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Chapter One

Watching Lady Wyre wander through the endless markets in Hoeng Gong was almost as fun as deciding how his next mark would die.

Sigmund Regret shifted the stack of parcels she’d shoved into his arms at the tea shop, careful to keep one hand free in case he needed to reach for a weapon. So much for being the galaxy’s most infamous assassin. He hadn’t accepted a contract in over a month.

At least he’d taken the first load of relatively small packets. He smirked as the other man of their party eyed the enormous—and still growing—stack of silks she’d selected.

“How much room is there in your hold?” Gilead Masters drawled in his distinctive Americus accent. “Surely not enough for all this.”

Sig laughed. “Large enough for Her Grace’s silks, surely, but I’m thankful that she’s not a collector of silver or we’d never get Oblivion out of the dock.”

“Humph.” Lady Charlotte Wyre tipped her nose to a haughty angle. “This is only my first day of shopping, gentlemen. These materials are fine for everyday gowns, but I intend to create a wardrobe that would dazzle Her Majesty herself. I’ve gone without the finer things in life for so long that I intend to make up for lost time.”

During the seven years she’d lived in hiding on the Americus colony, she hadn’t dared indulge her taste for the finery to which she’d been accustomed as Duchess of one of Britannia’s most powerful Houses. Sig couldn’t fault her for wanting to make up for lost time. He’d merely prefer to buy out the entire shop rather than stand around waiting while she sorted through each and every bolt.

“Then, of course, I must find a suitable modiste, not to mention matching trims, hats, boots and gloves. I must have daywear as well as evening, for I intend to wrangle an invitation into the Forbidden City so I might see the Emperor in all his glory. Not even Majel has accomplished that feat.”

Charlie paid the beaming shopkeeper an exorbitant amount of coin and gave instructions to have the silk delivered to their inn. Sig dumped the tea parcels on top of the shimmering mountain, ignoring the arched look she shot his way. The tea cost twice as much as the silks, but if she was entrusting her precious wardrobe to a delivery boy, she might as well have the tea delivered too. At the prospect of Charlie surviving without tea, though, Sig relented enough to pick up the largest parcel full of her favorite, golden-tipped assum.

Gil took her arm and they led the way down the crowded aisle. People of all colors and species filled the market, yelling in dozens of languages. Zijin was far enough away from the mighty arm of Britannia that trade flourished. Even species like the Razari—who’d barely survived Britannia’s cruel method of technological assimilation—risked sailing into the open market of Hoeng Gong, a tiny island satellite of the larger Zijin system.

The crush of people on all sides sent Sig’s self-preservation alarms into overdrive. He’d killed countless marks in situations like this. A slim knife slipped between ribs and he was away before the person even noticed something was wrong. Oftentimes their lungs were filling with blood before they even realized that prick they’d felt had been deadly. With his law enforcement background, Gil was equally uneasy, holding Charlie close to his side, his dark head turning this way and that, constantly scanning for danger. She tipped her face up to the other man and he bent down to hear over the clamor.

The sight of their heads so close together sent an ugly pulse through Sig’s gut, hard enough that he turned away so he wouldn’t have to look at them.

Surely the infamous Lord Regret isn’t feeling jealousy.

Oh but I am. I am.

It’d been easy enough in the beginning to accept that Charlie wanted two men in her bed. He was merely thankful they were all still alive and that she’d escaped Queen Majel’s Runners. He hadn’t even minded when she’d made love to him and then Gil, or vice versa. In the beginning, she’d often had them both in her bed, but they’d never interacted. It’d been very much a wait-until-it’s-your-turn situation. Not that he’d complained. She kept him well satisfied and he’d never felt slighted or neglected in any way.

But night after night after night in that small ship speeding through the galaxy had begun to wear upon him. Why, he didn’t know exactly. He loved her. She loved him. Gil loved her without question as well.

Sometimes love isn’t enough.

He winced at that thought and noticed he was stroking the hilt of his favorite knife tucked into a sheath on his hip.

Her hand settled on his forearm, drawing his attention to her face.

“What is it?”

He gave her a jaunty grin. “Merely dreading the next dress shop, Your Grace.”

Her eyes narrowed and she tilted her head as she studied him. He fought to keep his shoulders relaxed and his face smooth of any upset.

“I see.” She linked her arm with his and drew him alongside her and Gil. “I thought perhaps you’d received a new contract and were afraid to tell me.”

“I wish,” he muttered. A little killing always helped him keep the darkness at bay, and visiting her, of course, during those long years she’d hidden on Americus. While they traveled incognito, though, he couldn’t hope for a local contract to be made. No one was supposed to know Lord Regret was in port. Even if he accepted a contract today, it might take weeks to travel to the rendezvous point, assuming she’d even care to go with him, especially knowing he went specifically to kill someone.

Even with her admittedly divided attention, that same old uneasiness was beginning to gnaw at him. Soon, he’d be unable to sleep, tormented by old, shadowed pain. Pain he’d thought he’d left behind a very long time ago. “Why would I be afraid to tell you? You already told me you wouldn’t try to make me quit.”

He couldn’t help that small emphasis. He’d do anything she wanted, within reason, but if Charlie thought she could bat her eyes and make him stop being an assassin, then she’d be sorely mistaken.

She let out a low, rich chuckle that heated his blood, even while her words made him tense. “Don’t challenge me, Sig. You might not like the outcome.”

It was easy to slip the knife out and press the tip to her side before she even drew a breath. “Don’t challenge me, Lady Wyre.”

She hissed beneath her breath. “Don’t call me that, even here. One never knows where the Queen’s Ravens may listen.”

Blasted woman. She ought to be afraid of him, not the distant, albeit powerful, Queen hunting her all across the galaxy. He jabbed the knife a bit harder. “Do you honestly think Majel has spies here? Look around, Your Grace. Do you see a single red coat? Any Britannian ships in the docks? No. Hoeng Gong is open to everyone except Britannia, which is why so many people are willing to risk trading here. Even if Majel knew you were here, she couldn’t do anything.”

“You’re a fool, then.” Charlie’s voice chilled but her pitch didn’t rise with alarm. Calm and cool, even with a knife poking her in the ribs, she drew to a halt and stared up at him levelly. Masters cursed low under his breath. “Never mind, Gil. I’m fine.”

“That knife is pointed at your heart,” he replied grimly, his big right hand shifting toward the ancient pistol he kept beneath his coat.

Sig couldn’t help but grin, trying to antagonize the man. They’d clashed early on, and even bloodied each other a little, but she’d quickly put an end to their alpha posturing. Maybe a fight would put him at ease at least long enough for a contract to come through.

“No matter.” She shrugged, completely nonplussed. “He knows I’m always prepared for such events, don’t you, dearest? He was introduced to the corset I fondly call the iron maiden before I ever left Britannia.”

Indeed, their first meeting had gone rather like this, with him threatening to kill her, while she looked him in the eye and dared him to try. He hadn’t seen that steel-walled corset again. Had she brought it along on his ship? Would she have thought to wear it? Did he want to risk bloodying the woman he loved just to prove a point?

“You’re exactly right,” she continued in that annoyingly calm voice. “There were no Britannian ships in the dock. Not a single merchant vessel. And, yes, the Tongzhi Emperor did decree that no Britannian ships would be welcome in Zijin any longer in a futile attempt to curtail the influx of opium. Surely you know that the most powerful and arrogant woman in the known universe would never take such a challenge lightly. She wouldn’t send troops, not yet. Her Redcoats are all battling Napoleon for the Iberian system. Her Ravens are busy protecting the Queen from all the other people who want her dead, for I’m surely not the first nor last to be added to Queen Majel’s kill-on-sight list.

“But she has very likely sent Runners ahead to Zijin to prepare the way. She did it to the Razari, sending very normal-looking merchants eager to make a few coins to infiltrate the very lowest commoners and spread upward. For all we know, she’s managed to get a Runner into the Forbidden City itself. Any whisper of my true name will have them on us like a plague and it won’t matter in the slightest whether the Emperor has closed his ports to Britannia or not.”

Damnation. As much as it pained him, he had to admit that she was right. “No place will ever be safe for you.”

“No,” she replied gently. “That’s why I gave up hiding on Americus and sent my message to her. So what’s truly bothering you, Sig?”

He stiffened. Catching himself, he forced a casual shrug, but it was too late. Her dark eyes took note of that look of surprise and dread on his face. She turned away and for a moment, he allowed his shoulders to sag with relief. He’d taken care to shield her from the darker aspects of his life as much as possible. She’d seen him kill, certainly, but only to protect her.

She didn’t know his past. She didn’t even know his real name. She didn’t know the gnawing blackness spreading through his soul, threatening to drag him down to insanity. His fingers stroked the knife lovingly, but he finally sheathed it. Even though having a weapon in his hand made him feel marginally better, he didn’t need the temptation.

If Masters pushed him too hard and he struck him down, would she ever forgive him? He was terribly afraid she wouldn’t, which was exactly why he was tempted to do it. If he was forced to leave her, at least he could protect her from his taste for killing.

Pushing those bleak thoughts away, he followed them into the next shop. Chimes tinkled a welcome, but the tiny room was dark, lit only by oil lamps along the walls. Leather whips and straps hung alongside metal clamps and rings. Bamboo canes filled a vase in the corner. Spools of silken ropes in all colors and thicknesses lined a shelf below, along with anatomically correct male phalluses of varying thicknesses and lengths.

Bloody hell. She’s brought us to a sex shop.

Sig gritted his teeth, sure his face had exploded in fire. He shot a subtle look at the other man to see his reaction.

Studying the chains and clamps, Masters whispered, “I guess my handcuffs aren’t enough for her any longer.”

A surge of fury and shame swept through Sig so viciously he trembled. “Enough for me, you mean. Is that what this is about?”

Masters arched a brow at him. “I have no idea what the lady’s about. You know her better than I.”

Do I? Shaken, Sig slipped closer to her so he could overhear her quiet words to the young woman running the back counter. He tried to be invisible, making himself small and thin and dark, barely even breathing. But the young woman’s eyes flickered his way and she gave him a small, knowing smile.

“Very good,” Charlie said. “May I try a few to make sure I select the correct grip?”

“Of course.” The shopkeeper pulled down several short-handled crops and flails. “These look to be the best length for your arm and height. This one—” she pointed to a flail with thin tails of cloth, “—delivers the softest blow. This one uses beads and leather to deliver more pain without the same cutting strike. Which do you think will suit your needs best?”

Charlie chuckled softly. “I don’t honestly know. I’m afraid I’m a novice at all this. However…” She trailed her fingers over the braided detail of the leather flail. White cording made an intricate webbing about the black leather. “I find this design the most interesting. What do you think, Sig?”

“I despise it.” His lips felt so tight that he could barely speak. “Why would you even think I’d like such a thing?”

She tilted her head, her eyes wide with mock surprise that made him quiver with rage. “Why on earth would you assume it’s for you?”

He let out an ugly laugh. “Sure, sure. Your sheriff has decided he’d like to be hog-tied and whipped. He’s been taking lessons from me, right?”

“Sig…”

He flinched back from her outstretched hand. “What kind of man do you think I am? Perhaps you’d rather simplify your life and get rid of the man with twisted desires.”

She clamped a hand on each of his arms and gave him a shake. Considering she was a foot shorter and a thin slip of a woman, she managed to rock him on his bootheels. “Stop it this instant. I want this. I’ve been thinking about trying new things. You might have given me a few ideas in the beginning, but this is my need to address. If you’re not willing to help me, then I respect your wishes. Do you honestly think I’d ever force you to do something you didn’t enjoy? To endure pain or humiliation just because I wished it? What kind of woman do you think I am?”

He dragged his gaze away from the piercing stab her dark eyes managed to strike deep into his soul. The young woman of the shop looked at him with what could only be pity. He backed away, only to run into Gil. The sheriff dared to put his hands on him, steadying him in what was supposed to be a friendly squeeze. With Charlie in front of him and her lover at his back, he felt too much. Raw, ugly, tearing sensations bubbled up inside him. He wanted to slash and hack all the way to the ship and never see either of them again.

“I don’t want this,” he ground out.

“What?” she whispered soothingly, moving closer so her skirts pressed against his legs. Reaching up, she cupped his face. “What’s wrong? If you can’t tell me, I can’t fix it.”

“Trapped,” he rasped out. “I feel trapped. I don’t want this. It’s too much. Too…”

“Real. You feel exposed.”

He jerked away from her tenderness and shoved the other man out of his way. “I can’t be bound, Charlie. I can’t do this.” Striding toward the door, he hesitated a moment, looking back at her despite his urge to get away as quickly as possible.

So beautiful. Her face and figure sculpted by the finest artisan in the land, her dark eyes large and bright with her incomparable intelligence and spirit. Those eyes shimmered with aching emotion, making him feel even worse. His throat closed off, his damaged heart pounding despite the assistance of her technology that kept him alive.

“Sorry,” he finally forced out. Then he pushed his way out into the clamor. The red-hued sun burned in the sky, blinding him, but he’d never felt so lost and alone in the dark.



Charlotte wasn’t normally a woman who succumbed to tears. She’d faced the most powerful woman in the universe, faked her own assassination, and evaded capture and torture for years without ever feeling the need to cry.

Yet watching the door slam shut after Sig very nearly brought her to her knees.

“We should have discussed it before I tried to implement my plans.” Her voice sounded strange to her ears, thin and fragile and breathy. She cleared her throat and willed the hot flood gathering in her eyes to seep back below her calm exterior. “I should have prepared him better. I forgot how vulnerable he can be.”

Gilead Masters might have the biggest hands she’d ever seen, but as he pulled her into his arms and stroked her hair, she’d never known anyone with such gentleness. “It’ll be all right, Charlotte. You know how delicate the male ego can be.”

She couldn’t help but snort, as he’d intended. “As delicate as handblown glass, yes.” Burying her face against his chest, she let out a shaking sigh. “I’m sorry, Gil. I should have discussed it with you too. I just saw the sign and decided to act first and talk later. That was a mistake.”

He cleared his throat. “Perhaps now isn’t the best time to discuss further.”

Goodness, she’d completely forgotten that they were in public. A small shop to be sure, and no one in Zijin knew their names, but she certainly didn’t intend to indulge in exhibitionism any time soon. She stepped back, smoothing her face into the serene, controlled mask of the Duchess she’d often worn when she made the social rounds in Britannia. “We’ll take it.”

The young woman waiting behind the counter was equally composed, though Charlotte took note of the sparkle in her eyes. “An excellent choice, my lady. Is there anything else I might show you?”

She moved toward the end of the counter so Charlotte followed her. With such a shop, the woman probably knew more about the burgeoning feelings she’d been trying to ignore than she did herself.

She’d never been interested in controlling her bedmates. Until Sig. Had the need always been there inside her, a sleeping, latent thing just waiting for the right man to come along and wake the beast with a kiss? Because she often did feel like a beast. A hungry, starving thing that quite frankly was more than grateful to have two men to feast upon.

“Sometimes extreme hatred arises from fear.” The shopkeeper lifted out a flat tray that looked innocuous enough. Small rings of various sizes lay inside, though they were too large to be worn on a finger. “Fear has many faces, not always born from reluctance or even dread of pain or danger.” She met Charlotte’s gaze levelly. “But of enjoying it too much. That fear of being swept away on a tide of passion, of losing everything we once thought we knew. Forgetting who we are. Some people crave that oblivion even while they fear it.”

Charlotte tried to think of how to convey her understanding without betraying too much of their privacy. “It might be real fear, though, so I’m reluctant to cause more harm. I know he’s been hurt in the past and I would rather die than add my name to the list of women who’ve hurt him.”

“Which came first, the chicken or the egg?”

Surprised, she at first dismissed the woman’s illustration as nonsensical, thanks to the cultural divide, but she couldn’t stop thinking about her own changing needs. Had she always tended to be controlling in bed, or had that only come with Sig? Did that need arise naturally with him because it was already there in her? Did it grow only because it’d found fertile ground to explore those needs with Sig and now Gil?

“Many wrongfully assume that a need for pain or submission in some way arises from a dark, tortured past,” the shopkeeper said. “However, I’ve always wondered how else a person might discover the pleasure in that pain if they’d never been hurt before. It must be especially rare for a gentleman to ask a lady to hurt him, even in Britannia. Besides, who would ask to be hurt if they didn’t know they’d find pleasure in it at the same time?”

Charlotte’s breathing stilled, her mind running incredibly fast. She’d assumed that whatever Sig had endured before leaving Britannia had been horrible enough to drive him to kill, so she’d been reluctant to dip too deeply into those feelings. But how could Sig ever have known he might enjoy being bound, if he’d never been made helpless in the first place? She’d only discovered his enjoyment by accident, when she’d bound him to the sickbed while he flailed out of his mind with fever. He’d nearly died, but in the process of healing, she’d learned about his secret need. A need to which she’d not only adjusted, but had also come to relish.

Perhaps he isn’t afraid of me torturing him. But of liking it too much.

She’d assumed that Sig’s rising anxiety and frustration had to do with their nontraditional lovemaking because he hadn’t requested much beyond basic bondage since Gil had joined them. Perhaps Sig’s upset went even deeper. Perhaps his need was changing, and that frightened him. They’d all been growing weary of their confines on the ship. While luxurious, Oblivion was rather small for three independent adults. They’d certainly been forced to endure only each other’s company for much longer than ever before.

She couldn’t deny that she was frightened by the growing depths of her need for both men. She’d accidentally committed great wrongs with her scientific research. Her nanobots had been used without her permission or knowledge to completely ravage an entire race. She’d never forgive herself for such atrocities.

Now she was considering giving pain to a person she loved, simply because she wondered what the flail would feel like in her hand. The strike and recoil in her arm. What sounds he’d make and how she’d respond.

Guilt choked her, squeezing her throat and chest.

Gil moved to stand beside her, and she couldn’t meet his gaze. What must he think of me? I never considered how he might react if he discovered I was whipping Sig. He must think me terribly depraved. As if forcing him to share my bed with another man wasn’t enough.

“What are these for?”

“They’re rings a man wears on his member,” the shopkeeper replied. “It helps increase his stamina by restricting blood flow.”

Charlotte risked a quick glance up to see his reaction. The tips of his ears were red, but he didn’t appear appalled. In fact, he couldn’t pull his gaze away from the tray, which melted her doubts away. “Is it painful?”

“I’ve been told most men enjoy the pressure and sensation of fullness. As his passion rises, the band tightens, restricting blood flow and delaying gratification.” Without his request, the shopkeeper demonstrated the clasp on the silver ring, showing how it could be removed if it became too tight. “We also have rings made with softer materials, like leather and rubber.”

“No,” he whispered in a low voice. Only slightly roughened, his voice strummed Charlotte’s spine because she recognized his tone. Arousal. “I like this silver one.” It was thicker than the others and slightly larger to accommodate a man of more-than-average size.

Which suited her sheriff perfectly.

The shopkeeper inclined her head, her small smile indicating a touch of appreciation. Charlie bit her lip to keep from saying, “You have no idea,” out loud.

“So we have a flail for the lady and a ring for the gentleman.” The shopkeeper slipped the silver ring into a box and laid it with the wrapped flail. “Might I make one more recommendation?”

“Please do so.” Charlotte took Gil’s hand and gave him a squeeze. Already her mind had raced ahead to trying out that ring as soon as they returned to the inn. She drew his arm against her breasts and whispered, “Should we get one for Sig?”

“After the way he reacted…I don’t know.” He flexed his arm against her, letting her revel in the delicious feel of his muscles. “He might want to pick out such a toy himself. Perhaps her recommendation can help.”

“This recommendation is actually for the lady.” The shopkeeper laid delicate silver chains out on the counter. “If you think a partner might be interested in receiving pain, it’s beneficial for you to have small pain too. It helps ground you in what you’re giving and, honestly, many dominants find it just as enjoyable as the submissive.”

Charlotte stretched out a finger and moved the chain around on the wood. She’d never thought of herself as dominant, but she supposed she did control the reins when it came to her bedchamber. It wasn’t something she’d necessarily thought about. She’d desired Gil, so she’d taken him to bed. He’d been more than obliging when she’d pushed him flat on his back that first time and ridden him hard. Sig had been different from the beginning, but even then, she hadn’t consciously decided to select a man who enjoyed being bound while she made love to him.

She’d been attracted to him before she’d learned that little tidbit. Perhaps it’d been titillation in the beginning, but now… She couldn’t imagine not giving him exactly what he wanted, because she wanted it just as much.

Small clamps at the ends of the chains gave her pause. She didn’t need an illustration to deduce that these metal pincers were designed to clasp even the most delicate of flesh.

Gil’s arm flexed against her. One of the things she loved most was when he used those big, calloused hands on her breasts, the more ungently the better.

The shopkeeper might have mistaken her silence for dread. “You can start out very softly with nary a pinch, or slowly increase the pressure with these screws. The chains are like jewelry, so light they won’t interfere with your natural movement, yet also beautiful to accessorize your body. Though I should warn you that loosening the clamps should be done slowly at first. The sensation of blood rushing back into the area can be quite intense.”

Charlotte could well imagine. If I timed it so that I loosened the clamps right at the moment we were climaxing… Shivering, she clamped his arm tighter to her. “I’ll take it, and I’d like to select a ring for the other gentleman as well. We should all have the chance to…accessorize…if he finds it interesting.”

After some discussion, she settled on a silver ring for Sig that wasn’t as thick as the other, but which had two smaller metal loops designed to cradle and lift his ballocks. He might not like it at all, but he also couldn’t claim offense that she’d done something for one man and not the other. With the packages tucked under her arm, it was all she could do not to drag Gil back to the inn as quickly as possible.


Chapter Two

When Gil Masters had accepted the assignment to act as a small-town sheriff and gain the suspected Lady Wyre’s assistance for Americus, he’d known almost from the beginning that the lady would own his heart. He’d been half in love with her before he’d even seen her, thanks to the incredible tales of her supposed escape from Britannia, despite her attempts to make it look like she’d been assassinated.

Even the backwoods colony had heard of her marvelous inventions. She’d had a hand in everything from devising the massive dome that stretched over Londonium, protecting the heart of Britannia from all threats, to improving ship engines so that travel in deep space was reduced to days and weeks rather than years. Her wit and charm were legendary as the once-ruling lady of Society; her intelligence, unbounded.

Her beauty…

Well, Gil had to admit that he’d been struck dumb at the first sight of her. Small and seemingly delicate, she’d stirred up all his protective instincts. She might be a foot shorter than him, but explosives came in small, curvy packages. Then he’d begun to see demonstrations of her fiery personality, and he’d known the truth.

Charlotte needed no man’s protection. Though she might—on occasion—allow it just to appease his need to keep her safe.

He’d never imagined that he might find himself walking out of a sex toy shop in Zijin with such a beautiful lady smoldering on his arm.

Despite his happiness, he couldn’t deny the kernel of ugliness in his heart as they walked back toward the inn. The small hope that maybe her other man was gone for good.

He’d been furiously, terribly afraid for her safety once he’d learned of her association with the galaxy’s infamous assassin, then appalled that she actually loved the man. But then he’d met Sigmund Regret. He’d seen how quickly the man killed to protect her. And he couldn’t fault the man’s deadly skills, not when it came to keeping their beloved out of Queen Majel’s hands.

He’d be the first to admit that he’d rather be alone with Charlotte. She’d taken care from the beginning to appease them both. He had no cause for jealousy, not really. She never slighted or favored one over the other, even though he sometimes wished…

I want her heart all to myself.

Reluctantly, he voiced his concerns. “Do you think Sig will come back?”

“Of course.” She spared a glance up at him as if surprised at his concerns. “He’s still close, though I don’t see him yet.”

“How do you know?”

“I feel him.” She reached up and touched the heart-shaped locket wrapped in gold filigree. Gil didn’t know exactly what it contained—her science was beyond his understanding—but whatever secrets were hidden in that necklace had managed to save both her life and Sig’s before they’d left Americus. The memory was enough to make him haul her closer, fighting the instinct to sweep her into his arms, carry her to the ship and flee to the most remote edges of space he could find. “Ever since I healed him that first time, I’ve been able to sense his nearness. Since…”

Since she’d almost died. To keep from squeezing her arm too hard with his furious need to keep her safe, he gripped the handle of his six-shooter, hidden beneath his coat.

“It’s strange,” she mused. “My nanobots lived inside him for seven years, keeping his heart beating. When he gave some of them back to me, it’s like they carried part of him with them.”

“Like his memories? His thoughts?”

“No, not at all. It’s more subtle than that. I just…know him. At a bone-deep level. Yet I’m still confounded by him at the same time. There are many things I don’t understand, but I know one thing above all. He won’t fail me.”

“Do these nanobot things talk to you?”

She paced alongside him for several steps before she answered. “Yes and no. They don’t speak to me directly, but I regularly download logs to my datapad. I can see what they’re doing and it’s remarkable. What they’ve done for Sig is beyond astounding. They’re not only keeping his damaged heart beating, but they’re also improving his metabolism, building his muscle tone, speed and hand-eye coordination. He was a formidable assassin before the accident that nearly killed him, but now… Gil, he’s like a superhuman.”

“And you,” he whispered solemnly. “What are they doing to you? What can they do to you? Is it safe?”

“Most of them returned to Sig. That’s why he’s still alive.” She paused in the middle of the alley, rising up on her toes to see over the surging crowds. “Look, is that a Razari?”

“Charlotte,” he firmed his voice, trying to draw her attention back to him. “I insist that we discuss these nanobots still inside you. I don’t understand.”

“Later.” She patted his arm and beamed up at him. “Do you think he’ll speak to me?”

“Who? Sig?”

“No, the Razari.” She nibbled on her lip and dropped her gaze. “Britannia did horrible things to them, Gil, thanks to me. They used my research to destroy them. There are so many things I’d hoped to learn from them…”

“Your nanobots were used to destroy people?” The same ones living inside her now? He clenched his hand harder around the gun, fighting the urge to shake her. He hated not understanding her technology. Not being a part of something she shared with Sig.

“The nanobots distorted and manipulated their DNA.” She said it casually, so absorbed in trying to decide if she dared approach the alien that she didn’t see how her words affected him. Suddenly queasy, he fought to keep his face smooth even though his stomach ached like Sig had sucker punched him. Manipulating DNA. If they’re doing that inside her…

Neither she nor Sig might even be human any longer. How could he protect them both from something he couldn’t see and didn’t understand?



“I must have a word with the Razari. Wait here, Gil.”

She’d long mourned the loss of the crystal she’d been studying before she’d been forced to flee Britannia. Yet the Razari artifact had been instrumental in her faked assassination. Only as long as her index finger, once the crystal was cracked, it released a chemical reaction powerful enough to melt her carriage and destroy any trace of her missing body. The Razari used them to power their ultrafast engines, but her instincts insisted that was only the beginning of how they used the incredible crystals.

Pretending interest in the nearby rug shop, she edged closer, studying the alien out of the corner of her eye. Female, she thought, though it was hard to tell. They were humanoid but their skin coloring and larger musculature made it difficult to determine gender. While its clothing wasn’t all that different from what the multitude of humans dominating the market wore, the alien’s skin tone was a dark greenish-brown, the color of brackish swamp water. Long, twisted clumps of hair, wrapped in cord, hung down her back, the same brown-green color as her skin.

There. Charlotte held her breath and risked another longer peek. The Razari wore a crystal around her neck like a piece of jewelry.

Why would they wear such a powerful energy source—or weapon—about their necks? Stunned, she forgot to turn away when the alien caught her stare. So many questions rushed through her mind like noisy flocks of birds. Were you there when Britannia attacked? Can you give me a firsthand account of what happened? Have you always worn the crystals…or is that something new that you began only once Queen Majel took an interest in your planet? How can I possibly make you understand that I regret…

“Britannian,” the alien said the word like a vile curse, curling her lips to reveal wicked, inch-long fangs.

Charlotte inclined her head and held out her hand. “How do you do?”

Evidently, she’d managed to knock the alien back on her heels with surprise. Hesitantly, she took Charlotte’s hand, but didn’t give a polite shake and release. She gripped hard, perhaps a show of strength, like men squeezing each other’s hands to see who would flinch first. So Charlotte held just as tightly and didn’t back away. In fact, she stepped closer.

The alien was nearly as tall as Gil and built just as solidly. She imagined the damage those fangs would do, especially to a vulnerable body part like her throat. Gil was probably beside himself with alarm, but Charlotte couldn’t miss this chance to find out more.

Keeping her voice low, she cast her gaze around the busy market, searching for anyone who might be too interested in their discussion. “Do you understand me?”

“Yes. We took care to learn your language quickly. Not that it saved us.”

“Not everyone supports what happened on Razar. In fact, few do.”

“I don’t believe you.” The alien squeezed harder, drawing Charlotte close enough that her skirts began to be crushed by the other female’s body. “No one stopped the attack, not before, not after.”

“No one could. The Queen is not a woman to be trifled with.” To be fair to Majel, she hadn’t approved the attack on Razar in the first place, but Charlotte wasn’t prepared to leak that information. Not yet. It was one sure way to confirm that Lady Wyre—Queen’s confidante and the only lady who could possibly know that MIGS was violating the Queen’s orders—was still alive. She risked pushing with a question. “Were you there when the attack came?”

The alien let out a low, vibrating hiss that sent shards of ice slicing down Charlotte’s spine. “Yes.”

“Please, tell me what happened. I need a first-person account.”

“Our technicians think they somehow uploaded a virus to our main system that infected our replicators. The virus…” The alien narrowed her eyes, hesitating, as if reluctant to say anything more.

“Please, I must know,” Charlotte whispered furiously. “I’m one of the few people who might be able to help.”

“Help?” The alien made a rough sound that might have been a laugh. “How can you help when our planet has been nearly destroyed? When only a handful of us survive intact? Our people have been enslaved and none of you care. Our planet has been raped for the great Britannia’s coffers. Our children…” She made another raw growl of pain. “We’ve been irreparably changed.”

“The virus leaped from the computer systems to your people.”

The alien stiffened, lifting her head and staring out over the crowd. “Such a thing should not be possible, but yes, that’s what we suspect. An inorganic virus that invaded organic tissue and began…mutating.”

Nausea made Charlotte’s stomach pitch. Her fingertips burned with cold. Or maybe she was simply losing feeling in her hand that was still clutched in the alien’s iron grip. My nanobots. Dear God. What have I done? I knew MIGS had taken my research and twisted it. I knew… But hearing it is so much worse than I imagined. They saved my life and Sig’s, but killed millions more.

The alien lowered her head to whisper directly against Charlotte’s ear. “What no one outside Razar knows is that we could transform before. Now that transformation is worse.”

“What do you mean?”

The alien gripped her forearm, squeezing so hard Charlotte involuntarily gasped. Nails lengthened, pricking through the sleeve of her gown. Impossibly long nails…no, claws. Stunned, she leaned down, eyes locked on the alien’s arm. Something moved beneath the swamp-colored skin. Glittering scales?

“The virus magnifies the transformation, taking away our choice, our honor, our very identity. Your Queen has created a race of monsters. Monsters who will devour the flesh from her bones and her scientists if given the chance.”

Charlotte could only draw shallow, rapid breaths, fighting to keep her feet. Her knees weakened, her head dangerously foggy. She knew Sig had been changed, but those changes had been improvements. He was better, faster, stronger.

Not a monster.

“I…I must…help you.”

“It’s too late. The virus has infected every Razari, whether they were on the planet or not. It spread from computer to computer, ship to ship, male to female to child. Once they start, the mutations are impossible to stop. Our best scientists have tried.”

Despite her horror, Charlotte’s mind buzzed with possibilities. The nanobots in Sig had been amplifying his abilities to make him better. What if that was all the Razari virus was doing? Highlighting their existing ability to transform—making them more powerful? “Have they tried reprogramming the virus?”

The alien narrowed slitted eyes, her breath a low hiss. “How?”

Claws dug into her arm, nearly breaking the skin, but she didn’t react. I can’t show any weakness. No hesitation. No fear. “I think I could do it.”

“There are rumors that have reached even Razar that the Queen’s Physician was responsible for the technology that destroyed us.”

Charlotte held her breath for a count of ten and slowly released it in a controlled exhale that revealed nothing. Hopefully her face remained as blank. “I heard the good doctor was assassinated.”

The alien nodded and even managed a smile, although the curve of her lips didn’t indicate friendship, but rather what Charlotte feared to be a taste for flesh. “The story goes that the infamous assassin Lord Regret was hired by the Razari to kill her with one of their crystals. Our methods—if we could have gotten our claws on her—would have been much less…public. A quick and merciful death is a right reserved for the honored who fall in battle. Not pathetic scientists playing with creation and destruction.”

“What if the creator was not the destructor?” Charlotte weighed each word carefully. The very reason Queen Majel wanted her dead if she couldn’t have her research was that she knew too much. She didn’t dare spread too much of the truth, for then the Queen would have absolutely no doubts where those secrets originated. “Something created for good might be warped by others into a weapon. Yet good might still come from it.”

Long moments ticked by while the alien mulled over her proposition. Sweat trickled between Charlotte’s breasts and her face began to ache from keeping the serene mask while her life might hang in the balance. She didn’t doubt that Gil and Sig would be on the alien in a moment’s notice, but the woman was so close, they might be too late. Besides, she couldn’t fault the woman in the slightest. In many ways, she did deserve to die. She was counting on the alien’s desperation to save her people to outweigh her desire for vengeance.

“What would you need?”

The low roar of the busy market suddenly washed over her. She glanced around, but no one seemed to take note of them. In the crush, she couldn’t even find Gil, and he’d been with her just a moment before. But what if a Runner was here, watching a Britannian lady conversing with a Razari? A faint humming filled her head, increasing her sense of urgency. “Not here.”

The alien inclined her head in agreement. “Even where Britannia is no longer welcome, I suspect blackbirds flit in the shadows.”

The roar increased, a dull thrumming that made her bones tingle and vibrate. Charlotte slipped her hand into her reticule to find her compact and rose up on her tiptoes, searching as unobtrusively as possible for her men. “How long do you plan to trade in Hoeng Gong? Perhaps we could exchange notes at another venue?”

“My next stop is Morocco, but I plan to return home before our New Year in three weeks’ time.” The alien hesitated a moment and then touched the crystal around her neck. “Beware. I have reports of a battleship approaching Zijin. Where there’s one, there are a dozen more, slipping up in all directions. Soon enough, I fear Zijin may befall the same fate as Razar.”

Not if I can stop it before it starts. “Thank you for the information. I don’t plan to remain here long.”

The alien slipped into the flow of people rushing back and forth, leaving Charlotte alone. Chilled, she hugged her arms across her chest, keeping the small metal container palmed against her body. Her head ached abominably from that annoying sound. She’d never had such a reaction before, but every instinct she had swore something bad was about to happen.

Something very bad indeed.


Chapter Three

After living in hiding for so long, Charlotte was used to always suspecting someone was going to turn on her. In the busy marketplace, it was impossible to tell who might be sending her nerves into high alert. No one was even looking at her. Certainly no one shoved and pushed their way through the crowd toward her.

Gripping the compact shield, she headed back toward where she’d left Gil.

The sound of ripping material made her jerk her head up. A black shape hurtled over the top of the tented shops, slipping down the side directly in front of her. She stumbled back, knocking over a table of rings and necklaces that scattered over the ground, earning harsh words from the wizened woman running the tent.

Another black form dropped seemingly from the sky, blocking her return to Gil. She could only assume more were blocking her retreat to the rear as well. She cast a quick look around, searching for a wall, a pillar, something firm to put at her back, but here in the center of the square she saw only tents and rickety stands.

The old woman who’d been shouting at her just a moment ago took one look at the black attackers and quickly dropped the flap of her tent, as though the dark, no-doubt stuffy interior could protect her. Across the square, news of the attack must have spread, for shops were closing and the once-teeming marketplace was quickly emptying. Yet no one shouted a warning. No one called for the Imperial Guards.

Certainly no one was going to come to her aid, except her men.

At that thought, she heard the explosion of gunfire off to her left. The buzzing in her head worsened, vibrating her teeth until her face began to throb. One of the attackers seemed to float over the ground, leaping over tables, flying over every obstacle toward her, just feet away. Without trying to reason how or why, she accepted the warning and depressed the button on the device in her hand.

As though she’d detonated a bomb, the assassin tumbled backward and slammed through one of the tents. Despite the crash, she couldn’t assume that he was down for the count. Not knowing much about these attackers, she didn’t know how quickly they’d give up.

If at all.

Despite the danger, her scientific mind was consumed with curiosity. She couldn’t accept the dropping-from-heaven metaphor these killers were trying so hard to sell. With the shield firmly up, she dared to move closer to the other one still dancing his way toward her. He bounded over a low tent like an antelope. Silver sparked in his hand, though not a knife. He raised his arm and threw the item at her.

It struck the shield…but didn’t rebound. Not like she’d expected. Her shield worked by using its charge to repel metallic items like bullets and knives. Instead of bouncing off, this item stuck in the invisible energy field, slowing enough for her to see its sharp-pointed ends spinning. A four-pointed star, edges honed to a cutting edge.

It’s managing to defy my shield. How interesting.

The attacker who’d thrown the star suddenly fell backward, tangling up with Sig, who’d returned to protect her. They rolled across the ground, crashing into another stand of pottery.

Another shot drew her head toward Gil. With the pistol raised and pointed in her direction, he ran, shouting, but she couldn’t hear it over the humming in her head. He fired again and she instinctively ducked, though he’d never deliberately shoot her.

Behind me.

Sparks shot through the shield, warning that someone was trying to break through. Meanwhile, the star still spun toward her, progressively working its way through the invisible protection. No metallic weapon should have been able to push through the field. Unless they’d deliberately charged the weapon first so that it wouldn’t be repelled. But how could they possibly have known?

It was so close to her body she wouldn’t have much time to twist away if it broke through the shield. Out of the corner of her eye she saw sparks like lightning tearing through the shield. The assassin was still trying to get through the shield from the rear. In her mind’s eye, she pictured a black-garbed man with a blade, trying to slice his way through invisible layers. The shield still held firm, but the star was only a few millimeters from passing through the field and sinking into her heart.

She gripped the device in her sweaty palm, trying to analyze the angles. She couldn’t be sure where the man was behind her, but the shield was constructed to pass very close to her body, surrounding her in a cocoon of protection. Sucking in a deep breath, she threw herself down toward the ground as she let the shield dissolve.



Rolling across the courtyard with a twisty snake of an assassin, Sig called himself all kinds of a fool.

He never should have left her, even for a moment. He knew more than anyone how many contracts were out on her head.

The assassin punched him in the back, not with his fist, but with outstretched fingers, a sharp, hard thrust that stole Sig’s breath and made sweat break out on his forehead. It felt like a knife had sunk into his kidney. Gritting his teeth, he fought for leverage. If he could pin the man down just for a moment, he could unsheathe another blade. He’d be more careful with the placement this time, since the first blade hadn’t even slowed the man.

Dark eyes glittered down at him. Swathed in black from head to toe, the assassin slammed his fist down against Sig’s right hand. Pain exploded, sharpening his mind to electrified speed. Disabled with a blow to the kidney. Right hand pinned to the ground with some kind of blade. This bastard’s good.

Almost as good as me.

Unluckily for the assassin, Sig didn’t need his hands to kill. He tapped his left boot on the ground, triggering the heel and toe spikes. Then he kicked his leg up high, twisting beneath the man to jab his boot against the man’s throat. It was a short, triangular spike, barely visible if you weren’t looking for such a weapon, but with the right placement, it was certainly enough to puncture an artery.

Blood fountained from the assassin’s throat and he quickly sagged on top of Sig. Rocking sideways, he threw the body off him and turned his attention to his trapped hand. A bladed silver star spiked his hand to the ground. He’d probably thrown at least a hundred knives to eliminate his target before, but he’d never seen a star. The blades were short, but as the assassin had learned by his boot spikes, a blade didn’t have to be long to cause a great deal of damage. If one hit a target in the eye…

Shuddering, he gripped the star with his left hand and tugged it free of his flesh. His arm burned with a strange but familiar icy heat as Charlie’s invention moved to the source of the damage. Millions of microscopic robots marched through his veins toward the wound, already working to close it up. They’d devour any debris—organic or metallic, it didn’t matter. No infection would ever find his body a warm and welcoming habitat.

Worry for her pushed him to his feet. He’d seen at least two black-garbed assassins coming at her from his direction. He’d only been able to eliminate one. While he didn’t doubt that Gil would do his best to protect her…there were certain situations that required killing where his past as a lawman might be a handicap.

Cradling his wounded hand, Sig found them both studying one of the bodies. Relief swept through him. I wasn’t too late. This time.

But how many times would she be attacked? No matter where they went, they’d never have peace. He was good, but could he always keep her alive? Would he and Gil be enough protection for her?

Sig counted three bodies in the empty marketplace. Others might have escaped. In his book, it was unheard of to send that many assassins after a single target. Any assassin worth his price would figure out a way to lie in wait and make a sure but easy kill. Why attack so publicly, with so many assassins at once? Had it been a message?

Get out of Zijin while you still can?

Charlie laughed delightedly and pulled something off the dead man’s soft-soled boots. “I knew it! What an ingenious device. I’ll have to run some tests to be sure, but I believe it acts like my shield by creating a magnetic field that repels from the ground and gives them the ability to ‘fly’. Sig, wouldn’t you like one of these?”

“My best contracts are the ones where I’m in and out before anyone knows,” he replied dryly. “Instead of flying across the marketplace and not only warning my target but also frightening away all the people who will spread word about my attempt.”

Some of her scientific enthusiasm waned. “It was a very public attack.”

“What scares me is that they seemed to know about your shield.” His face hard and grim, Gil tipped his head down at the assassin who had a star buried in his chest. “That was meant for your heart, not his.”

Sig bent down for a closer look. While gruesome, the star alone wouldn’t have killed the man. The bladed tip was hung up against a rib. It’d probably hurt like the devil, but it hadn’t done enough damage to drop an assassin. Gil’s bullet between his eyes had done that, although the star had slowed the assassin down. Sig pulled the black cloth away from the man’s face.

No surprises there. A Zijin man, young, though he couldn’t be sure from which planet in the large system the man had actually hailed. He patted down the rest of the body, not expecting to find much identifying information. No assassin in his right mind took any sort of identification along with him on an assignment, other than his weapons, possibly a good-luck charm if he was the sentimental type.

He grimaced at that thought. Him, sentimental? It took all his self-control not to touch the small inside pocket of his coat where his own good-luck trinket was stored.

Not for luck. For memory. So it never happens to me.

As he ran his hands over the man’s abdomen, his fingers tingled. Intrigued, he slowed his search until he felt something flat and round sewn into the assassin’s shirt. Sig unsheathed one of the many blades he kept hidden on his body—this one up a sleeve of his coat—and sliced the material open. A black coin fell out, dull and unevenly poured. On one side, a dragon; the other, a phoenix.

He passed it up to Charlie. “Symbols for the Emperor and Empress of Zijin.”

“Which one of them wants me dead?”

“Does it honestly matter?” Gil asked. “Besides, Sig is right. What if it was a public message, whether the attempt succeeded or not? Thousands of people just witnessed Imperial assassins trying to kill you in an open marketplace. You, sweetheart. So they know who you are. You’re not safe here.”

A soft exhale escaped her lips and she stared down at the dead man. Her proud confidence and aristocratic air wavered, revealing a world-weary and, yes, scared, woman. Sig stood and pulled her against him. Gil hugged her from the other side, careful not to interfere in Sig’s space but determined not to be left out.

“Let’s return to the inn.” Her words were muffled against Sig’s shirt. “I’ll decide what to do there. I need to meet someone in a fortnight anyway. Perhaps it’ll be best if we leave now. I was warned that a Britannian ship might be headed this way.”

Great, that’s the last thing we need. Sig linked arms with her, Gil on her other side, and they quickly made their way back toward the inn. It’d be a race to see how many thugs and bounty hunters came to assassinate her.


Chapter Four

Ignoring the bustle about her in the room as the servants organized her packets for transfer to the ship, Charlotte sat at the lacquered table and jotted quick notes about everything she’d seen in Zijin so far. She opened a silver metallic casket that held her field research equipment. Her most important devices and notes were safely hidden on Sig’s ship, but she couldn’t resist the opportunity to continue her studies and experiments now that she no longer had to hide.

Although with recent events, perhaps that thinking was a mistake. Someone knew she was here, even though she’d only just arrived and had never used her real name.

Was it as easy as assuming a Britannian lady—where no Britannian ships were welcome—must be a threat?

She didn’t think so. No, this attack had been too personal. The assassin had known enough about her shield to try and circumvent it.

Before her, she’d laid out the star that had nearly killed her—still stained with the assassin’s blood—and the device he’d worn on his boot to help him defy gravity. If he was truly an Imperial assassin, she’d love to meet the Imperial doctor who’d created such clever devices.

She wiped the weapon clean of blood so she could set it into her largest portable scanner for evaluation.

One of the maids asked, “Shall we begin packing your clothing, my lady?”

“Yes. We’re leaving within the hour.” She didn’t bother suppressing a sigh of regret. She’d planned to spend days shopping, not just an hour or two. She hadn’t even had the opportunity to explore any of the famous sites she’d heard so much about. Even if she couldn’t have garnered an invitation into the Forbidden City, she could have at least seen the famous walls barring entry to the Son of Heaven’s domain.

Information began streaming across the screen of her datapad. As she’d suspected, a small transistor was embedded in the heart of the star, emitting a steady, charged pulse that had been deliberately keyed to resist the magnetic field of her shield. Fascinating on one hand, yet troubling on the other. If assassins in Zijin had managed to create a device able to outsmart her shield, then surely the Queen’s Runners had as well.

She needed to adjust her magnetic signature to resist such an attack. Perhaps a variable transistor very much like theirs, cycling through a random series of charges. That would make it much more difficult for them to key into her shield again. Even better if she could encrypt that transistor so no one could hack into it again.



“Um, Charlie?” For once, Gil managed to sound awed. She hadn’t heard that tone from her handsome sheriff since the first time he’d witnessed the finery she typically wore beneath her gown.

She turned around to see a stranger in their room. Finely dressed in heavily embroidered, vibrant red silks, the man had to be a very high-up official. Fine lines framed his eyes, giving him a distinguished look, though it was hard to decide his age. She stood and folded her hands together at her waist, awaiting an introduction.

“Honored lady.” The man bowed very low. “I am Prince Gong. His Majesty sends his most sincere apologies that your visit to Zijin has been met with such violence. As a token of his deep regret, he extends an invitation to your party to visit Xuanyuan so he can speak to you in person.”

Prince Gong was the Tongzhi Emperor’s uncle, which made him at least thirty years of age. Many people thought he should have been put on the throne, instead of the much-younger and often-sickly son of the last Emperor, though the boy’s mother had a great deal to do with keeping him in power. Two ladies ruled behind the throne, often together, but rumors said more often than not the Dowager Empresses Cixi and Ci’an might not be working together amicably to keep their son on the throne. In a land where the men had ruled as the Supreme Son of Heaven for countless generations, Cixi in particular wielded an astonishing amount of power.

She met Sig’s gaze and tipped her head subtly at their guest. He took the ancient coin from his pocket and flipped it in a flying arc toward Prince Gong, who caught it easily. “After we found this on the assassins in the square, you can imagine why we might be reluctant to accept such an invitation.”

Prince Gong’s face remained smooth and his eyes were veiled, but Charlie suspected by the slight tightening of his mouth that he was surprised, or very frustrated, that they’d managed to find the coin implicating their supposed hosts. “His Majesty gives his word that he will personally find the guilty party and see they’re punished for attempting to kill the lady.”

