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      It had been four days since Prince Liam indulged the world in a smile. The garish grin that was once a permanent fixture on his face seemed to have found a new home entirely. Where that new abode was, no one could say. Much of Europe was not given to merriment as of late.

      The washing machine offered the only noise in that section of the gargantuan house. To call it a house was not accurate, but saying “mansion” sounded so odd to Blue that she could not wrap her mind around it. The laundry took a little time. In The Way they sorted laundry, but it was barely a chore. All the orange jumpsuits went in one pile, white underthings in another.

      After a brief rundown of how to sort their garments by the succinct and tight-lipped elderly housekeeper, Blue adjusted to the new method. Apparently, clothes had to be separated by color and delicacy of the fabric here. Blue was a quick learner, having to be told things once, if catching on by observing was not an option. Josephine, however, was not one whose constitution tolerated errors.

      Since they had landed in Europe four days ago, Blue began making a tally of her mistakes so that, during dull moments, she could recite them to herself as a sort of verbal beating. She kept her mouth shut as she stumbled through the long list of domestic tasks, speaking only when nodding would not suffice.

      Josephine ran the domestic aspect of the household like a captain might command his ship of top-notch sailors. That is, if a sea captain had brown hair with streaks of gray pulled up into a bun so tight, it provided a temporary facelift.

      On her second day, Blue managed to mop the floor with the wrong kind of solution, and then had to clean the sticky surface all over again. The mansion was so expansive that Blue had to tap into her heightened abilities so that she did not get lost in the maze. It would have been a great help if someone could have shown her around, or at the very least, drawn her up a map. Everyone was so preoccupied with more important things than getting her acclimated that she was, for the most part, left alone to figure things out. Blue counted this a blessing, for many of her blunders went unseen this way.

      The room she’d been given was enormous. It was larger than the hut by far, and her bunker in The Way that housed twelve girls. The bed was beyond the capabilities of a Wayward’s imagination. It was bedecked with tall iron posts and crimson curtains hanging down from them so that she could shut herself inside for optimum darkness. The comforter was light beige with gold and ruby swirls sewn into it. It was so gorgeous that she categorically refused to touch it, for fear of sullying the beauty. The small red accents were subtle, but when paired with the deep rouge of the hanging bed curtains, it made the whole sumptuous nest look warm and romantic. Blue thought it looked as though the bed was lit by constant candlelight, even in midday.

      A tall and intimidating dark wood wardrobe stood proudly at the northern wall of the room, begging for her to put it to use. Blue did not touch this, though, either. It was too perfect, and she could not bring herself to put her burlap sack with the two changes of clothes she’d brought with her from the hut inside of it. Her sack looked pathetic and out of place. It was not much of a leap to think of herself in that way – the one thing in the immaculate mansion that did not belong.

      Josephine wrote the duties for the day on the dry erase board in the main kitchen in the morning. Blue spent the rest of the day trying to decipher her tightly scripted handwriting and figure out what each assignment meant. Frustration often threatened Blue’s meek demeanor when she was given a job that was foreign to her. She wished she could ask questions, but it had been beaten into her that speaking out of turn was not an acceptable practice for Waywards when interacting with Vemreaux. Blue was keen not to earn a beating in her new home.

      The scent from Elle and Grettel had faded. Blue no longer smelled Wayward, so Josephine made the assumption that the new servant was Vemreaux. Perhaps it would make no difference if she knew that Blue had been raised in The Way and had no knowledge of things like polishing wood or sorting laundry. Perhaps Josephine would not frown at Blue’s clothing if she knew they were all the girl had. Those revelations would fall under the category of exposing herself to people, which was not something Blue would do without the proper aggressive prodding.

      Sam, Liam, Brody and Alec left the first night they’d returned to the mansion, and had not been back since. No explanation was given, and Blue did not think it her place to ask Josephine where her new owner had gone. She wished Sam at least had told her where he was taking off to.

      Not my place, Blue scolded herself as she folded laundry. Just because he was nice to you doesn’t mean he owes you any kind of explanation. He’s Vemreaux. You’re Wayward. You’re not equals, no matter how many times he looks at you like that.

      The mansion was uncommonly noiseless at night. The quiet was overwhelming at times when the autumn sun would attempt to deceive her into thinking that the day held promise of change or movement other than what came from the few servants. A weight settled over everyone, and Blue wondered when she would be allowed to disturb it.

      The trip to Europe was not for recreation, nor was her sole purpose to be a household servant. She was supposed to be taking the steps to get to the island that housed the O-bloods. There had been three more Vemreaux disappearances since they had left the Americas, which was the reason for the deafening silence and Liam’s hiatus. Prince Liam had purchased her and brought her to live with him as a servant so that she could get to the island and kill whatever was butchering all the Vemreaux. It had all seemed so important a few days ago. Blue was confused as to the sudden drop in urgency.

      Though she did not want to admit it, the most unsettling shift was found in Sam. The attractive Vemreaux spent almost the entire airplane and armored car drive over to the mansion attached to her in some tangible way. When the fear began to rise in her as the small aircraft lifted off of the runway, he had held her hand, speaking calming words that, to the others, may not have sounded like the perfect thing to say, but to her, made all the difference.

      Not knowing much about the mechanics of an airplane, Sam had explained everything that was happening as best he could, down to running through Newton’s third law just so she understood as well as he did. He even asked the co-pilot to come back when he was not busy so he could fill in the gaps that were left. While some might find that kind of one-way conversation boring, it was just the medicine Blue needed to feel safe so high up in the air. She still wished she could take apart the plane herself and put it back together so she could understand all there was to it, but this was better than nothing.

      Sam’s hand never fell away from hers, even as his mind drifted into unconsciousness. Blue had been left to her wonderings. She made sure to close her eyes whenever the flight attendant walked through the cabin so that it appeared she was capable of sleep, but her mind never stopped processing all the new information.

      After landing at the airport in Europe, the only time Sam’s hand left hers was when he let her slide into the backseat of the chauffeured vehicle. The moment he ducked in and sat next to her, his fingers once again stroked hers, as if he needed the contact to properly breathe.

