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            She believed a clean home was a happy home.

          

        

      

    

    
      It was shit luck I was on shift the day the Texan Royals decided they had a hankering for overcooked fries and burgers so sopping with grease I wouldn’t have fed them to a pig. I was fortunate; I washed dishes, so I wouldn’t meet any of them, not in my worn jeans and flannel shirt. They wouldn’t even know I existed, and I liked it that way.

      The rest of the staff faced off against the king and queen of Texas, who were rumored to be volatile on a good day.

      I didn’t want to learn what it was like to be struck by lightning. I also didn’t want to find out if they really made low-talent freaks with horse affinities, like me, disappear. My talent had been registered early, at age eight, but it had refused to develop into anything worthwhile, which came as no surprise to me.

      My parents couldn’t afford a horse. I couldn’t afford the college I attended, let alone a horse. I’d heard the same story all my life: talents needed to be used to develop.

      I wasn’t a null, but I’d never grow beyond my current caste. I could live with that. As long as I didn’t mind washing dishes for the rest of my life, I’d always be able to find a job. If push came to shove, I could join the family trade. Everyone needed a janitor. My mother even enjoyed working as a maid.

      She believed a clean home was a happy home.

      “Pat,” my boss bellowed.

      Jerking my head up, I turned away from my work to face him. “Sir?”

      “Take twenty for dinner.”

      The next time I searched for work, I’d make certain I got a proper thirty-minute break—and I’d remember to pack my lunch every single day on the off-chance royalty might show up wanting bad food for dinner. With the kitchen already in a state of chaos from the unexpected guests, there’d be no leftovers for the staff, leaving me to make the hike down the street to grab something at the convenience store to take the edge off. For a rare change, I appreciated my high odds of food poisoning.

      To dodge the royals, I left out the back door, navigated around the garbage littering the alley, and made my escape to the main street. Two minutes later, I reached my destination.

      It, too, had a royal infestation, and the Crowned Heir of Texas glared at a bag of chips. Had I been the subject of her scrutiny, I would’ve run for the hills without looking back. Looking back lost races when every second mattered. In the news, the blonde-haired woman scowled often. I couldn’t tell if the lack of selection or indecisiveness bothered her.

      It didn’t matter. A smart man avoided trouble, so I headed for the refrigerated shelves to pick a sandwich and roll the dice. Movement in the corner of my eye startled me from my search.

      The Texan princess stalked me, her expression one of unwavering determination. “Excuse me?”

      “What ya need?” I blurted, and my face grew hot as my accent betrayed me as someone from a lower caste.

      She either didn’t notice or care. “What’s good here?”

      I frowned, considering the selection of sandwiches. To my dismay, only one lacked eggs or mayonnaise, the top culprits of unexpected digestive distress following the poor choice of acquiring dinner from a convenience store. I grabbed the pulled pork sandwich from the shelf and offered it to her. “If by good you mean edible, your best bet is to take one labelled as made today and hope for the best. This is the one you want.”

      I picked the second-best option, and while labelled as from today, it doubled down on the eggs and mayo with some cheese and questionable chunks of chicken. By the end of my shift, I’d regret having eaten anything. I nodded in an effort to be polite and fled while I could. To escape faster, I left the cashier my change to avoid humiliating myself in front of Princess Jessica Dunhaven, the future queen of Texas.
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      I need a new life and a new stomach to go with it. In a new record of awful, I paid for my kindness within the hour. Queasiness grew into malicious nausea. At the rate I kept swallowing, I’d have a sore throat to go with my churning stomach in no time. The Texan Royals still infested the restaurant, which would help my cause of going home early. I intercepted my boss, temporarily halting his frantic pacing. “Sir?”

      My boss arched a brow. “You went to the store down the street, didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t want to take long if you needed me,” I confessed.

      “Well, I don’t. Head on home and take it as paid time off. The rest’ll be going home as soon as they’re done with their order; those folks will take their sweet time and blow the rest of the night anyway.”

      Most days, Dougland McHarrison was a demon, but sometimes he surprised us with his humanity—at least a little. Tomorrow, I expected he’d find a new way to torment me. His creativity when motivated or annoyed impressed me, and the royal family had slaughtered his profits for the day, although if they liked the grease-filled hell he served, he’d be a busy man for weeks to come.

      The word of the king and queen could make or break businesses.

      Despite my churning stomach and general desire to crawl into a corner and die, I trudged to my evening college class across the city, wasting the extra hours exploring the bookshop down the road from the culinary school. Without a stronger talent, I’d never be able to use what I learned in my classes, but I refused to quit my extended education opportunity; I’d pushed hard from the day I’d entered school to graduating high school to qualify.

      On paper, I’d been living perfection, and my efforts had been recognized with an invitation to attend classes at a reduced rate, one I could only afford because I stretched every other penny.

      My mother liked insisting a clean home was a happy home, but she’d also taught me that good food was happiness because we wouldn’t find much happiness elsewhere. I doubt she’d meant for me to become a chef.

      Some life lessons she taught me, some I taught her, and we both pretended I succeeded in the way she’d hoped for me. I cheerfully blamed her for the way I had turned out. Her lessons gave me the drive needed to do something more, even though my choices left her wishing for something else for me.

