Only the tips of a few buildings were visible beyond the walls that enclosed the House as a last line of defense if the city were to be invaded. Only a small section of the city’s taller defensive wall could be seen from this location in the House. 

	There was not a single position in the Valdour House that granted sight at what lay beyond the second wall—New Bethel’s security from the rest of the world. The garden was all I had.

	Sometimes it reminded me of the pictures I would see in the forbidden books that told the hidden secrets of our past. Most of the time, I looked out and saw it for what it truly was. 

	The grounds were nothing more than props resting on the stage of a play. It was something to look at and be fooled by, nothing more.

	I would’ve expected to find myself staring out tonight and hoping upon all hope that I could think of it as real—that there could be true beauty somewhere in a world of darkness, that beauty wasn’t some illusion. Trickery. Instead, my eyes were closed as I stood bent over against the smooth, carved stone railing of the balcony, my forehead resting on my arm. The frigid winter air bit at my exposed skin, reminding me it was all too real.

	I gave myself permission to sob quietly enough that no one would hear me if they were passing below. I was allowed that much, I thought. Property or not, I was still human, and I had been violated. No one could tell me otherwise if they did not know.

	I had never been inappropriately touched. Not even any of the leaders had ever paid me the slightest bit of attention past beatings. I preferred being invisible. If you were invisible, you could not be hurt by anything or anyone. I was a phantom that cleaned and did the laundry. I enjoyed existing outside the limits of other people’s sight. It had kept me safe enough all these years.

	Our current leader had taken my ability to be nonexistent away from me, almost as though he’d known something of this nature would occur tonight. The beatings wouldn’t work, so he’d find something that would. And the Reaper . . . 

	The Reaper had put me on display for the world to see. 

	There she is.

	Why had he done what he had? Was it simply because I’d been violated? Why would that in any way cause him to move? Was it possible that a monster could have a heart? 

	They could not have hearts, and I was not valuable enough for a heart to be wasted on.

	Would I be punished for this? Did I have any right to my own body? I was sure if anyone else had done what the Reaper had, there would be hell to pay—and I would be the one required to pay it. But Reapers could do whatever they wanted.

	The door leading back inside opened audibly, which caused me to straighten myself back up, horror coursing through me, knowing . . .

	The room had been compromised. 

	The room was gone.

	I got myself straightened only a few seconds before . . .

	“Miss?” 

	Resisting the urge to scream, I forced away the tears and then turned around to face the Guard who would not leave me alone. “Have you come here to tell me more lies, Sir?” 

	“I’ve come to make sure you’re all right, Miss.”

	Emotions I had never felt before whirled around inside me, each of them seeming to find lesser, comprehensible versions of the same feelings—fear, frustration, anger—and rip them apart. I found myself unable to refrain from laughing. 

	“Yes, Sir,” I said with more sarcasm than I’d ever used in my life. “I’m perfectly fine, as you can very well see.”

	He stared at me, in shock surely brought on by what he would consider my insolence. Only a moment of it passed before the door opened behind him, pulling his gaze away from mine. 

	The Reaper stepped onto the balcony with us, the silver of his blades somehow appearing more sinister in the moonlight than they had before in all the light of the House. The sight of it—and of him—deflated all my hostile feelings, leaving only fear and an almost morbid sort of amusement. I would’ve laughed again at the downright absurdity and horribleness of it, had he spared a single glance at me, and if I’d not seen the expression on his face.

	“Do you realize how this looks?” The Reaper nearly shouted at the young man in the Guard. “Following her out here while she’s alone? Do you realize?”

	The Guard had straightened to his full height by that point, only having to look up two inches or so to be eyelevel with the Reaper. “Somewhat similar to the spectacle you put on back there, I would think.” He sounded irritated, angry, and not at all polite as he’d sounded before. 

	Imbecile. Even men, in all their pride, should have a much better sense of self-preservation than to provoke a Reaper intentionally.

	I held my breath for what felt like an eternity as I waited for the Reaper’s reaction. For a time, nothing happened at all, apart from a slow-spreading smile making its way across his face. I had only enough time, really, to wonder what would follow it before it came.

	“I suggest you go back inside,” was what the Reaper said, his voice startlingly composed and yet undeniably firm. How far could he be pushed?

	“And leave her alone with you, Sir?” the Guard retorted.

	“Her lady is just there.” The Reaper nodded his head toward the door, though his eyes didn’t leave the person in front of him. 

	The boy in the Guard looked toward the door, then at me, almost as if he’d forgotten I was here during their entire exchange despite having just spoken of me. He appeared embarrassed for an instant before he said, “I apologize for the position I’ve put you in, Miss.” 

	And then he was gone, leaving me alone with the one person I had been trying to stay away from throughout the entire night. I didn’t move, nor did I say a word. I stood precisely where I was, looking at his body standing between myself and the door to enter back into the House.

	The Reaper waited, staring at that doorway—until the Guard must’ve been halfway across the House—before he looked at me. He did so for only an instant before making to leave, as if there were nothing at all to say. And I knew.

	He’d simply been ensuring the Guard didn’t return.

	That was all.

	When he was almost to the door, I heard my own voice speaking without my wanting it to. 

	“Why did you act as though you were going to take the food?”

	He stopped moving, but several long seconds passed before he turned to me. 

	I sucked in a breath before saying, “Sir.”

	“What are you talking about?” 

	I felt my stomach sinking as I watched his head tilting slowly. Though I’d seen the same body language many times when people were confused, there was something different about it. It was something about the eyes. His expression didn’t quite match the appropriate response. There was something almost . . . predatory in the simple movement, and I found myself wanting to run away. The only option would be over the balcony to fall as a heap onto the ground below.

	It in some way seemed the right thing to do.

	I in no way moved.

	Troubled, I cleared my throat before answering his question. “The food, Sir. You acted as though you were going to take the food, and then said you never eat or drink at these functions. Why would you do that?” 

	I could not explain why I continued talking to him. I should’ve just told him it was nothing when he asked, but for some reason . . . I needed to understand why he’d bothered. Perhaps it would explain why he had bothered with any of this. A discovery would be worth a few moments of discomfort and fear.

	I fought against another urge to run away from him when he stepped closer to me. If I moved even a little, it would put me closer to the edge of the balcony, which would not make me any safer, regardless of the railings. All it would take was just a little tip over. . . .

	He stopped several feet away from me. “Out of everything, that’s what you’re asking me?”

	“Yes, Sir,” I replied. “I cannot understand why you would do that. It makes no sense to me, Sir.”

	He rubbed a hand over the bottom half of his face briefly and I tried not to cringe at the sight of that hand again. It was even more threatening now, being alone with him in the dark. Before I could properly think about the fact that I was alone with a Reaper in the dark, he said, “Will you please stop calling me Sir?”

	“Wh . . . What would you insist I call you?” 

	“My name,” he answered, his voice even.

	“I am not permitted to do so, Sir.”

	“Stop,” he said, holding his hands in the air. I was quite certain my face gave nothing away, but he quickly brought his hands back to himself and stared down near his feet for a moment. “You don’t have to call me by my name if it makes you uncomfortable, but I insist that you stop calling me Sir. Is that acceptable?”

	When I said nothing, I heard him laugh once—humorlessly, beneath his breath—before turning away from me again and beginning to make his way toward the door.

	“Why would you allow me to do that?” I heard myself ask him, nearly whispering. 

	I almost wished he hadn’t heard me. I certainly wished I’d not asked, but I had, and he must have. He stepped too close to me, and panic seemed to rise all the way from my stomach to my throat, but he walked past, leaning over and resting the weight of his body against the balcony railing. He said nothing.

	He was . . . baffling.

	“Why are you showing me your back?” I asked him with a mixture of confusion and curiosity. 

	He looked over at me, grinning, and I felt inclined to continue. 

	“I fully understand I’m no threat to you, but it goes against your nature, doesn’t it? Showing your back to a person.”

	He looked away from me, out to the garden below us, as he laughed shortly. “You and I aren’t so very different.”

	“You and I are very different, Sir,” I insisted. 

	He sighed loudly, but it was interrupted part of the way through with another short laugh. “You’ve spent the majority of your life being forced to show respect to people who have no respect for you.”

	“And you’ve spent the entirety of yours being shown respect when you deserve none.” My hand shot to my mouth and I added, “I apologize for my words, Sir, but I do not appreciate being compared to a monster.” When he chuckled, I demanded, “Why do you keep laughing at me?” 

	It took him a moment to respond, but he eventually straightened himself up. I watched as he took in a deep breath. He then released it and closed the several feet of space separating us. I forced myself to stare at his face as he approached, but in my peripherals, I saw one of his hands reaching out. It stopped when it was halfway to me, and then he brought it back to himself.

	He was smiling in a closed way, but there was no humor on his face or in his tone when he said, “It was nice to finally hear it.” There was nothing but sadness in his expression and sincerity in his voice. “Thank you.”

	I opened my mouth to speak, but I could not think of anything that would be appropriate to say. He did not give me a chance to say anything at all, had I been able to formulate something. Perhaps there was finally nothing else to be said. 

	Without another word, he turned and left me standing on the balcony alone, but it was not five seconds before Agatha barreled through the doorway toward me.

	“My flower,” she said quickly, “what in the world has happened tonight?” She appeared sleepy yet startlingly alert, and seeing her face suddenly drained me of all energy. 

	I sat down hard, leaning my back against the railing and staring sightlessly at the doorway in front of me. Agatha knelt down close, her face suddenly taking up the entirety of my sight.

	“That Reaper,” she went on when I said nothing. “He came to get me. He said you’d been touched inappropriately and likely needed me. And that boy—that’s the Guard who’s been speaking to you, isn’t it? What was he thinking, following you out here while you were alone? Is that three times today that he’s spoken to you alone?”

	Her endless questions always exhausted me, but they could not compare to everything else currently taking up the space inside my head. 

	It took me a moment to truly meet her gaze. “Did he tell you what he did to the man who touched me?”

	“The boy in the Guard?” 

	“The Reaper,” I corrected.

	She shook her head slowly, and her voice was hesitant when she asked, “What did he do?”

	“He snapped the man’s wrist, Aggie,” I told her in disbelief.

	“He broke a man’s wrist because he touched you?” Each word sounded deliberate, as though she hadn’t wanted the wrong one to fall from her mouth. The deep lines that appeared on her face when she was confused were so apparent now, even in the darkness. 

	“Yes,” I whispered in response, feeling my own head shaking. That he’d done as much for the reason stated was the only explanation, but it sounded so different when spoken than it did inside my head. “Snapped it like a weak branch in a strong wind. Why would he do that?”

	Several extended seconds of silence passed before she reached out and caressed my face. “I don’t know, honey.” 

	I was not afraid of her hands. 

	With my eyes, all I could see were the wrinkles on Agatha’s face, but in my mind I saw something else entirely. There was a brief image of the Reaper, smiling at what he’d done to the man who had violated me. Then, the image was replaced by another, and all I could see was the sadness on his remarkably full lips when he’d thanked me for calling him a monster. 

	“I don’t know.”

	 

	


Chapter Five

	The Heavy Price of Gifts

	Sleep did not come easy to me that night. 

	Upon realizing the remainder of my chores had been attended to by someone else, at our leader’s insistence, I’d lain down next to Agatha on our shared bed and closed my eyes. For a time, I attempted to distract myself with guilty thoughts of all the extra work that had been done by others on my account, whether assigned or not, but even those thoughts couldn’t keep my mind from going where it wanted.

	I thought of the Reaper. 

	I thought of his smile that seemed so easy to put onto the face of a monster. 

	But he did not have a monster’s face, did he? 

	He did not look like a monster in the slightest. The young man in the Guard kept telling me lies, but everything about the Reaper was a lie. His smiles, his laughter . . . they only hid the evil that lurked inside him.

	Could a monster fake sadness? I was certain I hadn’t been mistaken about what I’d seen in his eyes.

	I understood that he was pure evil. I wholeheartedly knew it to be true. I simply could not fathom why he would waste the efforts of his lies on me. Ten years of invisibility and, in one day, I was being filled with lies from everyone. Lies from the young man in the Guard, lies from our leader, and lies from the Reaper. 

	Why?

	Eventually sleep came, no matter the distractions. Though when it came and went, I wished it hadn’t. 

	I woke up gasping, having dreamt the Reaper had forced me to watch him break the necks of everyone in the House. He smiled as I looked upon the dead bodies of the people I knew, and he told me again that we were not so very different. 

	Of course, my stirring woke Agatha. 

	When she asked me what I’d dreamt, I lied to her, telling her the man who had touched me had plagued my mind. And, in a sense, his action had led to what it had. I let her play with my hair as she assured me that, thanks to the evil Reaper, she was sure the man had gone from our House. His wrist would need tending to, after all.

	I did eventually at some point succumb and wake once more. There was no gasping when I woke, though horror came in a different form. I thought hard on the images that had played inside my unconscious mind.

	The Reaper again. Though that time, he’d touched my face with his hands of death, but he did not kill me the way he killed everyone else he touched. He touched my face, and he smiled at me in such a way that I’d never seen before. 

	The horror existed, showing itself not in gasps but tears that fell from my eyes, my gaze on the grey stone wall in front of me. I worked through it as well as I could, realizing Reapers were far more evil than I had ever been told.

	I had never dreamt of a boy before. I had never dreamt of being touched in any way I found to be pleasant. If the Reaper was putting those thoughts inside my head . . . he was more of a devil than I ever could’ve known. Agatha had told me what happened when men touched women. She had told me everything unpleasant about it. It was not something to smile about, not even in a dream.

	I laid awake for the short remainder of the night, not wanting my unconscious mind to be invaded once more, worried what other forms of trickery he would put inside my head. I laid there hoping, more than anything in the world, that he would be gone shortly after the sun rose in the sky.

	I hoped with everything inside me that I would never have to see him again. 
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	When it was an acceptable hour to be out of bed, I snuck out carefully, not wanting to wake Agatha. For a moment before dressing myself, I stared down at her face. 

	In the peacefulness of her sleep, her wrinkles weren’t visible at all. I was ashamed of myself for putting those wrinkles there, for adding stress to her already troubled life, for lying to her repeatedly for no explicable reason. I was so unbelievably ashamed of myself for not being a better daughter. 

	She deserved so much more.

	Agatha had laundered my clothes and set them out for me at some point during last night’s festivities. I always loved the feeling of putting on freshly laundered clothing. By the end of the day, soaked with sweat, clothes felt like nothing more than a second, perpetually dirty skin. I despised not feeling clean. 

	Time passing and altered circumstances could change so many things, but they did not change everything. My dislikes had remained the same from one life to the next, though the list had grown much longer over the years.

	What’s made you have such distaste for being a small bit dirty? Didn’t you say you’d been out in the wilderness with him? Surely you got dirty out there, far more than here. Didn’t you?

	I spared one last glance for Agatha before going about my day as usual, knowing she would be up as soon as I left the room. 

	For two hours, I did what I always did. Then I went back to my quarters. 

	When I opened the door, I noticed Agatha had also gotten the black dress laundered, though I couldn’t imagine when she’d had time. Perhaps I’d been far more shaken than I’d realized, as she must’ve left the room to at the very least hand it off to someone else after I’d taken it off. 

	I folded the dress neatly and stuck it inside the bag. When I was satisfied that I’d forgotten nothing, I grabbed the bag and note and began making my way to our leader’s office. I enjoyed the lack of clicking as I walked, along with the silence throughout the entire House. Everything was precisely as it was supposed to be or would soon be that way.

	Upon my arrival at his office, I informed a Guard that I was there to return the bag and its contents if he was awake to receive them. 

	He was awake, which was a relief. I wouldn’t part with the bag unless I gave it to him directly because I would not allow myself to be beaten for someone else misplacing it.

	There was only a small bit of formalities and exchanges—the asking for him, the inquiry inside the room, the return then allowance.

	I stepped inside. Once the door was firmly closed behind me, I said, “I’ve come to return these to you, Sir.” 

	He was sitting at his desk, staring down at more papers and absentmindedly rubbing at his forehead with several of his fingers.

	“What?” He almost shook himself, as if waking up when already awake. “Oh, yes.” 

	He stood and walked over to me while I contemplated over him acting surprised yet again at my presence despite having closed the door quite loudly just before and him conversing with the Guard on my presence just before that. Perhaps he tuned out things he didn’t wish to hear. 

	Perhaps he truly was faking nothing on his focus and could direct it so quickly and so thoroughly.

	Odd.

	Rather than take the bag when he came close enough to do so, he stared hard at my face. “You look as though you’ve had a sleepless night.”

	I attempted a warm smile. “I could say the same for you, Sir.” I closed my eyes for a moment. “I apologize, Sir. I in no way meant for that to sound rude.”

	He chuckled a little at me, which made my face burn in embarrassment. 

	He said, “I haven’t slept at all yet, actually. I spent nearly the entire night waiting for that ridiculous party to be over so I could work.” 

	I narrowed my eyes at him, confused. 

	He smiled, in a very odd way. “Is that difficult for you to believe? That I would rather work, or that I work at all?”

	I opened my mouth to speak, but I stopped myself from saying what I would have. I held the bag out and repeated, “I’ve come to return these to you, Sir.”

	He snorted. “He told me you have a spectacular way with words.”

	“I apologize, Sir,” I began slowly, “but I’m unaware of whom you’re referring to.”

	“Chase,” he said, which made no sense to me. 

	I shook my head before he clarified. 

	“The Reaper.” 

	I forced a tight smile at that because it was the only passably acceptable thing that came to mind. When I realized that he wasn’t going to take the things in my hands, I brought them back to myself. 

	“Do you like him?”

	My brow furrowed. “Excuse me, Sir?” 

	“The Reaper,” he said again. “Do you like him?”

	“No, Sir.”

	“No?” He grinned at me, but I was unsure of the earnestness in it.

	I took a deep breath before repeating, “No, Sir.” 

	He narrowed his eyes slightly. I couldn’t tell if he was disappointed, amused, or something else entirely. “He’s taken quite an interest in you.”

	“I am sorry to hear that, Sir.” 

	“You already know that though, don’t you?” 

	Before I could do more than shake my head a few times, he spoke again in a different tone. 

	“Do not play so ignorant with me. With all the events that transpired last night, I’m sure you know. You are not as unintelligent as you make yourself out to be.”

	I clenched my jaw for a moment. “Am I going to be punished, Sir?” 

	“Punished?” he asked, his tone returning to light and airy, yet firm. “Punished for what?”

	“For causing a disturbance last night, Sir. I apologize, but I am not aware of how the situation should’ve been handled. I’ve never had anything of that nature happen to me, Sir.”

	His tone was either caring or apologetic—at least in sound—when he said, “I believe the experience itself was punishment enough. Don’t you agree?”

	I looked away and replied tightly. “Yes, Sir.”

	“Would you like to sit down?” 

	“Sit . . . down, Sir?” I asked, bemused. 

	“Yes. I’ve been on my feet for far—” He stopped speaking immediately when he reached out to touch my arm and I flinched away, dropping the bag to the floor.

	“I apologize, Sir,” I said quickly. My left hand unwittingly went over my heart, which seemed to be beating out of my chest, and my right shot out in front of me in precaution. I hoped I hadn’t broken anything, though if the sound were any indication, I suspected the small mirror had shattered.

	He did not move nor say anything for several extremely long seconds.

	“Are you that afraid of being touched?” He seemed quite stunned. 

	I pursed my lips together and said nothing, wrapping my arms across my front and grasping hold of my shirt on either side. 

	He frowned deeply. “I’m inclined to believe you were dishonest with me when I asked you whether or not you’d been taken advantage of and then again just now.”

	“I did not lie to you about that, Sir,” I told him a little more loudly than I should have. “Last night was the first time a man has ever touched me in that way.” 

	He watched me, likely attempting to figure out whether I truly was lying to him. He leaned down, putting his face too close to mine and I realized my body was shaking, not necessarily in fear but something remarkably close to it. 

	“Will you tell me?” he asked, his voice near a whisper. 

	I felt my forehead scrunching in confusion. 

	“If someone hurts you, will you tell me?”

	I looked away from him, urgently wiping away a falling tear as I responded with, “No, Sir.” It was only then that I realized the extent of my impropriety. I held my head up and rested my arms at my sides, but I could not force the stiffness from my form.

	“If you truly need something, I would like for you to speak with me about it.”

	“I would not bother you, Sir,” I told him, averting my gaze. 

	What a ridiculous offer.

	After a long moment spent with the heavy feeling of him analyzing me, he straightened up and took several large steps away. “I’m reassigning you,” he said in a businesslike manner.

	“I don’t wish to be a server, Sir. I’m afraid I wouldn’t be able to do the job properly.” After having seen them as the night had worn on, I knew I couldn’t.

	He turned his back to me. “I’ve asked our special guest to stay with us for a time before being sent on his next mission.” 

	I felt my stomach drop, and I put both my hands over my face, attempting to hide my reaction. Surely this could not . . .

	“Since he’s taken such an interest in you, I thought it would be appropriate if I assigned you to him.” 

	Hearing the words felt like the weight of the entire world had been dropped on me. He either ignored the strangled sob that barely lived for an instant inside my throat before choking itself, or he simply hadn’t heard it. 

	“You’re to ensure he has everything he could possibly want while he is in our House. Is that a problem?” His voice sounded much closer to me than it had a few moments before. 

	I took a deep breath and removed my hands from my face, wiping more tears that had accidentally fallen from my eyes on the way.

	“No, Sir,” I said, gritting my teeth. I forced out . . . “No problem at all, Sir.”

	He nodded. “That’s good.” He turned away from me again, walking away and briefly fiddling around with something on his desk. Then he returned, holding a book out to me. 

	When I made no move to take it, he stepped even closer. 

	“I don’t want that, Sir.” I said the words then clenched my jaw so tightly that I worried my teeth might break.

	He analyzed my face. “You’re not lying.” A few seconds passed. “That was our deal. I told you if I was satisfied with you, you could have it.”

	“I don’t want it, Sir.” My breathing began coming in ragged spurts as I struggled to get a grasp on myself.

	Softly, he said, “If you don’t want to think of it as payment, think of it as a gift.”

	“I’m afraid I cannot take it, even then, Sir.” I looked straight into his eyes, inadvertently noticing the coloring was not unlike mine. Perhaps I’d not realized what mine looked like until the small mirror had shown me. “Your gifts come with too heavy a price, Sir.”

	“I am sorry you feel that way.” I did not care how sincere his voice sounded. I had already discerned that he was a very skilled liar.

	“Is there someplace else you wish for me to put these, Sir?” I gestured at the items I’d dropped on the floor.

	“There is fine.” 

	I nodded.

	Before I could turn to leave, I heard, “Is your back properly healed?”

	“I don’t know, Sir.”

	“I would like for you to keep the medicine.”

	“I would rather not, Sir,” I told him, my voice sounding passably restrained.

	He let me turn away then, and he allowed me to get all the way over to the door with my hand outstretched toward it before he spoke again. 

	“He is in room number four.”

	I balled my hand into a fist where it hung suspended in the air, staring at the door while my hand shook in the small amount of space between it and the rest of my body. I ignored my fingernails digging into the flesh of my palms. I took in a deep breath and turned back to face him. 

	“You keep pretending to show me kindness and then condemning me,” I began, shocked by both my words and my tone. “I’m simply failing to understand why you would bother.” 

	His eyes widened. I wasn’t sure if it was due to my tone, my words, or simply the fact that I hadn’t addressed him by title. 

	I forced a smile and mustered up as much pleasantness as I could find inside myself to say, “I very much hope you’re able to sleep well, Sir.”

	And then I exited the room, not bothering to close the door behind me. The Guard would do that one thing for me, after all. I was not required nor permitted to clean our leader’s office. I would not close the damned door.

	 

	


Chapter Six

	Reassignment

	If I had spoken in such a way to any other leader we’d had in the House before, I would’ve been punished for it. I likely would’ve been beaten worse than I was ever beaten for any of my excursions to the library. 

	As I was walking down the halls, dimly lit by lanterns attached to the mortar between the stone of the walls, I justified my behavior with our leader by telling myself he deserved to be spoken to in that way. 

	But did bad deserve bad in turn? Was it all right to defend yourself when—to everyone else—your own person was not yours to defend? 

	I knew what I was, and he had deserved it. He deserved worse.

	I would’ve preferred a beating to the punishment I was receiving. I did not even know why I was being punished. I had already been penalized by him for the library and there seemed to be an understanding that I would not return there so long as he was in power, so I failed to see what, exactly, this was truly about. It was bad enough, being forced to tend to wicked people day in and day out, but to be assigned to a Reaper? 

	I most certainly would’ve preferred the beating.

	Back at my quarters, I permitted myself to cry without the restraints of forced quietness, though I was quiet enough on my own with or without them. I would allow myself a few short minutes of the freedom of it, to release my frustrations and fear, and then I would do my new job without complaint. 

	That was how Agatha found me—curled up in a ball on top of our stiff, shared bed with my face buried in the flimsy blanket.

	“My flower!” she shrieked. 

	I straightened myself up quickly, sitting rigid as a board and wiping at my face. She was perched on the edge of the bed by the time I managed to fully regain my composure. 

	“What’s happened?” 