      The car ride had been long, but Blue did not mind. Conversation picked up in the back of the vehicle that sat all five of them somewhat comfortably. There was one bench that faced forward and one that angled toward the back. They all had enough elbow room so they were not on top of each other, though this notion did not persuade Sam to move so much as a few centimeters from Blue’s side. One hand held hers, while the other draped around her back to affix her to his side, where he would occasionally brush his fingertips along the curve of her hip. Each time he did it, Blue had to work to hide her blush and the shiver that exploded up her spine. Occasionally, Liam would glance up from his stack of paperwork to examine their connection with an approving twinkle in his eye.

      Brody’s irritation in the car at their closeness had spewed out of his mouth in the form of sarcasm and outright criticism. Blue had responded by removing her hand from Sam’s.

      Brody argued with Alec, giving Sam the chance to address Blue’s closed-off demeanor he had worked so hard to open up. “What’s wrong?”

      Blue shrugged. “It makes Brody mad when we hold hands, I think. He’s right. I’m Wayward. You’re Vemreaux. I don’t know why I keep forgetting I shouldn’t be holding your hand like that.” Instead of looking up at him, she had stared down at his lap so he could not see her eyes.

      “I like when you hold my hand. I want you near me.” Sam had turned to his friend with a warning in his tone. “Seriously, Brode. Leave her alone. She’s not used to your mouth, and I’m barely tolerating it right now.”

      Brody let out a gust of air, regarding Blue with an expression of utter mockery. It seemed most of the things he did and said were done to taunt, and Blue was the new object of scorn.

      Sam’s phone sounded, and when he had pulled it out, Blue glanced over at the screen. “Who’s 237? Is that a person’s name?” She only ventured to speak to change the subject from Brody’s sarcasm.

      Brody and Alec had sniggered while Sam blanched, ignoring the call. “Not a name. It’s no one.”

      Brody’s mirth came out in a chuckle, while Alec had subdued his reaction to a smirk.

      “What?” Blue questioned, jutting her chin out to demand being taken seriously by those she had not meant to include in the private conversation. “What’s 237?”

      “Nothing. It’s just a number, Blue.”

      “Now, now.” Brody pretended to scold Sam as a teacher might. “That’s not all it is. Go ahead, Sam.”

      “Do you want me to thrash you right here?” Sam had leaned forward, looking darkly into Brody’s still laughing eyes. “Quit messing with her.”

      Blue frowned next to him. “I don’t understand. Why are you mad?”

      Alec folded his arms over his chest and sized up Sam, daring him to own up to his actions. “That’s a pretty high number, Pan. You hit the grand two hundred mark just before we left for the Americas.”

      Brody tapped his finger to his chin. “Is it 237 bills you make a week?”

      Sam’s eye roll had made Blue smile. “No. Maybe it’s 237 punches in the face I owe you. You’re working your way up to 238, so knock it off.”

      Liam looked up from his paperwork, as if only just realizing there were people next to him. He glanced from face to face for someone to give him a clue as to what he had missed.

      Alec chimed in, though his tone had been less antagonistic than Brody’s. “237 times you’ve done something selfless?”

      “237 fishes?” Liam suggested. The bewildered looks he garnered told him he was off-topic. “What are we talking about?”

      “What? No, Liam. Leave it alone, guys. She’s new to the real world.”

      “Then shouldn’t you be educating her on it? I mean, she asked you a direct question. Most she’s spoken in a few hours,” Alec commented. “If you don’t tell her, I’m happy to. Actually, let Brody educate her. He looks like he’s been dying for the chance.”

      Brody’s laugh cut short, and he and Sam had turned to glower at Alec. Brody had grown red in the cheeks. Once again, Blue was in the dark.

      Sam exhaled, tucking away the scowl he’d cast at Brody and Alec. “It’s nothing, Blue. I keep a tally on my phone. Sometimes I put a girl’s phone number in here. That’s all. It’s just a person’s phone number.”

      “Okay,” Blue responded, keeping her eyes on her hands. She could sense the tension in Sam’s body, and though she still did not feel like her question had been answered, she had not dared to question him again.

      Wayward or Vemreaux, boys were still boys. Sam was no exception. When Blue had been sitting next to Sam in the car, she wished she could disappear. Especially when Liam finally answered her question.

      “You’re up to 237 Fems already, Sam? That’s higher than I thought.”

      Sam had let out an exasperated groan. “Seriously, Liam! I’m trying, here.”

      Blue blinked up at Liam, trying to make sense of the conversation. “Sam has 237 Femreaux friends? Why is that a bad thing? That sounds good.” She had turned to Sam, cocking her head to the side. “Why are you embarrassed by that? I only have two girl friends. You’re very popular.” Blue held in her sadness at being so limited by her brother about whom she could befriend.

      Before Sam could conjure up an adequate excuse, Liam cut in. “237 is the number of Fems Sam’s had sex with, kitten.”

      Blue had cringed at her stupidity. Of course that’s what they were talking about.

      Sam had been just as mortified, and they both stared out the window of the car to mask their chagrin. Never had it been clearer how different their worlds were.

      “Thanks, Liam,” Sam grumbled venomously.

      Brody laughed, his blond hair shaking as he held his stomach. “Poor Pan! Found himself a cherry, and he hasn’t got a prayer.”

      “I told you to leave her alone, Brody!”

      Alec saw the potential for escalation and intervened. “Knock it off, guys. We’ve still got a while till we get home. Let’s try to make it back without bloodshed, for once.”

      “Was it supposed to be a secret? I mean, it’s right there on your phone, Sam. Since when did you stop bragging about that?” Liam looked over at Blue, light dawning in his eyes. “Oh. Sorry. I was just trying to answer her question. You can ask me anything, kitten. Even if Sam’s too embarrassed to tell you the truth, I will.”

      “Alright,” Blue had said, challenging his offer. Brody’s teasing and Liam’s reveal loosened her tongue. “Why do you call me kitten?”

      “Because you’re small and cute, but you’re feisty, too. Like a wee kitten.”

      “Bloody tiger when she’s mad,” Alec amended.

      Liam rifled through his papers. “If you don’t like kitten, I could always call you by your real name. Idahlia Jane Anders?” He grinned like a naughty boy who wanted to be in trouble.

      Blue’s muscles tightened, and her mouth projected the scowl that hearing her name always evoked. “My name’s Blue,” she had corrected him, though she knew he would call her whatever he pleased. Prince Liam was used to getting away with anything he wanted, due to his status, good looks and adorable smile.

      “Why don’t you like your name?” Liam asked her kindly. “Very proper.”

