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      For Donna and Natalie, 
without whom my life
 would fall completely
 apart
      

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      Fire burned everywhere. Cinders clung to long grasses that had been obliterated by it but, by some miracle, still held together.
         The smell of accelerant was still in the air because it had been poured on the field in such a massive quantity. Along with
         it was the unmistakable stench of char and smoke. Nothing could possibly have survived.
      

      
      But in the center of all that destruction, something stirred. There was a cough just before the young man sat up and spit.
         He was charred as black as everything around him, making him blend in perfectly with his surroundings. He took a breath, his
         first in what seemed like ages. Well, he thought, it shouldn’t surprise him that they had tried to kill him. After all, he
         had accidentally exposed his power in the center of the town square during a damn festival.
      

      
      Shit. He’d kept it secret from everyone for all of his twenty-one cycles. And it hadn’t been easy. Adolescence alone had been
         a trial for him, and he’d had something of a temper back then. Still, he’d managed to keep it all under wraps.
      

      
      He ought to have known this was coming. There was no way a mutation such as he was could go an entire lifetime undetected.

      
      But if it hadn’t been for that girl …

      
      Yet, how could he have turned his back? She would surely have died at the hands of those self-serving sicko bastards.
      

      
      He shook his head, shook away the memory for the uselessness that it was. There was a bitter taste in his mouth and it had
         nothing to do with the Axiom fuel they’d dumped on him in hopes of burning him like all the rest of the char and ash around
         him. He had let them think they were successful. What choice did he have? If they didn’t “kill” him to their satisfaction,
         they would keep on trying until they actually figured out a way to succeed.
      

      
      Had he truly thought at one time that his lifelong friends and family in his own village would be the ones most likely to
         understand and accept him? How many times had he come close to revealing himself before, thinking they would love him anyway?
         He had been so naïve. Such a fool. And yet, why did this shock him so much if he’d felt so driven to keep it hidden?
      

      
      He looked around carefully before getting to his feet. It was dark now, the only light coming from the flames that burned
         so powerfully on the horizon. The damn fools had burned him, yes, but in the process had started a fire on the plains that
         had quickly raced into the village. The screaming had long since died down. He figured they were all dead, if not mostly so.
      

      
      His secret was once again a secret.

      
      He brushed layers of ash from his bare skin, the remainders of his clothing no doubt. Now he was naked, disenfranchised, and
         utterly at a loss as to what to do next. Still, he began to put one foot in front of the other, began to move. He had learned
         new things about himself, he could say that much. But he wasn’t sure if that made things worse or better. He was too angry,
         too hurt to care.
      

      
      It would take him a very long time to get over both of those feelings.

   
      
      CHAPTER

      
      ONE

      
      Her heart beat harshly, her breath rasping in the back of her throat. What could it mean? What could he want? The same questions swirled around in her head again and again as she strode through the palace hallways with an air of confidence
         she did not feel. There had never been a sense of confidence, a sense of security in her life. Even when her father had supposedly
         loved her, she had never felt that sense of cocooning comfort that a child was supposed to feel when in the presence of her
         protector.
      

      
      She supposed his treatment of her these last years had proven her very intuitive, even at toddling age.

      
      He had once professed a magnificent love for her mother. There were those in her household who swore, to this day, that her
         mother had been the great love of his life. But then his eminence the emperor had tired of his favorite concubine. Some said
         it was because a newer, younger woman had caught his fancy. Others said her mother had overstepped herself with him one too
         many times, that she’d grown proud and arrogant, making the mistake of thinking that being the mother of his heir apparent
         made her as good as being empress.
      

      
      Whatever the reason, Emperor Benit Tsu Allay had put down his common-law wife like a dog. Unafraid of the possible repercussions
         he might face at the hands of the Interplanetary Militia, he’d had her tried for treason, proclaiming her an enemy to his crown and a conspirator in a plot
         to have him killed. Her mother’s trial had been a whirlwind of, some said, overwhelmingly damning evidence, spurious accusations,
         and her execution one of the cruelest and most horrific in the history of their realm. Then, before she could understand that
         her mother would never touch her again, hold her or hug her, Ambrea had been declared fruit of a poisonous tree and packed
         off into the back of nowhere, and there she had been languishing ever since.
      

      
      More or less.

      
      She’d been called into her father’s presence twice since her exile at the age of four—once at the age of eleven and once
         when she was thirteen. Both times he had hurled accusations of treason at her, accused her of knowingly plotting with his
         enemies to overthrow him and take his throne. However, lack of evidence, or, perhaps more likely, his unwillingness to slaughter
         a child, had spared her life—but not before she had spent over a year each time in his prisons.
      

      
      Then there had been an almost chilling quiet.

      
      After some time news had filtered down to her that the emperor had sired a male heir. Her brother, and her only living sibling.
         This decided lack of proliferation the emperor had blamed on his weak-blooded concubines; however, with medical technology
         at such an advanced state that in vitro fertilization could have been performed at any time with any viable uterus, it was
         widely believed that Emperor Benit was the one with the problem. However, Benit wasn’t about to prove anyone right by having
         himself tested.
      

      
      All of this swam through her mind in a ceaseless stream as she was led by a cadre of guards through the grand halls of Blossom
         Palace, the emperor’s most favored of his seven residences. The astounding opulence of just the corridors took one’s breath away, but she could still remember playing in these halls, running the maze-like lengths
         day after day, her rich little gowns inlaid with Delran platinum. Her bed had been so big and soft that she had needed help
         getting in and out of it, and all six of her body attendants could lie on either side of her comfortably.
      

      
      Now her bed was narrow and serviceable, the sheets a bit worn in places. She had only two personal attendants (one of whom
         was, she suspected, her father’s spy) and a household totaling four when the maid and cook were taken into account. Her gown
         was threadbare at the seams, her father having neglected her household stipend, and when he did remember to pay her servants,
         there was nothing left over for new clothes. She balanced the books herself because years earlier, she had been forced to
         let go her secretary. As it stood, her servants stayed purely on the basis of their love for her, because they certainly did
         not stay for the value of the living she could provide.
      

      
      Still, it was a damn sight better than the cold, bleak dampness of the emperor’s prisons.

      
      The fact of the matter was, she was the emperor’s daughter, whether he wanted to acknowledge that or not. The blood in her
         veins meant that his enemies could use her to stage a coup. So, he had to control her and have her close enough to keep an
         eye on her. At least, she believed, until he could contrive a way to be rid of her as he had done with her mother.
      

      
      Now she was twenty-six cycles old and more than adult enough to be a threat to her twelve-cycles-old brother, whom Benit considered
         his new heir apparent. She was also old enough now to be executed without making her father look too much like the monster
         he was. Truthfully, ever since her previous incarceration, she had been living in anticipation of this day—the day when she would be called into his presence for the last time.
      