	“I don’t wish to talk about it just yet,” I told her, hoping she would not press it. “I need to calm myself. Speaking about it will only make things indefinably worse.”

	She pursed her lips together into a hard line but nodded her head as though she understood. I watched her stand and walk over to the door. I fully expected her to leave so I could carry out the remainder of my fit in peace. Instead, she looked through the door once she’d opened it and said, “Now is probably not a good time.”

	“Who are you speaking to?” I asked, baffled and wary.

	“Camden.”

	“Who?” I’d never heard the name.

	“The boy in the Guard.”

	I believed I could scream then, at every person in this wretched House. I stood and came close to stomping my way over to the door. I didn’t believe I’d ever stomped before in my life, even as a child.

	“What are you doing here, Sir?” I demanded.

	He opened his mouth to speak, and I watched his cheeks redden as he turned to Agatha. It looked as if he were pleading with her. 

	She said, “He came and spoke with me about something.”

	“Oh?” I asked, hearing a small laugh coming out of my mouth. “Pray tell, what could he possibly speak to you about, given how high and mighty our Guard is in comparison to such lowly property?”

	“Aster!” 

	When I said nothing as I waited expectantly for her to answer my question, she sighed loudly. 

	She said, calmer, “He came to speak with me about you.”

	My eyes narrowed at her. “What about me?” 

	He drew my attention back to him with, “I would like to spend time with you.” 

	I could feel myself gaping at the preposterousness of it all.

	He added, “Supervised, of course.”

	“Why?” I paused before adding, “Sir.”

	He looked at Agatha in a pleading way again, and I heard her say, “Go on. Tell her what you told me.”

	I wondered then if it were possible for cheeks to turn redder than his currently were. “I find you quite beautiful, Miss.”

	“Why do you keep lying to me, Sir?” I nearly shouted at him.

	Agatha put a hand on my shoulder and spoke apologetically. “I am truly sorry for her behavior. I fear she’s heard too many stories of the horrors in our world, and she is very mistrusting of men.”

	“Don’t you speak to him as if I’m not here, Aggie,” I snapped. “Not you, of all people.” 

	She said nothing to that, though I’d not expected nor wanted her to.

	I took several deep breaths, calming myself so I could deal with this situation in the proper way.

	“Understand, Sir,” I began slowly so he could process my words appropriately as I stared straight into his dark eyes, “that my time is not mine to give and that anything you believe you can get from me will not be given. You should find a way to take back whatever interest you’ve lost to me, because I can assure you . . . I have nothing to offer. And I have far less that I’m willing to part with.”

	I for only a few seconds watched him try to process.

	I then looked down at the floor for a moment, shaking my head in outright disbelief. “If you’ll excuse me.” I shrugged off Agatha’s hand and maneuvered past the boy, ensuring I in no way touched him, hoping I’d just put an end to the harassment. “I’ve been reassigned, and I have work to do.”

	“Reassigned?” Agatha said as I hastily made my way from our room. “Reassigned to do what?” 

	Her voice faded as I walked down the long corridor that held all the servants’ rooms, and I did not acknowledge her at all. 

	I knew she was staring at my back as I walked away. When I reached the set of stone stairs that would take me back aboveground, I found myself trying not to think about a past life.

	No matter how unbearable a situation was, it was preferable to chasing phantoms in my head.
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	I’d not expected to be happy while making my way to room number four. Not happy, exactly, but relieved to be escaping the combined madness of the young man in the Guard and Agatha. I wondered briefly if I was going mad myself. The frustration and confusion of it was maddening enough that I worried it was in fact causing some sort of internal harm and alteration to me—something internally detrimental opposed to external.

	As I walked, carrying a covered breakfast tray, I told myself that my day simply could not get any worse than it already was. It wasn’t asking for worse to try; it was simple fact. 

	I had come to terms with my assignment to the Reaper for the extent of his stay. I could handle that, and I could hope he would leave quickly. He had his own job to do, after all. He couldn’t stay here forever. That meant it would have to be over at some point or another. Knowing as much, reminding myself, was certainly something to be pleased about.

	I assumed he would be gone the instant I’d learned whatever lesson it was that our leader was attempting to teach. That was not any belief that I was of such value, only an assuredness that this was both punishment and an endeavor at teaching. I would try my hardest to discover what that lesson was in order to learn it and speed up his departure.

	To make it easier, I tried to imagine the Reaper was just a young man staying in our House and absolutely nothing more. 

	He was just a young man, not a murdering monster.

	I paused in front of his door with my hand outstretched to knock. 

	It cannot get any worse, I reminded myself. 

	I took a deep breath, held it, and I knocked. 

	I heard him shuffling around with what sounded to be haste inside, and then the door opened.

	“I already told—” he began and then stopped immediately. 

	I felt my jaw drop, and I struggled to keep the tray from falling to the floor and making a mess I would be required to clean, as it felt all at once that my hands along with the rest of me lost ability to simply continue being as they were. 

	I had never seen a man with no shirt on before, apart from my father once or twice as a child. Not ever. I hardly noticed the strap containing a knife on the inside of his left arm or the numerous, random scars covering what I could see of his partially exposed body. I did notice it all, though in an oddly distant sort of way. I was nothing more, or less, than utterly stunned.

	It took me far too long to look away. He had already vacated the entryway and then returned before I could force myself to look down at the floor rather than at him, as my gaze had for some reason followed him as he’d gone then returned. I hadn’t been able to stop it, as I hadn’t been able to fully comprehend it was doing so until after it had already been done. 

	I wanted to apologize for finding him in such a state, but no sound would come out of my mouth despite how hard I tried to force it.

	He said, “I’m sorry.” 

	It drew my gaze back up to his face. My eyes felt like they were ripping apart at the edges and I wished, so desperately, that I could make them return to normalcy. The fact that he was fully clothed did not take the mental image away. 

	“I didn’t know it was you. Your stride is different in those shoes.”

	“I brought you breakfast, Sir,” I said quickly, holding the tray out and staring at it. If he was not going to mention my lapse in composure, I certainly wasn’t going to do so either.

	“I thought we were done with the Sir?” 

	He was smiling when I looked at him again, and I had an errant thought of wondering if he could hear my heart pounding. 

	“Come in.” He stepped aside, motioning for me to enter.

	“I would . . . rather not, Sir.” My voice sounded much calmer than I was, which sent relief flooding through me. Perhaps I appeared the same—calmer than I was.

	His brow furrowed. “I won’t hurt you.” 

	I forced a nod and stepped past him into his room. I fought against the shivers threatening to run down my spine when I passed too close to him. And then, I fought against the nearly overwhelming panic and fear welling inside my stomach when he closed the door behind us. 

	Alone with the same Reaper twice in less than a full day. Had I been wrong in thinking it couldn’t get any worse? At least it was no longer dark, but that only meant he could kill me more quickly if he decided to. Quicker and surely with more efficiency. I would have to be very careful and just do my job. I wasn’t certain that contemplating over which would be better or worse—quick and efficient or not—would in any way aid in that.

	I ensured my voice was polite to ask, “Where would you like me to place this?” I could not do my job properly if I was worrying about him killing me. He either would or would not, and there was absolutely nothing I could do past being careful and respectful. There was no point in thinking of it.

	Don’t think of it.

	“I’ll take it.” He stepped close. 

	I held the tray out as far as I could. He didn’t touch me at all when he took it from my hands, not even an accidental brushing.

	“I watched everyone while it was being prepared,” I said as he began to step away.

	He stopped moving and turned back to look at me, cocking his head to the side in a similar manner to what he’d done the night before. Slowly, a smile spread across his face, which only furthered the strangeness of the action. “Did you?” 

	“Yes, Si—” 

	I stopped speaking when he shook his head quickly. 

	I cleared my throat and tried again. “Yes, so that I could assure you it was not poisoned.” 

	He smiled widely at me, different in some small way than the smile that had already been there.

	I looked toward a wall. “I didn’t believe you would eat it otherwise.”

	“What did you think I was getting ready to do, just now?” 

	“Pretend,” I replied, still speaking to the wall.

	“Why would I waste my time?” Amusement was apparent in his voice.

	“I’ve been failing to understand why several people have wasted their time doing certain things, as of late.” I brought my gaze back to him, and I discovered that I did not have to make myself smile at him to add, “You pretending to eat the food I’ve given you would make more sense to me than most other things.” 

	When I realized I was still smiling at him, and that he was still smiling at me, I turned away again and cleared my throat. 

	I asked, “Would you like to tell me a time when you’ll be out, so I can tend to your room?” 

	“I don’t plan on being out very much.” He moved and sat down at a desk between two windows against the wall opposite the door. The heavy, embellished drapes were all completely removed from the windows, letting light spill freely into the space of the room. I didn’t know where they were, only that they were supposed to be hanging and were not.

	I spent a moment glancing around, attempting to find the drapes. “Oh.” They were nowhere in the open. “When would you prefer me to do it?”

	“Now’s as good a time as any.”

	“Oh,” I heard myself say again. “I . . . I’m really not allowed to do that, Si—”

	“Don’t,” he said, cutting me off. “If you have something you need to do in here, you can do it now.”

	“All right,” I said quietly. I moved over to his bed—the blankets were a mess, completely askew—and hesitated. 

	It was strange, thinking that a monster needed to sleep.

	“What are you doing?” His tone did not sound rude at all, only curious. 

	I found myself wondering how long, exactly, I had spent paused near his bed to have drawn his attention. It hadn’t felt long, and yet my head felt quite funny and I was unsure if that would alter my perception of time.

	I glanced over at him and answered with, “Thinking.” 

	“About what?” His lips turned up in a slight smile.

	I watched him take a forkful of eggs into his mouth and chew, and I did not answer him until I’d watched him swallow it. Then, I found myself smiling again, just a little.

	I told him, “I would rather not say.”

	“Okay.”

	“Okay?” Confused, I shook my head. “You’re not going to insist I tell you?”

	“No.” The small chuckle that followed left me almost as baffled as the singular word.

	I took in a deep breath and let it out, finding myself perplexed as I pulled the sheets off his bed. Perhaps taking care of a monster wouldn’t be as bad as I’d anticipated, if he would allow me certain things I was not normally allowed. Not being required to answer a direct question was unheard of. 

	“That’s not necessary,” he said, bringing me back from my thoughts.

	I ceased, wondering if I’d done something wrong. “What’s not necessary?” 

	“I’m just going to sleep on it and mess it up again. There’s no point for you to waste your time.”

	“Yes, but it will be made fresh for you to mess up again,” I told him, laughing lightly. Wasting time. . . . What a thing to say. “I must do it. I’m just typically not seen when I do these things.”

	“Don’t the maids normally do it?” he asked through another bite of food. 

	I stopped and eyed him, puzzled. “The maids?” I shook my head for a moment, lost, until . . . “Oh, you mean the servers?” I laughed genuinely before saying, “No. They only pretend to.” My body stiffened as soon as I’d finished saying the words. “I shouldn’t have said that.” 

	Would he tell our leader I had let the information slip? I should not have been talking to anyone, given the looseness of my tongue as of late, least of all a Reaper. Very least of all this Reaper.

	“Do you do everything here?” he asked me seriously.

	“Not everything, no,” I replied.

	“So what do the servers actually do?” 

	I’d already let the secret of their near-uselessness slip, so I felt my face scrunching in amusement when I replied. “Look pretty.” 

	I did not look at him again for a moment. I stopped moving when I realized that, so long as he was on the other side of the room, he was remarkably easy to speak to. He was the only person to ever insist I drop titles while speaking to him, the only one who had ever spoken to me as though I were . . . not what I was here. Perhaps that was the issue with my tongue, or at least part of it.

	“May I ask you a question, Si—” That time, I prevented myself from saying the rest of the word without any sort of encouragement from him.

	“Sure.” He was so baffling.

	“You don’t have to answer, of course, I was just curious who you were expecting me to be.” 

	When I saw his expression, I realized he didn’t have the vaguest idea what I was talking about. 

	“When I first arrived, you opened the door already speaking, as if you were expecting me to be someone else. I simply wondered who.”

	“A group of your servers.”

	He had answered my invasive question. He hadn’t told me I had no right to ask. I was so stunned that it took me a long moment to respond.

	“A group of servers?” I involuntarily took a step closer, thinking there was surely some sort of misunderstanding.

	“Yes, they were pestering me on and off all night.” He shook his head in clear frustration. “I had to turn them away three times.”

	“They shouldn’t be bothering you.” My voice went firm, as I couldn’t believe anyone had done such a thing. “Did they tell you what they wanted?”

	He looked away from me, down at his food. “They made their intentions quite clear.” 

	“What was it they needed so badly that they came to your room multiple times through the night in an attempt to get it?” I was nearly horrified over both the treatment and the idiocy. I could not imagine anything that would be so important to bother a guest for. And what sort of imbecile would pester a Reaper?

	I watched his gaze linger on the bed before returning to my face. He responded with, “Something I wasn’t willing to give them.”

	It took a moment, but it came.

	My hand shot to my mouth as I realized what he was getting at, and I rubbed it with my fingernail to pretend the action had been intentional instead of the furthest thing from it. Hurriedly, I finished gathering the blankets, and I nearly tripped over them as I walked to the door. Them, or perhaps myself. Perhaps something else. 

	I rarely tripped over anything.

	I stopped when I reached the door. “Have you decided how long you’ll be staying with us, Sir?” 

	“I’m undecided.” That time, he didn’t tell me not to call him Sir. I didn’t know if he could choose when to leave or if he was entirely at our leader’s mercy. I wondered if he wanted to go and simply wasn’t permitted.

	I tried hard not to wonder what might happen to me, should he discover that his being required to stay was in any way tied to me.

	I nodded stiffly and forced a smile. “I’ll be in and out periodically to do my job. I’ll try my best not to be a hindrance to your life here, however long that may be. Just overlook me while I’m in the room and pretend I’m not here.” 

	“If that’s what you want.”

	I looked down at the floor and heard myself release a breath of air. I almost wondered if it was a laugh, but it did not feel like one. 

	“I prefer being invisible, Sir. It’s the only thing I’m allowed to have in my life.” My voice was nearly a whisper when I added, “I very much hope you enjoy your stay with us, Sir.”

	“Thank you.” 

	I blinked hard at the floor and forced another smile onto my face for him. But no matter how hard I tried . . . I could not bring myself to look at him again.

	 

	


Chapter Seven

	Giving Time

	Agatha nearly lost her mind that night when I told her about my reassignment. I was not surprised. I’d been expecting and preparing myself for her reaction. Those preparations had been a decent distraction from the reality of my situation. 

	Reassignments were a rare occurrence here, but when they happened, they were usually not so bad as being singlehandedly responsible for the needs and comfort of a Reaper. It was far more often than not leaders failing to grasp that they surely weren’t going to figure out a more efficient way of running the House. When they’d be gone, all would for the most part return to the way it had been. Most didn’t care to bother and certainly didn’t bother to care. Or were unable, for all the reasons they were.

	Agatha’s hysteria over my situation and new responsibilities had been quite understandable.

	“He was perfectly polite, Aggie,” I assured her of the Reaper. “I saw him several times today, bringing him food and the like. He hardly said a word to me.” 

	I did not tell her about the interactions I’d had with him when tending to his room the first time or that his politeness had seemed both genuine and beyond the word perfectly. The other instances I’d gone in there, he seemed to be going along with pretending I didn’t exist, as I had asked. Mostly, he simply stared out the window. Once, he was writing what I assumed was a letter, but even then, he seemed distracted by the window and what lay beyond it. He sat there at the desk for a long while with the pen in his hand, bleeding ink onto the paper where it rested. I’d believed at first that it had been to avoid me and my presence. By the end of the day . . .

	I did not believe so.

	“You were alone with him‽” she shrieked, aghast.

	“He insisted I do whatever work I needed to, when I needed to do it.” I sighed, quiet, trying to find some sort of internal fortitude to simply get through the conversation. “He said he didn’t plan on being out very often. I must do my job, Aggie, whether he leaves his room or not.”

	“All the stars in the sky.” She sounded distant as she shook her head and stared off at nothing in particular. That she’d said what she had in the way she had gave me a better indication of her feelings on the matter. After several seconds had passed, she appeared to mostly come back to herself. “I was hoping you would never have to see him again.”

	I stared down at the bed. “As was I.”

	She drew my attention back to her, sounding disbelieving when saying, “I cannot believe you’ve had to be alone with him.” She kept shaking her head.

	“He was the one who came and retrieved you last night,” I reminded her. “If there’s one man in the world I don’t worry about touching me, Aggie . . . it’s him.” I blinked hard several times, stunned by the words that had come out of my mouth, but he thus far had—

	“Are you hearing yourself speak?” she demanded. “The monster is already getting inside your head. Don’t you let him in, Aster. All evil does is destroy, so don’t you dare let him in.”

	“I wouldn’t allow any man inside my head, Agatha. You’ve made sure that I clearly understood just how evil all of them are, as if I required assistance in comprehending the non-complexities of men.”

	She recoiled as if I’d slapped her, but I did not feel guilty over my words. They were true, and I had meant no offense. 

	Slowly, she said, “They’re not all evil, my flower.”

	“Most a lifetime of knowledge cannot be changed with a few contradictory words.” I stared unseeingly in the direction of the unstable wooden chair in the corner of the room, only letting the beginning of that knowledge seep through before pushing it away. 

	I knew I’d had some confusion over the recent interactions. I knew that I was failing to understand certain things.

	Understanding would come, I was sure. Men were simple creatures.

	I knew they were. Life had shown me as much. No matter their variances . . .

	I pulled myself from my thoughts, looking to Agatha. “I’m going to sleep. Love you, Aggie.”

	“I love you too, my flower.” I heard sadness in her voice. I also saw it in her eyes, though whether the sadness was because of or for me . . .

	I was unsure.

	I faced the wall and cried silently. I simply could not tell Agatha that he was already inside my head. She would throw a fit, and no amount of fit-throwing could change what was. 

	The only thing that could change it was force of will. If I dreamt of him again, I would not acknowledge that I had. When I saw him, I would try my hardest to pretend he was invisible, too. 

	It was the only thing I could do to protect myself from him.
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	The Reaper and I fell into a strange sort of routine over the following month or so. 

	I would not have to knock on his door for him to know I was there. He never answered the door again with a harsh tone meant for someone who was not me, and he was always fully clothed. He would smile at me, and then he would step aside. I would enter his room and place his food on the desk. I did his laundry. 

	Before I watched the cooks prepare his dinner, I would stop by his room and place some paper and a pen on his desk. It was the only time I went there during the day that he wouldn’t be inside. 

	I did not ask him where he would go daily at the same time. 

	He did not ask me if his food was poisoned. Eventually, I began preparing it myself. I was sure it didn’t taste as good, but one could not have everything, and he never said a word about the difference. Yet I for some reason believed he knew there was one and what it was. 

	Sometimes, when I would pass by some of the server girls, they would laugh—most often some quiet thing, where they would make the sound and also whisper behind a hand being held in front of their mouths. Not always quiet at all though, and not always intended to be such, as I knew they were capable of speaking without being noticed should they wish. More than once, I overheard them call me a word I did not understand being applied to me. I would’ve been certain they were speaking of someone else if not for all the other indicators that assured me I was the subject. Their focus on me—or notice of me at all—was strange, but it gave me a great deal of new information to work through. I disregarded them beyond that, and I did my job. 

	It was remarkably easy to forget what he was, more so with every day that passed. Every so often I would think I felt him watching me while I was gathering the things in his room, but he was never looking when I would check. Eventually, I did not have to gather anything. Most mornings after a certain point, he would have the blankets from the bed put in a pile next to it. Some days they were folded, and some days they were not. I knew where he liked to put his dirty clothes—neatly placed next to the bath. Several days in, he’d started putting them next to the blankets, although I knew he did not like them there. It was the way he’d first looked at them. The way he’d first looked at me after having done it.

	I could not understand why he did those things. Initially, I’d assumed his intentions were for me to vacate his room as quickly as possible. But as soon as those things that cut my time in his room short had been put into place, he began finding other things for me to do. One day, he informed me that he’d smudged a pane of glass while staring outside. He’d helped me clean all of them, though I tried to stop him—insisting that it was my job—and he’d said nothing else. The next day, it was smudged again. And then again, on the next. 

	He liked having coffee in the mornings, black with no sweetener and no cream. But on Saturday evenings, he liked having it with both. 

	He was strangely particular about where things were located in his room. 

	Once, when he was out, I nudged the desk that he wrote at a couple inches to the left. The next time I came in, it was back where it had been. I found it amusing and, some days, I did it just to see if he would ever voice frustration with me over it. 

	He never even mentioned it, but he would always move it back to the way he wanted it.

	I’d discovered the location of the hidden drapes quite early in. They were folded in a wardrobe, but only during the day. The first Saturday evening, when bringing his coffee as requested, I’d found them hanging in their rightful place. It took me several days to come to the conclusion that the strangeness of it must’ve had something or other to do with his training. And it did make sense, when thinking on the way things were visible in light and dark. The variances. 

	That gave me a great deal to think on.

	Nearly a whole month had passed before he left one of his weapons out—a knife in plain view on his nightstand. I felt his gaze on me heavily when I spotted it, so I looked away quickly and pretended not to have noticed the knife at all. 

	It was the only time I’d ever seen one of his weapons off his person, and I rarely saw him wear more than one or two easily visible knives. I did not know where he kept them when they were not on him, but I knew from the first time I’d seen him that he had quite a lot. I assumed they were hidden exceptionally well, though I did not actively seek them out.

	I looked at him sometimes, but not for any longer than a few seconds at a time and no more than a couple of instances per visit. I knew he was aware of it, though I tried to convince myself that I was being perfectly inconspicuous. It was sort of a game I played with myself—trying to see how many new details I could discover about him while he wasn’t looking. 

	His hair had been shaved quite close to his head when he’d first arrived, but it had grown out since. It was almost entirely black, like the ravens I would occasionally see through the windows. He had one freckle on his nose, two on his forehead, and several on his cheeks and arms that I’d not been able to count properly. There was a scar on his chin, but I did not ask him how he received it, nor did I let myself wonder about it. It was the only scar on his face, although I knew he had many more that could not be seen so easily.

	I liked to imagine that, when he looked at me and pretended that he was not, he was doing the same thing I was.

	Every night when I went to bed, I would remind myself of what he was. He was a devil with a beautiful face. That was all. I’d stolen enough glances at his face to know that I found it to be . . . 

	Handsome.

	Agatha accused me of being distracted, and I most assuredly was, but not in the ways she assumed. I allowed him inside my head when I was around him, but only to a certain extent. I wanted to understand how he could pretend to be something so far away from what he truly was and why I felt safer in the presence of a monster than I’d ever felt around anyone else in this House. I hadn’t felt safe for a single moment since my father had disappeared. Yet, there were moments when inside the room with him . . .

	I felt quite safe. 

	Logic fought itself from opposing sides inside me, neither having more strength than the other and yet the same one most always prevailing. It just couldn’t kill its opponent entirely.

	I nearly always dreamt of him. 

	Some nights, I would dream of the devil. I would dream of him going on his death missions. I would dream of him killing everyone in the House. He never killed me. 

	Some nights, I would dream of the other side of him, of the person he pretended to be around me. I would dream of his smile. 

	The nights were split down the middle in frequency.

	At least once a day, Agatha would ask me if I had apologized to Camden—the boy in the Guard. Every day, I would tell her that, no, I had not. 

	She relentlessly encouraged me to speak to him and told me there was no harm in giving a person a small amount of my time, under the appropriate circumstances. 

	She did not understand that I was already doing as much. I wondered, during my nearly silent interactions with the Reaper, if Agatha actually understood what giving a person your time meant. I wouldn’t have, before. I also wondered often on what appropriate circumstances meant, whether they could vary from person to person. Her explanation for them made no sense to me, not even when I tried rewording the question in the hope of getting a better answer.

	Still, her continual prodding on the matter eventually wore on me. It had taken me a while to see that she was not going to let it go. It had also taken me a while to realize that something could potentially be learned.

	So, after a month or so with the Reaper, I sought out Camden. I could spare a few short moments to see if it felt the same. It would please Agatha, but I was mostly doing it to satisfy my own curiosity on the matter. 

	I found him standing outside the library.

	“Have you come here to see if I’ll let you inside, Miss?” he asked me flatly.

	“No, Sir,” I told him, feeling my forehead scrunching in confusion. “I’ve come here to apologize.”

	The Guard standing beside Camden sneered. “Apologize? What could she have to apologize to you for?” 

	I should not have been in any way stunned at or by his behavior. 

	“Look at her. Being around that Reaper has twisted her mind. Forgetting her place, that one. Perhaps she needs a good reminding.”

	I forced a smile at the floor and said, “I apologize for wasting your time, Sir.” 

	Camden said nothing, though the other Guard snorted, unwittingly reinforcing what I’d already assumed. 

	I’d made it down the hall and into the next before I heard Camden’s clunky boot steps running up behind me. I despised the sound of it. 

	I stopped, turning to him.

	“I’m sorry for his rudeness, Miss.

	“You say you’re sorry to me now, yet you said nothing to contradict him, Sir.”

	“I did once you’d gone.” He ran a hand through his slicked-back hair.

	“Yet you said nothing in my presence,” I stated. “Sir.”