“What I want to know,” Sig drawled out in his famous silky, privileged manner that’d won him the nickname Lord Regret, “is who has access to commission Imperial assassins?”

Prince Gong allowed emotion to flash across his face and he tossed the coin back at Sig in a hard line. “Anyone in the royal family.”

Sig snagged the coin just as effortlessly, but the message had been clear. Prince Gong was not pleased with his relatives.

“Some would not care to have such an infamous personage anywhere near our system, for fear of drawing Britannia’s wrath, which is a weak excuse when the Emperor has closed our ports to them in the first place. Others would not care to have such a talented scientist exploring the secret realm of Xuanyuan. And yet others couldn’t stomach the thought of a lady of such individual power entering their domain for fear of losing esteem. Yet the Emperor himself expresses his wish to meet the lady and personally guarantees her safety if you choose to enter Xuanyuan.”

Certainly Charlotte had longed for an invitation to go where few Zijin, let alone an outsider, had ever gone. Even the manner of access to the Forbidden City was cast in shadows and secrecy. City wasn’t exactly the correct word because Xuanyuan was a separate planet. An entire planet reserved just for the Emperor’s household.

She could only imagine what Majel would do with an entire planet to herself. The intricate and detailed security she’d impose. Charlotte couldn’t help but shudder at the thought. If I enter Xuanyuan knowing someone beyond wishes me dead, then it’s highly probable I won’t ever be allowed to leave until their wish is granted. I might as well waltz into the Tower of Londonium and declare I’m home.

“His Majesty personally guarantees your safety,” Prince Gong reiterated. “Which is why I haven’t referred to your true name, my lady. We don’t know who listens, yes? Hoeng Gong is nowhere near as secure as Xuanyuan itself. When you wish to leave, you will be escorted safely back to this inn at once, or even to your ship, if that’s your desire.”

“That’s all very well and good, sir,” Charlotte replied, “but what if the Emperor is assassinated before we can leave? With Lord Regret’s presence made common knowledge, I can almost guarantee that at least one of the Emperor’s enemies will decide to take action. How could they not take advantage of the opportunity, with the galaxy’s most famous assassin readily available? Therefore this personal promise ensuring our safety could very well be worthless. Lord Regret is very good at what he does, Your Highness.”

Prince Gong recoiled, his face ashen. “Don’t…don’t speak of such blasphemy. No one would wish His Majesty harm.”

Charlotte sat back down at her table and refreshed her cup of tea. With an arched brow, she held the pot up, offering to fill him a cup as well. She was surprised when he inclined his head and moved to join her. When he lifted the cup to his mouth, his hands trembled.

Interesting. Surely, out of everyone in Zijin, Prince Gong had the most to gain if the Tongzhi Emperor died. The people would want him on the Dragon Throne before they’d accept either Cixi or Ci’an, no matter what honored titles they held now. For two thousand years, only men had ruled Zijin. No matter how powerful Cixi had become as the Emperor’s mother, she wouldn’t be able to change so many generations of tradition overnight.

So either Prince Gong was truly a man of honor and sincerely horrified at the thought of his nephew’s death, or he was an extremely good actor.

“You have the galaxy’s most infamous assassin in port, along with a legendary personage. If your politics were complicated before, be prepared for them to worsen once the contracts are offered.”

Prince Gong took another sip. The tea had returned his color and his hands no longer trembled. As she’d always believed, a cup of tea could improve just about any situation.

“You think one of my family will contact Lord Regret to assassinate someone?”

She smiled. “Count on it. The question isn’t if, but how many. And whom, of course, they may wish to eliminate. We’ve seen that my back has already been identified as a target. Whom else would they find it convenient to kill, if not the Emperor himself?”

“There are many possibilities,” he admitted, but kept his face expressionless, as though determined to hide as many of the Imperial Family’s skeletons as possible. “And who is this other man with you? Someone just as infamous and dangerous?”

Gil grinned and rocked back on his heels, his thumbs hooked in his belt loops. “Aw, shucks, I’m just a sheriff from Americus.”



Some of the rawness humming beneath Sig’s skin was soothed by watching Lady Wyre in her element. Gracious and witty, no one could manipulate a situation like she could. The idea of entering the secret city beyond the gates—Imperial guarantees or not—made Sig’s palms sweat, but he had no doubt of her answer. Her curiosity would eat her alive until she finally unraveled the secrets they tried so hard to keep from the rest of the galaxy.

Masters was doing an admirable job of playing the colonial bumpkin, though Sig couldn’t tell if the Prince was buying it or not. They’d need as much surprise on their side as possible to make sure she exited Xuanyuan alive and well. If the Imperials were fooled into ignoring the sheriff as a threat, they might gain enough of an edge to escape whatever waited ahead.

Of course, he couldn’t deny that some of his dark mood was lightened at the mere prospect of a contract on the horizon. If multiple ones came in, as she threatened, all the better. If I accept one…or all of them…what will she truly think? Can I come to her bed with fresh blood on my hands?

His stomach twisted so hard at the thought that he caught his breath. It was just a soft sound, not even a groan, but she heard it, her head tipping his direction slightly, though her conversation never wavered.

“I accept His Majesty’s invitation—” she held up a hand to halt the prince’s response, “—with a few caveats. My men must be allowed to accompany me at all times.”

“That’s acceptable, as long as they don’t enter the inner palaces where only women are allowed. Unless your men are also eunuchs?”

Her lips twitched. “No, thankfully, they’re intact. If the opportunity arises where I need to enter those palaces, we’ll discuss my options then. We must be allowed to leave at any time, not just Xuanyuan but the entire Zijin system.”

“Of course. His Majesty has already iterated his desire to return you safely whenever you’re ready to leave and will provide a written order allowing you to leave as you wish without harassment or threat.”

“What assurances is His Majesty willing to provide in the case that Britannian warships arrive?”

Prince Gong didn’t twitch a single muscle, but he radiated sudden intensity. Although he hadn’t made any threats, Sig moved his hand closer to the knife on his hip. That was a dangerous look indeed. “Who says Britannian warships might arrive?”

“Not might, Your Highness, but when. His Majesty threw down an outright challenge to Queen Majel. Perhaps in his youth he didn’t know that such a challenge will only fuel her determination to sweep away every last vestige of resistance you might attempt to throw up to halt her advance. She is coming. I’d rather not be here when she arrives, and I certainly don’t want to risk getting stranded in your Forbidden City when her warships fill your airspace.”

“We have ways of protecting all of Zijin, my lady.”

“I’m sure you do, Your Highness, but you’ve never had to protect them from Queen Majel.”

Prince Gong stood and inclined his head, as though to say this interview was finished. “If you come inside Xuanyuan, you’ll see how we would prevent such an invasion.”

Ah, but the man knew exactly the right words to say to lure Charlie into accepting the Emperor’s invitation.

“I look forward to seeing everything you can demonstrate for me.”

The prince bowed lower to Charlie and inclined his head politely at both the men as he left. “I look forward to escorting you myself. The Emperor would greatly enjoy it if you would dine with him tomorrow evening.”

She waited until the door shut behind him before turning to Sig and Gil. “How can we protect ourselves? Assuming, of course, that they force us to enter the Forbidden City weaponless. I have plenty of shields and similar toys, but they already know about them and have found a way to bypass my protections.”

Sig opened his mouth but his caller buzzed in an inner pocket, stilling his words. He met Charlie’s gaze.

Softly, she whispered, “Work beckons.”

He nodded, his throat tightening beneath the hypnotic power of her dark, gleaming eyes.

“Go do what you do best, Sig. We’ll continue to discuss a plan of action once you’re finished.”

Tension strained his shoulders and neck, but he strode as casually toward the door as possible. How many questions would she ask about the contract? He hadn’t killed since bringing her with him, committing their lives together. Despite the anxiety bubbling in his stomach, he couldn’t deny the quickened heartbeat and surge of adrenaline already sharpening his senses. I live for killing.

I just hope she can live with that.





“I don’t like it.” Gil tried to keep his voice even, without the sharpness of his concern, but she knew him well enough to see his dismay.

She spared a gentle smile for him but then turned her attention to the electronics she’d been studying before the prince’s arrival. “I know, dearest, yet I must go. Besides, you know what that call meant. Sig is surely accepting a contract at this very moment. We can’t leave until his business is done.”

“Must? No one says you must. We could be out of this system and on our way to a safer destination within the hour.” He sat across from her, watching her fingers dance over the datapad. Her forehead bore the familiar wrinkle of concentration, and her eyes sparked with excitement. Refusing to concede defeat, he leaned toward her, pitching his voice lower and softer. She would hear him. She claimed to always keep one ear tuned to him and one to Sig, no matter how fascinating her discoveries. “Someone here has already tried to assassinate you and Britannia’s on their way. We must be gone as quickly as possible.”

“I refuse to keep running, Gil.” She didn’t look up from her work. “I’ve taken a stand against Majel. She knows what I’m capable of.”

“Yes, but her current crew of scientists must have been working madly to counteract your last demonstration.”

“As have I.”

“But you’re one person against how many, sweetheart? How many scientists does she have at MIGS?”

She sniffed her disapproval. In Queen Majel’s determination to defeat Francia, no matter the cost, she’d given the Military Intelligence and Galaxy Sciences Division carte blanche to create as many weapons and new technologies as possible. The more people who died—as quickly as possible—the better. With countless people of immense intelligence working feverishly to invent the next great weapon of mass destruction for Britannia, how could she possibly think to keep up with their technological advances?

“I have an advantage that they do not.”

She didn’t look up at him, and he hadn’t spoken aloud. “How did you know what I was thinking?”

Smiling down at her work, she picked up a small tool and removed a panel in the center of the star. “Surely I know you well by now, my protective sheriff. Of course you’re worried about my well-being, but I must admit disappointment that you doubt my ability to keep up with a handful of mad scientists employed by Queen Majel for the sole purpose of warping my own original technology.”

He barely managed not to splutter. “I never doubt you, Charlotte.”

“I didn’t share all of my secrets, dearest. In fact, I shared very little with Majel’s cronies. I concede that they have managed to do some revolting things, far beyond what I ever intended, but the underlying signature and structure of even those nanobot weapons are mine. Mine, Gil. Which means if I can get a sample from that Razari woman I spoke to today, I’m quite sure that I’ll be able to reprogram an antidote, so to speak.”

She slipped on a pair of goggles and poked around in the heart of the star for a few moments. Then she looked up at him with a brilliant smile, his heart swelled up in his chest so much he feared his rib cage couldn’t hold it. Even if her eyes bulged oddly beneath the magnifying lens.

“Crude but fascinating. With this chip—” she held up the tool, and by squinting, he could make out a small square of metal on the tip, “—they created an electronic pulse that cycles through frequencies automatically while the star’s in the air, until it finds a match, so that by the time it reaches its target, the weapon can break through shield devices.” She tipped her head grudgingly to the side. “My mistake was in using the first frequency, the most obvious choice, when I created my shield. I shan’t make that mistake again. In fact, I rather like the idea of cycling through frequencies myself, making it even harder for anyone to hack into my shields ever again. However, whoever created this missed the mark entirely in the size and programming capability of this chip. It’s so large. I’m surprised the assassin was able to aim with much accuracy at all. Sig would have my hide if I gave him such a weapon burdened with technology that inhibited its natural usage. I wonder…”

The fire in her eyes and the fever in her voice aroused him like nothing else in this world, even if her excitement wasn’t for him. Not yet.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small box they’d purchased at the shop hours ago and laid it on the table. He didn’t say anything, but merely played with the twine, turning the box over and over, running his fingers along its edges.

Though he didn’t look directly at her, he saw her remove the goggles and carefully set her tools aside. With the natural and easy grace she’d once used to command a ballroom, she glided over to stand beside him. “Since we’re not fleeing to our ship just yet, I suppose we have time for some other experiments.” As she’d done in the shop, she pressed against his arm and side, letting him feel her curves against him. But this time, his lower position in the seat gave him an advantageous view of her breasts, lifted and shaped by her corset.

She trailed a hand along a meandering path down his chest toward the bulge threatening to tear its way through his trousers. Laughing softly in his ear, she pressed her palm against his cock. “Very impressive, darling. Maybe you should have gotten the next size up in rings, because I have a feeling it’s going to be very, very tight.”


Chapter Five

Sig locked the bedchamber door behind him. The call was still waiting, the device vibrating in his hand to remind him to hurry. But there were always a few things he preferred to do before accepting a contract. If a sponsor was desperate enough to seek out the infamous Lord Regret in the first place, chances were good that they’d wait just a little longer until he accepted their call.

The extra room at the inn for each of them had seemed like a silly expense and waste at the time, but now he was thankful he had his own space. He laid the caller on the table and took a long drink of water to make sure his voice was well hydrated. It wouldn’t do for an assassin to have to clear his throat. It implied nerves and he was never nervous.

Not when it came to killing. No, he was stone-cold sure when it came to eliminating a mark.

Glancing in the mirror above the washstand, he straightened his cravat and tipped his bowler slightly for a more jaunty air. Lord Regret had a certain gentlemanly appearance to keep, so he always wore the most well-made and finely tailored clothing. His linen was spotless, his coat a fine brilliant blue that matched his eyes, his buckskins tight, his boots gleaming. Satisfied, he sat down and pressed the button to accept the call.

For a moment, he thought the device was malfunctioning because the caller’s image was grainy and distorted to the point he couldn’t even identify whether it was a male or female.

“Thank you for accepting my call, Lord Regret.”

Even the voice was warped, as though the person spoke underwater. The quality of the signal was very bad—as though they were still using some kind of analog device to render electronic images. He couldn’t speak to the technological capabilities of Zijin but after seeing the advancements in their assassins, this poor transmission surprised him.

The voice was slightly feminine, but he wouldn’t assume the contact was a woman. Slight build, from what he could tell, and flowing robes looked like traditional Zijin wear.

“How may I be of service?”

“I wish to hire your services while you’re in Xuanyuan.”

“Foreigners aren’t allowed into the Forbidden City.”

The image flickered, but he thought he saw the curve of a smile. “I know your esteemed party has been invited to enter Xuanyuan. I wish to hire your services while you’re inside.”

Whoever this person was, they were part of the Imperial family, or at least a very close adviser to the Emperor. Sig had been hoping for a contract, but he was weary of politics. Why did they always want their evil despot killed? Whatever happened to killing a plain-old spouse who’d been cuckolding with the milkman? “Who’s the mark?”

“I can’t tell you that yet.”

He kicked back in his chair, propped his boots on the table and laughed. “Then I can’t help you.”

“As you can see from the poor quality of this signal, it’s very difficult to procure a secure line from inside Xuanyuan. I admit that this call has likely been traced already. They’ll know someone has contacted you but they won’t know who. I cannot give names at this time for fear that I will be betrayed. The message will be given to you only once you’re inside.”

So perhaps this person wasn’t trying to hide from him, but merely worried of being discovered by the guards before the assassination could be carried out. Sig sighed, trying to decide if the contract was worth the headache. If the mark was inside Xuanyuan—even if it wasn’t the Emperor himself—then getting out would be next to impossible.

Perhaps as hard as escaping Londonium with Lady Doctor Wyre.

He had to admit the challenge was more appealing than any amount of money he might gain. He had plenty of money. He didn’t kill for money any longer. He could have retired long ago.

If the ghosts of his past would ever give him any peace.

“I can make arrangements for a quick and smooth exit afterward.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I’m not too interested in being pursued across the galaxy by those ninjas that attacked us in the square today.”

“For now, I’m just a tool, nothing more, but once you’ve completed the assignment, I will be in the position to ensure your full immunity. Trust me, Lord Regret, the general people of Zijin will be forever in your debt. There will be no repercussions from this deed.”

“No offense, madam—” to be safe, he stuck with the female address, “—but I’ve been promised that before and nearly lost my head.”

The person’s voice hardened and lowered, though still distinctly feminine. “Full payment will be sent now. Once you’re inside, you will be contacted with the name and details.”

“And if I don’t accept your offer?”

“Keep the money.” The signal began breaking up, making the contact’s shrug ripple across the screen. “It’s nothing to me.”

Sighing, Sig ended the call. If this contractor could promise full immunity after the deed, then it meant the mark was likely the Emperor himself. Evidently Zijin politics were just as convoluted and treacherous as Britannia’s.

Shaking his head, he had to grin. Charlie was going to have the time of her life inside the Forbidden City. Assuming they all got out alive.

Automatically, he checked his secure bank accounts, not surprised to already see the funds for this new contract already waiting. The contract was open and ready for him to decide what to do. She was going to drag them into Xuanyuan, one way or the other. A contract would make the jaunt even more interesting.

He stripped off his coat and hat and returned to her room. If there wasn’t a rush to escape Zijin space, she’d likely want to do more shopping. He tapped lightly at the door but didn’t hear a reply. It was early for dinner. She surely would have rung for him to join them if they’d gone downstairs.

Intrigued, he opened the door with his key and slipped inside. The main parlor room was just as he’d left it not even half an hour before. The lights were still on.

Charlie had spread several devices across the table, which he had to admit was odd. She usually put her things away under lock and key, afraid that her research would be stolen and misused once more. Along with the things she’d taken from the assassin, he saw two small, plain gift boxes, opened and empty. The boxes had no markings, no indication of where she’d bought the items or what they’d contained.

Instinctively, he carefully tiptoed toward her bedchamber door using every assassin skill he possessed. A similar box lay on the floor outside her door, wrapped in twine. For him? He must assume so since it wasn’t addressed. He picked up the box and untied the twine to find a strange, three-looped ring inside. It weighed fairly heavy on his palm. While he was mulling over what she’d meant it for, he opened the door and every thought he had leaked out of his ears.

As though she’d heard him, even though he’d made no sound, Charlie had turned toward the door, dressed in barely anything at all. Pink silk stockings, her favorite. A corset, not shocking, though it wasn’t the iron maiden she’d pretended to be wearing earlier today when he’d been so testy. She’d loosened the top of her chemise so her breasts were bare, lifted like a sacrificial offering by the corset. Delicate chains hung from her nipples. Berry-red and swollen, they were clamped into the jewelry.

She posed a moment, shoulders thrown back and chin high. “What do you think?”

He opened his mouth but no words would come out, just a rough growl that didn’t even sound like a man.

She laughed. “Good. Now let me help you get your gift into place.”



Relieved that Sig also found her jewelry captivating, Charlotte stepped up to him. His gaze was locked on her breasts. As she neared, he stretched out a finger and lightly touched one clamped nipple. Already engorged and tender, her breast throbbed at the small touch. She groaned out a sound very much like the raw growl he’d made a moment ago.

The pain—and, yes, it was more pain than pleasure—sent a surge of hot tidal need flooding through her body. Her nipples felt like they were on fire, as large as grapefruit and painfully sensitive.

How could such a minor caress put her senses on full overload? She moaned again, unable to suppress the extreme sensations pulsing through her. It felt like live wires were attached to her breasts. An electrical current was charging her system higher, into red-alert territory.

And Sig had done nothing but lightly touch her trapped nipple.

Being an extremely clever and attentive lover, he immediately leaped to give her more of that exquisite pleasure. He dipped his head and captured her other nipple in his mouth.

Her reaction shocked them all.

Her knees collapsed. She clutched desperately at his shoulders, her cry rising to embarrassing decibels. Big hands caught her from behind, or she likely would have hit the floor. Gil supported her against his chest.

Or did he trap her for the other man’s ministrations?

Because she pushed back, desperate to escape the incredible yet extreme sensations, and he didn’t budge. In fact, he lifted her off her feet, holding her higher, making it easier for Sig’s torment.

She gasped for air. She even kicked out with one dangling foot, hoping to hit Sig in the shin. He took the opportunity to capture her leg and lift her thigh around his waist.

“Stop,” she finally managed to get a coherent word to come out of her mouth.

Sig lifted his head quizzically, his lips quirked in a wicked grin of dark amusement. “My lady?”

“This is… I can’t… Oh for heaven’s sake.”

Gil laughed softly against her ear, but there was a strange vibration in his tone that skittered across her nerves. He didn’t sound like himself. His laugh was almost…cruel. A lot could be said against a man who’d hidden his true identity from her for over a year in order to win her cooperation, but he’d never been cruel.

“You must be doing something right, Sig. She can’t finish a complete sentence.”

Sig trailed a fingertip down the valley between her breasts, but he thankfully avoided the torturously swollen tips. “I see you found some interesting toys at that shop, Charlie. I never expected you to be the victim of experimentation.”

“I’m no victim,” she retorted, seizing a handful of his hair in her fist. She jerked his head back, hard, enjoying the way his eyes tightened with warning, even while his nostrils flared wide. “The intensity of this experiment merely caught me unawares.”

“You’re feeling pretty damn aware to me, Charlie.” Gil growled against her ear, his breath a hot torment. His palm edged up her rib cage, rough, calloused fingers inching toward her breasts. The thought of his big hand wrapping around her breast made her squirm helplessly, twisting in his grip—whether to flee or urge him to hurry, she didn’t know.

And the sounds…

Majel help her, she’d never made such ridiculous sounds before for a man. Never.

“If you truly want us to stop, you must tell us now.” Sig’s voice was rough, losing his normal genteel persona. Ignoring the fierce grip on his hair, he bent his head back toward her breasts. The very brush of his breath made her cry out again. “Do you like this? Do you want this? Or is it too much?”

Panting, she had to think and categorize her own reactions, because she honestly didn’t know. Her breasts hurt. Every slight touch made her want to whimper and plead and beg.

And I never beg.

Yet she couldn’t deny the intensity of her arousal. She could smell her own musk and feel the dampness growing between her legs. Sig in front of her. Gil behind. She’d loved them both, but never at the same time like this, wild and out of control and so damned desperate to have them filling her up with their desire as quickly as possible.

She tottered on the edge of a vast, bottomless pit. If she fell in, she might tumble out of control for eternity.

Sig tugged gently on the chain, but it was enough to arch her back on a harsh cry, her hand clawing at his shoulder, her head digging into Gil’s chest. Her breath exploded out of her throat. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop!”

He winked at the man holding her up. “My lady’s wish is my command. But, first, I think we need to tighten these clamps just a little.”



Gil had seen—and appreciated—her passionate side too many times to count. The woman wore pink silk stockings and glorious unmentionables. She loved pretty, feminine things, yet could wade into battle with her chin held high without a single hesitation.

Yet he’d never heard her beg before. Not once.

“Please, dear God, Sig, if you don’t stop it at once I’m going to scream.”

His head didn’t lift from her breast. “So scream.”

Gil hadn’t seen this side of the infamous assassin, either. Cool, detached and deadly, or wickedly smug and arrogant, certainly, but this dark, hard edge glinting in Sig’s eyes was new.

Like a wild beast stalking his prey, its hunger ignited by the helpless quality of her cries.

Gil feared very much that the same hard glint must be shining in his eyes because he couldn’t help but press his palm against her other breast. The peak of her nipple had never been so pronounced and hard against his palm. She loved it when he rubbed his palms on those sensitive nipples. In fact, the very first time he’d made love to her, she’d deliberately placed his hand on her breast and voiced that very desire.

With the clamps on her nipples, that simple caress shattered her.

She bucked in his arms. She threw one arm back to twist around his neck. The other hand was fisted in Sig’s hair. She must have surely yanked a handful of hair out of his scalp, but the man wouldn’t back down from licking and breathing on that tortured nipple. Her voice rose and she arched harder into Sig, grinding herself on his thigh. Shuddering, she came apart between them, groaning until her voice was hoarse.

“Good?” Gil whispered against her ear once her breathing evened out somewhat.

“No,” she panted. “Fantastic. Do it again.”

Sig twisted one of the little screws on the clamp so it pinched tighter, sending another quake through her body. “No, sweetheart, that’s not what we want to hear. We don’t want to hear orders. We want to hear your pleas.”

“Aren’t you going to put on your rings?” Her voice sounded both hopeful…and desperate. As though she wanted them as painfully aroused as she was.

Gil’s cock swelled at the thought, already so hard that the thought of squeezing that ring onto him made him want to grit his teeth on a few choice curse words. He’d do it, absolutely, if that’s what she wanted. But right now…

“I’d rather we put our cocks to better use,” Sig finished the thought aloud for him, using coarser language than Gil had ever heard in their lady’s presence. “You’ve never had both of us in you at the same time.”

Gil had enough blood left in his head to be surprised by not only the man’s sudden crudeness, but also his own reaction to it. He felt primed and loaded for bear. Muscles humming on the edge, his heart pounding, his blood hot and singing in his veins. Sex with Charlotte had always been good.

But this time…

It was going to blow the top of his skull off.

Yet he couldn’t help but wonder why. Why tonight, after Sig had walked out of the shop with such evident abhorrence? Was it only the thought of the flail—and the pain it would bring him—that had made him walk out? But then why was it so arousing to have Charlie squirming and gasping and fighting to get away, even while she moaned and begged them to hurry?

She was just as incensed with desire as they were. She tore at Sig’s cravat and shirt, sending his cufflinks flying across the room, but he wouldn’t lift his head from her breasts long enough for her to get the material over his head. She was practically sobbing with impatience.

“Gil, please help me.”

He shifted her weight over to the other man so he could strip off his trousers and waistcoat as quickly as possible, but she sank toward the floor. Sig bent down, easing her toward her knees. “Don’t you want the bed, sweetheart?”

“No,” she growled out, yanking his trousers open. “Too far away.”

Seeing her on her knees made the blood pound harder in his skull. A woman like Charlotte commanded her pleasure. It wasn’t often that she took a position of lesser authority, even in the privacy of her bedchamber. Yet he couldn’t deny the surge of visceral lust knifing through his gut. “How may I be of assistance, my lady?”

She spared a glance over her shoulder at him. Her dark, velvety hair tangled about her face, heavy curls falling out of the careful pins she’d placed this morning. Her slumberous eyes were huge and dark and so hot they shimmered with the desire blazing in her. “I need you thrusting into me from behind, filling me up until I scream.”

Her words drew him like the moon called the tides. He sank down behind her, one hand gripping her shoulder, while he ran his other in a heavy, deliberate caress down her spine. “Your wish is my command.”

“But I won’t be able to scream…” she turned and looked back up at Sig, “…because my mouth will be too busy.”



Out of control. That’s how she felt.

She’d never been out of control before. Even when she knew Queen Majel was going to have her either arrested or assassinated to silence her, Charlotte had been in control, both of her emotions and, of course, her mental faculties. No one had a brain like hers. She didn’t say that boastfully in the slightest. She’d carefully assessed the situation and developed a foolproof plan to escape the tightening net and win her freedom in a matter of hours, not days and weeks.

But tonight she had lost all control, not just of her emotions, but also of her normally impressive brain.

All she could think about was getting filled. The damnable clamps on her nipples had eaten a hole into her brain, spreading an aching pit of emptiness and desperate need. Her inner muscles kept clenching down, begging for something, anything, to fill her. Preferably Gil and that impressive erection of his. Yet even then she’d still be empty and aching.

Unless Sig was inside her too.

Maybe some of his darkness was leaking into her through their strange bond. He’d been withdrawing bit by bit, still charming and passionate and saying the right things, but emotionally and spiritually drawing away. Protecting himself…or her? She couldn’t say. But now, she had him here, close, intense and fully engaged. The reluctance he’d shown earlier today was gone, replaced by a knife-edged desire that had her racing faster out of control.

More, they’d also somehow managed to infect Gil with that reckless lust.

It wasn’t just the sex toys. Although perhaps such a simple device had managed to unlock some of the inhibitions they hadn’t even realized were holding them back.

She worked Sig’s trousers open, watching his reaction through her tumbled hair. Heavy and dark as a midnight sky, his eyes bored into her. No reluctance, no hesitation, no guilt that perhaps the blood calling him to violence would stain his hands and therefore make him unworthy.

That’s the core of our issue, she realized in a sudden lightning bolt of clarity as he twisted his fingers in her hair and drew her closer. He fears if I know the truth about what drives him to kill, I won’t be able to love him.

Doesn’t he realize I’ve always known the truth?

I’ve always seen that darkness in him, the coldness and detachment that allows him to kill without regret or guilt. That cold, hard edge draws me as much as his secret need to be bound.

She pulled her head back and forth, ignoring his grip on her hair so she could torment him with the strands that had fallen from her coiffure. As punishment—or reward—he gave another tug on the chain dangling between her breasts. Her mouth fell open on a low growl and he pulled her mouth to him.

She didn’t tease anymore by licking. No, she was too far gone herself for that. She took him deep into her mouth on a hard lunge, moaning around his length so that he could feel the vibrations of her need. Telling him what she needed, what she wanted, without words. And he heard. Because he dragged her head closer, forcing his length deeper. Force, command, control, when hers had disappeared. That’s what she wanted most of all.

He pushed into her mouth until she gagged, and even then, he held that thrust one long moment, another, until she almost couldn’t bear it. Until she was on the verge of struggling. Her corset was too tight to allow deep breaths, and now he’d taken even the shallow possibility away by closing off her throat. Finally he backed away, allowing her to suck in a breath deeply enough the corset creaked around her ribs.

She didn’t let him go, though. Not now that she had him.

In fact, I’m determined to make him as wild and uncontrolled as I am.

Tightening her mouth, she sucked as hard as she could while drawing her mouth up his full length. At the very tip, she carefully dragged her teeth across the sensitive skin. A long breath shuddered out of him, his grip brutal on her hair, drawing tears. But it felt so good, that small pain, blending with the throb of her breasts and the fire roaring through her veins. She leaned forward, giving him more of her upper body weight to support, so she could remind Gil where she wanted him.

Her chest heaved for air, unable to fully expand with the corset binding her. Lightheaded, she careened deeper into that looming pit. Unable to control her breathing. Unable to control her need. She ached and burned, so greedy and starved she wriggled her hips and arched her back, lifting her backside for Gil.

An invitation he couldn’t refuse.

That big, broad palm moved down her spine, a heavy weight adding to the constraint of the corset. He kneaded her hips, drawing out an impatient cry from her lips. She could imagine all too well what he was doing.

Staring at her naked flesh. Watching her mouth on Sig. Wondering how quickly she’d come once he sank to the hilt inside her.

She widened her stance, lifting her buttocks in a silent plea. Sig pushed deep, blocking her throat again. Digging her fingers into his waist, she held on for dear life. Everything was sweeping away in a vast tidal wave. Tossed here and there, she truly felt like a little paper boat careening down dark floodwaters. Her breasts were on fire, an incessant thundering pulse of blood from her nipples to her skull and down to her core.

Gil thrust deep, forcing her down harder on Sig. They held her pinned between them like that, filled to the brim and trembling on the edge for one heart-shatteringly long moment. Every muscle in her body clamped down so hard and viciously she would have screamed if she could have drawn breath. Sig tipped her head back, rocking her deeper. Gil shifted their weight so he was more under her hips, cradling her on the tops of his thighs. He didn’t thrust so much as fill every inch of her, skewering her while she shuddered through release.

Sig was the one who thrust into her body. He kept her rocking back on Gil, pushing into her mouth too far, making her involuntarily squirm on the other man’s cock until she couldn’t stop shaking and fighting to be free.

Not to escape from them. No. She needed the pounding action, the movement, the release. Not this never-ending pressure and fullness.

A sudden burst of flame on her breast made her throw her head back despite the grip Sig had on her hair. The clamp. He must have loosened it. The influx of blood hurt so bad, so good. It lifted her up to dizzying heights and then sent her crashing hard to earth, grinding her against Gil, another torment, another overwhelming sensation.

The other clamp released and she clawed at Sig, unable to see or breathe or move. All she could do was feel the agonizing flood of sensations. Swollen rivers raging through her veins. Not blood. Not even fire. Fire couldn’t even begin to describe the searing heat that crisped her brain cells.

She had a moment to wonder if the redline surge of power flooding her system would be enough to short out and disintegrate her nanobots, when her men began exploding too.

And then she broke into tiny pieces herself.


Chapter Six

Waking in a tangle of limbs—some of which were too thick and muscular to be feminine—wasn’t as alarming as it would have been a few weeks ago.

Before Charlie.

Sig opened his eyes but didn’t try to move away. Not yet.

He was still too raw, the sensations and memory of last night hovering in the back of his mind like he was slowly wakening from a dream.

Her head was pillowed on his chest, her arm curled low around his waist. Her hair was a mess. He let a smile escape, imagining her grumble when she awoke and her long-suffering sighs while she brushed out the tangled strands that hung down to her buttocks. She might complain, but she loved to torment him with her hair. And, honestly, there wasn’t anything better than the sensation of her luxurious, heavy hair falling over him, enveloping him in her scent. But it was more than the sensation and the vanilla spice of her hair that made his gut twist like he hadn’t had a meal in days.

It was the intimacy. What that intimacy implied.

Growing up in a privileged home of one of Britannia’s most powerful families, he’d never seen his mother let her hair down. She’d been perfectly coiffured and immaculately dressed every single moment of his life. Even while she’d abused him and his father. Not a hair out of place. Her gown a dazzling example of the current fashion, down to delicate, lacy gloves. While she beat his father with whatever implement she had at hand.

Though she might curse him later if those gloves were stained with blood.

Sig closed his eyes, trying to contain the hot flood of emotion that made him tremble. Not fear, not any longer. He wasn’t a child forced to watch while his father was beaten senseless. She couldn’t tie him to a chair and make him watch her break his father before his very eyes. But that’s exactly why he’d reacted so violently to the idea of Charlie bringing a flail into her bed.

A harmless item, no doubt used countless times by others for titillation, but so it might begin. She already knew he enjoyed being bound. What if he enjoyed pain too?

Like his father?

He couldn’t bear the thought that he might be as weak and helpless.

As a child, he’d hated his father for failing to stop his mother. Failing to stand up to her and protect them both. She only rarely ever struck Sig, but her verbal and mental abuse had been miserable. His father had been taller, bigger and stronger than his lady mother, yet he’d never once taken a stand against her. All he would have had to do was stand instead of cower. Pull that whip or crop or cane from her hand and beat her with it instead.

Why hadn’t he ever taken a stand and told her no?

After all these years, Sig still had no idea, unless the man had simply enjoyed the pain and brutality. Perhaps it’d been a gentlemanly habit never to strike a lady. All good aristocratic boys were raised to look to their lady mothers as the heads of the families, to honor their names and Houses above all. But, surely, when a man was injured and bleeding from extreme beatings…and seeing his son grow up under that yoke of violence and hatred…

Why didn’t he stop it?

Why didn’t he protect me?

Years might have gone by, but those questions had never been laid to rest.

Yet lying with Charlie and her other man after a surprising night of passion edged with raw sensuality, he couldn’t suppress the nagging fear that spread the darkness in his mind. In the end, was he no better than his weak, helpless father?

He’d already allowed—no, begged!—her to tie him up. Would he allow her to beat him senseless too? Was that same weakness buried in his DNA, just waiting for her to find it and release it? And if so, to what depths of depravity would he then sink, helpless to stop her?

Or worse, was there more of his mother in him than he’d ever suspected? Last night, he’d been harsher and coarser than he’d ever been with any woman. Let alone the feared and respected Duchess of Wyre. He’d used her mouth, for God’s sake, not gently but roughly, gripping her by her hair and shoving himself so deep into her throat she’d gagged, just so he could feel the muscles of her throat convulsing around him. He’d pinned her head while the other man thrust into her just as roughly. He’d tugged on the chains clamped to her nipples. And, yes, lying here with them in the stillness of their heavy slumber…

He could see himself lifting that flail and bringing it down on her flawless skin.

And enjoying it. A great deal.

Maybe all these years he’d feared turning into his spineless father…while he should have been worried about becoming his violent, abusive mother.

Self-disgust made his stomach heave. Carefully, he slipped out from beneath her and untangled his leg from Gil’s. She flattened out on her stomach, still asleep, but he wasn’t so lucky with Masters.

The man opened his eyes and began removing himself from the bed just as carefully.

Pretending extreme interest in retrieving his scattered clothing, Sig avoided meeting the other man’s gaze. Masters was a stand-up sort of man. Sure, he’d hidden his identity for a year, but he’d had solid, honorable reasons and he’d proven his love. He knew exactly what kind of man Lord Sigmund Regret was.

An unapologetic killer.

Now he was a burgeoning masochist and sadist, with the woman they both loved caught in the middle of that pain and violence.

Masters followed him to the outer parlor, foiling his hope for a quick and silent escape.

Pulling on his trousers, Sig tried for misdirection. “So are we actually going to let her go into the Forbidden City after she was already attacked?”

“Do you think the lady would actually give us any other choice?” Masters didn’t bother dressing. Instead, he sprawled on a chair before the fireplace, not minding his nudity in the slightest. “She wanted to meet the Emperor before we ever got here. Now that she’s obtained the invitation, not even Queen Majel could keep her away. Did that call mean what she thinks it meant?”

“A contract, yes, but so vague I don’t know even know whom I’m to kill yet, let alone who wants the person dead.” Sig pulled his shirt over his head. “Maybe we can buy a few days while she orders some appropriate gowns. You know her—she won’t step foot inside without a new spectacular wardrobe.”

Masters laughed. “She’ll have every seamstress in Hoeng Gong working feverishly before breakfast.”

Sig forced out a laugh and headed for the door. He’d gotten his hand on it, when the man’s low words struck him like a knife in the back.

“Thanks for last night.”

Frozen, Sig couldn’t open the door. He surely couldn’t turn around. Gratitude? After…

“It was incredible. I’ve never seen her so wild and out of control.”

He gripped the door handle so hard his fingers cramped, every muscle screaming at him to flee. It was all he could do not to scrunch his shoulders with shame and the man was thanking him?

Masters chuckled again, a low, wicked sound like a punch in the gut. “I can’t wait to try on that ring and see if she can make me lose control like that.”

Sig took a deep breath and held it until his chest ached. Then he let it out in a rush and whirled to face the other man. “We used her.”

Masters arched a brow at him and drawled, “And she loved it.”

Sig flinched. “That doesn’t make it forgivable.”

“Sure it does. We didn’t do anything she didn’t enjoy. That’s the beauty of it. She loves us, Sig. She trusted us. That’s why it was so incredible.”

Every word was like a hammer pounding a spike into his skull. “Which only makes it worse. She trusted us and we…I…abused that trust. I don’t know what came over me. I just barely touched her and she came apart in my hands. It was intoxicating. It made me a little crazy, I guess.”

“Me too. I wanted things…” Masters shifted in the chair and Sig couldn’t help but notice the man’s erection.

Which only made his own more prominent. After the night they’d had…

I could go in there right now and make love to her for hours…as rough and long as last night.

Sig tried to swallow the lump in his throat, but it was choking him. “I didn’t know it could be like that.”

“Especially with her.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better,” Sig retorted, running a hand through his hair. “It’s not supposed to be like that.”

“What, hot as hell?”

“Dirty.”

“Hot,” Masters repeated, his voice hard and heavy. “Don’t you understand? It was her choice. Her desire. If she hadn’t wanted us, do you think Charlie would have had any hesitation in telling us so? You had a knife to her heart yesterday and she didn’t even flinch. If she didn’t want you to put your hands on her rough and hard she would have ripped your cock off instead of sucking it.”

“She’s a lady.”

The other man stared at him as if he’d suddenly started speaking Razari.

Talking through gritted teeth was damned hard. “She’s the same as our lady wife, the Duchess of her House, whether the Queen recognizes her thusly or not. One does not treat a Duchess like a common tavern wench and hope to remain intact.”

“Is that honestly what you think?” When Sig could only stare at him in confusion, Masters shook his head. “Damn, man. I thought you understood her better than that.”

“I lost my head. That’s my only excuse. I’ve been on edge and when I saw those chains, and those clamps…”

Not a good idea to talk about it. His erection strained to be free, so he could take her again, as rough and hard and fast as he could slam into her.

“She wanted you to lose your head. She wanted you to lose control. That’s why she dragged us into that shop. That’s why she bought the gifts. That’s why she’s interested in trying that flail. She loves us so much she’s willing to give up her own control and explore anything, everything we could ever desire. Why would you regret that kind of gift?”

Sig’s pulse thumped so hard in his head he couldn’t think. He couldn’t come up with the words to explain himself. Why the idea of the calmest, smartest lady, with enough daring to stand up to the most powerful woman in the known universe, making herself less, giving up her control, to the likes of him…

Masters shook him by his shoulders. Stunned, Sig jerked his gaze up to the man, unaware he’d even stood and approached. “A gift, man. A woman like her doesn’t show that kind of vulnerability to just anyone. She doesn’t give that kind of trust to a man she doesn’t love beyond any shadow of a doubt. Don’t spoil it by regretting the passion and the magic we shared last night.”

“But—”

“A gift,” he repeated. “Treasure it. Explore it. That was just the beginning.”

Sig nodded so the man would let him go, but his heart weighed heavier as he dragged back to his own room. That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.


Chapter Seven

It was amazing how many glorious gowns could be handcrafted in a matter of hours when thirty of the finest seamstresses plied their needles around the clock. Surveying the racks, Charlotte was mentally planning which gown she would wear to be introduced to the Emperor the first time. It must make a statement. It must be unforgettable.

To match her dreadfully legendary reputation as Lady Doctor Wyre. Someone wanted her dead before she could enter the Forbidden City. So she intended to play the part of the wildly dangerous and extravagant Britannian lady with her utmost ability.

So which gown would showcase her most extravagant personality?

She honestly couldn’t decide, which irritated her to no end. Once upon a time, she’d chosen what styles and fashions anyone of consequence would then copy throughout the Season. She’d decided if feathers would be worn in the hair or if they would be the height of gauche stupidity. Red or blue or lavender, lace or velvet, jeweled slippers or heels, fans or shawls… The enormous responsibility to set the fashion had been hers and she’d relished every moment of it.

Now she was as nervous and anxious as a debutante going to her first ball.

There really was only one thing to do when becoming anxious, so she made a pot of tea. The fragrance alone began to untangle the knots in her stomach. A few sips and the warmth flowed through her limbs, easing the muscles straining in her neck and shoulders. Smiling, she sat back and surveyed her new wardrobe with fresh eyes.

She knew exactly why she was having difficulty selecting a gown. Her taste was changing. Not the simple matter of selecting a more modest or daring neckline. No, this was something deeper, much more fundamental.

She was exploring the universe, testing her boundaries in unexpected ways. So it was only natural that her eye for clothes was also undergoing a change.

She had no idea what the current fashion in Londonium or Parisii might be and she couldn’t care less. This isn’t about what style was all the rage. This is about me. What I want to say. What I want for my life.

So much had changed since she’d led the Season seven years ago. For so long, she’d worn blinders, loving her life and living on the generations of privilege to which she’d been born. She’d been free to explore every technological advance her mind could comprehend, without ever stopping to consider what the human hand might actually wrought from those inventions.

She’d been innocent of any wrongdoing the Queen or MIGS might accomplish with her technology. It wasn’t her fault if they chose to use her nanobots as a weapon instead of the tools of unparalleled healing as she’d intended. Rich, beautiful and brilliant, she’d had everything she could possibly want.

Until she realized she bore the blood of countless innocents on her hands.

She’d had to die from that life to truly live. She’d learned how to survive with barely any technology at all, let alone her own magnificent creations. Alone and far from all her so-called friends, she’d learned the true value of having acquaintances who took care of one another. Who checked in on them during the merciless winter. Who made sure the widowers and orphans had enough to eat. Who built the houses and barns for those less fortunate. Who brought the harvest in when the farmer was too ill to drag himself out to the fields.

Men like Gilead Masters.

Or men like Sigmund Regret, who’d killed to make sure she remained free.

One would have thought that a night of reckless abandon would have brought them closer together, yet the opposite had occurred. Sig was at her side, but not present. Not like she’d expected. He regretted what she’d given him. He feared what they were becoming.

It was ironic, in a way, that he was more comfortable with the cold, hard dominant lady than a woman willing to give up a little control to bring pleasure to them all. Wearing those clamps and feeling so completely out of control had helped her understand Sig’s desire to be bound all the better. She might tie him up so that he couldn’t move, but he found that restriction freeing. She’d never known how truly freeing it could be to simply sit back and allow someone else to take control, to decide how and when.

How could she ever doubt her beloved men? How could she ever be afraid that they’d harm her or force her to do something she didn’t want?

Just the memory of Gil’s hard hands on her hips, hauling her back while he pounded into her so furiously, was enough to make a low moan escape. Sig’s hands in her hair, pulling her close, taking her breath with every thrust, deciding when she’d be allowed to breathe.

With a rattle, she set the cup aside and forced her mind back to the situation, else she’d go searching for one of her men and experiment with their rings.

All her new gowns had been strongly influenced by her presence in Zijin, only fitting since she’d used local seamstresses. She’d never favored much embroidery as embellishment, but she had to admit that the metallic threads and intricate designs looked gorgeous on the fine silks. All of the gowns would make Queen Majel green with envy, but Charlotte’s two favorites were a red and a white gown.

The red was daring, with a low, tight bodice that would barely cover her nipples. A long train would trail behind her, several layers of silk fluttering across the ground as she walked. Handsewn flowers covered every inch of material. In that gown, she’d rival the Dowager Empresses for imperial beauty.

She wouldn’t hesitate to make such a statement…if there were cause to do so. But did she truly want to step into the Forbidden City and throw down a challenge to the most powerful women in all of Zijin before she’d even met them and evaluated their motives for herself?

The white gown was not something she would ever wear in Londonium. As a debutante ages ago, she’d been forced to wear such insipid colors, and she’d sworn as soon as she was deemed old enough she’d never wear white again. Not even to her wedding.

This gown was special. The white seemed to glow with incandescent colors, emphasized by rows and rows of tiny freshwater pearls sewn along the train. The bodice was almost prim, an innocent, high neckline and long, tight sleeves to hide every inch of her arms. No trim adorned it but the pearls and delicate silver embroidery of light, airy birds.

Doves, to be exact. Once her symbol, before Majel crushed her House and abolished the Wyre name.

It was the back of the gown that made it shockingly unique. In Polite Society, it’d be incredibly gauche to show one’s corset in public, yet the indecently deep V did exactly that. She’d be revealing both the vulnerable bare skin of her back, as well as her undergarments that no decent lady would reveal except in the bedchamber.

In her heyday, Charlotte would have had difficulty pulling off such a gown in a relatively stuffy Britannian Season. Even here in Zijin the cut of the gown would be considered risqué, if the other seamstresses’ shocked reactions were any indication.

Charlotte had paid the daring seamstress twice what she’d asked for the gown and hired her to create a dozen more with the same exquisite work and shocking cuts. If she was able to remain in Zijin long enough to collect them.

She loved the gown and she wasn’t afraid to wear it. Not exactly. No, her reluctance came from something deeper.

What that bare back represented. The kind of thoughts she’d had recently. Why she’d bought a flail. Why she’d been willing to explore a little pain with Sig.

She’d assumed that Sig would be eager to explore that unknown territory with her, while she’d worried how Gil would react. She couldn’t have been more wrong. Gil was much more open to exploration than she’d given him credit for, while Sig seemed reluctant and even angry that she dared even think about it.

He needs time. I understand that. I do.

But it still felt like a rejection. It hurt more than she’d expected.

Taking a deep breath, she pushed the pain away and rang for her maid, decision made.

I’m willing to bear hurt for his sake. I just hope he doesn’t hurt me for very long.


Chapter Eight

As they flew over the sprawling cities of Bei-Jing, Charlotte could barely contain her excitement. There were so many things she wanted to explore in Zijin, but her greatest and most impossible hope was about to become reality.