      
      When she reached the presence chamber, the guards before her threw open the doors. She had expected to see her father at the
         end of the bamboo runner that led through a sea of courtiers and ended at the foot of the throne, where he was usually sitting
         in much state and pompousness. After all, when he handed down his abject humiliations to her, he enjoyed doing so publicly,
         to make an example of her, to make sure everyone knew that even his own daughter’s acts against him, be they perceived or
         real, would not be tolerated.
      

      
      But the throne sat empty, and there was an eerie quietude amongst the courtiers. Her chin rose proudly as she realized that
         all eyes were upon her. She might be terrified of what the emperor had in store for her, but she would be damned if she would
         let anyone else see that. No matter what he decreed, as far as she was concerned she was the heir to his throne. She was his
         first-born child. The law of their land demanded that she be his heiress. She did not recognize the laws he had hastily passed
         in order to put her aside.
      

      
      But neither would she raise a hand against her innocent half-blood sibling. She knew there were factions willing and able
         to overthrow the young prince, should he ever ascend to the throne, if she so much as nodded in their direction, but she would
         not banish another to the fate she had been exiled to. And the alternative of eliminating him entirely was out of the question.
      

      
      Out of the corner of her eye she saw Prelate Kitsos step to the edge of the runner as she was being hurried past the roomful
         of prelates and paxors. He tried to catch her eye, his look full of some kind of meaning and intent. She remained staring
         full ahead, not wanting in any way to be associated with the man’s plots and plans. He was too obvious in his avarice. He would be the death of them both if he were not more careful.
      

      
      Now her heart seemed lodged firmly in her throat and it felt as though it was beating twice as fast. She was led past her
         father’s throne and into his private visitation chamber. The difference in the brightness from one room to the next was shocking,
         and she was nearly blind in the sudden darkness. She clutched the prayer book she held between her hands, hoping the Great
         Being was watching over her. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she was grabbed roughly around each of her arms and shoved
         hastily forward. She tripped over the skirt of her gown, making her fall to her knees in an obeisance she did not truly feel,
         may the universe forgive her for her angry heart.
      

      
      She was now kneeling at the feet of the man who had tormented her throughout her life in one way or another. She would have
         bowed to him under her own power, but she would never have groveled before him. She clenched her teeth in anger, forcing her
         countenance to remain cool and serene. She could not afford to be prideful. She could not risk any show of backbone in front
         of an emperor who had no compunctions about killing off anyone who angered him.
      

      
      Silence ticked by, the only sound in her ears the rasp of her own breathing. She kept her eyes trained on the bamboo runner
         that ran through this room as well. The woven, decorative mats were used to protect flooring and, in this instance, hand-malleayed
         carpeting. Artisans created malleay rugs on great looms, teams of people working in some sort of concert of creativity. She
         had not seen one of the rich creations in completion since childhood, and even now the mat thwarted her. True, the bamboo
         in itself was cleverly wrought, colorful threads and Delran platinum decorating the plain tan fibers and creating something quite spectacular, but she would much rather see the rug beneath it.
      

      
      Far more than she wished to see her father just then. Even now, all she could see of him was his slippered feet.

      
      “Sister.”

      
      The pubescent voice startled her, as did his address, and she forgot herself and looked up. Instead of her father, she found
         herself at the feet of a brother she knew only from images in VidMags and other media. He was tall and gangly, all sharp joints
         and a physical awkwardness that rolled off him even though all he was doing was standing still. But he also had that imperious
         air and confidence of a prince born and raised. The luxurious cloth-of-platinum robes he wore were robes of state and, though
         they seemed to weigh heavily on his narrow frame, he wore them perfectly straight and with the exactness of someone used to
         such finery.
      

      
      “My good brother,” she said, inclining her head again. “I am honored to meet you at last.”

      
      “Are you?” he questioned her. “Or are you as much a traitoress as your mother was? Now that our father is dead, will you drive
         a knife in my back at the first opportunity?”
      

      
      “Our father is dead?” The shock was so tremendous, so unexpected, that she forgot she was not allowed to acknowledge the emperor
         as her father.
      

      
      “He will be long remembered,” everyone in the room said solemnly, the ritual confirming the fact.
      

      
      Beyond the shock there was also such a stupefying release within her psyche, the relief of almost a decade’s worth of stress
         and tension, that she immediately felt light-headed. Blackness rode over her, forcing her to drop her prayer book and brace
         her hands on the floor. She fought off the faint that was tugging at her and used her seemingly obeisant position to touch
         her forehead to her brother’s slipper.
      

      
      “My great lord and emperor,” she said shakily, “I am so utterly sorry for your loss.”
      

      
      “So, you acknowledge me to be our father’s heir?” He was clearly fishing and she had learned to tread carefully around such
         dangling worms.
      

      
      “I have always done so, Your Eminence. Is it not so decreed? I am the fruit of a treacherous woman who conspired to murder
         our lord and master, the late emperor. Her shame is my shame. I do not deserve to be heir or empress according to the laws
         he passed against me.”
      

      
      “Then you will not mind signing this documentation to that effect.”

      
      Her brother’s hand swept out to the left. She raised her eyes to see a secretary reach down with a carefully drawn up document,
         its gilt edges obscenely bright as she quickly read the contents.
      

      
      
         I, Ambrea Vas Allay, do swear from this day forward that I renounce my blood and any connection to the Allay throne. Thus,
               I will now be known only as Ambrea Vas, a commoner and subject of this realm. I sign this of my own free will with both signature
               and retinal scan to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that these are my wishes and desires. Any attempts on my part to take
               the Allay throne, from this day forward, will be considered an act of high treason and will result in the immediate forfeiture
               of my life.

         —Ambrea Vas

      

      
      It meant Ambrea … “daughter.” Ambrea Vas Allay meant “daughter of this realm.” In all these years, her father, though he had
         alienated her and stripped her of her rightful place in the succession, had never taken this step, stripping her name. She
         had always wondered why. Perhaps there had been some part of the former emperor that had been, after all, loath to deprive himself of his spare heir while his only living son was still young and susceptible
         to many illnesses and the dangers of youth. Perhaps he had not, in the end, wanted to leave her without any claim to anyone.
         But clearly her brother had no such reservations.
      

      
      To sign such a document would mean she could never, even in the event of her brother’s death, lay claim to the throne. She
         would be cut loose. Set free. She could then do anything. Go anywhere. Her brother would be renouncing all ability to hold
         power over what she did or where she went, except that of a sovereign over his subject. He would no longer be responsible
         for her upkeep. She would, in essence, be her own woman.
      