      Blue had known that Sam was watching her. Her answer came out fast. She’d been storing up her disgruntled feelings about the subject for years. “Because it’s not mine. Names are randomly assigned in The Way. Someone just picked the next name on the sheet, and that’s that. Jane isn’t even a name.”

      “Jane is so a name,” Liam countered.

      “No, it’s not,” she had argued – a thing she never would have done with a Vemreaux a week ago. “Every girl who’s nineteen this year has the middle name Jane. It tells the professors what age I am. Grettel and Elle have the same middle name. It’s Louise, because they were born a year ahead of me. So I go by a name that’s mine, not theirs.”

      This new bit of information had puzzled the men. Though Europe housed The Way East, they had rarely been inside the facility, and did not know much about its operations. So it was with most Vemreaux. Sam touched the side of his shoe to hers. “So, when is your birthday?” Sam attempted to steer the conversation in a more positive direction.

      Blue’s face had scrunched up as if he’d asked her what it was like to live inside of the sun. “How would I know that?”

      Sam was stunned. “It should be on your birth certificate. Liam? Is it in there?” He’d lifted his chin to indicate the pile of papers in his friend’s hands.

      Liam shook his head. “Don’t need it. Waywards don’t come with a whole lot of documentation.” The prince looked over at her sadly. “You seriously don’t have a birthday, kitten?”

      Blue shrugged. She could not have cared less about the oversight. “We all turn the next age on January first. Does that count?”

      With a compassionate melancholy smile, Liam turned back to his papers. “Yeah. That counts.”

      The remainder of the ride to the mansion had been much the same. Blue looked out the window to soak in the scenery before the speed of the vehicle became too much for her. Brody picked a couple more fights with Sam’s shortened fuse. Alec ignored them both, while Liam studied document after document, adding his signature here and there. When the car pulled down the long drive that led to the largest home Blue had ever seen, a crowd of seventy-eight people was waiting. The car slowed as a few approached too near the tires to be safe. Fists knocked against the windows and doors to get at the vehicle’s occupants.

      “Sam?” she called out, her voice strained. She backed up into him, away from the demanding fists. “They know it’s me!” she fretted. The people shouted, some excited, and others concerned. “Make them stop!” she begged as the familiar black she dreaded began to seep into her vision. She’d assured Baird the blackouts that ignited her killing sprees were under control. And yet, before she’d even stepped foot in her new home, one was already threatening to take her under, stimulating her body to kill without discretion.

      Sam’s arm slid around her again, shielding her as much as he could from the insistent faces and fists. “I can’t, baby. We’re almost to the gate, though. Give it a few more seconds, and they’ll be gone.”

      It was overwhelming. As Blue ducked her head down to focus on fighting the darkness, Sam redirected her cheek to rest on his chest. “They can’t see you. Don’t worry about that. They just want Liam.”

      “Liam’s in danger?” she clarified, stiffening in his arms.

      “Nah. They want to know about Liam’s trip, is all. Ask him questions. Get him to smile for their cameras. They don’t even know you’re in here. Promise.”

      “Buzzards are out early today,” Liam had commented, though he barely glanced up at the ruckus.

      Alec frowned. “There are more than usual. We’re due to meet with Harold in twenty minutes. Think something’s up?” he asked Brody, who also judged the count of reporters on the lawn to be about thirty too many.

      Knowing that Blue would not ask what was going on, Sam had explained the situation to her to ease the fear she would never admit to. “Those are reporters from just about every major paper and magazine. They hang out on the lawn to catch a glimpse of the royal family so they have something to write about. Liam’s a big deal here.” The car crawled past the gate, shutting out the chaos. Sam relaxed as Blue breathed a sigh of relief in his arms. They drove further on the massive property and pulled into the dim light of the lengthy garage.

      Liam shuffled his papers into one neat stack so they would slide into the briefcase a little easier. “They get like that because I’m Europe’s most eligible bachelor. The Femreaux can’t get enough of this gorgeous face. Can’t say I blame them.” He beamed at earning a meek smile from the girl. “I mean, if you had to go a week without this mug, wouldn’t you be a bit batty?” He was satisfied when the corner of Blue’s mouth lifted. Liam had cracked jokes all the way from the car into the house, enticing levity from her soldier-like stance.

      “Josephine, you minx! I’m back!” Liam had announced upon Blue’s first step into the new home. Josephine was a Femreaux who was one of the rare B-bloods that had chosen not to bathe in the Fountain of Youth. Blue had not seen many aging people, but she guessed the woman to be in her mid-sixties. If Josephine had been Wayward, she would have been terminated already. “Did you miss me?” Liam asked, though when he took a good look at her upset face, he’d stopped in his tracks. “What’s wrong?”

      Josephine shook her head once and took Liam’s briefcase from him. “Harold’s waiting for you in the study. Don’t dawdle, boys.” She was a woman of few words, but they were all the right ones. Liam did not even get a snack from the kitchen, which he had mentioned a desire for several times in the last half hour of the drive.

      “Sam? Take Blue up to my guest bedroom. She can wait there and get settled in while we meet with Harold.” Liam handed his suit jacket to Josephine. “This is Blue. She’ll be working in the house now. Picked her up in the Americas.”

      Josephine had given her a scrutinizing look that made Blue’s head dip down, but said nothing. Sam placed his hand on Blue’s back and took her out of the room and down several hallways without a word. The flight of stairs he led her up were the very first ones she’d ever been on, but she did not stop to enjoy the experience, nor to look down at how high up she was. The urgency in his step told her not to dally or ask questions. Down more hallways and up yet another flight of stairs led them to a door that he popped open without hesitation. Flicking on the lights revealed the biggest and most beautiful bedroom Blue had ever seen. “This is you, dolcezza.” He’d paused to tuck a lock of auburn hair behind her peaked ear. “Stay here until one of us comes and gets you, yeah?”

      Blue nodded, but was reticent to go in right away. Though her shoes were not very dirty, they did not feel welcomed by the cream-colored plush carpet. Sam was long gone by the time she decided to remove her sneakers and enter the perfect room.

      She waited in the bedroom, familiarizing herself with everything around her, except for two doors on opposite walls that she would not even touch, for fear of going where she was not supposed to. Though Sam told her that one of them would come and get her, the day turned into evening without a single knock at her door. At one point, Blue recognized Liam’s feet shuffling into the room next to hers, but he did not come for her. A muffled crash came from the other side of the insulated wall, but that was all she could make out. Shortly thereafter, Liam had left, taking with him Brody, Alec and Sam. She’d pressed her ear to the door, but she did not dare disobey her first order given in her new position.