      She clung to our caste while I struggled to break free of it.

      People like us worked as labor, forming the foundation for the rest of society. In some ways, I had already broken the mold through my careful scraping of pennies to attend classes no one thought I needed.

      They, society—and even my parents, however much I loved them—could kiss my ass. I’d already made progress in my life. I spoke in complete, intelligible sentences most of the time. My family hadn’t noticed—or cared—their linguistic butchering further entrenched them in our low caste.

      The only way I’d make something of myself was if I refused to pander to society’s expectations.

      I could sound intelligent. I worked hard. I did everything I’d been told would lead to success. In a way, they—my parents, society, and every single one of my teachers—had been right. When I quantified my position and compared myself to others in my caste, I enjoyed success.

      I also made a mean barbecue chicken, deceptively sweet with crispy skin and enough kick to make the devil cry. As I wasn’t a complete bastard, I served it with sweet yams to soothe the burn and offer refuge from the hell spices I used.

      If anyone wanted my pepper blend, they’d have to pry it out of my cold, dead hands. Unfortunately, I doubted anyone would.

      No one but me and my parents ate my cooking. Making some effort to meet new people and invite them to my apartment would help with that—if I got my head out of my ass and trusted myself a bit more. I hadn’t ruined a dish in more than a year.

      Well, not a dish I’d already mastered through experimentation.

      The bookstore bolstered my spirits, and I survived class without anyone suspecting I’d run afoul of a bad sandwich. When I got home, I made a point of making lunch for the rest of the week, and I doubled up on the pepper. If I was going to suffer for my poor culinary choices, it’d taste damned good going down. If I got lucky, it’d be hot enough to make me breathe fire, a useful talent when one wanted to become a chef.
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      My phone rang an hour before I was supposed to leave for work, and I dreaded talking to anyone, already queasy from a mixture of worry and the remnants of food poisoning. “Hello?”

      “Pat, it’s Dougland.” My boss sighed, which I counted as a bad sign. “There’s a problem.”

      Whenever a boss called informing me there was a problem, it either meant I was about to work overtime or would lose my job within the next twenty-four hours. “Sir?”

      “I’m on short staff today. The royals are swarming for dinner tonight. They’re going to run me out of business at this rate. I’ve been booked every night for the next week. They want the ‘hole in the wall’ experience—and they want to rub elbows with the lower castes.”

      Trouble started with an R, and I’d somehow landed straight in the middle of a Royal mess. “What do you need from me, sir?”

      For the first time in my life, I hoped to be fired.

      “You’re the lowest casted employee I have. They want the full experience. ‘Normal’ food made by ‘normal’ people.

      I could envision my boss pressing his phone to his ear with his shoulder while forming quotes with his fingers in the air, his expression one of pure disgust. My mouth dropped open. “Sir?” I blurted.

      Why would any member of royalty want to experience life as one of the lower castes? We weren’t exactly rolling in luxuries.

      “I don’t know what to tell you. I’m at a loss, too. Tell me, Pat. Do you have any secret weapons up your sleeve?”

      I bit back a sigh, unsurprised my boss would want to make use of a skill I’d learned that he, like so many others, disapproved of. “You mean beyond my evening classes at culinary school?”

      My boss chuckled. “That’s exactly what I was meaning.”

      I could easily imagine my boss with his sleaziest grin plastered on his face, ready to take advantage of me for his profit. “What do you have in mind, sir?”

      “I’m thinking you’ll have to showcase your best recipes from your general caste. Got any good dishes up your sleeve?”

      I had one trick I could use: barbecue. “I’m going to need ingredients and an idea of how many people will be dining tonight, sir.”

      “Get your ass here. I’ll give you the restaurant’s credit card and call my issuer and notify them you’ll be using it. We’ll have a group of twenty tonight.”

      The place would be packed, the kitchen would be a living hell, and I’d regret everything by the end of the evening. “I’ll need time to prep,” I warned.

      Good barbecue didn’t magically make itself, after all.

      “You’ve got until six. Think you can do it?”

      My teachers called the first time leading a kitchen a trial by fire, and I understood why. Most started at low-end restaurants just like me, working quiet nights to build confidence and skills.

      Barbecue hot enough to melt metal would be my first and last offense, and I wondered if I would be able to work a miracle. Like everyone else in my caste, I didn’t have a choice. Unlike them, I had a Royal mess on my hands, one I couldn’t solve with one safe sandwich given to someone else in a convenience store.

      There wasn’t anything I could do to change anything, so I’d do what I’d always do: I’d endure and deal with it.

      “Yes, sir. I can do that.”

      “Good. Don’t disappoint me.” He hung up.

      If I did, I wouldn’t have a job, that much was certain. Getting rid of the expendable would save his reputation if I failed. No one would think twice about it. Nothing would change for me if I impressed even royalty.

      The rich and famous were curious—but not curious enough to truly rub elbows with the lowest of the low.
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      My boss met me at the restaurant’s doors, thrust a credit card into my hand, gave me a signed form authorizing me to use it, and headed back inside without as much as a please or thank you. Months of working for him had numbed me to reality, and I wasn’t even sure why I’d hoped for even a smidgeon of gratitude. At best, he’d grunt his approval. Maybe.