	“I didn’t believe it would be respectful to say the things I said to him in front of a lady.”

	I was unable to conceal my amusement when I informed him, “I believe you and I have very differing opinions about what is respectful and what is not, Sir.” I paused for a moment. “I have to be going now.”

	The corners of his lips began tugging upward. “To do your job with the Reaper?” 

	“Yes, Sir.” 

	He chuckled a little beneath his breath before walking away, back in the direction of the library. I watched him go, trying to understand his behavior, but I did not care that I was being laughed at. I’d grown somewhat accustomed to it. I had a job to do, and there was nothing humorous about it.

	I carried on about my way.

	The Reaper opened the door when I arrived at his room, like he always did. He held it open expectantly, waiting for me to come inside, but I did not. I froze, watching his lips curl up in that slow and easy smile of his. 

	The same thing, and yet so different.

	“What is it?” he asked.

	“Do you allow everyone to call you by your name, Sir?” 

	He laughed shortly. “No.”

	“And would you still allow it of me?” I asked curiously. 

	He nodded, and I was going to ask him why he would, but I had expended my allowance of speaking to him for the day. I did not feel as though I’d wasted it.

	“Are you going to stand out there for the entire day, or are you going to come inside?” he asked, his voice light. He eyed me curiously—still holding the doorknob—knowing I would enter and waiting for it.

	Wordlessly, I stepped into the room, trying to ignore the strange, leaping sensation in my stomach. I did not know when I’d stopped shivering in fear around him, only that it had happened at some point.

	It had stopped, and things had changed.

	Though nothing had changed.

	Had it?
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	That night, while lying in bed with Agatha, I found myself staring at the stone wall and wondering about something. 

	“Aggie?” 

	“Yes, my flower?” Her voice sounded strained. 

	I presumed it was my fault. Despite keeping talk off my reassignment as much as I was able, she worried enough that it had disrupted her ability to sleep in relative peace.

	Steeling myself, I asked her the question. “Have you ever felt . . . feelings for a man before?” 

	“What?” She chortled. “You’re asking me if I’ve ever been in love?”

	I thought hard on that. I thought on the past, briefly. I thought on the circulating wives. One in particular stuck out inside my head—her looking at her husband and smiling at him in a different way than most seemed to. 

	I thought again on the past.

	Briefly. 

	Only long enough.

	“I suppose so.”

	“Why are you asking?”

	“I’m simply curious.”

	There was a long pause before . . . “Are you in love?” Wariness was clear in her tone.

	“No,” I told her in disbelief, hearing a shocked sound escape from my mouth. I didn’t even know what it was in that regard, past knowing the word and that it varied from the love one would have with their family. Love in general was such an irrelevant notion in my opinion. What I’d seen of it . . .

	It was not a good thing. 

	Still . . . I was curious. 

	Agatha said, “I was once before, yes.”

	“You don’t have to answer me, but . . . I’m just wondering if he treated you like what you were, or if he treated you like something else.” A strange, unpleasant feeling was taking place in my stomach, like my insides were twisting.

	“Something else?” 

	“Yes. Did he treat you like a servant or like a person?”

	“Both,” she answered quietly. I had only enough time to wonder how that could possibly be an answer before she cleared her throat and loudly said, “These questions have nothing to do with the Reaper, do they?”

	“I spoke to Camden today,” I told her. “I wanted to apologize for the way I’d behaved.”

	“Did you?” She instantly sounded both stunned and pleased. “How did it go?”

	“Love you, Aggie,” I whispered. 

	I heard her sigh as she patted down my hair. “I love you too, my flower.”
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	I was impatient the next morning as I prepared the Reaper’s food for him. The kitchen staff no longer voiced their opinions on the matter. I was glad for that. I was even impatient with walking to his room.

	He opened the door just before I got to it. I didn’t stop as I walked in, though I did pause to give him his breakfast rather than placing it at his desk. I heard the familiar click as he closed the door behind us, and I realized . . . 

	Some part of me enjoyed that sound. 

	I did not want to use up my two-sentence allowance first thing in the morning, but he broke the silence and forced me into it.

	“What’s wrong with you this morning?” 

	When I glanced over at him for an instant, I saw that his brow was furrowed and he’d not yet moved away from the doorway. 

	“Are you okay?” 

	I stopped as I was reaching down to grab the blankets, and I felt both corners of my mouth trying to tug themselves up. I wanted to ask him how he’d known something was different about me, but I already had my two sentences planned out and I would not waste them.

	I turned to him so I could watch for signs of deception on his face. I was sure he could deceive me if he wanted to, but I had faith he would not. 

	“If I asked you a question, Sir, would you tell me the truth?”

	“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “Is this about my job?” 

	I opened my mouth to ask him why he thought I would inquire about his job, but I quickly shut it again. 

	“It must be important, if you’re not willing to waste your second sentence to ask me whether or not I would actually tell you about my job.” 

	I pursed my lips together in an attempt to mask the reaction I had to his words. 

	He narrowed his eyes at me, grinning playfully. “It must be very important for you not to accuse me of keeping track of how many times you speak to me per day.” 

	I stood there for what felt like a long while, rearranging my thoughts. I’d planned my second sentence out the night before and had been repeating it inside my head all morning. But now, looking at him, I wasn’t certain I wanted the answer.

	We watched one another inquisitively for a time before he finally moved from the doorway and set the breakfast tray on his desk. He stopped about ten paces away from me, which was the closest he ever came if he was not taking something from my hands. 

	“Aster, what’s wrong?” 

	“You called me by my name.” My voice shook. 

	I had never told him my name. I was never called by my name, apart from the other servants on the very rare occasion that I spoke to anyone other than Agatha. I was quite sure many of them didn’t even know my name.

	I was quite sure many of them didn’t even know I existed.

	Or hadn’t. Until him and my reassignment.

	“Yes,” he said, and I thought I heard a tinge of amusement in his tone. “I’m sorry for causing you to waste your second sentence. I suppose you’ll have to wait and ask me whatever it is you’re wanting to know tomorrow.” He chuckled before turning his back to me.

	“Would you only have me call you by your name in private?” I blurted out. If I had been speaking to anyone else, my hand would’ve shot to my mouth. It didn’t. It hung tightly at my side while I held my breath and stared at his back.

	He turned around slowly, tilting his head at me. I’d grown quite used to seeing it. He seemed surprised, but I could not tell whether it was due to the fact that I’d gone past my sentence allotment or simply because of my forwardness. I couldn’t understand the feelings churning inside me while I waited for an answer. I had never felt them before to know what they were. 

	He stepped closer to me than usual—eight paces away. I was not afraid of his proximity in the slightest, I realized, only his response. He smiled at me, although it didn’t hold its usual mix of amusement and warmth. The amusement was gone. 

	“You can call me whatever you like, in front of anyone,” he said believably. “I don’t care.”

	“I’d be beaten for it,” I reminded him, my voice shaking again.

	I watched his jaw clench as he took four small steps closer to me. 

	He shook his head. “Not while I’m here.” 

	This reminded me he was a monster. I wondered if he’d said it strictly to remind me of the fact. But he had stepped closer, and even with the intense expression on his face . . . I was not afraid.

	One word. There were so many questions I wanted to ask him, but nearly all of them could be boiled down to a single word. I had never heard such desperation in my voice as I did when it came out. 

	“Why?” 

	The hardness drained away from his face then. He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply, rubbing his face with his hands. I did not watch his hands in fear, as I had initially. I’d seen them do many things. I’d seen them write, and eat, and clean windows. I’d seen them touch his face and random things throughout his room. I had never seen him kill with those hands. When they dropped away from his face, he smiled at me.

	“I think we’ve gone past our two,” he said. His nose crinkled a little, and it made my stomach feel funny in some incomprehensible way. “We’ll continue this tomorrow, if you’d like. I don’t want you to look back and regret anything about it.”

	Though I did not understand fully, I understood enough to nod and carry on with what needed doing.

	Later, when I felt his eyes on me and I turned to check, he did not pretend that he’d been doing something else. I would look, his expression would soften, and he would not look away. I knew with certainty then . . .

	I’d not been imagining or mistaking him looking all those other times.

	My heart felt like it was fluttering out of my chest all day, but I didn’t know why.

	That night, while lying in bed, I had a new question for Agatha. 

	“Aggie? What does it feel like? To be in love.” I stared at the wall as I patiently waited for her answer.

	She chuckled a little, I believed to herself, possibly reminiscing. “It feels like every part of you is floating away.” There was a short pause before she hesitantly asked, “Why do you ask?”

	“I was simply curious.” It was not a lie.

	I felt a tear slip from my eye as I realized . . . I was in love with the Reaper. 

	All the stars in the sky.

	 

	


Chapter Eight

	Emotionally Compromised

	The next morning, I remained in bed after waking, wanting to put off seeing the Reaper for as long as I possibly could. My revelation of the night before terrified me in more ways than I could fully grasp. Still, even if I spent five more minutes in bed, I had a job to do regardless of how I felt about it.

	Then again, perhaps there was something I could do about it.

	I jumped out of bed after being struck with the thought, making myself presentable as quickly as I could manage. I had to prevent myself from running all the way to my destination. 

	Outside the doors to the leader’s office, two Guards stood, eyeing me suspiciously.

	“I need to speak with him, Sirs,” I told them, desperation and mania mingling together in my tone no matter how I tried to calm myself.

	“He is very busy this morning,” the one on the left said. “We’ve been ordered not to bother him for any reason.”

	“It’s urgent, Sir.” I spoke with more force than I’d intended, but I did not apologize and my hand did not shoot over my mouth.

	“Urgent?” The other sneered. “What urgency could you possibly have?”

	I said, “More than you, who stands outside a door doing nothing every day, Sir.” 

	The first snorted, but the one I had directly insulted stepped closer with his hand held up to backhand me. 

	“What did you just say to me?” he snapped in utter disbelief, his hand still up, not yet having moved to make contact with me. I sincerely doubted that any servant had ever spoken to him in such a way.

	Our leader burst through the door.

	“What in the world is going on out here?” he demanded. 

	I looked past the Guard’s arm and hand, finding our leader standing there with a stunned expression on his face. 

	He grabbed the Guard, turning him around quickly. “Were you about to attack her?”

	“She insulted me, Sir,” he said in justification.

	“Did you deserve it?” 

	“W-What, Sir?” 

	“He did,” the first Guard said. 

	I blinked hard several times over the lax response.

	Our leader turned to me. “Now, what is this about?” He must not have noticed the informality, with the uproar of all else.

	I quickly put my thoughts together and said, “I need to speak with you about something urgent, Sir.”

	“And did you tell them as much?” 

	I nodded. “I did, Sir.”

	“You told us not to bother you, Sir,” the first stated. He had called him Sir that time.

	“Yes, I informed you not to bother me with nonsense, but wouldn’t you find it odd that she needed to speak to me so desperately she would risk a beating? Clearly, she was causing enough of a scene to draw me out.”

	“I was just following orders, Sir,” the first responded with an inappropriate amount of nonchalance.

	Our leader sighed, clearly exasperated. “Yes, well, if something incredibly out-of-place happens, you have my permission to fetch me. And if this one comes to me at any time, you’re to let her inside, given her assignment.” He paused for a moment. “Are we clear?”

	“Yes, Sir,” they both said. 

	I could not fathom why the first almost sounded as if he were mocking our leader, nor could I fathom why our leader would have such a relaxed Guard protecting his door. I supposed he must’ve typically been good at his job, impropriety aside. 

	It was not pertinent.

	Our leader stepped back into his office, and I ensured I didn’t so much as look at either of the Guards as I followed him.

	“That was what you were doing, wasn’t it?” he asked once I’d closed the door behind us. “Creating a scene to draw my attention?”

	“Mostly, Sir,” I admitted, trying to hide my discomfort. “And I partially said what I did because it was true.” 

	“Now, what is so important that you risked a beating for?” He leaned against his desk, not at all masking his amusement, staring at me where I stood halfway across the room from him. 

	I waited a moment, but it seemed he wasn’t going to even ask me what I’d said to insult the Guard. If he wasn’t . . .

	I took several steps forward and attempted to steel myself for whatever would happen next. “I apologize for causing trouble and drawing you away from your work, Sir.” For a moment I wondered how he had managed to stay alive to work for another month. They rarely lasted so long. I shook that thought from my head. “You told me once that I could come to you, if I needed to.”

	His brow furrowed. “I remember telling you that, yes. Has something happened?”

	“I . . .” I stared down at the floor for a few seconds, breathing deeply and attempting to summon enough courage to get the words out of my mouth. 

	The worst he could do was say no. 

	“I believe I need to return to my old assignment, Sir.”

	“I should tell you that you are not at liberty to choose your own life, shouldn’t I?” he asked. “I must admit, I’m too curious about the why to say that straight off.”

	Leaders never worried about the why, I knew. Rather than wonder about that, I blurted it out. “I have been emotionally compromised, Sir.”

	I was not expecting for him to laugh at my words. 

	He did, though. “What?” 

	“Emotionally compromised, Sir,” I repeated, nearly whispering and staring down at the floor. 

	“Emotionally compromised with a Reaper?” He was still chuckling.

	“Yes, Sir,” I admitted, still speaking to the floor.

	Movement from him drew my gaze.

	He straightened and stepped closer to me. “Why should that matter?”

	“It shouldn’t, Sir.”

	Several seconds passed before he asked, “So why would you think it would matter to me?” All amusement had gone from his voice, leaving only blankness in its wake.

	“I don’t, Sir,” I said. “I was simply hoping you would have mercy.”

	There was a long pause, likely spent—by the expression on his face being one of trying to work through something—contemplating the word mercy and its relevance to the situation. “Have you told anyone your feelings?” 

	I looked away to the wall, shaking my head and clenching my jaw hard in an attempt to keep it from quivering. 

	“Agatha?” he prodded. 

	I shook my head. 

	“Have you told him?” 

	Again, I shook my head. 

	“Why not?”

	When I forced myself to look at him, I saw that he was closer to me than I’d realized—leaning his body down, bringing his face quite near to mine. I stared at him as he blurred through a tear that welled and spilled. I mentally screamed at my quivering jaw and at myself for my inability to control it.

	“There is no point in telling anyone, Sir.” Despite my attempt to hide my emotions, and the rules against failing to do such things, a tiny sob built up inside me. I couldn’t stop it from happening. “Especially not him.” 

	He said nothing; he just stared at me.

	It took me too long to say, “I apologize for my reactions, Sir. I’m not accustomed to dealing with such things.” I breathed heavily as I strained to get my emotions under control. I stared into his eyes, and I waited.

	He stared into mine, and it took him a while to say, “I’m going to give you a special assignment for the day.”

	“Special assignment, Sir?” 

	“Yes, I want you to spend the day thinking over several things.”

	The thought of more things . . .

	I told him, “I already have too much in my head that I don’t want, Sir.”

	“Yes, I would imagine so.” He glanced in the direction of the window for a moment, absentmindedly rubbing at his forehead with several of his fingers before bringing both his hands to his sides. 

	I watched him rub the thumb of his right hand against the outside of his pointer finger a few times before both his hands balled up into loose fists. 

	I was looking into his eyes when he said, “I want you to think about what makes a person worthy of love from another, in any form of the word. I’m also curious to see if you can discover a way to continue duty, when feelings get in the way of it. I’m wondering if you can figure out the difference between good and evil. I’m mostly curious to see if some time away from him can give you the proper perspective.”

	I nodded, but that seemed like too much. How was I supposed to find answers for those questions? How could anyone find those answers? 

	I had to know, though . . . “Sir? Who will be taking my place for the day?” 

	“Why does it matter?” 

	“I need to instruct them to watch his food, Sir.”

	“Watch . . . his food?” 

	“To ensure it’s not poisoned during preparation, Sir.” I unwittingly fidgeted a little.

	He seemed to find that funny for some reason, momentarily turning his face away from me in an attempt to conceal a partial grin. “I will allow Agatha to take your place for the day, and you hers. I’m sure you don’t want to expose your feelings to her, but at least you can trust her. Is that fair?”

	“More than, Sir.” I was so relieved. I could deal with Agatha’s fury on the matter if she discovered my true feelings. I could trust her, and that was infinitely more important. “May I go now, Sir?”

	“Of course.” He waited until I was nearly to the door before he asked, “Do you really watch his food being prepared?”

	“I did.” I turned my head to look at him. “Every meal like a hawk, Sir, until I began preparing it myself.”

	“Did you ever realize the ingredients could be poisoned before you came in?” There was a curious expression on his face, his eyes narrowed almost mischievously.

	Discomfort beyond what already existed pushed itself within me. “I did eventually, Sir.”

	“So how can you ensure they’re not poisoned?” 

	I cleared my throat and stared down at the floor to admit, “I taste everything before I give it to him now, Sir.”

	Many long seconds passed before he asked, “Have you told him that?” 

	Rather than tell our leader I had not informed the Reaper of that particular information either, I took a deep breath and wiped another tear from my face. “May I go, please?” I nearly begged.

	“Of course,” he repeated. That time, he did not stop me with any more questions. 

	I’d made it halfway down the hall when I heard a commotion behind me. I turned around and found the Guard who’d almost hit me on the floor, clutching his face, blood streaming through his fingers. Standing over him was our leader. 

	I was positive he was smiling. 

	Hurriedly, I left the unbelievable scene in search of Agatha.
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	I found Agatha where she was every morning at the same time—cleaning the windows in the foyer. Dirty or not.

	She noticed me immediately, of course, as she was on guard constantly. 

	When I got close . . .

	“What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be working? Have you been crying? What’s wrong?”

	My head felt dizzy from my revelation, my conversation with our leader, the Guard on the floor, and Agatha’s seemingly endless stream of questions. 

	“I spoke with our leader,” I said, my voice much calmer than I felt. “You’re to switch places with me today.”

	“What?” 

	“Yes, you can go speak with him if you don’t believe me.”

	“Of course I believe your word.” She balled up her right fist and rested it on her hip. “But why?”

	“I don’t wish to explain.”

	She frowned. “Aster, you cannot come to me with madness and then not explain to me what’s going on.” 

	I bit down hard on my bottom lip and stared away from her, guilt pressing on my heart. 

	“It’s about that monster, isn’t it? Aster—”

	“I’ve had enough with you calling him that!” 

	Her jaw dropped, and I immediately stepped closer to her. 

	“I’m so sorry for shouting Aggie, I just . . .” I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

	Her shock dissipated, and I believed her voice was as apathetic as she could manage when she asked, “What room is he in?” 

	“Four.” 

	She began walking away the instant the number had come out of my mouth. 

	I rushed after her. “You have to watch his food being prepared.”

	She stopped and turned, disbelief all over her face. “What?” 

	“His food,” I nearly whispered. “Please.” 

	She shook her head, I believed at me, and turned again. 

	I rushed to catch up with her and tugged on her arm. “Can I trust you with this?”

	“It seems I’ve given you reason to believe you can’t trust me.” Her eyes were filled with sorrow. Or perhaps something else. “I am very sorry for that.”

	“Please,” I begged, tugging at her arm again.

	Her expression softened and she touched my hair. She forced a tight smile at me before saying, “You can always trust me, my flower.” 

	I nodded stiffly and watched her go. 

	I stood there, after she’d gone.

	I’d not anticipated feeling the way I did. I’d expected to miss his company and to wonder if he noticed my absence. I’d not known I would feel a heavy pit in my stomach, warning me that if I did not ensure his safety myself in whatever ways I was able, I could not be sure of it at all.

	I wondered if the shame inside me was worth it, so long as I could ensure he stayed alive while he was here. 

	Was it wrong to want him—a monster, a murderer—to live? Would I have to be evil like him in order to have fallen in love with him in the first place?

	Was he truly evil? Was he a monster for breaking a man’s wrist? Or was the man whose wrist he’d broken the true monster? All my time spent wondering about who he truly was, what he truly was, if anything was different from what I knew, and now . . . 

	I would not discover an answer.

	For once in my life since coming to the Valdour House, I had asked for something and received it. Asking for things, I had learned, was pointless. I hadn’t learned from having asked but knowing. 

	Nothing would be given. 

	The worst that could’ve happened, before, was asking and having reinforced that I could have nothing.

	I never thought I would regret asking for something so immensely.

	 

	


Chapter Nine

	Questions and Answers

	All day I did Agatha’s work, and all day I thought about the Reaper. I also thought about the things our leader had asked me to think over, though distantly at first. Try as I might, I could not initially put much thought into those other things. 

	Mostly I worried over the Reaper’s food. Stupidly, I found myself wondering if he missed my silent company the way I was missing his. I wondered whether Agatha was treating him horribly on account of my feelings for him and if she was terribly angry with me for forcing her to be around a Reaper.

	Halfway through the day, I forced myself to think on the subjects I had been given and absolutely nothing else. When I’d gotten through one of them, I went on to the next, until I believed I had found answers for them all that were satisfactory enough to placate our leader.

	Agatha did not speak to me that night, and I cried myself to sleep. She did not comfort me as she normally would have, had I been crying over something more acceptable. It was all right that she didn’t. I did not believe I would’ve comforted myself, had our roles been reversed.

	I could’ve been wrong.

	The next morning, I once more found myself standing outside our leader’s office. The improper-yet-polite Guard from before was standing there, but the other had been replaced with another. 

	“I’ll tell him you’re here, Miss,” the first Guard said.

	“Thank you, Sir,” I told him. 

	He gave me a stiff nod and stepped inside. He did not seem so easily amused and relaxed as he had the previous day. 

	When he emerged to inform me that our leader was waiting, I felt inclined to say, “I apologize for my words and actions yesterday, Sir.”

	“He had it coming.” He nodded toward the door. “Go ahead.” Even the small smile he offered me appeared to be somewhat stiff. Perhaps he was tired or having an unpleasant day, or perhaps he’d been reprimanded. 

	I did as he’d told and stepped inside without concerning myself over it further.

	“Good morning, Sir,” I said to our leader, quiet and somewhat stiff once I’d closed the door behind me. “I’ve come to answer the questions you gave me.”

	A sly grin appeared on his face. “Have you?” 

	“Yes, Sir.” 

	I eyed him with confusion when he stepped around his desk and plopped down onto the floor, crossing his legs in front of him. He leaned forward and patted the rug. 

	“I don’t understand, Sir.”

	“Have you called him by his name?” 

	“No, Sir.” I had not even called the Reaper by his name inside my head, though I did remember it.

	“Do you call him Sir?” 

	“Sometimes, Sir,” I admitted, wary that saying as much would result in some form of trouble for me no matter any insistences. 

	He waved me forward, appearing unruffled, so I took several steps closer to him.

	“For a few minutes right now, you’re going to sit down on the floor across from me,” he began. “You’re not going to call me Sir. We’re both going to ignore what we are, and we’re going to speak as friends.”

	“Friends, Sir?” My eyebrows seemed to strain as my forehead scrunched due to my confusion.

	“Friends,” he repeated.

	I shook my head slowly. “I’m sorry, Sir, but I learned a very long time ago there is no such thing.” 

	“And what led you to that conclusion?” he asked inquisitively.

	“It was my father’s friend who gave me to the Reaver that brought me here, Sir.” Agatha was the only person who knew as much. She was the only one who cared how I’d ended up here. I likely would not have answered her as freely now as I had when she’d asked the question.

	He narrowed his eyes. “Was it?” 

	I nodded in response. 

	He patted the rug once more. “Please. Sit.” 

	I cleared my throat as I stepped forward, sitting down several feet in front of him. 

	“For now, pretend there is such a thing as friendship.”

	“I don’t understand the purpose of it, but if that’s what you wish for me to do, Sir.”

	Our leader was so very strange.

	“No Sir,” he insisted. “The answers?” He leaned his back against the front of his desk and brought his legs up, wrapping his arms around them. He appeared quite young when he sat that way, and I wondered if he was the youngest leader who’d ever been here. I thought he might’ve been. If he wasn’t, then he was very close.

	Perhaps that was one of the differences, but perhaps it was not.

	“The first question was what makes a person worthy of love from another,” I began after a moment spent contemplating the bizarreness of it all. “But I must tell you that, when thinking on the questions, I found my personal opinions were likely different from what everyone else would think. I felt multiple answers were the only way to reach any sort of appropriate conclusion with them.”

	He grinned. “I didn’t ask for multiple answers.”

	“That may be true,” I said slowly, momentarily holding a breath in an attempt to calm myself down over this strange interaction. “But I believe there is no easy answer to difficult questions in life. At least not often, if there is.” 

	I paused to see if he had anything to say.

	If he did, he didn’t say it to me.

	After a short stretch of silence, I got to it. “I would assume people believe outwardly things are what make a person worthy of love. Status, beauty, petty acts of affection or endearment. . . . Things of that nature.”

	“And what would you believe makes a person worthy of it?” 

	“Heart,” I almost whispered. “Easier to say, but infinitely more difficult to comprehend.” I stared at my feet for a moment, shaking my head. “I’d never known that, sometimes, your heart can tell you things. I’ve come to understand that sometimes you cannot talk reason into it, no matter how hard you try to do so.” I cleared my throat. “I would prefer to answer the third question next.”

	He grinned again. “That’s fine.” 