      Blue did not know what she should do, so she waited. She sat in front of the door with her legs crossed on the dream-worthy carpet as she reread her Geometry book. When her need won out over duty, Blue turned the knob on the door opposite Liam’s wall to find, with great relief, a lavish bathroom. She flicked on the lights, and immediately turned them off with a muffled gasp.

      Mirrors.

      Sink-to-ceiling mirrors covering an entire wall stared at her, daring her to face herself. Even with the lights off, she could still tell where her reflection was. She used the bathroom as quick as she could and darted back out, heart racing at the garish sight.

      Her stomach growled sometime around two in the morning that first night in the mansion, but she’d ignored it. She had gone hungry before. She reasoned the guys were testing her, probably vetting her to see if she was tough enough to get through a night without food. She scoffed at the insinuation that she was anything less than prepared for whatever they threw at her.

      The next morning, she was still alone. Blue wondered what had happened to the guys.

      She remained curious for four days. In the afternoon of the second day, Josephine came up to her room and scolded her for hiding when there was work to be done. She assumed Blue had slept the night and most of the next day away. Josephine informed the girl that that sort of behavior was not tolerated.

      Blue stared at her feet and nodded, apologizing when the rant was over. She followed the housekeeper down the two flights of stairs and through the many winding halls to the kitchen, listening as Josephine explained the dry erase board that contained all of the daily chores.

      Josephine was not overly friendly like Liam, and Blue judged that she was not a person to be asked obvious questions. So when Blue did not understand a job, she did it to the best of her ability without begging for clarification. Josephine critiqued her several times that first work day, telling Blue that she was too slow cleaning the windows, or that she did not need to be so thorough with polishing the floors on the first level.

      The only time Blue did not hear Josephine’s critical correction was her second day in the mansion around dinner time when her stomach rumbled, which she thought for sure would earn her a severe talking to. She did not know how to stop the noise, though. It was not as if she did it on purpose. Josephine surprised her by speaking about something not related to chores. “Have you eaten tonight, young lady?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “I can set something out for you, if you’d like.”

      “Just rations would be fine, ma’am,” Blue requested meekly. They contained all the necessary nutrients a Wayward needed for a day’s work, and she’d been two days without them.

      “Goodness! You’re Wayward?” Josephine examined the girl curiously. “Your demeanor, certainly, but your eyes are Original Vemreaux. I can’t tell if you smell, of course.” Josephine indicated her light gray eyes that told Blue the old woman had forgone a dip in the Fountain of Youth.

      The seasoned woman frowned at her, as if Blue purposefully chose to starve herself. Josephine rummaged in the cupboard and set out Grade A rations, telling Blue to eat before she started in on cleaning each of the thirteen bathrooms. Blue did not dare inform Josephine that she was allergic to Grade A, and only consumed Grade V.

      Though she knew what would happen if she ate the rations, Blue popped open the lid on the tin, unwrapped the standard plastic fork that came with it and dutifully placed bite after bite in her mouth, chewing slowly, though her stomach was screaming for a faster pace.

      She had not finished the scrubbing the bathtub before the wave of nausea came over her. Bending over the toilet, Blue’s stomach emptied itself of the rations she had known would not stay down. Though they were considered the best variety, it did not matter. They always made her sick. She was grateful that her own bathroom came stocked with toothpaste. The mouthwash took some getting used to, but she began to rely on it as a necessary asset.

      By the end of the fourth day, Blue had thrown up three times, each after Josephine would set out the Grade A rations for her, usually as her breakfast. After that, her stomach was so tender that it did not warm to the other food provided for her throughout the day.

      Music was piped in via speakers that were built into the walls of the main rooms. It was soft in volume, but almost overwhelming at times with its beauty. Blue knew next to nothing about music, but she knew for certain that the gentle songs stroked her loneliness into submission and distracted her from the grief that leaving her family behind threatened to choke her with.

      Meals were a dreary affair. Josephine would set the table in the fancy dining room, but no one ever came for dinner. Two plates were set out, one for Blue and one for another young woman, who looked at Blue as if she were a bothersome insect.

      Bonnie’s nose in the air as she spoke of her closeness with Princess Suzette grew tiresome after five minutes. Blue knew that Bonnie used the princess’ name to assert her clout over the Wayward. Blue did not want clout or even introductions. She wanted to be left alone in her misery and chores. Bonnie purposefully sat farther from Blue than her stool suggested, angling her body away and dramatically holding her breath between bites, so that she would not have to inhale the sulfuric stench of the Wayward servant. Of course, Blue was born without the signature scent, but as soon as Josephine introduced Blue as “the Wayward servant Liam hired to help with the housework”, there was nothing for it. Bonnie kept a healthy distance from Blue at all times, as if she were afraid her poverty and inferior blood type might be infectious.

      Bonnie had announced to Blue several times that she was Princess Suzette’s personal servant in a way that made Blue think that must mean Bonnie’s station was above her own. Blue did not bother to mention that she was Liam’s personal servant. Bonnie needed the validation. Bonnie cried loudly during dinner on the third night about the state of Princess Suzette and how she felt lost without her mistress. Blue thought the display was a little showy, though her opinions remained secret. She pushed her food around on her plate, trying not to vomit while attempting to remain invisible, so as not to further anger Bonnie with her presence.

      Instead of calisthenics, which she barely had the energy for after such malnutrition, Blue kept her nights occupied with chores. When she’d finished her list for the day, she got a head start on the ones for the next morning. When those were completed, she discreetly crossed off items from Josephine’s list. Josephine said nothing of this, but her criticisms came less often, so Blue guessed that she was pleased.

      Though it was only a few days ago, she could still feel Sam’s reassuring grip on her hip like it was yesterday. In the quiet of the laundry room, Blue folded a pair of pants and tried to shake the euphoria from her mind. It was nothing. Sam wasn’t being romantic. He’s Vemreaux. You’re Wayward. He’s out who knows where with any number of much more beautiful Femreaux. Fems who actually know what they’re doing and don’t get confused so easily. Stop being stupid. He doesn’t want you. Look at you! You’re a servant. His best friend owns you! He doesn’t think of you like that. It’s just the way Vemreaux are. Flirt with anything on two legs. He left with no explanation, and he’s probably not coming back.