      I could read the writing on the wall. No matter what happened, I lost. He’d find some reason to fire me. If the royals liked my cooking, they’d come back again, which would ruin his immediate profit margins. If he got rid of me, he could honestly tell them I’d moved on and apologize. I don’t know what good that would do him, but it might deter them from ruining his profits down the road.

      Armed with my boss’s credit card, I hiked to my favorite grocery store, a place with cheap but edible food. The chicken was on sale, but it was always on sale to keep it from spoiling on the shelf. It became my first conquest. It came fattier than most liked, which made it perfect for my needs. The elite—and royalty—wouldn’t dream of eating the rejected meats foisted onto my caste. I’d make them like it, too.

      Everyone underestimated me and always would.

      I cleaned the store out of chicken before targeting pork and beef ribs to round out the meal. I didn’t cook either often, but I’d make do. The royals wanted a meal made by ‘normal’ people, so I’d give them what they wanted, except it would be the equivalent of our holiday feast rather than our daily dinners.

      I doubted they’d appreciate the processed crap that came in a box and only needed water, milk, or butter to prepare. Had I been truly realistic, I would’ve just hit the frozen food aisle and gotten something barely tolerable.

      It would’ve been a lot cheaper, but when else would I get another chance to cook for a crowd?

      Once I loaded up with enough meat to feed twenty plus extras, I bought several bulk bags of sweet potatoes, enough cornmeal to stuff half the state full of cornbread, and the spices I’d need to light their blood on fire.

      Then, as I wasn’t unnecessarily cruel, I got enough milk to douse the flames.

      I winced at the bill, dealt with the twenty minute delay as the grocery store confirmed I had the authorization to use the credit card, and dragged my two carts of acquisitions to the parking lot, angling for the cab stand. It didn’t take long to flag a cabbie; too many couldn’t afford a car but bought too much to carry, making the grocery stores a prime place for them to find customers. I’d miss the five dollar expense my boss wouldn’t cover, but I’d make up for it elsewhere somehow.

      The cabbies wouldn’t run a credit card in the hands of someone from my caste, not even with the authorization form allowing me to do so. Without the lapel pin marking me as a member of a higher caste, they wouldn’t even consider it. We counted as too high of a non-payment risk.

      Credit cards would always be beyond me. I’d have to jump two castes to a more moderate tier, something that wasn’t happening in my lifetime. I’d heard stories of those who’d developed strong talents later in life, but they had everything I didn’t.

      Without a horse, I had no hope of developing my talent. Without money, I couldn’t get a horse. Without a suitable talent, I’d never land a job that would pay enough for me to afford a horse.

      My parents had dealt with their lot in life the only way they knew how: they accepted it, embraced it, and made the most of it.

      I cooked, and I meant to enjoy my one and likely last opportunity to work in a kitchen as anything other than a gopher. Ferrying the supplies into the kitchen, I put the milk and meat away, and began work on making the spice rub I needed. My boss hovered in the doorway, and I didn’t need to check for his scowl; my preparations went beyond what men of his caste expected from people like me.

      Logically, he should’ve known better. I went to culinary school most nights of the week. Why wouldn’t I know my way around a kitchen? As always, the realities of life gnawed at me. If his prejudices won, it wouldn’t matter what I did. He’d likely blacklist me for ruining his business. I found little comfort in the six-month limit to career blacklisting. When the ruins of the United States finally fell and states became monarchies and kingdoms, I wondered what would happen to people like me.

      I put my head down and worked, but my thoughts refused to focus on the spices I knew how to blend by heart. The United States still had a president, but not for long. Everyone knew the truth. The royal families ruled. They’d ruled since the end of the second civil war. The government had lost the few controls it had tried to keep over the years.

      People like me would fall through the cracks as the royals rose to higher power, and towering over them all were the monsters of Montana, who kept everything from falling apart completely.

      No one was foolish enough to test them.

      As I had since the first time I’d heard of Montana and its royal family, I wondered. Were they truly monsters? I doubted I’d ever find out, but I’d listened to the whispers on the street.

      People of my caste dreamed of a chance to move to Montana. People like me could become something more than chaff tossed aside.

      Alas, I couldn’t afford to move to Montana, not that I’d qualify for the visa required to move there. Every state had closed its borders during the second civil war, and magic helped each state enforce their immigration rules. While a Texas citizen, I couldn’t get a passport.

      Like everything else of importance, I couldn’t afford it.

      “Barbecue?” my boss asked, dragging my attention back to reality.

      Without any interference on my part, my hands had done their job, dividing, measuring, and blending the spices I’d need to transform fatty pieces of chicken into a delicacy. I shrugged. “It’s what I’m good at, sir.”

      “Fair enough. What’s going with it?”

      “Yams and cornbread.”

      “And if they don’t like yams or cornbread?”

      I lifted my head, my brows rising. “I thought they wanted the full lower caste experience, sir.”

      “They do.”

      I hoped my boss fired me on the spot to spare me from a slow death at the hands of royalty. “Then they’ll eat what they’re given and like it.” I grimaced at the annoyance in my tone. “Sir.”

      “How are you planning on plating it?”

      I pointed at the large metal pans the boss used for pizzas. “They’ll plate it themselves, sir.”