Nearly every available surface of the planet seemed to bear the weight of civilization. They flew low enough to see the rise and fall of the buildings and towers with very little green or empty space in between for miles and miles. It was as though the individual cities of the planet had grown until the entire planet was one sprawling municipality.

All of that civilization stopped at the Great Wall. High and thick enough to support the landing of one of Britannia’s largest warships, the Great Wall rose like a massive mountainous cliff, cutting off the city’s encroachment. Sig landed in the designated docking area and they walked toward the main entrance, the Meridian Gate.

Awaiting their arrival, Prince Gong inclined his head. “Greetings, Lady Wyre. I’m so pleased you accepted the Emperor’s invitation.”

Resisting the urge to scan the formidable watchtowers at the corners to see how many soldiers were aiming their weapons at them, Charlotte bit back a snarky reply. Refusing an invitation from Queen Majel would be a death sentence. One could only assume refusing the Emperor’s would cause the same result.

The last thing they needed was to add the Imperial assassins to the list of bounty hunters searching the galaxy for them.

They walked through the massive gate, which clanged alarmingly behind them. She looked about anxiously to not miss a thing, but there wasn’t much to see but cobblestones leading to a docking station where a lone, luxuriously appointed barge waited.

“Your baggage has already been loaded. If you’ll step aboard, we’ll begin the journey to Xuanyuan.”

“Final chance to run for Oblivion,” Sig whispered, giving her arm a warning squeeze. “Once we’re on their ship, it’ll be much harder to escape.”

Pitching his voice low, Gil agreed. “I have a bad feeling about this. Even with the surprises you’ve prepared, Charlotte.”

She tucked her right hand around Gil’s arm and led them toward the waiting Imperial barge. “Nonsense. Have a little faith in your lady inventor, gentlemen. There’s nothing they’ve created that I haven’t already thought of a dozen times.”

With the longer train of her gown, it took skill to maneuver into her seat without creasing the silk. Sig’s breeding was more pronounced than Gil’s as he assisted her, demonstrating that he’d walked in the same treacherous waters as she once upon a time. He tucked her skirts neatly beside her and leaned over her, his fingers ghosting down her bare back above her corset.

Shivering, she gave him a smile she hoped wasn’t too sultry with strangers nearby. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure, my lady.”

She searched his face, but he merely grinned and winked as he’d always done, even though she hadn’t seen him since that wonderful night of passion that had evidently alarmed him. He was fully in his gentlemanly assassin role—dashing, handsome and oh-so deadly. His defenses were fully in place. Dressed impeccably in snug buckskins and a brilliant blue coat that made his eyes breathtakingly sapphire, he stood at her left hand with casual, negligent grace that belied the violence he could unleash if anyone threatened her.

She ran her gaze over him but couldn’t see the numerous weapons that he’d no doubt stashed on his person, although he wore his trademark pistols openly on each hip. It would certainly be entertaining to strip him item by item to find all his blades.

On her right, Gil continued to play the backwater colonist. As such, she’d agreed he didn’t need to dress as extravagantly as Sig, but he looked especially nice in his sleek, black marshal suit. He’d also protested about the heavy gold rings she’d asked him to wear on both hands…until he’d seen how they linked together to turn his fists into brutal weapons. “This sure is an extravagant barge, Your Highness. How long is the flight to Xuanyuan?”

He deliberately mispronounced the Forbidden City’s name so badly that the prince winced. “Not far.”

“I’ve studied the Zijin system,” Sig drawled. “But I can’t find Xuanyuan on any map. Not an exact location, that is. There’s a vague spot in the center of your system, but most scans say the only thing there is a bunch of asteroids.”

Prince Gong gave them a small, tight smile. “The exact location is an Imperial secret. Taking any foreigner to visit Xuanyuan is unheard of for that reason. To take someone of Lady Wyre’s reputation…” He inclined his head slightly. “You can see why some might have wanted her eliminated before that could happen.”

“And what steps have you taken to prevent the possibility of another attempt?” Charlotte said coolly. “I’m sure the Emperor won’t be pleased if we’re forced to kill inside his palace, even if it’s to protect ourselves.”

“No, he will not.” Prince Gong wiped the smile from his face. “There are very strict rules about weapons in His Majesty’s presence. I’m afraid that no guns or knives will be allowed on your persons once we’re inside Xuanyuan.”

Of course she’d anticipated such a rule. No ultimate ruler would appreciate weapons on foreign visitors. So she’d taken steps to make some very innocuous-looking devices that couldn’t possibly be considered weapons. While the seamstresses had been frantically sewing her gowns, she’d been equally frantic crafting new toys.

However, she played along with the prince and frowned with concern. “I don’t go anywhere without some protection, Your Highness. I’ve been hunted all across this galaxy. I’m certainly not going to lay down every single weapon and protection I’ve crafted to make it easier for your black-masked assassins to eliminate me.”

“I understand, my lady, yet the Emperor’s life must be protected above all. No weapons are allowed in his presence.” Prince Gong paused, giving significance to his words. “When you’re in his presence, the Emperor will assume full responsibility for your protection. To attack you will be the same as attacking him, and I assure you that any such attack is met with extreme expediency by his guards.”

So it sounded like they wouldn’t be required to give up their weapons until they entered the Palace proper. Hopefully the precautions she’d taken to hide as many of their weapons as possible would be sufficient.

Of course Sig openly wore his silver- and ivory-hilted pistols, as well as countless blades. He had a certain reputation to uphold. It would be alarming if the most infamous assassin in the galaxy arrived without a single weapon on his person, even if he’d expected the authorities would require him to surrender those weapons before they were allowed inside.

Charlotte’s attention was drawn to a large viewing window at the bow of the barge. Tendrils of pink spun across the blackness of space, as if searching for them.

“A wormhole.” She breathed out a sigh. “Of course. That’s how you’ve kept the location of Xuanyuan secret for so long. It’s not actually in the Zijin system at all.”

Prince Gong winced again, his eyes and mouth tight with displeasure. “The lady’s as formidable as we were warned. Yes, a wormhole provides entrance to Xuanyuan.” He turned away to a small side panel and entered something she couldn’t read. The light emitted by the wormhole changed, swirling from pink to a rich golden hue like pure, molten sunlight. “We’ve programmed the wormhole to certain frequencies, which of course change by the moment to prevent unauthorized entry. Enter the wrong frequency and you will never escape the black hole at the core.”

He turned to Charlotte and smiled, this one more genuine. “Only the Emperor has access to the location codes. Our programmers encrypt the codes so that only this device—” he indicated the panel, “—or one like it can enter the correct code. Once we’re in Xuanyuan, you’ll be safe, Your Grace. Your formidable Queen will never be able to reach you.”

And we may never be able to escape, either. She shared a silent glance with Sig, and he tipped his dashing hat in acknowledgment.

“Since the Emperor’s protected on the other side of this wormhole, I can see why he’s so eager to cast edicts to Queen Majel.” She used her most formidable, cold Duchess voice. “But what will happen to the rest of Zijin when Her Majesty’s warships arrive?”

“All precautions have been taken.” Prince Gong directed their attention back to the wormhole with a dismissive gesture. “Zijin has ruled this corner of the galaxy for hundreds of thousands of years, Your Grace. We were civilized before Britannia managed to build sod huts in Londonium.”

Charlotte held her breath—and her words. Britannia had assimilated more ancient civilizations and cultures than she could count. She greatly feared Zijin would be just another system to fall, and the prince’s arrogance certainly didn’t help. They wouldn’t listen to her until it was too late.

Even the most secure computer system could be hacked, as she very well knew.

In fact, all it would take was for one of her nanobots to find itself in their computer system, and she’d quickly learn all their secrets. And since MIGS had stolen and warped her technology…

It might already be too late for them.

There’s only one way to find out, of course. I’ll have to infect them first.



Staring at the spiraling lights sucking them in, Gil hoped his face wasn’t turning green. He’d faced a great many dangerous things in his life without pause, but his stomach didn’t like the idea of falling into an endless black hole.

“Hold on,” Prince Gong said without turning away from the dizzying viewscreen. “It’s sometimes a little bumpy.”

Charlotte opened her mouth—presumably to tell them both to sit down—when the bottom seemed to drop out of the ship. Gil hit the floor so hard he couldn’t keep his head from thumping against the carved foot of her seat. Sig was just as unfortunate, but at least he managed to fall on top of some padding.

Gil grunted beneath the man’s weight. One of the assassin’s hilts dug into his ribs.

“Sorry.” Sig’s tone didn’t sound very apologetic. In fact, the man seemed to be fighting back a laugh.

“Now that’s a very interesting sight.” Her low chuckle reached inside Gil like a fist and clenched around his stomach. “Though I admit I’d rather I be in between you. Are you hurt?”

Sig caught his gaze with a considering look, as though the possibility had just occurred to him. If she found pleasure in watching them touch…even accidentally like this…

Would he consider exploring it further?

Granted, she’d rather be in between them, which Gil’s mind could conjure all too easily. He wouldn’t be able to thrust, not with the two of them on top of him. But if Sig pushed into her body at the same time…

Each thrust would rock her harder onto him.

He shoved Sig off him as though the act alone would push that idea out of his head, but the image wasn’t dispelled. Everything’s changing too fast. It’s like we’re being swept out by a flash flood into a storm-tossed sea.

He didn’t like that feeling of toppling off a cliff into the rocks and waves below. Not one bit.

Pushing to his feet, he stumbled and caught his balance against the ship’s wall, fighting to keep his feet. He met Charlotte’s gaze and he couldn’t look away. Even if they spun out of control and burst into flame inside the wormhole, he didn’t care.

He’d jump off that cliff if she was down there waiting.

He gave Sig a hand up and they each took a seat on either side of her. Perhaps they sat closer than necessary, locking her between them by bracing their thighs on either side of her skirts. Gil imagined their dual weight on top of him. The look in her dark, lustrous eyes when the other man surged into her.

A cough drew their attention to the forgotten host. Prince Gong averted his gaze, but not before Gil saw the look in his eyes. Yearning, almost jealousy. Not for Charlotte, exactly, but for what they had, even the struggles and careful juggling of emotions.

“There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Prince Gong again pointed to the viewscreen. “As you can see, we’re prepared for all eventualities. Even an unauthorized entry to Xuanyuan, as unlikely as that may be with our encrypted frequencies controlling the wormhole.”

Satellite cannon lined the exit from the wormhole. Gil let out a low whistle of appreciation. Not even one of Her Majesty’s warships would be able to sustain that kind of firepower for long.

“Too bad you haven’t protected the rest of Zijin so effectively,” Charlotte said sharply. “You can’t guarantee that this is the only pathway through which you’ll be attacked. What about the rest of your planets and settlements?”

“Precautions have been taken,” Prince Gong reiterated with a brisk cutting motion of his hand. “If you wish to discuss strategies, I suggest you take the issue up with His Majesty.”

“But you’re instrumental in your country’s defenses, are you not? I’ve done my homework, Your Highness. I know exactly what duties are yours. I know how pivotal you were in securing his throne with his lady mother’s assistance. He’s very young yet, and so you’re a trusted and experienced adviser when it comes to military provisions.”

Gil braced for the man’s displeasure at their lady’s prodding, so he was surprised by the prince’s genuine smile. “Indeed, my lady, yet I only defend according to the Emperor’s edict. I understand you speak from a position of concern for my people, so your questions only deepen my admiration for you. Yet without the Emperor’s approval, I’m not at liberty to give a foreigner any further details of Zijin’s defenses.”

Gil tried to hide a smile, but Sig snorted. When she sniffed with displeasure, he laughed out loud until even Charlotte’s frustration dissolved into a smile. “Very well, Your Highness. You’re off the hook for now.”

As they neared Xuanyuan, the cannon became even larger, both massive laser and ion cannon that could obliterate a small moon.

“It’s not defenses, exactly,” Charlotte said in a low voice. “It’s a statement.”

Prince Gong nodded. “Everything about Xuanyuan is a statement, my lady. Few are allowed to enter this space. Even fewer are allowed into the inner sanctum of the Forbidden City proper.”

“How far from Zijin are we exactly?”

He shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. There’s no known star chart for this region. We’ve never found any other route to Xuanyuan. The ships that left to explore and map the region have never returned.”

“And what if your cooperative little wormhole suddenly begins to collapse? What will your Emperor do then?”

Prince Gong gave another shrug, but he averted his gaze from her probing questions. “This wormhole has existed for hundreds of years, my lady. I wouldn’t be worried that it might collapse anytime soon.”

He’s lying about something, Gil decided as they began the final descent toward a massive space station that dominated the viewscreen. For all they knew, there was another wormhole waiting just on the other side of Xuanyuan to take them back to Zijin proper.

Gil spared a glance to the back of the barge. The wormhole now flared a deep violet. The return frequency? Or some other location entirely?

The idea of going through such a hole—voluntarily—without knowing where it went or if one would ever get home made him queasy. What kind of person was willing to take such a risk?

As the barge was docked, Charlotte fingered the locket she always wore. Gil didn’t understand the technology, but he knew that the locket was the key to keeping Sig alive. The same technology had managed to heal her from a brutal lazor strike just weeks ago. Someone who didn’t know her might assume she was merely nervous, but she was never nervous. As they exited the barge, she lightly touched the control panel.

She’s probably bugging their ship.

The game was afoot already and all he felt was inadequacy. This kind of political waltz was not anything he was comfortable with. Protection and law enforcement, he knew, granted with an Americus flare. He knew next to nothing about Britannian politics and he was completely ignorant of the Zijin constituent. He couldn’t even assist her with her gown.

Not like Sig.

Hell, the man probably knew more about the great Houses than she did herself.

Gil pushed his frustration away with an inward huff. That was absolutely not true. No one knew politics like the legendary Lady Wyre. Why did she keep him around when he was such a handicap? When all he could do was play the country oaf?

He didn’t doubt her love, but he yearned to prove himself invaluable in some way. To take his rightful place at her side as her husband. He didn’t have connections, fine breeding, or even wealth or titles. All he had to offer was himself—the greatest gift he could possibly give her.

If only Sig realized the same thing.


Chapter Nine

Surely no other place in the galaxy could compete with the man-made splendor of Xuanyuan. A distant Zijin Emperor had carved out his palace from the nothingness of space. Not even a moon or asteroid had provided a foundation for the impressive space station the current Emperor called home.

Charlotte tried not to gape about her like a foreigner, but quickly succumbed to the overwhelming magnificence. A long docking station protected the main palace rather like a moat or wall would have protected castles of old. Heavily armored soldiers lined the walkways, their hard eyes tracking Charlotte’s party as they approached. Other barges lined the docks, but soaring red walls blocked access to—and view of—the inner city. High above, the defensive walls melded with the clear overhead dome enveloping the entire station. The only entry she could immediately see was directly ahead.

Once through the narrow door—and through the wall that was nearly three feet thick—she was surprised to see a wide-open and entirely empty courtyard. Stone tiles stretched as far as she could see, both ahead and to either side, wrapping around the massive outer walls. “How large is Xuanyuan?”

“Approximately the size of two Londoniums to our calculations,” Prince Gong replied proudly. “Each Emperor leaves his mark on the city by expanding it in some way, so it’s constantly growing and changing.”

“But how do you power it? Are you orbiting a planet? Where do you get your resources?”

Prince Gong smiled. “All in due time, my lady. Our scientists will be delighted to converse with someone of your renown.”

The walk across the courtyard seemed to take an eternity. Guards mounted on the high walls stared down at them, increasing the sense of anxiety. She could all too easily imagine the carnage if an army somehow managed to fly through the wormhole, escape the massive cannon and breach the outer docks, only to enter this inner sanctum. Even running at top speed, it would take long minutes to cross the courtyard—all while hundreds of soldiers rained fire and hell down on them from the high wall’s vantage points.

“I’m the most infamous assassin in the known universe, with too many kills to count…” Sig bent so he whispered in her ear, “…and this place is making even me sweat. There’s no way I could cross this plaza and live to tell about it if they decided to stop me.”

She nodded her agreement, but it was too late to turn back. “We’ll just have to hope we don’t have to find a way to escape on our own.”

Even when they finally passed through another archway, it wasn’t to meet the Emperor’s party. Another equally large courtyard awaited, this one decorated with fanciful statuary. Dragons and phoenixes in flight and repose guided them along the white-marble path. They even crossed a stream of flowing water with a delicate arching bridge. The happy gurgle of the stream and the peaceful trek made it seem like a dream.

Am I really here, in the Forbidden City, nearly ready to meet the Emperor?

Again, the courtyard walls soared upward, giving soldiers an impenetrable perch high above to eliminate any encroachers. Ahead, a massive stairway led up a white-marble mountain towering over the courtyard. Two red carpets stretched up the stairs, each wide enough for a carriage. In the center, something was carved into the marble steps.

“Only the Emperor crosses the dragon.” Prince Gong pointed to the intricate carving. A sinuous scaled dragon wound its way up the stairs.

Charlotte slowed her step, wishing she hadn’t tightened her corset quite so much. Plus that gave her more time to process everything she was seeing. So much gorgeous artisanal work. So very little technology. Odd, when the entire space station was a glowing example of exquisite technological advances.

Even the soldiers on the walls were armored like in olden days. It wouldn’t surprise her if they carried swords and pistols instead of lazors or ion cannon. Yet she’d seen the massive cannon protecting the wormhole exit, and the Imperial assassins’ technological advances had certainly been impressive. Xuanyuan itself was an incredible testament to man-made technology, yet this part of the palace grounds was deliberately primitive.

At least on the surface.

Curious, she touched the locket again to load a small amount of nanobots onto her gloved fingertip. Then she pretended exhaustion, pausing to brace her hand against a particularly fearsome dragon’s gaping jaws. “A moment, Your Highness. My current fashion choice has left me winded.”

“Of course, Lady Wyre. The climb is considerable.”

She breathed as deeply as possible despite the constriction around her rib cage and then set out again. Since Gil had her arm, she even pretended to lean on him a little more. He certainly didn’t mind.

Finally, they reached the top of the staircase. The party stopped again to stare.

Ahead, a massive palace of wood and gilded columns rose from the white-marble plaza. The tiled roof gleamed like pure gold, sharp peaks decorated with dragons and other creatures. Marvelous, yes, but then Charlotte’s eyes went up to another palace that hovered above the other. She craned her neck back and thought she could make out yet another palace even higher above. How far up did they go? How did they hang one above the other as though they floated on air?

Her mind raced through scientific alternatives. They’d already shown their understanding of positive and negative charges. Perhaps each palace was like a gigantic magnet, placed so the poles opposed one another. She couldn’t imagine how they’d managed to generate enough power to infuse such a massive electric charge, though. Not for long-term usage like this. Some kind of hover technology based on air flow? But there were no roaring sounds of wind or generators.

Perhaps it was something simple.

They could be using some kind of superstrong clear plastic to give the illusion of hanging palaces, one above the other. Perhaps the same material as the dome. Nodding to herself, she decided that must be the solution. She’d be interested in the chemical composition of such an ultrastrong polymer, but she was confident it must be similar to Londonium’s original dome formula before they’d moved to a magnetic field. Though she wasn’t arrogant enough to assume they hadn’t developed something that worked even better than her formula.

If they had, she’d definitely copy every note she could find about it.

Regardless of the technology, it made a fantastic impression. The Emperor was the Son of Heaven. Naturally, his palace must appear to hover magically in the air, inside a divine city that also floated unmoored in deep space.

“Tài Hé Diàn, the Hall of Supreme Harmony,” Prince Gong said. “Our largest building in Xuanyuan.”

Nine arched doors led them into a spacious, ornate hall. Every inch of the surfaces was covered in carvings, tiles and gold. Thick pillars were wrapped in golden dragons glittering in the old-fashioned lamps and candles. She had to admit the soft glow did look magnificent, making the fanciful dragons seem to come alive, sparkling in the light.

The massive Dragon Throne loomed in the center of the hall, covered in the ornate beasts, naturally. Even Majel’s throne wasn’t as ornate or as large. Her entire council could join her on that dais with room to spare.

“Only very formal ceremonies are still held here, like coronations and weddings. I hope you’re not offended that the Emperor isn’t receiving you here.”

“Of course not.” She smiled, trying to keep her conversation as authentic and open as possible so he wouldn’t be suspicious of all the things she kept touching. “Honestly, I’m quite relieved that there won’t be pomp and circumstance. May I take a closer look at the throne?”

“Be my guest.”

Even the Dragon Throne got a bug, just in case there was some unusual technology lurking in the gilded monstrosity that she ought to know about.

“Above, you can see the Xuanyuan Mirror.” Prince Gong indicated a large chandelier hanging above the throne, from which hung several large balls. “Legend says that if a false Emperor takes the throne, the Mirror sees the usurper and will fall to crush him.”

“So if I sat on the throne,” Sig drawled, arching a brow at Charlotte, “that big ball would fall on me?”

“So they say.” The prince grinned. “Of course no such calamities have ever been recorded. You’d be the first, if you wish to give it a try.”

“I think I’ll pass this time.”

Charlotte suspected he was thinking, I have a contract to complete first.

As the prince led them behind the throne, she couldn’t help but wonder whom Sig had been hired to assassinate, and by whom. Zijin politics were complicated enough without worrying about who might not survive the next few days. Yet she wouldn’t press him for details.

He had to know that he could trust her. If he wanted her to know, he’d tell her.

Although waiting for him to approach her might finally put her in her grave where Majel had failed.





Sig enjoyed the tour just because Charlie ate up every single detail. Her eyes glowed as brightly as the antique lamps on the walls. Animated, she asked endless questions, which Prince Gong surprisingly answered for the most part. He had amazing patience and fortitude to deal with a woman of Charlie’s immense curiosity.

I hope he’s not the one I’m supposed to kill, because I rather like him.

Though he’d killed plenty of people he liked.

“If you’ll come this way, we’ll proceed to the next level.” Prince Gong led them behind the massive throne to a small dark door. They all stepped inside with room to spare, though it was dark and close like a water closet. He pressed a small button on the wall and the floor began to rise. “The lifts are powered by turbines beneath the main structure.”

The roof slid back soundlessly and they rose into seemingly nothing. Sig reached out and felt a clear plastic, rounded tube. “I don’t particularly care to be rising twenty feet or more in the air with only plastic keeping us afloat.”

She squeezed his arm and laughed softly. “Then I highly recommend that you not think about the plastic dome providing our oxygen and keeping us from tumbling away into the vacuum of space.”

“Plastic may be a misnomer in this case,” Prince Gong replied, returning her smile. “The material’s actually a hybrid between polymer and glass. It makes for a lasting impression when the Emperor descends from the upper levels for a ceremony. To the people waiting in the courtyard below, it looks like he’s floating on thin air.”

“The Son of Heaven,” Charlie whispered. “So how many levels are there above us?”

“There are currently four levels. First, the public level, which is available for ceremonies. The Emperor’s advisers and clerks meet with him in the Hall of Supreme Harmony.”

“Public, as in anyone can come through the wormhole?”

The prince smiled apologetically. “My mistake. Public, as in whomever the Emperor has invited to enter Xuanyuan. He rarely leaves the city himself, so the best way to keep his finger on the pulse of Zijin is to meet regularly with his advisers.”

Perhaps it was one of these trusted advisers whom Sig had been contracted to kill. He didn’t think so, though, unless the person was very, very powerful. In his research of the current political situation, no single adviser had the power to sway the Emperor. That was left to the Dowager Empresses. Maybe the Emperor wanted to cut that leash and rule on his own. Few assassins would kill a woman, but that had always been Sig’s specialty.

“This level is more private. It’s a place for the Emperor to pause and meditate before a ceremony.” The elevator didn’t stop, but Sig didn’t guess they were missing much. From the glimpse he caught of the interior, it was very much like the larger hall below, just more subdued. The elevator stopped on the third level and the prince indicated they should disembark. “This level is for more intimate gatherings. It’s considered an honor to be invited to meet the Emperor here for dining.”

Charlie laid a hand on the sliding door to halt their exit. “Are there any particular customs we ought to know about so that we don’t accidentally commit a faux pas?”

“It’s very simple, my lady. Never turn your back on His Majesty. Otherwise, pay him the same respect and courtesy you would to your Queen and all will be well.” Then he turned and looked at Sig and his friendly demeanor sharpened to a honed edge. “Of course, your men must now surrender their weapons without argument to the Imperial guards. No one enters His Majesty’s presence while wearing arms.”

“Of course,” Charlie replied easily, giving both of them a nod. They’d prepared for this eventuality, but it didn’t mean that either of them liked the idea of sitting by helplessly while someone was trying to kill her.

With a hard smile, Gil handed over his ancient, six-barreled pistol to the waiting guard. He accepted the gun and the other guard stepped back to allow Gil entry.

They didn’t question whether he had any other weapons, which made Sig suspicious. Were they simply complacent and trusting? Or had they all been scanned before they ever stepped foot off the elevator? As he handed over his pistols and started pulling out his hidden knives, the guards carefully counted each one, making him highly suspect the latter.

It’d be interesting to see how many of his truly secret weapons they’d picked up on the scan.

He handed over all his normal blades—six in all, nowhere close to how many he usually carried, because he feared he might not get them all back—but the guard didn’t step aside.

Sig tipped his hat back and pretended ignorance. “I’m sure I’m not carrying any more knives.”

Prince Gong coughed politely. “Perhaps you forgot the items tucked into your boots?”

Chuckling, Sig bent down and pulled out the long, thin wooden needles he’d hidden along the inner seam of his boots. “Exactly, how silly of me. I forgot that Lady Wyre asked me to carry her knitting needles for her.”

The guard motioned him on. Barely, Sig suppressed a smirk that might speak of too much arrogance. He could kill with his cravat, let alone the steel spikes in the toes of his boots, the garrote in his hatband and the fast-acting poison in his snuffbox. All he’d have to do is toss a little powder into his mark’s eyes and the person would drop dead in minutes.

However, protecting Charlie from the black assassins would prove more difficult. Thankfully she’d prepared some surprises for the ninjas if they made an attempt again. Somehow, though, he didn’t think they would. The message had been received. Someone didn’t want her inside Xuanyuan, but it was too late for that now.

The game was afoot.


Chapter Ten

Charlotte was used to extreme displays of wealth and power, but, she had to admit, even she was impressed by Xuanyuan’s display so far. The guards gave her a cursory glance but didn’t ask to examine her reticule. Surely they didn’t blindly dismiss her as a physical threat simply because she was female, but she was afraid that very well might be the case. She almost wished she’d stuck a small pistol into her bag, just as a test, instead of taking the time to disguise all her protective devices as normal feminine items.

She stepped into the hall slowly so she could evaluate who was present and how they were positioned.

Directly ahead, the Emperor was seated on a golden throne only slightly less magnificent than the formal presentation one on the lower level. He looked much younger than she’d expected. He might be nineteen years of age, but his slight frame and youthful face made him look like a boy barely out of the nursery. The throne and the heavily embroidered golden robes made him gleam like the sun itself. His black hair was wound and coiled on top of his head, held in place with golden ornaments elaborate enough for Queen Majel.

But the grandness of his clothing couldn’t detract from the sickly pallor of his face. Even from a distance, she could see the fine sheen of sweat on his forehead.

Seated lower on either side of him were the Dowager Empresses, Ci’an and Cixi. The first had been his father’s Empress, the other was his mother. Both held sway over his affections and his court, though Cixi was gaining in power with every passing day. They were both gorgeous, with perfect skin and delicate features, making them look as young as their son, instead of like ladies of her own age.

Ci’an’s hair was silver but Charlotte expected the color was cosmetic and not due to age. She smiled and rose, coming forward to take Charlotte’s hands in both of hers. “Lady Wyre, I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Everyone she’d asked had said Ci’an had a sweet and almost childlike demeanor. Yet when the Empress pressed her lips to Charlotte’s cheek, she was still shocked. Majel would never be so casually affectionate and informal, even with her most trusted Seneschal, Murray.

Shaken off balance, Charlotte returned the woman’s kiss on her cheek, unsure if that was appropriate or not. “Your Majesty, I’m overwhelmed by your graciousness.”

Dowager Empress Ci’an let out a trilling laugh more appropriate for a teenaged girl. “We’re so excited to have you with us. We can’t wait to hear your stories about how you escaped Britannia.”

Carefully, Charlotte tried to express why she couldn’t indulge that request. “I’m supposed to be dead, Your Majesty, though Queen Majel certainly suspects that I am alive and well. If she were ever to have proof…”

Still holding her left hand, Ci’an pulled her toward the other woman with a playful pout. “Cixi, dear, tell her she’s safe with us. I so want to hear about her grand escape!”

Cixi smiled but there was nothing of youth or sweetness in the hard gleam of her teeth. She didn’t rise as they approached, a clear message to Charlotte. Cixi gazed up at her with a piercing cut as though she wanted to crack open her skull and read her memories and knowledge like a book. “Don’t be silly. The last thing we want is Queen Majel’s Ravens arriving in our system searching for the infamous Lady Doctor.”

Ci’an pouted even more, refusing to give up Charlotte’s hand, even though she politely tried to extract from the woman’s grip so she could curtsy properly, because it was clear that Empress Cixi wouldn’t be satisfied with an affectionate peck on the cheek. Finally Charlotte settled for curtsying while holding the other Empress’s hand, instead of lifting her gown as she normally would.

“Mother,” the Emperor said in a plaintive voice even more childlike than Ci’an’s, “it’s not fair of you to bogart our guests’ attentions.”

It took all Charlotte’s years of dealing with her own Queen’s eccentricities to keep her face smoothed of the uneasiness. Her stomach was a roiling mass of acid, much worse than when she’d had to deal with Majel. The Queen was brutal and merciless, but she was a known threat. Charlotte knew how Majel would react to most any situation, and while she had no compunction against wiping out someone who’d wronged her—even their entire House—she had her standards.

She would never whine like a spoiled little brat. In front of guests, no less.

Even more confusing, the Emperor seemed to be referring to Ci’an as his mother, because he frowned at the way she clutched Charlotte’s hand.

Ci’an let out another disturbingly childlike laugh and tucked Charlotte’s hand around her arm, escorting her toward the throne. “Don’t be jealous, Zaichun. I’ll share my new toy. Isn’t she precious?”

Bewildered, Charlotte risked a glance back at Cixi to gauge her reaction. Her lips were compressed tightly, her dark eyes locked on her rival, both for her court and her son. Out of everyone’s reactions, at least Cixi’s made sense to an extent. Charlotte had expected tensions between the two ladies.

“You look confused, my lady,” Ci’an said, sharing another girlish laugh with the Emperor. “We wanted to welcome you like a sister, not like a formal dignitary. That’s why we’re here instead of below in the Hall of Supreme Harmony. We allow no formalities here. You must have many questions, so don’t hesitate to ask.” She lowered her voice and whispered, though loudly enough for everyone to still hear. “We promise answers even if Cixi doesn’t like it.”

Charlotte curtsied as low as she could before the Emperor, determined to retain her pride and breeding no matter how informal and childlike the Empress Dowager pretended to be. For it had to be an act. The woman was at least as old as Charlotte, certainly old enough to be the Emperor’s mother, and he was a grown man ruling an ancient people.

Careful to keep her scrutiny as courteous as possible, Charlotte searched the Emperor’s face to catalogue his symptoms. Up close, his color was even more alarming, his skin a pasty gray tinged with green. They’d tried to disguise his illness with cosmetics, but the false pink of his cheeks merely made his eyes feverishly bright. His cheekbones were taut, the skin pulled tight to outline the skull beneath.

“I beg your pardon, Your Majesty, but I thought Dowager Empress Cixi was your mother.”

“Birth mother,” Ci’an said with a dismissive shrug of her shoulder. “I was the Xianfeng Emperor’s Empress Consort, so all of his children are legally mine to claim.”

“I call both ladies Mother.” He gave a fond smile to Ci’an but when he turned his gaze to Cixi, his eyes narrowed and his tone chilled. “Some must remember who sits on the Dragon Throne.”

Cixi smiled back at her son. “I never forget who rules Zijin, Your Majesty, nor who helped put him there.”

Charlotte met Sig’s gaze and read the same dismay in his eyes. And I thought Britannian politics were bad.



And I thought my family was dysfunctional.

Sig fought not to shake his head with the same heavy dismay as Charlie. At this point, he’d gleefully accept a contract on every Zijin dignitary in the room except Prince Gong.

A clamor from the far side of the room drew everyone’s attention. Sig dropped his hand to his hip, grimacing when he didn’t find his favorite blade.

The guards stepped aside and allowed a young woman into the room, royal by the elaborate gown and headdress. She sailed up the aisle without pause, her mouth held in a broad smile that his instincts flagged as suspicious. She was entirely too young for such a smug look of disdain for her own family.

“I see you decided to carry out this ridiculous charade after all. Forgive my family, Your Grace, for being so rude.”

“Not at all,” Charlotte replied calmly. “No one in Zijin has been rude to us, except the Imperial assassins who tried to kill me in the market.”

The young woman snickered and then covered her mouth as though she hadn’t meant to make a sound. Eyes narrowed, Sig watched her, recording every little move. His gut insisted she was familiar. That he’d seen her before. My contractor? Possibly. But I can’t be sure.

He flicked his gaze over everyone in the room in quick succession, hoping one of them might betray him- or herself as the person who’d given the order to have Charlie killed. Damnation, they all looked guilty. Maybe that’s why so many of the assassins had attacked her. It hadn’t been a deliberate warning, but rather a disjointed attempt by many to eliminate her. Hopefully they wouldn’t decide to start working together.

“Our sister, Princess Rong’an.” The Emperor let out a long-suffering sigh as though they’d tormented each other unmercifully in the schoolroom. “We have not yet found a husband for her.”

She sniffed with enough disdain to do Charlie proud. “As if I’d marry a man you pick out, First Brother.” She walked over to Charlie and took her hand in a firm shake like a man. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, my lady. Your esteemed party honors us with your visit.”

“Your Highness,” Charlie murmured back, unable to stop herself from a small curtsy in greeting. “Allow me to introduce my companions. Gilead Masters of Queenstown, Americus, and Lord Sigmund Regret.”

Sig swept off his hat and gave a low, dramatic bow. “Your Highness, Your Majesties, thank you for extending the invitation to Xuanyuan.”

Not to be outdone, Masters removed the ugly, beat-up cavalry hat he’d insisted on wearing even though the navy didn’t match his black coat and clicked his heels together smartly. “At your service, Your Majesties.”

“A military man,” the Emperor exclaimed, leaning forward, bracing his chin in his palm, elbow casually on his knee. “Where did you serve?”

“Americus Cavalry, first in the Indian uprisings and then rising to colonel in the Revolutionary War,” Masters replied. “Lastly, I worked as a federal marshal.”

“Not to mention an undercover sheriff,” Charlie added with a hint of reproach. She even reached out and lightly tapped his arm. “He tricked me for over a year.”

He caught her hand and raised her knuckles to his mouth. “For which you made me suffer dearly.”

“I don’t think I’ve yet forgiven you fully, Special Agent Masters.”

Sig knew it was all a game, a carefully choreographed display to entertain and deflect their worries about her research. The same way he pretended to be a blue-blooded lord, even though that aspect of his heritage made his heart go stone-cold heavy every single time he played that part.

While the political waltz might keep them all alive, it left a nasty taste in Sig’s mouth. He’d rather take out his mark and get out of here than bait them into revealing more than they intended.

A gong sounded, drawing everyone’s attention to a group of ministers walking down the main aisle. They marched slowly and deliberately, each carrying an instrument or incense while calling out in their language. The Emperor rose and gestured for his guests to follow. “It’s the dining hour. Do sit beside me, Mr. Masters. I’m most anxious to hear more about your Americus adventures. You say you fought against the indigenous tribes?”

Gil immediately launched into a yawn-worthy description of bows, arrows and hatchet-wielding wild men of the Americus forests. Charlie was trapped between Dowager Empress Ci’an and Princess Rong’an, leaving Sig to escort Dowager Empress Cixi. She lightly laid her hand on his arm and glided along beside him, her dainty, slippered feet barely seeming to touch the floor. He supposed it was some kind of insult for her to bring up the rear, though she didn’t reveal any upset. In fact, she gazed up at him shrewdly, a knowing smile on her lips that made him reconsider who might have hired him.

“Are the legends about you true, my lord?”

“That depends,” he drawled in his most lazy, lordly voice. “Gossip is so tedious I rarely listen to it.”

“They say you’ve killed a thousand marks.”

He yawned. “They lied.”

“Surely not more?”

He merely arched a brow and allowed the corner of his mouth to quirk.

“Do you accept both female and male targets?”

“My weapons hold no bias, whether sexual or racial. I don’t give a damn whether the mark’s a royal or a commoner, a Britannian stablehand or a Razari matriarch. When I accept the contract, the mark dies. Period.”

“Except in the legendary lady’s case.”

Sig hardened his face and his voice to carry the weight of his conviction. “I never accepted a mark on my lady. And I never shall.”

“Hmmm,” Cixi said with a small smile of her own that made his hackles rise. “Every man has his price. What’s yours, Lord Regret?”

“I have no price.” He said each word slowly and carefully, keeping his head high and his gaze locked on Charlie’s gown swishing ahead of them. “Not when it comes to her.”

“We shall see.”

That made him jerk his head around to glare down at the small woman on his arm, but she merely laughed. If she’d been a lady in Britannia, she probably would have smacked him with her fan. Here in Xuanyuan, evidently the custom was to tap one long, lacquered nail on the back of his hand. “I jest, Lord Regret. My, how quickly you rise to defend her honor. I hope she’s as quick to protect you if the need arises.”

“I need no protection.” He tried to keep the disbelief and amusement out of his voice but the coy look she gave him as he seated her at the opposite end of the table from the Emperor told him he’d failed to keep his reactions under control.

Cixi held on to his sleeve, drawing him back down so she could whisper into his ear. “Then what do you need, my lord?”

The way she said need made his damaged heart lurch with surprise. Thick, heavy lust echoed in that single word. Her dark eyes glittered in the lamplight, sinking into him like taloned claws. Her eyes said she knew exactly what sort of dark desires twisted inside him. Without answering, he firmly pulled away and gave her an empty, polite smile and nod, as he would have done for his lady mother.

The most cutting insult he could give any woman.





Charlotte had never been to a formal dinner that wasn’t dreadfully boring. Dining with the ruling family of Zijin was no different. If possible, it might have even been worse because not even Queen Majel had ever served twenty-seven different courses. With each course, they all sat watching as the Emperor’s taste-tester sampled the dish and then waited ten minutes to ensure no poison passed his lips. No more than an ancient tradition—certainly not scientifically based—since she could name three poisons offhand that would take an hour or even days to work on its victim.

Her jaws ached from holding back a bored yawn, and even though she’d only eaten a bite of each food, her corset was already miserably tight.

It was a relief when Dowager Empress Cixi begged leave to escort their guests to their chambers.

“Not yet.” The Emperor didn’t even look up from the plate of small cakes placed before him. He’d devoured dish after dish of food, so whatever illness he suffered hadn’t affected his appetite. As thin and weak as he appeared to be, she couldn’t imagine where all those calories were going. Perhaps his body was unable to utilize the nutrition. “We’re enjoying Masters’s tales too much to let him retire already.”

Cixi rose anyway. “Then let us leave you gentlemen to your tales, and I’ll give the lady a tour of the gardens.”

Charlotte didn’t wait for the Emperor’s approval; she leapt to her feet. “Oh, that would be delightful.”

Sig stood too, despite the narrowed look the Dowager Empress shot in his direction. She must have wanted a private moment. Charlotte took his arm and followed her to the door. They’d already decided Sig would attempt to slip away as soon as possible for reconnaissance, although neither man had been enthusiastic about the idea of leaving her unattended. Even now she barely restrained the irritated sniff of annoyance. As if I need a nanny to wipe my nose.

As the Dowager Empress led them deeper into the hall, silent attendants opened and shut doors for them. They exited into a spacious park to rival Hyde Park. Charlotte reached down and ran her hand through the lush blue-green grass reaching nearly to her knees. She’d never seen grass quite like it before. The color was more suited to a deep, secret lagoon deep in the jungles of Kali Kata. They walked across the park without any guiding stones or path, sheltered by sweeping willows dotted with cornflower-blue flowers. She wanted to take a sample of each plant in order to determine its origin, but she feared that might be rude.

Seeing her interest, Dowager Empress Cixi said, “The first Qing Emperor once saw an alien woman with eyes he described as the marriage between the sea and the finest emerald. He brought her to live with him in Xuanyuan, causing much distress among his existing wives. When she was poisoned and died after suffering for days, he commissioned his physicians to develop a plant that he could enjoy in the park that would remind him of her. They worked many years to develop this grass until it was precisely the correct color of her glorious eyes.”

“And what happened to the wife who poisoned the lady?” Sig asked.

Cixi didn’t reply right away, which told Charlie it was going to be an ugly scenario. “There was no way for the Emperor to know which of his wives ordered the poison. They all certainly had motive and opportunity. None of them would betray the other, and not even the eunuchs could be bribed into revealing the guilty party.”

“They were all killed,” Charlie said with dread surety.

Cixi inclined her head. “All of his current wives were ordered to the Palace of Heavenly Purity and hung, one by one, with his Empress Consort the last to meet the noose. I think he hoped that she might give him a name once the guilty woman was dead, but she was silent until the end.”

She paused at the edge of white marble marking the path to the next building. She smiled and Charlotte couldn’t help but compare her to Majel. The Dowager Empress had the same cold, hard light in her eyes, the secret core of steel that had already committed wholly to doing whatever must be done in order to achieve her goals.

No matter the cost.

“Their ashes were kept until the ministers developed the appropriate color of grass, so they could be used to fertilize the new growth. Each day, his new wives were sent here to walk for exercise as a reminder.”

Charlotte turned back to the park, once so beautiful and surreal with its unexpected colors. Now the sight of all that blue-green made her want to bring Britannia’s impressive fleet here to wipe this place from existence. So many fragile lives hung on the will of one person, one man, with the power to destroy not just his own wives and family, but an entire civilization.

So much power centralized in one person was frightening. Queen Majel had certainly committed her own atrocities. Her hands were far from lily-white. Was she any better a ruler than the Emperor? Cixi? The Emperor who’d had all his wives killed because he couldn’t find the guilty one?

Of course Charlotte also had to face the knowledge that her life—and the lives of the two men she valued most in this universe—was now dependent on this powerful Emperor’s largess. At any moment, he could change his mind, have them seized and hung and burned, their ashes merely fertilizer for his next garden.

Her curiosity had brought them here. The same curiosity had led to her deadly inventions, so innocently conceived and so atrociously used to slaughter entire planets.

As they stepped into the next building, Sig lightly touched the small of her back and then he stepped aside into the shadows. Time for him to investigate and find his mark.

Cixi met her gaze and held it for long moments, but said nothing about his disappearance. Now it’s time for me to investigate my own mark.

The Dowager Empress smiled as though she’d had exactly the same thought. “If you’re not in a rush to see your quarters, there’s something else I’d hoped to show you, but I wasn’t sure if we’d have the opportunity.”

“I’d be delighted to see anything you wish to show me, Your Majesty.”

Cixi continued that same regal, sedate pace down another ornately decorated hall. Every surface was paneled, carved or gilded. Attendants preceded and followed, at least twenty women and eunuchs at Charlotte’s last count. She’d heard tales about the brutal shuffling for position, especially among the eunuchs with their endless bribes and backstabbing. Surely at least one of them was Ci’an’s spy.

Charlotte wanted to ask if the Dowager Empress knew Sig had been contracted, and if so, by whom, to kill whom? Did she suspect that Queen Majel might already have spies embedded in the deepest, most secure positions of their government? That a warship had been sighted?

Questions that Charlotte could never ask. She could only bide her time and see where the chips fell. Was Cixi behind the assassination attempt? Why could she want Charlotte dead? If Cixi had contracted Sig’s deadly services, who was the target? Did it even matter in the end whether she wanted her competition eliminated or some other threat to the Dragon Throne?

Charlotte had lived her entire life in the shadow of a woman who’d do absolutely anything to keep her throne secure for herself primarily, but also for her royal line. Cixi was in a rather unique situation. She’d have much more power if her son were out of the way. In many ways, Charlotte sympathized with her, especially after seeing the existing tensions in the household.

Not to mention the ominous power the Emperor held and the thousands of lives he could crush on a whim.

What vile manner of punishment would he devise for his mother—and her supporters—if Cixi tried to take the throne?

One of the attendants paused at a side door. At first, Charlotte thought nothing of it, until, one by one, each of the attendants took up post at every crossing hall and exit, until only one heavyset, balding eunuch walked with them. The Dowager Empress’s steps lengthened, though her manner remained calm and regal. They paused at a dead-end hall. A massive portrait of some long-dead Empress dominated the wall from floor to ceiling. It was so quiet that Charlotte could hear the blood rushing through her head and her quickened heartbeat from the exercise.

A count of ten passed, and the eunuch spoke. “All clear, Your Majesty.”

Cixi laid her hand on the painting, directly on top of the golden phoenix embroidered on the woman’s flowing robes, and the entire wall moved. Stepping inside the darkened area, she whispered, “Quickly, Lady Wyre. No one must know of this or we’ll both be dead before the sun rises.”

Not an encouragement to follow. Charlotte held her ground. She had more than her own life at stake. “Where are we going?”

“To the fifth level. There’s something I must show you.”

If the fourth level was closed to everyone outside of the royal family, then how much more secure and private was the fifth level? In their brief tour with Prince Gong, he’d said nothing about a fifth level.

“Please, Lady Wyre.” Cixi tipped her chin up higher, but desperation made her voice shake. “Only you can help me. It’s why I invited you to Xuanyuan.”

With a slight incline of her head, Charlotte followed the Empress into the secret room. So she had Charlotte invited…not the Emperor himself? Or perhaps she’d made the suggestion and her son had had his own reasons for inviting foreigners into his Forbidden City. The hidden door shut behind her with a click and she found herself in another moving wardrobe shooting upward. She shivered slightly, goose bumps dancing on her skin. Once women entered the fourth level, they never left Xuanyuan again. They became the Emperor’s property. If anyone found her so deeply in the Forbidden City’s inner sanctum, she might never see Sig and Gil again.

On the bright side, not even Queen Majel could find her here.

It seemed like they rose for an eternity. Charlotte kept a slow count in her head to compare with how high and apart the lower levels were, but she couldn’t guarantee this elevator rose at the same speed. For all she knew, it was twice as fast and they were miles above the lower level. She’d nearly counted to fifty in silence before a slight jerk told of the impending stop. Yet the door didn’t open until the Empress pressed her hand against a softly lit panel. Green flashed and the door opened.

Interesting. Who else had access to this level? As if reading her mind, Cixi replied, “Only my most trusted attendants know about this level, and only because they must guard the way for me. No one else has been inside this room since my son was born.”

The elevator opened into what looked to be a cave. Stone had been hollowed out to form a hallway, but it wasn’t paved in stones or marble like the rest of the palace she’d seen. The stonework was rougher, either older craftsmanship or deliberately crafted to look older with rough chiseling. The stone walls weren’t even and smooth under her hand. The only light was a slim stick in the Empress’s hand that cast a sickly green glow as she led the way deeper into the stone passage. In the eerie light, it seemed like they were truly walking in a natural cave.

It made Charlotte’s mind reel, her balance knocked off-kilter. Granted Xuanyuan was massive, but it was still just a space station. Unless the whole structure had been built around a small planet or asteroid. Walking through the tunnel, she had the sense of heavy weight of stone pressing down on her. Could something of such scope truly be man-made?