      Blue permitted the whirring of the dryer to calm her nauseous stomach. She was glad for the distraction that kept her from wondering if she’d been abandoned by the men in the foreign country.
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      It was one in the morning as Blue sat on the floor in the laundry room watching, with glazed eyes, the last load of colorful clothes spinning around in the dryer. Her body was exhausted, achy and very hungry, but she knew her brain would not shut off. As long as she was permanently awake, she reasoned, she might as well be useful.

      Nothing had been said about Liam freeing her, and she did not have the disrespect in her to ask. The longer she spent away from the four men she only recently had begun to relax around, the more she forgot their willingness to help her. Blue wanted to find out what was wrong, but she knew there was nothing for it. Prince Liam was her owner, and it would not be appropriate to ask Josephine where he’d gone. Baird was heavy on the “speak when you’re spoken to” rule.

      Blue flinched at the thought of her brother’s name, wishing there was some way to ignore the hole that leaving him had left. It made no difference anyway. She would never again see the man who raised her, and there was no use being upset about it. Blue reasoned it was best to erase all thoughts of him and the girls from her mind, so she could focus on the tasks at hand.

      The beautiful and elegant music had to work twice as hard to soothe her after that.

      Disrupting her melancholy, something Blue had never seen in person rounded the corner and stared up at her with unmasked curiosity. Gasping despite herself, Blue gaped right back, not hiding her face for the first time in several days. A small dog observed the stranger with a keen eye, judging if he should bark to alert his master or allow the intruder her privacy. After the careful consideration that dogs often use, the animal trotted forward. The Way West housed five dogs to keep the Waywards company, but they were all the same Shepherd breed. Blue had seen pictures of other kinds of dogs in her Vemreaux Studies book, but they looked nothing like the miniature white-haired one that approached her in the laundry room. Blue was more shy than the dog in that moment, so the animal did the gracious thing and took the lead. He stood right next to Blue and took one more appraising look before dipping its nose under Blue’s hand and deftly flipping it to the top of his head. Blue smiled for the first time in days as she took the hint and began petting the pushy animal. Really, there was nothing more she had to do. She was already working on the next day’s chores to kill time and get ahead so she would not anger Josephine.

      The dog warmed to her without coercion. He nuzzled into her calf, both of them reveling in the touch. The fur was soft and smelled odd. Blue ran her fingers over the dog’s floppy ears, feeling the fine coat that was thinner than she would have guessed, recalling the image in her textbook.

      “Charmond!” a woman’s voice called. The dog’s ears pricked, but he did not otherwise move. She called several more times before locating Blue on the floor petting the dog. “Charmond? What are you doing, baby? Are you finawy making a fwend?” the immaculately groomed woman asked in a childish voice.

      The dryer buzzed, and Blue stood immediately, berating herself for not standing when she first heard the voice coming. “Ma’am,” Blue said as she kept her head down. To make up for being caught sitting down on the job, she pulled the warm clothes out and hefted the basket onto the counter. She began folding the clothing with renewed energy. The woman was a Femreaux, and judging by the perfect complexion, silky chestnut hair, polished nails, fancy clothes and shoes, Blue guessed that she was very well off.

      “Who are you?” she asked, not unkindly as she scooped up the small dog. Charmond did not like being picked up, but was so used to giving the woman what she wanted that his preference made little difference.

      Blue’s response was cut short by a voice coming toward them that made her starving stomach jump into her chest. “Where’s Bonnie? You know I’m not lugging these bags up to your room. Honestly, Suzette. You barely wear any clothes as it is. How many bikinis and slutty miniskirts can you possibly fit in here?” He stopped short when he saw Blue in the laundry room. “Hey, you.” His tone changed as he dropped the luggage onto the floor and passed by the attractive Femreaux, making a beeline straight for the face he’d been missing.

      “How do you know the new help before I do?” Suzette took in Sam’s uncharacteristically softened demeanor when he spoke to the new girl. “I’m Suzette.” The princess introduced herself, stepping forward to greet the servant.

      “Blue.” Making sure her palms were clean, Blue shook the hand that was extended to her. “Nice to meet you, your majesty. I’m to help Josephine and Liam out.”

      “Not Josephine,” Sam corrected. “Liam. You’re Liam’s personal servant.”

      “Okay.” Though she had done her usual song and dance of avoiding mirrors, Blue knew how haggard she must look, judging by how she felt and the lack of vital nutrition as of late. She did not look up at him, but kept her eyes on the basket of clothes. “Welcome back, sir.”

      “Sir?” Sam’s handsome face twisted like he’d eaten something too sour. “Hey, it’s me.” When Blue still kept her eyes down, he grew frustrated. “What’s wrong? Did I do something?”

      Blue’s eyebrows furrowed. “Nothing’s wrong. I said ‘welcome back’.” Her hands fumbled over the edge of a shirt that she guessed was not Liam’s, due to the slightly trimmer waist size.

      His hand found her shoulder and traced down her side, ending with his arm around her and his hand resting on the curve of her hip. Blue dropped the shirt and held onto the counter to steady herself. She fought the urge to lean back into his firm chest. “Blue, look at me. Why are you avoiding me?”

      “I’m not avoiding you,” she protested, still not lifting her chin. “I just…I wish I could sleep, is all.”

      Though her words were chosen with care, Sam caught the double meaning in them. “Well, then let’s get you to bed. It’s after one, you know. You don’t have to do all this.” He waved his hand to the counter to indicate the clothes.

      “Yes, I do.” She grabbed another article of clothing and began folding it. “If I don’t fold them tonight, they’ll wrinkle. Vemreaux care about wrinkles, Sam.”

      He reached down and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear so he could at least see her cheek. She shied away from his eyes, not wanting to expose herself to the woman who was still standing in the doorway. Sam finally understood. More rudely than his words suggested, Sam turned to the confused Femreaux. “Goodnight, Suzette.”

      “Goodnight, man-whore,” she responded naturally, as if they shared this exchange often.

      “Slut!” Sam called over his shoulder to the deserted doorway without missing a beat. “Would you stop for one second?” Sam hoped she would drop the hiding, now that Suzette was gone.

      “I can’t!” She shook her head, releasing the hair from behind her ear so that it covered her face again. “The clothes can’t wrinkle. Josephine’ll get mad.”