	“You wanted to know if I could discover the difference between good and evil.” I chuckled a little as I wrapped my own arms around my legs near the knees. “I’ve always thought there was a black-and-white answer to it. Something was either good, or it was bad. There has never been an in-between with those two things for me. I’m wondering now if I’ve been mistaken.” I wondered now if I’d been mistaken over a great many things.

	“I didn’t hear an answer there,” he pointed out.

	“Intent,” I said. “It’s the reasons people have for doing things, I think. More so, possibly, than the actions they take.”

	He narrowed his eyes the slightest bit. “Did intent matter to you when you were forced into this life?” 

	“I was too young to understand intent at the time, Si—” I cut myself off. After a moment of seeming frozen passed, I took a deep breath. “Oh my.” I said that under my breath as realization dawned on me.

	“What is it?” 

	“Perhaps there is such a thing as friendship,” I said to the tops of my knees. “My father’s friend was possibly a friend to him, but not to me.”

	“But would you not agree that any friend of your father’s should be a friend to you?” he asked. “In the most basic of ways, at the very least.”

	“I’m not so sure it is such a simple thing,” I replied thoughtfully.

	“How do you mean?” 

	“He and his wife waited a month for my father to return,” I said. “It may not have been fair to give me away when I was not his to give, but how was it fair for me to be a burden on them when life itself is burden enough on us all?”

	“Still, was it not wrong?” He barely shrugged. “Was it not wrong for him to sentence you to a life of servitude when, by all means, you should not have been?”

	“It was the hand I was dealt, Sir,” I told him firmly. “Wondering why does not change what is.”

	“Maybe not, but do you believe he and his wife were haunted by their actions? And I don’t want to hear Sir again while we’re sitting on this floor together.” 

	I frowned and thought on his question for quite some time to formulate a response. “I would like to think that anyone who does wrong to another would be haunted by it, but I’m only my person. I wouldn’t presume to know the feelings of another.” 

	He sat there for a moment, brought one of his hands up, and rubbed at his chin. 

	“I would imagine they were haunted by it,” I added.

	“If you’ve just told me you couldn’t possibly know, what would make you say that?” 

	“He lied to the Reaver lady. He lied to her and told her I was his.”

	“Why would he do that?” he asked, his brow furrowing as though he had genuine interest. The events that merged my past life to my present had always been somewhat ambiguous, so I could partially understand his curiosity.

	“I’ve never understood it,” I admitted. “I always liked to think he did it for my father, but I cannot fathom why it would matter.” I cleared my throat uncomfortably. “I would sincerely appreciate if you’d not ask me any more questions on that particular subject.”

	He studied me for a long while. “Does the same grey answer apply to death?”

	“How do you mean?” I asked.

	“You know what Reapers do,” he said. “Is there a black-and-white answer for it?” 

	“I always thought there was.” I barely said it then cleared my throat. “I don’t know why they do the things they do. Possibly, if I did, I could answer your new question for you.”

	He leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on the tops of his knees, and then cupped his chin with his hands. “If they were forced into it?” 

	My brow furrowed. “The Reapers?” 

	He nodded. 

	“I would have to ask myself why someone so powerful would let anyone force them into anything they did not want to do. I cannot see how they ever would.”

	He grinned at me for a moment over his hands before chuckling a bit under his breath, and then he leaned his back against his desk once more. “The last? About perspective? Have you been able to find it?”

	“The second is paired with that one. You wanted to know whether I could find a way to continue duty when feelings became a hindrance to it.” I looked at the floor. “I believe I have found the proper perspective.”

	“And how did you come to it?” 

	“I couldn’t stop worrying about his food,” I admitted with an uncomfortable laugh. “I would rather ignore my feelings than the alternative.”

	He leaned forward again, crossing his legs once more and pressing his elbows into his knees. He looked hard into my face to ask, “Who ever told you that you weren’t allowed to feel?”

	“Everyone for the last ten years, Si—” I stopped myself and attempted to force some sort of passably pleasant expression onto my face.

	“How many times have you been told to stay out of the library?” 

	“More than I can put a number to.” It was not so difficult to smile then. “I’m sure you could take a proper guess at it, if you attempted to count the scars on my back.” 

	His face flinched.

	I felt inclined to add, “I apologize. I know you’ve already seen them. I didn’t mean for my words to sound as they did.”

	Several long seconds passed before he spoke next. “You’ve never listened to them when they told you to stay out of the library.” 

	“I’ve listened,” I told him. “I just never believed they were right.”

	His eyebrows rose. “So why would you believe they were right about everything else?”

	I opened my mouth and then closed it again. I smiled uncomfortably and scratched my bottom lip with one of my fingernails as I stared down at the rug. “For a moment, sitting here with you in this way, it was easy to forget that you could never understand.”

	“What do you mean?” 

	“What is a body, if it does not belong to the person occupying it,” I murmured.

	“Excuse me?” 

	“It’s just something one of the men in the Guard said before,” I told him, hearing myself chuckle shortly. “You’re asking why I would listen to people when they told me that I’m not permitted to feel, am I correct?” 

	He nodded. 

	“What is the point?”

	He said nothing; he simply appeared bemused. 

	“What is the point?” I repeated in a much firmer tone. “What could be the purpose of feeling something when I am not my own person? What does it matter, when my time is not mine to give? What does it matter when my own body is not mine to give?” I chuckled shortly again, trying to hold onto the somewhat forced amusement. “You’ve given me questions, and I have given you answers. Can you give me an answer to that, Sir?”

	He reached his hand out as if he were going to rest it on my knee. Halfway through, he seemed to think twice and simply left it suspended in the air. 

	His eyebrows were again up when he said, firm, “Because you are alive.”

	“I am property, Sir,” I said through gritted teeth. “Property does not feel. Property does not have emotion. Property has nothing to offer. Property has a function.” I shook my head at him contemptuously. “You may say I am alive, but at the end of the day I will still go to sleep knowing what I am and what I’m forced to be. Your words are nothing more than empty sentiment. Your words change nothing.” 

	I stood and began walking toward the door without asking him permission to leave. 

	“Where are you going?” I heard at my back.

	“To do my job, Sir,” I answered as I walked.

	“Aster,” he said, making me stop myself. Slowly, he stood and walked over to me. He waited until he was directly in front of me before he spoke again. “He’s gone.”

	“Gone . . . Sir?” It felt as though all the air had escaped from my lungs at once. 

	I hardly noticed him nod his head, or rest his hand on my shoulder as I attempted to process the two words.

	He’s gone.

	“Would it comfort you to know he shared your feelings?” 

	“No, Sir, it would not.” I was surprised by the loudness of my voice as I pushed his hand away and stepped backward. I shook my head at him in disbelief. “Your lies are a poison in my head.” 

	I did not give him the opportunity to say anything else. I rushed from the room and continued rushing until I made it to the familiar stone balcony. And then I fell to the floor, put my face in my hands, and I cried. 

	I was unsure how long it took me to remember that the room—and balcony—was compromised. I hadn’t needed it in so long . . .

	I’d forgotten.

	I tried so hard to comprehend everything and how it made me feel—a churning in my stomach and some strange sort of pain in my chest. It felt both heavy and empty at once.

	I did not stay on the balcony long, because I had to see for myself. 

	I walked fast through the House until I came to room number four. The door did not open, though I stood there for a long moment waiting for it to. Eventually, I turned the knob myself and stepped inside. The drapes were hanging but open, and nothing was out of place, apart from one thing. 

	A small piece of paper rested on the desk.

	I realized there were no words written on it when I moved closer, but it was not blank. It was a picture of a heart—two curved lines, connected together. 

	I fought back the image of a small hand holding a stick, digging it into the dirt. 

	Look, Father, I drew this for you, a high-pitched voice sounded in my head. 

	I shook the memory away before it could progress any further.

	I felt as though our leader had done this, that he’d come in after the Reaper had gone and left this here to further poison my mind. 

	But there was a blotting of ink on the edge of the page, like the ones he left on those letters he would write. When I looked up, there was a smudging on one of the windows in the precise place it had been the first time he’d done it. The desk was moved a couple inches to the left, like I would’ve done when he was out. 

	He was gone.

	I cleared my throat and took one step forward.

	I had never taken anything in the Valdour House. I had never taken the books from the library. I had never taken anything. 

	But I took the tiny piece of paper, and I tucked it inside my shirt. I’d never had anything that was mine before, not in such a long time.

	The small piece of paper with a heart drawn on it . . . 

	That small piece of paper was mine. And the Reaper had given it to me. 

	 

	


Chapter Ten

	Proper Perspective

	I did not work at all that day, and it was the first time since coming here that I hadn’t. I laid on the stiff bed I shared with Agatha, waiting for our leader to come and have me beaten for my insubordination. I waited, though I knew he would not do it.

	I spent half the time crying over my wasted and pointless feelings, over the leader’s lies, and simply because the Reaper was gone. The other half of the time I spent staring down at the tiny heart on the small piece of paper. Several times, I traced it with my finger, imagining him sitting there staring out the window with his pen resting on it. How long had he sat there?

	Agatha found me that night and, unlike the night before, she did comfort me. She pulled me somewhat into her lap and ran her fingers through my hair. For a long time, she did not say anything. 

	“I couldn’t bear to tell you he was leaving last night,” she told me eventually. 

	I pulled away from her and stared disbelievingly into her face. “You knew?” I asked through my quivering jaw. Why hadn’t anyone told me? I could’ve . . .

	I could not have done anything.

	She nodded and a tear fell from the corner of her eye. “Oh, my flower.” She shook her head. “How can you love a monster?” 

	I glanced down at the paper in my hands. 

	“What is that?” she demanded. 

	I brought it up to my chest, holding onto it tightly, and I watched her take a deep breath. 

	“What is it?” she asked more calmly. 

	I held it out to show her but did not allow her to take it from me. 

	“Did he leave this for you?” 

	I nodded. 

	“Does he even have a heart to leave with you?” 

	“That was my next question.” A small sob built up inside me.

	“What?” 

	“I let myself say two sentences to him every day,” I admitted. “I was going to ask him today if he had a heart.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me any of this?” Both sorrow and shame were clear in her voice and expression.

	“Because you would call him a monster and tell me not to let him in my head,” I said. “I tried to keep him out, Aggie. I just . . . couldn’t do it.”

	She grabbed hold of my hands, gripped them hard, and stared into my eyes to very slowly say, “He kills people, Aster. It is his occupation. It is his life. Do you understand that?” 

	I nodded my head in response. 

	“How?”

	“He wasn’t a monster to me,” I told her, not bothering to hide the desperation in my voice.

	“How he was with you doesn’t change what he truly is.” She spoke firmly. “All Reapers are monsters. It does not matter how they treat one person, with all the other things they do. You cannot get around the fact that they are evil.” 

	I pulled my hands away and heard a quiet laugh escape from my mouth as I scratched at my bottom lip. 

	“What’s funny?”

	Too many things clicked together inside my head at once. 

	Would it be better, then, to have someone love me in private and scorn me in public as Camden would have? 

	No, I could not believe that it would. When it came to love, only the people involved should matter. I may not have known much about it, but I knew that. How could you love a person who had no respect for you, no genuine care? I would rather love someone the world believed was a monster, if that person treated me differently—better—than everyone else had. 

	I had seen so many monsters in my life.

	The tears had stopped falling from my eyes when I looked to her to say, “Don’t worry, Aggie. He’s gone. You don’t have to burden yourself with my feelings for him any longer. I finally have the proper perspective.”

	I did not cry again.
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	The next morning, I was halfway through changing out of my nightclothes and into my work clothes when there was a knock at the door. 

	“Who in the world could that be?” Agatha wondered aloud on her way to answer it. 

	Frustrated, I hastily pulled my shirt over my head and tugged it down so I wouldn’t expose myself to whomever it was should she—in some absentmindedness due to the oddity—open it without checking my state. 

	“Sir?”

	“My god,” our leader said as I turned around. He was staring around our room in what appeared to be disbelief. “Is this how you all live?”

	“No, Sir,” I retorted. “We’re simply standing in here for the spectacular view.”

	“Aster!” Agatha snapped shrilly. She turned back to him, completely ignoring his laughter at my rude words. “I apologize, Sir. She has been quite distraught since yesterday.”

	“Oh yes, I’m aware,” he said. “I must admit a good deal of that is my own fault.”

	“Your fault, Sir?” Agatha asked, puzzled.

	I realized he’d been staring at our bed for an extended amount of time when he looked at Agatha and asked, “Do you not even have pillows?”

	“Pillows, Sir?” she asked.

	I drew his attention to me with, “You’re kidding, aren’t you?” 

	“Aster!” Agatha turned on me, gaping. “Do you want him to beat you for not calling him Sir?”

	“Are you going to beat me, Sir?” I taunted, grinning, knowing he wouldn’t.

	After a few seconds, he looked from me to Agatha. “It’s difficult when love is ripped away, is it not? One should be granted a small amount of leeway in grievance of it. Wouldn’t you agree?”

	“You’re asking my opinion, Sir?” She was clearly shocked.

	“Yes. It is unfair when circumstances or people rip love away, don’t you think? Hard on the soul to deal with the loss.”

	I watched her suck her top lip into her mouth as she stared at the floor. I barely heard her words when she spoke. “Yes, Sir. It is very hard on the soul.”

	He clasped his hands behind his back and, in a businesslike manner, said, “I would like a few minutes alone with her, if you wouldn’t object.”

	Agatha’s brow furrowed. “Alone, Sir?” 

	“Yes, I would imagine she has some very nasty things to say to me,” he told her, clearly amused. “None of which you would approve, I’m sure.”

	“Why would she have nasty things to say to you, Sir?” When he didn’t answer her, she added, “Will she be punished for it, Sir? Her behavior.”

	“I can assure you she will not.”

	“No matter what, Sir?” 

	He smiled at her and words spilled out of her mouth. 

	“I worry about her mental state, Sir. She’s been surprising me so often lately that I feel as if I don’t know her at all.”

	He glanced at me in time to catch my reaction to Agatha’s words. I only allowed the feeling of being slapped in the face to remain in my expression for a moment, and I quickly forced my narrowed eyes to return to normal. 

	“She won’t be punished,” he reiterated.

	“And you’ll not harm her, Sir?” she pressed.

	He looked disgusted and sounded the same when he said, “Of course not.” 

	She spared one last glance at me before leaving as he’d asked. 

	As soon as the door closed behind her, I could not stop myself from speaking in a tone of false excitement. 

	“Is it a day where we’re to sit on the floor and pretend to be friends, Sir? Or is it a day of lies? Or another of both, like yesterday?” I plopped down on the floor, smiling hugely at him. “You could sit down with me here and imagine you were me, being thrown on this very spot as a child. Would you like to pretend to be my equal, Sir?” I heard myself laughing heartily when I added, “I must admit that I would very much like to see it.”

	I watched him step forward, carefully, and sink onto the floor in front of me. His voice was small when he said, “I am truly sorry for what you’ve been given in life.”

	“Given?” I asked in bewilderment. “What exactly, Sir, have I been given?” I heard myself laugh again. “Oh no, I’ve forgotten I don’t have to use a title while we’re on the floor together, isn’t that right, Sir?”

	He said nothing. He simply stared at me. 

	Time passed of it, and the humor faded from me.

	I asked him, “Did anyone see you come down here?” 

	He shook his head at me, not as an answer, but in confusion. 

	“Do you realize how it will look if you’re caught down here? Do you know what that will cause for me?”

	“Cause for you?” he said, still not understanding.

	I leaned forward, my face scrunching up in disgust at him, at everyone. “Do you think I don’t hear them, Sir? When I walk by?”

	“Hear who saying what? What are you talking about?”

	“All of them,” I said. “The Guard, the ignorant servers. Even some of the other servants.” 

	The expression on his face told me he hadn’t the vaguest idea what I was speaking of. 

	“There goes the Reaper’s whore.” I realized I was chuckling under my breath when I added, “I don’t even know what the word means in their minds, but I can gather enough. Now, if they find out you’ve been down here alone with me, they can call me your whore as well. Though what loss of myself and what I’m paid in exchange . . . they seem to know far better than I.”

	He reached a hand out, likely in an attempt to comfort me. 

	Quickly I said, “Please do not touch me any more, Sir.” 

	He brought his hand back to himself, and I fought against the tears threatening to well in my eyes. 

	I would be stronger than the tears now. I had to be. “Are we being friends, Sir? Is that what we’re doing right now?”

	“Yes,” he said softly, his hands clasped in his lap.

	“If we’re being friends, I would like to confide in you.” 

	He nodded his head and, for a moment, I felt as though I were on the verge of insanity. 

	“Agatha asked me last night how I could love a monster. And I cannot tell you how many times I’ve heard it over these past weeks. They say it quietly, but they want me to hear them.” I nodded. “‘Look at her smiling as she goes to see that monster.’ ‘Look at her testing his food for him.’” I paused and, very slowly, added, “What sort of person can love a monster?”

	He said nothing. 

	“I have gained the proper perspective, Sir, and I would very much like to tell you why. I believe if I can just tell one person, I wouldn’t feel as though I needed to scream in his defense to everyone. Our fictitious friendship seems the perfect opportunity, so please . . . Ask me the question.”

	I sat there and I waited for it. I waited quite some time for the inevitable query. 

	“How can you love a monster?” 

	I felt the corners of my mouth tugging up. “Ten years I’ve been here.” I finally felt and sounded placid, having it asked by someone to my face who would actually listen to the answer. When it was finally a question and not a statement. “I’ve heard about all the horrors that can happen to women. I’ve heard about all the horrors of the Reapers. I’ve heard the secrets and the lies whispered by people in the crevices of this House. I’ve watched so many people in your position cycle through here and be murdered for another power-hungry monster to take up residence.” I paused, and I stared at him. “They’ve got it all wrong, you see. They’re all wrong.”

	“About what?” 

	“Everything,” I breathed.

	“And how could you know that?” 

	I stared at the floor for a moment, contemplating. Then, I took a breath and looked up at our leader’s face to say, “Because being around him and knowing he was here . . . it’s the only time I’ve ever felt safe in these ten years.”

	“You felt safe with a Reaper?” He appeared stunned. 

	“Very,” I answered. He pursed his lips at me as I asked, “You said before that you know I’m more intelligent than I let on. How intelligent do you believe me to be?”

	“Why are you asking?” 

	I felt a slow smile spreading across my face. Very deliberately, I leaned forward and whispered, “I know what you are.”

	He chuckled. “What are you talking about?” 

	“Are you going to break my neck, Sir?” I whispered in a tone of mock-innocence. 

	I watched as he narrowed his eyes and tilted his head slowly to one side. 

	“You shouldn’t do that. It gives you away.”

	Immediately, he stood and stormed toward the door. As soon as he opened it, he snapped, “I’ve allowed you to attempt to eavesdrop this entire time. I’m going to have to insist you leave now.”

	“I sincerely apologize, Sir.” Agatha’s voice quavered. 

	“I need you to leave.” He didn’t want her apologies. He wanted her to go.

	I saw her peek around his arm at me, and I couldn’t stop myself from grinning at her. 

	“I won’t hurt her. Go.” When she didn’t move right that instant, he said, “Now.”

	She did.

	He stormed back over to me after slamming the door, and I continued sitting serenely on the floor. 

	“What are a few secrets between friends, Sir?” I asked him, still using the innocent tone. 

	I had seen our leader joking, amused, and serious. For the first time, I could see a different person lurking beneath the surface. I could see the uncertainty in his eyes. How did I know? Was I bluffing? 

	“If you’re not going to kill me, I’d prefer that you sat back down in our friend space.”

	He did in fact sit himself back down, his form much stiffer than I’d ever seen it. “Did he tell you?” 

	“No, he didn’t. Do you believe me incapable of discerning something on my own?”

	He looked into my eyes as if searching for something as he slowly shook his head. “No.” All at once, almost all traces of the young man I’d come to know as our leader vanished. I supposed he found whatever he was searching for. “But you are far more perceptive than I would’ve given you credit for.”

	“Would you like to know how I figured it out?” I asked. “That way you’re able to work on your form.” 

	When he nodded, I got to it. 

	“First, you’re still alive.” 

	He smirked, though I was not joking. 

	“You pretend to care, when none of them have.”

	“And how would you deduce what I am from that?” he scoffed. “From caring?”

	“It’s out of character,” I told him matter-of-factly.

	He narrowed his eyes.

	I carried on, with my attempt at assistance. “They don’t care. None of them have. You ask me questions about why. They don’t care about the why in anything.” I paused to ensure my tone would be entirely serious when I said, “I don’t know why you’re here, but you were not given proper information about the way you should behave.”

	He sat there staring at me for a moment before he said, “Still, that is not enough.” 

	“The questions you made me think about for you,” I went on. “When I imagine the questions he would want answers for . . . they are very similar.”

	“How so?” 

	“That first night I met him, he thanked me for calling him a monster,” I said. “I would imagine he would wonder what made a person worthy of being loved. At first, I believed you wanted me to answer those questions in an attempt to give me perspective in my own life. You were asking for yourself. Weren’t you?”

	He continued to narrow his eyes at me until, all at once, he stopped. He took a deep breath, smiled, and shook his head. 

	“The questions,” I started again. “About the food.” 

	“What about them?” 

	“You were stunned I would do it for him,” I stated. “Anyone else would’ve been appalled. I’ve seen it enough to know. You weren’t disgusted, only stunned.” 

	I heard him let out a small breath, as if he were still stunned on the matter. 

	“I would imagine that, had I not divulged my feelings for him, you would’ve assumed I did it out of duty.” I shook my head. “I would not do that out of duty for anyone in this world, I can assure you. And I would willingly take any punishment I’d receive for my refusal of such a thing.” 

	He said nothing.

	“Do you want to know when it really hit me?”

	“I do,” he admitted.

	Quiet, I said, “When I caught you smiling for breaking that man’s face.”

	He leaned back almost lazily on his hands, and I watched that same slow smile spreading on his face again. And I felt quite certain . . .

	That’s him.

	“Will you be done telling me lies now, Sir?”

	“Ahren,” he said. “You can call me Ahren.”

	I leaned forward and whispered, “Your secret is safe with me.” 

	He must’ve believed me when I told him, because he did not kill me.

	 

	


Chapter Eleven

	Ahren

	The following day, new beds—with pillows—were hauled down to the servants’ quarters. It was a large thing that had all the servants in as much of an uproar as they would get to, which was a hushed and rushed one. There was a great deal of hurrying to tell one another, which was how I learned of it. Someone had hurried into the room I was in, looked around it, realized it was only me, and left without a word. The strangeness drew me out, where I discovered those beds and such being hauled down. Finding several others speaking quietly to one another with a sense of confusion, awe, and urgency before rushing themselves in directions they shouldn’t have been going confirmed for me that they were in fact informing one another.

	I went to Ahren’s office to ask why he was wasting such things on us and why he would bother with it at all. 

	He’d looked up from the papers on his desk and said, “Because I don’t care about any of that.” 

	It made me wonder what, exactly, he was doing holding office and why, exactly, he was there.

	I knew he worked, though I could not figure out what he actually worked on. I assumed whatever he was doing had nothing to do with being in control of the city and that he’d been placed here on some sort of mission. I had to assume that, if he did not care about this wretched city, he was more of a friend than I ever could’ve known. I despised this place and its repulsive people with every fiber of my being.

	When I was finished with working that day, it wasn’t long at all before he showed up at my room. I was alone there at the time, and I allowed him in.

	We were only very shortly into a conversation when Agatha opened the door, halting herself at the sight of him standing in the middle of the room.

	He told her with a smile, “We were just discussing the room. I hope you’ll be satisfied.” He then let himself out.

	She looked to me with a baffled expression and question in her eyes.

	I nodded. “We truly were just discussing the room.” 

	I did not tell her that we’d mostly been discussing it as a meeting point, as the place least likely to be overheard.

	You’ll be seen, I’d told him.

	He’d assured me of a plan for that, and time began passing.

	Ahren told people he was speaking to me about improving the life of staff in our House. And he did talk to me about that, but we mostly discussed other things. 

	I gave him pointers on how he should be behaving—as supreme dictator—and he listened to me. He didn’t usually follow advice, though I believed he appreciated my tips on things he should not do if he didn’t want to be discovered as a Reaper. I’d always assumed they would’ve been better taught. It did cause me to wonder what else I might’ve been wrong about.

	I told him secrets I’d overheard during the last ten years. I told him about dirty citizens and their atrocious affairs. I told him about a lot of things I had never once spoken of. I had never even told Agatha about those secrets, though I always listened intently when she would tell me information she’d overheard. 

	I still did my work of course, although Ahren went through the list of things that we were all required to do and made some adjustments. 

	We did not have to dust the same rooms every single day. We did not have to reclean things that were already clean. 

	There was one day in my room where he and I had a long discussion as to what point, precisely, something could be considered unclean. He laughed a great deal at what I had to say on the matter, and I felt . . .

	It was a pleasant experience.

	I still did not feel entirely safe, but I felt a contentedness—not only for myself but for the others in the House as well. They were pointlessly worked too hard. 

	I’d always wanted the leaders to go so I could return to the library. 

	I did not want Ahren to die. Truly, he was . . . a nice young man, despite what he was. I at some point began not to worry so much about when I could return to the library. Before, it had been the only positive thing to look forward to in my life. Since the Reaper had come, it did not seem so important. 

