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Dedication

To anyone who is afraid of being
different, embrace it. Don’t be afraid of being unique, of being
you.


Prologue

 


General Maddox picked up the phone and
dialed before lounging back in his chair. He placed his boots on
the desk and waited for the line to pick up. The line clicked and a
baritone voice answered.

“This is General
Logan.”

“Logan, this is General
Peter Maddox. I’m glad to hear you’ve grown into your new
role.”

There was a pause before Logan spoke
again. “How may I help you, General Maddox?”

“Since your father refuses
to return my calls, I had to take the next step.”

“General Maddox, my father
hasn’t been refusing your calls. He is dead.”

Maddox stiffened and a grin spread
across his face. He took his feet off the desk and leaned forward
on his elbows on the desk.

“Oh, I’m sorry for your
loss. I would send a condolence message or get my wife to bake some
muffins. I would have even made a personal visit in the past, but
that was before your dear old dad stabbed me in the back and
separated our communities.”

“General Maddox, my father
was—”

“Selfish, narcissistic?
Yes, I know. I was hoping you would be different. But I can see the
apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Good day, General
Logan.” Maddox took the receiver away from his ear and waited,
hoping Logan would take his bait, as he knew he would. He
hoped, he wished. After a minute
of silence, Maddox was starting to think he had ruined it all. But
a shout alerted him to the fact that all hope was not
lost.

“Wait! I am willing to
strike a deal. General Maddox, are you still there?”

“I’m still here, Logan.
Speak to me.”

“My people, the people of
Ozaria, have been suffering ever
since my father came into power. I was hoping that after his death,
things would change, but I can’t seem to do anything. I feel
hopeless. I’ve heard the people talking, and they seem to think I’m
too young to be a leader. I don’t know what to do.”

“So you’re looking for a
mentor?”

“I guess. I want to make my
father proud. I’ve read all his books, all his journals, talked to
his advisors, but I feel I am just not like him. My father, as you
know, was a cruel, harsh man. He was the perfect dictator. He is
someone I am not.”

“Logan, I think I can help
you, but in return, I want you to do something for me.”

“Yes, anything.”

“We both want something.
You want to be a good leader, a better leader, a stronger leader,
and we both want a better life for our people. How about we
merge?”

“Merge, sir?”

“Yes. Let me mentor you,
and in return, you give us access to your resources, food, land,
and so forth.”

“I suppose that’s a good
deal. But my people, sir, they are sick. They’re fighting. There
aren’t enough houses. There isn’t enough food or
medicine.”

“I can help keep the peace
if you help me distract my daughter.”

“Excuse me, sir? Your
daughter?”

“Yes, you see, my daughter
is infatuated with this boy. This boy is dangerous. I should know.
I created him. He was one of my experiments. They are obsessed with
each other, and I can’t have that. I’ve tried distracting him with
work, but it’s not helping. If I bring my daughter to Ozaria, I
need your word you will make her fall for you.”

“Okay, so let me get this
straight, you will mentor me if I seduce your daughter and give you
access to Ozaria’s dwindling
resources?”

“That’s
correct.”

“Wait, that’s two things
I’m doing for you. I need you to do something else for
me.”

“State your
price.”

“I want to see your
blueprints, your experiments. I’ve heard rumors of your Aquarium
Project. I want to see it.”

General Maddox was hesitant to give
anyone access to his most precious and secretive project, but he
needed to do this for him for the future of Aqua.

“Okay. We have a deal. Will
I see you at my daughter’s birthday ball next Friday?”

“I’ll be there.”

“Good. I’m looking forward
to it. See you then, General Logan.”

“You too, General
Maddox.”

General Maddox hung up the phone and
clasped his hands together in front of his nose. Was he doing the
right thing? He would soon find out. He stood and checked his
cufflinks.

He had a poker game to prepare
for.


Chapter One

 


Rush

 


I hated leaving her.

It was the worst thing I had ever done,
worse than murder.

But I had to do it. It was the only way
I could retain any hope or promise that I would be able to be with
her one day.

But right now, I had to think of a way
to make her hate me. I had to work for her father. Surely, he would
come up with a few suggestions.

I made my way to the room where General
Maddox told me to meet him. I’d been to this room before, but I was
younger and wasn’t able to participate. It had been one long month
since I had spoken to or seen Pym, and now that I was eighteen, I
was required to work and participate in what my father called ‘a
soldiers pastime.’ I knew they dabbled in something illegal
because, as a kid, I wasn’t allowed to ask questions about what
they were doing. I watched though, and I couldn’t see the allure.
Perhaps now I would see what the fuss was about.

“Ahh, Rush. Good of you to
join us,” said General Maddox as I entered their gambling
room.

“What would you like me to
do, sir?”

“Come and play.” General
Maddox and his men were already studying their cards. Every now and
then, someone would pick up a card or discard one. I knew what they
were playing.

“Are you sure, sir? I’m not
very good.”