      “Okay, then I’ll help you fold them if you just slow down.” He started on the pile scattered over the counter. The excitement that had been building over several days at the thought of seeing her again deflated at her hesitation. Sam hated how unsure of himself she could make him with the bat of an eye. “Blue, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong.” She kept her eyes down on her work. “I’m just not feeling so great. That’s all. No big deal.”

      “What’s not feeling great?” he asked, not bothering to pretend that he was folding the pants that he held.

      “Nothing. I’m okay.” She heard him sigh angrily next to her. “I don’t like whining about stuff,” she explained. “Children whine, and I am not a child.” It was at that moment her stomach decided to take over and do the talking for her. She rubbed her belly self-consciously. “Sorry.”

      “Are you hungry? Is that what’s not feeling good?” Sam would not give up on the puzzle she insisted was not there.

      Finally Blue nodded, ashamed at the human weakness.

      “Well, then let’s get you something to eat. I’m starving, too.” He looked at the clothes for a moment. “Since you seem bent on finishing this, why don’t you fold the rest of these while I hunt us up something from the kitchen? What do you want?”

      Relief loosened her tongue. “Could I just have Grade V rations? Josephine keeps setting out Grade A, but I’m allergic to them. I’m not trying to be a complainer here. I tried, Sam! I really did, but I just can’t keep them down.”

      “Why would you eat something you’re allergic to? Just tell Josephine, and she’ll get you whatever you want.”

      Blue blinked at him, like he’d spoken in a foreign language. “Huh? That’s not how it works, Sam.”

      “How what works? Conversation?” He watched her grimace at the sudden sharpness in his voice, so he softened. “You don’t have to eat things that make you sick, love. You can tell Josephine stuff like that. She won’t get mad.”

      “She’s my supervisor, Sam. You don’t question the supervisor. That much, I know.”

      Sam took a deep breath, sizing up the cultural divide. “Josephine isn’t your supervisor, and this isn’t The Way.”

      “Okay.”

      “Now you’re doing it to me! Just saying something agreeable because you think you’re supposed to.”

      “Can I just fold the laundry? That, I know how to do.”

      Knowing better than to draw her into a comforting hug, Sam settled for patting her back. “Alright, then. We’ll get you Grade V. Come on out to the kitchen when you’re finished.”

      Blue nodded, unable to look up at him. The kindness he was showing her by waiting on a lowly A-blood did not go unnoticed. She did not know how to respond; his mere presence made her hollow stomach twist in knots.

      With new light in her eyes, Blue made quick work of folding the rest of the laundry and putting it into piles to be taken up later. Liam’s were set in the basket for her to carry up the two flights of stairs once she was ready to call it a night. Balancing the basket on her hip, Blue turned off the laundry room light and moved through the darkness to the main kitchen. Baird taught her almost as soon as she grew confident in walking how to move around without needing light shed on her path. One quick look out the laundry room door with the lights on told her all she needed to know. Though there was no reason other than to keep her skills sharp, Blue did what Baird would have told her to, which was to use every available moment as a teaching tool.

      Recalling her brother’s name caused her to grimace from the pain that ricocheted through her heart, but she swallowed it down before more unnecessary emotion swelled.

      She arrived in the kitchen and quietly set the basket on the floor next to one of the tall stools at the counter that separated the cooking area from the informal dining space. Sam was rummaging around in the fridge, having already located the Grade V rations and now trying to find something for himself. He pulled out a sandwich that was already made and a container of something green and gelatinous. When he turned around to set his prizes down, he gasped and nearly dropped everything.

      Stiff though she was, Blue ran around the counter to help him. “What? Are you okay?”

      “You scared me! Make some noise when you walk, woman! Don’t just sneak up on people like that,” he pretended to scold her. He set the food down on the counter and ran his hand through his haphazardly spiked dark brown hair that came to a barely noticeable point at the top of his head.

      “I’m s-sorry!” Blue backed away from him, surprised that she had been the reason for his outburst. She spent so much time alone in the mansion, letting her mind to drift to his face, but now that it was so close, she wished she was further away from it. The butterflies in her empty stomach gave her no relief each time he came near.

      Blue put her hands to work, since there was a new job to be done. She cracked open the container and reached in the drawer to her left to locate a spoon. Blue scooped a healthy portion of the green glop onto his plate while Sam reassembled his bearings. He grabbed her rations and sat down at the counter while she put the unused food back in the refrigerator.

      When she joined him after pouring both of them a glass of water, she double checked that the tin resting in front of her was, in fact, Grade V. Relief filled her as the first bite hit her volatile stomach. Once she deemed the addition to her body an acceptable intrusion, she ate faster, emptying the entire container in two minutes.

      “You weren’t kidding about being hungry. Aren’t they feeding you? Josephine’s kinda strict on that stuff.”

      Blue nodded as she checked the bottom of the tin for any bits of food she may have overlooked. “She s-sets out Grade A for me in the mornings, but I just can’t keep ’em down. I try, but I throw them up, like, half an hour after she gives them to me. Then I feel too sick most of the day to eat anything else. I come down for breakfast, and it starts all over again.”

      “When’s the last time you ate a full meal?”

      She shrugged. “With you guys on the airplane.”

      Sam shook his head and muttered something under his breath, but then took a large bite of the corned beef and pickled turnip sandwich, which cut anything he had to say short.

      The small amount of food did wonders for Blue’s focus. Suddenly she was able to catch things in her periphery again, and she could sit up straight without needing to remind her spine to do so. The lightness in her body untied her tongue a little, so she tried her hand at starting a conversation with the attractive man. “So where’d you disappear to? I haven’t seen you since we got here.”

      “Didn’t Liam tell you where I had to go?” Sam spoke with a large piece of beef tucked into the side of his cheek, making him barely intelligible.

      Picking up her tin, Blue stood and walked over to the trash can and tossed it in. “No. I haven’t seen Liam since we got here.”

      “What about Alec or Brody?”

      “I haven’t spoken to them, either. What’s going on?” She resumed her place on the stool next to him in a much more relaxed state than she’d initially sat down with.

      “Are you serious? So no one went up to explain things to you, what…now three days ago? Four? Where did you think we all went?” Sam asked, flabbergasted.

      “I don’t know. I know something’s wrong. Everyone seems to be a little upset, but I mean, it’s not my business. I don’t know any of them enough to ask about it. No one said anything to me, so I figured it wasn’t my place.”