	I kept the paper the Reaper had given me inside my shirt while I was awake, and I slept with it beneath my pillow at night, clutched tightly in my hand. Sometimes, while walking with Ahren in the halls, I would catch him staring at the little lump of it near my collarbone. He never asked me what it was, and I did not tell him.

	I didn’t give myself a two-sentence allotment with Ahren because I did not worry about him invading my head. I enjoyed his company. After a month or so, I came to truly consider him a friend. There was something about him that made me feel at home, something comforting. We still sat together on the floor when we were alone in a room, but he did not treat me any differently when we were standing. He never made me call him Sir, and I did not accidentally use it in sentences when speaking to him.

	Over that time, two different Reapers visited. I didn’t ask Ahren if it would be him. Ahren would tell me that we’d be expecting a guest and then willingly offer me the information that it was not. 

	The other Reapers only stayed for a night or two before they would leave to go on their next mission. I did not go anywhere near either of them, nor was I expected to. My daily life almost in no way changed on the days of their arrival, past the two sentences or so that he would take to inform me that it wasn’t him.

	I asked Ahren once why he had stayed for so long when the others never did. 

	He’d said it was because of me. He always smiled at me in a sad sort of way when speaking of it.

	Agatha believed me to be in love with Ahren. When I would tell her I was not, she would assure me that love may blossom yet. She did not know he was a Reaper, of course, or she would never have approved. Sometimes, I wanted to tell her he was, simply so she would shut her mouth on the matter. But I would take his secret to my grave. No matter how Agatha persisted, I could not see him in that way. 

	It was approximately two months after our first conversation in my quarters that I bluntly asked him why he was here. I’d been hoping he would tell me on his own.

	He hadn’t.

	He ran his hand along the grey stone wall as we walked down the corridor. “Because I have to be.”

	“Do you have someone test your food?” I asked him, chuckling.

	“Would you do it?” 

	“No, I most certainly would not.” I fought the urge to allow my laughter to turn into hysterics. 

	He stopped walking.

	I stopped with him and asked, “What’s wrong?” 

	“I’m just wondering . . .” He looked down at me. “Do you regret not telling him how you feel?”

	“I still am what I am. I could never truly have anything with a person.” I paused and apologetically added, “And being what he is, I doubt he truly could either.”

	He nodded and resumed walking. 

	I followed and after a moment asked, “Have you ever been in love?” 

	“Yes.” Had everyone? Was it unavoidable?

	“And did you tell her how you felt?” I looked over at him as we walked together. 

	He didn’t meet my gaze, nor did he make an effort to answer me for a while. 

	I kept watching him.

	Eventually, he shrugged before saying, “She could never have seen past what I was.”

	“Did you give her the chance to?”

	He suddenly stopped and stared hard at me. “Should a person have to try to make another see past what they are?” His brow furrowed. “I don’t believe it should be that way. Do you?”

	I reached out, having a strange urge to comfort him, but I pulled my hand back.

	I said, quiet, “Sometimes eyes don’t work as well as we’d like for them to. It takes a moment to adjust to the sun when you’re not accustomed to it.” I shook my head distractedly and said, “I should get back to work.” 

	“So should I.”
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	The next morning, Ahren opened the door to my quarters—without knocking—just as I was slipping the piece of paper into its proper place inside my shirt. 

	I gaped at him over my shoulder, in a way amused at him but mostly relieved he’d not caught me just shortly before. “Are you being exceptionally rude this morning?” 

	When he did not laugh like I expected him to, I turned to face him. I watched as he stepped into the room and sat down on my bed. 

	Agatha and I had our own separate beds now. 

	He never sat on mine.

	“Apparently so,” I added. I was somewhat confused, not knowing why there was a change in his behavior.

	“Will you do me a favor?” he asked gravely.

	“Of course,” I told him without hesitation. “So long as your request involves nothing of food.” When he remained grim, I frowned at him. “What in the world is wrong with you this morning? Are we not friends anymore?” Was falling out of friendship easier than falling into it?

	“Of course we’re friends.” His eyes narrowed almost mischievously at me. “If I were to tell you we’re to have a special guest, what would you do?”

	I stood entirely still, not even breathing. I could not allow myself to hope it would be him. I forced myself to breathe before saying, “I wouldn’t imagine I could do much of anything, Ahren.” I frowned. “Is there to be another ridiculous party, then?”

	“No party.”

	I cleared my throat and began tidying the already-tidy room to distract myself. I just couldn’t stand still to ask, “Was it not a successful mission?”

	“It was a successful mission. He just insisted there be no party.”

	I took a deep breath. “Is it him?” I asked, tightly squeezing the clothes I’d picked up. 

	I watched a slow smile spread across Ahren’s face. 

	“Is it really?” 

	He nodded.

	I still could not allow myself to hope. I would have to see him to believe it as truth. 

	Ahren finally removed himself from my bed and came to stand in front of me. I did not flinch when he removed the clothes I was holding, put them back where they had been, and took my hands in his. I was simply too stunned to take real note of it. 

	“Tell him how you feel,” he urged. “Please.”

	A stiff laugh fell out of my mouth. “Why?” 

	Softly, he said, “Because I don’t want you to make the same mistakes I’ve made.”

	I smiled at him and looked down at the floor to shake my head. 

	The smile immediately dropped away from my face. “Ahren, why is there blood on your hands?” I pulled my own hands away.

	“Don’t worry about it,” he said quickly, hiding them behind his back as if that would make me forget what I’d seen.

	“Who have you beaten?” I demanded.

	“How do you know I haven’t killed someone?” He sounded far more amused by it than he should’ve been. 

	“Because your own knuckles are bloody.” I took a step closer to him. “Who have you beaten?” 

	I didn’t flinch when he used one of his bloody hands to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. I didn’t always have to wear my hair up now, though I still did while I was working. Most of the time.

	“Don’t worry about it,” he insisted when he’d replaced that same hand behind his back once more.

	“Ahren, was it one of the servants?”

	“What?” He gaped for a moment and seemed to be working through what I’d asked. “Of course not. It was one of the Guard.”

	“And what did he do?” 

	He looked away, shrugging his shoulders. “He made some remarks.” 

	“Remarks about what?” I asked, unrelenting. 

	He brought his gaze back down to my face. “Remarks about you.” 

	I fought against the urge to laugh. “Do you remember what I told you about words?” I asked him. “Words mean nothing. Don’t let remarks about me jeopardize your mission, Ahren.”

	“You don’t know my mission,” he stated in a firm tone.

	“You’re right, I don’t,” I conceded. “But I’m hoping that at least part of it entails burning this wretched city to the ground.”

	A few seconds passed before he narrowed his eyes, somewhat playfully. “And what if it doesn’t?” 

	I shouldered past him with a sigh. “Then I will simply have to do it myself.” 

	He and I both laughed as we walked toward the door together, but all at once I stopped moving, feeling like I could go no farther until I was absolutely certain. 

	“Is it really him coming? Is it really?”

	He smiled widely when he said, “I promise.”

	I couldn’t convince Agatha that there was nothing between Ahren and me in the way she for some reason hoped. One day, she’d told me she was certain he was falling in love with me. Judging by the genuine smile on his face when he told me the Reaper was returning, I knew it was not possible. Ahren was a friend, more of a friend than I ever could’ve asked for. Though I never would’ve. 

	If only Agatha could’ve understood.

	Ahren helped me comprehend so much more about giving time. I had wondered before if it was the same when it was given to anyone. I fully knew now that it was not. Time with Ahren was enjoyable, but it was not the same as giving time to anyone else. I was glad to find there could be many different kinds of time given and that more than one of them could be a pleasant experience.

	I did not let myself wonder why the only people I enjoyed spending time with were those that others considered monsters, nor did I let myself dwell on what that said of my person.

	I was beginning to believe everything was backwards—that the monsters were people, and the people monsters.

	Was everyone wrong, or was I?

	 

	


Chapter Twelve

	Sad Stories and Hope

	I managed to avoid Agatha for the first half of the day, but I was unsuccessful in my attempts at work. Every few minutes, I would lose myself in thought and realize I was staring off into the distance. I found myself pacing in the foyer several instances, each of them taking quite a while before I would stop and wonder how in the world I’d even ended up there.

	Ahren found me on one such occasion and laughed boisterously at me. It did not make me angry, as it would have if he were anyone else, only slightly embarrassed. 

	“One of the Guard told me you’d been here on and off all morning,” he said, a warmth in his eyes that was visible to me as he stepped closer. “Come take a walk with me. It will get your mind off the waiting. Walking is all you’re doing right now anyway. You may as well have some company while you do it.”

	I sighed and followed him, sparing one glance over my shoulder at the main door of the House as we made our way away from it. 

	I hadn’t really meant to glance a second time, but I realized he’d caught me when meeting gazes with him.

	His eyebrows rose minutely. “Have you ever heard of playing hard to get?”

	“No,” I answered. “What would be the purpose of it?”

	He chuckled, the laugh lines around his eyes crinkling. “To make things interesting.” 

	“How do you play?” I asked, curious. 

	For some reason, my question made him laugh so hard that he had to stop walking. I peeked around the corner of the wall we’d stopped at to look at the main door again.

	When he’d stopped laughing enough to speak somewhat properly—properly enough to be understood, at least—he said, “You keep a person at a distance to make them more interested in you.”

	“All the stars!” I exclaimed. “Is that why he has feelings for me? Because I’ve hardly spoken to him? Oh my, I didn’t know things worked that way. How am I supposed to tell him the way I feel about him, then? Wouldn’t that defeat the purpose of it?” I gaped at him, suddenly unsure of myself.

	“Oh.” He covered his mouth to keep from chuckling again, or to keep it from being so obvious that he was or might, which in a great many ways defeated the purpose. “You are so very bad at this, aren’t you?”

	“You say I’m bad at this, yet you’re the one giving me two entirely different explanations for what I should do.” I scrunched my face at him in an affectionately teasing sort of way and began walking again. 

	Shortly after he began following me, I thought on something. 

	“Did you ever wonder if that girl you were in love with simply enjoyed playing that game you just mentioned?”

	“Oh, I’m sure she didn’t.” His gaze was somewhat down at his feet as we strolled, his hands held loose at his sides.

	“What does that mean?” 

	He snorted and glanced at me from the corner of his eye. 

	It took me a moment to gather what he’d alluded to. “Oh. You mean she was like the server girls here.”

	“No.” He snorted again. “She wasn’t like them at all. I believe she loved me very much for a time.”

	“But you said—”

	“That she could never have gotten past what I was?” 

	When I nodded, he continued. 

	“Well, she ran screaming from the room when I told her, if that paints the picture for you.”

	I shook my head. “That’s preposterous.”

	“Is it?” 

	He halted mid-step, and I with him. There was a moment of silence as he tilted his head, likely listening for footsteps or breathing that should not have been there. He did it quite often when we spoke. 

	“How did you react?” he finally asked. “You bawled didn’t you, when I assigned you to him? You’ve trained yourself to show nothing for most of your life and you still couldn’t hold yourself together. Would you have run screaming from the room if you hadn’t been expected to hide your emotions?”

	“I didn’t love him at the time,” I said softly, my eyes momentarily downcast as I thought hard on his situation. “How could she have reacted that way if she loved you? Did you give her the chance to think it over? Perhaps she came to her senses on the matter.”

	“She didn’t have the time in life to think it over.” The weight of his words sunk in the vast silence of the corridor.

	“Oh.” The word barely escaped from between my lips. “I’m very sorry. Would you like to tell me about her? Or would it make you too sad?”

	He took a deep breath and continued walking. It was a long while before he spoke again. 

	I walked and waited.

	“She had the most beautiful hair.” 

	“Hair?” I hadn’t known that males paid any attention to hair, unless they felt it their responsibility to ensure all things were just so. It was just something on a person’s head, so I couldn’t fathom why they would.

	“Yes,” he said. “It was the same color as my mother’s hair, like straw. But it was so soft it felt like air when I touched it.” 

	I began attempting to envision the girl Ahren had loved, which would’ve made me smile . . . if she weren’t dead. 

	“I remember, when she would look at me, sometimes it was almost as if her brown eyes were glowing, like fire. She was beautiful.”

	I couldn’t imagine seeing such a thing in or from someone. I also couldn’t imagine what a person would have to feel or see, to be capable of seeing someone in such a way.

	It took me a moment, but I asked him, quiet, “Was she a nice girl?” 

	“That would depend entirely upon your definition of the word.” He gazed off into the distance, presumably reminiscing. 

	I felt my cheeks burn a little when I gathered what he was speaking about. 

	“She was sweet to me, which was far more than what I was accustomed to,” he added.

	“May I ask you . . .” We stopped again, and I looked up at him, the gravity of my question clear. I didn’t have to say the words.

	He knew what I wanted to ask him, and he asked the question for me.

	“How she died?” 

	I nodded, sure that I couldn’t have actually said the words to him, but his back was partially to me. I wondered if he could hear my brain rattling around inside my head. 

	“Her entire family was assassinated.”

	“Ahren?” I said on a breath. “By whom?”

	I watched his shoulders rise as he took in a deep breath. “By a Reaper.” 

	I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing at all came out of it. 

	He turned around and I watched the struggle he was enduring to belittle the reality of the situation with some futile attempt at a comforting facial expression. “They’re dead now.”

	I nodded my head again although I did not know if he was talking about her family, the Reaper, or . . . if he had done it himself and it had killed a part of him in the process. No matter how well I’d come to know Ahren, it was worrisome that I could not figure out which he meant. And I was too afraid to ask. 

	“Would you like to tell me about your mother?” I asked in an attempt to change the subject. If his lady had reminded him—even if only in one way—of his mother, perhaps it would be a more pleasant thing for him to speak of.

	“One day,” he told me, still struggling in the same way he had been. I realized then that a story of his mother would not be a happy memory, either.

	I had never really spoken to very many people before, especially not to the extent where they would feel comfortable with telling me personal aspects of their past. I was more than slightly ashamed of myself for never realizing that everyone in the world—even the people you would never suspect—had their own sad stories to tell. I was not as alone as I’d always believed.

	For the first time, I wondered if being locked away inside this House for most my life had spared me from having far worse experiences. Was that possible?

	“Ahren? Did you know I would love him?” I asked. “When you assigned me to him.” 

	He glanced at me for a second, then said, “I was simply hoping it would give you the proper perspective.”
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	I knew Ahren could tell his story had shaken me because it was not very long after our talk when he stated that he had to return to his office and get some work in. It was possible the matter had rattled him as well, but I could not be entirely certain. Perhaps one day I would learn more about him—the amount of effort openness required and how long it took him to overcome obstructions in his mind. I sincerely hoped that, one day . . . I would discover how to read him.

	He promised he would find me before the Reaper’s arrival so I could continue my own work without peeking over my shoulder throughout the day. Work, he said, was its own form of time travel. And he was right about that.

	I was fidgeting as I stood in front of a sink washing dishes, and it took me far too long to realize someone was watching me. I turned and found Agatha eyeing me suspiciously.

	“Why are you so antsy today?” she asked.

	I scratched my bottom lip guiltily then wiped away the suds that lingered there with the back of my arm. I opened and closed my mouth several times, attempting to formulate words that would not tell a lie but would also not inform her of precisely what was going on. 

	I could not think of anything.

	Eventually, she said, “Our leader called me in to speak with him.” 

	I was beyond thankful she’d decided to change the subject herself.

	“Oh really?” I asked, faking nonchalance as I turned back to the dishes. “What did he have to say?”

	“Do you love him?” She had asked me this before, and I always had the same answer. It was growing tiresome—her not understanding that no amount of asking could change the answer.

	“Ahren?” I frowned, my brow furrowing as I glanced over my shoulder at her. “I’m unsure how many times I must tell you this, but no, I do not. At least not in the way you’re inquiring.”

	“He allows you to call him by his name.”

	“As do you,” I pointed out. 

	“In front of anyone,” she added.

	“As do you,” I repeated.

	“It is not the same thing,” she said, her tone firm. “Your relationship with him is more than that. I’ve heard people saying they see the two of you walking the halls together when you should both be doing your respective work. I know he comes into our quarters to speak with you alone, more than the few times I’ve caught. It smells like him down there sometimes. He is with you quite a lot. Alone.”

	I turned around to face her, feeling no anger or frustration then, only weariness. When being given that list, I understood how people could’ve drawn the conclusion she had. If I were outside the situation, I likely would’ve assumed the same.

	But I wasn’t outside it.

	“Have you ever had a friend, Aggie?” I asked. “Someone you could trust and confide in without fear of judgment or condemnation? Have you ever had a friend?”

	“I don’t believe the two of you—”

	“It is what we are.” I spoke in a firm tone, not unkindly. “I can understand if you wish for me to love him, but I do not. And I can assure you his feelings for me are the same as mine are for him.”

	“But maybe—”

	“It would be like being in love with my own brother,” I told her in the same tone.

	“You do not have a brother to know.” Her voice sounded condescending, as if she’d just told me something I wasn’t aware of.

	“No, I do not,” I conceded. “But I can imagine it would be much the same.”

	She stared at me with a blank expression for quite some time before frowning. “I understand now, what he was getting at when we spoke earlier. It’s that Reaper, isn’t it? You’re still in love with him.”

	I stared straight into her eyes when I admitted, “I am.”

	“But you said you had the proper perspective, Aster.” She was clearly frustrated. “You said—”

	“You misunderstood what I was saying at the time,” I told her apologetically. “You heard only what you wanted to hear when listening to my words on the matter. All this time, you’ve never truly listened to me. You don’t have to agree with the things I feel, but you must understand that they are my feelings to be felt. I ask you to respect that much, at least.”

	It took her a moment to recover from the shock of my words, at least enough to carry on. “And what are you going to do if he hears stories of you and our leader?” She threw up a hand, also shrugging in a small way. “What are you going to do if he truly has no heart to give you? What are you going to do if his feelings have changed? Have you thought of any of those things?”

	“I’ve thought of them all,” I told her. “They are my circumstances to deal with, if they come about. I must say I would be very glad to simply have the opportunity to deal with them.”

	She stepped over and took my sudsy hands in hers. 

	“My flower,” she began, her voice much calmer than I could’ve expected. “You walk around here, forgetting what you are. Our leader has given you too much leeway. He and that Reaper have both distorted your mind. Make no mistake about it, our current leader will be overthrown eventually. Your Reaper will leave you again and not ever return from one of his missions. What are you doing to prepare yourself for that?”

	“I’m hoping you’re wrong,” I told her, my voice quiet and my mouth hardly tugging up at the corners.

	“Hope,” she said on a breath.

	“Yes, Aggie,” I said. “Hope.”

	Her expression was somber as she cupped her hand against my face. 

	“My flower . . .” She took a moment to look away and regain her composure. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, seen the things I’ve seen . . . you’ll realize there is no point in wasting your energy on such a word. Some things in life are inevitable, and no amount of a useless word can change that.”

	I squeezed her hand tightly and whispered, “I’m hoping you’re wrong.”

	 

	


Chapter Thirteen

	Return of the Reaper

	“Aster,” I heard Ahren say from the doorway. 

	I dropped Agatha’s hand and hastily wiped my own still-sudsy hands on a nearby cloth. An overwhelming sinking feeling began in my stomach before I’d even fully turned toward the door.

	Was it time? What if he didn’t want to see me? What if my head had made this out to be so much more than it actually was, and what if Ahren had not been telling me the truth all this time? 

	But then . . . he stepped into the room.

	I’d spent so much of my time wondering whether he had a heart. Looking at him standing there next to Ahren in the doorway . . . I did not need to wonder any longer. He was smiling so hugely at me that it took me far too long to realize I was holding my breath. 

	He did have a heart. I would have to think of a new question to ask him next. 

	I’d never wanted to physically throw myself at a person before, but I found myself wanting to run across the room, just to be close to him. Was I moving forward? 

	When I felt Agatha nudge me, I discovered that I’d not been moving at all. I took one step, slowly, then another. I did not register the fact that he was moving too, and I did not register that both of us had stopped walking when we reached the middle of the room.

	I only knew we got there.

	Standing only a foot away from him, my entire body felt too light. It felt as though my head had floated away from its place above my neck. I heard myself breathe in, and then out. It sounded too loud in my ears, but I didn’t hear him make any sound at all.

	Agatha said, “All the stars.” 

	Her statement was followed shortly thereafter by Ahren saying, “I told you.” 

	Regardless of who he was talking to, he sounded smug. 

	The first thing I said was, “You kill people.” 

	The smile slipped away from the Reaper’s face, pulling down to a frown, but he nodded his head and said, “Yes.”

	I took another deep breath before asking, “Why?”

	Quiet, he said, “Because I have to.”

	Agatha was saying something behind me, but I did not hear her. 

	“I understand now,” I told him. “What you meant before when you said we weren’t so different. I understand.” 

	His gaze softened.

	I cleared my throat. “You look as though you haven’t eaten at all since you left.” That was likely a rude thing for me to have said. “Would you like me to get you some food?”

	He shook his head, and his nose crinkled a little. Watching it still made my stomach feel quite funny. 

	He said, “How about we go together . . . and get each other food?” 

	My face felt as though it was burning or crumbling apart, I couldn’t tell which. “I would like that.” 

	He stepped aside and waited for me move first before falling into step beside me. I didn’t spare a single glance for Agatha or for Ahren. I wasn’t able.

	I didn’t truly notice anyone we passed as we walked down hallways, but I did know that we passed people. They did not say any of the things they likely wanted to say about me. They would not do that while he was with me. I decided I wouldn’t have cared if they had.

	Shortly after we began walking, he spoke.

	“Are we past the two?” 

	We had been not-so-discreetly stealing glances at one another. I didn’t want to look away from him, but seeing him again was so distracting that I had doubts as to whether I could walk correctly if I did not focus enough of my attention on it.

	I chuckled, somewhat stiffly. “I don’t want any more twos.”

	“I’m very glad to hear that.”

	“Are you?” I asked curiously. 

	He nodded, which made me laugh again, though a bit stronger. 

	“I’m going to need to have a discussion with Ahren about that game he mentioned to me earlier.”

	“What game?” 

	“He called it ‘hard to get,’” I said. “Apparently nobody informed you of the rules for it either. I’m inclined to believe he made it up himself.” 

	He laughed so boisterously that the sound of it bounced off the walls in the hallway. I was happy he found me funny, and I did not let myself wonder if that was the most noise he’d ever made in his life. 

	Though, part of me had to admit that I would not have been displeased if it had been.
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	It was the evening and the entire kitchen staff was gone, apart from the two who stayed late in case Ahren should want something in the middle of the night. He kept strange hours and I was unsure as to whether he actually slept at all. When we opened the door, they took one look at us and nearly scuttled from the room. 

	They stood where we’d paused by the door for only an instant before one of them asked, “If you’re to be in here, Sir, may we stand outside until you’ve gone?”

	He did not smile at them as he nodded, but he stepped aside to let them pass comfortably. Or as comfortably as they could. 

	His cheerful expression returned when he walked farther into the room and they had closed the door behind them. 

	“Does it bother you?” I asked him. “Everyone fearing you that way.”

	“You get used to it,” he stated nonchalantly. “Some of us enjoy it.”

	“I would imagine you all do, to an extent.” 

	He had been peeking into the pantry, but my statement caused him to close the door and turn to me. 

	“I could see it being beneficial, given the things you have to do.” I’d done a great deal of thinking on the matter, and being near Ahren had helped. “But I would imagine it hurts your heart at the same time.”

	His face fell for only the briefest moment before . . . “Do you want breakfast?”

	“Breakfast?” I asked in both confusion and amusement. “Do you know what time it is?”

	“I like breakfast in the evenings sometimes.”

	I couldn’t believe that. “Do you really?” 

	He nodded in response. 

	“Why didn’t you ever tell me? I could’ve brought you some in place of dinner.”

	“I was waiting for you to ask.” He said that then bit down slightly on his bottom lip as he resumed rummaging through the pantry.

	“If you like breakfast in the evenings?” I laughed. “Why would I ever think to ask that?”

	He shrugged. “I was hoping we’d get to it eventually.” A few seconds passed before he said, “I’m glad we did.”

	“So am I,” I barely said, letting myself think briefly over how unbelievable this all was. Then, I cleared my throat. “What would you like?”

	He seemed to ponder it for a moment before plunging his hand forward and pulling out a wrapping of meat, likely bacon. “What would you like?” 

	“Why?” 

	“Because I’m going to make it for you.” 

	My eyes widened in disbelief, and I expected him to tell me he was joking. 

	He said, “Yes, I’m going to make it for you, whatever you want.”

	I stood there for what felt like an eternity as I went through my life. No one had ever asked me what I wanted or offered to give it to me freely. Not for such a long time. . . .

	A different life.

	“Griddlecakes,” I blurted out. “I want griddlecakes.” 

	I stared at him, more than a little dumbfounded, as he went around the kitchen in search of ingredients. 

	“Can you really cook?”

	“Of course I can cook.” He laughed. “Do you think we’re treated the way you see us treated here all the time?”

	“I just assumed. . . .” 

	He laughed again. “We’re not.” 

	He began placing things onto the counter in a neat little row, I realized in the order they would be used. He was very strange, but I found I liked that about him. 