The tunnel opened up into a soaring cavern. With the small light, she couldn’t see the roof, but the sense of space hung above, cloaked in shadows and chill air. Her goose bumps worsened and she couldn’t hide a shiver this time. It was definitely colder and the air felt damp. A strange odor made her breathe shallowly. An old musk, some kind of animal. Maybe a snake? It was a hair-prickling, sharp scent that made her breathing quicken with unease.

“The dragon has always been the symbol of the ruling family of Zijin,” the Empress said in a low, reverent voice. “Of course I’d heard countless tales as a girl about the royal dragons, but I thought that’s all they were. Tales. Legends. Until the old Dowager Empress brought me up here and swore me to silence.”

She set the slim stick into a slot on the rough-hewn wall and a series of lamps kicked on to illuminate the main chamber. In the center of the cavern, a massive beast lay curled into a scaled, mountainous shape. Its sides rose slightly, warning Charlotte that it was still alive. She recoiled a step, prepared to run. The monster was huge, its paw easily big enough to wrap around her entire body. She could create unheard-of marvels with technology, but she and the beasts of the field didn’t get along. Not at all. And a dragon certainly didn’t qualify as any sort of domesticated animal.

The Empress laid a soothing hand on her arm, drawing her closer. “Don’t be afraid, it’s asleep. The poor thing’s been asleep ever since I’ve known of its existence.”

“Do you mean it never wakes up?”

Cixi spread her hands before her helplessly. “This is all I’ve ever seen. I’ve spent nights here, days, and it’s never moved from this spot. Its breathing changes slightly sometimes. I can hear it breathe slightly quicker, like it might wake up, but it never does. I think it knows when I’m here and sometimes it’ll twitch slightly, but that’s all that ever happens.”

She sounded like she wanted the beast to wake up. So that it would eat her? The thing was definitely thin. Its hide was tight, showing the bones beneath the scaled leather. It was gray from head to tail, implying age, but for all she knew that was its original color. “How old is it?”

Cixi shrugged and spread her hands again. “You won’t believe me.” At Charlotte’s arched look, the Empress smiled. “It’s over one thousand years old, hatched sometime during the rise of the Ten Kingdoms. Each Empress has kept a handwritten account of her care of the royal dragon. According to the Imperial records, he was once as golden as the sun and shone as brightly. Now…” her words trailed off as she gazed at the dragon, “…as he fails, so do we.”

Charlotte had little patience for godly messages of a monarch’s supposed “right” to rule, which was usually shorthand for said monarch doing whatever he or she wanted to a helpless people. Legends said that House Krowe would only rule Britannia as long as crows roosted in the Tower of Londonium. Queen Majel approved of that tale so much that she deliberately brought new hatchlings to join the rowdy brood her mother and her mother’s mother had installed on the roof. “This dragon’s life has absolutely nothing to do with whether or not your family rules Zijin.”

The Empress gave her a hard, brittle smile. “I don’t speak of just our dynasty, Lady Wyre, but all of Zijin. The dragon has always been a symbol of the Emperor, and our dragons are mystical, magical beasts. If he dies, I’m dreadfully assured that Zijin will fall, whether to internal strife, war against our greedy neighbors or your own Queen.”

Unfortunately, Charlotte couldn’t attempt to dissuade her about the Britannian threat, sick old dragon or not. “There is definitely danger on the Britannian front, but this poor beast has nothing to do with it.”

“It’s our belief, my lady. This dragon is magical, the heart and soul of Zijin. If he dies, so do we.”

Charlotte sighed. “Let me guess, you want me to try and heal it?”

“You are the legendary Lady Doctor Wyre, are you not?”

“I wouldn’t say legendary,” she grumbled, pulling a datapad out of her reticule.





After embellishing every story Gil knew about the indigenous tribes of Americus, he was more than ready to retire for the evening. Worry for Charlotte burned in the pit of his stomach, fed by strange foods and deceptively sweet wine. Yet every time he paused to catch his breath, the Emperor ordered another tale. Somehow he’d even unbuttoned the fancy linen shirt his lady had talked him into so that he could show off the scar that had so fascinated her their first night together.

Pretty soon he was going to run out of even made-up tales.

He paused again, his throat dry and raspy but the only drink before him was more wine. He’d accidentally on purpose spilled the last two glasses under the table. With danger lurking around every corner, he didn’t dare fog his brain with alcohol.

“Come,” the Emperor stood, tugging on his arm. “We have a secret to show you. You’ll love it.”

Gil allowed himself to be urged up out of the chair, but he deliberately swayed and slurred his voice. “Where are we going?”

The Emperor giggled like a little boy and definitely staggered out of the palace. Evidently he didn’t worry about too much alcohol inhibiting his mental faculties. “If Mother knew, she’d be furious.” He led the way to another chamber at the rear of the grand building. Although small, the room was just as luxurious as the public hall. None of the dozens of servants and ministers followed them, which sent a pulse of unease through Gil’s gut.

When the Emperor began disrobing, Gil looked about worriedly for the nearest exit. Or better yet, a witness.

“She’s always telling me ‘do this’, ‘do that’, ‘you must remember you’re the Emperor’. As if I could ever forget that. She won’t allow me to do anything I want. She had the audacity to contradict me before all my ministers, telling me I was…wrong.”

He dropped the priceless silk and ground it carelessly into the floor as he pulled the plain clothes of a dock worker out of a trunk.

Gil had the feeling he wasn’t going to like where this was headed. Not at all. Why would the Emperor need a disguise to walk about his own palace?

“I was tired of everyone dictating to me, especially the foreign merchants. So I kicked them out of Zijin.”

It took Gil a moment to track back through the conversation and figure out what the Emperor meant. “You barred the Britannian merchants from Hoeng Gong?”

The Emperor beamed at him. “I did. That was all my decision. Mother was so furious she embarrassed me before everyone, so that’s why I’ve been so cold to her. I warned her that I wearied of her constant demands and she’ll be moving to the Summer Palace on Bei-Jing as soon as your visit is over. I refuse to listen to her demands and arguments any longer.”

Interesting. Perhaps Cixi was the one who’d hired Sig, in order to have her own unruly and immature son assassinated. From all the rumors about the real power behind the throne—and his own experiences with powerful women—Gil wouldn’t put it past her.

“Uncle says it’s important that we have a finger on the pulse of the people,” the Emperor said. “He’s very wise, you know. If it wasn’t for Mother’s efforts, the Dragon Throne would have been his. Some days…”

He paused and for a moment Gil felt genuine sympathy for the young man. He’d been brought up in luxury, his every whim indulged as a young prince, and then thrust into a position of ultimate power at a very young age. He’d never had the opportunity to travel or meet regular, everyday people outside of his magnificent palace. He’d certainly never worked a single day in his life. He probably thought dressing himself was quite a feat.

“I wish I were Zaichun, the lovable and fun prince, and Uncle could be the dutiful Son of Heaven.” He sighed heavily while staring at the golden silk on the floor, but then his quicksilver mood changed to the laughing boy preparing to do something naughty. “When I’m outside, I can be Zaichun once more.”

“Outside…?” Gil was dreadfully certain he knew exactly where this was heading. The last thing he needed was to sneak out of Xuanyuan with the Emperor, who could be attacked and possibly killed, and they’d blame it all on him. Talk about an intergalactic incident.

Flashing a mischievous smile over his shoulder, the Emperor led the way into the next deserted chamber. Where the last room’s heavy silks and plump cushions spoke of casual wealth and decadence, this one was almost Spartan by comparison. No lounging chairs or cushions, no rich colors or carved woods, just a high table. The walls were a silver-gray, with no openings and no decorations. Stepping closer, Gil saw that electronic panels were embedded in the top of the table, the first overt technology he’d seen, other than the hovering levels.

The Emperor entered a few keystrokes and a door suddenly slid open where only a sleek gray wall had been just moments before. “This way.”

“Aren’t you going to take some bodyguards?”

He laughed again as they stepped through the door into a metallic tunnel. It was cold inside and their footsteps rang oddly in the silence. Bare industrial-looking lights stretched off in both directions. Elegantly drawn symbols were painted on the floor, but Gil couldn’t read their language. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to find his way back alone.

“We’re in a maintenance tunnel,” the Emperor replied. “No one comes in here other than the workers charged with keeping all the systems of Xuanyuan functioning seamlessly. The original Emperors didn’t like to see the technology everywhere. They thought it made them look less magical. So the tunnels hide the cables and computers used to keep the Forbidden City in the air. No one would ever expect the Emperor to tour these tunnels, so we’re perfectly safe.”

They walked in silence for a few minutes, while Gil tried to keep a mental tally of the lefts and rights. Luckily they didn’t make many turns before they exited at the docks where their party had arrived hours ago. The guards snapped to attention but didn’t say a word to stop them. They must be familiar with his disguise and this routine. “How often do you do this?”

“More and more lately,” the Emperor admitted. “Mother thought I was spending too much time with my Empress and so had us separated.”

“You’re married?” Gil couldn’t keep the shock out of his voice. “But you’re so young! Why didn’t we meet her this evening?”

“Mother hates her because she’s taking me away from her. Therefore Lady Alute has been banned to her palace on the fourth level and not even I am allowed access.” He laughed bitterly. “I’m the Son of Heaven but I’m not allowed to see my own wife whenever I wish. I have to follow a schedule. Now Mother has decreed that she doesn’t even exist and so when I ask to see her, the eunuchs stare at me blankly and offer to bring me one of my other consorts. They take her orders instead of mine.”

He slammed his fist against the wall with a ringing thud. “I don’t want the other consorts. I want the wife Ci’an helped me pick. I knew it was a mistake to show favor to her choice instead of Mother’s, but I tried to keep both happy. Instead, everyone’s unhappy, most of all me. The throne may be mine, but only because Mother put me there, and no one, least of all her, will ever let me forget it. I have no real power of my own. If I were older, or if I’d not been so sick as a child, and allowed to make a name for myself, then they might believe I could become a competent ruler. Instead, all they see is a weak, childish man ruled by his mother. Worse, they’re right.”

Unsure what to say to assuage the young man’s anger, Gil remained silent as they arrived at a small barge. It looked the same as the one in which they’d arrived. For all he knew, it was, or merely one of a countless fleet of Imperial boats. A man waited for them, bowing low and gesturing to the open door. They talked in their language briefly and the man bowed low again. Then they were seated and the man flew them out of the dock.

“I’m sick, you know.”

Gil jerked his attention back to the Emperor. This time, he made sure to belt himself in firmly so he wouldn’t end up on the floor again. “I’m terribly sorry, Your Majesty.”

“That’s why Mother wanted Lady Wyre to come to Xuanyuan. She hopes she may be able to help me since my own physicians have proven to be incompetent fools. It’s a tricky situation for her. She daren’t admit that I’m not well, yet she must if she’s to see me healed. Sometimes I think she honestly believes she can order me to be well and I will obey.”

“If anyone can help you it’s my lady.”

“You’ll speak to her for me? I can’t ask for her help directly or Mother will ban me to the fourth level and I won’t be able to escape like this, even for a little while. She can’t allow us to show any weakness.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. What are you symptoms, and I’ll pass them along to my lady discreetly.”

He dropped his head back against the paneled wall of the elegant ship. “Weariness. No energy. Weight loss, no matter how much I eat. I can eat so much my belly aches, but it doesn’t matter. I just keep losing weight and I’m weaker every day. My skin feels as thin as paper, light and unsubstantial. Some days I think I’ll just close my eyes and float away into the gray. It takes all my effort to hide how weak I truly am.”

Indeed, he seemed very different now from the laughing young man who’d plied him with wine and begged for another story. “I’m sure my lady can help.”

Straightening, the Emperor smiled slightly. “Half of me hopes she fails.”

Gil’s heart sank though he said nothing. It pained him to see such a young man so hopeless and unhappy, yet it seemed ridiculous at the same time for him to be so miserable when he had so much. He didn’t go hungry, he didn’t shiver in the cold with no clothing or home, he didn’t live in constant fear of being thrown in a dungeon. He didn’t slave for a meager wage, destroying his health for a few pennies to support his family. He could be so much worse off, yet anyone so deeply unhappy was poor, even if they were wealthy.

“Here we are,” the Emperor’s voice brightened, pulling Gil’s attention back to their little escapade outside the Forbidden City’s protective walls. At least listening to the Emperor’s symptoms made passage through the wormhole quicker. He only felt as though his head would explode, but at least he hadn’t thrown up the elaborate dinner. “I hope you enjoy my favorite pastime.”

They disembarked in what looked to be a warehouse district of Bei-Jing. The streets were littered with filth and crowded, even though it was night. The buildings stretched up story after story, stacked upon one another like a child’s building blocks, and often just as tilted, as though a stiff wind would send them all crashing down to crush the commoners below. “Well that depends, Your Majesty. Where are we?”

The Emperor grinned. “A brothel.”

Shaking his head, Gil followed him into the building. This will be fun to explain to Charlotte. She might make me wear that cock ring nonstop.


Chapter Eleven

Sig had never had such difficulty finding his mark before. He still didn’t know whom he was to kill, let alone who’d hired him to do it.

After lurking in corners and wandering through the shadows of the various halls on this level, he finally gave up hope of running into a mysterious masked person with a note telling him the target. When he did encounter someone, they refused to speak to him. Some of the servants had actually run from him, like he was a Great White Terror come to destroy everything and everyone. He’d expected suspicious looks or even the threat of guards, not blank stares or simply flight.

It wasn’t like he could just come out and ask everyone he saw, Are you the one who wants me to assassinate someone inside Xuanyuan? If that didn’t cost him his head, it’d at least get him thrown out of the Forbidden City and barred for life. Even the idea of a threat to the Emperor could be a death sentence.

He found their rooms by listening to the constant tug of his heart. Held together by Lady Wyre’s dangerous technology, his heart always knew where she was. Galaxies could separate them and he was sure he could find her again. This close, he could practically feel her breathing inside his own body. He slipped into the chamber silently, not to hide from her, because that was impossible.

She felt him just as keenly.

However, her dark head was bent over her datapad, her fingers flying over commands, and though she lifted her head a moment in acknowledgment, he didn’t want to break her concentration. This was Charlie at her best and worst, wholly engrossed in deciphering some great mystery.

God help me when she finally decides to turn that full curiosity on to figuring out who I am.

He sat beside her, content to soak in her scent and presence until she leaned back in her chair. She hummed beneath her breath, no tune or melody, just a low sound as though her mind were purring with pleasure. “How interesting.”

He couldn’t resist chuckling. “Watch out, Xuanyuan. You’ve piqued the legendary Lady Doctor Wyre’s interest.”

She sniffed with distaste, but her lips twitched at the same time. “Why does everyone keep calling me that? You’re the legendary one.”

“I’m infamous. Not legendary.”

“There’s a difference?”

“But of course. I’m the man with more than a thousand marks to bloody my hands. If I were to show my face in Londonium, I’d be shot on sight.”

“So would I,” she said softly, her voice filled with an aching yearning for home.

He’d never felt homesick for the life he’d left behind. Not once. He’d rather kill everyone he’d ever known or met than face that nightmare again.

Even her? A tiny voice whispered in his head.

Of course not, he told himself firmly. I’d never hurt Charlie. I love her.

But would she still love me if she knew the truth of who and what I am?

“The Dowager Empress showed me the great secret of Xuanyuan this evening. I don’t believe even she suspects the truth of what she showed me.”

Unease shot through him at her choice of words. He felt her so keenly he had to wonder how much of him she felt too. Could she read his thoughts? Maybe she’d already looked into the blackness of his soul and his worst fears had already been realized. But if she knew…

She wouldn’t sit here so calmly, her charming face open and warm. She even reached across the lacquered table to take his hand in hers. Her feminine hand in his felt like a small bird, helpless and trapped, while stalked by a dangerous beast.

“They have a hibernating dragon hidden away on a secret level of Xuanyuan. Supposedly only she knows of its existence, yet she claims that according to legend, Zijin will fall out of power entirely if the dragon dies.”

“Let me guess—she wants you to heal it because it’s dying and she fears her son will lose the Dragon Throne as a result.”

“Exactly. Preferably in time for a formal procession the Emperor must make in Bei-Jing to confirm his right to the throne. In only two days.”

“Talk about a deadline. Why doesn’t she simply go out and find another dragon to put in its place?”

“She claims they’re extinct.”

“Claims…?” He arched a brow, waiting, because he knew that tone of Charlie’s voice. That tone of amusement said she knew something that proved that Cixi was a liar. Or at least wrong.

“I took a sample of the beast’s DNA.” She lifted her gaze from their entwined fingers to his face. It was all he could do not to wince at the piercing stab of her gaze that struck straight to his heart. “It was once human.”

Still fighting to suppress his own fight-or-flight tendencies, it took him a moment to register her words. “Human? So some kind of shapeshifter?”

“Not exactly. It’s more like a human took in dragon DNA at some point and they…merged. Or vice versa. I’m honestly not sure which came first or how the injection of a different species’s genetic code happened.” She took a deep breath, her breasts moving with the intensity, as though a massive weight pressed on her chest, making it difficult to breathe. “It reminds me of what happened to the Razari. Some kind of mutation and merging of DNA.”

“They don’t have your technology.”

It wasn’t a question but she shook her head anyway. “No, there’s no foreign tech causing the mutation, as far as I can tell, and the dragon’s age has been well documented as over a thousand years old, long before we had the capabilities to develop such small microchips. It’s very strange, actually, that they’ve been able to accomplish so much, like harnessing a wormhole, yet there’s very little networking or communication that I’ve been able to tap into.

“None of the bugs I planted throughout Xuanyuan are reporting data. Only the one I left in the ship. Isn’t that odd? I wish I’d been able to plant something in the elevators between levels, but by then I was out of readily available nanobots. I didn’t want to play with my locket and make them suspicious. Somewhere in this massive floating station there are incredibly powerful mainframes, and I intend to find them. Only then will I know if Majel has already begun her attack.”

“Maybe Masters will learn something from the Emperor,” Sig said, looking down at the table but keeping his voice light. “Is he back yet?”

“Not yet.” Her voice was as carefully light as his. “It’s just you and I, as it was in the beginning. Though I love Gil dearly, I sometimes miss those early days when you came to me on Americus.”

Did she miss him, or something else? Like the sometimes violent way they’d made love.

It’d been a very long time since she’d tied him up, made him helpless and then slowly taken his life away while she brought him to climax. They hadn’t indulged that dark side of their desires since Gil had joined them.

“Is that what’s bothering you lately?” She tightened her grip on Sig’s hand, as though she was afraid if she didn’t hold him, he’d jump up and run.

He couldn’t deny that his muscles were tense, his thighs quivering. Whether with excitement or the urge to flee her questions, he didn’t know.

“You’re more distant. I understand that you’re protecting yourself, but from what? What can I do to help you, dearest?”

He wished he could explain the darkness…without admitting how much deeper that darkness went. He wished he could go back to those days when the worst thing he wanted was a little bondage. A little pain—his own, thank you very much. Not hers.

I can control it. I can ignore it. I don’t have to let that darkness out.

I don’t need it.

His stomach clenched so hard he couldn’t breathe. Fear, desire, nausea combined to make a roiling riot of emotion deep in the pit of his stomach. He did need it. He needed pain and death—to push back the emptiness spreading through his soul.

Not her pain. Not her death.

“I have everything I could possibly want,” he whispered in a hoarse voice. “I don’t need anything else.”

“Do you remember the first time I tied you up?”

He shuddered at the memory. He’d woken up in a strange place, so weak and helpless he hadn’t been able to lift his head. All he’d remembered was crushing pain, blood fountaining from his chest. He’d known he was dying, so to wake up again with her beautiful face etched with weary relief had been more than he could comprehend. Then to learn that she’d bound him to the bed to prevent him from hurting her or himself while he healed…

He’d been shocked when the realization had comforted and relaxed him instead of driving him into a killing rage.

“I keep wondering if I’d never tied you to the bed if we’d find ourselves here. That innocent attempt at safeguarding your health opened a door I didn’t even know was inside me. It must have always been there, but I had no idea, no desire to explore such things, until you.”

Her words destroyed him, even while his body thrilled to her admission. In many ways, this darkness was his alone to bear. “It’s my fault.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.” She squeezed his hand harder, her eyes narrowing on his face. “The seed was there in me, Sig. It took you to make it grow. So that seed was inside you too. I made it grow in you, but the seed had already been planted and sprouted, hadn’t it?”

That poisonous fruit had been planted in him as a boy. The first time he’d been forced to watch his mother punish his father. At first, she’d just humiliated him, verbally beating him down with words about how useless he was. Useless dreamer, that’s what she’d called him.

Then one day her insults hadn’t been enough. She’d struck his father in the face, and he could still see the flash of supreme pleasure on her face. All too quickly, the slaps had become fists. A hairbrush. Her riding crop. Each time she’d indulged that twisted need, it’d grown bigger, darker and more violent.

“Sig,” Charlie’s low voice made him flinch. He didn’t dare look up at her face. He didn’t want to see pity or, worse, revulsion. “I need to know what happened to plant that first seed.”

“No,” he ground out. He pulled back, but her grip was surprisingly strong. She stood and moved around the table. Before he could stand, she was in his lap, and he didn’t want to hurt her by dumping her onto the floor. That’s what he told himself, at least. He could have set her aside and strode out of the room, but Charlie had always had him wrapped around her delicate pinky.

Her fingers worked on his cravat, loosening the elaborate linen strip at his throat. He squeezed his eyes shut, determined to keep the ugly beast inside him chained so that she wouldn’t be hurt. “What are you afraid of?”

“You think you know me, but you don’t, Charlie.”

“Try me.”

“You know nothing about me.”

“I know you’re from a prominent Britannian House. Which one, I admit I don’t know, but I don’t care either. I know you’re the most infamous assassin in the galaxy. You like bondage and pain with edgy sex. I love you and you love me. What else matters?”

“I’m…damaged,” he finally forced out. “You have no idea.”

“I do. We’re all damaged by our pasts. Our love…”

“You don’t understand,” he broke in, finally opening his eyes to let her see the ragged darkness spreading in his gaze.

Her eyes flared and she drew in a sharp breath. Her fingers stilled on his cravat.

“You see?” he whispered, hating the look on her face, the way her bottom lip trembled. The legendary Lady Wyre was never shocked or scared. She certainly never cried. Yet her big eyes shimmered and her heart was beating so loud and fast that he could almost taste her pulse in his mouth. “I can usually kill to keep the darkness at bay, but it’s been too long since I’ve had a contract.”

Her fingers returned to loosening his cravat, opening up his shirt enough that she could slip her hand inside to stroke his chest. “How does killing a mark make you feel better?”

“It doesn’t make me feel better. I just…feel.”

She pressed her hand over his heart. In answer, a surge of power pulsed through that damaged organ, making it leap in his chest, as if every lady-created nanobot flooded toward her touch on his flesh. “You don’t feel this?”

“It’s not the same. It doesn’t sink into me. It’s like my skin is numb and cold and dead. It doesn’t touch my heart.”

She wasn’t offended by his words. In fact, a wicked smile curved her lips and she settled deeper into his lap with a wiggle of her hips that made his breath snag in his throat. “I see. Perhaps an experiment is in order. I must understand this anomaly. Shall I bind the subject for experimentation?”

He didn’t answer, but she didn’t need words. She must have noted the way his heart beat faster beneath her palm, how rapidly his eyes blinked and how hard he was beneath her.

Pulling the linen from his throat, she stood and moved around behind him, slowly enough that he could tell her to stop. Or he could simply rise and excuse himself with an exaggerated yawn. She was too polite and well mannered to even think of forcing anyone to do something to which they objected.

Yet he didn’t move a muscle. He couldn’t. It’d been weeks since he’d been entirely helpless for her. Since she’d held his life in the palm of her hand and decided whether he would live or die. Now, that was feeling, the ultimate feeling. Nothing felt as good as tiptoeing that fine line between life and death with her.

Wasn’t that what it came down to in the end? Each time he accepted a contract, he decided whether the person would walk away or never breathe again. That power was his. He could take the life—and the resulting money, although that didn’t provide motivation to him—or he could simply walk away. Unlike his spineless father who’d never walked away from his mother.

Unfair, he knew, especially considering the price his father had paid to save him.

He ought to walk away from her now, while he still could. He could save her from this. He could leave before he hurt her.

What was it that Cixi had said before? Every man has his price. Charlie had always been afraid someone would offer him enough money that he’d be persuaded to assassinate her. What would she think if she suspected it wouldn’t take a contract? As she bound his wrists together behind him, he shook with the knowledge that someday he might go too far. His need went deeper than he’d ever suspected.

I’m more damaged than I even feared.

Untying her wrap, she moved back in front of him but didn’t sink back onto his lap. “Do you know why I think you like to be bound and helpless?”

The silk wrap fell to the floor, revealing her luscious body. He’d kissed and stroked every inch of her, yet he’d never get his fill. His pulse thudded in his ears, reverberating through his skull in a deafening thunder that made it impossible to think or respond.

“You say I don’t know you, Sigmund Regret, but I do. You think you’re so dangerous that it’s safer for me if you’re bound.”

He flinched as if she’d struck him. “You’ve always been afraid of me.”

“Not exactly. More wary and respectful, as if I’d encountered a dangerous predator or a poisonous viper.”

Dear God. If only she knew exactly how poisonous he really was. His whole House was cursed with death, madness and cruelty, feared as much as any snake. “I am a predator.”

Smiling, she opened a box on the table and took out delicate chains. The nipple clamps dangled on either end, the ones he’d used to punish her tender flesh. “My, what big teeth and claws you have, Lord Predator.”

She pinched her own nipple and attached the clamp, tightening it until her eyes flickered with pain. Slowly, she did the same to the other breast, taking her time and making him watch while unable to touch her.

“You know the guards never found all my weapons,” he warned. “Don’t be fooled into thinking I’m entirely helpless, Charlie.”

She moved closer, letting him see the way her tortured nipples were swelling. They were already berry-red, plump and tempting. He couldn’t help twisting his wrists in his bonds, just to test her knot. Though she certainly knew by now how to tie him for maximum results.

“I learned something the other night. I always wondered why you enjoyed pain and danger while we made love, but now I understand. A little pain is sweet indeed when you’re inside me.” She pushed his shirt up and worked it over his head, although it hung up between his bound arms and the chair. “Too bad you surrendered all your knives. I could certainly use a blade to cut away all this clothing.”

He swallowed hard, trying to force his voice to work. There was no way in hell he’d bring a knife anywhere near her. “Don’t say such sacrilege. This shirt is edged with the finest Parisiian lace I could find.”

She laughed huskily. “I’ll buy you a dozen silk shirts fit enough for the Emperor.” She smoothed her palms up his chest. “Do you feel this?”

“Somewhat,” he admitted. “But it’s not enough, Charlie, even though I crave your touch. It’s like I’m empty, a bottomless pit of rage and need and agony. This is a drop against an ocean of darkness.”

“Then I’ll have to work harder at filling you up.”

He shuddered, each thought raw and jagged, tearing him up inside. She could call her nanobots out and leave his damaged heart to stutter and die. But he couldn’t bear to leave her. Not yet. Even though he feared she might turn him away. He didn’t know whom to kill yet, so the usual rush of adrenaline when he took his mark wouldn’t help.

His stomach twisted, churning with anxiety and, yes, need. Need for the forbidden, the thing he’d avoided because he couldn’t face the truth.

His greatest fear. Pain. Would she drive him to kill her, as his mother had done to his father? Am I as sadistic as she was? “Get the flail.”

She paused, searching his face with those big, dark eyes that haunted him everywhere he went. “I don’t think—”

“I won’t know until you try. Make me feel, Charlie. Give me something other than death tonight.”

She still hesitated, troubled, no doubt, by the harsh tone of his voice and the memory of his reaction at the shop. At least he was bound now. She’d be safe enough to try and push him over the edge.

“Make. Me. Feel. Even if it’s pain. Especially pain. Get it!”


Chapter Twelve

Inside, she was weeping. Poor Sig. Who’d hurt him so badly long ago that he could only be hurt to feel anything now? How could she hurt him when she loved him so? How could she not…if that was what he needed the most?

What I need?

She knelt down and opened the chest where she’d stashed the flail, still discreetly wrapped in brown paper. Her hands trembled as she unwrapped the leather. She’d intended to practice with it before ever approaching either man. She wanted to see how it felt on her own skin when wielded by her hand. How hard or soft to strike. How much it would really hurt.

With her nipples aching in the decorative clamps, she’d learned not to be afraid of pain. The trick would be giving him the same kind of delicious pain that wasn’t horrifying. She tried to put her mind at ease. Experimentation. Her very favorite thing.

Her stomach fluttered with nerves as she returned to him. The leather-wrapped hilt felt good in her hand. The strips dangled beside her, tickling her thigh, which gave her an idea. She could still practice on herself, and torment him at the same time.

More confident, she pushed the table out of her way so she could take up position in front of him. His chest heaved with each breath, sweat slicked his hair, making it darker than its usual sun-kissed gold. He stared at the weapon in her hand and his eyes went cold and blank. She imagined he looked exactly that way right before he killed someone.

No regret, no emotion, just death.

She flicked the flail against her thigh, just a playful strike that made the leather flutter against her skin. “Hmm, I didn’t expect it to tickle. I don’t think that’s what you’re looking for, is it?”

He dragged his gaze away from the flail to search her face, his eyes narrowing. “Do you honestly think to make a joke at a time like this?”

She shrugged. “Why not?” She flicked the leather again, just a bit harder. It still felt nice against her skin. “I have to know all the various parameters before I can begin to execute a battery of tests on my subject.”

“So you injected yourself with nanobots before you ever put them inside me?”

“That was different,” she said primly, using a firmer strike to distract him. The sound of leather hitting her thigh made them both jump, although it still didn’t exactly hurt. She didn’t want him to think too much about who might carry her nanobots inside them. Who her initial test subject might have been. “Although I did use them carefully indeed until I was assured of their potential.”

“Harder,” he growled out in a low, ragged voice. “I want to hear it. I want to know when it begins to hurt. I want to see it on your face.”

She complied, hitting her thigh hard enough the leather made a loud smack. It wasn’t a cutting blow, though. Her skin warmed and pinkened, but it didn’t hurt. It was more heat than anything. A delicious heat that made her skin come alive. The brush of leather made her shiver. Even the air seemed to dance on her skin.

She swung the flail to the other side, heating that thigh too. Back and forth, she heated both sides of her hips, watching the way his eyes darkened. Not so cold and empty now. No. His eyes blazed, his nostrils flaring with each breath. His face was granite hard, carved and chiseled with grim control. To keep himself from begging her to turn that flail on him? Or something else? She couldn’t be sure, although the nanobots seemed to sing within her. “Are you feeling anything now?”

He snarled beneath his breath. “Use that bloody thing on me and I’ll tell you.”

Lifting her arm over her head, she let the flail strike against her upper back and shoulders. It was trickier to get any kind of blow that way, but she could imagine the slow burn spreading across her skin. “Oh, not yet. I’m enjoying this experiment too much to give up so quickly.”

He twisted his wrists hard enough that the tendons stood out in his neck and shoulders. “You’re supposed to be helping me hang on to my sanity, not lose it.”

“I thought I was helping.” She fluttered her eyelashes innocently and gave herself another blow from the side. This time one of the leather straps wound around her rib cage and stung the underside of her breast. She sucked in a deep breath, surprised at how that tiny blow made her nipple throb in sympathy. Even more shocking, her clitoris seemed to catch fire until her whole core ached. I’m not going to be able to tease him much longer.

The low sound of surprise only fueled his efforts to get free. His breath sawed in and out of his chest like he’d run a marathon. “Why the fuck didn’t you use Masters’s handcuffs? I can deal with metal but evidently linen is harder to dissolve.”

Glee filled her because she’d driven him to curse. Thanks to his genteel breeding, he only rarely ever used such coarse language in her presence. But then his words penetrated the sensual fog dimming her brain. “What did you say? What does metal have to do with anything?”

“Forget it,” he growled beneath his breath. “God help me, don’t get sidetracked on some other experiment or I’ll die from lack of blood flow to my skull.”

“You said dissolve metal. You can do that? But how? Oh…” Sudden realization crashed through her mind like lightning. Dumbfounded, she could only stare at him. “My nanobots. Some of them are dissemblers.” Offhand, she couldn’t remember what percentage of her original injection had been dissemblers versus assemblers—one created to tear things apart and the other to put things, like his heart, back together again. And, of course, some of them had been what she called warriorbots, built to attack viruses and foreign bodies invading his system.

“Charlie, please!” He struggled harder against the bonds, to the point she feared he might actually break the skin on his wrists. In all the other times they’d played with bondage, he’d never really struggled or worked so hard to free himself until they were both near climax. By the redness of his cheeks and the fire blazing in his eyes, he especially didn’t like that she’d driven him to beg.

So many questions. Did the nanobots leave his body somehow to accomplish tasks, and then return to keep his heart functioning properly? How did he control them? The nanobots weren’t sentient and she hadn’t programmed them to do anything other than keep his body working. Could she accomplish a similar feat with the ones still living inside her?

If Sig was changing over time because of the technology living inside him…how was she changing? Worse, what kind of mutations had her first subject gone through after all these years?

A roar broke through her reverie. Startled, she jumped back as Sig burst up out of the chair with the sound of cracking wood and tearing cloth. It was reflexive and not true fear, but it drew him up short with hurt darkening his eyes like a bruised nightmare. To make it up to him, she darted closer and slapped the flail across his chest, hard enough his eyes flared wide with shock, and then she raced for the adjoining bedchamber.

Chest heaving, she paused a moment, straining to hear if he’d followed. All she could hear was the pounding of her heart and her own rapid breathing. She started to turn her head, but a low voice vibrating with menace came at her ear.

“Don’t turn around. Don’t look at me.”

She froze, waiting for the poke of his knife to her rib cage or her throat, his favorite points of attack. Yet the threat didn’t come, only his voice, all the more menacing because of its lack of warmth and affection. This was the voice he used when he was stalking a mark. When he intended to kill.

“You shouldn’t have teased me, Charlie. Not about this.”

She held in a long breath to help calm her nerves, so that when she spoke her voice didn’t tremble or betray any fear. She wasn’t afraid of him. Not really. All right, perhaps just a smidgen, but she also knew this man better than he thought. Better than anyone. He would never hurt her.

“At the shop, you gave me the distinct impression that you were extremely alarmed at the idea. In fact, you swore you found it repugnant. Since I have that desire, then perhaps you find me repugnant as well.”

“Not you,” he breathed against her ear. “Me.”

“I don’t find you repugnant in the slightest, Sigmund Regret.”

“You would if you knew the truth. If you knew who I really am.”

Ignoring his earlier order, she turned to face him. His eyes shimmered in the soft light, shadows chasing across his face. He’d shrugged his shirt off entirely and even in the dim light cast by a single candle near the bed she could see the faint mark across his skin where she’d struck him. Lightly, she traced her finger over that reddened skin, watching him shiver. “I—”

He cut her off. “You don’t have any idea who or what I am.”

Tipping her head slightly, she studied his face. “Do you honestly believe that I’d love you any less if I knew your real name?” He didn’t answer, staring back at her with an increasingly bleak, stark look in his eyes. Loneliness, the surety that he would lose her, grief and, most of all, shame. She cupped his face and leaned up to press her lips lightly against his, letting her words caress him. “I love you, whoever you are. Nothing will change that. Even if you are Queen Majel’s illegitimate son. I don’t care.”

“I care,” he whispered raggedly, forcing each word out as though it pained him. “Help me forget. Help me not care who I am.”

She’d always suspected that he killed in some futile attempt to escape his past. She’d never thought he did it to try and escape his own identity. He’d become a killer to hide from himself. As if he could kill his past. Each time he eliminated another mark, it bought him time to live again, as if he’d killed a portion of himself that he didn’t like.

Or that he feared.

“I’m not going to tie you up for this,” she whispered soothingly. “If you don’t like it—”

“I’ll like it,” he ground out, dropping his hands to begin removing his trousers. “Just don’t let me hurt you, Charlie.”

“Why on earth would you say that?”

He closed his eyes, trying to hide from her again. Hiding from himself. But she didn’t need his words. Now his extreme reaction in the shop made more sense. He was afraid that pain—even while he enjoyed it—might push him into trying to harm her. At heart, he was a killer. Lord Regret, the infamous assassin who’d killed a thousand marks and more. He must fear that I’ll be next.

Oh the irony. All those years on Americus while she’d hid her identity, she’d feared that someday someone would pay him more than she could offer and he’d assassinate her. The price on her head had to be repulsively extravagant, especially with Majel’s determination to see her extinguished. Every time he’d come to her at the Solstice to make sure her nanobots were functioning correctly, she’d wondered if it’d be her last holiday. If someone had gotten to him at last.

But he’d erased all her doubts once and for all when he sent the nanobots keeping him alive to save her. He’d nearly died—intended to die, in fact, if it meant she would live. How could she not trust that kind of love? He would never kill her, not when he’d almost sacrificed himself to keep her alive.

I know it…but he doesn’t. He doesn’t have that surety that I’m safe from him.

“Do you want to be bound or free?” she asked gently, not pushing him too far. This was something he’d have to learn on his own. He’d have to know it deep in his soul, as she knew her love for him would never fail. “Not that I believe I can keep you helpless for long. I didn’t purchase any silken ropes and you’ve already said Gil’s handcuffs are useless against you.”

Unable to meet her gaze, he sat on the edge of the very Britannian-looking bed, with its four pillars and heavy velvet canopy, so he could remove his boots and strip off his trousers. “I’d prefer to be completely incapacitated if you’re going to take me very far, but you’re right. There’s not a lot that could keep me bound for long.” Nude, he stood and met her gaze just a moment. His eyes were raw and wild with emotion, hunger and fear and desperate shadows. Stiffly, he turned around and wrapped his hands around the post at the foot of the bed, gripping the wood like he was determined to strangle a mark with his bare hands. “Let me see what you can do, Charlie. Let me see how it’ll feel. If you can make me feel anything at all.”

Oh, I’ll make you feel all right. Grimly, she strode closer, shifting to the side so she could get a better aim. I’m going to make you feel our love so deep in your bones that you’ll never doubt it again.

Using the flail on herself had been titillating. Turning it on Sig…

Lifting her arm for the strike made her heart pound and heat unfurled deep in her abdomen. Bringing the leather down on his back, even lightly, almost made her moan out loud. The slapping thud on his skin made her shiver. The way his muscles tensed and flowed in his back and shoulders made her want to stroke and lick every inch. He might tend to dress like a dandy with his fine lace and tight breeches, but tight power coiled in his body. He was lean and sleek like a tiger, and surely just as dangerous.

Heady power filled her. She controlled the tiger. He’d curbed his energy and strength to allow her to do this to him. She’d wager no other woman had ever convinced him to try this. To trust her enough to let her tie him up, take away his control and, now, warm his back with stripes.

“Harder,” he growled. “Make me feel. Something. Anything. Harder!”

She complied, gaining confidence with each strike. Even hitting him with force didn’t make him flinch or scream. His skin reddened, but he groaned and twisted his grip on the post. He braced his forehead against the wood and widened his stance, as if begging her to explore his entire body with the flail.

Dropping the blows in a slow dance down his back, buttocks and the backs of his thighs, she concentrated on bringing that same lovely pink everywhere. Sweat broke out on her skin and her breathing was heavy, her arm and shoulders beginning to ache. She’d definitely have to work to increase her stamina.

Assuming he let her do it again.

Heavens above, I hope he will.

Her insides were coiled so tightly her muscles ached. If he strained to keep his hands on the post, then she fought to keep from slinging herself against him and moaning out her desire. Heat pulsed in her groin, need slicked her thighs. Every cell in her body demanded release, to be filled by him. Every breath, every thud of her heart—agony because he wasn’t inside her. A live wire connected her breasts, lighting up her entire body with thousands of volts of electricity. She was surprised her hair wasn’t standing on end, that her muscles weren’t convulsing with the force of energy building inside her.

The harder she hit him, the more she ached for him. The more he groaned and sweated, the more her thighs slipped together. Her nipples throbbed, her breasts so full and tight, and they ached deliciously as they swung with her arm movements, each slight shift tugging on the chain and the clamp.

Now it was a duel of endurance. Which one of them would beg first? Would she sling the flail aside and throw herself against him so hard they both collapsed upon the bed? Or would he snarl like a beast and whirl to drag her down beneath him to the floor? Both options appealed.

She moved to his side so she could see his arousal. So thick and swollen, his erection jerked with her every stroke of the lash. The sight made her redouble her efforts, to see if she could drive him to release with the flail alone. He had to be close. Sweat dripped down his chest, shudders racking his body as he fought to keep control. Her arm felt like it weighed as much as HMS Dreadnought, but she managed another hard strike to his upper thigh.

One that finally made his eyes flare open. He jerked his hands away from the pillar as though it’d electrocuted him, and whirled toward her. Eyes blazing, he slammed into her, pressing her back to the wall. She met his attack with open mouth and hungry hands, clawing at his shoulders to lift herself high enough to get him inside her. Something crashed to the floor but neither of them paused to see what priceless Imperial artifact they might have destroyed.

He thrust deep, driving her into the wall, over and over, grinding so hard and deep into her that she had the distant thought of bruises. Not that she cared in the slightest.





Even though Gil had managed to avoid most of the alcohol and certainly all of the carnal activities at the brothel, he still staggered into their guest quarters at dawn. He’d practically carried the Emperor back to his ship, still shocked that the young man had managed to leave Xuanyuan without any guards or at least an acquaintance—other than himself—to make sure he got home.

Did no one care if the young Emperor made it home alive? Why hire the infamous Lord Regret to assassinate the Emperor when it’d be easy enough to shoot him as he stumbled out of the brothel?

I can’t wait to hear Charlotte’s take on all this. Their politics just don’t make any sense to me.

However, it might be quite some time before he could discuss the matter with her, he decided, looking about the room with a little awe and a lot of jealousy. A vase had shattered on the floor, another was tumbled over with flowers strew about the room. Pictures hung askew. The massive and surprisingly very proper bed was so torn apart with blankets tangled and dangling from the mattress that it looked like an orgy had happened without him.

Here he’d been trapped at a brothel and had come home untouched, while she’d remained in their room and had had quite the wild encounter. It hardly seemed fair.

The new flail she’d purchased lay at the foot of the bed, and it all suddenly made sense to him. However, another search through the tangled bedclothes revealed only the luscious curves of Charlotte.

Regret was already gone.

Gil sat down long enough to strip off his boots, and then he straightened enough of the bedding so he could lie down comfortably and draw her into his arms. She nuzzled deep into his embrace, shivering enough that he pulled a blanket up over her shoulders and tucked her close. She made a low, pleased hum that made his cock stir despite his tiredness.

“You smell like smoke. Not tobacco smoke, though. Different. What is it?”

“There was an opium den next door.” He sighed, already starting to sit up so he could change and bathe, but she clung to him tighter. “I probably got a contact high from the smoke.”

“Later,” she whispered. “Next door to what?”

Despite his innocence in the matter, he still tensed until he could hear her reaction. “The Emperor took me to a brothel back in Bei-Jing.”

She smothered a laugh against his neck. “Oh, poor Gil. Does he go there very often?”

“Evidently,” he grumbled, relieved that she wasn’t upset. “He went there alone, outside of Xuanyuan. No guards. He was so drunk I had to carry him back to the ship. Does that make sense to you?”

She leaned up so she could look into his face, bracing an elbow on his chest. “You mean, why hire an expensive assassin to kill him when it’d be so easy to not only kill him but embarrass the entire Imperial family by having him assassinated at a brothel?”

Gil nodded, reaching up to push some of her heavy hair out of her face. She preferred to braid her hair most nights so that it didn’t take an hour to brush it out in the morning, but he always relished the nights she forgot so he could play with the tumbled locks. He loved her silken tresses spread out across his pillow so he could bury his nose in the sweet scent.

“You’re right. That doesn’t make sense at all. Unless it’s someone in the royal family who doesn’t want the embarrassment. It might be much better to have it done quietly where they can control the exposure. Or the Emperor isn’t Sig’s target at all.”

“Has he heard who the mark is?”

She frowned. “Not that he mentioned.” But then her lips quirked with heated remembrance. “Not that he had much of an opportunity to discuss it with me. I haven’t pushed for details for fear he’ll leap to the conclusion I’ll try to keep him from it.”

“So he wasn’t as opposed to the flail as you first feared?”

Her eyes clouded, losing some of that sultry heat. “Oh, he definitely feared it, but it was like the shopkeeper told me. Not because he was truly afraid he would hate it, but because he was afraid he’d like it too well. That, and his other fear that he might hurt me.”

Gil spared a glance around the disheveled room. “It does look as though things got a little…wild.”

A slow heat pinkened her cheeks and began to flood down her neck and breasts. Many things might be said of Charlotte, but she wasn’t shy or prudish. No, the color in her cheeks was the flush of passion.

All of Gil’s weariness leaked away, but he couldn’t even think about making love to her with the stink of the evening clinging to his skin and hair. He sat up, ignoring her clinging hands. “Come join me in a bath, then.”

Grumbling, she let him assist her upright. “It is a very nice bath, though I regret only having a few hours of sleep.”

“At least you had some sleep. I’ve had to endure the agonizing moaning of an overgrown teenage boy who’s never had a life of his own.”

“Ah yes, I remember hating that age well, and I didn’t even have a mother like Cixi trying to control every aspect of my life.”

“Did she tell you that he’s ill?”

Charlotte paused in the middle of pulling her wrap on. He thought it was concern for the young man, until he saw that she was staring at something in the pottery shards. Reaching down, she pulled out a small black circle, no bigger than a pea. “They bugged our room. Good thing I set up a disruptor, though each evening we ought to ensure no one’s tampered with my device before we talk too much.”

“Who would care what the foreigners were talking about? Perhaps no one was actually listening and the bug was planted when the room was created.”

“They were trying to listen,” she replied grimly, shaking her head. “The question is who. Who tried to kill me? Who contracted Sig? How much time do I have to unravel the secrets, discover the connection between the dragon and the Emperor, and get the hell out of here before Majel arrives with a dozen warships?”

“So you think there is a connection between the Emperor’s illness and the dragon?”

She blew out a frustrated breath. “Let me think things through. I’ll take my handy-dandy disruptor so we can talk freely without concern for who’s listening. Perhaps the heated water will release a few thoughts that aren’t quite making sense.”

Now that was quite the admission for the brilliant Lady Doctor to make. If she was confused and off track, then they had no hope of escaping alive.

Gil followed her into the next room. Tiles covered the floors and walls in a soft jade. The room was warm and humid, so much that he immediately broke a sweat. It felt like a jungle. Potted ferns and orchids added to the lushness of the room, making it feel like they’d stumbled into a secluded island retreat.

In the floor, a pool ran the length of the room, deep and wide enough he could swim laps if so inclined. Steam rose from the rose-petaled water.

“Wow,” he finally said, “too bad Regret doesn’t have one of these on his ship.”

“Definitely a perk to planetside—or this time, space-station palace—living.” Charlotte set the small box she called a disruptor on a convenient bench, slipped off her wrap and slowly worked her way into the water using a set of stairs.

Gil moved to join her, too quickly. Damn, the water was hot, almost to the point of the unpleasant feeling of being cooked alive. He slowed down, working his way up to his waist. He followed her to the side where benches had been built along the wall. It took a few tries for him to get fully seated, bringing the scalding water nearly up to his chin, but it was worth it when she began washing his hair. Her fingers kneaded his scalp and he sagged deeper into the water.