      “Huh.”

      My boss, who was two castes higher than me, didn’t understand barbecue? “Are you sure you’re a Texan?”

      “Don’t get mouthy, Pat. Nobody likes an ass. Don’t you screw this up, you hear?”

      I understood; it was his restaurant license on the line. My success meant he kept his license. I likely lost no matter what happened. Even if he fired me and had me blacklisted, I’d only lose six months of work within the food industry.

      A black mark from a royal was a lifetime shame, one he’d never escape. I sighed.

      For that reason alone, I’d do my best.
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            Timing was everything.

          

        

      

    

    
      Time passed differently in the kitchen; there was only one of me, and my boss closed the restaurant during my preparations. Sometime since yesterday, he’d lost his mind. Even working to prepare food for twenty, I didn’t take up that much space. After the initial rush, I waited and babysat the ribs, which I slow cooked while hoping for the best.

      From the outside, I supposed my work appeared complex, but I kept a list of everything I needed to do in my head, systematically tackling every task. Timers helped, cuing me for when something needed to be taken care of. If I left the chicken to marinade for too long, it wouldn’t cook how I wanted. If it didn’t marinade long enough, it would lack in flavor.

      Timing was everything.

      The only thing missing from dinner was dessert, but the freezer would save me. My boss kept enough ice cream on hand to feed an army, but to be on the safe side, I’d bake three cakes. To give them the caste experience they desired, I’d use the crap, pre-made icing I loathed but my skinflint boss insisted was edible.

      Had I wanted to be authentic, I would’ve made the cake from a box, too.

      Alas, I refused to lower my standards beyond the lethally sweet icing. The cake would be good, much better than what most in my caste ate. I’d ruin my efforts with the crap icing, as it would murder the tastebuds of any who ate it and induce a sugar high of the likes they’d never experienced before. If they could choke the stuff down, I’d be entertained watching them from the kitchen, assuming my boss didn’t send me home to prevent me from coming into contact with the royals and elites.

      I expected to be headed home within sixty seconds of finishing my work.

      On the other hand, as I’d rather be home, I’d accept the loss of a few hours if it meant I could preserve my job. The six-month blacklisting would worry me until the dust settled. If it happened, it happened.

      I’d manage somehow. I always did.

      In reality, running into the heir in the convenience store had been enough exposure—and food poisoning—for one lifetime. I hoped she wouldn’t show, as I expected she’d flee to find something else to forage with potentially disastrous results for her digestive system.

      The crowd of twenty showed up a half hour before their reserved time, fitting perfectly in line with my plans. The cornbread, fresh out of the oven, would tide them over while I added the finishing touches to the mountains of barbecue I’d prepared. Somehow, corn on the cob had slipped onto the platters. I wasn’t sure where he’d gotten so many ears of corn without me noticing their appearance, but he’d begged me to cook them up.

      At six on the dot, I rang the bell to notify my boss everything was ready, even the cake. I’d checked the largest piece of chicken to confirm it was done, setting it aside for my boss with enough of the sides to satisfy even him.

      “Why’s that out?” my boss barked, pointing at the piece.

      “It’s for you, sir. It’s the tester chicken to make sure the batch cooked through. I’m finished.” I waved at the various platters waiting to be served, including the iced cake. “Back to doing dishes?”

      “Go on home. I’ll handle the cleaning. You have off the next three days.”

      I did? Shit. I knew my schedule. Yesterday, I’d been assigned to a two week hell shift covering for two other dishwashers who’d claimed unpaid time off to handle personal matters. My anger sparked, but before it could take hold, I smothered it.

      I could think of a hundred different reasons my boss would be angry. I’d done exactly what he asked of me, something someone of my caste shouldn’t have been able to do. To add insult to injury, I’d probably done the job better than he could. If he’d stopped long enough to think about it, he’d understand why.

      I attended one of the best culinary schools in the city. He’d either been passed over for the program or had taken advantage of his caste to bypass schooling.

      I worked hard.

      That made me a risk to him and his business. Without fail, he recognized I had skills he didn’t. As only a dishwasher with a cooking hobby, I hadn’t been much of a threat to him.

      His expectations and reality didn’t align. I was supposed to be beneath him.

      As I’d done all of my life, I accepted what I couldn’t change with a weary sigh. “Understood, sir. Have a good night.”

      I should’ve done a lot of things, including inform him he’d still have a restaurant by the end of the day because I’d put him over any desire to claim credit. Instead, I took off my apron, gathered my things, and left before I said something I’d regret.
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      Men dressed in suits loitered outside of the restaurant. Through the window, I got my second look at the Texan royals. The heir sat with the king and queen, her expression an interesting blend of neutral and infuriated. Given a chance, she’d probably beat her royal parents with her chair.

      Puzzled, I stared longer than I should have. A glint of something metallic drew my attention to the heir’s feet. A handcuff around her ankle tethered her to the table leg.

      No wonder she looked ready to kill somebody.

      Then again, after having run into her at the convenience store, I understood why the king and queen might leash their daughter to keep her from wandering off.

      One of the men cleared his throat.

      “If ya don’t want no starin’, don’t be leashing the poor lass,” I countered before shaking my head and turning away from the window. “I reckon I wouldn’t be trustin’ that lass with a plastic butter knife right now.”