	“We go on extremely long missions sometimes, so we have to know how to take care of ourselves. And when we’re not on those missions, or here, we do have houses. Some of us do, at least.”

	“Houses,” I mouthed. I could not picture him—or any Reaper, for that matter—with a house of his own. “What about servants? Do you typically have those in your . . . houses?”

	He made a noise that was almost a chuckle but wasn’t quite and stopped moving things around on the counter. Then he turned and gestured me forward. When I got close to him, he pointed out the window. 

	“Past these walls . . .” He paused. “The world out there isn’t like it is here. Not exactly.” He finally looked down at me in a concerned sort of way before almost whispering, “Don’t you remember what it was like being free?”

	How did—

	Ahren must’ve . . .

	I could feel my eyes blinking at him as I slowly shook my head. He smiled sadly at me and took a few steps away. 

	I watched him open the bacon, sniff it, then move onto the griddlecake ingredients. Each thing, he sniffed; the dry ingredients he also touched, rubbing them between his fingers. Most things he also dabbed onto his tongue. 

	I asked, “What are you doing?” 

	“Checking for poison,” he answered simply.

	“You would know if it was in there?” I asked in amazement, taking a step closer. “Just by what you’re doing?”

	He glanced at me. “Are you surprised?” I supposed whatever he saw on my face was what made him smile. 

	Still, I shook my head and shrugged my shoulders at once. It was a strange response for me to have. 

	“Only two Reapers have visited since I left, correct?”

	“To my knowledge, yes,” I replied. 

	He nodded thoughtfully. 

	“Why do you ask?”

	He laughed shortly. “Do you know how often we’re required to take each other out?” He glanced over at me and the hint of amusement over his question was gone. I wouldn’t have known it had been there at all, if not for the sound. One of his eyebrows rose. “Why do you think we never visit here together?”

	“I’ve never really thought about it,” I admitted. 

	I watched him check over the last ingredient and, for a moment, I felt guilty I’d asked for something that required so many of them. He didn’t seem bothered, though.

	I asked, “Do you have to do that every time you eat? Even in your own home?”

	“I don’t have a home, but yes.” He turned to me and leaned his back against the counter.

	“How in the world are you still alive, if you’re all so intent on killing one another?” 

	He grinned. “I’d like to imagine it’s by sheer force of will, but mostly . . . it’s luck.” 

	“Not skill?” I would’ve assumed that would be the only way any of them stayed alive and did the things they did. 

	“It’s helpful, but no. Now.” The grin dropped away from his face. “Is there something you’d like to tell me about food?”

	I opened my mouth and then closed it again. His eyes became increasingly more narrowed in my direction before I said, “No.”

	“No?” 

	I shook my head.

	He stepped closer and said, “Don’t ever do that for me again. I’m serious.”

	“Would you have done it for me?” 

	He appeared distant for a moment, though I couldn’t understand why—he would either do it, or he would not. Then, he smiled a little before asking, “Would you have wanted me to?”

	“No.” I gestured to the ingredients spread out across the counter. “We should probably cook this food or else it will spoil where it sits. Then we can accuse one another of intent to poison.” 

	His smile widened before he turned to the fire. 

	While we were standing close together, cooking one another’s food, I blurted out a series of questions. “How do you not have a problem? Doing things like this with me? Being seen with me, or being seen doing these things?”

	He checked on the progress of my griddlecake and then looked down at me. “Are you ashamed of me?” 

	“No. I’m not ashamed of you, or of my feelings for you.” 

	He seemed genuinely pleased at my words, but I turned back to the fire. 

	“Will you teach me?” I asked, glancing over from the corners of my eyes. “How to check for poison. Will you teach me?”

	I caught him frowning when he said, “I think that would be a good idea.”

	A servant was not a person worthy of being noticed, though they should’ve been, given all the secrets I’d been able to tell Ahren. But a girl that a Reaper had strong feelings for? A girl like that could not stay invisible, no matter how badly she wanted to.

	Something popped into my head then—two sentences from a night I tried very hard to forget for quite some time. 

	Ahren’s voice saying . . . This guest is very special to our city. Please ensure you keep that in mind.

	I knew now from being around Ahren and him never saying the same of any of the others, it wasn’t something to be said for them.

	I did not know what made the boy standing next to me so special to New Bethel. I only knew that whatever it was likely could not mean good things for me.

	 

	


Chapter Fourteen

	Taking Steps

	I was filled with delight as we sat together at the wooden table in the kitchen, sharing our griddlecakes and bacon. The sharing had of course been his idea, as it would never have been mine. I found, though . . .

	“This is my new favorite thing.”

	He smiled in a closed way while finishing chewing. After he had, he said, “Breakfast in the evening, sharing food, sitting together, or actually carrying on a conversation?” 

	“All of them,” I admitted. I had never shared food with a person before. It was quite an interesting and enjoyable experience.

	“What was your old favorite thing?” 

	A small, stiff laugh escaped from me. “Do you want me to be honest?” 

	He nodded. 

	“Waiting for a leader to die so I could have a few weeks of sneaking into the library.”

	The smile instantaneously dropped away from his face. There was a short stretch of silence before he quietly asked, “Why did you do that?” 

	“To look at the pictures in the books.” It was my standard answer when asked that question.

	“I’m not asking what you did while you were in there. I’m asking why. What made it worth the beatings?” 

	I was going to ask him how he knew about that and also whether Ahren had told him absolutely everything.

	Before I could, he added, “Some of the scars come up past your collar.”

	As if he’d been able to read my mind. 

	I supposed anyone could’ve or would’ve been wondering the same.

	I forced a smile down at my plate, thinking on answering his question. I admitted, “To be happy that people at some point in time could experience something good. And to imagine there could still be some good in the world now. Somewhere.” Someplace far away. I looked up to him. “You don’t have to tell me it’s silly; I already know it is.”

	“I understand.”

	“Do you?” I couldn’t keep from sounding sarcastic.

	“Yes, I assumed that was why you did it,” he said. “I’ve just always wanted to ask you and actually hear you tell me the answer.”

	Another uncomfortable chuckle fell out of my mouth. “I’ve never even explained it fully to Agatha.” I couldn’t explain it fully. “I just—” 

	His words repeated inside my head.

	I thought hard on them for a moment before focusing back in on him. “You said you’ve always wanted to ask me. We only met a few months ago.”

	He grinned and stuck another forkful of griddlecake into his mouth. 

	“You’re very strange,” I told him. “Do you know that?” 

	I watched the slow smile spreading farther across his face as he chewed and then swallowed his food. 

	I shook my head at him, sighed, and then grabbed my plate. “It’s getting late.”

	“So?” 

	I’d begun to stand, but I sat back down at the word. “What do you mean, so?” 

	“Are you ready to be done seeing me for the day?” 

	I opened my mouth and then closed it again. 

	“Will you be able to sleep?” 

	I shook my head. 

	“Then why are we going to go to our rooms so that we can both lay there not sleeping?”

	I gaped for a moment before telling him the only answer there was. “Because we have to.”

	He cocked his head to the side. “Who says we have to?” 

	Again, I opened my mouth to speak and then closed it. 

	“Why?”

	“Because it’s not acceptable,” I stated. “What would we do? Walk around the halls for hours?”

	He leaned forward onto the table. “What do you want to do?”

	I stared at him for a while, blinking hard as I let myself contemplate something I’d not ever allowed myself to think about. “If I could do anything right now?” 

	He nodded.

	I told him, “I’d like to go into the garden.”

	“Then that’s what we’ll do.” He stood and grabbed his plate.

	He’d made it several steps away before I stammered, “I-I’m not . . . I’m not allowed outside.” 

	Slowly, he turned to face me. “Not even if you stay on the property?” 

	I shook my head. 

	“Are you being serious?” 

	I nodded. 

	“You’re telling me the balcony you go on is the only time you’ve been outside in ten years?” 

	I nodded again. 

	He looked away from me and quietly said, “Oh my god.”

	After a short moment of staring at the wall, he moved. Rather than take his plate to the sink, he returned to the table and placed it back precisely where it had been before. 

	He gestured for me to stand. “Come on.” 

	I didn’t move. I did nothing but sit there and continue staring at him. 

	“I’m taking you outside. Right now. Come on.”

	I felt as though I were in a daze when I rose from the seat. He’d taken a step toward the door and then stopped when I said, “But the Guard.”

	When he looked back at me and smiled that slow smile of his, it finally hit me. 

	So long as he was here . . . I could do whatever I wanted, within reason. 

	I had never really thought about wants before to know what they were, or what they might potentially be. I never let myself. 

	I stood from my seat and followed him out the door, hearing my heartbeat pounding in my ears. 

	I left my plate on the table. I knew it was added work for someone else. I just . . .

	I was struggling to keep up with his pace down the hallway when he suddenly stopped. 

	“Should I go get Ahren or Agatha, so we can be supervised?” 

	I expected the word yes to come out of my mouth because that would’ve been the proper and acceptable response, but it did not. 

	“I don’t want to be supervised with you.” I had been alone in his room with him many times before, after all. I did not believe supervision was necessary, nor did I desire having it in the slightest.

	He studied my face for several seconds. “Are you sure?”

	I felt my head nodding. “I’m positive.”

	“If you change your mind . . . tell me.”

	“I won’t,” I said assuredly. 

	He pursed his lips together and began moving forward again. When following after him, I did not allow myself to wonder what he would do to the men in the Guard if they refused to allow me outside. For the first time in my life here . . . 

	I realized I shouldn’t need another person’s permission to step through a door. I resolved myself to be perfectly fine with whatever getting through that door entailed.
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	My stomach began sinking the closer we got to that door. It sank simply at the thought of going out, but it mostly sank due to one of the people standing in front of it. I didn’t know of one of the men, but I recognized the Guard whose face Ahren had damaged on my behalf outside his office, ultimately assisting with my discovery of him as a Reaper. Should I have been thankful for the man and his hostile ignorance?

	Should I not have?

	I did not know why I expected the Reaper to act as though he felt any apprehension at all toward dealing with the Guards. As I somewhat sank against the wall—partially attempting to act as if I were invisible and partially attempting to appear as if I had every right in the world to be doing what I was currently doing—I watched him calmly step up to them.

	“May I ask what you’re doing, Sir?” the unknown Guard asked, his voice polite.

	“I’m going outside.” He said that then turned slightly and pointed at me. “I’m taking her with me.”

	I cringed when the Guard Ahren had beaten spoke, though I was nearly positive my face remained expressionless. It was an internal cringe at the very least.

	“She’s not permitted clearance on the grounds, Sir.”

	I caught the briefest glimpse of a smile before the Reaper’s back was to me again. 

	“Moore, is it?” he asked. 

	The man in the Guard nodded, but I could barely see the action. 

	“I’ve heard all about what your leader did to your face.” I watched his shoulders rise as he took in a breath. Somehow, it sounded happy when he released it. Quietly, he asked, “Would you like to see what I could do to you?”

	“No, Sir,” Moore said blankly.

	“Aster? Do you intend to run away?” The Reaper turned to me.

	The unknown Guard watched my face for a reaction. 

	I stared into his eyes as I shook my head and almost whispered, “I just want to go outside.” I wondered if I sounded as desperate as I felt.

	The Guard blinked hard at me several times before placing his hand on the door. He opened it, and I stood there, staring out at the space beyond. I took one step forward and then stopped.

	I watched the Reaper stare down Moore, who hadn’t moved an inch. “I don’t want to see your face when we come back through here.” I couldn’t understand the pensiveness in his voice. “You should be grateful she’s with me now. You might not be so lucky the next time I catch you.”

	I took several steps closer to him and opened my mouth, but he answered the question I was going to ask without me having to voice it. 

	“I’m waiting to see if he glares at you when you pass.”

	“Why?” I asked quietly. 

	He did not answer that question. Instead, he said, “If you’re tempted, you should leave now.” 

	Moore slid two paces down the wall and began walking away. Somehow, he managed not to look at me at all. 

	“I don’t suggest you turn around.” 

	Moore stopped walking for an instant, and then he continued without looking back once.

	I barely said, “Was that really necessary?” 

	The Reaper finally turned to face me, and he smiled somewhat sadly. “People should understand that everyone is entitled to their own dignity. No person should take away the dignity of another unless it’s necessary.” He glanced at the other Guard member. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

	“I do agree with that, Sir,” the man replied. “I hope you have an enjoyable remainder of the evening with your lady. She’s been missing you horribly these few months.” 

	I felt my head tilting to the side as I stared at him. 

	He smiled at me. “I have eyes, Miss.” 

	I could not help smiling back at the man. I wondered now if some of the Guard felt no different than me after all. It was so strange, when having thought I was invisible most my life to discover I may not have been.

	I hesitated in the doorway when I reached it, looking down at the toes of my shoes at the edge of the threshold. I knew that taking one step forward would be a step I could never take back. I glanced over at the Guard, who had distinctly averted his gaze. Then I looked at the Reaper, now standing on the other side, waiting patiently for me.

	“Come on,” he said quietly, again holding his arm out for me to move forward. “I’ll take care of you.”

	Not being able to go back would be all right, I realized. It would be so much better than never moving at all. 

	I took a deep breath, and I stepped through the door.

	 

	


Chapter Fifteen

	Promises and Griddlecakes

	I did not make it very far. I had both my feet on the grass—grass!—as I stood there in disbelief and amazement. I picked each of my feet up and put them back down again in turn, thoroughly enjoying the softness of the ground beneath me. It was not hard stone. It was the world. 

	I realized I was gaping to the point of ridiculousness when I looked over at the Reaper. I didn’t have a chance, really, to truly look at him, as the door creaking behind me drew my attention.

	Turning briefly, I caught a sad smile on the face of the Guard. I disregarded it and looked back to him. 

	“Do you know how wonderful this feels?” I asked him excitedly as I picked my feet up and set them back down several more times. I stared up at the sky for a moment, admiring the orange and pinkish colors swirling together, before closing my eyes and breathing in the cool air so deeply it hurt my chest. “I’d forgotten the feel of it.”

	Amazing, I thought, that air could feel differently when your feet were on the ground.

	It took a moment for it to fully strike me what I was doing. 

	“I’m sorry.” I chuckled, looking to him. “I’m sure I look properly absurd right now.”

	“You look happy.”

	“Happy?” I asked him as I laughed. 

	No, I was not laughing. It was something lighter than that. 

	“I believe I’ve never made that sound before. Isn’t that strange?” I stopped making that noise—whatever it was—and I frowned at him. “Is this really happening right now, or am I dreaming?”

	Giggling. I’d been giggling.

	The corners of his mouth tugged up the slightest amount. “Do you have dreams about me?” 

	“Yes,” I admitted shamelessly. 

	Before he could ask me what they were about, I darted forward a bit and then plopped my rear down onto the ground. I reached my hand out, touching a flower, finding myself somewhat glad for the length of his absence. It had given the world time to come back to life. 

	“It’s alive,” I told him as I gently rubbed its red petals between my fingers. I didn’t want to harm it.

	“There are live plants inside the House.” I could hear a small smile in his voice.

	“But they’re not in the ground.” I whispered, almost as if I were telling him a secret. I looked up at him. “Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve touched something that was truly attached to the world?”

	“Ten years.” I ignored the clear sadness I heard in his voice.

	“Do you realize what you’ve done for me?” I asked him in disbelief. 

	He blinked hard at me as I wiped a tear from my face. 

	Why was I crying if I was not sad? “Thank you.” 

	The smile on his face confused me, but it was irrelevant. 

	I looked up at the sky; the light was fading but was not yet entirely gone. Warmer weather brought longer days with it, like the world was celebrating. It was not mocking me now as it had always done before. 

	Had it been mocking me or simply showing me all this time that it was waiting for me? 

	I closed my eyes and took another deep breath before asking, “How long can we stay out here?” I ran my hand across the blades of grass, enjoying the coolness against my fingers. It felt different than I remembered, sharper.

	“As long as you want.”

	I looked over at him and asked, jokingly, “And what if I wanted to stay here all night?” 

	He shrugged. “Then that’s what we’ll do.” 

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “And you’d stay with me?” 

	“Of course.” 
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	He and I walked around the garden together, and I looked at absolutely everything that I’d only ever seen through windows. I touched most things that I passed, and some textures—the feel of leaves or the bark of trees—naturally attempted to spark old memories from the recesses of my mind rather than create new ones. I almost felt guilty, as I was torn between looking at the colors of newly blooming flowers dotted along in neat, organized increments, and looking at him. 

	Everything appeared so different when examining it up close.

	That it was even happening was unfathomable to me, and my lightheadedness did not help me believe it was real. 

	I stopped moving suddenly when I reached a part of the garden that could not be seen from the balcony. It was under a covered walkway that curved and wrapped around, leading back from a different angle. 

	I reached out and touched a statue of a man. I had never seen one before outside the drawings in books of the library. The man stood so straight and tall in his frozen state. I could not decide if his sculpted face appeared to be cold or warm. One hand rested on the top of a sword, the tip of which touching the foundation near his feet. At the base of his sword was the mark of our Branding. Words were carved into neat lines at the foundation.

	“What’s wrong?” 

	“I was just thinking about how different the world appears when you’re looking at it from a different perspective.” I looked up and gestured at the space around me. “I didn’t even know this was here.” I heard myself laugh humorlessly. “It’s been right here this entire time . . . and I could never see it.”

	He took a step closer to me, but he said nothing. 

	“Is this life?” I asked, my voice firm. “Is this what life is like? Walking past invisible spaces until you’re granted permission for your eyes to see them?” I shook my head. “Is this life? Endlessly random circumstances all leading to that permission being granted?”

	He said nothing.

	“Do you realize . . .” I took a moment to compose my thoughts. “Do you realize that, if you hadn’t come along . . . I would never have seen this? I would’ve spent the entire remainder of my life stuck between the walls of that House.” I shook my head at him again. “But is it worth having the ability to see something when you cannot have it?”

	His brow furrowed. “Who says you can’t have it?” 

	Frustration swelled inside me. “You and Ahren with your words.” I shook my head at him. “Look around us and think about the reality of our situation. Ahren is going to be overthrown eventually. Given your occupation, you are going to die. It’s only a matter of time. I don’t mean to sound selfish, but where will that leave me? I will be stuck in that House again, dreaming of being out here in a world that simply does not exist to me.”

	He held his hands up in the air, looking all around us as if to prove some sort of point.

	I had no idea what that point could be if not proving my own.

	“Do you know what I see?” He did not wait for a response. “I see you, standing here with me. That is the world I’m standing on right now. It exists.” 

	He reached a hand out and, on reflex, I cringed away from it. 

	His mouth dropped open, and I opened mine to speak, but nothing came out. 

	He closed his eyes and stared at the ground to say, “I am so sorry.”

	Without looking at me again, he turned on his heel and began walking away. My mouth was still open, and I tried to force something to come out of it, but . . . 

	Nothing came. There was barely enough light to see his retreating figure. Just before he passed the corner that would take him out of my sight, I called out. 

	“Chase!” 

	He stopped, and I stood there for a moment, staring at his back. 

	Then, I walked most of the way to where he was standing and said, “I am not afraid of you.”

	When he’d turned around to look at me, I shook my head as tears welled up and spilled from my eyes. 

	“Do you know what happens when men touch women here?” I almost whispered. 

	He stepped closer to me but stayed several feet away. 

	My face felt like it was breaking when I said, “They come in and they hurt them when they’re alone. Sometimes, a woman’s belly grows with a baby. Nine months she spends with it, feeling it growing inside her. And then they come and take it, and she never sees it again.” I looked down at the ground and tried to calm myself, wiping desperately at the tears. “They take away the only good that comes from something evil, so all she’s left with is the bad. Only bad and no hope at all for anything more. That’s my reality. That is the world I live in.”

	His voice was calm when he said, “You’re worried that’s going to happen to you.”

	“It’s going to happen!” I shouted at him. “Sometime when you’re gone and Ahren is dead. Or perhaps it would happen with you, and they’d come to take it from me even then. They would do that, even if it was yours. They would still take it.” I shook my head at him. “You cannot protect me from everything.”

	He stepped all the way up to me and leaned down close to my face. I did not move away from him. Instead, I analyzed him to calm myself. I watched his jaw clench, unclench, and then clench again. I watched wetness spreading in his eyes. I counted the freckles on his face that I’d not had the opportunity to count before—the one on his nose, the two on his forehead, five others on the left side of his face, and eight on the right. 

	Eventually, he said, so quietly that I almost couldn’t hear the words . . .

	“One day soon, I’m going to take you far away from this place.” His brow furrowed. “Do you believe me?”

	I shook my head slowly and said, “I’m not sure.”

	“I need you to trust me.” 

	I did not know if I could believe him. If he was going to take me away, why couldn’t it be now? 

	I didn’t ask him why he wasn’t doing it now. I looked at his face to see if he was lying. I kept looking, waiting to see it. I kept waiting for just a hint of it on his face—some sort of deception. Instead, all I saw was absolute, unyielding conviction. 

	I nodded my head and watched him release a breath. He believed his words, at the very least.

	He held his hand up close to my face, showing me what he was doing and giving me ample opportunity to move away if I wanted. 

	I clenched my jaw tightly and felt my nails digging into the palms of my hands, but I did not move. And he stood there waiting, with his hand held in front of my face, until my jaw had unclenched and my hands were not balled into fists. 

	I closed my eyes and . . . 

	He touched me.

	My entire body was shaking as he ran his thumb along my cheekbone. His hands were softer than I would’ve expected them to be—far gentler than I ever could’ve imagined, given the strength I thought they would need to break people’s bones. Though I had pictured this happening in my head, I’d not thought it would feel the way it did. 

	I startled, which made him pull his hand away, when I realized . . . “It doesn’t hurt.” 

	“I won’t hurt you,” he assured me. 

	My breathing was choppy and ragged, but I did not care. 

	“Do you believe me?” 

	I nodded quickly and he took one of my hands in both of his. I only had a moment to marvel at the way it felt before he placed my hand on his face and took his own away.

	He watched my face while I touched his. I was distracted by the way it felt—the stubble growing just at the surface of the skin on the lower half of his face and prickling at my fingers, the feeling of his jaw clenching under my touch. It was strange, and it took me a long while to look back into his eyes. 

	It felt so different.

	He waited until I was looking into his eyes to tell me, “There’s not anything I would give to you that another person can take away. I won’t let that happen.” His breath felt like feathers brushing against my face. “Do you understand me?”

	I nodded again and realized I’d been staring at his mouth when he’d started speaking. I looked back at his eyes, and then again at his mouth. 

	I hadn’t noticed that my face had been moving forward without my own volition until I heard . . . 

	“Are you sure?”

	I almost wondered what he was inquiring, but I did not ask him to clarify. 

	“I love you,” slipped out of my mouth, and I immediately pursed my lips together, as if that could somehow take back what I’d just done. 

	His smile then was not slow; it was fast, and it seemed to reach all the way to his eyes. He said, “I love you, too.”

	And in an instant, somehow, my heart feel like it had shot up my throat. 

	Then it was not my face moving forward, but his. 

	He stopped advancing when his mouth was right next to mine, and he stood there waiting. For several breaths, I was entirely still, trying to figure out how to make my heart return to normalcy. When I realized I had no hope in the world to manage it . . . I pressed my lips against his.

	I didn’t have a clue what I was supposed to be doing. His mouth moved, and mine tried in vain to follow after it. I was just beginning to get past the strangeness of it and realize it was somehow more enjoyable than touching his face when he took in a sharp breath and stepped away.

	“I . . .” I started and then stopped, feeling my eyebrows scrunching together. “I’m sorry if I was bad at that. I’ve never done it before.” I had seen it done, several times.

	“Neither have I,” he said in clear discomfort. For some reason, he was rubbing at the back of his neck.

	“How could you not have? I know you’re older than I am. And I just assumed, with the server girls when you first got here . . .”

	He looked at me, his eyebrows raising. “Do you think I’ve gone around touching every girl who threw herself at me?” 

	I opened my mouth, but I did not answer him. 

	“Do you think that was the first time I’ve ever been here and turned them away?” He shook his head slowly and then looked down at the ground. “Do you think I’d never seen you before?”

	“I was invisi—” 

	“No you weren’t,” he interrupted. He stepped close to me again. “Do you want to hear about the first time I ever saw you?” 

	I nodded, despite the strange and unknown feeling welling in my stomach. 

	“I was twelve when they brought you in. They drugged you, didn’t they? I remember standing outside my school, watching them drag you here by your tiny arms. I remember the bag over your head. I remember what you were wearing, for god’s sake. A brown shirt and a dirty pair of trousers with a hole in the knee, like you’d fallen repeatedly.”

	It took me a moment to ask, “How could you have noticed that? How could you even remember it? I can hardly remember those things myself. How could you even know it was me?” 

	Firmly, he said, “I noticed because I’ve been trained to notice everything. And I can remember it because that day is burned into my memory.”

	I opened my mouth to speak.

	Nothing came out.

	He shook his head slowly at me again. “I followed behind them when they brought you to this House. I followed them inside. I remember the leader then taking the bag off your head and staring at you. That’s how I knew Agatha’s name. I heard him tell them to take you to her, and when I saw you with her later, I knew who she was.” He paused for a moment. “He caught me.” He nodded. “Right after they dragged you away, he saw me standing there.” He blinked hard at me several times before asking, “Would you like to see what he did to me?”