      
      The rush of the idea was a heady one. The thought of it, of being able to walk away, perhaps leave the planet altogether,
         where she could explore any part of the Three Worlds—it was remarkable. She could hear her blood rushing against her eardrums.
         She was a signature and a scan away from turning her back on this stifling existence forever.
      

      
      Except …

      
      “I beg you to forgive my hesitation, Your Eminence,” she said quickly, not wishing to anger him, knowing nothing of his temperament
         that she didn’t see in the media. But all hints thus far had pointed to a spoiled, rich, and powerful youth who was used to
         getting his way, just like his father had been. “I am merely in shock at the news of the emperor’s death.”
      

      
      “He will be long remembered,” her brother’s attendants chorused respectfully. But there was a decided lack of enthusiasm in their voices. The fact was,
         Emperor Benit had been a tyrant, and these attendants who were now flocked at her brother’s back had been the previous emperor’s
         attendants and advisors. When Emperor Benit had raged, which he had often done, these were the people who had borne the brunt of it. Now they were eagerly supporting a child they probably felt would be far more
         malleable than his father had been. There was power to be found by being the advisor to the boy sovereign. These vultures
         would be clawing at one another for the best position.
      

      
      “He had been ill for some time,” her brother said, faltering.

      
      There was emotion there. Genuine emotion. Despite how he was portrayed in the media, young emperor Qua Tsu Allay had feelings.
         And now his insecurities were also showing. Suddenly those robes of state looked far too big for the boy. And, in truth, they
         were. He was hardly old enough to rule himself, never mind the second-largest continent on Ulrike. What would happen to her
         country, her place of birth, and, truthfully, the land she greatly loved, under the rule of this boy? Or rather, the proxy
         rule of these attendants behind him. She had had many dealings with these greedy men and women. True, they must have had enormous
         courage to brave Emperor Benit’s wrath from one moment to the next, but their avariciousness had far outweighed their sense
         of self-preservation. Many of them had come to her over the years, spearheading the accusations against her and machinating
         her terms of imprisonment. Her contempt for them was powerful, and well they knew it. But now they all seemed smug, secure
         in their power of the moment, sure that all the abuses they had suffered had been well worth it for having brought them to
         this moment.
      

      
      She could be very sure that the idea of this document was theirs. They knew that she was the one thorn in their collective
         heel. There were many people who would not feel secure in the idea of an adolescent ruler. Many were as wise as she was and
         would realize that the boy would quickly become a puppet to those not of royal blood. Perhaps even to those of royal blood.
      

      
      Ambrea noticed her uncle lurking in the shadows at the back of the room. Balkin Tsu Allay had lived in his imperial brother’s
         shadow all of his life, seemingly content to be there. Her father had never felt threatened by his younger brother, an odd
         thing considering he had felt threatened by her as a mere child and by just about everyone else of noble blood. No doubt Emperor
         Benit had named Balkin Regent Tsu Allay, guardian over the young emperor until he came of age.
      

      
      This press to have her sign this document, forfeiting all her rights to the throne, would mean that, should anything happen
         to her brother, her uncle would be next in line to inherit the throne.
      

      
      It was these thoughts that stayed her hand. Fear gripped her, for she knew that to refuse to sign the document could be tantamount
         to treason in her brother’s eyes. But she looked around the room and saw the dire future her country was in for. As much as
         she craved her freedom, craved to drop the chains that the country held her in, she also craved an end to the reign of terror
         that the imperial Allay line had been subjecting the Allay people to for so very long now.
      

      
      “My most beloved brother,” she said, picking up her prayer book and holding it tightly between her hands and pressed to the
         place beneath her breasts. Perhaps she was trying to keep from losing her breakfast more than being devotional, but whatever
         worked in the moment. “I would do anything to please Your Eminence, I beg you to know that. However, if I sign this document
         I will lose something that is very precious to me. Not my succession to the throne, because I have reconciled that loss, along
         with my mother’s loss of grace and loss of life, since I was four years old. Our … your most esteemed father—”
      

      
      “He will be long remembered.”
      

      
      Ambrea had paused for the response, though she did not join in it.

      
      “—saw fit to outlaw my rights to the throne that same year. To sign this document now would surely be redundant. And even
         our father never asked me to give up the right to my name. I am still the Princess of Allay. I am still of his blood. The
         blood of this line. Take from me what you will, but I beg you to leave me my name.”
      

      
      “Insolent girl!” Her uncle surged out of the shadows, glaring down at her as rage shook through him. “You talk so prettily,
         but what you say is ripe with sedition. You bear no love for your brother.”
      

      
      “That is not true!” She rose to her feet, unwilling to kowtow to a man who did not deserve her obeisance. In the scheme of
         things, disinherited or no, she was his better and regal law dictated that he show her respect. “Where is your proof, my lord?
         Why do you hurl these accusations at me? What have I done to deserve them?”
      

      
      “Do not think this crown is not aware of your plots to seat yourself on the throne. Your father had no stomach for ordering
         your execution, but this regency does not have such scruples.”
      

      
      “My father knew me to be innocent of all the charges laid at my feet! He knew he would one day have to answer to the Great
         Being, as he now most certainly has, and our Divinity has surely seen the wisdom in the emperor’s ways and has shown him mercy.”
      

      
      “Your throat will be slit and your seditious tongue cut out before you can even reach that door, girl,” he threatened her
         coldly.
      

      
      “Will it? And how will you answer the charge of political assassination when the Interplanetary Militia comes looking for
         you?” She was just as cold and seemingly fearless as she stood up to an uncle who was clearly as bloodthirsty as his brother
         had been. “Will you so easily put my brother’s new rule in jeopardy by making such a hasty mistake?”
      

      
      Her brother paled and looked anxiously at his regent.

      
      “Uncle, we cannot risk being censured by the IM,” he said nervously.

      
      There were many countries on the Three Worlds, each boasting an individual political structure. Long ago all of those countries
         had signed a treaty that had created the IM, the Interplanetary Militia, an elite armed force that operated independently
         of any of the countries or planets, yet within an agreed upon set of laws and parameters. The militia did not interfere in
         the political growth and changes of any individual country, but there were limitations to what the rulers of a country could
         do. Anything considered a crime against humanity or a blatant crime as set out in the IM’s charter would evoke a swift retaliatory
         reaction, and the IM would then have the power to restructure the political scene according to the legal succession or the
         democratic guidelines put in place by that particular country.
      

      
      That could mean—

      
      Ambrea shook the thought away before it could even be born. She had no energy to waste on fruitless supposition. Right then,
         she was fighting for her life. Her uncle did not hide his fury, but neither did he lose control of it.
      