      They stared at me like I’d stared at her, and I didn’t stick around to find out if I’d pissed them off with my deliberate drawl or my commentary. The irritation over seeing her treated like a horse hobbled so it wouldn’t wander off annoyed me almost as much as my lost three days of pay.

      I couldn’t fix the heir’s problems. Hell, I couldn’t fix mine. Losing three days of pay would set me back for months. No money meant no to a lot of things, and I’d have to choose between my apartment, classes, and half-decent food. With my schedule in the air, I’d be spending my next few days finding another job while running a high risk of needing to move back in with my parents, something that happened to everyone in my caste at least a few times.

      I’d done well for myself; it’d be my first time running home to my parents with my tail tucked between my legs.

      Hell, that I remained single counted as an accomplishment. Most only got married because it made paying the bills easier. To sweeten the deal for couples, Texas paid families for having kids in tax benefits, a lump sum, and anything else they could think of to keep the working castes robust.

      No kids meant no workers, no workers meant the elites might have to get their hands dirty, and that would be a downright shame.

      As it always did, reality hit hard, fast, and without compassion or remorse. If my boss took the high road and didn’t blacklist me, it still might take months to find work in another kitchen. That left me with no options I liked. Survival meant enduring, and I had the skills for the work most in my caste embraced out of necessity.

      I could clean.

      The laws favored my boss in most ways, but I had a loophole I could use. As long as I filed my notice within twelve hours following an involuntary loss of a shift, I could find a new job without penalty for leaving early and gain access to the database of time-sensitive job openings.

      I wouldn’t enjoy the work, but I could be employed within twenty-four hours if all went well. With another job, I wouldn’t have to go crawling home to my parents. I might be able to eat something healthy rather than gorging on empty calories. Most importantly, I could keep attending my classes as usual.

      I wouldn’t like working as a janitor, but I could keep moving forward. It would have to be enough. Unless the entirety of society was turned on its ear and rebuilt from scratch, nothing would change. People like me would never be readily accepted by the upper castes. People like me would work hard in the false hope of advancing.

      I’d advanced, but not in the ways most desired.

      I could cook, but I wouldn’t have anyone to cook for. Yet, despite knowing the truth of my situation, still I tried. I acknowledged my tendency to reach unobtainable goals. I challenged too much. I worked too hard.

      I did a lot of things, and I chided myself for being surprised I’d been cast aside for exceeding expectations.

      In one day, I’d gone from dedicated employee to being a threat.

      Maybe a change of scenery would help. It wouldn’t hurt. I’d seen the game played. My boss would ruin me through cut shifts and shit hours—if I let him.

      I wouldn’t. As always, I’d find a way.

      The thought of the Texan princess leashed to the table coaxed a grin out of me, and I wondered if the monarchs truly believed they could catch a wild west Texas wind with something as simple as a pair of handcuffs.

      Maybe I was from a low caste, but I recognized trouble when I saw it, and I wished them the best of luck caging her. They’d have better luck wrangling a twister.

      I only regretted I couldn’t stay and watch the show.
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      Despite being a member of a lower caste, I had a surplus of Texas pride. On the walk from my soon-to-be former job and the nearest library, I’d made several decisions. First, until I had an eviction notice in hand, I refused to accept the inevitable. Such refusals to give in had won me extended education at a culinary school, and I wouldn’t give that up without a fight. Second, I’d try to keep my chin up rather than my head down.

      Keeping my head down hadn’t preserved my job. Changing tactics might blow up in my face, but I couldn’t be blacklisted from all career options being a stubborn mule.

      Finally, if I ever ran into a princess in a convenience store again, I’d do something other than bumble around like an idiot. I’d at least tip the brim of my hat and act like a gentleman rather than stammer like a damned fool.

      I laughed at myself for even considering the possibility of meeting her again.

      The two mile hike to the library cooled my temper, and I made use of the public computers to file my loss of hours, filing my intent to quit and requirement to find a new job. To be fair to my boss, I listed a special event required by members of the elite caste as cause for my lost shifts. The gesture, such as it was, didn’t impair my ability to quit.

      The last step, which confirmed my resignation in the system and lost me my ideal work, wasted twenty minutes, annoyed me into clacking my teeth, and began the process of enrolling me into the queue of the unemployed seeking new work. I drummed my fingers beside the keyboard while I waited for the system to finish and show what level of access I’d get for my job search. With a little luck, I’d gain access to the twenty-four hour queue, which would have me interviewing by tomorrow morning for a new job.

      It took ten minutes for my status to change in the system, which unlocked my ability to browse through the open jobs on offer. As expected, there were no jobs for members of my caste available in the food industry. Between the opportunities for free meals and higher than average pay, only an idiot voluntarily gave up the best work our caste had to offer.

      If I didn’t get into the expedited queue, my life for the next few weeks would be interesting. Working under the assumption I wouldn’t be in a good position to get a new job, I filtered the available jobs by the pay and hours I needed to continue going to school. Fortunately, because I was in a government-sponsored program, my class schedule was listed as a part of my resume, and the system automatically assumed I couldn’t work during classes.