“Why would she go to the trouble of showing me the dragon and asking for help, but not directly ask me to evaluate the Emperor’s health? I have eyes. I can certainly tell he’s not well, even if I hadn’t heard the rumors.”

“He said she couldn’t ask for help because the Emperor should never be seen as weak. If news got out that he was ill, there’d be a panic.”

“Hmmm, he does have a point. When…” She started to say something but paused so long that Gil opened his eyes to search her face. She looked a thousand miles away, her brow furrowed, her lip caught between her teeth. When she noticed him looking up at her, she smoothed her face into a smile. “What are his symptoms?”

He repeated what the Emperor had told him, even though his chest ached with a hollowness that caught him unawares. There was so much of her past that she’d never shared. Couldn’t share. Did Sig know? Or did she keep secrets from them both?

“I’m assuming I won’t be allowed to examine the Emperor if he can’t even tell me in person that he’s ill. So how am I to run any tests and see what the issue is?”

Gil swallowed the lump in his throat so he could speak. “Is there anything I can do? He seems to like me well enough, and I had alone time with him last night. If I can do it again, tell me what to do.”

“I’ll give you a scanner, already programmed to run a few quick tests.” She settled on his lap, straddling his thighs so he could see her face. Solemnly, she gazed into his eyes. “You know I love you.”

“As I love you.” He stroked her back without trying to pull her closer, his voice ragged with emotion. “Yet you have secrets you cannot share. I understand.”

“It’s because I love you so very much that I can’t tell you. It’s safer for us all.”

“I understand,” he repeated, trying to keep the dull ache out of his eyes. “Sig has his secrets too.”

She cocked her head slightly. “You don’t have any secrets?”

“No,” he said without hesitation. “I had my great secret when we first met, but my life and heart are now an open book.”

She propped an elbow on his shoulder and casually draped against his chest, trailing a finger up and down the line of hair leading down his belly. “I don’t even know where you were born, who your parents are, why you became a marshal. Nothing.”

“None of that matters. There’s no great secret to be had there. I was born on Americus. My parents were colonists. My mother was from Eire and my father was a Britannian sailor who fell in love with her on the trip to the new planet. They settled in Bostonia. My father continued to work on the ships coming to and fro ports all across the galaxy, but he always came home to Mama. She was a seamstress and raised me and four other children before she died.”

Sudden emotion tightened his throat and he had to pause. Charlotte was silent, her fingers lightly tracing whorls through his chest hair, helping to settle his mind. “She was killed before the Revolution by a small gang of drunken Britannian soldiers. They caught her leaving the shop alone, late at night. I wasn’t there to protect her and she fought back. So they killed her. I joined the rebellion the very next day and after the war, I was given an appointment as a marshal.”

“An open book,” she whispered against his ear, her voice a gentle balm. “You’re a good man, Gil Masters.”

“Would a good man have abandoned his brothers and sisters so he could fight for the cause, even if it was a good one?”

“How old were they?”

If he closed his eyes, he could still see his siblings on the front steps of their tiny home as he’d walked away. “Martha was eighteen, the twins, Thomas and Matthew, were fifteen, and Sarah Elizabeth was only six.”

“And how old were you, Gil?”

“Sixteen.”

“Only a baby,” she breathed into his ear. “Don’t let guilt cut you any longer, dearest. Your sister was a woman grown and your brothers nearly so. Where was your father during the war?”

“His ship was shot down somewhere over the Bahamas asteroid belt before the war even started. I was the head of the household and I left them. I abandoned them while I went off on my white horse to avenge Mama without a care for how they’d survive.”

“What provincial thinking.”

The wry cut to her voice broke through his self-loathing and he focused on her face. Her eyes sparked with fire, even though she still lay against his chest.

“I know life was different in Americus, but your sister was more than capable of making a life for your family. I was head of House Wyre at the age of seventeen, commanding our estates and managing at least a thousand people’s livelihoods. By the ripe age of twenty-one I was already appointed Queen’s Physician. Majel herself began ruling all of Britannia when she was only sixteen years old, even if she was only Regent until her mother’s passing. I’m sure your sister managed very well in your absence, but I do take you to task for failing to contact them, if for no other reason than to make sure they knew you were well.”

He didn’t drop his gaze, although his face burned like he’d stuck his whole head in the hot water. “I wrote at first. She does know I’m well and she always insisted they were fine too. I told myself she was merely lying.”

“But you haven’t seen them in quite some time. That’s not the same as a letter.”

His heart gave a painful wrench, a hard tug toward Bostonia. “As soon as you’re safe, we’ll go back. I want you to meet them.”

She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Perhaps they could come meet us somewhere instead. I fear I’ll never go back to Americus.”

When he’d left home, he’d had a whole family waving good-bye to him. It’d been his choice to leave and not return, and nothing prevented him from going home to see them, except danger to his lady. What family had she left behind, knowing she’d never be able to return as long as Majel ruled? “Who…?”

She laid a finger across his lips. “I can’t ever go back to Wyreton, if it’s even still standing. Majel probably leveled the entire estate. I can only hope that all our precautions over the years protected our people and gave them time to escape to safety before she unleashed her wrath.”

“Do you ever try to contact them?”

“No. I mustn’t. I’m sure Majel has planted bugs on everyone and everything I ever knew, just in case they were to hear the slightest news about my whereabouts. Trust me, dearest, for the most part I have no close connections with which I yearn to converse. She who knew me best is the one who would kill me. The rest know me well enough to know I’m well and it’s best to pretend they never knew me at all. I had no siblings, just a distant cousin who might have taken over Wyre if Majel allowed the Duchy to remain.”

“You never checked to see what retaliation she might have done?”

Charlotte turned her head, averting her face. “I was too afraid to see the damage. In my mind, Wyreton is still well. My cousin rules the House in my stead. I prefer to imagine them all well, rather than dispersed to the winds or charred to the ground.”

With her head turned aside, he noted some bruises on her throat. Fingerprints. Chilled, he tried to keep his voice light as he stroked his fingers lightly over those marks. “Maybe next time you decide to bring out the flail you should wait until I’m here.”

She turned her head back, eyes narrowed but not enough to hide the fire smoldering in her eyes. He wasn’t sure if it was desire at the thought of him participating…or anger. “Are you interested in sitting on the receiving end? Or merely jealous?”

“I’ll try anything you’re interested in at least once. And I’m not jealous, dearest, only concerned. He could hurt you badly.”

She shrugged off his concerns and settled back against his chest, tucking her head up beneath his chin. “No he won’t. He’d never hurt me.”

Gil held his tongue. Any protests he made would only sound as though they came from jealousy, not concern for her safety. She didn’t believe Sig would ever hurt her.

Let alone kill her.

The thought made him clutch her tightly enough she made a low sound of protest. Loosening his arms, he kissed the top of her head. She didn’t want his protection. She didn’t believe she needed it. But he’d have to talk to Sig about this, one way or the other.

Hopefully Sig wouldn’t decide life would be easier if only one of them sailed with Lady Wyre.


Chapter Thirteen

For the first time that he could remember in a very long time, Sig wasn’t perfectly dressed.

His shirt was wrinkled and looked like he’d slept in it for days. He hadn’t bothered to tie the neck shut, let alone to knot a cravat, and he’d accidentally separated one of the sleeves from its seam in his efforts to free himself last night.

Last night.

He shuddered at the memory and paced faster, as though he could escape. There’s no escaping. I can’t escape myself.

The images and emotions were engraved in his brain, a blazing path of agonizing pleasure he didn’t want to ever follow again, but knew he would. He couldn’t stay off that path, even though it led into the darkest, wildest part of himself.

When he’d first awakened, all he could do was marvel at the silence in his head. Peace. For the first time in weeks, he felt good. Relaxed. Calm. He didn’t feel the burning itch to move, to scan his contacts mercilessly, anxious for that next contract. The next challenge. Maybe Charlie had been right. Maybe he didn’t need to take a life when that darkness began to slide over him.

Maybe all he needed was a little pain.

But then he’d seen the bruises. He must have gripped her throat at one time, hard enough he could see exactly where each of his fingers had lain on her fragile skin. Squeezing his eyes shut, he tried not to see. Not to remember. But those marks blazed in his mind. All too easily, he could see the tilt of her head, his thumb forcing her chin up and aside to bare the carotid artery.

If he’d had a blade, would he have put it to her throat?

I can’t take that risk. I love her too much.

“You’re up and around early.”

At the woman’s voice, Sig whirled around, cursing himself in every language he’d ever learned across the galaxy. How had he allowed someone to sneak up on him? I’m losing my touch.

Dowager Empress Cixi inclined her head. He forced himself into a stiff, formal bow. Behind her, several attendants lined the path, awaiting her every need, whether to assist with her royal train or…

To run to her enemies with every whisper that passed her lips.

Sig knew the political game all too well, even before he’d met Charlie.

“I’m pleased to find you so easily,” Cixi continued. Sig fell into step beside her. At last. Here was his contact. Relief swept away the boulders of guilt and worry suffocating him, at least for now. He had somewhere to focus all his energy.

All his self-hatred.

His mouth twisted into something he hoped was a smile and not a miserable snarl. “Who’s the mark?”

Cixi blinked at him with such genuine shock that he smoothed his face, afraid he’d already given away too much. “You’ll have to tell me.”

Fury pulsed through him. God, I’m sick of politics. I’m sick of waiting. Just tell me whom to kill so I can leave this wretched place and put as many planets between Charlie and me as possible. Before it’s too late.

Hardening his face to granite to keep his thoughts as hidden as possible, he finally forced out, “Beg pardon?”

“I assume someone has contracted your services to assassinate His Majesty. I want to know who. And then, my dear Lord Regret, I’ll double your exorbitant fee to have you kill the person who dares even think to touch the Son of Heaven.”

His anger faded at the prospect of earning twice his fee. Plus he rather liked the young Emperor, and he couldn’t fault a mother willing to hire an assassin to protect her son. Unlike his own mother who’d rather have hurt him herself. “You’re correct that I have been offered a contract. However, I have confirmation of neither the mark nor the contractor. I thought you were my contact, Your Majesty.”

Cixi gave him a wry smile. “Technically I am, then, but only once you receive the original orders.”

“Perhaps you could give me some ideas of who might want your son eliminated?”

Her smile sharpened, her eyes flashing like daggers. “Take your pick. Prince Gong would benefit the greatest. It could either be him or half a dozen of the ministers who believe he might be easier to manage.”

Sig neglected to mention that he suspected the hirer had been female. “Easier to manage than the Emperor? Or you?”

She examined her hand as though she’d never seen it before, drawing his attention to her long, lacquered nails. She could slit a man’s throat with those talons. “I’ve made no friends while ensuring my son retains his throne. If the price is a long, hard life alone as the reviled, sharp-tongued harpy hiding in the shadows, then so be it. I’ll do anything to keep my son in his rightful place.” She pinned Sig with her glittering eyes. “Anything.”

He had to admit that he found the Empress Dowager interesting. A formidable woman was the ultimate challenge. She was clearly warning him, but perhaps not exactly as she intended. If she wanted Charlie to heal the dragon to keep her family in power, then she wouldn’t have hired the black assassins in the market. Yet that didn’t mean Cixi meant them well, either, just that she intended to get what she wanted first.

He had a feeling it was going to be very difficult to escape from Xuanyuan, even if the mark didn’t die by his hand. She was the kind of woman who’d have him do her dirty work and then sell them to the highest bidder.

“I wanted to ask your forgiveness for my comment last night.” She stared at his chest a moment and then averted her gaze. “Evidently I upset you and that wasn’t my intention at all.”

It took him a moment to remember what had been said. It was like everything that had happened before Charlie used the flail on him had been wiped from his mind. Finally he remembered the way Cixi had looked at him at the dinner, like she knew the secret needs that he himself didn’t even understand. Let alone acknowledge.

“I came to the Xianfeng Emperor’s harem when I was just a slip of a girl,” she said lightly, still avoiding his gaze. “If you’re not familiar with Zijin marriages, let me simply say that I didn’t see my husband very often, and once I bore him a son, not at all. It’s a very lonely life.”

Sig didn’t know what to say. “Honestly, Your Majesty, I’d already forgotten it.”

Her shoulders went rigid and she jerked her head around to glare at him, her eyes as hard and cold as his when he intended to kill. Too late, he realized that he’d probably insulted her most grievously. “Forgive me—”

She cut him off with a sharp shake of her head. “Indeed, it’s better forgotten. Let me just say that I’ve seen the way you look at Lady Wyre, and for a moment, I wished I could have had a man look at me with such hunger and violence. Have a care to keep that rage well leashed before you seriously hurt her.”

Mouth gaping, he stared as she glided back toward the palace, her attendants streaming by in her wake. She had indeed seen that darkness twisting inside him, the very thing he tried so hard to hide. Who else could see it? Did Masters sense the fine line Sig walked each and every time he went to her bed?

As the last attendant hurried by, he noticed a small, folded piece of paper on the ground.

He’d swear it wasn’t there before. He picked it up. On the outside, a swirling, elegant R. He scanned the retreating group, but no one hesitated or looked back. Cixi hadn’t hired him for the original mark, yet one of her people must have left the note for him.

He unfolded the note, unsurprised to see no name but the familiar Imperial dragon emblem. Sighing, he tucked the note into a pocket. The mark at last, but now he needed to discover the identity of the hirer so he could kill him or her instead.

If his instincts were correct and the contractor was female, then there were only three women it could possibly be who were powerful enough in the Imperial family to believe they could pull off an assassination of this caliber. With Cixi eliminated, it could only be Ci’an, Princess Rong’an or the absent Empress, Lady Alute.

If he listened to court gossip, the Tongzhi Emperor cared enough for his wife that his mother had resorted to separating them, which probably meant the woman had gained too much power. Cixi had put a stop to it by banishing the young lady to the farthest reaches of Xuanyuan. What reason could either of the other women have to murder their brother or adopted son?

Surely Cixi had the most to gain in personal power if her son was eliminated… If, and that was a big if, she was able to keep the throne and rule herself.

His caller buzzed. Distracted, he accepted the call before he noticed there was no calling signature.

Queen Majel smiled at him. “Hello, my Scorpion.”

First her rich voice sheeted his skin with ice. The last person he’d ever expected to call him was the Queen. Then that nickname hit him square between the eyes and he couldn’t breathe. It felt like she’d struck him upside the head with a sledgehammer.

Scorpion. The name his House had earned long ago while in service to House Krowe.

“I’m pleased you accepted my call so readily. I was afraid I’d have to threaten you in a message, Scorpion.”

He flinched again at that word, unable to hide his emotions. Unable to flee his past.

Queen Majel smiled wider, a shark smile of pleasure and enjoyment with each blow she struck to his soul. “Are you secure?”

Numbly, he looked about the park. No one else wandered the awful blue-green grass. She couldn’t have timed it better unless she’d bugged him somehow. For all I know, that’s exactly what she’s done.

He shivered and gave her a jerky nod.

“Good.” Her face hardened, still beautiful but now iron forged in the smithy to something terrifyingly brutal and determined. “You’ve failed me, Scorpion. Whatever would your dearly departed mother say?”

“How…” His voice quivered. He cleared his throat roughly and forced the words out even though it felt like he’d swallowed razor blades. “How have I failed you, Your Majesty?”

“The elimination of my greatest enemy,” she said chidingly. “Yet your failure will suit my purposes now.”

He took a deep breath and held it for a count of ten. Then he released it, letting all the tension flow out of his body. He’d been waiting for this call for years. Truth be told, he’d almost despaired that it’d ever come. He slipped his hand into the inside pocket of his coat, wrapping his fingers around the locket he’d carried with him since he left Britannia for good. At last, he could end this long, bloody charade. He could end it all.

“I never accepted any contract on Lady Wyre and I never shall. Let alone from you.” He paused deliberately, withholding her title as long as possible. He had a death wish, but he had much to accomplish before he could indulge it. I have to make sure Charlie gets out of this alive. “Your Majesty.”

“Have you forgotten our arrangement, Scorpion?” The Queen’s eyes flashed and she spat out that word like a curse. “I suppose you might have been too young when you left Londonium to understand the ramifications of your title.”

“That title has never been mine!”

She leaned forward, pinning him with her glittering eyes. He didn’t remember her eyes being so black and shiny. They didn’t even look real, more like shards of obsidian glass. “You inherited that title with your mother’s death, along with all duties and responsibilities for House Tudor.”

The secret he’d tried so hard to forget. The name he’d hoped Charlie would never hear. Never associate with him. “My House died with Queen Elizabeth I.”

Queen Majel tsked like he’d failed an important history lesson. “You know very well that House Tudor didn’t die when they lost the throne. The least my House could do was allow her House to continue in her memory.”

“So you could blackmail and humiliate us for generations,” Sig replied bitterly. “We’re forced to do your dirty work behind the scenes while you go about ruling the Empire.”

He’d only been thirteen when he’d stowed away on a ship and left Britannia forever, but he’d known the shame of growing up a Tudor. They’d ruined the country and lost the throne, and no one in Britannia would ever let them forget it.

Everyone hated Tudor, with reason. Though it’d never stopped all the grand lords and ladies from attending Mother’s parties in hopes they’d catch a glimpse of the next horrible crime she’d commit for Krowe. Of course it helped that Tudor always served the best wines and the finest foods, with the most luscious young people to serve, sweet and ripe for the picking.

No one threw a drunken orgy like Tudor.

She smiled. “Of course. Hence the title. You’re the Queen’s Scorpion, last living Tudor, and it’s time you honored your obligations to me.”

His face twisted with disgust, fury rising in him, choking and drowning him in shame. All those years he’d been forced to watch his mother, supposedly to learn the “trade” of House Tudor. Torture, blackmail, murder. More often than not, she’d used his father to show him how it was done.

“You were born a killer,” Queen Majel said softly. “Lord Regret. The galaxy’s most infamous assassin. Son of the Scorpion. It’s in your blood.”

“Along with madness, hatred, misery…”

“True.” Queen Majel shrugged. “Your line has never been considered stable or very sane. In fact, your family has always bred a very vicious line of sadism. As every male born to the line must bear the infamous name, I wonder, do you harbor that same twisted need, Henry Sigmund Tudor?”

She might as well have stabbed him in the heart and left him to stumble and fall into a puddle of blood. His true name. He hadn’t heard that name in…

“Or do you take more after your father? Incidentally, your mother failed me in that regard too. She was supposed to get an heir on that sweet golden boy and then eliminate him quickly, but she enjoyed playing with him too much. In the end, I suppose she even loved him, at least as much as it’s possible for a Tudor to love. Tell me, Henry, do you love Wyre as well as your mother loved your father? Or does your love run along the lines of Henry VIII’s? How many women have you killed now?”

He couldn’t seem to breathe. He tugged at his cravat, but it already hung loose about his neck. “Stop this madness.”

“I can stop the madness,” she agreed gently, her eyes beseeching and compassionate. Surely the biggest lie she’d ever tried to tell. “Do one simple task for me and the Scorpion title can fade away into eternity.”

“What…” His breath rasped harshly, his chest aching. I won’t ask what she wants. I can’t. But to be free of his past, to finally see the end of a bloody path of dirty deeds done in the shadows, captive to House Krowe’s every whim. Reviled through the ages, at last House Tudor could die out. The final blow he could deal to his mother. “I won’t kill her.”

“Of course not,” Queen Majel soothed. “I’d never ask you to do so. But aren’t you afraid in the slightest that you might very well commit that task without my order?”

His face ached from trying to keep all expression blanked. She can’t possibly know.

“Oh but I do, dear Scorpion.”

Had he said that aloud? His head spun and he longed for escape, a place to sit down and think, away from her all-seeing eyes. Away from the bruises on Charlie’s throat. The sting of her lash that still burned his back. She was driving him closer and closer to the edge of the ravine and he feared one of them would never walk away from it. Let it be me. Dear God, let me fall rather than her.

“I need Wyre very much alive. That’s why I cannot delay any longer, for fear you might at last execute my Royal Physician, even accidentally.”

“Alive?”

Queen Majel leaned forward and lowered her voice, even though it was just the two of them. “Alive,” she repeated. “I need her skills most desperately. No one else can help me with this matter. I must have her. Whatever happens to Zijin and this so-called Opium War the young Emperor has so foolishly instigated, she must not die.”

She knows where we are. He tried to keep that knowledge from bubbling up like acid in his eyes. Carefully, he didn’t confirm or deny their location. It wouldn’t do any good. Either she truly did know and any attempt to dissuade her otherwise would be a waste of breath, or she was fishing for clues and his denial might confirm what she suspected. “Why would you expect trouble?”

“I always expect trouble.” She smiled but her eyes didn’t soften from that piercing glare. Maybe the blackness of her eyes was highlighted by the ebony feathers framing her face. She wore so many feathers that he could barely see the golden blonde of her hair. “Especially when they’ve already challenged my authority by attempting to bar my merchants from their markets. Then they try to assassinate the very person I need in this desperate hour. No, Zijin shall not be spared my wrath for long. I have to admit that Wyre certainly has a knack for seeking out hiding places of rebellion against my Crown. If she manages to weasel out of this net, I suppose I can just wait for her to waltz into Kali Kata next.”

If she knew about the attempted assassination in the market, then Charlie was right. Queen Majel already had spies on-site. We’re running out of time. How much longer do we have before it’s too late to slip away from Zijin?

“Keep Wyre alive at all cost. Twenty-four hours, Henry. That’s all I need for my Ravens to arrive. Keep her alive that long and deliver her safely to my agents in Bei-Jing, and she’ll be welcomed to Londonium with all pomp and circumstance as my most honored and trusted servant. As head of House Krowe to last living heir to House Tudor and all the royal blood that lies between us, you have my most solemn word that I mean her no harm.”

“And my price?” The words seemed to tear out of his chest, leaving his lungs pooling with blood.

“I’ll erase House Tudor from the rolls. The Queen’s Scorpion shall be no more.”

What I’ve always wanted. But the cost. Dear God, the cost. “I love her.”

Majel’s cold eyes seemed to say, I don’t care. “Then save her for me. Most importantly, don’t attempt to flee, dear boy. And certainly don’t alert Wyre to the impending net.”

Sig held the Queen’s gaze, even though ice pelted his spine. “For all you know, I’ve already sent her to safety.”

She laughed as though he’d just told her the most delightful fable. “I know everything.”

“You can’t…”

She slammed her hand down in a slap so vicious it cut through him like a knife. “I. Know. Everything. Despite her brilliance, Wyre has always had a weakness for fine clothes and tea. So it was safe to guess that she’d decide to take a little vacation in Zijin before sailing off into the sunset with you. However, it’s no guess that I know exactly where you are this very moment, because I own you, Scorpion. The day you were born, your mother planted a device in your body to mark you as Krowe’s servant. The same device she wore, and her father and grandfather before her. You see, we Krowe couldn’t trust Tudor, not completely. We had to know your every move, just in case you somehow decided to overthrow our House for the throne. This was our bargain. Live, but carry our seal—a ticking bomb, just in case—inside your bodies for all time.”

He closed his eyes, trying to block out her image, as though that would make her words dissolve as well. He’d always wondered how many of his kills might have been ordered by her via third and fourth parties, but he’d never suspected she’d planted some kind of bug on him. Horror made him open his eyes, to keep her in sight as though he could stop her somehow, some way. We’re all trapped. What have I done? Why did I ever think I was safe and free of my bloody past?

“I know every breath you take. Every time you kill, the device records your location, your heart rate, your temperature, every nick and scrape you’ve accumulated over the years. As soon as Wyre disappeared, I knew it was you because the tracking device announced your presence in Londonium like a beacon. Every time you detoured to Americus, I knew. I knew where she hid and I waited for the perfect time to take her.

“So don’t tell me she’s not there. I scanned through your readings from last night and no one but the woman you love could have done that to your body. That’s also why I chose to contact you immediately, to ensure her safety. Your mother and father killed each other in the midst of their passion, and the readings I’m seeing warn you’re close to doing the same. I’ve got the readings from each of your seven hundred and ninety-three marks for comparison.”

She cocked her head to one side, her eyes glittering so that she reminded him of a great bird of prey spying its target from miles away. “Not quite the famed thousand deaths, but close enough. My patience knows no bounds, Henry Tudor, but if you breathe one word to her of this impending trap, I’ll know it. I’ll trigger the self-destruction mechanism in your device to eliminate you both. I’d rather see you both dead than lose her technology to anyone else.”

He sank to his knees, unable to remain standing beneath the onslaught of hatred and terror rattling about in his mind. All these years, he’d been afraid he’d lead a bounty hunter to her. Despite his care to never stay with her more than a day or two at most, he’d marked her location with a blazing bull’s-eye, returning to her year after year after year, while Majel waited like a fat, venomous spider on her web for the perfect moment to devour them both.

The caller dropped from his nerveless fingers but Majel still smiled up at him. “One day, Scorpion. And, remember, I’m watching.”

The screen blinked out, the connection dead. Sig drew in a shuddering breath. Another. His mind stuttered, frozen and broken into a thousand pieces. His greatest fears all realized, all come back to haunt him in one fell blow. Charlie was trapped by his love, as he’d been trapped the day of his birth. He couldn’t even kill himself to keep her safe because Majel already knew exactly where they were. As long as they remained in Xuanyuan they might be safe from the long arm of Britannia, but Charlie wouldn’t be able to hide for long. She’d only made it seven years on Americus. Eventually, Majel would find a way inside the Forbidden City, or she’d simply sit back and wait for one of the Emperor’s enemies to kill Charlie for her.

The idea of sending the nanobots keeping him alive to search out and destroy Majel’s device flickered through his mind, but then he discarded it. The tiny robots could easily devour metal and he had a rudimentary way of communicating with them. However, if Charlie had any hope of escaping this net, then Majel had to know exactly where he was. He could lead her away on a wild goose chase while Charlie escaped. Somehow. Assuming he could convince her to leave without him…

Without telling her anything.

Without her insistence that he flee with her.

Impossible. She loved him too much to believe a simple lie and he couldn’t tell her the truth or Majel would destroy them both. The Queen could swear on her firstborn child and he’d still doubt her sincerity that Charlotte wouldn’t be harmed.

We’re trapped.

He sat back on his heels and stared across the lush park of unnatural grass. It was fitting that he’d face the end of his life in this place, where countless women had been killed and used as fertilizer for an Emperor’s obsession with sea-colored eyes. He’d never advertised that he’d prefer to assassinate women, but most assassins had a problem killing the fairer sex. Never Lord Regret. How could he when his greatest regret was that he’d failed to kill his own mother to spare his father that task?

Now he realized that he couldn’t have saved himself anyway. It was too late. The moment he’d been born, he’d been marked as the future Scorpion. Queen Majel owned him as she’d owned his mother. Only his father had been free, yet he’d chosen to stay despite his wife’s cruelty. Weakness? Or had he truly loved her? Had Elizabeth Tudor loved her husband? Her son?

Numbly, he pulled the keepsake he’d carried with him since the horrible day his father had killed his mother and then turned that blade on himself. Sig had removed the bloodstained locket from his mother’s neck. The aged silver case bore a swirling T for her House. He flipped the locket open, even though he knew what was inside. He’d studied and stared at it for years, trying to decide what it meant.

A lock of his father’s golden hair, so like his own.

He pushed the hair aside to reveal the engraving on the inside case. Scorpion.

He tried to bring up the horrors from his childhood, the nightmares that had rolled through his mind at night when he’d tried to sleep, but the memories had faded. He’d been tied up, yes. He’d been forced to watch his mother strike his father. She’d been vicious. He remembered that much. She’d enjoyed it.

As he’d enjoyed what Charlie did to him last night.

Maybe his father hadn’t been as brutalized as he’d thought. Maybe…

His brain suddenly fired up like a Razari engine shooting him to speeds never reached in deep space before. His father was free because he wasn’t a Tudor.

Gil wasn’t a Tudor.

Not once had Majel mentioned the other man.

Because she didn’t know he existed. She couldn’t know, because he was free. He’d never been part of her equation.

The truth blared in his mind, sending him stumbling up to his feet with renewed vigor. He shoved the locket back into his pocket. This must be how Charlie felt each time she experienced a breakthrough in one of her experiments.

Masters could get her out of here before it was too late.


Chapter Fourteen

Charlotte finished her tea and set the cup aside, turning her attention to the problem at hand. A dying, ancient dragon and an ailing, young Emperor. Were they truly connected by some mystical, magical bond? Would healing one truly cause an improvement in the other’s condition? If the old dragon passed into oblivion without ever waking again, would Zijin wink out of existence?

Honestly, she scoffed at any such medieval beliefs, although she had to admit that traditional beliefs were quite powerful. If the dragon died and the commoners became aware of its death, it might deal such a blow to their morale that they wouldn’t be able to stand against Britannia.

The maid silently returned to whisk away the pot as though she’d been watching and waiting from the shadows. All of the servants in the palace that she’d observed so far had the uncanny ability to practically disappear, scurrying quickly and quietly without a sound. Majel would approve.

Charlotte quickly poured herself another cup to delay the young woman. “I have some questions, if you don’t mind?”

The maid forgot herself enough to cast a wide-eyed look up at Charlotte before bowing her head and curtsying. “Of course, my lady. Shall I ring for Prince Gong or Her Majesty to assist you?”

Everyone she’d talked to thus far spoke flawless Britannian, including this young woman. It made her wonder how long Zijin might have feared some kind of invasion from Britannia. Or how long these servants had been trained to assist…and spy on…any foreign guests who might arrive.

Blandly, Charlotte asked, “Which Her Majesty would you call? One of the Dowager Empresses? What if I wanted to ask the young Empress, even though after last night I would doubt she even exists?”

The maid seemed to shrink, her shoulders tightening defensively. “Whichever you desire to converse with, my lady.”

That led her to believe the servant owed her loyalties to the prince. As the head of security, it made the most sense for him to have bugged their room. “Never mind. I actually wanted to ask you a few questions.”

“Me?” she squeaked.

“I’m fascinated by legends and myths, especially those about royal families. Can you tell me about the Imperial dragons?”

“The…the dragons? Surely Her Majesty—”

“No,” Charlotte broke in. “I want to hear the everyday sort of tales. The stories the people believe. Not what the Imperial family would tell me. Has the dragon always been the symbol for the Zijin Throne?”

“Since the Yellow Emperor,” the maid replied slowly, as though she was stating something every school-aged child in Zijin would know. “The Yellow Emperor defeated the Nine Li and brought civilization to Zijin. He gave us writing, mathematics and our calendar, as well as taught us how to grow our crops and tame wild animals, first by taming the mighty dragon to his hand. Some say the dragon was enchanted by the Li, and when the Yellow Emperor freed her, she transformed into a beautiful woman who retained all the powers of the mighty beast. All of the future Emperors were descended from them.”

“Who were the Nine Li?”

“Oh, they were awful horned beasts that roamed the system as demons. He drove them out and gave peace to these worlds.”

This Yellow Emperor could teach Majel a thing or two about how to take over an alien race and make himself a legendary god-king.

“In battle, the dragon flew to the Yellow Emperor’s call and blasted his enemies from the sky. For generations after, a dragon would appear in the sky to prove the Emperor truly was the Son of Heaven, though we haven’t seen a dragon for hundreds of years. Now they say perhaps the Emperor should sacrifice himself and bring back…” The maid’s face paled and she suddenly looked like she might throw up. “Excuse me, my lady, but I’m late for my duties.”

Charlotte let the poor woman escape. She had all she needed.

If the mythical dragon appeared in the sky during the Imperial procession, all doubts about the Tongzhi Emperor’s right to rule would be put to rest for good. No wonder his mother was so determined to wake this poor hibernating beast.

There might also be some truth to the legend of all the Emperors being descended from that original pairing, although she certainly didn’t believe the dragon was really an enchanted woman in disguise. Perhaps the original species of this system was able to shapeshift and the Emperor did sire the children of his line from her. Perhaps this dragon was a genetic throwback closer to the original pure species. She’d have to run some DNA analysis between the Emperor and the dragon to be sure. They might be related…

Someone screamed outside in the hallway. Charlotte jumped to her feet and rushed to the doorway. The young maid was on the floor, propped up against the wall. Blood dripped from both wrists. The woman who’d screamed ran back toward the opposite end of the hall, hopefully for help.

“Who did this to you?” Charlotte knelt down to examine the wounds, trying to decide how best to proceed. She didn’t want to use her technology unless she absolutely must. But the woman didn’t have to answer. The cut of the wounds was long, deliberately deep into the veins of her wrists. She’d already lost so much blood there was nothing even Charlotte’s nanobots could do, short of a transfusion.

“I did,” she gasped. “I…shamed…my family.”

Fury crawled through Charlotte until she wanted to scream, even while bile churned her stomach with guilt. I didn’t want this to happen. Another person dead because of me.

Gil’s door flew open and rebounded against the wall as he came charging out. “Are you all right? Did someone attack you?”

She shook her head, holding the woman’s hand. Her skin was already clammy and her breathing erratic. She’d bleed out fast with both wrists slashed. Gently, she squeezed the woman’s hand. “I’m so sorry.”

The maid’s head slipped to the side, her eyes unseeing.

Charlotte stood and stepped into Gil’s waiting arms. “What happened?” he asked against her hair. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“Oh but it was,” her words were muffled against his chest. “It’s always my fault. I ask too many questions.”

She made no protest as he led her back into her room. He set her back in the chair and poured a bracing amount of brandy into her cooled tea. “People are starting to die, so you must be close to the truth.”

She sighed and rubbed her temples. “Close, yes. I need access to their mainframe to be sure. I guess that’s one way to convince Her Majesty to let me near their computers. I can’t run detailed DNA analysis on my datapad—it would take way too long.”

Gil paused until she met his gaze, and then he gave a pointed look to the disruptor on the table, eyebrows raising. She nodded, giving him the all clear to talk freely. No one had overheard the poor maid’s betrayal of the Imperial family’s secrets. She didn’t have to die.

“The Emperor took me through a maintenance tunnel last night. I saw bundles of wires as thick as my wrist.”

“Good. I’ll give you some of my sniffers this time, in case he asks you to go again. See if you can plant one on the door leading into the tunnel to mark the way, and then plant more on the wires. They’ll lead us to the mainframe in case I’m denied access. But I think the Dowager Empress is desperate enough that she’ll make sure we get what we need.”

For all they knew, the Britannian warships could have already surrounded the Zijin system. Let’s hope I’m not too late.





When Charlotte was announced to Her Majesty, she stepped into the room prepared to blackmail the woman if need be in order to get access to the computers. However, Prince Gong’s presence prevented too frank an exchange. How much did he know? Was he the one plotting to rid the Dragon Throne of the current Emperor…so he could take over?

“Lady Wyre.” Cixi smiled warmly but didn’t rise. She also made no indication of whether or not Prince Gong could be trusted with the information Charlotte had learned so far. “We were just talking about you.”

“Indeed.” Prince Gong’s voice vibrated with tension and he turned a hard-eyed stare on her. “Someone hacked the barge’s computer. Only our careful safeguards kept the virus from accessing the core computer system.”

“How dreadful.” Charlotte smiled in return, keeping her manner easy and unconcerned. “I’ve never understood the kind of mentality a hacker must have to pollute an innocent party’s computer system. It must be the thrill of breaking and entry. The same kind of mentality that causes children to draw mustaches on the Queen’s image.”

“You know very well…” Prince Gong retorted, but paused at Cixi’s raised hand.

Interesting. Charlotte hadn’t expected that they still worked together quite so much, not after the demonstration the other night. “I’d hardly consider myself a hacker, Your Majesties. I certainly have never planted a virus in anyone’s system before in my life.”

“Of course,” Cixi replied soothingly, whether to Charlotte or him she didn’t know. “The last thing we want to do is offend our honored guests.”

The prince’s jaws worked as though he were chewing on stones, but when he did speak his voice was measured and careful. “May I ask, then, what you hoped to accomplish with your…your…” He cast about for some other name that wasn’t as harsh as virus.

“Discovery programming,” Charlotte said. “One step beyond diagnostic programming. Quite honestly, Your Majesties, I’m most concerned with what kind of virus Queen Majel might have planted in your system.”

Prince Gong stiffened as though she’d mortally offended him. “Impossible.”

“Let me tell you a little story,” Charlotte replied coolly. “Once upon a time, a distant planet fell under Britannia’s scrutiny because of an incredibly powerful energy source discovered to be in their crystals. Although this species was capable of interplanetary travel, they were deemed primitive and identified for assimilation into the Britannian Empire.”

“I know this story,” Prince Gong said tightly. “We’re far from helpless, unlike the Razari.”

Charlotte ignored his response. “Open warfare is rarely Queen Majel’s preference, especially with the ongoing war with Francia dragging on. She certainly didn’t want to alert this primitive race to Britannia’s interest, for fear that Francia might step in as well just to convolute the matter and cause her difficulty. Instead of aggression or threats, she sent merchants bearing all sorts of wondrous gifts of new and incredible technology to tempt this primitive race into indulging in Britannian wares. Replicators were a huge hit with the Razari, providing a new and cheaper food source for millions across the planet.”

She paused to take a deep, calming breath. This part of the story still churned her stomach. “The replicators were loaded with a virulent virus meant to spread and duplicate itself across their entire network as quickly as possible. Once all systems were contaminated, the button was pushed. And the Razari fell without a single warship firing a shot.”

“What was in that virus?” Prince Gong asked.

“A mutator,” she replied softly. “The virus had spread from computer to computer, and then leaped to the people. When the mutators were turned on…the Razari changed. They began twisting into monsters, mutating so quickly that most of the damage done to the planet and cities themselves was by their own hand in an effort to stop the brutal transformations. Young and old, it didn’t matter. Anyone who’d indulged in the replicated food carried the virus. Naturally some were affected more than others. Not everyone changed immediately, but the damage was done.”

“One of the reasons His Majesty barred all Britannian merchants from Hoeng Gong.” Prince Gong’s voice rang with determination and authority, but the paleness of his face confirmed his worry. “That limits the chance of any similar contamination, as well as keeps their filthy opium out of our ports.”

Opium was a whole other war yet to be waged, Charlotte feared. Britannian merchants had discovered a cheaper way to import coveted Zijin spices, teas and silks—trading the cheap drug produced by their colonies in Kali Kata instead of coin. Even if Zijin managed to keep themselves from assimilation, they’d already learned the addictive qualities of opium. Demand was high and would only go higher.

“If you’re not looking for the mutator, how do you know you haven’t already been contaminated? It wouldn’t have to be a replicator. It could be something as minor as a new ship gifted by Her Majesty, and as soon as it docks, it plants a bug into your mainframe. From there, it spreads throughout your planetary system, one computer at a time. It’s subtle. It won’t directly attack anything, so your normal viral alarms and protections won’t keep it out.”

“We kept you out,” he retorted triumphantly.

Charlotte cocked her head. “Did you? Are you entirely sure? Or have you merely discovered one, while I’ve planted countless others? This was a test, Your Majesty, in which you failed miserably. It took over twenty-four hours for you to discover my programming, while I work ever so slowly and carefully to infiltrate your entire system.”

She paused, letting the doubt build until he ground his teeth again. “I mean Zijin no harm, Your Majesties. I certainly don’t want to contaminate your system or shut it down. I’m merely trying to discover if your systems have already been compromised. I know exactly what to look for and my devices have certain safeguards already programmed within them. In fact, I can send them into search-and-destroy mode where they’ll hunt down any foreign virus and exterminate it before it can spread.”

“You make your programs sound like they’re alive.” Cixi’s voice wasn’t as warm as before, and she shared a long look of worry with the prince. They were regretting their decision to allow Charlotte inside, let alone all the other secrets she’d already learned. They didn’t yet realize that no one else could possibly protect them from Majel if she’d decided to assimilate Zijin.

“They’re not alive, no. But they’re incredibly small, can transfer easily between organic and inorganic hosts and, most importantly, they’re programmable. That means I can tell them exactly what to do and they’re constantly uploading details to me from inside the host. I’m their brain, and I assure you that I’m very much alive and well and certainly Majel’s worst nightmare.”

“You,” Cixi whispered, sudden realization dawning on her face, spreading with a look of horror that struck a heavy blow to Charlotte’s heart. “It was your technology that destroyed the Razari.”

“Yes.” Charlotte didn’t drop her gaze or shrink from their reproach. “It wasn’t used as I intended, but their destruction can most definitely be laid at the feet of my technology. That’s why I know so much about it. That’s why I can help protect you from a similar invasion.”

“How can we trust that you’re not working with Queen Majel as one of her early spies?” Prince Gong retorted. “This could all be part of a convoluted plan to bring us to our knees so she can invade!”

“Me? Work with Queen Majel?” Charlotte laughed and shook her head. “What’s the price on my head now? Who else in the entire universe could afford to pay quite that much for one lone woman trying desperately to disappear? She’s spent almost as much on her attempt to find and eliminate me as she’s invested in the war against Napoleon.”

Cixi and the prince stared at each other. Silence built in the room. Prince Gong gave her an imperceptible shake of his head, but Cixi continued to stare back at him until he finally bowed low. “As you wish, Your Majesty, so it shall be done.”

She turned that piercing gaze on Charlotte. “What do you need?”

“Full access to your mainframe.”

“I thought you’d already gained access with your virus.” Prince Gong’s face remained inscrutable, but his wry tone conveyed his displeasure. He feared he’d been bluffed.

“I’m sure that I have,” Charlotte said softly, smiling to take the sting out of her words. “But discovery programming is passive. It’s like tossing a leaf into a raging river and letting the water carry the leaf away as it wills. There’s no direction or control in the process. I need a high-speed system capable of significant computations for some research Her Majesty requested, and I might as well make sure you’re safeguarded at the same time.”

“So you found out something that might help me. Good.” Cixi didn’t say anything specific about the dragon or the Emperor’s illness, so perhaps she wasn’t as close to the prince as she wanted Charlotte—or him, for that matter—to believe. “Please see that Lady Wyre has full access to everything she needs.”

Prince Gong inclined his head and swept his arm toward the door. “Lady Wyre, if you’ll follow me.”

Charlotte curtsied as low for Cixi as she would for Her Majesty and then exited with the prince. He strode down the hallway without a single glance in her direction, forcing her to step lively in order to keep up. She quirked her lips. He was definitely irritated that she’d gained access to his precious computers.

She quickly lost her sense of direction with all the quick turns. They even used a lift twice, though why they went up only to go down even longer she wasn’t sure. If she had to guess, she’d suggest they were now beneath the main level of Xuanyuan. They exited into a gray building devoid of the lush, inviting elegance of the upper palaces. No gold plate or fabulous carvings graced these cold, metallic walls and their footsteps echoed loudly. This must be one of the maintenance tunnels Gil had mentioned.

Finally they paused outside a heavily armored door. Prince Gong stepped close to a panel and laid his right palm on the waiting access pad while a red light scanned his eye. Even that level of security wasn’t enough, for he then had to enter a long password into the keyboard, as well as use an access card, before the blinking, red light flashed green.

Yet he didn’t open the door right away. He faced Charlotte squarely, his eyes narrowed with intent. “If you bring any harm to Zijin, I’ll see you delivered to Queen Majel personally. I won’t allow you to die, Lady Wyre. I want you alive and begging for mercy when she takes you.”

Well, at least she knew he wasn’t the one who’d sent the assassins after her in the marketplace. She let a wry smile quirk her lips. “I assure you, Your Highness, that not even Majel could make me beg. And for your future reference, if you ever have the need, don’t depend on her sense of mercy to spare you or your people. Because she has none.”

“Neither do you.” Stiffly, he turned away and entered the room, leaving her to follow as she willed. Thankfully he’d already turned his back on her in impatience so he didn’t see whatever look flickered across her face. His words shook her to her core. Am I turning into Majel? Do I not have mercy and compassion for other people?

Of course not. She’d rather surrender to the Queen’s Ravens and spend the rest of her life chained in a dark basement cell of the Tower of Londonium than ever see another race fall like the Razari.

The quiet hum of computers brought her attention back to the task at hand. Several men were seated at workstations around the room, busily typing away. Viewscreens dominated the main wall of the room, showing images of Xuanyuan, from the docking station to the main palace and dozens of hallways and parks. Beyond the workstations, a glass-walled room housed too many servers for her to count at a glance. A white-coated man walked up and down the narrow alleys with a datapad, scanning each server’s readouts one by one.

It seemed odd that not a single woman was included in the workforce, but the prince’s hard face and glittering, cold eyes didn’t invite a discussion about the inequality of sexes. If men had ruled this civilization for two thousand years, then it wasn’t ridiculous to assume that women weren’t involved in the important day-to-day technical or military services.

Much to their loss.

She’d hoped he might turn her over to one of the people busily working, but she supposed he doubted her intentions too much to trust her with an underling. After pointing to an empty workspace, he hovered at her shoulder as though ready to drag her away before she could hit the self-destruct button.

Taking her time, she made a grand production of pulling out her datapad, setting her reticule aside and bringing up her own diagnostic programs. She made no effort to hide the screen from Prince Gong. She even set it to her left, easily readable if he cared to scan her work. Though how much he’d care to know about DNA she couldn’t guess.

She touched the viewscreen, pleased that it responded immediately. She’d been afraid it might be voice activated, and since she didn’t know their language, that might prove burdensome. Of course foreign characters marked the various applications on the screen, but she didn’t need to be able to read their language. Not when she had her own datapad and a handy port cable. The only thing that might slow her down is if they’d chosen some kind of custom connection.

Or if she must climb beneath the desk and risk her gown in order to find the port.

Prince Gong cleared his throat and reluctantly pointed to the rear of the viewscreen. On the edge of the frame, she spied the round port she’d been looking for. “A Britannian port,” she said wryly. “Which means this lovely viewscreen was likely formed in Londonium itself. How convenient. You’re very certain you don’t carry at least a few tracking devices and data miners?”

“Absolutely,” he replied, but he shifted his weight from foot to foot. “All aspects of security are my responsibility. I take my job very seriously.”

“In this day and age, I can’t imagine why any ruler would build his or her military, when so much can be done with a few clicks.” Mimicking her words, she made a few clicks on her connected datapad and the foreign symbols on the viewscreen changed to readable words and identifiable applications in good and proper Britannian. She made a pleased hum and began scanning through all the systems and applications.

“If you tell me what you’re looking for…”

She shook her head and brought up a list of running processes across the entire network. “Never mind, here we are. As I thought.”

Prince Gong leaned closer and scanned through the list. “These are all of our operating processes on the system. I don’t believe anything’s here that shouldn’t be.”

“Indeed? Well, Britannian devices can be very sneaky, Your Majesty, but I admit that I’m even sneakier.” She pointed to one small application running in the background innocuously named Backup. “This is mine.”

“I don’t—”

She tapped the process and opened the underlying file. The very first line said, Charlotte Wilder search and discovery version 5.21.

Glancing up at his face, she couldn’t help but smile at his slack-jawed look. “I told you, I’m very sneaky. This has been running as a simple backup process on your system, gathering details about everything it comes into contact with. It’s small and tidy, cleaning up after itself so nothing gets flagged on your end, and it’s so efficient that you don’t even notice anything running. Meanwhile it’s gathering all sorts of interesting diagnostics, everything from what kind of operating system you’re using, to how large your core is and where it originated, to how many…”

Her voice fell off. She scanned the file again and then quickly typed a string of commands.

“What?” Prince Gong’s voice rose with alarm.

“How many miners are hiding in those shiny servers you imported last year.”

“Impossible! We thoroughly scanned everything from the packaging to the core memory itself. We didn’t even buy the equipment from Britannia for that very reason!”

