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      Thank you Chris for pulling this all together. Thank you Winnie for keeping us straight.
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      The world of Royal Powers is not so different form our own. Except for the two mythical countries on the France/Spain border. And the two extra royal families. Oh, and that super-powers thing. But otherwise, you know, pretty much the same.

      

      
        
        The Lost Prince

      

      

      Danger lurks in the forests, but will he know to hide?

      

      Crave Woods hides his truth from everyone, even the couple who raised him, or tries to. But his family knows he didn’t outgrow the strange affliction of being able to sink into the dirt and travel below ground.

      

      Devin Dumtsteed can’t quit his job, though he hates it. If only he had better powers, he could do more for Abarra, but he tracks criminals and illegal power users, getting them off the street before they do something stupid, like kill someone.

      

      A freak cave-in at the mine has him traveling to a small town to check out the undocumented power users when all hell breaks loose. Is the unassuming young man he met in the middle of the forest the cause of the cave-ins or is Crave Woods more than Devin could ever imagine?
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      Crave Woods blew out a breath and melted into the dirt, sliding deep underground as his body adjusted to the cramped space. He traveled along mole tunnels made the night before, then moved on to holes created by now dead roots. He passed by a groundhog burrow and then a few snakes. His near-liquid body slipped through the tiny spaces reserved for air, water, and ground-dwelling animals, but not humans. Humans didn’t do this, only freaks.

      He traveled quickly, dodging rocks buried so deep no one knew they existed. He snuck past Old Man Bernard’s place where his father buried bodies years ago and then made his way around the pond on the edge of town where other children learned to swim before slithering up toward the sky in the middle of a densely wooded area. Once in the open, he drew in a deep breath as he shivered, knocking the remaining dirt from his clothes and hair.

      His family hated how he transformed and became liquid enough to travel through the densely-packed soil at their feet. He didn’t really turn into liquid, instead he was more like a shape-shifting goo that slid through open spaces in the dirt, leaving almost no trail. Or perhaps he compressed. He wasn’t sure how it happened, but whatever he did, he kept it secret now.

      Long ago, he stopped doing tricks in front of his family when they threatened to turn him in. Now, at twenty years old, they didn’t pay attention to his eccentricities, or they flatly denied his other side existed. More alone than a part of a family, he lived in a small shack he’d built on his own down a narrow path, behind a large wooded area about a mile from the main house.

      He counted himself lucky that Iris and Bran allowed him to stay on their property. They weren’t his birth parents. Someone had dropped him in the forest when he was only a few weeks old, and Bran had found him wrapped in a blanket. He was younger than their oldest son and older than their youngest. They had two daughters between his age and their youngest. He counted them as siblings, but like their parents, they rejected him as he grew into his oddities.

      Crave considered investigating who he was, but he liked his simple life. Or he was at least used to the simple tasks Bran asked him to do. He worked tending the fields and gathering wild berries and other fruit to sell in a stand at the side of the road. The tourists who traveled to delight in the old-world nature of their small village often tipped him. He kept the cash, not telling Bran about it.

      Rejection burned deep through his veins, branding him from the inside out. His birth parents hadn’t wanted him and dumped him in the forest. Now, defective as heck, his new family didn’t want him either. He tried hard, hiding his curse from everyone in town. He hadn’t melted into the ground in front of anyone in ages. Iris and Bran spoke to him as though he’d outgrown it all. Every once in a while, he’d see them studying him, looking like they wondered if he was still a mutant freak. He would be the first to admit it was odd how he shifted into a nearly liquid state and traveled underground before he came out from the dirt looking normal. There was no one else who did things like what he did. So what could he assume other than he was a mutant freak?

      Returning to human form, his clothes intact, money in his pocket, and only a small amount of dirt in his hair, was easier than it had been in the beginning. The first few times he’d ground slid as a child, he’d forgotten about his clothes. That lesson had been learned fast. Now he knew how to carry them with him while he navigated the subterranean world. He’d even carried a pack with him before. He’d never brought along another human, but he figured he could if he carefully navigated.

      The day was bright, and he blinked at the sun, trying to shield his eyes as he stumbled out from the trees and ran right into a man wearing an expensive suit and dark glasses.

      “Oh shit,” Crave said as he stepped back and almost fell. The man reached for him, but he steadied himself without the other guy’s help. He didn’t know this guy, which wasn’t surprising since few of the townsfolk knew him because he hadn’t gone to public school and wasn’t invited to any of the events or parties. His parents hadn’t even allowed him to play at the swimming hole during the summer.

      The man’s eyebrows bunched together as he frowned. “Where did you come from?”

      The sharp question made Crave pull up. Who was this stranger to question him? Worry filled Crave, twisting around his insides like a worm eating dirt. Had this man seen him come out of the ground? If Iris or Bran found out, he would be kicked off their property. He’d been so careful, never coming out when others were around. Shit, he’d fucked up.