      After removing all jobs I wasn’t qualified to do, I checked the resulting list, which was sparse enough I considered buying the cheapest bottle of tequila money could buy. Drowning my misfortunes in a drunken haze seemed like a good idea for five whole minutes before I remembered how much I hated hangovers.

      I just couldn’t win.

      Ten minutes into my search, the system notified me I was eligible for a handful of jobs from the expedited queue.

      The entries didn’t fill me with confidence, and of my choices, a janitorial position at a skyscraper downtown, a ten minute walk from my school, was the best I could do. I’d be paid more, which would make my life easier down the road, the employer guaranteed shifts that didn’t conflict with education, and as a rare bonus, they capped the number of working hours per week to manageable levels. The real lure was the possibility of promotion and a provision that the company would provide appropriate apparel.

      Anyone else in my caste would fight for a chance for the job. It wasn’t work in a kitchen, but when I considered it would let me keep cooking, I’d manage. I marked it as my first choice, picked every other job I could stomach as secondary choices, and headed home.

      The blinking light on my answering machine informed me it was full, something that hadn’t happened since I’d moved out of my parents’ place at eighteen. I checked the first message to discover it was timestamped ten minutes after I’d left work. Wrinkling my nose, I pressed play.

      “It’s Dougland. I’m confirming your schedule change—”

      I hit the delete button.

      The next message began to play. “It’s Dougl—”

      I deleted that one, too.

      Five deleted messages later, my mother had left a message informing me she wanted a cake for her birthday. My eyes crossed as her birthday wasn’t for another five months. Did she really think it would take five months to plan a chocolate cake? I deleted her message, shaking my head and laughing at her antics.

      Only my mother would be so worried about the one day of the year she was guaranteed to get a chocolate cake fit for a king. I wouldn’t tell her the cake’s recipe had come from the royal kitchens, and everyone in my class had made off with the recipe in a state of utter glee.

      I specialized in my barbecue, but I loved the challenge of baking the perfect cake, and I’d accomplished my goals with only a few modifications to the recipe I’d gotten from that one special class.

      If things worked out with my job search, I’d have to invite my parents over and treat them to the kind of food the elite typically kept for themselves to celebrate.

      I returned to deleting messages, shaking my head at the ridiculous number of times my now ex-boss had called and left messages.

      If he had wanted to keep me, he shouldn’t have presumed I’d stick around after losing three days of work, especially not after busting my ass to cover his.

      I recognized my pettiness, but I didn’t care. With my ex-boss destined to keep calling, I enabled Caller ID so I could dodge his calls. It would cost me an extra fifteen a month, but it came bundled with the ability to block callers if necessary. After the dust settled, I’d disable the features, but for the moment, it was a splurge I needed to preserve my sanity.

      Not five minutes after I activated Caller ID, my boss called. I scowled at his name on the display, didn’t answer, and consoled myself with the fact I’d have chicken and yams for dinner. Chicken and yams made life a whole lot easier to swallow.
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      My ex-boss called me twenty times in two hours, tempting me to unplug my phone or block his number. If I blocked him, he’d know I was dodging his calls. I glanced at the clock, which informed me I still had a few hours I could play at not being home before it became obvious I wanted nothing to do with him.

      His rank mattered, too. Blocking him might cause me trouble down the road—or agitate him into blacklisting me. Until twelve hours passed, he could call me as much as he wanted, likely in an attempt to retain my employment. I couldn’t imagine why else he’d try to call me.

      Thanks to him constantly bombarding my phone, I almost missed a call from an unknown number. I snatched the phone right before it went to the answering machine. “Patrick Laycal speaking,” I answered.

      “Good evening, Mr. Laycal. My name is Altran Hemmington with Sundale Reserves Industries. I’m calling about an accelerated job application you submitted earlier today. Do you have a few minutes?”

      Sometimes, I hated living in Texas, but on the days where the system worked in my favor, I wanted to kiss the ground and swear to never leave. “Of course, Mr. Hemmington.”

      “Excellent. According to your application, you lost three days from your schedule. Your note mentions a special event. Can you elaborate on the circumstances?”

      “Yes and no, sir. The restaurant had been short-staffed due to a special dining request by members of the elite caste. I’d cooked today prior to my notification of revoked hours. I’m not typically employed as a cook.”

      “Was your revocation of hours due to your cooking? I see you attend a culinary school—a rather prestigious one, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “I presume not, sir. The meal had been prepared but it hadn’t been served. I don’t believe it was a factor. I believe the special events cut into the restaurant’s bottom line, resulting in cut hours.”

      “I see. Good. Do you have any objections to working the night shift? We would adjust your schedule to account for your classes, and the company does sponsor expanded education, which means we will pay for up to three courses per term. Your schedule indicates you’re currently taking two classes per term. The hours I’d like to propose should give you time to add one additional course to your workload if this would interest you. We want to test a pilot program for employees of your caste, and as you’re already qualified for—and enrolled—in the expanded education system, you’re the ideal candidate.”

      I could attend school on the company’s dime? Forget the pay increase and the other benefits: free cooking classes far surpassed any other work perk I could think of. “You have my attention, Mr. Hemmington.”

      He chuckled. “Judging from your schooling and employment record, I thought I might get your attention with that. There’s only one issue we need to discuss.”