“If you don’t make it yourself, everything comes from Britannia originally. They’ve even begun setting up factories on prison planets and barren moons to create stripped-down models that look nothing like the ultrashiny models sold in Londonium. Don’t be fooled by a stamp that says made on Terra Australis or Kali Kata colonies. It’s still Britannian made and all technology is touched by MIGS.”

“Who or what is MIGS?”

“Military Intelligence and Galaxy Sciences. They stole my research and perverted it to destroy the Razari and they have at least one government agent at every single computer and engineering company on every planet under Britannian rule.”

“Are we compromised?”

She had to congratulate him on how calmly he was taking the news, although he stood so stiffly his shoulders vibrated slightly beneath the red silk of his robes. “Not yet.”

He closed his eyes for a moment and then bowed low, lower than he’d done to the Dowager Empress. “Thank you, Lady Wyre. Please instruct us on how to rid ourselves of these bugs and how to protect ourselves in the future.”

“I’ve programmed my diagnostic tool to go on Search and Destroy. It’s deleting the data miners as we speak. Of course I don’t know how much information they’ve already uploaded to MIGS about your resources and security measures, so whatever you’ve done in the past ought to be tripled, minimally. I’ll be happy to discuss those measures with you in full. For now, my programming will continue to scan and seek out any other elements that might have been secretly operating beneath the hood of your servers. So far, there’s nothing here that makes me believe assimilation is imminent.”

He blew out a long breath of relief. “Thank you. And what of the virus that could cross from machine to people?”

One of the programmers at another table twitched and let out a soft sound that reminded them both of listeners. Choosing her words carefully, Charlotte replied, “I don’t believe your system is infected, but this scan will ensure it.”

“Then you can show us how to stop it.” Where he’d been doubtful and even antagonistic before, he now turned that fierce determination into using her as much as possible to protect his people.

She had to admit that she admired Prince Gong’s fortitude. “Naturally.”

He took a step back and took up position at her shoulder once more, but now he was more guard than accuser. “Proceed with whatever research you needed for Her Majesty, Lady Wyre. If you need anything, anything at all, please make me aware. Our systems are at your disposal.”


Chapter Fifteen

Refreshed from a brief nap, Gil decided to go in search of Sig. Charlotte was hoping to get access to the mainframes and as soon as the final piece of the puzzle slipped into place, she’d heal the Emperor or the dragon both and be ready to leave. But none of them could leave Xuanyuan until Sig completed his task.

Gil had to admit that wasn’t the only reason he wanted to talk to the other man. As a soldier and then a marshal, he’d learned to listen to his gut and, right now, his gut insisted trouble was close. Deadly trouble. He’d felt the same burning itch beneath his skin when the Runners nearly took Charlotte’s life on Americus. For all he knew, a Britannian warship was hours away from trying to take her away from them again.

The ship must be secure and ready to whisk her away as quickly as possible if the need arose. Assuming, of course, they could even leave Xuanyuan to reach the ship.

Then there was his worry about Charlotte’s intimate safety. The bruises. The destroyed room. He didn’t know Sig very well yet, not really, but after the man’s reaction in the sex shop and the first time they’d used toys in the bedchamber, the man had been shaken to say the least. More than likely, Sig needed an ear, even if he didn’t realize it yet, and Gil certainly needed to ascertain whether or not serious violence was going to be a threat.

When Sig came racing down the hallway with his shirt torn open and his coat so wrinkled it looked like he’d slept in it, Gil assumed the worst. The man’s lost it. He dropped his right hand down to his hip and silently cursed. No weapon and a crazed assassin on the loose.

Yet Sig didn’t say anything at first, merely falling into step with him. He gave Gil a significant look, as though trying to convey a secret to him. Indeed, people passed in the halls and waited at every door, many times offering assistance as though he were lost. It wasn’t an ideal place for any kind of private conversation. No place in Xuanyuan was truly private, not without one of Charlotte’s disruptors to ensure no one was listening.

Speaking of which, Sig might not know about that little tidbit. “We have listeners even in our room. Charlotte found something this morning.”

“Doesn’t surprise me.”

The man strode rapidly, scanning the hallways as though he was looking for someone. He darted to the left and Gil had to hurry his step to keep up. “Where are we going in such a hurry?”

Sig gave him a dubious look as though he ought to know exactly where they were headed. “I need to change my shirt.”

“Oh. You do look like you spent a rough night at a brothel instead of me.”

Sig actually stumbled a step before recovering. “What?”

“Long story. This isn’t the way to our rooms.”

Sig jerked to a halt and looked up and down the hallways. He dragged a hand roughly through his hair that was already partially hanging out of the queue he typically wore. The man definitely looked worse for wear. “Bloody hell.”

“This way.” Gil turned them around and set a slower pace back to the guest quarters. Carefully, he shot a look out of the corner of his eyes at the other man. Unshaven, mussed and twitchy, like he’d had three or four pots of Charlotte’s favorite stout tea. Or maybe he’d just gotten some very bad news.

That thought sent Gil’s nervous gut to a whole new level of anxiety. Now both of them were ready to explode at a moment’s notice, yet he still didn’t know what the threat was or where it would come from.

“Have you seen Charlie this morning?” Sig very carefully didn’t look at him and his tone was cool and distant.

“Yes,” Gil replied equally cautiously.

“She’s well?”

Ah. Some of Gil’s unease relaxed. If the man was worried about her safety and welfare, then they could still work together to ensure her happiness. It wouldn’t be one against the other. “Certainly. Evidently she enjoyed last night immensely. She even promised to introduce me to that same technique as soon as the opportunity presents itself.”

Sig grunted beneath his breath. “You’d be up for that?”

“I’m up for anything she wants to explore. I thought we’d been over that already.”

Still staring carefully ahead, Sig slowed his pace. Their rooms were at the end of the hall. Between suites, they hadn’t encountered a servant yet, though there was likely at least one person waiting on them in the rooms. “It’s not just me, then.”

“She enjoyed it,” Gil repeated. “If she’s enjoying it, then I will too.”

“But you don’t need…pain.”

Gil shrugged. “I need her. Period. If that means a little pain, I’m eager for it.”

Pausing, Sig leaned against the wall casually, but his face was tight and hard, his jaws so clenched it took him a moment to speak. “The bruises scare the hell out of me. I don’t want to do that again.”

Gil edged closer, blocking the way back to the main aisle with his larger body to give the illusion of privacy. “She didn’t seem to mind.”

“I mind,” Sig retorted, jerking his fingers through his hair again. “I don’t want to hurt her. I’d rather leave now than ever see anything happen to her.” He finally risked a glance up into Gil’s face, surprising him with the intensity. Again, that sense of a double message. She’s in trouble and he feels guilty about that, but he can’t say anything directly about it. Who’s gotten to him? “You have to keep her safe. I’m trusting you with her life.”

“I shall,” Gil answered calmly, carefully watching for other signs. The man’s torn shirt sagged open, revealing the red lashes she’d left on his skin. A strange feeling swept over him, making him avert his eyes. Not jealousy this time, but something much more alarming and foreign. He had the distinct longing to touch those marks and see what else she’d done to Sig.

To cover his reaction, Gil forced out a joke. “How much worse does your back look?”

Sig stared down at his chest and snorted. “So that’s what Cixi was looking at.” Then he averted his face too, but out of the corner of his eye Gil noted the flush spreading across Sig’s cheeks. Not wholly embarrassment, either, but the flush of desire at the memory of what she’d done. “Make sure Charlie visits Oblivion tomorrow.”

Gil froze, focusing on the man’s face to make sure he didn’t miss a single clue. “Tomorrow?”

“At the latest. I believe an old friend may want to make our lady’s acquaintance again.”

His stomach pitched, emphasizing the sudden flood of dread. It had to be Queen Majel. How’d she find out where they were? “I’ll be sure to escort her personally.” He hesitated a moment, watching the way Sig still refused to meet his gaze. “You’ll be joining us.”

Sig’s mouth tightened, his nostrils flaring as though he’d sucked in a hard breath. Pain. This is tearing him apart. “I think not. I have little care for social engagements and I’ve made a prior commitment. I’m expected to be present to meet our old friend and she’ll be overwrought if one of us doesn’t come to meet her.”

“How?” Gil asked softly, pitching his voice so low no one could possibly overhear without extreme magnification. “How’d she find us? How’d she get to you?”

“Remind our lady of her aid that lives inside me. That’s all I can say.”

Gil gripped the other man’s arm, squeezing hard enough Sig flinched. “What do I tell Charlotte? Because she’s not going to accept this. She’s not going to let you go.”

“She must,” Sig ground out, jerking his arm free to stride furiously down the hall to their rooms. “Get her out of here, Masters, and above all, keep her the hell away from me. I’ll come to her when I can.”

But those words rang hollowly in Gil’s ears. He doesn’t think he’s going to survive this.





Stretching the kinks out of her back, Charlotte waited for the DNA comparison to complete. It’d been running quite a long time, longer than she’d expected. Which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, she supposed, although in this case she expected quite a number of components to be flagged between the two samples. Interspecies matings were nearly impossible to pull off, but somehow they must have managed to accomplish the impossible because the very inhuman-looking dragon carried human DNA.

Now she needed to prove the Tongzhi Emperor carried dragon DNA. Although she still didn’t know exactly what that information gained her.

The crew manning the servers had changed at least twice since she’d been allowed access to the Zijin mainframe. Prince Gong had remained at the helm the entire time, hovering at her shoulder and completing small tasks for her without question or hesitation. He’d had a note delivered to Dowager Empress Cixi along with a small scanner, which she immediately agreed to use in order to have her son quietly scanned.

Running a few diagnostics on her datapad while the main comparison processed, Charlotte couldn’t find anything significantly wrong with the young man. He bore residues of opium from his favorite brothel, but he hadn’t contracted any diseases, sexually transmitted or otherwise. Yet his blood count was definitely low and his organs weren’t functioning at full capacity. It was as though he suffered from anemia and malnutrition, even though his iron and mineral counts were within the normal range. He wasn’t thriving as a young man in his prime should. In fact, she was fairly certain that his health was failing alarmingly fast.

At this rate, he wouldn’t be alive to see the New Year, and she had no idea why.

The viewscreen beeped, making both of them jump. Charlotte immediately sat, with a quick warning look to make sure Prince Gong wasn’t trying to read the results over her shoulder. Not that much of this would make sense to anyone but a scientist, unless he knew about proteins and genetic sequencing.

As she’d suspected, the dragon and the Emperor were related. At some point in the past, they’d descended from the same ancestry. The Imperial line had been founded on some inhuman DNA. Throughout the palaces, those symbols of the very strange-looking dragon with horns and five claws were an homage to that ancient legendary pairing.

Yet she still didn’t know exactly what was wrong with either of them.

The dragon’s lethargy she could blame on old age. Not knowing its physiology or typical life span, she could only assume the beast was near a natural death. But why was the young Emperor suffering from general malady at the same time? Could one’s health affect the other? There might be clues in the journal Cixi had referenced. If there’d been similar recorded situations in the past, then surely she would have used that information to her advantage.

Although she could be using that information…as she was using Charlotte. Perhaps Cixi didn’t like the alternative presented in that journal.

Disconnecting her datapad, she allowed her mind to churn without direction. Most of the time, the facts were already there. The truth lay hidden by too much data. If she allowed her mind to chew and work on the details without consciously directing her thoughts, she often found the solution solidified quicker than if she tried to force the image to clarify.

Prince Gong took her arm and escorted her from the room. Absently, she allowed him to lead the way. She wasn’t sure where she needed to go yet. She had nothing new for Cixi. She might visit the dragon again but in all honesty, she wasn’t sure what that would accomplish. Unless she had a specific test to run, she’d already performed the basic diagnostics.

“You seem troubled,” Prince Gong said. “Did you not find what you were looking for?”

“Not exactly.” She sighed. “I’m missing something. It’s probably as obvious as the nose on my face, but right now, I’m oblivious to it.”

“I know you’ve been discussing something with the Dowager Empress, but is there something I might help you with?”

It wasn’t a bad idea. She forgot sometimes that Zijin had long been a patriarchal society, which made Cixi’s victory in keeping her power all the more miraculous. There might be tradition and information that only a man in power might have access to.

Prince Gong’s the Emperor’s uncle.

That thought rang like a gong in her head, drawing her up short. She looked up at him. “May I run a quick scan on you for comparison purposes?”

He inclined his head and held his arms out in a welcoming gesture. “Be my guest.”

She laid the small box against his chest. “Here, hold this and be still. It’ll only take a few moments.” He obliged, freeing her hands so she could retrieve the datapad and scan the results. This time she didn’t have to do a full DNA analysis. She only had to look for a specific abnormality she’d already identified.

He was descended from the same dragon ancestry.

Even more importantly, the prince’s readings confirmed that he was a healthy man in his prime. Older, certainly, than the Emperor, but all of his health indicators were high and positive. Going on his health readings alone, Prince Gong should have been the next Emperor of Zijin.

She’d grown up in the midst of the most brutal political game in the universe. Health or even sanity was never a condition for taking power. Ancestry, yes; existing familial power, certainly. Wealth and privilege, unfortunate but true.

“I’m curious, Your Majesty, why you supported the young Emperor’s claim to the throne instead of taking power yourself. You certainly could have made such a claim, instead of supporting the Dowager Empresses. In fact, I surmise you would have faced much less opposition.”

Prince Gong resumed walking, although at a much slower pace. She didn’t press him for answers, merely waiting while he found the words he wished to share. After several long moments, he finally spoke. “I’m not suited to rule, my lady. I’ve never wanted that responsibility.”

“But the security of the entire system is currently your responsibility. Surely that’s even more concerning than just signing laws and making public appearances.”

“In many ways, it is more responsibility, but those duties I can accomplish well. It’s the politics of rule that I care little for. I’m a man of action, and I have little patience for the complexities of compromise and negotiations.”

Charlotte phrased her next words carefully, even though for once, no one followed them. She didn’t know where the listening devices were or who waited on the other side, hoping to trap her by her own words in insult or treason. “Surely an extremely young man without any worldly knowledge is ill-suited for those responsibilities.”

Prince Gong lowered his voice as well. “Indeed, but he has two very strong and capable ladies behind him who relish just such word wars. They support and smooth the way for him to make his rule as successful as possible.”

“What did they offer you?”

He arched a brow at her bluntness, but admitted, “Travel. I wouldn’t be bound to the throne and duties. Once his rule is solidified, I’ll be free to travel as I’ve always wished. My first stop shall be the great city of Londonium, assuming your Queen doesn’t try to assimilate us.”

The emptiness of the hallway struck her as odd. They’d never been so very alone before, even in the most secure areas housing the Xuanyuan servers. Distracted by the interesting puzzle in her mind, she’d been oblivious to the zinging energy pulsing in her blood. Now that warning hummed inside her mind, urging her that danger was close.

Edging toward the wall so she had some protection at her back, she rummaged around in her reticule until her fingers closed around the right item. She pulled out a lacy fan and unfurled it. It wasn’t much to her personal taste, but it was at least pink. If she were in Londonium, everyone would be staring at her in shock for she’d long ridiculed the ladies who insisted on fluttering their eyelashes over the rippled edges, yet Prince Gong didn’t even look at the fan twice.

Suspicion nagged her despite his seemingly open and congenial manner. What if he’d deliberately taken her to some secluded area of the palace just so he could kill her?

“Even if something were to happen to His Majesty, nothing could convince me to take the throne.” Halting in the middle of the hall, he turned to face her. “Not even if every male heir but me is deemed unsuitable. I’ll never be Emperor.” His eyes narrowed with consideration. “What’s wrong?”

She laid a hand on his sleeve and widened her eyes in a hopefully beseeching manner to appeal to his patriarchal arrogance. “I’m afraid Her Majesty might punish me severely for failing her.”

“You’ve done so much for Zijin already that I sincerely believe you have nothing to fear, Lady Wyre. But how may I be of assistance?”

Keep your enemies close. To that end, she fluttered the fan flirtatiously and left her hand on his arm, squeezing lightly to keep his attention. “Can you tell me more about the dragon legends associated with the Emperor?”

Surprise flickered through his eyes, but he complied readily enough. “Have you heard about the Yellow Emperor?” At her nod, he continued. “They say that the next Emperor could actually transform into a dragon. Down through the ages, those stories have become more and more fantastical, until he supposedly tamed a wild dragoness to his hand and sired a whole line of Imperial dragon princes to rule Zijin through the ages.”

She smiled and tapped his chest lightly with the fan. “Not so fantastical, Your Highness.”

He started to laugh, but when she merely arched a brow, he hesitated. “You’re serious.”

“You bear the proof yourself.”

“What does that mean?”

“You aren’t fully human.”

His eyes flared wide and he opened his mouth, but he didn’t actually speak. He couldn’t. He just stared at her like she’d suddenly sprouted a second head. Or as though he might sprout wings and scales himself.

His eyes flickered upward, drawn by some whisper or creak she hadn’t heard, but it was enough of a warning. She flatted against the wall and depressed the button at the base of the fan. A three-inch glass blade shot out, insignificant in the face of an assassin attack, but with careful placement, she’d more than be able to protect herself.

Prince Gong pushed closer, covering her against the wall with his own body. Guilt suffused her. After all her doubts, now he was the only thing between her and a possible assassination. His shoulders were too big to see around, and then he was bearing her down to the ground, his breath rushing out in a grunt of pain.

“Bloody hell, Your Highness, you’ve gone and gotten yourself wounded, and now I’m trapped beneath you. It’s going to be much more difficult for me to save us now.”

He choked out a laugh. “Forgive me, my lady. I’m not used to having damsels in distress save themselves.”

She’d lost her reticule in the fall, and she wouldn’t have time to rummage around and find the shield anyway. With a sigh, she reached up and touched the heart-shaped locket that helped keep Sig alive. “Never mind. I have a few surprises tucked away for just such an emergency.” Although she hadn’t intended to reveal her most exciting new toy so quickly.

She pressed the back of the locket. A sound wave detonated, vibrating the floor beneath them. Something crashed, glass exploded and painful sound throbbed through her head. It wasn’t loud, not exactly, and she couldn’t even say exactly what she heard. It was the frequency that counted. She’d fine-tuned the wave to minimize the impact on her own ears, but it was still much more painful than she’d expected.

Poor Prince Gong must have received even more of a residual wave, because he let out a high-pitched cry and shook on top of her. She heaved him toward the side, using the shaking of his body to help her get him sliding. He was still a heavy weight on her skirts, pinning her to the floor, but at least she could sit up enough to see.

A black-garbed man lay sprawled on the floor, his arms and legs broken and twisted beneath him. Even his midsection looked odd and misshapen, as though his internal organs and bones had been shifted to unnatural positions. She turned her attention to Prince Gong’s injuries. He had two puncture marks in his back. Tugging on her skirts, she scrambled out from beneath him and retrieved the scanner so she could determine the depth of the wounds. If a major artery had been damaged, she’d only have a few minutes to help him.

A woman’s scream turned her head. Princess Rong’an rushed toward them, falling to her knees beside him. She lifted his head into her lap and stroked his cheek. Moaning softly, she rocked him. “Yixin, oh Yixin. Not you.”

Guilt if she’d ever seen it. Charlotte turned her attention back to the man’s wounds, even though she could feel the stab of the woman’s accusing eyes.

“Good news, Your Highness. As long as you don’t develop infection, I believe your injuries will heal quite nicely with some stitches. My dear, could you call for one of the Imperial Physicians?”

The young woman glared at her but grudgingly set the wounded man aside and rose. “Of course. I’ll be back, Yixin.”

He sighed, a shallow, wet sound. “How bad is it really?”

“One of your lungs has been punctured and it’s filling up with blood. You’re going to drown if we don’t get the bleeding stopped.” She spilled the contents of her reticule out on the floor. She never went about without some bio-bandage. “I can heal the injuries with my invention, but there are risks.”

“Do it, please. I’m not prepared to die yet.”

She tore open his silks a little more to bare unmarred flesh and pressed her locket to his back. No sense in getting blood on it. “Lie very still a moment. I need my datapad.”

Crawling over to it, she prayed it wasn’t broken from the fall or the sound wave. The metal housing was dented on one corner, but the datapad fired up at her command. Quickly, she opened the nanobot programming, downloaded the scanner detail of his injuries and typed in the commands for them to attack the bleeding in his lung. Then she closed the puncture wounds with bio-band. Her nanobots would destroy any foreign particles that had already entered his body, and as long as the bleeding stopped in time, he ought to recover very well.

As long as her nanobots didn’t decide to enhance or attack the nonhuman DNA he already carried.

His breathing was erratic, surely from pain and shock. “I’m sorry I don’t have any boosters for pain. I didn’t think you would allow me to bring my full pharmacy inside Xuanyuan.”

“I wouldn’t have,” he agreed.

Trying to keep his mind off the pain until the physicians arrived, she changed the subject back to the core of her research. “Didn’t a dragon make an appearance when the Xianfeng Emperor took the Dragon Throne?”

He coughed a little, groaning at the pain, although it didn’t sound quite as wet and heavy as before. “Not that I ever heard tales of, and believe me, if the tale could have been told and enlarged to equate him with the Yellow Emperor, even in the slightest, we’d all have heard the story.”

She frowned, trying to think why the young maid had been so alarmed about the dragon reference. Enough that she’d taken her own life as a result.

He sighed. “I might as well admit that I’m the one who bugged your room, though to my great displeasure, we were unable to gain anything of use. So when I tell you that the Dowager Empress has slightly misled you, hopefully you will believe me.”

“No head of security worth his salt would neglect to bug a foreigner’s room,” she said grudgingly. “And I’m not surprised in the slightest that Cixi might not have been as forthcoming as she pretends.”

“She doesn’t want you to heal the old dragon, not exactly. In the Dragon Procession tomorrow, the Emperor will try to wake the last dragon egg.”

Of course. No wonder Cixi was so desperate. She’d mentioned the procession, but certainly not this awakening of the egg. “So she’s hoping that I’ll reveal something in my research that will enable the egg to hatch, giving Zijin a true Dragon Emperor. You said try to wake the egg. I take it that the recent attempts haven’t been successful?”

“They haven’t been successful since before the Ming dynasty. We haven’t had a dragon in the skies for so many years that people have ceased to believe in them. In fact, we only have one last egg, and many people believe it’s merely a stone a prior desperate Emperor had crafted, relegating the histories to even greater fabrications. Even I don’t believe all the stories I’ve been told through the years, and I’m part of the Imperial family.”

She scanned his vitals again, pleased to see that the internal bleeding had stopped. She typed in the next commands, calling the majority of the nanobots back to the locket. She didn’t need to leave many inside him, for fear they’d cause too many changes in him that couldn’t be explained. Yet she needed to make sure a few remained to fight any resulting infection.

“They’re even starting to call for a sacrifice.”

Surprised, she pulled her attention back to his story. “A sacrifice? Like giving a maiden to the dragon to appease his hunger?”

Prince Gong laughed and it definitely sounded better without pain. “Nothing like that. No, there are a few cases in our records from many hundreds of years ago where someone sacrificed his own life so that the dragon egg would hatch.”

How could someone’s death make an egg hatch? Her scientific mind refused to believe such a far-fetched tale. It stunk of Imperial magic and fable, not biology. But it certainly didn’t bode well for the current Emperor—or someone else in the royal family—with the infamous Lord Regret in residence. She hadn’t spoken to him on the matter, but she was certain the Emperor would be his mark.

Someone might be hoping that his sacrifice would spark the life inside the dragon egg. Who, then, would rule? Prince Gong was the likely choice, but he’d already vowed to never rule. Would the people accept a female at the helm of the empire?

They’d already given Cixi and Ci’an more power than any other Empress.

Running footsteps sounded the arrival of help, even though Prince Gong was no longer in danger. She pushed to her feet and backed away, making room for the dozens of attendants and physicians rushing to his aid. Princess Rong’an stood to one side, her gaze locked on the prince. Charlotte narrowed her gaze, watching the young woman. She wrung her hands and stared at him with fervent determination. Such emotion didn’t seem to be familial at all, but rather a young woman’s devotion to her lover.

Prince Gong saw the way the young woman looked at him and turned his face aside. So the tender emotion wasn’t shared. He was her uncle first, although such relationships weren’t as frowned upon when kept within the royal family. Plus, he was also twenty years older than her. He probably saw her as a much younger sister, not a marriageable woman.

Beware a woman scorned.

The attendants carefully moved the injured man onto a low couch and carried him away, leaving the two ladies. Charlotte smiled at the younger woman. “I’m so glad you happened to come along when you did. This part of the palace seemed too remote and I was beginning to fear I’d die here.”

Princess Rong’an’s eyes flashed, as though she’d thought, I wish. “I often walk this way.”

“In the hopes of just happening to run into Prince Gong.”

She shrugged. “Uncle is kind to me. He listens to me, really listens, as if my opinions matter. Most importantly, he’s not busy trying to marry me off to cement First Brother’s claim to the throne.”

“It must be difficult to be a young lady of royal blood here.”

“You have no idea,” Princess Rong’an said bitterly. “My only use is what ally I can win for the Emperor. It doesn’t matter whether I’ll be happy or not. I’m a tool, nothing more.”

“What would make you happy?”

The young woman blinked, staring at her in stunned silence.

“No one has asked you that before?” Charlotte packed up the last of her equipment and headed down the hallway in the same direction they’d been traveling before the attack, even though she had no idea where they actually were in the enormous, floating Forbidden City. “Let me give you a piece of advice, then. Know the one thing that you must have to be happy, and then strive for it against all else.”

“I am,” Princess Rong’an whispered. “I’m striving against everything. Even you.”

Charlotte didn’t try to hide the pleased smile. Bingo. She was behind the assassination attempts. But why? To prevent Charlotte from helping Cixi? Would the princess actually dare hire Lord Regret to assassinate her own brother? “As an outsider, I’m curious. Please don’t take offense, but do you think your brother is a good Emperor?”

“He’s my brother.” Princess Rong’an shrugged but kept her head averted, hiding behind the long black curtain of her hair. “I have absolutely no say in the succession.”

“It just seems…strange to me. That an older, intelligent, imminently qualified man like Prince Gong is passed over for a…child. I mean, the Tongzhi Emperor was very young when he took the throne, wasn’t he?”

“He was five.”

The short answers and tight tone told Charlotte the young woman was near the breaking point. Her frustration and anger were held tightly in check. She’d been forced to hold her tongue, with no say in the important matters, as she said. No say, even, in whom she would marry.

Charlotte tried to put herself in the young woman’s shoes: Young, hopelessly in love and completely powerless. If she’d seen the opportunity to act, would she have taken her chances, even through bloody means?

Absolutely.

“I suppose his youth is the very reason the Dowager Empresses were able to build their own powerful coalition to keep the throne.”

Princess Rong’an’s lips curved in a sneer. “They’re the power behind the throne. Not Zaichun. He’s nothing but a puppet for Cixi.”

“That’s Dowager Empress Cixi to you.”

Princess Rong’an whirled around, her hand flying up to cover her mouth as though she could stop the traitorous words, but it was too late. Cixi smiled, the cold, hard smile of a woman in power, who intended to keep that power at any cost.

The young woman muttered, “Forgive me, Your Majesty,” bowed low, and then scurried away without a glance back.

Charlotte met the Dowager Empress’s gaze without flinching. She can’t intimidate me, not when I’m well used to Majel’s cutting gaze, because I taught it to her.

“I hear you had some excitement this afternoon.” Cixi swept a hand at Charlotte’s gown, indicating the blood splattered on her skirts. “I hope you’re well.”

“Never better,” Charlotte replied breezily, noting that she didn’t ask about Prince Gong’s health. Either she considered him a casualty either way, or she simply didn’t care. She probably already knew exactly who was trying to kill Charlotte. Before she learned their secrets…or to keep her from healing the Emperor? “In fact, I’m ready to do a little experiment with your…guest…if you care to take me to it again.”

“Of course. So you’ve had a breakthrough?”

“Perhaps.” Charlotte kept her theories close for now. Cixi was the kind of woman who’d dispose of them if she decided they weren’t of further use, and Lord Regret still had business to accomplish. “As I said, I need to try an experiment or two to be sure.”

They made the trek to the secret dragon cave in silence. In her head, Charlotte could almost hear a ticking clock. Time was running out for everyone. The young Emperor would die soon. His procession was tomorrow with no hope of a dragon. Even if this experiment confirmed her suspicions, did she want Cixi to know? Or would it only cement her determination to use any and everyone to keep her son in power?

Of course there was the danger, too, that even if Cixi received exactly what she wanted, she might immediately dispatch the foreign guests who’d made such discoveries in order to keep the secrets buried for all time. Not to mention the bugs in the Xuanyuan mainframe. For all she knew, Majel had already dispatched a few warships to assimilate Zijin. Even worse, once the Queen discovered that her bugs had been eliminated, she might leap to the conclusion that only one person might have been able to discover those secret data miners buried deep in the electronic housing and programming.

If Majel discovered their whereabouts, would she decide to assimilate them sooner than later? Or would she spare them awhile, as she’d done to Americus?

As soon as they walked into the dragon cave, she’d been half afraid the scent of blood might rouse the beast. But it continued to sleep without movement, appearing to be a stone statute except for the slight fluttering of its sides. Blood gave her an idea, though. What always came with sacrifice?

She ripped a small, bloodstained corner from her skirt and waved the strip beneath the dragon’s nose to no avail.

Perhaps it needed fresh blood to awaken. Prince Gong’s blood had already dried into the silk, staining it a dark rusty-brown. Retrieving the fan, she extended the blade again and lightly pricked her thumb. She even allowed blood to drop onto the beast’s muzzle, fearing it might jolt awake and swallow her whole. But it didn’t even twitch.

She spared a glance at Cixi, surprised to see that she wasn’t even watching. Instead, she casually read the ancient journal, flipping through the pages and stroking the elegant script and diagrams with her long, elegant fingers. Cool disinterest to throw Charlotte off guard? Or sincere disregard for the outcome? Because she already knew, or at least suspected, what would awaken the beast. Then why have her do these studies? To prove it scientifically? To find some other alternative?

Her head ached and she sorely wanted a cup of tea. It’d been too long since she’d had to deal with the constant myriad details of court intrigue. She might be making this more complicated than even Cixi intended. Perhaps she simply placed such trust in Charlotte’s abilities that she had no concern whatsoever that she’d fail to discover the secret to waking the dragon and healing her son in one fell blow.

Distracted, she dropped the slip of material from her gown. It fluttered down to land on the dragon’s stone-cold hide. The scales rippled, the first sign of movement that she’d seen. Excited, she scanned the area, recording the minute changes happening at the molecular level. Proteins in Prince Gong’s blood activated the dragon cells. It was like a call from the wild, a bugle to awake.

And the necessary proteins were only in his alien DNA.

“It’s as I feared, isn’t it.” Cixi came to stand beside her, staring down at the shimmering scales where blood had sparked life. “An Imperial sacrifice is going to be needed.”

“Not just any blood will do,” Charlotte agreed softly. “There are components in the Imperial line that aren’t human, but dragon.”

Cixi laughed mirthlessly. “So all those crazy tales about the Yellow Emperor are true. He really did take a dragon for his Empress.”

“Evidently, yes. It’s very rare for interspecies breeding to work, but it has in your Imperial line, though the dragon DNA is extremely thin now.”

She blew out a low, soft sigh. “The dragons have been gone for centuries, dying in wars, of sickness or loss of habitat. And this poor creature…”

“It would take a great deal of Imperial blood to rouse it, and it’s already so ancient I don’t know that it could fly.” Deliberately, Charlotte didn’t mention the dragon egg as a test, waiting to see if Cixi would explain why she needed an answer before tomorrow’s procession.

“There are some who believe my son should sacrifice himself for the good of our people.” Cixi turned away and put the leather-bound book back on its pedestal. Then she headed toward the exit, pausing at the door and waiting for Charlotte to join her. “He’s been ineffective as a ruler, mostly because he battles me to prove his independence.”

Charlotte gathered her things and moved to join her, but took a moment to examine the Imperial journal. Elegant swirling scripts marched down the pages, more artwork than simple writing. She had no hope of reading it to see what other secrets Cixi might have neglected to mention.

Then Charlotte noticed the cover. She touched the tear-shaped impressions that had not been placed there by a craftsman.

Dragon hide.

A relative, some rebellious Imperial second son or brother, who rose up against the Emperor? Or one of the alien dragon cousins that had since died out?

She suppressed a shudder. Majel would have pinned the entire hide of a traitor to the wall behind her throne so everyone could admire it and know her wrath.

“Sacrifice to what, Your Majesty? I don’t believe every drop of blood in your son’s body could save this dragon, so it’d be a senseless loss.”

Cixi smiled. “Exactly. Senseless. But you know how commoners love to protest and demand change from the ruling family, even when they don’t understand the implications. Well, thank you for trying, my lady. You’ve certainly shed some interesting light on our ancient family secrets. Secrets I hope I can trust you to keep.”

“Of course,” Charlotte said smoothly, returning the woman’s smile with her own steely grin of determination. “I’ve been entrusted with even greater secrets than this, I assure you, Your Majesty. I suppose it’s time for our wonderful visit to end.”

“You must stay for the Imperial procession tomorrow.” The Empress gripped her arm firmly, her nails digging into her skin. “It’s magnificent and I’m sure you’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that, Your Majesty. I’ve enjoyed many royal displays of power in my time.”

“I insist. You must allow us to entertain you. It’s the only way I can pay you back for your research.”

Charlotte inclined her head, even though her mind was already racing. Tomorrow was the day. Cixi wasn’t the kind of ruler who’d let foreigners escape the net with Imperial secrets. Who had she ordered Lord Regret to kill for the sacrifice? It would certainly be poetic justice if she wants him to kill whoever tried to have her son assassinated.


Chapter Sixteen

Gil leaped to his feet as soon as the door opened. Charlotte slipped inside and listened at the door intently, so he remained silent. Knowing her incredible skills, she probably already knew the threat. Shouting at her to pack up her countless trunks wouldn’t help.

She turned and jerked with surprise to find him waiting, her hand rising up to her heart as though he’d startled her.

Suspicious, he turned on the nearby lamp and gasped. “What happened? Are you injured?”

“I’m fine, dearest.” She strode toward the bedchamber, pausing long enough to pat his cheek. She smiled like she’d been to the market and bought an entire shipload of silk and tea, despite the blood and tear in her gown. “Prince Gong took the blade in the back before I could disable the assassin.”

Gil gritted his teeth, fighting to hold back his rage until he could speak reasonably. “You were attacked today? And you didn’t call for me?”

She didn’t answer immediately, which only fueled his frustration and anger. Sig had probably known she was in danger. They shared that sixth sense of communication through her invention. Yet Gil had been stuck here pacing and stewing, waiting for her to return from God knows where so he could tell her that they had to leave. Immediately. Only to find out that someone had already attacked her.

She could have been lying on the floor dead for all he knew, while he waited here helpless and ignorant of the danger.

Some of his ire eased when she set up the disruptor. Of course, she wouldn’t feel comfortable talking until she’d ensured their privacy. “I’m sorry, Gil. I didn’t know how to contact you or I would have.”

“That’s probably something we should rectify.” He was pleased that the words came out without sounding strangled.

“I agree. I can get you a caller like Sig’s with a secure and private line.”

“Or you could put some of your nanobots inside me.”

She froze, her fingers caught at her nape in the act of unhooking the top of her gown. Slowly, she lowered her hands, tipping her head to the side as she watched him. “Are you sure?”

“Sig can sense your whereabouts. I want that too.”

“It’s not as simple as that, dearest. It’s difficult to explain, but there are risks. I wouldn’t—”

“I don’t care,” he interrupted, stepping closer to undo the back of her gown for her. “I want what he has.”

“Even if it changes you?” she whispered.

Firmly, he turned her around to face him. “Yes. You share something with him that I don’t right now. I want to share it with you, both the benefits and the risks. I love you, Charlotte. I’d do anything to keep you safe. I can’t bear the thought of you getting attacked and I have no idea where you are, let alone that you’re in danger. Speaking of which…I’ve got bad news.”

“Me too.” She reached up and untied his simple cravat, tugging his shirt open so she could stroke his neck. “As if another assassination attempt wasn’t dire enough, I believe the Dowager Empress has something dreadful planned tomorrow during the Imperial procession. Since I know about it, she might very well decide to silence us.”

“Oh, that’s all? I had confirmation from Sig that we should get to Oblivion immediately because one of your very good friend’s warships plans to attack tomorrow.”

“No wonder he’s been absent all day.” She jerked open Gil’s trousers while he pulled his shirt over his head. “But how could he know? Unless she contacted him directly.”

Gil cupped her face in both hands and gazed into her eyes solemnly. “He made it sound like good-bye.”

“What? No. That’s ridiculous.”

“He said he must be there because he’s expected, but I should get you away.”

“Why would he be expected by Majel?” She nibbled on her lip, her eyes slipping into that distant, unfocused look she got when her mind was blazing a million miles a minute. “She must be blackmailing him with something, trying to force him into killing me.”

His fingers tightened on her face. He couldn’t help the sudden surge of worry and dread. When he’d first learned about her love for another man—who just happened to be an infamous assassin—he’d been afraid he’d end up dead before he could show her how much he loved her. Now, he feared he might have to kill her other lover to keep her safe.

“He won’t do it,” she said firmly, staring back into Gil’s eyes. “I know him. He’d never betray me like that.”

“Every man has a price, sweetheart. What’s Majel got hanging over him?”

“I don’t know. I can only guess it’s something about his true identity.”

With care, Gil approached the secret that had hung between them for so long. “Do you know who he was in Britannia?”

“No. He’s from a powerful, blooded House, I’ve always known that, but I’ve never asked or tried to find out. I figured if he wanted me to know, he’d tell me or he’d make a joke about it to open the door to discussion. He’s never said one word about it. Did he tell you anything?”

Surprised, Gil thought back to the early days when he’d first met Sig. Could he possibly know something about the man that she didn’t? “He told me his mother abused his father, and his greatest regret was that he didn’t kill her before his father was forced to do it to save him. Then his father killed himself too, leaving Sig alone.”

“So likely both his parents died embroiled in scandal. I don’t recall any such scandal from my days in Society, but I was so distracted and consumed by my tasks for Queen Majel…” She blew out a sigh. “It could take days for me to eliminate possibilities. There are just too many Houses, and unfortunately, too many scandals to discover the truth quickly.”

“He said something about your invention that lives within him. He told me to remind you of it.”

Stepping out of her gown, she sat down at the table and pulled out her datapad. Despite the urgency of the matter, Gil couldn’t help but smile at the image she made. She wore light-pink stockings to midthigh, pink-ribbon garters, and white corset heavily embroidered with pink roses, so pretty and feminine it was a crime to cover it up with a gown. In all the excitement, some of the pins had fallen out of her hair, letting it cascade in a heavy, tangled mass partway down her back like a glossy sable fur.

They’d just been disrobing each other…and now her mind was wholly focused on a new problem. There would be no romantic interlude this night. Not that he minded in the slightest. Lady Doctor Wyre was on the case. The Dowager Empress and Queen Majel had no hope of defeating her brilliant mind.

Clad only in his smallclothes, he picked up her ruined gown and went to the door to speak to one of the maids who always hovered nearby. If she was going to work all night to discover Sig’s secret past, then she’d need a pot of tea.





Charlotte sat back in her chair and hoped she didn’t look as dumbfounded and terrified as she felt. “I’ve found something.”

Gil looked up from the antique book he’d been reading. Or rather, trying to read, because she hadn’t heard him turn a page in at least half an hour. He took one look at her face and jumped to his feet. “Leave your trunks. We’ll get to the ship…”

“Gil,” she interrupted gently, “come sit with me and I’ll tell you what I’ve found. Rushing to flee Zijin won’t help us. It certainly won’t help Sig.”

He sighed but sat down at the table with her. She poured herself another cup of tepid tea and offered him some, but he waved her off. She still thought she was covering her reaction well, until she rattled the teacup in its saucer. At least she was able to pour a cup without spilling it like a down-country girl fresh out of the nursery.

“There’s a device hidden in his body. By the amount of scar tissue fused over the mass, it’s been there for a very long time. Likely his entire life.”

“Like your nanobots?”

She took a sip of tea, wincing at the bitterness. She’d allowed it to steep too long for her tastes. “Not at all. This device is much larger than mine. It’s also wrapped in some kind of biologic material to keep it from showing up on any sort of regular medical scan. It’s basically invisible. He probably never even knew it was there, until it was too late.”

“Majel must be using it to track him. Us.”

Charlotte’s stomach pitched and she set the teacup aside, unable to tolerate another sip. It’s a sad day when I can’t even enjoy a cup of tea. “Yes. She’s known his location all these years. She could have come after me in Americus while Sig was gone and there’s nothing I could have done to stop it.”

“So why did she wait?”

She shook her head. “I honestly don’t know. Majel’s a master at subtlety and patience. Maybe she thought he’d kill me without her having to reveal her hand. Maybe the device malfunctioned at some point and it’s only working now. Who knows? The important thing is that she contacted him here and now. For what purpose, I can only guess, but it wouldn’t have been an accident or happenstance that she’s acting now after waiting for seven years. She’s desperate. Now Sig and I know that she’s got a hold on him—which means I can cut that hold.”

“Then do so.”

She rubbed her temples, trying to think through all her options. “He said once that he could dissolve metal.”

Gil nodded. “I saw him do it once. He busted through a pair of handcuffs when we were arrested in York.”

“So he could destroy the device himself, and he hasn’t.”

“He can’t,” Gil replied slowly, “because he’s going to try and lead her away from you.”

Tears burned her eyes, but she refused to indulge in hysterics. That’d never been her way. But oh, it would be such a relief to simply hold both her men and sob her heart out…once they were all safe. “Exactly. So I can’t disable the device, either, for fear that his plans will go awry too quickly and endanger us all.”

“What exactly is the device sending to her? His location, of course, but what else? Can it record his words, conversations? His thoughts?”

It was a testament to the wondrous things she’d been able to do with technology that Gil actually believed it might be possible for her to use a device to read minds. Although if Sig could send some kind of command to the nanobots using his mind, perhaps it wasn’t a far-fetched possibility. “Without further testing, I don’t know what its limitations are. It’ll be best to be extremely careful with everything we say or do around him.”

“He told me to keep you far away from him.”

She frowned, her stomach clutching into a hard, cold knot. “There might be some kind of destruction device built into it.” Images of the Razari attack fluttered through her mind, bodies twisted and blown apart from within. Shuddering, she turned her attention to the datapad. “I’m programming my nanobots to do more analysis to see if they can carefully tap into whatever it’s sending to Majel and do some diagnostics. She might notice the interference, but I’m counting on this older technology not to have the same sensitivity as mine. I have to know what’s inside that device before it’s too late. How long do we have?”

“He said you must be gone tomorrow at the latest, but he’d rather I get you out now.”

“The Imperial Dragon Procession is tomorrow.”

“Coincidence?”

She shook her head. “I don’t believe in coincidences. Which is even more alarming, because that makes me suspect that Queen Majel has gotten to Cixi as well. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if Cixi had been playing me all along, planning to deliver me to Majel as soon as I’ve completed enough research for her. It’s brilliant, actually. She gives me to Majel, and Zijin’s spared Britannia’s wrath. Now that I’ve confirmed what she suspected about the dragon’s tie to the Imperial line, Cixi can have Majel do her dirty work and eliminate us all.”

“Then who hired Sig in the first place?”

“I suspect it was Princess Rong’an.”

Gil gasped. “To kill her own brother?”

She loved that he was horrified that a sister would think to have her own brother assassinated. He wasn’t jaded by House politics as she and Sig were. His father had killed his mother. She must be able to use that and track down who he really was. She closed the nanobot program and brought up her archive of the Royal Gazette. If anything of note happened in Londonium Society, it would be there. “Unfortunately, I suspect so. She’s in love with Prince Gong, and if her brother’s out of the way, she hopes the prince will ascend to the Dragon Throne and then they can live happily ever after.”

“Her own brother, and then her uncle. I don’t understand it. I suppose royals are different in that regard.”

Staring at the massive archive of not only her own copies of the news but also her mother’s and grandmother’s before her, she tried to decide where to start. She suspected Sig was approximately her age, perhaps a year or two older but not by much. Yet he’d been long gone from Society before she’d begun to make the usual appearances. Surely she would remember his handsome, dashing self if she’d attended his debut.

So he had to have disappeared from Society before he was sixteen—young, but old enough to make it on his own without his parents. How had he survived all those years alone until he became Lord Regret?

Something niggled the back of her mind. She looked up at Gil. “Would you repeat that last sentence you said?”

“I suppose royals are different?” he said slowly.

Royals. Could it be? That word pinged, lighting up every circuit in her mind. If it was true, then the list of Houses was now significantly smaller. “Sig never mentioned his House, not once. He never talked about his childhood with me. Where he grew up. Nothing. He’s always impeccably dressed, as only the upper crust can be, walking and talking like a fine blue-blooded gentleman.”

“And now you think he’s royal? Related to Majel in some way, and that’s how she’s kept tabs on him all this time?”

“No,” she said slowly, running the Krowe family tree through her mind. “He can’t be a Krowe, although that would certainly explain his reluctance to ever even hint at his House. He’d be afraid I would suspect betrayal from him all the quicker.”

“What are the other royal Houses?”

She began ticking off the line of succession one by one. “Majel and her heirs from House Krowe. Followed by her cousin, the Royal Duchess of Lizbonne. She has one daughter who’s in her early twenties, but no sons. The Duchess of Kent is next, Majel’s aunt on her father’s side, but she’s older than the original dome over Londonium. She had three daughters, all considerably older than I. The eldest had a son who died in the Hundred Year War, but no other males were born to that House to my knowledge. Those are the only heirs in line for the throne.”

“Could he be illegitimate?”

“Doubtful. He’s too well-bred to have been raised in shame or pawned off on some other House as an unwanted brat.” She pushed to her feet so she could pace. Physical activity sometimes helped jar the facts together into a different order that revealed the truth. “Krowe has ruled Britannia for over three hundred years.”

“Who ruled before the Krowes?”

She jerked to a halt, her ears ringing as if he’d fired his ancient pistol beside her head. She couldn’t think for a moment. Her brain felt frozen, swollen and tight in her scalp.

“Charlotte?”

She shook her head, trying to jolt her brain into action. The ill-fated House damned and cursed by Henry VIII, although his daughter Elizabeth was one of the most famous Queens of all time. Finally, she forced the word out. “Tudor.”

Gil whistled a few stanzas of a comical song written about the fat king and his poor wives he beheaded one after another.

“Yes, that Tudor.” She held her hands up and they were shaking worse than ever. Chilled, she wrapped her arms about herself, staring at Gil numbly. “That means he’s the Queen’s Scorpion. Now it makes sense.”

“What makes sense?” Gil draped her wrap around her shoulders and tugged on her hand toward the bed, but she shook her head.

“I have too much to do to sleep, even for an hour.”

“Talk to me, sweetheart. What’s Queen’s Scorpion? I’ve never heard of it before.”

“I always wondered why House Tudor wasn’t wiped from the rolls when Queen Elizabeth changed the laws of succession. The first Krowe had to pass a law to keep the House alive by allowing their sons to inherit, even after all the horrible things Henry had done. Why let possible traitors continue to be counted in the great Families of Britannia?” Frowning, Gil rubbed her arms, trying to warm her. But this chill came from her bones and her heart. “Over the decades, people began to say that Tudors were cursed. Many of them went mad or died in horrible ways. They were shunned and reviled, but they were too blooded to simply shift their emphasis to trade. They were trapped by their royal blood but completely incapable of taking the throne or any title or position in Society.”