      “To what? Speak?” Sam watched her shrug in response. “I’m so sorry, Blue. Liam was supposed to go up and tell you everything. What’d you even do the first day with all of us gone?” He took another bite of his sandwich.

      “I stayed in the bedroom like you told me to until Josephine came and got me the next day.” Blue lifted the glass of water and took a long sip. Not realizing how thirsty she had been until the water coasted over her tongue, Blue indulged in a longer drink. “You don’t have to worry about me, Sam. I can follow simple instructions.”

      “Are you serious?” Sam was sickened with himself. He abandoned the fragrant sandwich to his plate. “Blue, I’m sorry. This is so messed up now. I didn’t mean that you had to stay there the whole day and night. Liam was supposed to come up and talk to you like, half an hour after that. That idiot! I’ll tear him a new one when he gets back.”

      A door in the distance opened and shut, and a mumbling of words were exchanged.

      “Sam, it’s okay.” Blue shook her head to keep from having her predicament further known. “I’m fine. See?” She gestured to herself. “All in one piece. I’m just glad that you’re back. That it wasn’t a test.”

      “A test? Like, to see if you can handle starvation, getting sick, and learning the ropes around here by yourself?”

      Blue nodded.

      “No, Blue. No one’s testing you. It was a mistake. One I won’t make again.” Outrage dissipated as a tired smile played on his lips. “You said you were glad I came back. You miss me?”

      Blue permitted a small smile. “Only every day.”

      “Yeah? I missed you, too, baby. And I’m glad that you’re here, even if Liam is a forgetful, spoiled, selfish prince.”

      “If my son heard you say that, he might have some choice words for you to chew on.” The voice in the distance announced a tall man with perfectly trimmed russet hair. He was the same towering height as Liam, with a solid frame that was slightly slimmer. Though his tone teased, his face looked weary. “Welcome home, Sammy.”

      Sam inwardly cringed at the nickname he loathed, but still permitted only the emperor to call him. “Hey, Uncle Freddy. Sorry to hear about, you know, everything. Is there anything I can do?”

      “I hear you brought back Suzette. Not an easy thing to do, that. That’s more help than I could have asked for, Son.”

      Sam nodded and picked up his spoon to eat some of the green conglomeration that was now spreading out to cover his plate and the bottom of his sandwich. “She’s in her room now. Though, if you want to talk to her about being out with Louis again, she’s probably still awake.”

      “She’s old enough to make her own mistakes.” Frederick leaned against the frame of the door, his exhaustion palpable. “Is that Josephine’s green jello?” he inquired curiously. “Is there any left, or did you eat the rest, like usual?”

      Blue shot up out of her stool and hurried over to the refrigerator, pulling out the container. It was already open with a spoon stuck in the top when the man stopped her. “I can get it, child. You don’t need to wait on me.” He moved forward into the dimly lit room and turned up the lights so he could see better. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Frederick Boniface.” He held out his hand politely to the girl.

      Carefully setting down the spoon, and making sure her hands were clean, Blue extended her arm and shook his hand without looking up. “Pleasure to meet you, sir.”

      The man eyed her curiously as she withdrew and quickly finished piling the food on his plate. Snapping the lid shut on the container, she turned away from him and set it in the refrigerator as fast as she could without being too conspicuous. Blue lifted the basket of Liam’s clothes to take upstairs.

      “Blue, wait! I’m not even halfway finished eating yet,” Sam beckoned.

      “Do you need me so you can eat?” she questioned with a raised eyebrow visible only to him.

      Sam smirked. “Yeah, I do. Have a seat. Old Uncle Freddy here’s nothing to be scared of. He’s a pacifist, you know.” Though Sam loved to tease Frederick by referring to him as “old”, the emperor looked no more than a handful of years older than Sam. Frederick had been frozen looking right around forty, while Sam appeared a young thirty-something.

      Blue debated for a moment while Frederick picked up his plate and sat on the other side of Sam to eat. She consented to put her chore on hold and sit at Sam’s behest, but she did not look up at either of them.

      Sam groaned at the change in the forward progress he thought he’d been making. He had never been a patient man, but knew that more of the dreaded virtue would be required of him if he wanted anything resembling closeness with the skittish girl. He decided to leave her alone for the moment so she could relax on her own, if that was possible. “So how are things with the king?” Sam asked Frederick as he resumed eating his now soggy sandwich.

      Frederick took his first bite and sighed. “Not great. He’s restricting all air travel to the O-blood island except by royal pardon. He took the last flight out.”

      “Everest, too?”

      “I would assume he took his son with him off the island, yes. So much for the bonding time I know he wanted with his son. The rest of the Vemreaux on the island now are just going to be stuck there until we can think of a way to get them all off without jeopardizing the rest of the world.”

      “What about the O-bloods?” Sam inquired.

      “They’re not the ones in danger, since the predator, it seems, is focused on Vemreaux. A new facility is being constructed in Asia, but even with the extra help and the new motivation, it still won’t be ready to house the O-bloods anytime soon. The king’s going to make an announcement tomorrow about a voluntary tax of two percent annual income that if the Vemreaux give, they’ll be able to opt out of some other tax. As if the budget’s not tight enough. It’ll only affect the middle class, but it should help ease the tension in the budget a little. Who knows how long that will last, though. Emperor Cho said that Asia’s not putting up an extra brandish for it. They claim that their contribution is donating the land space, which is ridiculous.” Frederick glanced over at the girl to make sure she was safe to speak candidly in front of. Sam’s rare vote of trust went a long way, and eased the emperor’s apprehension. “The land they’ve donated is so uneven and barren, it’ll be a wonder a structure stands there at all. They abandoned that section after World War Three destroyed it. Nothing’s grown there since, and the terrain is too rough to make building a facility as big as what we’ll need really possible in the timeframe that’s required. The radiation level is only just passable, but it’s too high for my liking. I don’t know why we don’t send in search and rescue teams to the O-blood island.”

      “Why haven’t we?” Sam asked as he finished his sandwich.