      
      “The IM has no power to judge who we throw in our prisons.” He smiled meanly at Ambrea before instructing the guards. “Throw
         her in the catacombs. Let her rot in there for a while. She will quickly become more malleable when she no longer has her
         daily comforts. I promise you, Your Eminence, she will be forgotten as many before her have been. Most think the banished
         princess long dead already. But for those who entertain otherwise, let them see just how little power she has. Her precious
         name will mean nothing in the wet rooms.”
      

      
      Ambrea drew in a sharp breath, then forced herself not to react in any other way. She would not give that snake the satisfaction of seeing her fear. The catacombs had become
         quite infamous under her father’s reign, and it looked like their reputation was destined to grow.
      

      
      The guards did not lay their hands on her. For all of her destitute state, she was still a princess of the realm. Political
         climates changed constantly. There was no wisdom, especially in this currently shifting monarchy, in making enemies with someone
         who might become more favored on the morrow.
      

      
      Ambrea held her head high, her spine ramrod straight, and her shoulders aligned in regal elegance. The simple gown she wore
         was clean and crisp, its frayed seams invisible under the shine of her personal brilliance. She turned in the midst of the
         guards who surrounded her, but at the last moment she turned back to meet her brother’s eyes.
      

      
      “I regret that we have not known and loved each other throughout these years. Perhaps if we had, you would know me better
         and you would know that I would never wish any harm on you, that I have no aspirations to your throne, and no desire to unseat
         you. I am, and ever will be, your sister by blood and your sister in my heart.”
      

      
      She made no further pleas or arguments. There was really nothing more to be said. Strangely, the first rush of fear she had
         felt at being ordered to the catacombs was now faded, leaving resignation and practical acceptance in its wake. It wasn’t
         the first time she’d been unjustly imprisoned, but it was a far more fortunate fate than her mother had met.
      

      
      At least today she wasn’t going to die.

      
      “Out! All of you mutts, get out!” raged Balkin, Regent Tsu Allay.

      
      The attendants, long familiar with the previous emperor’s similar temperament, and knowing just as well the kind of man the regent was, made almost comical haste to do so. The boy
         was left alone with his seething uncle and no choice but to stand there and watch Balkin pace a furious circuit around him.
      

      
      “It’s no matter, Uncle,” he said with a shrug, pausing to scratch at the tight collar of his robe of state. “As you said,
         no one even remembers her anymore. There hasn’t even been a picture of her in the VidMags for years.”
      

      
      “Of course they remember her, you little idiot. And as long as she is alive, this throne will be called into question.”

      
      “Uncle, you will not address me with such disrespect,” Qua said with a spoiled bravado. He was used to being catered to and
         having everyone tell him how excellent he was in every way. The whelp’s attitude burned at Balkin’s very last nerve.
      

      
      His uncle’s explosive reaction made Qua stumble back away from him as the older man let out a roar and leapt at his face.
         Balkin’s hands were raised into violent fists, and his entire frame shook with the power of his barely checked rage. But he
         did check himself. Held himself. He took a breath and lowered his hands, brushing gently at his nephew’s shoulders, resituating
         Qua’s robes with care and seeming attention to detail.
      

      
      “Of course, you’re right,” Balkin agreed gravely. “Forgive me. That girl has been a canker on the ass of this realm all of
         her life, and then her mother the whore before her. I watched for years as your father was wounded time and again by that
         entire line of blood. Anything associated with her tends to make me run hot.”
      

      
      “O-of course. I understand.” Qua recovered his composure as his uncle did. “But what can we do? We cannot force her to sign.
         We cannot k-kill her. I … I don’t think I would be comfortable with that.”
      

      
      “No. No, of course not.” Balkin smiled at the boy, hoping it hid his contempt for the little weakling. Truth was, the boy
         was nothing of any depth. He was hardly bright enough to remember the steps in certain official rituals. He had more verve
         for games and wastrel pastimes than he did for the wondrous power he had just been handed. On the other hand, that made him
         the perfect shell, the perfect puppet. Balkin could pull his strings with little to no trouble at all, he was certain of it.
         The child was completely dependent on him. The only irritant was that he had been raised with extraordinary privilege. He
         knew exactly how everyone ought to treat him. He knew exactly how far his demands could extend.
      

      
      “After all, she is utterly powerless and disinherited,” Qua said.

      
      “Mmm. Disinherited, yes, but not necessarily powerless. If the people doubt your ability to rule, Your Eminence, they might
         search for loopholes and try to usurp your position on the throne.”
      

      
      “That would be illegal,” Qua dismissed with a sniff.

      
      Not necessarily, Balkin thought. His brother had disenfranchised his daughter on very thin precepts. While he was alive, no
         one had dared to question him. Now that he was dead and the people were faced with an overindulged boy child as their imminent
         ruler, they might be far less afraid of picking apart the details.
      

      
      “Nephew,” Balkin said as he turned to busy himself with pouring a drink, trying to regain control of his composure and use
         his head better when dealing with this child, “it is very crucial that you make the people feel … secure. You need to do things
         that will prove you are your father’s son.”
      

      
      “Such as?” Qua wearied of standing in state now that there was no one to see him, and he worked the collar of his robe free
         and took a seat on his throne. The seat of state was enormous and swallowed up the underdeveloped boy.
      

      
      “You have to put a little fear in them. Show them your backbone. Throwing that whore’s child in the catacombs is a good start.
         Perhaps we ought to have her tortured until she does what we want her to do.”
      

      
      “Uncle!” Qua was aghast. “She is still a princess of the line. It would be a high crime to injure her so cruelly. And in truth
         she hasn’t done anything.”
      

      
      “She’s pissed me off. She drives me mad and drove your father mad as well. She needs dealing with. But you need not decide
         on it right away. Let the wet rooms soften her up a little. Let her feel her memory refreshed as to what it’s like to be in
         all that dark and cold.”
      

      
      Qua relaxed, much preferring the more passive approach to dealing with his sister. It frustrated Balkin. The boy had never
         met her before today. He owed her no allegiance and could not possibly feel any love for her. Why was he being so squeamish
         as if they’d grown up together, sharing an affection?
      

      
      It was because of what the clever little bitch had said just before leaving. She had meant to tug on Qua’s conscience, had
         planted the idea in his mind that they could have had some kind of great sisterly and brotherly bond with each other if given
         half a chance. She had perhaps even intended to sow a seed for a future reconciliation between them, to work her foot in the
         door.
      

      
      That would be a disaster. If Qua ever looked favorably on his sister, she could interfere with all of Balkin’s plans; she
         could drive a tremendous wedge into the grip he planned to grasp the boy with.
      

      
      “No matter,” Balkin said dismissively, “get a good meal in you, nephew. Dress more comfortably. The issue is dealt with for
         the time being.”
      

      
      “Thank you, Uncle. I think I will.”