“Except Scorpion,” Gil said.

She nodded. “It isn’t a formal title. In fact, most Britannians probably think it’s just a fable. I saw the reference once, though, in Majel’s mother’s personal archives. Just a note that the Queen’s Scorpion had passed to the next generation. My damnable curiosity piqued, I double-checked the date to all House births. The only child born to one of the Great Houses on that day was Elizabeth Tudor, likely Sig’s mother.”

Charlotte laid her head against Gil’s chest and closed her eyes. For a moment, she simply let herself enjoy the heat of his bare chest, the steady, unfailing beat of his heart, the strength of his arms around her. “No one ever called Elizabeth Tudor Scorpion to her face, but there were whispers of the horrible things she did for Majel. People feared—and hated her. There were always terrible rumors about what went on behind closed doors, and I don’t even need to look in the news to remember that both she and her husband did, indeed, die under suspicious circumstances.”

Her voice broke but she didn’t cry. Not yet. No, if she was to break down in tears, it would only be in Sig’s arms once he was safe. “Lord Regret. No wonder he kept his identity a secret. All these years, he’s been running from Majel even harder than I have.”

Gil hugged her tighter, giving her the comfort and strength she needed. “Could she have bugged you too without your knowledge?”

“I don’t believe so, but now that I know what to look for, I’ll run a quick diagnostic. I suspect that it must have been part of the deal with House Krowe that Tudors be equipped with the device. He was young enough when his mother died that he never knew what it meant to be Scorpion. She probably never told him of the black deal they’d made with Krowe, although he must have heard enough to flee as fast and far as he could as soon as he was free. It did no good, though, not with that tracking device buried in his body.”

“So Majel knows where we are. She’s planted some kind of bomb in Sig. The Dowager Empress is likely plotting with her and someone from the Imperial family is going to die tomorrow. You’ve been attacked twice, and we have less than ten hours remaining to figure out how we’re going to get out of Xuanyuan alive before the warship arrives. What’s the plan?”

She tipped her head back so she could look up into Gil’s eyes. He gazed back at her with steadfast conviction and trust that she’d figure out a way for them all to escape alive. Even sweeter, he wasn’t trying to convince her to abandon the man she loved because of the danger. Blinking back tears again, she rose on her tiptoes and pressed a gentle kiss to his lips. “I love you.”

“And I love you, my brilliant Lady Wyre. What can I do to help?”

“The Imperial Dragon Procession is in Bei-Jing at noon tomorrow. I’m guessing that’s where Cixi’s plots will collide with Majel’s. We need to move Oblivion to a Bei-Jing dock so we can make a quick escape. See if you can make a personal appointment with the Emperor so he’s aware of our desire to leave as soon as the procession is over. Get his approval in writing with his personal seal as evidence.” Just in case Sig decided to carry out one last mark before they all died.

Gil pulled on a clean pair of trousers. “I’ll take him to the brothel again if I must. I’ll also find a few dozen maids to start packing your trunks.”

“We also need to get word to Sig of my suspicions about the Princess. He was none too pleased that the contractor was trying to hide her identity from him.” Deliberately, she lightened her voice to disguise her unease. He’d asked, yes, but was it truly in his best interest? “Were you serious about wanting to carry my nanobots inside you too?”

Grabbing a shirt and his boots, he made his way to her, his eyes narrowed on her face. “Absolutely. Especially if we’re all going to be in danger tomorrow. I want to be able to find you if we’re separated.”

She picked up a slide she’d prepared earlier. By human eye, it appeared empty, but she’d carefully loaded ten tiny dissemblers on the thin glass. “I preprogrammed them to set up communication with mine and Sig’s, but I haven’t tested it fully yet. I don’t know what it’ll feel like, or how, exactly, they’ll communicate to us as needed, but it’s a start. Are—”

“I’m sure,” he interrupted, stepping closer so that he could slide an arm around her waist. “I trust you implicitly, Charlotte.”

She pressed the glass slide to his bare chest. “It’ll just take a moment.”

His breathing quickened a little, but he didn’t move away. A few seconds passed and she set the glass aside.

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” she repeated, leaning up to kiss him again. “They’re so small you shouldn’t feel a thing. Let’s hope ten are enough for you to sense their messages. Be careful, dearest. I don’t think the Emperor’s involved in any of this, but he could surprise me.”

“Don’t worry about me, sweetheart.” He strode to the door, tugging on his shirt and hopping to get his boots on.

“If you see Sig…”

“I’ll tell him,” he called over his shoulder, already hurrying down the hall.

Tell him I love him. Even if he is the Queen’s Scorpion.


Chapter Seventeen

It wasn’t often that Charlotte would deign to wear the same gown twice to an important social event, but this time she deemed the Imperial Dragon Procession worthy of the white gown with the deeply cut back, even though she’d already worn it when presented to the Emperor. She wanted to reveal the corset she wore as a silent message to anyone who threatened her. The image of steely plates beneath the delicate white gown would convey her warning. She might look innocent and delicate, but their blade would break in their hands if they lifted it against her.

The iron-maiden corset would hopefully give Gil and Sig a little peace of mind as well. Although of course her throat and head were completely vulnerable. Any assassin worth his salt certainly wouldn’t need to hit her heart to kill her.

The entire Imperial family was seated on what had once been a sea-faring vessel, possibly inspired by the original dragon inhabitants of this system. The sinuous lines of the ship and the arching sails were very reminiscent of the secret creature she’d studied. Holes in the sides of the ship had once held oars, but over the years, the Imperial Physicians had modified the ship to skim effortlessly over land, hovering just inches above the ground. She’d played with the idea of a hovercraft herself, but she’d never accomplished a satisfying model, much less the feat of floating a several-thousand-ton ship with just air pressure. Although compared to the floating palaces of Xuanyuan, the flying ship was trivial.

Arranging the seating on the ship had been a political ordeal, each position very telling. The Emperor rode at the stern on top of the aftercastle, looking down at everyone else. One by one, his family and guests had approached him, bowed low and then moved to their assigned seats, led by one of the ministers. First, the Emperor had seated her and Gil with him on the aftercastle, giving Charlotte the chance to watch each person’s reactions.

The next person to step onto the ship was his Empress, Lady Alute. Charlotte had to suppress her surprise, smiling warmly at the pretty young woman who nervously joined them. The Empress hadn’t been at the formal dinner, and Prince Gong had made it sound like she’d been banished by Cixi to one of the distant, insignificant palaces.

Next, Prince Gong came aboard. He narrowed his eyes when he noted the fan—with the hidden blade in the handle—in her lap, but he didn’t say anything or try to take it from her. He walked a little stiffly and his color was still too pale, but overall he seemed to be recovering from his injuries. He was seated at the base of the aftercastle, along with Ci’an. Princess Rong’an gave a longing look at her uncle before she passed, sitting nearly at the front of the ship.

But the lowest position of all—or the highest, depending on one’s point of view—was reserved for Dowager Empress Cixi. Resplendent in a gorgeous red-silk gown so heavily embroidered with gold threads that it must weigh more than the woman, she walked slowly down the aisle, bowed low to her son and his guests, and even managed a tiny though tight smile to Lady Alute.

Then with head held high, Cixi made a slow, deliberate procession of her own to the bow of the ship. The rest of the Imperial family barely acknowledged her presence, yet she walked with such grace and surety that Charlotte couldn’t take her gaze off her.

Today, she rivaled Queen Majel, at least in appearance. For the sake of Zijin, Charlotte hoped she was able to deal as formidably with the Queen in person.

“Where’s your other man, Lady Wyre?” the Emperor asked.

She smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but I haven’t seen him since yesterday. I’m afraid we had a bit of a falling out.”

He nodded. “Ah. I understand. Affairs of the heart often contradict what the public requires of us. I hope he’s able to join us later.”

He wouldn’t say that if he knew Sig had accepted a mark on his life. “I hope so, yes.”

“Allow me to personally introduce you to my Empress Consort, Lady Alute.” He took the young woman’s hand and smiled at her affectionately. “We had a similar disagreement last night, even though I was overjoyed that she would be allowed to join me today for the procession.”

“Your Majesty.” Charlotte inclined her head. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

Lady Alute blushed prettily. “His Majesty has forgiven me for my impertinence.”

“Nonsense. I understand your objections, but in this, I cannot be persuaded otherwise.” He leaned toward Charlotte and lowered his voice. “She objected that I invited you to Xuanyuan.”

Surprised, Charlotte turned back to reevaluate the young woman. Perhaps she wasn’t as young, pretty and foolish as she wanted to appear.

“I meant no offense, ma’am,” Lady Alute rushed to explain, but Charlotte wasn’t convinced. Every other person had called her my lady or by her title, even though Majel had likely renounced her right to Wyre. Yet this woman half her age saw fit to call her ma’am? It seemed very much like a deliberate slight. “It’s just that you’re a foreigner…”

“A legendary foreigner,” the Emperor added.

“Yes, very legendary, and I was…scared.”

“I’ve been nothing but helpful with regards to Zijin affairs, Your Majesty.” Charlotte kept her voice modulated low and rich despite her suspicions. She’d never instantly disliked someone as much as Lady Alute. “But perhaps we should have simply stayed in Hoeng Gong and enjoyed our shopping. I surely wouldn’t have been attacked last night, and Prince Gong wouldn’t have been so severely wounded.”

“It was his duty.” Lady Alute shrugged. “And quite honestly, it seems as though you’ve been doing more work for the Dowager Empress instead of Zijin.”

Charlotte had to bite her tongue to keep from retorting that said Dowager Empress was only trying to keep her son—and Lady Alute’s husband—alive. Then she remembered what Gil had said about how lonely the Emperor had been, and how angry he was at his mother. Naturally they both might harbor resentment for Charlotte if they perceived she’d been helping the Dowager Empress too much. Perhaps the best approach was to simply change the subject. “Your Majesty, I’m curious about the symbolism of today’s ceremony.”

“Ah yes. I’m sure you took note of the numerous statues and carvings of dragons throughout Xuanyuan?”

“Indeed I did. Such a fantastical beast!”

“Not fantastical, but an ancient race of the Zijin system. I bet they don’t have anything like our dragons on Americus, do they, Masters?”

Gil grinned. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, Your Majesty. We’ve got some pretty fearsome creatures on our planet, but none so Imperial as yours.”

Charlotte widened her eyes, pretending ignorance. “Remarkable. I had no idea the statues were based on anything but mythology.”

“The procession today is a ceremony that every Emperor has done throughout the ages soon after he ascends as the Son of Heaven.”

Perhaps she’d already caught him in a falsehood. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but weren’t you named Emperor when you were just a boy?”

Lady Alute stiffened like she’d spouted a vile insult. “The perfect date had to be calculated according to the stars and signs. Today’s the most auspicious day for His Majesty to make the procession to the egg.”

“The egg?” Charlotte gasped, leaning forward with interest. “So you have one of those ancient creatures’ offspring?”

“So they say, but…” he lowered his voice, even though no one was near except for his guests and wife, “…I don’t believe it’s a living egg. Maybe it was at one time, hundreds of years ago, but at least a dozen Emperors have tried to awaken the egg and nothing happens. I think it’s turned to stone.”

“Have you had it scanned for life? Surely your Imperial Physicians have tried to determine the best way to rouse it?”

“It’s forbidden for anyone but the Emperor to touch the egg.”

Charlotte lowered her voice as well, hopefully making it difficult for Lady Alute to hear on the other side of him. “I wouldn’t have to touch it in order to scan the egg, Your Majesty. If you really want to know whether it’s alive or not.”

He grinned at her conspiratorially. “Now that sounds delightful. Maybe then I can finally put a stop to such a ridiculous tradition.”

Pleased, she returned his smile. Now I’ve got a reason to be as close to the egg as possible. Hopefully we’ll be able to save whoever Cixi intends to sacrifice in order to wake the egg.





For this—possibly his last mark as Lord Regret—Sig had dressed in his most flamboyant aristocratic clothes. Even though Queen Majel certainly wouldn’t be making an appearance in person, his outfit—from the black top hat to the white silk stockings—was fit for Court. Whoever she sent on the warship to apprehend Lady Wyre would certainly provide proof to the Queen if either of them were to fall. If I’m going to die this day, they’ll remember me well.

He refused to even think about Charlie lying on the ground beside him.

Whatever happened, he’d find a way to save her. Even if he must be the Queen’s Scorpion the rest of his miserable life.

Firmly, he ignored the searing pulse of her technology in his body that insisted she was close. Closer than she ought to be if Masters had set sail. She has to be safe. I’ll take my last mark, and then…

His heart fell when he caught sight of the Imperial barge floating down the street. The white gown was unmistakable.

Damn it, Masters. All you had to do was get her to the ship, whether you had to lie, cheat or tie her up and throw her over your shoulder. How could you fail the most important task of all?

He scanned the crowd lining the street, trying in vain to spot a Runner, a Raven, anyone who looked as foreign as he did. They had to be close. Despite Queen Majel’s supposed oaths from royal to royal—no matter how distantly he might have descended from Queen Elizabeth I—he didn’t believe for one minute that Charlie would be treated as a guest. The last time Runners had tried to take her, she’d nearly died.

Never again.

One by one, the Imperial royal family exited the barge, led by the Dowager Empress. They lined the white-marble walkway that led off the main thoroughfare. Massive stone dragon statues reared up on either side of the path, painted bright red and heavily gilded. In the distance, a small pavilion waited, standing alone in an open field of green. On either side of the small rectangle of grass, the buildings of Bei-Jing rose sharply like deeply cut canyons, houses and shops stacked on top of each other rising stories above. Commoners lined the walkways on every story, hanging over the edge to watch the Emperor make his way toward the pavilion. They stood on every available vantage point, crowded so tightly they could barely move.

The Emperor must not make very many appearances outside of Xuanyuan. Either that, or they sincerely believed he might be able to hatch the supposed dragon egg.

Even from a distance, Sig could tell the Emperor was ill. As he made his way off the barge to follow his family, he didn’t walk like a youth but an elderly, stooped man fighting to keep the tremors and weakness under control. Pale and sweating with effort, he paused at the Dragon Gate and offered his arm to Charlie.

Gil moved to join them, but the Emperor shook his head. Face grim, Masters stepped back in line but said something to the Emperor that made his eyes flare with surprise, and the beefy guards stiffened, hands sliding toward their weapons.

Sig couldn’t hear what was said over the clamor of the crowd, but he could easily imagine what the man had said in warning to the young Emperor. If one hair on her head is injured, I’ll see you dead, Emperor or not.

Laughing lightly to break the tension, she took the Emperor’s arm and walked down the path side by side with him, smiling and chatting like old friends, while the rest of the Imperial family glared murder at the pair.

Slipping his right hand into his pocket, Sig sauntered toward the gate as if he were merely taking a jaunt through Hyde Park. He’d always been willing to assassinate his marks with very specific directions, so he hadn’t hesitated a moment when Dowager Empress Cixi had pressed a long, slender tube into his hand this morning and requested the he use this tool when he eliminated the person who’d hired him to kill her son. The best assassins didn’t ask why. She wanted this person dead in a particular way, and it was well within his ability to do so. Although with the clear syringe on the end, it was easy to guess exactly what would happen when he jammed the sharp end into his mark’s throat.

The guards at the entrance looked at him but made no move to stop him. They knew he was one of the foreign visitors.

He didn’t rush. In fact, he took the time to stop and sweep a low, courtly bow to both Dowager Empresses. He paused and shook Prince Gong’s hand, asking about his injured arm and formally thanking him for protecting Lady Wyre when he’d been away. All while keeping her partially within sight. The sweet hum of her technology buzzed energetically within him, fueled by her presence, her excitement at whatever the Emperor was showing her. He moved away from Prince Gong, stopping to give the young Empress an equally formal bow.

Someone high above screamed, and the clamor rose in waves, echoing down the cliffs of buildings so badly he couldn’t tell from which direction the original warning had come. He scanned ahead, but no one approached the pavilion. The green park on all sides was still clear, except it was darker. A shadow spread across the park, impossibly large.

He jerked his head up. The black hull of a ship rushed downward like a massive bird of prey, surely too fast to maneuver between the stacked buildings towering above the park. It hovered lower, revealing a design in the hull that looked like scales outlined in gold. Queen Majel’s personal colors, although the people of Zijin wouldn’t know it. Among the screams and shouts, one word began to form, a single chant of awe and praise.

His implanted translator said it was dragon.

Black shapes shot out of the bottom of the ship, and this time it wasn’t the gravity-defying ninjas, but the sleek, uniformed Raven Guards of Britannia. The Queen’s own bounty hunters, bodyguards, and yes, assassins when needed. They swung down out of the ship.

Toward Charlie.

Sig leaped forward, wrapped his forearm around his target’s neck, and plunged the syringe into her throat. Princess Rong’an screamed, but her cry was lost in the clamor. She clawed at his forearm and face, but he tucked her closer, ignoring the cut of her lacquered nails.

The glass tube filled quickly, holding an impressive amount of blood. Alone, not enough to kill her, but when he pulled the syringe out of her neck, blood fountained from the large puncture wound. His aim was always true.

Dowager Empress Cixi seized the woman’s arm and tugged her free of Sig’s grip. He let her go and shoved the syringe toward her, already moving toward Charlie. Princess Rong’an fell to the ground, gripping her throat desperately. Prince Gong knelt beside her and she clutched at his hand, sobbing and gasping.

“Why?” Prince Gong’s anguished voice chased after Sig, but he felt no guilt. No remorse.

The black coin he’d found in her room proved she’d sent the Imperial assassins after Charlie, to kill her before she could heal her sickly brother. In case Sig failed to accept her contract.

Let her die as slowly and miserably as possible.

“Because she was going to have Zaichun assassinated,” Cixi said in a cold, hard voice. “So she could be your Empress. She deserves much worse than a quick and tidy death by a skilled assassin.”

Masters was a dozen paces ahead of him, not that either of them would make it to her before the Ravens, and if the Queen’s guards were here, there were certainly Runners too. Trained to blend in and disappear at a moment’s notice, they’d be hard to spot, even in a sea of Zijin people. The Emperor’s bodyguards had tightened around him in a living wall, giving her some protection, at least. She was rummaging in her reticule as calmly as though she merely looked for the appropriate change to make a trivial purchase at market.

Clad in black body armor—making them damned near impervious to any hand-held weapon not deliberately modified by Lady Doctor Wyre—the Ravens didn’t attack. They surrounded the pavilion but didn’t try to force their way in toward their target, even though they outnumbered the Emperor’s guards ten to one. Masters jumped on the Raven nearest him, but was picked up and slung backward like an invisible hand had reached down and thrown him like a child’s toy.

Force field. Grimly, Sig jerked to a halt, trying to think of a way through it. The Ravens made a perfect circle around her. When they advanced…

He closed his eyes, fighting the image of them closing on her like a pack of wolves so they could carry her back to the ship. Meanwhile the ticking bomb planted in him as a baby would blow them all up if Majel decided she might lose her prey.

Would Charlie rather I kill her, even accidentally, to keep her out of Majel’s hands?


Chapter Eighteen

Charlotte patted the Emperor’s trembling shoulder. “It’s all right, Your Majesty. They’re here for me, not you.”

He turned his head, his eyes wide with shock and fear. “Are you sure? I did bar the merchants from Hoeng Gong, so I suspected some kind of retaliation.”

She smiled slightly, shook free of his clinging hand at her elbow and moved closer to the egg pedestal. It did indeed look like a beautiful watercolored stone, lightly sprinkled with pearl and gold dust. A magnificent work of art if hand-painted by some long-dead craftsman. “That was certainly a foolhardy decision, Your Majesty. Queen Majel will retaliate, I can promise you that much, but this time I’m the target.”

She scanned the egg, unsure if her findings were good news…or a death sentence for someone. “This egg is still viable.”

“That’s wonderful, but what will cause it to hatch? At least a dozen Emperors have come to offer prayers and gifts to the egg to no avail.”

Imperial blood. She kept the scanner in her hand because her favorite medical device could also be used as something much more lethal. Should she tell him the truth? Would he then side with his mother, and select one of his family to sacrifice in order to secure his own future?

She studied his young face, sheltered and ignorant of so much of the harsher realities of the universe. A spoiled brat who’d thrown down the gauntlet to Queen Majel unknowingly, just to annoy his overbearing mother. His slender shoulders were already stooped, as though he bore the weight of the entire universe on his back. In many ways, he does.

Yet she didn’t dare tell him too much—not with the Ravens watching, and surely recording, everything for the very astute Queen of Britannia. When the ship had first appeared, the clamor from the crowd had been deafening. Now all sound was blocked out. The Ravens must have set up a portable shield rather like the dome that protected Londonium.

No one inside could get out. No one outside could get in—unless they allowed it. And anything they said was probably echoing in the Queen’s war chamber this very moment. “The legends about your family taming dragons are not entirely fables, Your Majesty.”

Bewildered, he looked at the egg and then back to her. “You mean…”

“We are dragons.” Head high, Cixi stepped through the ring of Ravens without pause, her long robes swishing across the ground as she passed. Without even sparing a glance at the foreigners, she approached the egg, uncapping a long, red vial.

Inwardly, Charlotte sighed. Cixi had been working for Majel all along. Charlotte didn’t whirl around to see who’d fallen to the Dowager Empress’s schemes. It was too late to save her choice.

“What happened?” The Emperor faltered from the arrogant voice of the ruler and back to the errant son afraid of his mother. Or at least afraid of what she’d done. “Is that…?”

“Your sister paid Lord Regret to assassinate you.” She poured the blood onto the egg, red dripping down the delicate pearl to mar the pastel colors. “It’s only fitting for her blood to give the last full dragon life. Your rule will become legend, my son.”

Despite her dislike for Cixi’s methods, Charlotte scanned the egg with interest, watching for changes. Energy sparked deep inside the egg, but quickly guttered out like a fragile flame. After long seconds, she lowered the scanner and shook her head. “It started to respond but has returned to its slumber.”

“What? But you said…” Cixi fell silent a moment as realization dawned. “It wasn’t enough blood.”

Charlotte inclined her head. “Or it needed to be fresh and hot directly from the body. The sample had already cooled slightly, and even one degree may cause the revitalization to fail. Without further tests that we unfortunately don’t have time for with these visitors watching our every move, you’ll have to decide on the best method of experimentation without me.”

She’d meant it as a warning, in case Cixi wasn’t familiar with Britannian methods of gleaning information from friend and foe alike. Evidently, the Dowager Empress didn’t care. “No matter. There are still several candidates we might be able to use.”

“Mother!” The Tongzhi Emperor stared at her like she was a revolting pile of refuse. “Who else will you kill? Isn’t Rong’an enough for your schemes?”

“No, in fact, she isn’t. She was willing to sacrifice your life so your uncle could take your throne. Why should you care what happened to her? I’m too busy cleaning up after your mistakes to eliminate every possible threat, but her betrayal and resulting death has helped me decide who should waken the egg. As long as Prince Gong lives…”

“No,” the Emperor retorted, his voice lower and more full of power than Charlotte had ever heard him speak, especially to his mother. “I refuse to allow any more deaths to bear the cost of my rule. Uncle would make a much better Emperor. He should have taken the throne anyway. Without your scheming, he would have.”

While the pair argued, Charlotte kept a careful eye on the Ravens. Why did they wait and watch? They could have closed the net and tried to take her at any time, but they were content to let this little Imperial drama unfold. It made no sense. Unless they were waiting on a signal from Queen Majel. But what was she waiting for?

The Dowager Empress Ci’an also passed the Runners without hesitation. Her smug smile at her greatest ally—and greatest enemy—set Charlotte’s defense mechanisms on full alert. Their enmity had originated in the Xianfeng Emperor’s harem where they’d both competed for his attention, but only Cixi had born him a son. The two women had worked together to secure that child’s throne, but since then…

Ci’an set a small box on the egg pedestal and pressed a button. A holographic image of Queen Majel flickered into existence before them.

Involuntarily, Charlotte gasped. Not with surprise at the technology or even who else was working with the Queen, but at the shocking image itself. She quickly smothered the sound, but Majel heard it, transparent or not. Her eerie faceted eyes narrowed with warning. To anyone who didn’t know her intimately, she probably appeared as powerful and regal as always, if a tad eccentric with all the feathers decorating her hair. She even wore a black stole of feathers around her neck.

Yet Charlotte knew that was no costume. No wonder Majel was so desperate that she’d betray her bug’s presence to Sig and risk losing the Crown’s greatest asset for hundreds of years. She was turning into a crow. Her House’s namesake.

But how had crow DNA been introduced?

Charlotte closed her eyes, remembering how she’d found the young princess near death. Her insane mother, Queen Georgiana III, had locked her sixteen-year-old daughter in the highest room of the Tower after she fell ill and the Royal Physicians had urged her to quarantine the princess before everyone in Londonium was exposed to the deadly virus. Once a fortress to protect all of Londonium, in later generations the Tower had become a prison for royal inmates. The high, circular room was more windows than walls, all of them open to the air.

And the resident crows had made themselves at home.

At first, Charlotte had thought that she was too late and the crows were actually devouring the deceased princess. Horrified, she’d scared them away and found Majel unconscious, scratched and bleeding, but whole. Desperate to save the princess before House Lizbonne joined with York to remove their crazy monarch, Charlotte had injected Majel with her nanobot prototype. The experiment had worked. The virus introduced by Francia during the darker days of the biological warfare had been defeated, and Majel lived to see her mother imprisoned in the very same room until her death five years later.

A cold, hard lump swelled in Charlotte’s throat, nearly choking her. Her nanobots must have taken a sample of crow DNA from that attack, and then at some point decided to use it for improvements to Majel’s human body. Charlotte hadn’t been there to note the differences and to correct the original, flawed programming which wasn’t tight enough to prevent such mistakes.

She swallowed, forcing herself to remain as calm as possible. Majel wouldn’t want anyone to know how bad it was. I can help her, I think. Though not all of the damage will be reversible.

She shuddered, forcing her mind to focus instead of whirling with horror and guilt.

Majel needs my help more than ever. She’s certainly not going to kill me today. Not willingly, at least.

“Greetings, Queen Majel,” Ci’an said. “Everything’s prepared as we agreed.”

“No, it is not.” Majel’s hard voice, as sharp and cold as ice, made everyone inside the pavilion flinch, except Charlotte, of course, for she was well used to Majel’s temper. “There are too many witnesses. I couldn’t care less how many Zijin Imperials and commoners alike must be eliminated to secure our secrets, but you might.”

Now that Majel’s attention was wholly locked on Bei-Jing as her target’s location, Charlotte unobtrusively tapped the scanner’s display to execute her own little surprise. Now the Queen wouldn’t be monitoring Sig’s whereabouts, so it was entirely safe for her dissemblers to attack and hopefully disintegrate the Scorpion bug. Assuming she didn’t accidentally blow him up.

She could see Gil and Sig both at the edge of Ravens, but they were too far away to catch their gaze and try to pass a message only they would understand. She certainly couldn’t trust the untried communication protocol she’d just added to their nanobots. Damnation, we need to get that bloody force field down at once!

“What have you done?” Cixi retorted. “You fool. If she eliminates us all, only Prince Gong will be left! Exactly the one we should want to eliminate the most!”

“Peace, sister.” Ci’an made a slow circle about the egg, trailing her finger over its gilded surface. “Queen Majel has agreed to leave Zijin unharmed, despite our son’s meddling. All we have to do is cede Hoeng Gong to her. Oh, and of course, deliver Lady Wyre to her unharmed. Which that idiot child almost fouled up with her assassination attempts. Thank goodness you got to Lord Regret first before he could complete her contract.”

“You’ve both betrayed me to Britannia?” The Emperor stared at the Dowager Empresses like he’d seen a ghost. Or a living nightmare. “I’m not giving Hoeng Gong to Britannia. It’s our main marketplace, open to the entire universe! If Uncle has taught me nothing else, it’s the importance of trade. If we lose Hoeng Gong, we’ll be forced to trade directly with Britannia for everything.”

“Exactly,” Queen Majel purred. “Yet on the bright side, I won’t assimilate you into our Empire. Isn’t that kind of me?”

She turned those glittering black eyes on Charlotte. In response, she lifted her chin and clasped her hands at her waist as though she stood ready for the Queen’s wishes, carefully keeping the scanner shielded.

“You’re needed in Londonium at once, Wyre.”

Evenly, Charlotte held the Queen’s gaze. “And what of Zijin, Your Majesty?”

“I always keep my agreements, don’t I? They’ll get exactly what they’ve asked for.”

Her smile only stirred up the dread churning in Charlotte’s stomach. That smile meant Majel was up to no good at all. “And your Scorpion?”

“Ah.” Majel softened that hard, toothy smile to something more genuine, although only for a moment. It could almost have been a flash of pride, if they weren’t deadly enemies. “How did you discover the truth about my dear boy?”

This time it was Charlotte’s turn to give a warning smile as sharp as the glass blade hidden in her fan. “You’ll leave my dear boy be, Your Majesty.”

“I shall?” Majel coyly widened her eyes with surprise. “Whyever should I? He’s done exactly as I wanted all these years, without even knowing my wishes. I can’t lose such a talented killer. I need him almost as much as I need you.”

“Either he goes free or you lose us both.”

“I don’t want to make this difficult, Wyre. I need you in Londonium and I’m willing to forget every past indiscretion, let alone the inconvenience of looking for you all these years. Come home and I’ll make it worth your while.”

Charlotte pretended to consider it, even gnawing on her lip as though deep in thought. “I suppose Wyreton is gone now,” she said wistfully. “My family and staff are ashes, forgotten and dispersed to the winds.”

“Not at all,” Majel said in the kindest voice Charlotte had ever heard her use. “Granted, I was very wroth with you when you disappeared without a trace. I valued your service too much to wipe out everything you hold dear. Although I admit I never allowed your cousin to inherit the title. I knew you were still alive and I refused to grant her petitions to take over in your stead. Despite all the trouble you’ve caused me, you’re still the Duchess of Wyre.”

More likely, the Queen wanted to keep everyone alive in case she needed to torture a few hostages in hopes of luring her back to protect her family. “I can sincerely thank you for that, Your Majesty. Samantha would have done a wretched job as Duchess. She’s too rigid and stuffy by far, and in her jealous rage she would have razed Wyreton to the ground just to spite me.”

“She always hated you,” Majel agreed. “Now. Are we agreed that you’re coming home at last?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Charlotte noted that the circle of Ravens had begun to tighten. Her pulse fluttered frantically, her palms dampening. She even allowed anxiety to widen her eyes and visibly quicken her breathing. It was important for everyone to believe she was frightened. Trapped. Alone. All dreadfully true for the moment.

Only she could feel the frenzied pulse of technology in her body, heightening her senses and promising the assistance of not one or two but three men determined to come to her aid. She didn’t look again, but she was sure Prince Gong had joined Sig and Gil’s efforts to break through the Ravens.

Without lazors, there was very little they could do to cut through their lines. All they did was risk their own lives. But if she delayed long enough, the shield would come down to give her access to the waiting ship.

Silently, she tried to communicate with them through her nanobots, even if she wasn’t sure how they could possibly relay such messages. Protect yourselves and be ready to take cover. Soon!

“My lady, surely you’re not considering this,” the Emperor said, his pale face streaked with sweat. “If you need a way out of Zijin, I can promise you safe passage.”

His breathing was short and rapid, his hands shaking. Anxiety worsened his condition, and the doctor in her insisted his mysterious illness had taken a sharp turn for the worse. If she had time, she’d run some tests on the alien DNA he carried. She guessed that he suffered from an unknown deficiency thanks to the dragon heritage, just as the egg itself needed the alien proteins in the Imperial blood to hatch.

Weak and clammy, he wasn’t going to survive much longer, despite whatever deal the Dowager Empresses managed to eke out with Britannia.

“Shut up,” Ci’an hissed, even tugging on the long, full sleeve of his ceremonial robe. “She’s nothing to us.”

“I read Prince Gong’s full report,” he retorted, jerking his arm away, but so weakly that Ci’an still gripped the silk. “She’s been of great aid to us and all we’ve done is pay her back with attempted assassinations and betrayal. Without her—”

“Nonsense,” Cixi interrupted, hopefully to silence her son before he revealed too much about the private security work Charlotte had managed to do for them. “You’ve heard the Queen. She has nothing to fear. Nothing at all. Isn’t that right, Your Majesty?”

Majel’s hard smile slowly faded to the heavy-eyed glare that usually preceded someone’s head being separated from their body. But she remained silent, waiting for Charlotte’s answer.

In a soft voice, she said, “Her Majesty never promised there was nothing to fear. Far from it.”

“Bring her to me,” Queen Majel ordered. The Ravens began closing faster. Overhead, the ship engine’s roared, causing wind to rush and swirl the ladies’ skirts so that it was difficult to stand, even shielded by the pavilion. Cixi clutched at Ci’an, both of them screaming. The dome was down.

A platform descended just off the pavilion, connected to the ship by heavy chains. If they succeeded in dragging her onto that ship, she’d never see Sig and Gil again.

The men who’d been locked outside of the dome broke through the Ravens and ran toward the pavilion. Prince Gong headed straight for his nephew, a knife in one hand and a sword in the other. Gil limped, clutching his ribs, his lip bleeding and his left eye almost swollen shut. But he’d made good use of the jewelry she’d given him. Both sets of brass knuckles were stained with blood.

Sig, where are you?

She could feel him close, but the nanobots were so chaotic she couldn’t discern a direction.

“Hurry, Wyre. Get on the ship before we lose you entirely.”

Charlotte faced the holograph. “You never had me, Your Majesty.”

“Don’t be a fool. Lord Regret is still out there and he’s Queen’s Scorpion. He’s mine to command. If you don’t come willingly…”

Charlotte let out a derisive laugh. “An empty threat, Your Majesty. Sig would never hurt me.”

“Henry Sigmund Tudor will kill you this very moment if I order it.” The words rang louder, cutting through the shouts and the ship’s engines to ensure everyone—especially Sig—heard the Queen’s words. “I know his price. Only I can give it to him.”

Hearing his true name out loud was strange, but it didn’t horrify or shock her as the Queen had hoped. Raising her voice to match Majel’s, Charlotte called out, “The Duchess of Wyre loves His Royal Highness the Prince of Tudor and he loves me. He will never hurt me, let alone kill me.”

“You can’t control him. You certainly can’t trust him. Never fully.”

“Yes I can, and I do.”

Finally, she saw him, plunging over and through the Ravens just paces away, floating with flying leaps as the ninjas had done. He vaulted over the railing, landing softly and lightly on his feet like a cat, and with another soaring leap he was beside her, dragging her tightly to him as though he could pull her inside his body and shield her with his own bone and sinew.

Another scream, lower and somehow more terrible than the others before, made her turn. Ci’an fell to her knees, sobbing, and Cixi covered her mouth, her eyes brimming with tears, but she made no sound. They both stared at their son, who gripped an ornate knife in his hand. Blood poured from his slashed wrist and he staggered over to the egg. His knees weakened and he started to fall, but Prince Gong caught him, slowly lowering him to lie against the pedestal.

“Zijin shall have its dragon,” the Tongzhi Emperor whispered, fighting to draw breath. “The throne is yours, Uncle.”

“Oh, Zaichun,” Prince Gong whispered, his voice trembling with anguish. “I cannot do what you ask. Please, don’t do this to me. All of Zijin needs you!”

The young Emperor’s eyes fluttered. He clutched at the egg. “Please, little dragon. Let me see you before I die.”

As Charlotte lifted the scanner, the shell began to shimmer, pure golden light streaming through cracks crisscrossing the surface. It burned brighter, until it was painful to focus on the blazing egg, so she almost missed the pop and burst of liquid fire as the dragon hatched.

The small creature hung in the air, as transparent as Majel’s holographic image. The ghostly, winged shape hovered over the shattered shell, shining as brightly as the sun, illuminating the Emperor’s face. Then it launched over his shoulder at Prince Gong.

He recoiled, stumbling backward to fall on the floor, but the dragon had latched on to his face, tiny wings beating the air silently, claws buried in his skin. He screamed with pain, his skin burning with the creature’s energy, and it took advantage of his open mouth to burrow deeply into his body. He convulsed, his heels drumming on the floor.

Charlotte leapt free of Sig’s protective embrace and went to the prince’s aid. She scanned him, trying to pinpoint the creature’s location. If she could locate its target, then perhaps she could inject him with a paralytic, something that would trap the dragon until she could remove it.

But the creature had already melted into his body. It was like it had dissolved into thin air, only leaving behind a vibrant trail of energy to mark its passage directly to the prince’s heart. In a matter of moments, the alien life form had fused itself into his body so thoroughly that she doubted they could be separated without killing him.

“What happened?” Cixi asked, her voice reverent and shaken.

“The dragon is symbiotic. It needed a host. That’s why the princess’s blood alone wasn’t enough to cause it to hatch. It needed blood and a suitable host.” She looked over at the Emperor’s sprawled body and didn’t need her scanner to tell that he was dead. “The Emperor was already ill, or it might have chosen him. In fact, that’s probably how the Yellow Emperor originally ‘tamed’ the dragon of legend. He simply became a host.”

“What now?” Ci’an’s voice was dull and she stared brokenly at the young man she’d raised as her own son. “How can we go on?”

“We must,” Cixi replied. “Is Prince Gong going to recover?”

In answer, he opened his eyes and took a deep, loud breath. He didn’t ask what had happened—the memory burned in his eyes as brightly as the fledgling. He touched his face, wincing at the tender skin and scratches the creature had left behind. “You’ll have to rule without me.”

“But—” Cixi began, but he sat up and sharply cut her off.

“I always told you I refused to rule. That’s why I helped you secure the crown for Zaichun. If you and Ci’an stand together united, you ought to be able to keep the throne. Assuming you can keep Zijin out of Britannia’s clutches,” he finished bitterly, glaring at the holographic image.

Majel slowly clapped her hands. “Very entertaining, Your Majesties of Zijin. I had no idea the Imperial line hosted such an interesting alien life force. Why don’t you bring this young man to Londonium with you, Wyre? If I know you, and I do, inside and out, there’s nothing you’d like better than to strap him to your instruments so you can study the changes such a symbiosis will cause in his body.”

“You know nothing about me, Your Majesty.” Turning, she noted that Gil hesitated at the edge of the pavilion. He was the one thing she was certain Majel knew nothing about, and he wasn’t sure if Charlotte would want that knowledge shared with the Queen. Smiling, she held out a hand to him and he immediately stepped into the pavilion to stand with her and Sig. “For instance, you’ve yet to be introduced to my other lover, Gilead Masters of Americus.”

“How many worthless lovers does it take to rescue you, Wyre? They’ll end up the same way as the young Emperor. Dead. And it shall be solely your fault that they suffer.” Majel’s face hardened, her eyes glittering like obsidian. “With your silly taste for tea and silk, I knew the first place you’d go once you left Americus. I didn’t need to track my Scorpion to know you’d flee to Zijin.”

She held up a small box, her thumb hovering over a detonation switch. “You claim that the infamous Lord Regret would never harm you, but when I press this button you’ll all be destroyed. I’d rather have you home with me, but I’ll do what I must. You know me, Wyre. You know I don’t bluff.”

Charlotte smiled faintly. “I know you well, Your Majesty, and no, indeed, you don’t bluff.”

“Then get on my ship and fly home.”

“No.” She moved to join Sig, even taking his arm and pressing close to his side when he tried to move away to spare her if he did detonate. “I don’t bluff either. If you want to try and force me to Londonium, you’ll have a mess to clean up.”

“Charlie, please.” Sig gripped both her upper arms, squeezing hard as he glared down into her eyes. “Go. Don’t let her win this way. I couldn’t bear it if you were harmed for my sake.” He loosened his grip with one hand so he could lightly trace the faded marks on her neck. His voice quivered with anguish. “I don’t want to hurt you ever again.”

Releasing Gil, she reached up and cupped Sig’s cheek. “Dearest, you’ve never hurt me. I’d rather die with you now than ever lose you again.”

“Very sweet,” Queen Majel retorted. “Say your good-byes.”

“I love you, Gil.” Charlotte adjusted the scanner in her free hand to find the button she’d wired with a surprise this very morning. “And I love you, Sig. Whatever happens, you’ll always be Lord Regret to me.”

“Charlie,” he choked out, dragging her close in a desperate hug, unknowingly helping her hide the scanner between their bodies. “Please. Don’t do this.”

Gil pressed against her back and they held her shielded between the two of them, braced for impact. “If he goes, we all go.”

Only Majel’s sharp, disbelieving inhale told Charlotte that the Queen had depressed the button…and been sorely disappointed when they weren’t blown to smithereens. She turned her head enough to see Majel without lifting her head from Sig’s chest. “His price has been paid, Your Majesty. The last Scorpion Tudor is dead.”

“What? How?”

Sig stiffened against her, his eyes widening when the Queen threw the detonator aside like rubbish. “She killed us.”

“She tried,” Charlotte agreed amicably. “But I warned her she’d have a mess to clean up.”

He pulled away enough to draw something out of his pocket. Charlotte had never seen that locket before, but from the way Majel’s eyes narrowed, she knew exactly what it was.

Sig flipped it open and shook out strands of golden hair. Then he threw the locket on the floor and ground it beneath his boot until it made a satisfying crunch. “Scorpion is no more.”

With that, Charlotte pressed the button on her scanner. “Take cover!” she shouted the warning to Prince Gong and the Dowager Empresses, still kneeling and grieving over their son.

The sudden silence was deafening. The electromagnetic pulse had targeted the ship’s engine frequency, shutting it down without notice. She’d been worried about her nanobots shutting down accidentally, leaving Sig’s damaged heart to beat alone, but he swept her up over his shoulder and shouted for Gil to lead the way, so he wasn’t negatively impacted. She pushed up enough so she could look at Majel one last time.

Queen Majel clutched her hands together, her face white with strain. “Please, Charlotte. I’m begging you.”

The disabled ship crashed into one of the buildings and debris began to tumble from the sky. The Ravens scattered into the fleeing crowd, while Prince Gong slung the Emperor’s body over his shoulder and hurried toward safety with the Dowager Empresses.

“I’ll help you,” Charlotte yelled over the din, “but in my own way, in my own time. Don’t try to force us to Londonium again!”

“Wyre!” Majel screamed after them. “Look what your creation has done to me!”


Chapter Nineteen

Leading the way, Gil dodged smoking chunks of metal, broken cement and stone, praying they could get out of the central park before the entire ship came down on them. Luckily it wasn’t one of the massive warships, but it was still going to cause a lot of damage. He checked back over his shoulder to make sure Sig was keeping up, but he shouldn’t have worried. The man was fueled by Charlotte’s inventions, both his super-powered heart and the buoyant device she’d added to his boots. Even carrying her, he could have easily outpaced Gil, but he kept a steady pace at his back.

He was more worried about Charlotte. It wasn’t like her to allow one of them to coddle her like this. She’d made no protests when Sig had picked her up, and she certainly hadn’t demanded to be set back down on her own feet. Had she been injured? Knocked unconscious? He didn’t know, and worry burned like acid in the pit of his stomach.

He fell back beside Sig so he could see her face, and the boiling pit of acid exploded into a full-fledged volcano. Charlotte was crying.

She ducked her face against her shoulder, burrowing deeper into Sig’s embrace. He’d shifted her down into his arms so she didn’t bounce awkwardly on his shoulder. It shredded Gil’s heart to see her so vulnerable, curled up and crying. He wanted to hold her himself and beg her to tell him what troubled her, but with the Britannian ship falling apart above them, there wasn’t time.

Gritting his teeth, he fought back the questions. Later. Get her to safety first. Then we can hold each other and simply be glad we’re all still alive.

He pointed down an alleyway. “This way.” Taking the lead once more, he counted the turns in his head, carefully looking back several times to make sure no one followed them. If she’d disabled the bug in Sig, it wouldn’t do to allow a tail to attach itself to them all over again. Thick black smoke billowed into the air and the piercing shriek of alarms continued in the distance, but no one else roamed these back ways. As he’d hoped when he’d hid the ship here in the wee hours of the morning.

He had a stitch in his side before they finally left behind the tenements and shops for the larger warehouses along the docks. Guards stood at the entry, but he didn’t slow his pace, merely waved the parchment with the distinctive Imperial golden seal. Still, he breathed a sigh of relief when the guards allowed them through. They kept a worried gaze on the smoke in the distance, but evidently word hadn’t spread yet of the Emperor’s demise.

They hustled aboard and Sig transferred her over to Gil so he could fly them out of the port. She didn’t say anything, but kept her still-wet face pressed to his shirt, her shoulders shaking. Her hands were icy, and even after he tucked her into a chair and belted her in for takeoff, she was listless and withdrawn.

Their lady would want tea above all.

“How much longer until we’re ready for takeoff?” he called to Sig in the cockpit.

“Long enough to make a spot of tea via the replicator. Just splash a healthy dose of good Americus bourbon in with it to put some color back in her cheeks.”

She hated replicated tea, but they didn’t have time for the real thing. Later, he promised himself again. Once we’re away. Once we’re safe.

She will be safe.

Sig was a much better pilot than he’d ever be, but takeoffs were always a little rocky. Especially rushed ones to flee Britannian—and possibly Zijin—forces. So Gil brought her a steaming mug instead of her preferred china teacup. She wrapped her hands around the warm mug and huddled around it like it was a roaring campfire in the wilderness. He slipped off her shoes and chafed her chilly toes between his palms, and then tucked a thick down blanket around her.

“Thank you,” she whispered, still averting her gaze.

He pressed a tender kiss to the top of her head and then joined Sig in the cockpit. Even the legendary Lady Wyre needed a little time to gather her composure.

“That was good work getting a paper from the Emperor.” Sig’s hands flew over the panel without him even having to look. “Any bets whether that ship was alone or not?”

“I’m betting not.” Gil turned on the radio, hoping to pick up news of other ships. “Majel would never put all her eggs in one basket.”

“Right. So how do we get out of here?” Muttering, Sig lifted Oblivion out of the dock and steered for the main port exit. The entire airspace was empty, which sure didn’t look good for their escape. “Have they already shut down Bei-Jing?”

Gil checked the news alerts. “Not that I’ve seen. Maybe everyone was docked for the Imperial procession.”

“Or maybe there are a couple of Britannian birds of prey shooting everyone out of the sky as soon as they pop up on the radar.” They both scanned the skies and view panels constantly, but nothing showed up. “Where’d she say she wanted to go next?”

“Morocco.”

Sig entered the coordinates and then settled back against the pilot’s chair. “Brace for maximum speed. Charlie, lock that mug away, sweetheart!”

The engines rumbled beneath them, building speed to fight out of the planet’s gravity field. With all the friction, they lost visibility. All they could do was hold on, wait until they cleared the upper levels of the atmosphere, and hope for the best.

Gil braced his head against the back of the seat and tried to keep his body loose, instead of fighting the pull of gravity. Pressure made the entire right side of his head throb. His swollen lip felt like it was going to split open again, and he feared his blackened eye might just pop out of his skull.

Finally, they soared free of Bei-Jing’s atmosphere. They were already at the edge of Zijin’s system, but they had to pass the chain of satellite moons—of which the most popular was Hoeng Gong. The one Ci’an had ceded to Britannia. If Majel had already claimed it…

The comm beeped, making Gil jump.

“It’s Prince Gong’s personal signature on a secure line.” Sig answered the call. “Your Majesty, this is Oblivion. How may we help you?”