	Deliberately, I shook my head. I did not want to see. 

	He turned around, pulling up the back of his shirt. It was just light enough still for me to see several long scars running along the entirety of his back, and he only kept it up long enough for me to catch a glimpse and wonder how I could’ve possibly missed them the instance of seeing him without a shirt. Then, he was leaning down in my face once more.

	“He tied me up,” he began again, his face twitching in either anger or disgust. “He tied me up like an animal and beat me with a whip until I told him I’d followed you here. Do you want to know what he said to me?” 

	Again, I shook my head. I watched a tear fall from his eye as he stood there with his mouth hanging open. He did not listen to me. 

	“He said . . . You wait until I get my hands on that little girl of yours.” He laughed once—humorlessly—before adding, “I’m not going to tell you what I did to him when he untied me.”

	It felt very much like all of me had stopped.

	“You see,” he continued after a short pause, breathing in through his nose and wiping a tear away from my face. I did not flinch when he touched me, even after what he’d just said. “I’ve spent almost half my life concerning myself with you.”

	“I don’t understand,” I whispered. It was all . . . unfathomable.

	“You’re wondering why I didn’t come to you sooner if that’s true, am I right?” 

	I nodded. 

	He tilted his head for a moment, listening. When he was satisfied enough that no one else was near, he asked, “Do you know what happens to Reapers when they go rogue?” 

	I shook my head. 

	“We’re hunted down like dogs. Relentlessly.” He raised an eyebrow. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

	“I don’t,” I admitted. I didn’t feel that I currently understood much of anything.

	“I didn’t come to you sooner because I had to make sure I would be in a position where I could keep myself alive to keep you safe when I took you away.”

	“And can you?” I asked, still whispering. 

	He said nothing, but that slow smile spreading on his face seemed to be answer enough. 

	“How did you know I would love you?”

	“I didn’t, but I came to hope you would.” A few seconds passed. “I swear to you, nobody will ever hurt you again. And if they do . . . I’m going to kill them.” He watched me for a moment before asking, “Are you afraid of me now?”

	I stared into his face, thinking over everything he’d said to me. 

	“I’m not afraid of you,” I heard myself say again before I pressed my lips against his. 

	I was not so concerned with the kissing then. I found myself pondering over the downright absurdity of his words . . . paired with the realization that he tasted of griddlecakes.

	 

	


Chapter Sixteen

	Watching Eyes

	In that hidden place of the garden that I’d never seen from the balcony or any windows, Chase and I sat down across from one another with our legs crossed in front of us. Rather than speak to him, I thought about all the things he had told me. When I become overwhelmed by that, I thought about the way our hands felt together, held between us on the ground. 

	I was touching the world, and I was touching him. It was strange for me to realize that touching them both somehow felt like the same thing to my heart in that moment. I wondered, in his gaze being fixed at our hands . . .

	Was he feeling or thinking the same?

	It was quite a while, though I was not entirely sure how long, before I heard a throat being cleared relatively close by. Chase did not look away from our hands at the sound, though I did, finding Ahren. 

	“I believe I should walk you back to your quarters now,” Ahren said, presumably to me.

	Chase finally brought his gaze to mine and offered me a small smile. 

	I was torn on the matter. Part of me did not want to leave, but the other—infinitely more sensible—part knew I had things to do tomorrow and that I should go at least attempt to sleep. 

	Chase brought his hand back to himself only for a moment before reaching out to my face. 

	I still did not flinch. 

	He said, “If you decide you don’t want to see me tomorrow, I’ll understand.”

	“Don’t be ridiculous,” I told him. “Of course I’ll want to see you.” 

	I stood to leave at that. Even through the darkness, I did not miss Ahren’s extremely large grin as I walked toward him. Before I turned the corner that would return me to the main portion of the garden, I stopped and glanced over my shoulder. 

	Chase had been staring at the ground, still sitting in the same spot on the grass, but he looked up at me and smiled again. It was a very nice image to leave with—him smiling because of me.

	I hesitated before I stepped back into the House shortly after. I stopped and turned, taking the sight of the garden while standing in it and thinking of how much stranger the world was than I’d ever realized. 

	When I went back inside, I stopped once more in the doorway. Moore hadn’t returned and had since been replaced with another Guard. I did not pay any attention to the newcomer, looking only at the man who had opened the door to allow me outside. 

	I stared at him for such a long time that a confused—or possibly uncomfortable—expression took over his face.

	“Did you enjoy your evening with him, Miss?” 

	I nodded and realized I was crying again, though I still was not unhappy. It was so peculiar. Why would a person cry if they were not sad? Perhaps someone in the world knew the answer to that question, but for the life of me . . . I could not discover it.

	“I can understand if the only reason you did what you did was out of fear, Sir,” I began. “But I want to sincerely thank you for showing me kindness. I’m afraid that, until recently, I did not truly know what the word meant.”

	His expression transformed from confused to wholly and genuinely warm before he said, “Why should a person fear another when they’ve done nothing wrong, Miss? Reapers are people too, if I’m not mistaken.”

	“I’m very glad someone else is able to see it.” I was so glad that I could now.

	The smile on his face transformed into more of a small grin. “I have eyes, Miss.” 

	“Perhaps one day, everyone else will discover that they have them as well.”

	“I truly hope so,” he said, his voice full of sincerity.

	I offered him a small smile—not at all forced—before walking away. 

	Ahren and I had made it down several hallways before I halted and blurted out, “I kissed him.” 

	He halted as well. “Did you really?” 

	I nodded my head quickly. 

	“I knew you’d kissed, given that your hand hasn’t left your mouth since you walked away from that Guard. I’d just assumed he’d kissed you.” 

	I shook my head as I stared at the wall. 

	He leaned down a little and asked, quietly, “How was it?”

	I snorted. “Well, I must admit that I don’t have a clue in the world how to do it properly, or what it’s supposed to be like, or anything about it, really.” I stopped speaking and paused, looking up at his face to admit, “To be wholly honest, I feel as though I don’t have a clue in the world about anything at all in this moment.”

	He chuckled. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it? That feeling.”

	“It’s strange. I feel as if I’m floating up to the ceiling right now. And I’m just so . . .” I paused, trying to find the appropriate word. When I discovered it, I wondered how such a simple word could be so complex. “Happy. I’m just so happy. And it’s extremely ridiculous, but I’m having a nearly uncontrollable urge to hug you. Isn’t that silly?”

	He narrowed his eyes at me. “Are you really?”

	“Yes, I can’t quite explain it.” 

	I was more than a little startled when he took a step back and opened his arms wide. And I was so far past more-than-a-little startled when I found myself very nearly jumping into them.

	His arms wrapped around me, and mine wrapped around him. Again, I found myself thinking about how unbelievably strange the world was. But then . . . there was something else that was strange enough to draw me away from my pondering. 

	He laughed extremely loudly and stepped back. “Why are you sniffing me?” 

	“The last man I hugged was my father,” I admitted in discomfort. 

	“That doesn’t explain why you were just sniffing me.” 

	“Well, you . . . you sort of smell like him, in a way.” Underneath the distinct smell that I’d come to associate with Ahren, there was a faint, nearly undetectable hint of it. I realized . . . I’d forgotten, until just now. Did memories ever really leave you? I tilted my head up at him and asked, “Isn’t that strange?”

	“Perhaps your nose is simply confused along with your brain,” he suggested.

	“Don’t patronize me,” I told him, frowning for a moment. I needed to change the subject. “May I ask you a question?”

	“Sure.” It was odd, but I almost thought he sounded wary.

	“Chase,” I started. 

	He held his hand up for me to stop, and then he tilted his head to listen. When he was satisfied and nodded, I went on. 

	“Are you friends?”

	He seemed stunned by my question, but he answered it. “He’s one of my best friends. One of only two.”

	“Is he really?” I asked, incredulous. 

	He seemed to be quite uncomfortable for some reason, but I was unsure if that was due to my question or if he regretted answering it. 

	“Is that why you care about me?”

	Several seconds passed as he seemed to be contemplating over what to say in response. He said nothing. He reached out a hand, putting it on top of my head, and began shuffling it around. 

	“What in the world are you doing?” I demanded, though I stood entirely still throughout the peculiar process. 

	He pulled his hand back to himself and laughed loudly, likely at the mess he’d made. 

	I pointed at it. “I insist that you fix this.”

	“I don’t think so.” 

	“Well, I can’t see it to do it myself!” I started pulling my hand through my hair, attempting to get it to lay smooth again.

	“Hold still,” he said after a short moment of laughing at my feeble attempts. He was entirely focused as he fixed the mess he’d made on the top of my head.

	Presumably fixed.

	Flatly, I told him, “I’m quite unhappy with you right now.” 

	He scrunched his face up at me in a teasing sort of way, and I returned the gesture. When he’d done a good enough job with my hair—or as good a job as he was going to do with it—he began walking again. 

	I followed after him. “You know . . . he didn’t even look at my hair.”

	“He looked at your hair.” He sounded both sure of what he’d said and amused. 

	“I’m nearly positive he didn’t, and you weren’t there to know,” I pointed out. “At least . . . I think you weren’t there.”

	“I wouldn’t have to be there to know that he did. I doubt he’s seen your hair down before. Besides, it’s in our blood.”

	I stopped moving again. “How would looking at a girl’s hair have anything at all to do with blood?” 

	“How did you know you wanted to kiss him?” 

	“I . . .” I started and then stopped, contemplating over it. “I just did.”

	He shrugged. “There’s your answer.” 

	“You speak very funny sometimes,” I told him. “Did you know that?” 

	He and Chase both did, though I would not have said anything about it before now. For the first time, I believed, I saw Ahren open his mouth and then close it again. He nodded his head rather than answer me aloud. 

	“Still, that’s not a satisfactory answer.” I tried not to smile. “I believe I shall let you pass on this one occasion. I’m not entirely certain my brain could retain much more useful information tonight.”

	“Oh, you’re going to let me pass?” 

	I couldn’t help grinning. “I believe that’s what I said.” 

	He shook his head at me, but he laughed again before saying, “Come on. Let’s get you down there so you can deal with Agatha and go to sleep.” 

	I made some sort of grumbling noise that I had never once made in my life, but after a short time it transformed into to more laughing as I walked with Ahren. 

	I thoroughly enjoyed having a friend. I only hoped that I’d been wrong most my life in thinking there was no such thing.
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	The laughter died away before I arrived at my door. Ahren waited at the end of the hallway, watching me as I walked down. I knew because I turned around to smile at him—which he returned—before stepping through and closing the door behind me.

	Agatha sat up in bed, and I stayed planted precisely where I stood. She and I stared at one another for an extremely long time before I could not stand the silence any longer. 

	“Aren’t you going to ask me if I’m aware of what time it is?” I asked. “Or if he took advantage of me? Or if I had to watch him kill a person? You want to ask me those things, don’t you?”

	“No, my flower.” Her voice was quiet as she shook her head. “I’m not going to ask you those things.” Agatha always bombarded me with endless questions when she was concerned. 

	I could not fathom her stopping now. But if she was . . .

	“May I ask you something, Aggie?” 

	“Of course you can,” she said without hesitation. 

	I sat down at the edge of her bed and gently took her hands in mine. “Those men who hurt you—” 

	“Aster, don’t ask me if I wish I’d had someone willing to stand up for me and stop it from happening. I didn’t. So many of us haven’t.”

	“No.” I felt my face scrunching when I whispered, “Do you wish you’d been able to stop them yourself?”

	She blinked hard at me as her own face scrunched up, and then she cleared her throat uncomfortably. “Are you asking me whether I wish I’d been physically strong enough to stop them myself? Or are you really asking me if I wish I’d been able to punish them for it?”

	I supposed . . . “Both.”

	She took her hands away from me and wiped away a tear that was falling down her cheek. “I’m going to tell you something, though I don’t know if I should. I’ve had four children; you already know that. You asked me before, if I’d ever been in love.”

	“You said you had once,” I recalled. She had never volunteered the information—or even hinted toward it—before I’d asked her. 

	‘All men have some sort of evil inside them, my flower. You may not see it, and they may not see it, but it’s there.’ That particular information had been given to me freely many times in ten years, reinforcing what I already knew.

	Never anything about her having loved a man, until I’d asked.

	“The fourth child I had was his,” she said. “He was new in the Guard, and I wasn’t yet twenty-four. I didn’t know that such a thing as love existed before I met him. I didn’t know there was such good left in the world. You asked me if he treated me like a servant or a person, and I told you both. I’m going to tell you now that he treated me like a person in front of everyone apart from the leader. He didn’t care. They mocked him for it relentlessly, but still . . .” She shook her head. “He didn’t care.”

	“But you said—”

	“The reason I said both is because . . .” She trailed off for a moment. “Because when I had his child, he let them take it. It didn’t matter that he didn’t want to. He let them take it.”

	She stared at me, and her jaw quivered from the strain of the memory. For a moment, when looking in her eyes, it appeared the burden of it all was going to break her.

	“I’m going to tell you what I did,” she said deliberately. “Because I think you’re to the point in your own life where you might possibly understand.” 

	I opened my mouth to ask her what she’d done, but I quickly closed it again. I could not imagine Agatha ever having done something she had not been told or expected to do. 

	“I’ve beaten invisibility into your head since you were first thrown onto my floor. I’m going to explain to you now why I’ve done that all these years.” She breathed in deeply, her lips briefly pursing. “Did you know my fourth child was the only one they didn’t even let me see?” 

	I shook my head, though she was already aware that I did not know. Agatha had never spoken to me about any of her children past informing me of their existence in the world and the manner in which they had been conceived.

	Her mouth hung open for a long time before she went on. 

	“I waited.” She said that then paused, her eyes widening minutely as she must’ve been thinking on whatever had occurred. 

	I could see a warring within her, taking place behind those widened eyes, and I knew with unyielding certainty that whatever she felt the need to tell me . . . she’d never said aloud before. 

	“I waited until enough time had passed for them to forget all about me, but not long enough that the leader would be killed.” She leaned forward and whispered, “They don’t see us, Aster.”

	“You killed a leader,” I said on a breath. I could see it written all over her face, though I could not believe what I was seeing.

	“Yes, I did,” she told me firmly and without the slightest hint of shame. “They didn’t even think about me, but he knew I’d done it.”

	“But you’re here,” I said. If she’d been found for murdering a leader, she would’ve most certainly been killed for it. Immediately.

	“He went and confessed he’d done it.” Her gaze was down at her blanket, almost as if she were speaking to it and not me. “The damn fool.”

	“Why would he do that?” I asked the question so quietly that I barely heard it myself. “Why wouldn’t he just play it off, since they didn’t suspect you?”

	She looked to me. “Don’t you understand?” Her voice was full of desperation.

	I shook my head. I was finding I did not understand anywhere near as much as I’d always thought I had. 

	“He did it to pay me back for what he’d allowed to happen. His best friend told me that.” She stared off for a moment. “Do you want to know the last thing I ever said to him?” Her brow furrowed, and it appeared painful. “I hate you.” Again, her jaw quivered as tears fell freely down her face. “I didn’t hate him.”

	I felt a tear falling down my face, almost mirroring hers, when she said, “I know you and that boy love each other, but you have to understand why I cannot be happy about it. He and Ahren have both taken your invisibility away from you. And now, when the time comes and you need to be unseen . . . everyone will be able to see you. Everyone will be watching. There’s nothing you can do about that now.”
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	I did not sleep in my own bed that night. I curled up with Agatha on hers. For once, it was not me that needed the comfort. I ran my fingers through her greying hair while she cried silently to the stone walls, lost in her memories. I did not bother her with any more questions. Instead, I laid there thinking about monsters.

	I did not think of Agatha as a monster, though she had admitted to killing a man. I could not blame her for what she’d done. I did do a great deal of thinking on people viewing others as monsters for doing things they themselves had done, how and why that might be. While I knew I was only scratching the surface, the conclusions I came to saddened me tremendously. 

	I did also think of my next question for Chase as I laid there. 

	Only when I was positive that Agatha had fallen asleep did I allow my mind to rest. 

	Still . . . sleep did not come easy for me.

	 

	


Chapter Seventeen

	Choices and Stabbing

	I woke the next morning utterly confused as to what I should do. Now that Chase had returned, was I to tend to him as I had before, or was I to carry on with my regular habits and duties? 

	I was standing there staring sightlessly at the grey enclosing me when there was a knock at the door. Though I heard it, my head did not fully register the sound as I stared at my surroundings. It was so different from the world I’d been shown last night.

	It wasn’t until Agatha said, “Good morning, Sir,” that I turned.

	“Good morning.” Ahren sighed then asked, “How many times do I have to ask you not to call me Sir?”

	“It’s bad form, Sir,” she told him. I was sure bad form secretly meant she did not want to get into the habit of it and slip up with our next leader if—when—Ahren was killed. “I’ll just be going now.” 

	He forced a polite smile until Agatha vacated the room and closed the door behind herself. Then he turned to me with a serious expression on his face.

	“What’s going on?” I asked. “Has something happened?”

	He narrowed his eyes at me and took in a deep breath, like he was steeling himself. Then he sat down at the edge of my bed, patting next to him. I went over and sat where he’d indicated without hesitation. 

	He said, “I need to speak with you about something.”

	“Is Chase all right?” 

	“What?” He shook his head like he was shaking himself of the question. “Yes, of course he is. He and I both agreed I should speak to you about this alone, so you don’t feel pressured into anything.”

	Lost, I slowly said, “All right.”

	“You asked him a question last night.” He was speaking so carefully, which was very unusual. “About poison.”

	“Do the two of you tell one another everything?” 

	“Close enough.” He sounded quite apologetic. 

	I took in a deep breath and let it out as an extremely loud huff of air. I would certainly have to keep the knowledge in mind. He reached out and took my hands in his and I allowed it because I knew he would not hurt me. 

	He leaned close and whispered, “I know what he’s planning to do with you.”

	I opened my mouth, but he held up one of his hands and I closed it again. 

	Still speaking quietly, he went on. “Do you realize the life you’d be getting into? A lot of the things he said to you last night were to make you really think about it. He told you we’re hunted when we go rogue, didn’t he? Have you thought about what you’ll have to do?”

	“What I’ll have to . . .” I shook my head, still lost. “What do you mean?”

	“Do you think poison is the only worry we have?” He was trying to speak quietly, but there was such passion in his voice that it was almost past the point of quietness. “It may be years before someone is able to track you down—or weeks, if even that.” He paused and very slowly asked, “What are you going to do if he’s gone when another Reaper comes?”

	I didn’t say anything, though he waited for it. At least for a time.

	After a moment, he looked away from me. “He and I have so badly distorted your view on what we are. Do you realize how quickly he and I alone could dispose of nearly everyone in this House? Do you realize that?”

	“There are so many in the Guard. . . .”

	He leaned forward and clenched his jaw for an instant before speaking. “They wouldn’t see us coming. They wouldn’t hear us. All the Guard could be together in one room and they couldn’t take us down. Improperly trained bodies, wasting space—that’s all they are. Do you believe we would think twice about it?”

	Though I felt certain he was simply making a point with what he said on all of them in a room, I said, “Yes.”

	“No.” He corrected me firmly. “If they stood in the way of a mission, we would not think twice about it. We’re made to be this way. Can’t you understand that?”

	“Could you kill me?” I snapped. 

	“Yes,” he said, entirely calm. “But I wouldn’t. There’s a very large difference.” 

	I pulled my hands back to myself, placing them in my lap, and I stared unblinking at the wall. 

	“I’m trying to make you understand.”

	“You’re trying to make me think you’re a monster,” I said assuredly. “Don’t confuse the two.”

	He gently grabbed my face between both his hands, turning my head so I had to look at him. “They’ll hunt him down, Aster. They will hunt him down because they’ll be sent on a mission to do it. They won’t care if you’re standing in the way. They won’t care that he’s one of them. The Reapers in this city?” He shook his head. “They won’t care.”

	“You were sent on a mission to kill that girl’s family,” I accused. “The one you loved.”

	Slowly, he nodded. 

	“And did you?” 

	I watched the tears spreading in his eyes when . . .

	He shook his head. “Can’t you hear what I’m trying to tell you?” His green eyes stood out vividly through the tears threatening to fall. “They didn’t care about how I felt. We don’t care when we’re not involved. We can’t.”

	I wiped away my own tears and nodded in understanding. “You’re trying to tell me to stay here.”

	He shook his head almost wildly then said, “You remember that day when I had you think about those questions for me?” 

	I nodded again, then in response. 

	“I’m going to give you questions to think about for you now.”

	I sniffled. “And what are they?” 

	“The first one is: What do you want?” 

	I opened my mouth to answer him, but he held up a hand to stop me. 

	“The second is: What are you willing to do to have what you want in your life? And the third is: What are the limits of your capabilities?”

	I opened my mouth once more, but he spoke before I could.

	“I’m asking you to think,” he said, his voice unyielding. Then he stood from the bed and pulled me to my feet. Again, he reached out and held my face in his hands. “When have you ever had the chance to choose what your life would be? I’m asking you to choose. This . . .” He removed his hands from my face and pulled me close to a wall, grabbing one of my hands and running it down the cold stone. 

	“Or that.” He pointed toward the single tiny window at the very top of the room, right near where ground level was, close to the ceiling. Not in any way large enough even for a body to get through. If it could be considered a window. It was more for air than anything.

	It was our window.

	He said, “Think about it.”

	He had made it to the door by the time I said, “Ahren.” 

	He turned toward me, and I clenched my jaw. I felt as though my heavy breathing was taking up every inch of space inside the room. 

	Firmly, I pointed to the window.

	“What are you willing to do?” 

	“Anything,” I said on a breath.

	“Can you kill a person?” His voice had gone entirely blank.

	“If I had—”

	“I didn’t ask if you had to!” He nearly screamed at me. 

	The sudden change caught me off guard, and I involuntarily flinched. 

	He took a deep breath, and his voice was almost calm again when he asked, “Are you capable?”

	He and I stared at one another for a long time in silence. Eventually, I watched him take another deep breath and shake his head at the floor. I looked down at the floor as well shortly after, thinking about evil. 

	I thought about those evil men who had hurt Agatha and the other women here. I thought of the people who had taken Agatha’s children away from her. I thought about that drunken man, touching my body as if I were worth nothing more than the dirt on the ground beneath his feet as he walked freely in the world that I was not permitted entrance to. I thought of the Reaper who had killed the girl Ahren loved. I thought of the people who told me I was property, that I was not a person and could not feel. I thought of them squandering the life and feeling they declared themselves able to have. I thought of the Reapers who would come later.

	“Yes,” I heard myself say, full of conviction. 

	When I looked up, Ahren was out the door and in the process of closing it behind him. He paused and analyzed me before seeming to make some sort of decision. Then he said, “Come with me.”

	I went with him, and I did not ask where we were going.
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	Ahren walked with purpose down the hallways of the Valdour House, and my shorter legs struggled to keep up with his long ones. When he came upon a door I had never once passed through, he stopped and stared at the two members of the Guard who were standing in front of it. 

	None of them said a word, but it was almost as though some silent message had passed between the three of them. When the two men began walking away, I could almost swear that one of them was for some unknown reason smiling. 

	I did not follow Ahren through the door. Instead, I stood there watching the two men’s backs. They went to the end of the hallway where it branched off, and they stopped moving. They did not turn to look at me.

	Ahren had made it halfway down the next hallway by the time I’d closed the door behind myself and began hurrying after him. Though he was still walking with purpose, I was able to catch up with him due to my own pace. I was stunned to find myself grabbing hold of his arm and jerking him to a halt. I was more stunned that he allowed me to do it.

	“How many of you are in this House?” I demanded. 

	He smiled that slow, deliberate smile and then opened his mouth to speak. 

	Rather than allow him the chance to do so and distort what I knew as truth into something as far away as he could get from it, I added, “Guards do not block hallways in this House.”

	They patrolled. They guarded. They blocked doors, including and especially the one they’d stood at before stepping away.

	He narrowed his eyes at me slightly. “What do you think I do when I’m working?” 

	“I wouldn’t know,” I replied shortly. “You know everything I do with my time, yet you’ve told me nothing about the way you spend your own when I’m not a part of it.”

	He stared at me for a long while, smiling, before he opened his mouth to speak. “I began the process of instating them slowly enough for no one to take notice as soon as I . . . came into this position.”

	I spent as short a time thinking on that as I could before asking, “Why?” 

	“Do you believe the only thing we do is kill people?” He seemed to be trying not to laugh. “We do much more than that. We deserve more credit than you’d like to give us.”

	Trying to discern what could be occurring . . . “Are the Reapers of the city staging a coup?” 

	He blinked at me, and he said nothing. 

	“Why? What would be the point of it?” 

	He wouldn’t answer me. 

	“No,” I said thoughtfully. I stared at the floor for a moment, shaking my head and trying to work through this. I looked back up at him when I’d come up with something satisfactory enough. “I’m not asking about the point of it right now. How could you pull it off? Surely people in this city have seen you before and know what you are. How have you gone all this time with no one noticing? How?”

	He leaned down close. “You’re finally allowing yourself to ask the questions. It gives me hope for your survival.” Then he straightened himself and looked down at me. “I suggest you pace yourself.”

