
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE PALE

WATERS

Kelly Washington

Reclaimed Souls Series

Book One

[image: image]


All Text Copyright © 2013 by KA Shire

Cover Copyright © 2014 James T. Egan (www.bookflydesign.com) 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the author at the address below.

www.kellywashington.com

kellywashwrites@gmail.com 

Author’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

Summary: In a futuristic, Earth-like world, class zero citizen, Rahda Plesti is mysteriously summoned to the capital city by the secretive dark prince, Roland Rexus. Once in his presence, her life shifts out of balance as she’s thrust into a society she loathes, a prince she’s determined to distrust, and into the middle of a war she has no interest in fighting for. But in a world where everyone keeps secrets, a dark stain spreads, the sun no longer shines, and where the rain is black, icy, and laced with metal shrapnel, Rahda is no longer sure where she fits in when she discovers the truth. Souls are being collected and Rahda, who holds the greatest secret of all, may be the only person capable of restoring the land and reclaiming the stolen souls.

[1. Fiction. 2. Fantasy—Fiction. 3. Science Fiction—Fiction. 4. Romance—Fiction. 5. Deities—Fiction. 6. Alternate Earth—Fiction.]
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The Pale Waters begins the four-volume epic journey of Rahda and Roland in a heart-pounding blend of romance, fantasy, science fiction, and adventure, perfect for fans of Kushiel’s Dart, Cruel Beauty, Graceling, and Sea of Shadows.

Summoned by Izkirka’s mysterious ruler, class-zero citizen Rahda clashes with Prince Roland Rexus in a battle of lies, secrets, and seduction. She’s been sent to kill him, he knows it, and, strangely enough, he does nothing to actively stop her.

But once she’s in the presence of the man who everyone calls a dark prince, everything begins to unravel. The disfigured prince has his own reasons for summoning the woman meant to kill him; reasons that will alter Rahda’s perception of the world around her. Within a matter of days, she’s thrust into an unfamiliar society with an untrustworthy prince, and becomes involved in a war she never knew existed.

Rahda’s no longer sure where she fits in when she uncovers the truth about Roland, and about herself. 

The Pale Waters, the first novella in the Reclaimed Souls Series, will have readers asking themselves, "Who Owns Your Soul?"
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For Mark, who saw through my scars.
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“I wait for the Queen who will restore, who will reclaim, who will make me whole. Come, I breathe life into you, but first, I must take it all away.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Just ash.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Knock it off, Rahda.

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

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

My home.

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

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

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

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

Sometimes there is no difference.

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

A storm’s coming, and fast.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She follows my gesture and looks up at the sky.

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

Her smile turns into a scathing, black sneer. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then another.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

No Dorni.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Will he remember me?

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

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

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

Otherwise, who issued the summons?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It doesn’t respond.

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

A sentry robot.

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

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

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

There is a bridge in the palace. 

There is a large crack in the palace. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Detecting. 

Inspecting. 

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

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

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

This is what the bridge covers.

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

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

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

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

“Lovely, isn’t it, Ms. Plesti?” a dark voice says from the other side of the bridge. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3


[image: ]




With unhurried steps, she joins me on the bridge. She is tall, sleek, with amethyst eyes that move and don’t move at the same time. She wears a sheer, bluish-black metallic fabriskin cloak encrusted with jade-green stones at the hem. 

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

Roland.

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

Roland Rexus. Powerful. Hungry. Dangerous. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She smiles abruptly. 
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