“I’m hoping I may help you one last time,” Prince Gong replied. Behind him, Gil could make out the server room of Xuanyuan. “Thanks to Lady Wyre, we were easily able to prevent the Britannian hackers from taking over as she suggested they would.”

“I’m so glad,” Charlotte said behind them. She dropped a hand on each of their shoulders, as though she needed even a modest physical connection to them both, but her voice was firmer and more like her usual self. “Your firewalls are holding, then?”

“Absolutely, and your…surprise…has deployed in response.”

“Excellent. How many ships are waiting for us outside Hoeng Gong?”

“There are four ships there now, but they’re all claiming to be merchant frigates. Their systems are running much too hot to be simple trade ships, though.”

“Four,” Sig growled beneath his breath. “We can outrun them unless they have Razari engines under the hood, but they’ll have warship backup just out of sensor range.”

“I have a suggestion that might help us both,” Prince Gong said. “See if you can lure them into following you through the Xuanyuan wormhole. Then we’ll easily be able to dispose of any ships that follow you, and we’ll send you back through the wormhole to any location you desire.”

The wormhole again? Gil suppressed a groan, but his dismay must have been evident on his face, because Prince Gong laughed.

“We’ll make this trip as smooth as possible, and easily shave days if not weeks of space travel off, depending on your lady’s destination. Even better, your enemies will have no idea where you’ve gone, unless they can decrypt our entire security system after surviving their own trip to the Forbidden City.”

Charlotte frowned. “I don’t want to end up close to Britannian airspace, and I’d planned to rendezvous with a friend at Morocco. Can you get us anywhere close to that?”

Prince Gong typed at his workstation. “Let me see… Yes. I have codes for as-Sahra. That’s just a few days’ travel on normal engine speed to your destination.”

“The Great Desert planet,” she mused aloud, tapping her fingers on Gil’s shoulders.

“Not much shopping,” Sig teased.

“Not much of anything but sand,” she admitted, “and heat.”

“And worms,” Prince Gong added, “big ones.”

Gil frowned harder at the viewscreen. “That’s not helping your case for sending us through that bumpy wormhole not once but twice more. I hate worms.”

Laughing softly, she leaned against him and wrapped her arm around his shoulders. “Don’t worry, dearest. I’ll protect you from the big bad worms.”



Glancing back over his shoulder to make sure Charlie was safely secured back in her chair, Sig engaged the new flight plan. Within minutes, the busy satellite port of Hoeng Gong filled the screen, and there were the four ships hovering just outside the security station. The Oblivion altered direction slightly, as though they were surprised to see visitors waiting, and the four ships immediately followed.

“Merchants my ass.” The Razari engine hummed with pleasure as he increased power, rumbling like a big cat anxious for an energetic chase. He wove in and out of legitimate merchant ships waiting for their turn to enter the port, pretending that they really were trying to evade the Britannian ships, but the engine barely revved past thirty-percent power.

They dodged back toward Bei-Jing. Without the trade traffic, the Britannian ships narrowed the gap.

“Incoming,” Masters warned in a low voice.

“Our shields are up. We should be fine.”

“I’m surprised Prince Gong didn’t mention the guns on the ship,” she called from the passenger area. “Surely he would have—”

Oblivion rocked and alarms began blinking all across his dashboard. Masters cursed and began returning fire, while Sig tried to figure out what they’d been hit with. Normal pulse cannon wouldn’t have affected the shields like that. Worse, the Razari crystal that powered the engines had taken the brunt of the hit. “The crystal’s down to fifty-percent power. What kind of weapon does that?”

“A new one,” she said at his shoulder. “Good thing I sent a little surprise their way as soon as they tried to hack into Zijin systems.”

“Bloody hell, Charlie, get back in your seat!”

She leaned against him, her left arm locked around his shoulders to help her stay on her feet, while she scrolled with the other hand through the command screen. Her fingers moved too quickly for him to track exactly what she did. “Shift over to the regular engines and spare the crystal in case we really need it.”

“Are you sure? We won’t be able to outrun them on normal power. If we can’t make it to the wormhole, they’ll snag us in a force field. We’ll be as helpless as a beached whale.”

“That weapon was targeted specifically to the energy frequency of the crystal. If you shut it down, they won’t be able to hit us again.”

He powered the top-notch engine down and shifted over to auxiliary traditionally powered—aka slow—engines. It might have been only his imagination, but the Oblivion’s ride seemed less smooth now and they felt like they were crawling through space. He’d turned his ultrasleek catamaran into a tugboat. If the Xuanyuan cannon failed to take out those blasted ships as soon as they crossed…

She squeezed his shoulder. “We just need a few more minutes and I’ll have control of their ship computers. Head for the wormhole as planned.”

Luckily it was already in sight, the pink tendrils curling out like tentacles ready to ensnare its prey.

“Another shot’s coming,” Masters growled, pounding out another round of shots. “Damnation, why don’t you have something better than a single pulsor gun on this baby? It’s like shooting with a slingshot.”

“Weaponry makes us a target,” Sig replied, trying to keep his voice from sounding too defensive. “Big guns mean we’ve got big treasures for someone to try and steal. It’s always been my philosophy to flip the switch on the Razari engine and basically disappear before anyone can get a shot off.”

The ship shimmied beneath the hit as the energy wave passed through, but nothing else happened.

“See?” Charlie said with a pleased laugh. “Truth be told, Sig’s as particular about the appearance of his ship as he is about his attire.”

He was sure his cheeks were flushing. “A big gun will mess up the aerodynamic lines.”

The other man glanced over at him and laughed, which only made him flush more. “A bad guy’s cannon will definitely mess up these pretty lines when it tears the ship apart.”

Staring straight ahead, Sig ignored the jibe and opened the line to Prince Gong. “We’re nearly at the wormhole now. Make sure you don’t shoot us by accident!”

“We’ll try,” Prince Gong said dryly.

“You have to strap in,” Masters said to Charlotte, probably remembering the way both men had ended up on the floor the first time they’d passed through the wormhole.

Instead, she plopped herself down in Gil’s lap. “Then you’ll just have to hold me. I’m not going to miss this.”

As the wormhole engulfed them, golden light flared like they were sailing into a living sun. Built light and sleek for speed, the catamaran rattled hard as they made the jump through to Xuanyuan, creaking desperately to the point Sig feared the hull might give. He let out a sigh of relief when the massive station hung before them and glanced over at Gil. He’d broken a sweat and squeezed Charlotte so tightly her breath wheezed like her corset was cutting her in half, but she made no complaints.

Pushing the throttle as far as it would go, Sig put as much space between them and the wormhole as possible. Despite knowing the Zijin security was on their side, it still made his palms sweat to fly past those massive heavy-artillery cannon. However, the big guns remained focused on the wormhole exit instead of following their path.

He flipped the viewscreen to the rear of the ship so they could watch the show. One by one, the Britannian ships began popping through the wormhole. The lead ship saw the massive guns and tried to warn the others, nearly getting hit from behind in the process. The fourth ship paused in midexit, hovering like it was stuck in a web.

Prince Gong’s voice came over the line. “Not a good choice for that captain. He’ll be sorry he put the engines in reverse.”

Indeed, within minutes the ship incinerated and broke in half, the bow of the ship drifting into Xuanyuan space while the rest of the rubble disappeared inside the wormhole.

“I don’t guess we’re going back that way anytime soon,” Masters grumbled. “Not that I was looking forward to yet another trip through the wormhole. What are we going to do now?”

Charlotte smiled down at Prince Gong’s face displayed on the monitor. “Oh, I believe we’ll find another way to our destination, won’t we, Your Majesty?”

He didn’t even blink. “Why do you say that, my lady?”

The catamaran shivered in sympathy as the big guns opened fire on the three remaining ships. In a matter of seconds, there was nothing but debris clogging the exit.

“I’d be a poor scientist if I hadn’t scanned the area for another wormhole signature as soon as this one had been revealed to me, especially knowing how you’ve developed the technology to control them.”

Prince Gong inclined his head with a wry smile. “You’ve earned the infamous Lady Doctor Wyre title yet again, I see.”

“I’m the infamous one,” Sig interrupted. “She’s legendary.”

As well as passionate, courageous, forgiving, headstrong, and so damned precious to me. I can’t believe I almost lost her once and for all. I almost lost everything I hold dear, just to be free of my past. The past I thought would drive her away forever.

Only she wiped it all away without even blinking an eye.

Gil rested his chin on the top of her head and said softly, “The incomparable, brilliant Lady Wyre.”


Chapter Twenty

Charlotte didn’t have to open her eyes to know where she was. Beneath her fingers, she felt the ruffled silk she’d patched together over the years on Americus, hiding who she was while treasuring the last bit of the life of privilege she’d once had. She’d mourned her title, her lands, her family and friends, even her prestigious position as Queen’s Physician. No one had known Majel more intimately than her, except for her lovers. Charlotte had even known of several of them, despite the Queen’s efforts to keep her private life a secret from everyone.

By the sweet hum of the technology living inside her, she also knew she wasn’t alone. Now that Gil also carried her nanobots, she wasn’t sure which man it was, though she guessed it was Sig. Maybe it was the utter silence that told her the assassin sat quietly at her bedside, waiting for her to awaken. For all his admirable and honorable qualities, Gil breathed entirely too loudly to sneak up on someone.

A low, masculine chuckle came from the corner, slowly moving closer. She felt the mattress dip as he sat beside her. Now she smelled the Parisiian cologne Sig always wore, a sandalwood musk that smelled as expensive and exquisite as her taste in tea and silks.

“Can you read my mind now?” she asked aloud, reaching out to trace the firm muscle of his thigh. She regretted the layer of clothing—even fine, tight buckskin—keeping her from the warmth of his flesh.

“Not exactly. It’s more impressions and images, like a quick snapshot that flashes in my mind that’s not my own.”

“What did you see that made you laugh?”

“Masters snoring in a chair, his head back with his ugly cavalry hat tipped to shade his face.”

She laughed softly. “I was thinking it couldn’t be him because he didn’t breathe like an assassin.”

Sig’s thigh tensed beneath her hand, though he didn’t pull away. “Do you regret what I am?”

So many doubts and anxieties crowded that simple question. He didn’t ask if she wanted him to cease being an assassin. That wasn’t at all what he meant.

Did she regret the sharpness of his need? The pain that he’d come to enjoy, whether receiving or delivering?

The lash, the bonds, the drive to push deeper and harder each time they made love.

Out of control, blinding, aching, all-consuming need.

The inherent danger of loving a killer with a taste for pain.

“Scorpion,” she whispered.

He flinched but didn’t try to rise, as though he felt obliged to sit and take whatever punishment she might mete out. He said nothing, braced for her condemnation. Her refusal.

Her betrayal.

“I’ve always thought my House had selected a ridiculous sign.” She rolled over on her side to face him, still trailing her fingers lightly over his thigh. “I mean, a dove, white, soft and fragile. The symbol of peace and purity. Wyre has never been very peaceful or pure. We’ve been both ally and enemy of House Krowe, and in that fight, the dove will always get shredded by the raven’s talons.

“But the dove is also a symbol of hope, and in that regard I guess I’ve always had hope in my heart. Hope that I could change the world for the better. That I could heal anything and help people all across the galaxy. When I saw the truth of what my hope had wrought in Queen Majel…” Her voice broke and she squeezed his thigh, letting him feel all the agony and terror that had clutched her heart as desperately. “I wanted to die, Sig. I wished I’d never been born. I wished I’d never had the arrogance to believe I could heal anything, because in healing her, I’ve turned her into a monster. How can you love me after seeing what I’ve done? What I’ve done to you?”

He turned to her, stretching out beside her so they lay face-to-face, though he didn’t touch her. He might be lying beside her, but he was still separate and withdrawn, his body rigid with tension. “You saved me. Not just from the crash on Americus, but from my past. My fears. My doubts. All my life, all I wanted was to be free. I didn’t want to be used by the Queen or my House ever again. I didn’t want to be bound and trapped like my father, but now I realize my mother was just as trapped and even more tortured. Queen Majel owned her. She owned me too.

“But you’ve never tried to own me, Charlie. You’ve never made me feel used or trapped, even when you’ve bound me hand and foot to your bed. I thought I’d hate you someday, that you’d make me feel as helpless and weak as my father, but I don’t. In fact, I started to become afraid of who I was becoming, who you were allowing me to be. You were setting my darkest self free, and that scared me more than anything.”

She cupped his face in both hands, gently rubbing her thumbs over his lips. “You were afraid you’d hurt me.”

“No,” he said hoarsely, “I was afraid I’d kill you. When I’m bound, I can’t hurt you. I’m safe, then. I’d rather be Queen’s Scorpion for the rest of my rotten life than to ever hurt you.”

“I’m not a dove.” She hardened her voice and stared into his eyes, letting the full force of her will and determination shine. “I’m not going to break. My will is just as strong as yours. I’m the bloody Duchess of Wyre, legendary Queen’s Physician, hunted and reviled across the galaxy for the technology I created. I’ve survived countless assassination attempts and turned Majel’s treachery back in her hand to wound her greater than ever. So I can handle your darker urges, Sig, as long as you trust me.”

“I’m as deadly as my House’s namesake.”

She tightened her hands, digging her fingers into his jaw firmly. “So. Am. I.”

As his breath blew out, he sagged, fully relaxed, letting his forehead drop down to touch hers. “I trust you, I do. I love you. But I’m still afraid I’ll go too far. Someday, I might seriously hurt you, and I’ll never forgive myself.”

Deep inside her, she felt a subtle shift, a tug of energy toward the door. Softly, she called out, “Come in, Gil.”

He opened the door but didn’t enter, a big, broad shadow against the doorframe. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I just wanted to let you know that Prince Gong seemed highly interested in joining our efforts of uniting colonies against Majel.”

“Good, our rebel alliance is growing. If we can get the Razari to join us, we might actually have a shot at pulling off a full-scale rebellion.” Then she sharpened her voice slightly so Gil would know her displeasure at his hesitation, as though he might not be as important to her as Sig. “And you’re never an intrusion, Gilead Masters. If the ship’s secure, I ask you to join us. If that’s all right with you, Sig.”

He tipped his face up to search her gaze. “Why wouldn’t it be all right with me?”

“You seemed…” She sighed, trying to find a way to explain without hurting his feelings. A man always reacted strangely when a woman tried to point out—no matter how kindly and lovingly—an intimate problem he was experiencing.

Luckily Gil had no qualms about stating her concerns bluntly. “You haven’t handled our more…extreme…intimacies very well. Especially when we share her.”

“I see.” Sig narrowed his eyes, his mouth a harsh slant. “So you’re afraid I’m going to get jealous and throw a temper tantrum if Gil’s with us?”

“No.” An image flickered into her mind of Sig stomping around the room stark naked and fuming mad, making it difficult for her not to laugh. “I’m afraid you might not speak to us for a few days if he sees how much you like it when I whip you.”

Sig wrapped his hand around her throat and pushed her flat on her back, rising up so he could glare down at her. “And what’s he going to do when he sees how rough you like me to get?”

Gil let out a low, rumbling growl and she swore she heard material rip in his haste. “He’s going to strip off his pants and join you.”

In moments, he was at her back, Sig at her front, and she was pressed between the two people she loved most in this world. It was so beautiful that she very nearly wanted to cry again. She even sniffled a little, which caused Sig to stiffen with alarm.

“You’re not going to cry again are you? Quick, make her some more tea.”

“I’m fine,” she protested, twisting her hand in Sig’s hair to keep him still. “I’m just very, very happy to still be alive.”

“You and us both, sweetheart,” Gil whispered against her cheek. “You had us very worried today. I’ve never seen you so…shaken.”

“I know.” Even now, her voice warbled at the memory of the changes twisting Majel’s body. “I have to help her.”

“You’re not considering going back to Londonium.” Sig tipped her chin up, his fingers as harsh as hers had been moments before. “Because I’ll tie you up and dump you back in Xuanyuan with no ship and no wormhole at your disposal before I’ll let you go back to that serpent’s nest.”

“Of course not,” she said tartly, reaching around to pinch his bum. Hard. “But I have the ability to help her, so I must. I can’t sit back and watch while her humanity is lost. Think of the millions who might suffer her wrath if she goes insane. The civilizations she might destroy.”

“She’s already destroyed the Razari,” Gil said, his arms tightening with worry. “I don’t want you to be next, sweetheart.”

“Hmm, we shall see about the Razari. I don’t think they’re as doomed as she—or they—believe. If I’m right, then I can certainly help Majel too. I must.”

“But how?” Sig asked. “If you contact her, she’ll trace us. If she can even pinpoint the system we’re in, she’ll have a dozen warships after us before we can hop to the next system. Before too long, everyone will bar us from their ports to save themselves the aggravation of having Britannian ships sniffing around.”

“I’m sure I’ll find a way.”

Gil nuzzled her neck. “Yes, I’m sure you will, Lady Wyre.”

“The legendary Lady Doctor Wyre.” Sig bit her ear hard enough that she squealed. “You did have time to pack those toys you picked up in Hoeng Gong, didn’t you?”

Laughing, she sat up despite their protests and went in search of her trunks. “I’ve now added a new must-have requirement to my repertoire: silks, tea and sex toys. Although there are so many incredibly interesting things I saw in the shop that I have no idea how to use.”

Gil groaned, but his voice quavered with laughter, “Uh oh, Sig. You’d better pilot us to the nearest marketplace. Lady Wyre needs to go shopping.”

“I also need to do more research and experimentation.” She kept her voice even and strode casually back to the bed with their modest collection of toys, but they knew her too well to not sense even the most minute hesitation in her usually confident manner. They sat up, both men powerful and handsome and so utterly determined to protect her from anything that might threaten her.

Especially herself.

Gil and Sig looked at each other, some silent masculine query that made her lips quirk with amusement. Once upon a time, they’d looked at each other askance, as though one would steal his wallet—or knife—as soon as his attention waned. Now they depended on each other and even worked together in an effort to figure her out.

She laughed softly to herself. As if that would ever help them.

They’d certainly never sat easily so close together, both nude and aroused, without an ounce of embarrassment or doubt.

“What?” Sig asked, his eyes narrowed.

“Oh nothing,” she said lightly, twirling the ring she’d bought him on her index finger. “I’m just admiring the two handsome, strapping men in my bed. You make quite the picture side by side like that. Golden and dark, one lean and small yet oh-so lethal; the other big and powerful. Both of you bristling with aggression when the need arises. I can’t help my wayward imagination.”

Gil flushed and carefully kept from looking at the other man. “We made it clear in the beginning that we…that he…and I…”

He’d been adamant from the beginning that he had no interest in men. Perhaps too vocally and adamantly. As Sig had been initially horrified at the flail, perhaps Gil might have felt the beginnings of an unwanted attraction and had reacted with extreme prejudice.

Eyes wide, Sig stared at the other man like an unexpected hypothesis had just occurred to him, and he couldn’t decide if it was brilliant or utterly ridiculous.

To help smooth the potentially volatile discussion until a less heated moment, Charlotte voiced the secret wish that had made her hesitate on her way back to join them. “I want you both inside me again. Very much indeed. However…” as she intended, her words made both men’s attention snap to her face, “…not as before.” She spread her arms, allowing uncertainty to show on her face. “I’m not quite sure how to accomplish it.”

An image flashed into her mind that wasn’t her own. She was lying on top of Gil, looking down into his dark eyes, with a heavy weight on her back.

Sig blew out a low breath. “You gave him some of your nanobots.”

So that image had been Gil’s. Perhaps that thought had been inspired the first time they’d passed through the wormhole and Sig had fallen upon him. “He wanted to share what we have despite the risks.”

“How could you know that?” Gil asked suspiciously.

“I told you there were some unexpected side effects.” Dropping the toys on the bedside table so they’d be close if the need arose, she returned to the bed and gently pushed him to lie on his back. Gil, being the man he was, went without question. Straddling him, she leaned down to kiss him leisurely. “We’re still in the experimental stage, but the nanobots have developed a rough method of communication between their hosts that doesn’t require words.”

“So you can read our thoughts.”

Thankfully he didn’t sound accusatory. That might change later, once he suspected that he couldn’t keep anything from her, from Sig. Not even his most secret and private thoughts, no matter the embarrassment. “And you can read mine, or you shall, if we work on building the rapport. I didn’t give you very many nanobots yet, and we may find that you need a few more assemblers or whatever has improved communication between Sig and me. But yes, the short answer is that I can read your thoughts to an extent, and so can Sig. We just saw an image of me between you both, with you on your back like this.”

She nipped his neck and took his erection into her, slowly, keeping his attention locked fully on her. “Luckily it was exactly the same thing I was thinking.”

Sig left the bed momentarily but she wasn’t concerned. She could hear him rummaging around in the bath. “I hope you don’t mind Sig on top of me. We might prove to be very heavy.” She didn’t voice the concern that she’d once had, that one of them might be offended by the other touching him, no matter how accidentally.

“I won’t mind.” Gil’s voice rumbled lower, his big hands kneading her backside, keeping her close. “Not at all.”

“And I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t suggest you on top. Your size makes you too formidable, especially this first time.”

“Hey,” Sig protested plaintively, but that didn’t stop him from joining them.

She flashed a sultry, appreciative smile over her shoulder at him, watching as he dumped some massage oil into his hands. “You’re only marginally less formidable, dearest. And, well, your tastes may be more suited for this task.”

His brilliant eyes were as dark as the midnight sky. “This first time, it’s going to hurt, no matter how careful I am.”

“I trust you,” she whispered, her own voice raw as she watched his hand casually running up and down his cock to prepare the way. “I trust you to make it good despite the pain.”

Kneeling on the mattress at Gil’s feet, Sig looked up at the other man, slowly pumping himself. “Bring her right to the edge. Then I’ll push us all over the top.”

She didn’t miss the way Gil’s heavy-lidded gaze watched that hand as she’d done. Or how silky Sig’s voice had gone as he gave out his orders to the other man. There were so many untried depths to plumb between them all. So many different ways they could learn to pleasure each other. She might need a thousand years to ensure she discovered the countless ways they could come. If they sounded differently when they came alone or together, with her between them or apart.

Or just the two of them together.

The thought made her push Gil deeper inside her, tipping her hips forward so she could grind herself against him. She cried out softly, already nearly at the peak. Too much emotion had wrecked her control these past hours. They’d almost died, all three of them, clutching each other and braced for detonation. She might have died locked between them, never to know this pleasure. Never to feel their arms around her again.

Another cry escaped her lips, more like the beginning of a soft sob. She bit it back, fighting to control the tears. Her tears would only alarm them, potentially spoiling this precious moment.

Gil drew her down so she lay against his chest, lifting up his head so he could kiss her. “It’s all right now, Charlie. We’ve got you and we’re never letting you go again.”

It always tore her up—in a good way—when he used Sig’s nickname for her. It was rare and special, a sign of his willingness to let go of his own preconceived notions of how he ought to treat a lady and simply accept her as she was.

Only Charlie. Not Her Grace, the Duchess of Wyre, Queen’s Physician, hated across the galaxy.

Gil worked his hand between them, unerringly locating the swollen knot of nerves aching for release. He whispered her name again and she swallowed his words, his breath, gripping his head so she could inhale him while trying to hold back the tide rising in her.

She almost came as soon as Sig lowered himself against her. Hot, hard muscle, front to back, head to toe. Groaning, Gil arched up beneath her, pushing deeper, welcoming the additional weight that held her still for his thrusts. He bent his left knee, giving himself additional leverage to push against the mattress.

“Charlie,” Sig whispered against her ear, rough and dangerous. It made her shiver deliciously, remembering the way the assassin could appear from nothing but shadows, blade ready to slip between her ribs and find her heart. His fingers probed, spreading oil between her cheeks. It felt strange and hot at the same time, making her tremble and tighten instinctively.

Gil groaned with appreciation. Evidently it made everything in her tighten.

A finger probed deeper, making her back arch and her breath whoosh out with surprise. Alone, it might have been too uncomfortable and strange, but with Gil already stretching her, the pressure made her feel reckless. Sig pushed deeper, stretching her with a sweet burn that drew a sound perilously close to a whimper from her throat.

“There’s the sound I like to hear.”

Gil pushed up again, rocking deeply. Her muscles coiled with an unbearable tension that made her twist and shake, helplessly pinned between them. Each movement sent shards of sensation cutting through her, driving her higher, demanding release. Sig didn’t even move. He didn’t have to, not with Gil thrusting up from beneath.

Sig withdrew just a moment, but it was enough to make her throat tighten with panic. She couldn’t make her mouth work. Couldn’t think of the words. Closing her eyes, she tried to send him her demand. I want you inside me. Don’t leave. Never leave me. Please.

He breathed heavily in her ear and pushed his cock inside, inch by inch, merciless in his attack. She cried out, shifting desperately, writhing, clawing at Gil’s chest to try and find some relief, no matter how small, from the pressure filling her. The burning sensation caught like wildfire, spreading across her skin in a tingling wave. Gil pushed up, driving Sig deeper into her, his big hand at her breast another glorious sensation that made the blood roar in her head.

No, that was her voice, rising in intensity. She screamed, shaking as the flood swept her up and out to the darkest, deepest pit of space. Even here, they rocked her tightly between them, braced for destruction.

If you go, we all go.

Gil’s words he’d said in the face of Queen Majel’s threat. Only locked together now it meant his hips bucked beneath her, his grip on her breast an exquisite punishment, another surge of pleasure to send her higher. Sig groaned and rammed deeper, driving her voice to a decibel that hurt her own ears.

Shaking, they came tumbling down, lying on top of each other in a tangle of limbs. She couldn’t muster enough strength to lift her head, let alone worry that they were too much for Gil to breathe. Or that Sig might not care to have the other man’s thigh against his. Not when his hand cupped Gil’s palm firmer to her breast.

Finally Sig mustered enough strength to slide both of them off the other man, despite her protests. Yet he kept his head close to hers on the pillow. So close, in fact, that she could easily kiss him and then turn her head slightly and kiss Gil, too. “I love you both more than I can ever say. If I’d lost either of you today…”

Gil rolled closer on his side so he could wrap his arm around her. He didn’t try to draw her away from the other man, but in fact nudged her closer, feeding the tender moment. “You will never lose us.”

Sig traced his fingers over her lips, his eyes somber. “I was afraid love wouldn’t be enough to keep us all together, but the legendary Lady Wyre taught me otherwise.”

“Our love will always be enough,” she promised, cupping his face. “So the Scorpion taught me when he refused the Queen’s bidding despite the bomb ticking away in his abdomen.”

He blanched, his hand automatically slipping down to touch his stomach. “That’s where it was? I was afraid she might have planted it in my skull or something equally dramatic. I could just see my head exploding like a melon when she pressed that button.”

Gil nuzzled her neck, pushing her hair away with his nose. “And what did I teach you?”

Laughing softly, she wrapped her arm around his neck. “You taught me that you’re not the open book you profess to be.”

“What?” He tried to lift his head in protest, but she kept her arm tight. “I am an open book. Boring and plain as ever. Why you keep me around continues to astound me.”

“Hmm,” she hummed out, pressing a kiss to his ear. “You’re astounding, Special Agent Masters. I do believe I’ve barely scratched your intriguing iron hull.”

“You can scratch me anytime you want,” Sig purred in his most dangerous voice, betrayed by the sparkle in his eye. “So what are we doing in Morocco?”

“Healing the Razari virus. Uniting more rebels against Britannia. Developing more toys to counteract MIGS’s new weapons, along with a few of my own unique surprises. Of course I also need a way to help Majel without letting her discover our whereabouts or plans.”

“That’s all?” Gil let out a rumbling laugh. “I’d like to stop by Americus eventually and check on my family.”

She nodded her agreement. “And you, Sig, what’s on your agenda?”

He flung himself over on his back with a huff. “I suppose I’m forced to ruin my gorgeous catamaran with a big ugly gun.”

“Try three or four,” Gil said. “Remember, we have a legendary personage on board. We need to be able to drive off all her…suitors.”

Sig snorted. “Indeed. But the greatest challenge of them all will be…”

Neither of them was surprised when she solemnly declared, “Finding a nice place to shop on the Great Desert planet.”


About the Author

Joely Sue Burkhart has always loved heroes who hide behind a mask, the darker and more dangerous the better. Whether cool, sophisticated billionaire, brutal, bloodthirsty assassin, or simply a man tortured by his own needs, they all wear masks to protect themselves. Once they finally give you a peek into the passionate, twisted secrets they’re hiding, they always fall hard and fast. Dare to look beneath the mask with delicious BDSM in a wide variety of genres with Joely on her website, www.joelysueburkhart.com.


Look for these titles by Joely Sue Burkhart

Now Available:



A Jane Austen Space Opera

Lady Doctor Wyre

Her Grace’s Stable



The Connaghers

Dear Sir, I’m Yours

Hurt Me So Good

Yours to Take


All fire and gunpowder need is a stray spark…



Yours to Take

© 2012 Joely Sue Burkhart



The Connaghers, Book 3

The day one of her old clients gunned down a cop, former defense attorney Vicki Connagher lost everything—her passion for justice, and her lover, Detective Elias Reyes. The dead cop’s partner.

Even though she’s following her dream to start her own fashion line, it’s tough with heartache as her only companion. Until she brings Jesse, a wandering street artist, in from a freak Texas snowstorm. His submissive flirting brings out dominant tendencies she never knew she possessed, yet she hesitates to let him take her as far and as hard as she wants to go.

Some homeless junkie in Vicki’s house? Not on Elias’s watch. Pride kept him away, but as long as Jesse is staying in Vicki’s downstairs shop, he’s staying with Vicki. On the couch, but it’s a start.

As the days go by, the three work out an uneasy alliance. But Vicki’s joy at having Elias back in her life is tempered with a growing desire to have it all. Elias in her bed, and Jesse under her command. The only question remaining is if her tough alpha cop is willing to embrace all that she is…

Warning: Explicit sex, BDSM, a tough alpha cop, a reluctant Domme, and a smoldering submissive street artist willing to do anything to belong to her.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Yours to Take:

“You make me quiver every time I see you. You’re one hell of a woman, Vicki Connagher. I’m glad you and your brother beat that punk up. I’m glad you’re a strong, powerful woman who’s willing to go up against anyone and anything to make sure the law is followed. You were one hell of an attorney, and if I were ever on the wrong side of the law, there’s no one else in the world I’d want defending me.”

Cupping her cheek, Elias kissed her so tenderly her eyes burned again. Tenderness from him—or her—was as rare as her phone calls to Mama in the last few years.

Jesse sat up, a sheepish look on his face. He scooted away and began to stand up, but she turned and reached for his hand. “Where are you going?”

“It’s late. I ought to leave you two alone.”

“Not without a kiss goodnight.” Elias’s voice sounded normal, but when she searched his face, she noted that his jaw was tight. “I might be a mean son of a bitch, but I’m not cruel. We did a lot of tormenting and play today. He’s going to need a little more from you than a peck on the cheek.”

“Are you sure?”

“I need to see how I’m going to feel when I see you touching him.” He ran his hand through his hair and ground his teeth. “I’ll be honest, Vik. It’s going to be damned hard for me to watch. But we need to start somewhere.”

Jesse slipped off the couch and moved over to kneel in front of her. The sight of him waiting on his knees made her heart thud heavy and hard. Her pulse jumped, her blood hot and sweet, rushing through her veins. The light in his eyes was intoxicating. Touching him, even her fingers stroking his cheeks, increased that feeling of rising desire.

She kissed him, trying to keep it fairly clean for Elias’s sake. She didn’t want him to see her gobbling up another man, but the way Jesse melted against her made her crazy. Boneless, he sank into her embrace, soft, open and willing for anything she needed. All too quickly, she found herself gripping his bottom lip in her teeth. She dug her fingers into his buttocks, pressing him as close to her as possible.

Breaking the kiss, she dropped her head to his shoulder and concentrated on breathing. Damn it, what had happened to her control? Her desire to protect Elias as much as possible? Another few minutes and she would have shoved her hands down Jesse’s jeans.

“Are you okay?” She didn’t dare lift her head to seek Elias’s reaction. Jesse didn’t answer—he knew who she was asking.

“Yeah,” Elias replied in a graveled voice that made her shiver. “I’ve never seen anyone go so limp and eager like that. It’s like he’s giving you every single thing he’s got. His breath. His will. God, no wonder he makes you so hot, Vik. He’s begging you to ravish him.” He must have leaned close because his hot breath moistened her ear. “Show me some more.”



Elias had never thought of himself as a Peeping Tom, but he couldn’t deny that he was rock-hard and throbbing at the sight of his woman kissing another man. It wasn’t any man, though. If it were anyone but Jesse in her arms, he’d probably be dead. The kid wasn’t a threat to him. Vicki wanted him, but she gave Elias no doubts about how much she wanted him too.

She released Jesse’s ass to jerk his T-shirt over his head. Using the soft cotton, she tied his hands together in the small of his back. She’d been feeding him well, because he wasn’t as painfully thin as when she’d first taken him in. “What do you want?”

“Rough me up a little,” he gasped. “Pull my hair or bite me. God, I’d love it if you’d bite me hard enough to bruise.”

She wound her fingers in his hair and gave his head an experimental jerk. “Like that?”

“Harder. Force me to bend to your will.”

Elias made himself hold his breath for a count of ten and then let it out slowly. Damned if he was going to embarrass himself by hyperventilating…or coming in his pants like a pimply-faced teenager.

She pulled Jesse’s head back, forcing him to arch his neck and upper body away from her. She had strong hands, so Elias knew she was pulling hard, giving him what he’d asked for. With her other hand, she began unbuttoning Jesse’s jeans. His breathing was loud, rasping through his strained throat.

“Make me wait,” he ground out. “Don’t let me come without your permission.”

“Okay.” She twisted her fingers tighter in his hair and pressed her mouth to his neck. 

By the way he jerked and groaned, she wasn’t kissing him. There was a reason Elias joked that she was like a shark or a crocodile—she’d always loved biting, and the neck and shoulder were her favorite targets. She ran her mouth down Jesse’s neck to his shoulder, leaving bites as she went, harder, really working the underlying muscle. He moaned louder, his breath panting, his skin a sheen of sweat. 

Finally, she got his jeans unbuttoned. His shoulders bunched, tendons standing out in his neck.

“Not yet.” She let out a husky laugh, tracing his ear with her tongue. “You said to make you wait.”

“I’m going to die.”

“Good,” she purred. “Elias loves it when I do this to him.”

“The hell I do.” He did, though, and she loved it too, because he gave as good as he got. “Why don’t you dig those claws into him? He’ll really like that.”

She cupped Jesse’s balls, using her nails to grip that fragile skin. His eyes fluttered shut. Completely surrendered to her, his body hummed and vibrated like a delicate instrument in her hands. It was all Elias could do not to jerk open his own pants. Then she could have a cock in each hand. Maybe even have a contest over who could last the longest when she started using her mouth.

Christ, all the blood must have leaked out of my skull for me to even think about such a thing.

Shifting around to Jesse’s side so he was between them, Vicki stared over his shoulder at Elias. Her eyes were dark, gleaming pools of need. She tightened her hands, drawing a louder cry from Jesse. Defenseless, eager, softly pained male, it was a sound that Elias never thought he’d hear, let alone one that would turn him on. But it did. Because the woman he loved had drawn out that sound from the other man’s throat.

Still holding his gaze, she bit Jesse’s left shoulder, gripping the top muscle in her teeth firmly like a pit bull. He arched in a trembling, straining bow, his cock rising hard and desperate to rub against her, but she only bit him harder. “Please!”

She released him enough to speak. “Say my name.”

He shuddered, as though she’d told him to stick his finger in a light socket. “I can’t. I’ll come, I swear it.”

“Then come.” She jerked his head to the side and sank her teeth into his straining neck.


His greatest creation could be the death of them both.



The Iron Heart
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One woman swears to avenge the savagery of a ruthless killer loose on the streets of Lundun; if only she can stay one step ahead of an inventor who fears that his greatest work, a labor of love, has turned on humanity.

Grieving the loss of her beloved cousin, Ella Wilder is determined to catch the murderer. Infuriated by the fumblings of the constable, she seeks the assistance of a handsome noble who seems to be looking for his own answers, and whose reluctance tells her he has something to hide. Over time, hesitant intimacy grows into fiery passion but brings them no closer to finding the madman.

As the killer reveals darker inventions that blur the boundary between man and machine, Ella fights the fear he may be after her next. Can Ella trust her heart to the man who refuses to share his secrets yet swears to protect her? Will Bennett be able to choose between keeping terrifying family secrets…or losing Ella to the iron-hearted killer who stalks the night?

Warning: This book contains a dirigible, flying machines, automatons, a sexy but secretive hero, a stubborn heroine, and a very determined killer. 



Enjoy the following excerpt for The Iron Heart:

“I found the candle!” She held it aloft. Her fingers enclosed the diameter as if it were the rigid shaft of his flesh. Her thumb caressed the length in slow, lazy circles.

The vixen! She was torturing him on purpose, pushing him beyond any sense of restraint. He crossed the room in long strides. “What schemes have you planned, Ella?”

Her eyes widened but he could hear her breathy gasps. “What-what are you talking about?”

Bennett snatched the candle from her hand. “This. Do you know the game you play?”

Her cheeks bloomed to a charming pink. “I found the object required of us. Why does that vex you?”

“You feign innocence. But all night you have batted your eyelashes at me, given me wicked grins, and fondled candles.”

“Fondled candles?”

Bennett arched his gaze over her in a long, deliberate stroke. He began at her bright lips, slipped over her silken shoulders, and then lingered on her generous breasts. His mouth watered, lips parted.

His voice lowered to a hoarse whisper. “Whatever your agenda, you have won. I cannot stand the torment any longer. Give me what I ask of you and you may have whatever you want of me in return.”

Ella’s tongue swept across her lower lip. “A…a fair bargain.”

Bennett snatched her against him. His hands plunged into her upswept hair, his mouth crushed on hers. She relaxed his embrace, enfolded her arms around his neck. Her hot, eager mouth opened to him.

He thrust his tongue inside her warmth and shivered when she matched his caress. She tasted of sweet wine and keen desire.

Devour.

Bennett could consume every cell of Ella and still not be satisfied. Once free of its confines, his hunger now roared. Blood surged, blazing and delirious.

He explored the warm margins of her mouth then demanded she discover his. She responded without hesitation, gave to him just as he’d asked. Her tongue delved between his lips and sought a most basic truth.

A truth he could not give.

Bennett brushed from her mouth to her neck. He nibbled the silken skin, listened to her throaty whimpers. Large earrings blocked his path, so he gently slipped them off and tucked them in a pocket.

“Ella…” The word rolled off his tongue and into her earlobe. She quaked against him and then gave a reckless sigh.

Her hands slid down his arms, squeezing as they went. She thrust her body against him. “Touch me.” 

Bennett smoothed his hands down her shoulders then across her crushed mounds. His erection jerked as he fully encircled her breasts. It did not matter why she invited him, whether her wishes were real or motivated. This need was so primal, so selfish, it was a wonder he’d not yet stripped her bare.

“Yes.” Her sigh washed over in an urgent wave. Her hips rubbed his groin. Raw lust consumed each fiber, every nerve.

Bennett nuzzled her ear, squeezed her luscious flesh. “This is dangerous, Ella. This need haunts me.”

She whimpered. “I have a hollow ache. I…I don’t know what to do.”

His lip curled. He knew what to do. He could take care of her ache. With his fingers, his mouth, his pulsing arousal.

Her lips found the hollow of his neck. She pressed them to his skin in small, wicked nibbles. Bennett moaned, gripped Ella tighter when her tongue licked circles at his jugular.

His restraint unraveled like the laces on a woman’s bodice. It slipped out from the eyelets and loosened the control on his guard. 

Something moved in his waistcoat. Her hands. Her fingers. Sweet heaven, she sought to undress him!

The movement continued unabated, even as Ella shifted in his grasp. Through the thick fog of lust, Bennett fumbled in his pockets. At last he touched the vibrating metal.

“What is it?” she whispered near his ear.

He withdrew the pocket watch and shifted the lever to stop the alarm. He’d been here too long. He’d nearly forgotten his duty.

The haze lifted. Sanity returned. Bennett stepped away from Ella.

“What…where are you going?”

He smoothed a hand through his hair and tugged on his clothes. “I must go.”

“Now?” She stepped toward him. “Where? Why?”

Bennett looked again at her kiss-swollen lips then headed for the door. He’d let his guard down too long.

“Good night, Ella. I’m sorry I was not more help with the riddles.”

She ran after him. “Wait. What about the bargain?”

The bargain. She only kissed him for whatever ridiculous task she had, used her body to just satisfy his offer.

Lord, he still tasted her on his tongue, still breathed in her divine scent. Was it all a lie?

Bennett left the room. The cold, lonely darkness awaited him.


The only way to save her life is to resurrect the dead…



Darke London
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Uncanny Chronicles, Book 1

Julian Darke was only a newborn when he was abandoned on the doorstep of a gentleman doctor. Though raised with love, he is driven to discover his true origins.

Convinced Sir Thaddeus Ormond knows something, Julian shadows him one night—and is shocked to see a young woman thrown from Ormond’s carriage and accosted by a thug. Julian manages to save her life, but not her face and hands from horrific injuries.

Nellie Barchester doesn’t recognize the scarred, disfigured stranger in the mirror. Though the gifted doctor and engineer has done his best to repair the damage, scars ravage her body, and chill her soul with the realization that her own husband may have plotted her death.

Julian’s tenderness is a balm to her soul, and Nellie is drawn to the edge of passion by a man not repelled by her deformities. But as their pursuit of the truth draws them into London’s underbelly, they cross the path of a ruthless enemy who will stop at nothing to fulfill his schemes.

Warning: Can a brilliant but troubled doctor find happiness with a woman scarred both inside and out? A hint of the supernatural plus a night of passion spice up this Uncanny Chronicle.



Enjoy the following excerpt for Darke London:

Through the long hours of the night London pitched and groaned, a restless creature in uneasy slumber. A thousand fires flickered across its twitching back. Over rivers and hills it sprawled, swallowing up quiet fields and meadows, an insatiable protean organism powered by a life of its own. To the north, the edge of the city lapped up against ancient hamlets, preparing to overtake them one by one. And just a few miles past, surrounded by winter fields lying fallow, sat a crumbling manor house, its lichened facade bravely and futilely facing the city’s inevitable onslaught. Tonight its peace was broken by a rider galloping up the drive, his horse all afroth, a limp figure clasped in front of him. They slithered to a halt outside the stout oaken door. Still carrying his load, the rider dismounted awkwardly and ran towards the house.

Julian Darke battered his shoulder against the oak door. His arms were fully occupied with the comatose woman, and he dared not set her down. In his agitation he had some strange notion she would disintegrate if he loosened his hold.

“Figgs! Open up,” he bellowed, his lungs burning with the effort. Despite the frigidness of the night, sweat poured down his back, soaking into his shirt and britches. He kicked at the front door with his scuffed boots and cursed like a tar.

On the other side of the oak, heavy feet shuffled, then a key rattled in the lock, and the door finally groaned open. Julian barged in, shoving aside the lumbering manservant.

“Call my father,” Julian ordered. “Rouse him if you must. Quick, man. Don’t just gawp there. Can’t you see this is a dire emergency?”

Not pausing in his stride, he moved down the dimly lit hallway. His shoulder muscles twinged under the weight of the woman in his arms. She couldn’t have weighed much, but he’d held her debilitated form steady on his mount for what had felt like hours, and his limbs shrilled for respite. Not yet, not yet. The peril had not yet passed.

He kicked open the door to his father’s examination room. Despite the darkness he trod surefooted to the table in the centre of the room, where he gingerly lowered his burden onto the surface. Not the faintest sound issued from the bundle of cloak that was the woman he’d carried home. His throat tightened. Surely she hadn’t perished just when he’d brought her to safety?

“Julian? What’s going on?”

He turned to see his father entering the room. Despite the lateness of the hour, Elijah Darke was still fully dressed in suit and waistcoat, reading spectacles perched on the end of his nose, an unlit pipe in his hand.

“This woman needs our help.” Julian gestured towards the figure lying on the table. “She’s gravely injured. She needs both our expertise.”

Pocketing his pipe, Elijah approached the table and turned on the twin lamps suspended above the examining table. Julian let out a small sigh of relief. In a crisis, his father was always clear-headed. He would act first and ask questions later.

“What have we here?” Elijah lifted the stained cloak covering the woman. He froze. “God in heaven! Her face—”

Julian nodded grimly. He had seen her face earlier on and, after a cursory examination, had instinctively hidden it with her cloak.

“Good grief, son, you’re injured too!” His father’s face whitened as he stared at Julian. “You’re covered with blood.” He moved towards Julian and hauled open the lapels of his rumpled coat.

“A few scratches only. Most of the blood is hers.” Impatient, Julian tore off his bloodied coat and dropped it to the floor. “It’s nothing, Father, nothing compared to her wounds.”

His father made a testy growl. “Your injuries need proper seeing to.”

“Later.”

“You cannot assist me in that state. At the very least wash your hands.” Elijah divested himself of his jacket, rolled up his sleeves, and scrubbed his hands at a washstand.

Julian hurriedly followed suit, flung on one of his father’s clean aprons and within moments was back at the table. His father had peeled the cloak back from the woman’s body and was bending over her.

“Well?” Julian asked.

His father grunted. “See for yourself.”

For some reason, instead of staring rudely at her exposed face, he found himself reaching for the hood of the cloak and smoothing it back from the woman’s head. A handful of brown curls tumbled out, incongruously bright and clean and fresh against the oozing mess staining everything else. The tang of spilt blood hit the back of his throat, like the taste of pennies. He swallowed hard, aware of his roiling innards. Why was the smell of blood unmanning him like this? Since he was old enough to walk, he’d assisted his father. He had lanced boils, drained suppurating wounds, stitched up gaping cuts, all with nary a wince. And he was a qualified doctor too. He’d dissected corpses, amputated arms and legs, trepanned a number of patients. In all these years he’d never suffered a queasy turn, and yet now his stomach threatened to unman him. Why now? Why did this woman affect him so?

She was a stranger to him; he’d never laid eyes on her before this evening. It must simply be his body protesting, sapped of energy after the tribulations he’d faced tonight. He willed his nerves to steady as he took a proper look at the woman.

Under the harsh, hissing light, the white of her face was crisscrossed with deep gashes, like a peach haphazardly sliced open. Mercifully both eyes appeared intact and unharmed. Congealing blood spattered the front of her dress, the pattern of the faded cotton submerged beneath the sticky mess. A swelling contusion on her right temple indicated the heavy blow which had rendered her insensate.

Elijah lifted up one of the woman’s hands. “What happened here?” His voice was rough with disbelief.

Julian could only shake his head at the bloodied stumps, all that was left of the middle and ring fingers. He had bound his handkerchief as best he could around the hand, but there had been considerable loss of blood, and the fingers had been crudely removed, leaving behind a messy lump of flesh.

“Can we save her hand?” he asked.

“We shall do our best.”

Using a sharp pair of scissors, Elijah began to cut off the woman’s dress in order to complete his examination. As the shears tore through the thin material, the woman moaned. It was no more than a murmur, but it seemed the most blood-curdling sound Julian had ever heard. She squirmed, her flailing arms almost knocking the scissors from Elijah’s hand.

“Hold her down, son,” Elijah barked.

Julian obeyed, but the instant he pressed down on the woman’s shoulders, her eyelids flew open. Two green eyes stared up at him, frozen in a moment of sheer terror. With the glaring lights overhead, he must appear like a dark silhouette looming over her, Julian surmised. And then every thought fled from him as she started to shriek and thrash her limbs, struggling with all her might to free herself.
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