      
      Balkin went to the door and called in Qua’s servants, instructing them in the feeding and caring of the new emperor. Then he excused himself and walked down the palace halls. He
         rubbed at his aching temples as he did so, unable to help resenting his brother for leaving him with this entirely ruinous
         mess. Benit’s death had been a horrible shock to Balkin. The suddenness of watching his brother simply drop mid step as a
         vein in his brain exploded was something he simply could not get around. For years he had been Benit’s right hand, the two
         of them of a like mind on almost every matter. He had never resented or coveted Benit’s imperial position in life before now.
         Why should he have? Balkin had all the power and money he could ask for, and his brother had trusted him implicitly and often
         followed his advice on matters of state and political maneuvering. If someone crossed Balkin, all he had to do was speak of
         it to the emperor. They would then put their heads together and devise an appropriate retaliation.
      

      
      Ah, Benit had had such a beautiful touch with vengeance. Balkin’s temper often made him hot and quick and less elegant in
         dealing with those who crossed him. It had been Benit who had shown him the grace in turning a screw slowly and with deliberate
         viciousness.
      

      
      It had been a wonderful relationship.

      
      Balkin reached his quarters and pushed his way in. The smell of burning Ayalya spice struck him, the luscious scent warm and
         exotic. Sunlight streamed in the wall of windows in the center room, highlighting the curls of smoke that filled the space.
         There were at least half a dozen burners lit at once, but the Ayalya’s nature was such that it didn’t overwhelm the senses.
      

      
      The patrician style of the open rooms allowed Balkin to sense where everyone was in the apartments almost immediately. The
         servants who were currently unoccupied immediately knelt and bowed their heads to the floor as he moved past them. He barely
         took notice. In the next room, however, where there was a sprawling bath set into the intricately etched stone floor, the two female servants
         were busy attending the woman in its waters. One was crushing thick, fragrant masse petals before tossing them onto the water’s
         surface. The other was pouring a thin, slow stream of hair oil into her mistress’s hair while at the same time working the
         oil into the lush curls with her free hand. Balkin, as always, was astounded by the perfection and beauty of his lover even
         in what could be considered a state of dishabille. She had rich, dark chocolate colored tresses with strands of sparkling
         silver running throughout. Her eyes were a warm, fathomless gray, with lashes so dark she needed no cosmetics to enhance them.
         Her lips were a creamy fair pink, the perfect touch to accentuate the smooth and healthy complexion that only someone so young
         could have.
      

      
      “Well, that was quick,” Eirie noted as she watched him approach the edge of the bathing pool. “Did the little tramp sign her
         rights away?”
      

      
      He smiled even though the topic was a sore point with him at that moment.

      
      Eirie smiled back. “I told you she wouldn’t,” she said. She picked up some of the petals floating near her and rubbed them
         together between her fingers. “I certainly wouldn’t if I were her.”
      

      
      “Call me an optimist. I thought after all those years of exile she might be grateful for an escape clause.”

      
      “I suppose it all depends on a person’s nature.” She tilted her head and narrowed her eyes on him. “So what do you plan to
         do now?”
      

      
      “I sent her to the wet rooms, where she can rot for all I care.”

      
      “Hmm.”

      
      Balkin knew her well enough to know that those noncommittal sounds meant she thought he had made a tactical mistake or that she would have done something differently.
      

      
      “Why? What would you have me do with her? I can’t have her running around out there. Someone like Prelate Kitsos or Paxor
         Morick will find her in exile, prop the bitch up, and start a civil war behind her.”
      

      
      “I am aware of that. But imprisoning her could make her an object of sympathy.”

      
      “I am willing to take that risk. But no one even knows she was here.”

      
      “Oh, so you brought her in secretly? Not through the main receiving room where everyone could see her? Whether they know her
         face or not, they need only see all of that hair of hers and they would know who she is. The law is clear, no one may have
         hair longer than the blood princess.”
      

      
      Balkin shifted, giving himself away easily.

      
      “Ah, I see. And I’m willing to bet she didn’t bind her hair up. She wore it down and long and fully on display so no one would
         mistake her identity.”
      

      
      “By the Great Being’s balls, she did exactly that!”

      
      Eirie chuckled. “She’s a clever one. And she’s outmaneuvering you, Balkin.”

      
      “But she didn’t even know her father was dead. There was no fabricating the shock on her face when she saw her brother standing
         there in state. She fully expected to see her father today. The emperor’s death hasn’t even been announced to the press yet.
         She’s been living in isolation. She couldn’t have plotted these things on purpose. No. These are my mistakes, not her victories.”
      

      
      “Perhaps.” Eirie turned up a hand to dismiss the servants. Once it was just the two of them, she gave him a slow, luscious
         smile and an inviting look from sly eyes. “Why are you still dressed?”
      

      
      “Eirie, I have a busy day ahead of me. My princely puppet is, to be kind, a moron. He hasn’t the slightest clue as to how to manage this realm.” He coughed when his stomach soured at the thought of spending all the rest of his days
         subservient to an idiot who would likely be completely dependent on him for every single move he made.
      

      
      “So you will manage it for him. You will make certain everyone knows who it is exactly they are dealing with. They will learn
         very quickly who the real emperor is.” She prevaricated, “Unless …”
      

      
      “Unless?”

      
      She moved across the bath to him, pushing through the water like some kind of divine creature too beautiful to bear, and stood
         up slowly. She tilted her head all the way back so she could see him, her long neck so elegant, her oiled hair shining and
         curling down her back.
      

      
      “Unless,” she said softly, “the new emperor was to fall ill. Be victim of some terrible accident. These things happen all
         the time. And then you would be next in line.”
      

      
      He squatted down before her, reaching to encircle her neck with a single hand.

      
      “I would be the first person they would suspect in just such a mysterious happening. Especially since I was by my brother’s
         side when he died.”
      

      
      “Bad luck that. Bad luck tends to run in streaks.” She stretched up to brush a butterfly kiss against his cheek. “You’ve spent
         all your life in your brother’s shadow. Here is fate whispering to you the opportunity to take your turn in the sun.”
      

      
      “My brother’s son and his succession was everything to him. He made me regent because he trusted me implicitly to protect
         Qua. To guide him. What would that make me if I were to betray my brother’s desires after all he has done for me?”
      

      
      “I think it would make you wise. Self-respecting. Not to mention it would be for the good of the country. Benit is beyond
         this realm now. He is beyond caring about the machinations of this country and his family. You paid him allegiance when he was alive, and no brother could ever do more.
         But you cannot be beholden to him forever. Even into the Great Beyond? That asks too much.”
      