      Having had the discussion every damned time I changed jobs, my talent would kick me in the teeth—and risk losing me a good opportunity. “Does your company require talent records?”

      Talent records would sink me; I couldn’t afford the testing fee, and the one mandated by Texas and taken during elementary school wasn’t accepted by most employers.

      “A verbal disclosure is fine.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Animal empathy, sir.”

      “Species?”

      “Horse.”

      Mr. Hemmington cackled, and I blinked, taking the phone away from my ear to stare at the glowing display. He chortled for a full minute before clearing his throat. “That explains everything. Your current schooling and payment brackets bar you from pursuing your talent. Have you been evaluated for latent growth?”

      “No, sir. I opted for expanded education. My grant couldn’t afford both, and my grant couldn’t be used for the purchase or boarding of a horse.”

      Realistically, my grant spared me from the admission fees and brought the cost of schooling down to affordable levels, which was the best I could hope for.

      “Don’t sound like I caught you with your hand in the cookie jar, Mr. Laycal. When your talent can’t be developed, it’s wise to pursue more viable options. Culinary school for someone of your caste is ideal. Being able to cook would improve your daily life and potentially be viable for someone of your caste. It was a smart decision.”

      Hell had surely frozen over. Since when did someone of a higher caste call me smart?

      Before I could say a word, Mr. Hemmington chuckled again. “We’d like to hire you into what is classified as an entry-level janitorial position with the option of advancement. We’re prepared to offer the full coverage of your culinary education, which includes the three courses promised with the potential for the addition of more assuming time allows. As we’re a business firm, we’d also be looking to sponsor you into a few generalized business courses, although these would be online courses to give you a better idea of what our business does. We’ve found we have a stronger employment base when all employees have a basic understanding of why we do what we do. You will be paid your standard hourly rate to attend the courses, as we are aware it cuts into your personal time. As you applied through the accelerated system, we’ll be able to register your payment information immediately so there won’t be any delays in your first paycheck.”

      I pinched myself to make certain I hadn’t fallen asleep. It hurt as expected, which made me wonder if pinching myself in a dream would hurt. “Thank you, sir.”

      “You’re welcome. Are you available at four tomorrow?”

      “I am, sir.”

      “Your interview will be at the Sundale Reserves Industries headquarters downtown. The security desk will be expecting you. Have a good evening, Mr. Laycal.” He hung up.

      I returned the phone to its cradle and wondered what the catch was to the man’s more-than-generous offer. When good things happened to me, there was always a catch.
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            I had everything to lose.

          

        

      

    

    
      I gave credit where credit was due; my ex-boss didn’t give up his attempts to call me. I turned the ringer off my phone and let the answering machine do its job. Muting the playback kept me from having to deal with him. Once I cut off his easy routes of contact, I went to bed wondering what the future would hold.

      When I woke up, my answering machine was full, no one other than my ex-boss had called, and I delighted in deleting his messages without listening to them. For a rare change, I considered myself the clear victor.

      If he hadn’t attempted to punish me for doing what he wanted, I wouldn’t have found a good opportunity that would let me get ahead of the game for a change. If Sundale Reserve Industries lived up to their offer to sponsor my courses, I’d be able to save money.

      If I saved enough money, I might even be able to take a few riding lessons, something that’d been beyond my reach. I tried to avoid giving myself false hope, but the job offered opportunities I hadn’t dared to even dream about. I wouldn’t escape my caste, but I could live better and be able to quiet the restless part of myself I so often had to ignore.

      No matter what, I couldn’t afford to blow the interview. To make sure I wasn’t late, I got ready to leave at noon, planning to spend several hours exploring the area around the building. While I’d been near the skyscraper plenty of times going to and from classes, I hadn’t left the beaten path.

      More elites than I could shake a stick at lived and worked in that part of Dallas, and a smart man didn’t draw attention to himself. I’d spent most of my life avoiding those who wore suits. I’d never been able to afford one, and I hoped my best pair of jeans, a dress shirt, and my best pair of boots would suffice for the interview, not that I had a choice in the matter.

      I couldn’t afford to buy better clothes until I got a better paying job.

      I shaved, made sure my hair wasn’t going to make an escape, and left my usual hat at home. During the interview, I’d do all the little things most in my caste neglected. I’d leave my thick accent at home, treating the interview like I did my cooking courses.

      I’d discovered most of the other students didn’t care what caste I came from when I talked like them, acted like them, and kept to myself. It didn’t hurt I could cook better than most of them, too.

      It helped our professors treated ability a lot like most treated magic. They didn’t care where I’d come from. They only cared what I could do.

      I had everything to lose, and I fought daily to keep it.

      My jeans and boots might sink me, but they were what I had, and I’d make the most of it. The sense of impending doom crashed down on my head and formed a tight knot in my chest. My pocket watch, a relic from my great-grandfather, informed me I’d wasted an entire hour attempting to meet the standards of the higher castes. It would take me forty minutes to reach the Sundale Reserved Industries building, leaving me a little over two hours to blow waiting for my interview.

      I could work with that.

      Everything went to plan until I opened my door and discovered the heir to the throne standing in the hallway, dressed like an escapee from a rodeo. The princess scowled at a slip of paper in her hand, looked up, and dropped it with a startled squeak.