“Now, don’t be humble, son.
I taught you all the basics. Come, sit.” My father gestured for me
to join them at the table, so I did. I sat in a seat recently
vacated by one of General Maddox’s soldiers, right between my
father and the General. I switch my gaze between the two men in
front of me as if I were watching
a tennis match. My father deals out my cards and I hesitantly pick
them up and study them. Now, I wasn’t worried about my hand, I
didn’t even think about how good or bad the hand was—all I cared
about were the stakes. After all, there were always high stakes
involved in a game controlled by General Maddox.

“So, what’s at stake here?”
I asked. I had to.

“Ahh, good thing you asked,
Rush. This time, we are playing for the highest stakes
ever.”

“And what is
that?”

“Why, my daughter’s heart,
of course.”

I slammed my fist down on the table,
making the poker chips and cards scatter.

“You can’t do that! You
can’t use Pym like that!”

“I am not using my
daughter, Rush. I am simply making your job a little more
fun.”

“That is not my idea of
fun.”

“I knew you’d say that.
Here is what will happen. If you win, you get to take Pymberley to the General’s Masquerade Ball in
one week’s time. If I win, you will be promoted to security and
will have to watch your best friend, Troy, dance with Pymberley.”

All I felt was white-hot rage. Electric sparks of energy and anger
surged through my veins and I felt the power overtake my
body.

“Rush, Rush, calm down.
Son, calm down. Your eyes…”

This made me pause. In a second, I went
from wanting to kill General Maddox and upturn their game of cards
to sitting still and silent in my chair. I couldn’t let loose now,
I couldn’t reveal myself, even though Maddox already knew about me,
he created me. My father didn’t know what I looked like when I was
about to turn.

“I would get a handle on
that anger of yours, Rush. After all, it’s that exact reason why I
can’t allow you to be around my daughter.”

“That’s bull—”

“Rush, please.” My father
put his hand on my arm. All I did was glare at him to take it away
before I bit it off. I noticed both their eyes. They were waiting
for me to control myself. I took a deep breath and leaned back,
crossing my arms over my chest.

“Okay. I’ll play if it’s
the only way I’ll have a chance of
ever seeing Pym again.”

“Good boy,” said General
Maddox with a smug grin on his face. I wanted to bite it off. I
couldn’t believe he was using Pym as a prize, like a carrot in
front of a donkey, waving her in front of me, tempting me. But that
was exactly the type of man General Maddox was. Everything was a
high-stakes game of poker to him.
I picked up my cards and leaned forward. I was determined to win. I
would not let Troy take Pym to the ball and have to stand and watch
them together. That was worse than not being able to see her at
all. I zeroed my gaze in on my cards all the while keeping my face
neutral. I wanted to grin smugly to myself, but that would give me
away. When it was my turn, I looked at my pile of poker chips and
pushed forward five twenties. If General Maddox thought he had a
good hand, he was going to have a coronary when he saw
mine.

I heard several gasps when they saw
what I had done.

“Rush, you can only do that
if you have a full set or a really good hand.”

“Oh, but I do. I lied when
I said I wasn’t very good. I also lied about something else, but
I’m going to let you figure that out on your own while I collect my
prize.” I smiled that smug smile I’ve been waiting to use and
placed a full royal flush down on the table.

“How—”

“That’s not
possible!”

“Hey, I won fair and
square.” I stood up from the table and turned to face General
Maddox. “Thank you for the game, sir, and thank you for letting me
take your daughter to the ball.” I quickly left the room before
they could protest, taking my cards and chips with me.


Chapter Two

 


1 week later

 


Pym

 


I pinned my hair up, standing in front
of the mirror. I didn’t normally curl my hair or wear makeup, but
tonight was a special occasion. Tonight was my father’s Masquerade
ball and tonight I was going to see Rush. I smiled and grabbed my
mask. My mother had given me the mask as an early birthday present
this morning and it was probably the most amazing thing I owned. It
was made of silver and stainless steel. The shape of the mask was a
butterfly. The wings spread out of the body, which covered my nose.
Shimmering silver swirls adorned the wings of the butterfly. I
watched in awe as the mask scattered light throughout my bedroom,
exactly like a mirror ball. I pulled the black velvet elastic over
my head, careful not to mess up my hair. I must have closed my eyes
while doing it because, when I opened them again, my reflection
wasn’t alone in the mirror. I gasped and spun around to throw my
arms around his neck. “You were meant to meet me on the dance floor
when we had our masks on.”

“I couldn’t wait.” He
pressed his lips against mine and mine parted. It was an automatic
response to him. Just one touch of Rush and we were like drug addicts—we craved more and we
wouldn’t stop until we had been satisfied or had our full dose. I
pulled him tighter. He spun me around so he could hold me to him
and kiss my neck. When I looked back up into the mirror, Rush’s
head of dark hair morphed into a head of blond. I gasped and jumped away.

“Troy?”

Troy smiled then his lips began to
move, but the voice that came out didn’t sound like his.

“Pym? Pym, wake
up.”

“What?”

“Pym, wake up!”

I sat up and realized I’d been
dreaming. I was in bed, and it was Sage’s face in front of me, not
Troy or Rush.
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