      
      “Eirie, you are much too ambitious, I think,” he warned her even as he covered her mouth with his and kissed her with the
         fire only she had ever inspired in him. She had been in his bed every night for the past five cycles, ever since she had been
         nineteen cycles old. But still every moment with her was new and like a fierce dream that never ended. He no longer wondered
         when he would find her boring. He was convinced it was impossible. The worry was, when would she become bored with him? He
         was nearly twice her age, far from being a young, vigorous man in spite of how she made him feel. She was vital and vivacious
         and, as he had just pointed out, very ambitious. “And you forget, I am not next in line for the throne should something happen
         to Qua.”
      

      
      She scoffed at that, pushing back from the side of the bath and gliding through the water. “Oh. Her again.”

      
      “Yes, her.”

      
      “She is easily taken care of. Poison her food. People die in prison all the time.”

      
      “Poison can be discovered.”

      
      “Not if it’s done well.” She smiled wickedly. “I have learned a great many things from socializing with the emperor’s concubines.
         I must say, they are some very clever, vicious bitches. Did you know there is a potion of easily gettable herbs that prevents
         conception just as well as modern medicine can? It can be administered on the sly, in a simple glass of nectar or lemon water
         and the person drinking it would never know she was taking it.”
      

      
      “Are you telling me that they were poisoning one another of their ability to conceive?”

      
      “Why do you think the emperor had so few children? A child meant power. Successive children would put the heir in threat. A concubine’s power is attached to her abilities as
         a lover and mother. Rob them of motherhood and what is left? A skilled lover can hold her own in the emperor’s favor for only
         so long before he would become disgusted with her inability to conceive. You know your brother. His barren concubines infuriated
         him. He threw them over for something fresh the way one might discard a dress that has gone out of fashion. The only reason
         the princess was born so quickly to him was because he had only two concubines at the time. Not so much backbiting. Not so
         much danger.”
      

      
      “It’s a wonder the prince was ever born,” Balkin said, his astonishment clear.

      
      “A wonder indeed. There is also a potion to purge a womb. Anyone could have slipped this to the prince’s mother at any time
         during her pregnancy. But your brother had the foresight to isolate her, remove her from the House of Concubines. The story
         goes that Irinia, the prince’s mother, would drink only from fresh running water sources and only eat whole fruits and vegetables—methodical practice designed to avoid all attempts at poisoning her.”
      

      
      “Clever indeed. I don’t know if I should be fascinated or disgusted.”

      
      “The point is, there’s always a way. A drop of poison, the slip of a knife, or perhaps catching a trifle of a cold.”

      
      He laughed at her then. “Germ warfare now? Will you stop at nothing?”

      
      “Nothing,” she assured him vehemently, standing once again so he could see the water rushing down her voluptuous body, the
         stark darkness of her nipples compared to her otherwise fair flesh. “You are the mighty Balkin Tsu Allay, brother to the most
         revered and most feared emperor of all time. His blood is in your veins and his temperament runs through you just as strongly.
         Why should you have to play second to an idiot boy or be held back by a scrubby little redheaded black-blood? You could be
         emperor,” she said passionately. “Emperor.”
      

      
      “And you empress, I suppose.” Eirie could see that he was toying with the possibilities.

      
      “If you but command me,” she said with a gracious lowering of her eyes.

      
      “I have asked you to wed me all of twenty times, Eirie, and you’ve always said no. Yet if I were emperor, suddenly then I
         would be worthy of you?” His tone was sharp and bitter.
      

      
      “You are not emperor now, and you cannot command me to wed you. However, as your lowly citizen I would have to submit to your
         demand. You would be ruler of all. I could not expect to say no and leave with my life intact. I am not a foolish woman.”
      

      
      “No,” he agreed. “You are too clever by far.”

      
      The metal clang of the door shutting at her back made Ambrea cringe inwardly, but she showed none of that fear to the gaoler.
         She knew very well that he would be ordered to report every move she made, every reaction she had. Her uncle would be looking
         for any sign of weakness, any sign that she would crumble or cave to the demands being made upon her. And as strong as she
         was in that moment, she knew she was not without weaknesses. She knew, as they did not know, how oppressive and terrifying
         she found being locked in a small room to be. It had been that way ever since her first imprisonment. She remembered how confused
         she had been, how utterly panic-stricken. She’d been ripped away from her governess, the only woman she’d ever known as any
         other child might truly know a mother. Blay-ana. Blay-ana had taught her everything. From her first letters to her first clumsy
         steps into womanhood. Although the governess had not been affectionate by any stretch of the imagination, she had been wise and steady and the only
         friend and confidante the exiled princess ever had. Ambrea was too ”common” to be deemed a worthy and worthwhile friend to
         her peers, yet too royal to be allowed a common companion. So it had been just her and Blay-ana.
      

      
      Then her father had gotten it into his head that her burgeoning womanhood went hand in hand with some ephemeral power to command
         and coax factions to her side. He had severed her from Blay-ana, making sure they never saw each other again. They never even
         had the chance to say farewell to each other. He had thrown Ambrea into the catacombs, keeping various weak charges hovering
         over her so he could justify the long term of her imprisonment.
      

      
      It was well over a year later before she was released and given back her own household. All the faces had been strange, though,
         and for the longest time she had not dared to trust anyone.
      

      
      “Ah, hello my old friend,” she said wryly to the cell around her. She gave her uncle credit for consistency. She’d been given
         the same cell as her last time there, as well as the time before that. She could tell by the little waterfall dribbling along
         the cracked, mildewed stones in the far left corner. The cell was now a little older, the wearing of the water paths a bit
         deeper, but it had little charms that made her certain it was the same cell. There were no windows, since the entire catacombs
         were just as the name suggested, completely underground. The cot against the wall made her bed at home look luxurious. As
         poor as her household had become over the years, she had never thought to complain. She had always known it could be worse.
         And even these accommodations were probably considered highbrow. She knew well that there were deeper levels to the catacombs.
         Darker levels. Though torture was outlawed in the IM’s charter, the emperor, her father, had made a poorly kept secret of
         his dealings with those he considered enemies of his throne. He had imagined himself above the laws of the IM, merely by privilege
         of his exalted birth.
      

      
      Feeling eyes on her back, knowing that the guard was peering at her through the small window in the door, she lowered herself
         to her knees, closed her eyes, and said a hasty prayer for her delivered safety. Futile or not, the Scriptures taught that
         she should never give up hope, because that was tantamount to losing faith. Even if her uncle did manage to find a way to
         justify her future death, even if she were to be murdered by his hand for all to see and revel in, she could never lose hope.
         Not even in those last moments could she forsake her belief in the Great Being’s power.
      

      
      She glanced up at the cameras that were trained on her from either corner of her cell. Holding her book of devotionals close,
         she opened to a worn, familiar spot. But instead of the prayers that filled the book on every other page, this one held a
         sheet of paper-thin Vid. The Vid was a rotating picture, three images only, of the woman who had given birth to her.
      