      I could handle a job interview. I could handle a lot of things, but a gun-shy princess who jumped at shadows while dressed as a rodeo queen was beyond me. To cover my dismay, confusion, and unease, I closed my door, locked it, and retrieved her slip of paper, offering it to her. “You dropped this, ma’am.”

      It occurred to me I was a single order away from an invitation to my execution. How the hell was I supposed to address her? Was there a special title I was supposed to use when she was dressed like every cowboy’s dream?

      I’d missed out on being a cowboy, but I’d do a hell of a lot for a chance to be with a woman like her.

      “You do live here. Great. Perfect. Fantastic.” The princess nodded, taking the paper from me. “Thank you. I have a question for you.”

      Texas’s heir had a question for me? “How can I help you, ma’am?”

      “Is it true you made the yams and chicken we had at that restaurant yesterday?”

      I gaped at her, then I spluttered, “Well, yes. I—”

      “Marry me.”

      Blinking, I struggled to comprehend what I’d just heard. There was no way she, the kingdom’s sole princess, had just asked me to marry her. “Pardon?”

      Her expression soured, and she wrinkled her pretty nose, turned her head, and stared at the wall. “I guess that was too much. I should’ve started with something else. Maybe I should’ve just begged for you to feed me?”

      I’d seen my mother when hungry enough times to recognize the incoherent gibberish associated with hunger-induced fatigue. “Are you hungry?”

      Her expression eased. “Starving.”

      I had leftovers in my refrigerator. It would only take twenty minutes to warm a plate of chicken, and it would only take another twenty to give her a chance to eat before I needed to go to my interview. I could make it work. “Come on in, then.”

      My hands shook, making the once simple task of unlocking my door difficult. The keys jangled, but I cajoled it open, grateful my parents had beaten keeping a tidy home into me from an early age. I lacked luxuries, but I wouldn’t run the risk of sullying the princess.

      The heir followed close at my heels and blurted, “It’s so cute!”

      I closed the door behind her, at a complete loss over how my sparse apartment classified as cute. “Thank you. Please make yourself comfortable while I warm a plate for you, ma’am.”

      “Jessica.” The princess flopped onto my couch with a tired groan. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      It worried me that she sounded serious. “Are you all right with more chicken?”

      “Chicken sounds amazing. Is it the same you made yesterday?”

      “Sure is, ma’am.”

      “Where have you been all my life?”

      I had no idea how to answer her, so I forced a chuckle and headed to the kitchen to warm her food. After taking a moment to think about it, I replied, “Cooking classes.”

      “Our cooks don’t make anything like you do. You should be teaching them. Your chicken’s so spicy. I thought Dad was going to breathe fire. Better still, you made him like it.”

      The king had liked my cooking? I doubted I’d ever get used to that. “I thought you’d have the best food in the world.”

      “Probably.” Something about her tone, a subtle uncertainty, added to my concerns. “I try to eat out whenever possible.”

      My worry intensified, but I forced myself to concentrate on my tasks. That she’d gone out of her way to find me because I could cook, that she sounded so uncertain when confessing she ate out, all meant one thing to me: she was afraid to eat at home.

      But why?

      “Any allergies, ma’am?”

      “You can call me Jessica. I won’t bite. I feel old when people ma’am me.”

      “All right, Jessica. I’m Pat.” No one would believe me if I told them the heir wanted me to call her by her first name. Actually, no one would believe me if I told them I’d met the princess not once, but twice. “Do you have any allergies?”

      “Not that I know of, but I don’t know for certain.”

      Someone with no history of allergies could develop allergies, but that her solution was to eat out pointed at food poisoning in some form or another. “Have you been getting sick when you eat lately?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And my chicken and yams didn’t bother you?”

      “It was great. Those yams. And it’s yams and chicken. I had no idea yams could be so good. It didn’t bother me at all. I did all my usual tests. I track what I eat, where I eat it, and what gets me sick. Then I stick to what I know won’t make me sick. Your food didn’t make me sick.” Jessica stretched out on my couch with a contented sigh. “So good.”

      Princess Jessica was a beauty; I’d noticed that from the first time I’d seen her on the news. I hadn’t anticipated her intellect, however. Methodical tracking of her food meant she knew something was making her sick, and she wasn’t trusting anyone to tell her what. She meant to find out for herself.

      I’d heard of beauties with brains before, but I’d never dreamed one would be in my apartment waiting for me to feed her.

      Holy hell.

      I got the chicken warming, taking my time with it so the skin would stay crisp without burning while I whipped up a batch of yams. Allergies could scare someone away from eating in a hurry, but her preference for eating out, where she couldn’t easily check for allergens, led me to believe she was worried someone was adding something to her food. For her to trust me, I feared she’d meant it when she’d claimed she was starving.

      “If you’d like, we can go over what you’re eating to check for allergens. I avoid some of them when I cook since my mother has allergies, but I have medication on hand if you do have a reaction. We can do some limited exposure checks, too. Did you have any cake yesterday?”

      “I did. It was sweet but good. I didn’t get sick from anything yesterday.”

      I eliminated wheat, dairy, corn, and a whole shebang
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