      Frederick shrugged. “Sinclair started saying something about the environment getting too volatile out there. Even without the predator as a threat, their winters are starting to get bothersome to the professors and students. We’d have to move them anyway. Sin reasoned that instead of sending in teams for the missing Vemreaux, we should wait and move everyone first, which, you know, could take years.” He looked down at his food, realizing that his appetite was escaping him. “I wonder how many more disappearances will have to happen before Sinclair takes this seriously. I can’t justify doing nothing while my citizens vanish. How many more people’s sons…I thought that with Killian among the missing, Sin would snap out of it. I mean, he knows Killian.” He rubbed his hand over his face. “We’ve managed to keep his disappearance away from the press, but for how long? How many check-ins can my son miss before it’s a national crisis?”

      A moment of silence passed between them. Finally Sam put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, Frederick. Kill’s only missed one check-in, right? That’s nothing. Liam misses his all the time. We’ll find him. How soon can you ‘royal decree’ us out of here?”

      “What are you talking about?” Frederick stared at Sam with a puzzled expression.

      “We came back to go to the island and find the…Liam didn’t talk to you, either?” His tone took on irritation. “I swear, if I wasn’t afraid of being locked up for life for treason, I’d wring his neck, I would.” Frederick chuckled. “The five of us are going over to the island to see what we can find.”

      “Five?” he questioned, knowing that the foursome usually remained a closed group.

      “Yeah, the four of us and this one.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder to indicate the girl sitting next to him, who was pretending to be invisible. “Liam got himself a personal servant.”

      Frederick looked wary. “I don’t know, Sammy. It’s not exactly safe over there anymore. I don’t want my only other son on that island, too. It’s too risky.” Frederick’s accent was perfectly Western with no hint of a different persuasion, unlike his son’s and the guys’ European cadence that was unfamiliar to Blue.

      “I’m hurt!” Sam feigned a wound. “You won’t let Liam go, but you gladly send me off? What would you do without me eating all your food and watching your huge televisions? You’d be devastated.”

      Frederick gave a short, perfunctory laugh. “True. But with you gone, at least maybe Liam’ll stop getting photos taken of him with the wide variety of Femreaux you seem to attract.” He ate another bite of his favorite dessert as he watched Sam shift uncomfortably in his seat. The move was uncharacteristic of the playboy, but Frederick was polite enough not to call him out on it. “Seriously, though, I don’t want Liam going over to the island. I just lost Killian over there, Sammy. I think I have the right.” Sam started to argue, but Frederick overruled him. “I can make it official, if you’d like. I’ve got my seal upstairs. Liam’s not going, which means this child won’t be going, either.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe Liam would even consider bringing a young girl over to the island at all. And since when does he up and employ servants? I thought he was against that.”

      “She’d be safe.” Sam glanced over at Blue and wished she would not hide herself. “She’s Wayward. Predator’s only after us Vemreaux. Besides, she’d be with us.”

      “Can’t imagine anywhere safer.” Frederick nodded to the man next to him. “Still no, though.” He looked around Sam to glance at the silent girl again. “I didn’t catch her scent when I came in. You’re A-blood?” he inquired.

      Blue nodded once, but did not turn her head to face the emperor.

      “Where’d my Liam find you? I hope he didn’t steal you away from a member of my cabinet.”

      “No, sir,” Blue finally spoke. “He didn’t steal me. He bought me legally from my owner in the Americas.”

      Frederick’s breezy tone turned sharp. “Bought you? Do you have your papers on you, child?” Frederick held out his hand expectantly.

      “Papers?” No one had given her a paper to hold onto. She was not sure what he was talking about, but felt it must somehow be her fault.

      “Liam was supposed to free you and give you your papers to keep on you in case anyone asks for them. It’s so you can walk around like a citizen without being hassled,” Sam explained. “He didn’t give you anything?” Blue shook her head. Sam scowled. “I could make it look like an accident, Freddy. No one’d even suspect it was me what gave him the thrashing he deserved.”

      Frederick did not chuckle at this, but sighed as if he just found a whole stack of work when he thought he could turn in for the night. “I’ll take care of it. I can free her.”

      Sam looked uncomfortable. “I think that Liam wanted to do it. He was going to free her and employ her as his personal servant. I’ll call him in the morning and make sure he takes care of it.”

      “See that you do. We don’t own people in this house, son. Liam should know better than to wait on this. If the press gets wind…Brody said that Liam went out to blow off some steam?” Sam nodded in confirmation. Frederick pulled out his phone and hit the speed dial, waiting for the other end to pick up as he held it to his ear. “Well, he’s been gone long enough. I think it’s time he came home to deal with his responsibility. I want my children in this house until Killian comes home.” He ate the last slurpy bite off his plate the same time that Sam did.

      Blue waited for the clatter of silverware before she stood up and gathered their plates, taking them to the sink to wash them.

      “You don’t have to do that, child. You don’t have to work at one-thirty in the morning.” Frederick groaned. “Is it already that late?” The other end picked up before Sam could respond. “Yes, Alec? Are you with my son?”

      While Frederick instructed Alec and Brody to bring Liam back to the mansion, Sam stood up and moved over to Blue. The moment she left his side, he felt the absence. Like a fish on a hook, he followed where she went. Though the young woman possessed more potential power than most, she rarely exercised it to its full potency. The hold she had over him, though, was immeasurable.

      Sam stood next to her and picked up a dish towel, taking the clean, wet plate from her hands and drying it. He bumped his hip to hers to satisfy his need for contact. He caught the blush that crept up her cheeks through the thick waves of auburn hair that tried to obscure his vision of her. Unable to help himself, Sam tried his hand again at tucking a stubborn bit of hair behind her ear so he could better see the flush. He leaned his head closer to hers. “Did you miss me?” He brushed against her hip once more.

      She allowed the push to move her, so she did not look impervious to his strength. Blue nodded, but kept her head down.

      “I don’t blame you. If I couldn’t look at this,” he motioned to his toned form, “for three days, I don’t know how I’d go on.”

      “It was four days, not that I was counting or anything.” Blue smiled. “I’m glad you’re back.”

      Sam’s hand got the better of him and reached up to stroke her cheek. Before it made the desired contact, she shirked away, casting him a warning glance to remind him that they were not alone.

      His hand retracted unwillingly. If she were a Femreaux he’d wanted, he would have already had her up on the counter. The mental image was hard to resist. Although, he forced reason back into his brain, if she were Femreaux, he would never bring her to the mansion. Though the structure was enormous, he’d spent a great deal of his life there, and it was too personal a place to share with just anyone. Sam occupied his hands by drying the silverware and tucking them back in
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