      
      Ambrea knew little of Junessa Vas Allay that had not been told to her with vicious condescension from her peers or those who
         had raised her after the concubine’s downfall. However, while Blay-ana had been one of those strident, rote voices who spoke
         of Junessa’s ill qualities and the pridefulness that had led to her downfall, she had also been the one to slip this Vid to
         Ambrea on a seemingly innocuous night when they had been alone in the gardens where no surveillance could reach them. Then
         she had softly said:
      

      
      “Do not take all that is said about your mother too much to truth. While it is true she was willful, and her own actions led to her fall from grace, there were many who plotted against her and desired to see her fall. There are some
         who believe your mother’s worst crime was her ambition. She wanted to win the sole love of the emperor and to be made empress
         at his side. She thought she had charms enough to coax your father into one day sharing his ultimate power with her. And,
         indeed, your father was much enamored of your mother from the first moment he caught sight of her. As you can see, she was
         quite beautiful.”
      

      
      Ambrea had seen very few images of her mother over the years because her mother’s name was forbidden to be spoken and her
         image had been struck and outlawed from public records in Allay. To have this Vid was a high crime. Blay-ana could have lost
         her life for giving it to her, and Ambrea could suffer for it should she be caught. But she had more of a desire to treasure
         the images of the fine-boned brunette than she had a fear of being caught with them. Although it was uncanny how much she
         looked like her mother in the pretty, feminine contours of her face and the regal elegance of her neck and shoulders, the
         brilliance of her fiery red hair and the strength and height of her body were all obvious gifts from her father. The teal
         shade of her irises was a perfect blend of her mother’s stunning green and her father’s cerulean blue eyes.
      

      
      It was hard to believe he was dead. As hatefully as he had treated her, she had always held him in her mind with a measure
         of awe and respect, her sharp intellect recognizing that he had wielded his absolute power with a magnificence that equaled
         his tyranny. His reign had fathered a great deal of prosperity for the country of Allay. He had wrought new trade agreements
         that should have the governmental coffers overflowing. Allay was a jewel in the crown of the planet Ulrike, and her father
         had made it shine very brightly.
      

      
      But he had been young—not even fifty cycles old. How had he died? What sickness was there that modern medicine had failed
         him at such a young age? Had there been a violent accident? Or perhaps an assassination?
      

      
      Ambrea closed away her mother’s images. She pressed the book to her heart and wondered, as she had many times before, what
         her mother’s true flaw had been. Had she really been a traitor, as everyone insisted she was? Or had she simply displeased
         a spoiled man who wanted his way in all things and resented anyone gainsaying him? If that was the case, what had been the
         terrible boundary that she had overstepped? What had she done that had warranted her topple from first lady of all Allay to
         its most despised criminal?
      

      
      There was a loud clang behind her as the bolts of the door snapped open and the portal gave way with a pneumatic hiss. She
         stood and turned to face whatever destiny was coming toward her.
      

      
      There was a gliding sound, a rustle of fabric, and suddenly Suna was there.

      
      “Suna!”

      
      Pride and bearing were forgotten as relief washed over Ambrea, and she rushed to clasp hands with her trusted friend. This
         was her companion who had stayed with her these many years, even through her last imprisonment, even though no glory or riches
         were to be found as the companion of a fallen, destitute princess. It was customary for a prisoner of great station to be
         allowed a companion, provided one volunteered. Suna had been left behind at Blossom Palace when Ambrea had been called before
         her brother. The guards must have returned to her and informed her of her mistress’s fate.
      

      
      “Oh, I am so glad to see you,” Ambrea breathed. But in the next instant she released the hands of her best friend and gave
         her a stern frown. “You can’t be thinking of staying with me. I forbid it absolutely.”
      

      
      “And I refuse to obey your command,” Suna said firmly. “We have been jailed before. It is of little consequence to me. I will
         always serve you as best I am able, my good lady.”
      

      
      “Oh, Suna,” Ambrea sighed, turning away from her as sadness weighed all around her. “I am afraid that there will be no freedom
         for me ever again. Not unless I do as they ask.”
      

      
      “I have already been told what they asked of you. I’ve been commanded to ‘work’ on you, to make you see sense and the errors
         of your ways. I am to talk you into freedom.”
      

      
      “Hush now,” Ambrea warned, glancing up at the cameras. “Don’t give them fodder for taking you away from me. Your disrespectful
         tone could be seen as traitorous.”
      

      
      “Forgive me, Princess, but if I farted it would be seen as traitorous.”

      
      Ambrea laughed in a sharp, undisciplined burst. She covered her mouth and took in a breath through her nose, regaining her
         composure. Her eyes shot warnings at Suna, and her companion nodded in acquiescence.
      

      
      The two women took their seats across from each other at the rickety old table provided for them in one corner of the room.
         There was only the one cot between them; her servant was expected to sleep on the floor. In a day or two, when things had
         settled a bit, Ambrea would be able to make small demands. Suna would get a decent bedroll, perhaps even a cot of her own.
         It would all depend on where the guards’ politics stood.
      

      
      A great many Allayan people would see Ambrea as the rightful empress of Allay. To see her treated in such a manner would rub
         them very much the wrong way. They would do whatever was in their power, perhaps just shy of treason, to see to her comfort.
         Then again, there were those who were not afraid of taking even treasonous action. But Ambrea was not comfortable with putting others too much at risk. Perhaps there would be a time and
         a place for her to take part in the orchestration of a shift in power, but she had not seen the right opportunity and had
         never been comfortable with the idea of unseating her father who was emperor by birthright.
      

      
      But now that her brother was emperor, that made for a very different game. For in her heart she knew she was empress of Allay.
         The hastily passed laws of a bitter tyrant could not change what blood had dictated. Since time was time the firstborn child
         of the emperor or empress in power was automatically and by right of that birth, heir.
      

      
      Her heart beat in a rapid rush as she understood for the first time what her father’s death truly meant. Unless she was foolish
         enough to sign away all her rights, as her uncle and brother were demanding, she was empress of Allay.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER

      
      TWO

      
      Ambrea felt incessantly cold. Her clothes were always damp. She could feel the weight of the water the fibers now held. And
         after endless days of imprisonment, they smelled of the must and mildew that infused every corner of the catacombs. She hardly smelled any better. These cells were crafted when personal hygiene had not been taken very seriously. A vibratory
         shower had been installed against one wall, the small nozzle pointed in such a way that the bathers would have to shove themselves
         up against the mildewed rock in order to partake of its effects, thus defeating the purpose of the shower. However, the nozzle
         was faulty, and there were no curtains or privacy doors. She refused to strip herself before the cameras in her cell. She
         was certain the film would show up in some trashy VidMag faster than she could spit. When she was younger she had not thought
         much about it, but now she would not give her brother the fuel he needed to denigrate her in the eyes of their people.
      