	“Why?” 

	“If you’re stabbed ten times at once, it’s highly unlikely you’ll survive the injuries.” He said that then lowered his voice. “If you’re stabbed ten times over the course of your entire life, you may survive each of them in turn. The mind is the same way. You understand?”

	I thought on that, attempting to discover what he meant by his words. He watched me for a time, but eventually he began walking away again. 

	At his back, almost loudly, I said, “You didn’t answer my question, Ahren.” 

	He did not stop, and I felt an anger growing inside me the likes of which I had never felt before. 

	“Would any person survive the first stabbing from you?” I shouted, my voice bouncing off the walls between us.

	He stopped then, peeking over his shoulder at me and smiling widely. “If I wanted them to.” He was still smiling when he asked, “Are you coming with me, or are you going to stand in place for the remainder of your life?”

	I did not respond to his question aloud, but I followed after him once he began walking again. 

	I assumed that was a sufficient answer.

	 

	


Chapter Eighteen

	Truth and Lies

	I was not happy as I followed Ahren down several more hallways, and I did not speak to him again. I was so unhappy with him that I’d forgotten all about Chase’s existence in the world until we stepped into a room and I saw him. He was staring at the door from where he stood next to a window on the opposite side of the room. 

	Without a word, Ahren began walking away, back in the direction we’d just come from.

	Before he’d taken even two steps, I stopped him with, “Where are you going?” 

	“I can be seen with you as much as I like,” Ahren said. “I can’t be seen with him more often than I should.”

	“Go, then,” I said rudely when his back had turned once more. “I hope you manage not to stab anyone on your way through the House.” 

	He did not look at me, but I gathered he was laughing by the movement of his shoulders as he walked away.

	I glared at his back until he disappeared around a corner and then, because nothing remained of him to glare at, I looked to Chase. “I’m finding that I’m quite angry with him.”

	“I can see that,” he said, appearing as though he were having a difficult time concealing his amusement. I attempted to prevent that from exacerbating my hostile feelings.

	“So what was the purpose in all his questions?” I asked, wanting to distract myself from the negativity and discover some point in this. “He asked me a lot of things then delivered me to you. I’ve never been in this part of the House. We’re not even permitted to clean here. Did you know that? It looks just like the rest of the House, so I can’t understand why we’re not allowed here. It makes absolutely no sense whatsoever.”

	We were silent for a long time after I managed to stop rambling, staring at one another as I waited for him to speak. 

	When he did not, I asked, “What am I doing?” I frowned and started again. “No. What are you doing? He asked me those questions and brought me here without telling me why he’d even asked them. I’m assuming you know the next part.”

	Chase’s gaze was down at the floor for a moment before he slowly walked over to me. “Do you want to leave with me?” 

	“Of course I do.” I tried very hard not to become frustrated once more. How many times did I need to answer the same questions, though? The both of them were exhausting me this morning.

	“Did he tell you what that would mean?” he asked. “What you would have to do?”

	“He asked me if I could kill a person, if that’s what you’re talking about,” I snapped.

	“I told him not to bring you here if you decided you couldn’t.” 

	I narrowed my eyes at him. “And what would you have done if I’d said that?” 

	He did not seem put off by my demeanor.

	“The same thing I’ve done for the last ten years,” he replied. “Wait.”

	I nearly shouted, “So you would have deprived me of your time until I’d had enough and decided I would do anything for it?” 

	He shook his head quickly, saying the word no several times and holding his hands in the air. “I told him not to bring you here if you’d said no. I would’ve stayed in room number four like I did the last time I was here, and I would’ve continued seeing you in front of everyone.” He gestured around himself. “This is the choice you made.”

	“I don’t understand,” I said, bemused.

	“In four days . . .” he began, speaking very carefully as if I were inept, “I’m going to leave this House. A lot of people will see me go; we’ll make sure of it. Then, later that night, I’m going to climb up the wall, back into this room.”

	“You’re going to climb . . . the wall?” Was that what he’d just said? Was I inept?

	“Yes.” He said it as though it were such a simple concept.

	I looked down at the floor and shook my head as I attempted to process it. Rather than ask him how he thought he could manage that, I said, “I’m failing to see the point of this. Are we to see one another in secret now?”

	“Yes,” he said again. 

	I gaped at him and fought against the urge to slap him in the face. 

	Had I ever wanted to slap a person before? 

	I did not believe I had. 

	“You’re still not understanding.” He looked away and took a deep breath. “Why do you think he brought you here?”

	“I’ve already asked you that!” I exclaimed.

	“No.” He shook his head. “I’m asking why you think.”

	“I don’t have a clue. He asked me if I could kill a person. I told him I could, and he sai—”

	The corners of his mouth tugged upward. “And he said what?”

	“‘Come with me,’” I answered under my breath to the floor. Then—quickly—I looked up to his face. “Is that why he’s brought me here? For you to teach me how to kill a person?”

	“He brought you here so I could teach you how to survive.” He took in then released a breath before adding, “With me.”

	He and I seemed to analyze one another for what felt like an eternity before I asked him the question I had thought of the night before. I did not know why all the questions I needed answers to were questions I always worried I wouldn’t like answers to. But necessity overruled pleasure.

	“Do you like it, Chase?” 

	He blinked hard, seeming lost.

	I clarified with, “Killing people? Hurting them? You were happy to break that man’s wrist before. You do enjoy it. Don’t you?”

	“Sometimes, yes.” No longer lost, his voice was blank when answering. “Sometimes I do.”

	“How could you? How could you have a heart and—”

	He stepped all the way up to me and leaned down. “Imagine you were being attacked. Imagine that you were being attacked like how you told me about last night. What would you want to do?”

	“I wouldn’t—”

	Firm, he said, “I didn’t ask what you could do.” 

	I clenched my jaw at the frustration of both being interrupted during my last two attempts at speaking, and also at the similarity of what he’d just said to what Ahren had shouted at me in my room. It was infuriating. Didn’t requirements and capabilities matter? 

	“Don’t think about the answer; just say it. What would you want to do in that situation?”

	“Stop them from hurting anyone else,” came out of my mouth.

	“And would you feel bad about it?” 

	Slowly, I shook my head. 

	He stood up straight and began walking back toward the window, like the conversation was somehow finished at that.

	“Have you only ever killed bad people?” 

	He stopped, and his body appeared to go rigid. Then, all at once, it sort of slumped when he released a breath.

	“I said I enjoy it sometimes.” He walked the remainder of the distance to the window, and he stared outside. 

	Very slowly, I followed him, but I didn’t look out when I was standing next to him. I watched the side of his face instead. It was a long time before he said anything else.

	“We’re ordered on our missions,” he began. “When you’re first sent on them, you ask questions. You ask what the person you’re being sent to kill has done and why you’re being sent there. And for a while . . . it’s fine. They give you easy missions at first, ones you’ll feel little remorse for carrying out, if any at all. And then . . . the missions start to change.”

	I said nothing as I watched his face creasing. 

	“It’s so gradual you don’t ever really think about it. One day you’re taking out murderers and, then, before you know it . . . you’re killing people who did nothing more than say something that somebody important believed they shouldn’t have said.” He finally looked over at me to say, “They make it gradual to numb you to it. They make it gradual so you get to the point where it’s just another mission. One day . . .” He shook his head. “One day you wake up and really think about it. You think about the mission from the night before and wonder why. And you wonder how you could’ve done what you did. So, before every mission, you start asking more questions. You don’t want to go anymore when you hear the answers, but what else can you do? You know they’ll just kill you and send someone else if you refuse. So you go. You go so they don’t send someone worse instead. At least you know you’d kill them quickly where the one they’d send in your place may not. And you pretend. . . . You pretend they’ve done something horrible.”

	I still said nothing, just watching his face. I was unsure if he expected me to speak.

	He stared at me for a while, blinking wetness from his eyes. “And then you stop asking the questions.” He clenched his jaw for a moment. “That’s my reality. That’s the world I live in.” He turned away from me again and looked out the window. “Are you ashamed of me now?”

	My brow furrowed in understanding, and I shook my head in disbelief of it. “Is that your reason for telling me what you just did?” 

	He brought his gaze back to mine. “How can you accept me if you don’t understand? What would you do later, if I kept part of myself from you and you discovered it on your own? You need to understand what I am. If you don’t . . .? How can you be positive you’re making the right decision?”

	He was right. I would rather know what he was upfront, as horrible a thing as it was to know. I needed to think on it later, though, not when there were so many other more-pressing things. 

	I asked, “Why are you pretending to leave in four days?” 

	“Because five days is all the time I was given off between my last mission and the next.” 

	I didn’t understand . . . “Then why are you pretending to leave?” 

	“I have one month to make you as prepared as I possibly can for this,” he said, ignoring my question. “That’s all we have.”

	“A month,” I breathed. “How long did you train?”

	“My entire life.”

	“You mean your entire life since you were brought in.”

	His brow furrowed as he shook his head. “Reaper women have their babies taken away from them too.” 

	Astonished, I nearly shouted at him. “There are women in your occupation?” 

	He nodded. 

	I’d heard things, but . . . I had never seen a female Reaper. “All the stars! How do they manage to take a child from one?”

	“It depends on the woman.” 

	“I wouldn’t think they’d be able to do it properly,” I admitted. 

	He laughed a little, which made me frown at him. 

	“I don’t see what’s funny about this.” Women Reapers . . .

	“You should hope that you never meet a female Reaper.” He grinned. “They’re exceptionally unpleasant.”

	“How so?” 

	“I’ll explain it to you someday,” he told me, not bothering to conceal his amusement. “But you just might discover the answer for yourself along the way.”

	I did not know what he meant, but I felt as if I couldn’t waste my time pondering over it. Though it seemed I could waste time staring at the floor and shaking my head. I simply couldn’t stop myself from expending a few moments for that particular purpose. Then, I had to get back to it.

	I had to ask him, “What is your plan?” 

	When I looked up again, I saw him smiling out the window. 

	He brought his gaze to mine. “Have you ever heard them talking about plays in the House? Where people go to watch other people pretend?”

	“Yes, I’ve heard people speak of them. How is that relevant to what I just asked you?” 

	What was he thinking—that he was going to take me to one? That was a preposterous idea. I would not waste my time on such a thing, even if I had endless amounts of free time to waste.

	A month. I had no time at all.

	“Those people on the stage?” The corners of his mouth tugged upward the smallest amount. “They’re glorified liars; that’s all they are. They put on shows for other people to watch and be entertained. I’m going to teach you how to do that. At least help you figure out the basics.”

	“Why?” I felt my eyebrows moving downward, not understanding how his proposition could be useful against Reapers.

	His smirk was gone when he said, “Because you and I won’t survive if you can’t. Anything else I could teach you wouldn’t matter a bit if you can’t lie.”

	“And do you lie?” I asked him before I could talk myself out of it.

	“All the time,” he answered slowly.

	A muscle in my cheek twitched when I asked, “To me?”

	There was only the briefest pause, where he seemed to be thinking over the appropriate response, before he said, “Not directly.”

	My voice sounded very small in my own ears when I asked, “What does that mean?”

	“It means that if I open my mouth and tell you something, it’s not a lie. That doesn’t mean I’ve told you everything. Some people count omission as lies. That’s not even including misdirection.”

	“If you’ve just told me that you lie all the time . . .” I struggled to get out the question as I fought against the urge to cry. “How could I possibly believe anything you say?”

	“If I was trying to deceive you, would I have told you that? Wouldn’t I have lied and told you I don’t lie at all?”

	“I don’t know,” I barely said. Everything was becoming far too confusing. I’d been so accustomed to thinking somewhat simply that my head was struggling immensely to catch up. “You could’ve said it with the sole intention of being able to use that precise point against me when I asked.” 

	I realized as I was looking at him that I truly did not know him at all. Knowing where a person preferred their dirty laundry and that they would go against what they wanted for your benefit . . . 

	It didn’t tell me as much as I’d thought it had. 

	Would I ever know him? Would I ever truly know anyone? Would anyone ever truly know me? Did it even matter?

	He reached out, wiping a stray tear from my face, and smiled at me sadly. His hand lingered on my cheek. “Do you know how long I’ve been planning this, to take you away from here?” 

	I shook my head. 

	“Since the first day I saw you.” His forehead scrunched a little as he stared down at me. “I’ve had to do a lot of lying to make this possible. That’s what I meant.”

	“And would you lie to me? If I asked you something directly that you did not want to answer truthfully?”

	He shook his head slowly and responded with, “I just wouldn’t answer you.”

	“Do you promise?” I asked. “That you’ll never directly tell me a lie? That you’ll simply not answer my question? Can you promise me that?” I could get past this, I knew, if he told me that he would do so. Still, how could any person ever completely trust a liar? Could I trust anyone at all in this world?

	“I promise you can believe every word that comes out of my mouth, as long as it’s being said directly to you.”

	“And if it’s being said to someone else in front of me?” 

	“It would be best if you didn’t believe it.” He did not smile at that, though it appeared as if he were tempted.

	“Do you know why Ahren is here?” 

	“Yes.”

	“And will you tell me?” 

	He said nothing, but that slow, calculated smile began stretching across his face. 

	I cleared my throat and looked out the window. I shook my head where I stood, staring out at the garden and seeing the little walkway that I’d not ever seen until the night before. 

	My voice was not happy nor excited but sounded somewhat resigned when I asked, “When do we begin?”

	 

	


Chapter Nineteen

	It Isn’t All Pretend

	“Slap me again,” Chase directed. 

	I did as he asked and slapped him across the face. 

	He sighed and wiped at his forehead with one of his hands for a moment, in a way that seemed to be absentminded. I could see the immense disappointment in his eyes where they were focused on a nearby wall and not at me. I tried as best I could to work through the thoughts and feelings it brought about inside me.

	He did at some point seem to get over his dissatisfaction enough to begin dealing with me. “You’re thinking too much into it. It’s not believable.”

	“It’s not believable because I don’t want to slap you!” 

	He chuckled a little, which made me angry. 

	“You’ve not even explained the purpose of this.”

	“We have to put on a show,” he stated. 

	I threw my hands up in exasperation. 

	He sighed again. “I have to give them a reason to believe I wouldn’t come back for you and that, if I tried, you wouldn’t have me. And that, even if I tried to force you to have me, I wouldn’t be able to. There’s a plan in place, but no plan is entirely foolproof. If they realize I’ve gone rogue instead, I don’t want them to think of you until long after we’ve gone. Does that make sense to you?”

	“Don’t act as if I’m an imbecile, Chase.” 

	“I’m not,” he said quickly. “I’m asking if it makes sense to you, if you understand why now.” 

	Calmly, I said, “I’ve never been in that sort of situation to know exactly how I would react to it. I’m not entirely sure that any amount of this sort of practice could tell us how I’d behave.”

	“You’re saying you want me to assault you now, so you can understand how you would actually feel? Can’t you imagine how you would feel? I’m sure you’ve spent a lot of time imagining it.”

	“Do you understand how I’m going to feel at the time?” I demanded. “You’re going to assault me and then leave, am I correct?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “Do you believe I want that to be stuck in my head until I see you next? What if you’re so convincing that it—” I shook my head. “I don’t know.” I took a deep breath and attempted to explain it better. “I don’t want to have a memory like that of you in my head.”

	“You’re going to have a lot of bad memories of me in your head,” he stated blankly. “At least with this one, you’ll know it isn’t real.”

	“But it will be real,” I informed him.

	He stepped closer and sighed again. Then he smiled in a sad sort of way. “No. It’s all pretend.” Slowly, a frown took over his face. “Do you need me to assault you?”

	“Could you?” I challenged. “Right now? Could you just . . . assault me?”

	He clenched his jaw for a moment. “I don’t want to.”

	“I didn’t ask if you wanted to!” I shouted at him. I felt startlingly smug, being able to treat him the way he and Ahren had both treated me today. “I asked if you could.”

	“I don’t know.”

	“What does it matter?” I stepped close to him. “If it’s only lies? If it’s all just pretend? What does any of it even matter?”

	I wondered why I was still not afraid of him as he stared me down while I continued speaking to him in such a way. I should’ve been afraid, I knew. No matter what had changed, I knew I still should have. Why wasn’t I? 

	“Do you want the first memory of me touching you to be that way?” He sounded entirely calm.

	“You touched me last—”

	“It’s not the same,” he said resolutely. “It is nowhere near the same thing.” 

	I opened my mouth and then closed it again, pursing my lips together. 

	“Do you want it to be that way?” 

	I shook my head. Rather than tell him I did not want the memory of it at all, I heard myself ask, “Would you want to touch me that way?” 

	He looked away from me and rubbed at the back of his neck, almost laughing on an exhale of breath. Several seconds later, he nearly smirked and asked, “Would you let me if I told you I did?” 

	“I . . .” I began and then stopped, pursing my lips together again because I didn’t know that I could—or should—answer his question. I felt my head nodding, though my brain had not given it permission to do so. “Do you want to?”

	He smiled his slow smile at me, though it reached a bit farther on his face than it normally did. He raised an eyebrow and nodded his head. For nearly one instant, I had the time to ponder over the downright absurdity of a person wanting to do what he claimed he wanted to do. When I saw that he was moving closer to me, I realized . . . I’d just given him permission.

	I started backing away regardless, watching him take back every step I attempted to place between us. I felt very much like some small animal being hunted in a calculated way by a predator. Then, my back was against a wall and I had absolutely nowhere else to go. 

	It was when the palms of my hands were flat against the wall behind me and he was directly in front of me with his hand reaching out for my face, his lips coming closer to mine, that I realized . . . he’d already caught me. 

	I wondered if I’d ever truly had a chance in any of this.

	The kiss was not the same as it had been the night before. My lips did not struggle to follow after his; they simply had no say in the matter. I thought it was strange when he touched my tongue with his, and I nearly pushed him away to scream as much at him, but then I discovered there was something remarkably interesting about feeling his breathing in my mouth. It was almost as if we’d become one person somehow. It was quite . . . 

	Wonderful, in some inexplicable way.

	It took me far too long to realize I’d gotten lost somewhere in his kiss, too long to realize that he had his body pressing mine against the wall and a hand gripping hard at my waist. 

	I pushed against his chest and slapped his face immediately after it had moved away from my own. Though I’d slapped him nearly ten times already, it was the first time the action left a red mark on his cheek. The rest of his face quickly turned red as well, which I’d never seen from him before.

	“I am so sorry!” I rushed forward and reached out for his face. 

	He wouldn’t look at me and he had his lips pursed together and off to one side. He was . . . embarrassed. 

	“It felt very . . . strange is all,” I rambled, “and it was making me feel quite funny, and . . . I can’t quite explain my reaction.” 

	I stood there for several extended seconds as I took stock on everything. He still refused to look at me, but he was allowing me to touch his face after I’d just slapped him. I could not understand the way my body had reacted to him. But mostly, I wanted to know . . . 

	“Why in the world did you stick your tongue in my mouth?” 

	His eyes darted to mine then, but only briefly. He cleared his throat. “Ahren told me if I was going to kiss you, I should at least do it properly.”

	I shook my head over the preposterousness of it all. For one, that he and Ahren were discussing kisses. For another, that proper kissing was like . . . that. I could see now that it was, after having done it the two different ways, but . . . who in the world had ever realized as much? And how did one find out about it, if they were not told? Was there an endless string of people kissing other people and passing along the information? I supposed I must’ve missed seeing tongues the few instances I’d accidentally seen others doing it. Granted . . . I’d done my best not to truly see any part of it.

	“Can we try it again?” I heard myself ask him.

	He finally turned his face to mine. “Do you actually want to?” 

	“Yes, I’m quite certain I do.” I answered distractedly.

	“Are you going to slap me again?” 

	“I’m not sure,” I admitted.

	“How about this . . .? Given that kissing made you very confused and you’re extremely uncomfortable about being touched, we can try the two separately.”

	“How do you propose we do that?” 

	He offered me a small—yet warm—smile and took both my hands in his. He pulled me closer to him and, in the process, wrapped my arms around his body until my hands were on his back. Then he released my hands from his and dropped them down at his sides. 

	I only fully realized that I’d removed my hands and held them extended in the air behind him when he quietly said, “It’s okay.”

	I breathed in deeply, inhaling the scent of him when I did, and took the last step forward that had been separating the two of us. When I rested the side of my face against his chest, I noticed that my entire body was shaking horrendously. Still, he did not touch me with his hands. Though I had hugged Ahren the night before, this was not the same thing. It was nowhere near the same thing, just as Chase had said about the difference in the touching. 

	Very slowly, I returned my hands to where he’d put them at his back.

	I did not squeeze him in excitement, as I had done with Ahren. For a time, I simply stood there, keeping my hands in place, but then . . . I moved them. 

	It was peculiar—feeling the way his muscles curved inward toward his spine. I could feel the scars from the beating he’d received ten years ago through his shirt. Though his body didn’t tremble as mine did, occasionally one of his muscles twitched beneath my fingers. 

	At some point, he began touching my hair, running his fingers through it. Upon that discovery, I also noticed I had stopped shaking. It started again immediately when I thought of it, like my body was mocking me in an attempt to make me look as ridiculous as possible.

	His entire body went rigid when his hand went past the end of my hair and onto my back. With the side of my face resting against his chest, I could hear the pace of his heart quicken because of it. 

	He did have a heart in there, no matter how it occasionally seemed or how questionable it sometimes was. 

	I could deal with my own trembling, though it was extremely embarrassing, but I would not be ashamed of the scars I had. In a sense, they told part of the story of my life—that I could find the strength within me to do something I believed to be important for myself, no matter the consequences. That was nothing to be ashamed of. I forced myself to remain calm and relaxed.

	When he seemed to realize that I would not be ashamed of it, he pulled me so close to him it nearly made my neck ache. His breathing became ragged as he ran his hands down my back, feeling the rough lines of my beatings.

	“It’s okay.” I whispered his words back to him.

	It wasn’t until I’d spoken that he finally released a larger, more natural breath. His head came down, resting on the top of my own, then he moved his fingers across my back, likely attempting to count the lines beneath them. It would not work; there were too many. 

	I realized, as he was doing it, that my hands were trying to physically comfort him in response to the sadness and anger I believed he felt over what had been done to me. It was strange. Was that a normal thing people did when they loved each other? I supposed . . . I supposed it was. 

	It had been such a very, very long time. . . .

	It was then that I was struck by it. I likely could not count all the bad things Chase had done in his life. I could not count all the people he’d hurt, or killed, or all the lies he’d told. But . . . Did that make him unworthy of love? No more than being what I was—and spending the majority of my life doing things only because I was forced to do them—made me unworthy of the same. Was I really so different from him?

	Was Chase guilty of the crimes he’d committed, or were those crimes at the fault of the people who had forced him into carrying them out? 

	They were not his crimes; I could see that now. Those things he had done were at the fault of a greater evil, an evil no one could escape from. But the fact of the matter was that . . . he was willing to do everything he could in an attempt to escape from it, despite the odds. And he was willing to do everything he could to take me with him when he did. Some people might’ve believed that was simply not enough or that it made up for nothing.

	It was more than enough for me.

	It was a long time before he took a step away from me, but he leaned down immediately, putting his face close to mine. He grasped my face gently between both his hands. 

	“I love you,” he said, his voice firm. “Do you believe me?”

	I analyzed his face, watching a tear fall from his eye and roll down his cheek. I watched his jaw clench and unclench several times. I saw his brow furrowed in sadness, or possibly confusion. Chase may have very well been a better liar than all those people who pretended on stages, but he was not lying to me. 

	“I believe you,” I told him. 

	He nodded and removed one of his hands from my face to wipe at his own. I did not allow him to. I reached my hand out and did it for him. 

	Such a long, long time. . . . 

	“I understand now,” I barely said, getting back to what needed to be done. Preparation. Pretending. “How to make this work.”

	Putting myself in a similar situation to discern how I would react in such a scenario was not what I needed to accomplish what Chase was asking of me. All I needed was to understand what was at stake and the things he was willing to do for me. I could pretend—if I needed to pretend—if he was capable of doing the same. I was more than capable.

	When Chase and I got back to my lesson in playing pretend, I did not picture his face as I was slapping it. I made up an image of an imaginary man inside my head. I did not picture myself being attacked when I shoved at his chest. 

	I thought of Agatha and all the pain she’d endured throughout the years by the hands of evil. I slapped Chase and I cried silently, thinking of Agatha’s children that had been taken from her. I thought of Reaper women who, though strong enough to kill a man, were not strong enough to stop men from taking their children from them. 

	Chase’s face blurred in and out of my vision, being replaced with face after face of the leaders of New Bethel that I’d seen over the years. Faces of men who did evil. Faces of men who were not strong enough to fight against it or simply did not care to try. And I understood. 

	I understood why those people stood on stages and played pretend and why people went to watch them. It was their only way of fighting back against something too powerful, something they were too weak, too afraid, or too uncaring to truly fight. I understood it, but all that understanding did was show me how worthless it truly was. Standing around doing nothing while the world fell to pieces.

	I felt something inside myself as I stood there, allowing my eyes and my mind to distort the scene in front of me into what was really the truth. There was fury, deep inside my bones. Fury that no one would fight against anything in this world. I was too weak and unknowledgeable to fight against it now, but there was a desire that one day . . . I wouldn’t be. 
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