      “I was just out walking,” he snapped. “Besides, it isn’t any of your business where I was or where I’m going.”

      For a second, Crave worried the man would do something like hit him or, worse, arrest him. Iris had told him horror story after horror story of how the government punished people who had mutated and used those alterations without permission. Was this man part of the government unit who captured mutants like him? He wasn’t a royal, that much he knew, so his affliction wasn’t a superpower. He was just a weirdo who had something like a disease, and the government hated people like him. They would lock him up, hold him in a room until he starved to death, or worse, put him on display, shackled to a wall, and toss tomatoes at him until he died from exposure to the elements.

      The guy stared at him, his eyes narrowing seconds before he reached up and plucked a leaf from Crave’s hair. “What’s this, then?”

      Crave leaned in and studied the leaf, his throat drying out as fear increased. If he let this stranger see his unease, it would all be over with.

      “It’s oak, I think. You know, a leaf from an oak tree.” He glanced up, meeting the guy’s gaze. Though he wanted to run, he pressed on, increasing the snark level. “Trees have these little things on them that fall sometimes. It’s not a problem for the tree. Kind of like hair from your head. Those fall out all the time, which I can see you’re acquainted with the phenomenon.”

      A growl spewed from the man before he spoke. “I’m not going bald.”

      “Touchy. Fascinating. So, why are you here speculating on my exploits? Don’t you fellows have more pressing matters at hand? Like watching those people who are actually breaking the law?”

      The guy frowned, setting his mouth in a harsh line. “You talk weird.”

      “It’s how I speak? Aren’t I supposed to be formal around you types? You are from the capital, right?”

      The man’s lips turned down deeper, making him look much older as wrinkles broke out across his face. “We have reports of—” the man huffed out a breath. “Never mind. What are you doing out here again?”

      “Walking. You know, putting one foot in front of the other. It comes in handy when you want to go somewhere or when you want to ponder life’s great mysteries.” Crave flashed a smile then tried to move around the guy, but the man’s hand clamped down on Crave’s arm. A sizzle zipped through Crave, and he tried to ignore it, but the buzz intensified, taking his breath. The intensity grew with each second, trapping him in place.

      Distraction would get him locked up. He couldn’t allow this asshole to know what he was doing or why. Crave jerked his arm from the guy’s hold but didn’t run. This man caused something inside Crave to twist up like a towel being wrung out. He wanted the touch again. He stared into the guy’s bright blue eyes, seeing the spark he felt, too. The man had experienced the same rush.

      Crave wanted to lean in and brush his lips against this stranger’s mouth and see what excitement happened. He’d only been kissed once by one of Amethyst’s friends. That had been weird and disturbing, mainly because he’d been too young to even know what was happening. And it had been with a girl. Now with this man standing in front of him, smelling like soap and evergreen and something else he couldn’t name, he knew without a doubt he wanted a man in his arms, not a woman.

      “If you hear of anything fishy, I need you to contact me. Here’s my card. I’m Devin. What’s your name?”

      Crave stared at the card, thinking this government man, no matter how desirable he was, knowing his name would be stupid. Add to the fact he wanted this guy. He wanted him like air. But people made fun of his name, and no doubt this guy would, too. He should have changed his name to something more reasonable, but changing it would open up other questions he couldn’t afford, like who he was and why he had been left in the forest to die.

      “Nonja,” Crave said.

      The guy’s eyebrows pinched together tightly. “What?”

      “None of your damn business. I am who I am.”

      Devin scowled at him again, but Crave took off, racing into town. Jesus, hadn’t he been careful? Why was some pencil-pushing jerk from the government looking for him? And it had to be him they were looking for. Fishy activity—what else might they be searching for? Mutants who had undocumented powers were hunted down and imprisoned for existing. Iris had drilled the warning into his head time and time again.

      “Trust no one and always be aware of those around.”

      He had to be better at keeping track of the people around him. He knew better than to stumble around out here after sliding from the ground. The last thing he wanted was the capital’s attention or the Municipal in Dulibre coming to look at him. They would torture him for sure.

      Iris and Bran had drilled into him how dangerous people from the capital were. They weren’t to be trusted. Only Iris and Bran were trusted with his secrets, and even they didn’t want to know the full truth of it. They put up with him, but love had walked out years ago, around the time they realized the tiny infant they’d taken in to raise as their own wasn’t worth the trouble he brought by ground sliding around the countryside. And Crave knew he was trouble because no one else dove into dirt and traveled along the underground paths made by groundhogs, moles, and other creepy crawlies. His abnormality had been shunned, along with him, and if he was caught using it, bad things would follow.

      Crave would have to watch his actions or risk being jailed or worse. Though, if there were any cracks in the jail’s floor, he would escape. Of course, there were always the drains leading out of every room, but Crave didn’t like swimming with the sewage.

      No one needed to know exactly how powerful he was or how easy it would be for him to infiltrate or escape any building in the land. The less people knew about him, the better. And now, with the capital searching for him, his time was running out.
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