      
      One of the guards was kind enough to bring her a bucket of clean, warm water every morning, so she was able to fumble around
         her clothes with her back to both cameras and make a semi-decent job of maintaining personal hygiene.
      

      
      Another of the gaolers had brought in a second cot for Suna. He had also brought them warmer blankets and plenty of them. It would perhaps help stave off the inevitable chill-colds that she and Suna would be subjected to during
         their incarceration in the wet rooms. She recalled that during her last visit in the catacombs she had not been able to shake
         the first chill-cold she had caught, and it had quickly morphed into something that had nearly killed her. Of course modern
         medicine would have quickly cleared up the whole thing but Emperor Benit had not seen fit to offer medical care to his daughter
         until it had become clear she was going to die. It baffled her, as it always did, that he had not simply let her die. Once
         again he had spared her life, keeping her around despite the threat he perceived her to be.
      

      
      The guards had also taken to sneaking her VidMags. Normally she didn’t read that kind of fame-hounding trash as Suna was wont
         to do, but at the moment it was her only connection to the outside world. Of course most of them were only fifty percent accurate,
         so she had to choose carefully what to believe and what not to believe.
      

      
      The topic of all interest, of course, was the death of the emperor and the ascension of his son to the throne. They were spinning
         him to seem older than he was, picking apart his behaviors in order to accentuate those that made him seem more mature and
         capable. No doubt these were her uncle’s machinations. The free press on Ulrike was not something even the regent could buy,
         but he had a cadre of public relations experts who could influence general opinion. And they were doing a bang-up job of it
         so far.
      

      
      She felt sorry for her brother. Unlike when their father was alive, now he would not be as accepted for making mistakes as
         he had been. His childhood had been hard enough as a royal heir, with all the expectations due him, but now his entire adolescence
         had been stolen from him. That and the fact that their uncle was no doubt sitting on the boy’s chest, whispering words of fear and sedition to him. Perhaps the regent was even being abusive
         of his charge. There was no telling. Ambrea knew from personal experience that the former emperor had not been above laying
         a personal hand on his offspring. Why would his brother be any different? And if Balkin wanted to wield any true power, that
         would mean yanking the royal progeny completely beneath his reins, or eliminating him entirely.
      

      
      The thought made Ambrea restless, and she began to pace her cell. She much preferred to project an air of quietness and peacefulness
         to the camera’s unceasingly watchful eye, not wanting to give her uncle the idea that she was frustrated by her captivity.
         In fact, it gave her great pleasure to sit peacefully with Suna playing a game or twist-stitching, especially when she knew
         it would miff her uncle to watch her behaving in so unruffled a manner. After all, it was a contest of wills. And she simply
         needed to prove herself the stronger will between them.
      

      
      The very thought helped calm her, helped bring her into focus. She reminded herself that she could not spend her energies
         worrying about a brother who was by far better off than she was at that moment. Regardless of the pressures he might suffer,
         he at least was warm, dry, and, above all else, free.
      

      
      Then a loud crash sounded in the catacombs beyond her door, the noise echoing forward and back, followed quickly by an uproar
         of shouts and cries. Ambrea couldn’t help her curiosity and quickly crowded with Suna to see out the small window in their
         door. The hand-excavated tunnels beyond the door had been shored up with steel frames, the walls covered in pitch and pyorite
         to harden them for centuries to come as well as those that had already passed. The yellow lights along the tunnels gave them
         a ghastly color, leaving them in more shadow than illumination.
      

      
      But in the midst of all that darkness was a bright burst of daylight as the outer doors were opened, allowing a cascade of
         bodies to tumble down the short flight of stairs. It was a contingent of guards, all well armed and armored, and all being
         tossed about like tin soldiers. There were clatters and crashes as gun belts and shock vests banged against walls. In the
         center of the fracas, and the cause of it, was a tremendous brute of a man. He was locked into cuffs, his arms pinned behind
         his back. He was also well outnumbered, but clearly none of this mattered to him. Even the slam of the outer door and the
         clanging of its lock didn’t discourage him from gnashing at the nearest guard with the only weapon he had—his teeth.
      

      
      Well, actually, he had his amazingly bullish size as well. He was easily double the size of any one of those guards, the straining
         of the arms locked behind him flexing an impressive display of muscle. He growled out a shout, then another, fighting his
         captivity tooth and nail. However, Ambrea couldn’t escape the feeling that he was playing with them, toying with the men and
         women milling around him trying to get him under control. The thought made her smile a little. He threw back his head and
         howled, his golden hair gleaming with sweat at its short ends. At some point he had lost the better part of his shirt, baring
         his chest and those massive arms, showing off the distention of the veins in his neck and, more distinctly, his biceps. Not
         to mention the tattoos that ringed them. One was very obviously a Tari tribal tattoo.
      

      
      “Bad luck for you, my friend,” she whispered.

      
      Tarians were not very welcome in Allay. The IM charter prevented any world or state from closing its borders to members of
         another world or state, but it was another one of Allay’s poorly kept secrets that they looked on Tarians as little more than
         savages. They were treated in such a way that Allay was not exactly considered a hot destination spot for Tari vacationers. This was the first time Ambrea
         had ever laid eyes on a Tarian … at least that she could remember. It was hard not to fear him as he savagely knocked about
         the gaolers. However, that fear was laced with a strange sort of excitement that doubled her heartbeat. He was clearly savage,
         yes, but in spite of that she found him strangely erotic, strangely compelling. Her skin turned unusually warm over her entire
         body, and the most peculiar sensation of discomforting heat flooded through her. Discomforting, but not wholly unpleasurable.
         The understanding made her blush, and she ought to have moved away and composed herself; however, she did not. She couldn’t
         seem to pull her attention from the flex of fine muscles and the sculpture of a truly exquisite male body.
      

      
      But then he looked up at her as he struggled, bumping and dumping those who tried to hold him. The moment he met her eyes,
         the corner of his lips drew up on one side, and amusement bled into his russet eyes. Part of her was afraid that he was somehow
         aware of her inappropriate thoughts toward him, but just the same Ambrea couldn’t help smiling back. He was, she had to admit,
         very handsome. With angular cheekbones and a rugged squareness to his jaw, he appeared roughly beautiful. The way his gaze
         held hers was stunning, and it felt as though he could see her in her entirety, straight through the solid door that kept
         her bound to her cell. Her hands reflexively came to her shoulders, her arms crossing her chest and protecting the racing
         heart that thundered beneath her breast.
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