
CHAPTER TEN

William Lach exhaled heavily as he closed the door to his empty living 

quarters. 

“Forgive me, Margaret,” he whispered to himself as he began 

walking towards his own bathroom and undressing, preparing for a long, 

hot shower. He wished he didn’t have to act so crudely towards her, but 

she was a textbook-example of a wildcard—one he hadn’t exactly been 

trained to handle. 

His one and only purpose for being there was to protect her. If he 

screwed up, his commander would have his head. The strict man had 

promised William as much when he’d stationed him there and told him 

to stay close to the James girl. By any means necessary—those were his 

orders. William intended to carry them out as close to perfection as he 

could, but the girl wasn’t making it easy on him.

And perhaps there was a better way of getting Margaret to submit 

to him and remain docile, but he wasn’t an expert in psychology and had 

no idea how to make that happen besides creating fear inside her. Fear 

always worked, in his experience. 

She needed to be afraid of disappointing him. She had to be if he 

was going to keep her safe. He wished it weren’t that way—he honestly 

did—but there was no better option. 



He thought Margaret to be a nice girl with a wild side, which 

wouldn’t be cause for concern in the Kingdom of Soutas, the place he 

had called home for years despite their understandable prejudice against 

Matures. But in the Provinces—where the Matures ruled over the 

Immatures—Margaret’s wild heart was dangerous and had to be 

controlled. She was unsafe as long as she allowed her heart to rule her. 

Carson, on the other hand, was just as William expected him to be 

when he met him. A quiet man with no wild side about him whatsoever. 

Just like Derek Owens, in fact. 

The commander had warned William about Derek and his 

intuition during the briefing before his mission commenced. “Stay away 

from him,” he had told William. “He will, no doubt, find you suspicious. 

After long, he’ll investigate. Steer clear of him if this happens. You will 

not be able to fool him.” 

And he was right. The moment Carson had been arrested, 

William noticed Derek giving him too wary of a look for him to be 

comfortable. So, he backed away from Officer Owens. Even treated him 

badly at work, as his superior. He wasn’t sure if that was the right way to 

handle it, but what else could he do? He felt as if he was spiraling down, 

down, down, and any sense of control he had before had slipped from 

his grip. The stress of that wore heavily on his shoulders, and a monster 

headache throbbed at his temples.  



William stood in the hot shower for a long time thinking over 

everything. He was going to marry the James girl in just two days, and 

Carson Owens had a brand with the girl. Despite the bond between the 

two teenagers, they were surprisingly accepting of their supposed fate 

where the future held no significance for them as a couple. In fact, 

Carson seemed to be enamored by another girl entirely—which made 

William think he didn’t actually love Margaret. 

William supposed that was okay, though. The boy was only 

seventeen, and there were worse sins.

Faintly, a beep sounded in the next room. His stomach tossed. 

Quickly, he turned off the shower and wrapped a towel around himself. 

He hurriedly made his way to the nightstand by the bed.

He pulled a shabbily manufactured handheld tech device out of the 

first drawer. It had been hidden under a secret compartment William had 

installed. He clicked it on to see what message awaited him, his nerves 

wrecked from not hearing from the commander—known as the toka in 

the Soutan tongue—in nearly two months. 

Report in, was all it read, the symbols foreign to the Provinces, 

though not to William. He had learned the language of the Forgotten 

Isles years ago, and though he didn’t consider himself fluent like the 

natives, he knew enough to communicate effectively.

William sat down on the edge of the bed, still wrapped in a towel, 

and he spent the next ten minutes carefully typing up a detailed report 



over all the happenings and his solutions to the problems. He ended the 

report with a request for advice on how to handle the James girl. 

He waited for a good thirty minutes before the tech beeped again 

with a new message. Continue as you are. She is only a child and will 

obey you as long as you remain strict. Stay away from Owens family. 

They are not your responsibility. A friendly will soon arrive to watch 

over them. Remember: your main mission is Kristina Margaret James. 

Keep her safe, by any means necessary. Her life is worth more than 

yours.

He sighed, disappointed in the answer though not surprised. Aye, 

toka, he typed in the Soutan tongue. Tuxiish alhui vey. And, what he said 

was true; he was ready to give his life.

After waiting five more minutes, another beep sounded from the 

tech. Stay low and alert. Do not compromise your mission. Will contact 

for follow-up report in two weeks. Do not reply. Niu’herg. 

William slid the device back into the compartment in the drawer. 

Niu’herg, he thought solemnly, mulling over the wedding that was to 

take place soon. Congratulations on your special occasion? Really? The 

toka’s joke did not amuse him even a little. He pinched the skin between 

his eyebrows, his head ducked.

William Lach did not want to marry the duchess, and he didn’t 

think his wife would approve of such drastic measures—though she 

would understand since she, too, owed the toka her life. As promised, 



William would do everything in his power, by any means necessary, to 

ensure the safety of the James girl. His wife would understand.

“Tuxiish alhui vey,” he whispered out loud, repeating what he had 

told the toka, and he truly meant what he had said. He was ready to give 

his life for the forgotten countrymen’s cause, for the Kingdom of Soutas. 

He just hoped it wouldn’t come to that and Margaret would submit to the 

fear he evoked.

*****

The toka clicked his tech off and shoved it in his satchel. The bandana 

around his mouth and nose threatened to slip off. He pulled the knot 

tighter behind his head. His skin, hair, and clothing had a layer of grime 

coated on it. He couldn’t wait until he was home again. It had been more 

than three months since seeing his wife and daughter—and since taking 

a real shower. 

He climbed the steep dune where one of his soldiers laid on his 

stomach at the top, binoculars held firmly to his eyes. He’d been on 

lookout duty for over three hours, and the sun was unforgiving. 

William proved to be an adequate spy, as the toka knew he 

would, but he needed help as he had personally taken on more than he 

could handle—which he also knew he would do. William was an 

overachiever, and he was desperate for a pat on the head from the toka 

of the Soutan military forces. And, the toka assumed that if he did well 



enough, perhaps he would pat him on the head and tell him he was proud 

of the little monster that he had rescued from certain death by execution 

all those years ago when the kid was just eighteen. 

The good thing about William having a youthful appearance was 

that he passed as a much younger man more easily than most of his 

comrades. The other soldiers made fun of his “baby face,” but the toka 

saw an opportunity that couldn’t be wasted: the experience of a seasoned 

warrior in the body of a young, barely Matured man—which, of course, 

was the lie. William was thirty years of age, and he was a very skilled 

warrior. One of the forgotten countrymen’s best it had to offer, in fact. 

The man at the top of the dune on lookout must have heard him 

coming and knew it was him. “There is no news, Toka,” he said, voice 

low. 

Michael removed the binoculars when the toka laid down on his 

stomach next to him. He handed the binoculars over to him as he asked, 

“Are you sure it’s nearly time?” 

The toka squinted in the direction of Polaris from where he and his 

subordinate laid in the very outskirts of the Red Desert. He looked 

through the binoculars as he continued speaking, “Positive.”

“It’s just that you had said last month it could be another year 

before—”

“We can’t wait another year,” Toka snapped, removing the 

binoculars and looking at the man. 



Michael was quiet for a few moments before he finally stated, 

“You are worried about the Ritual.”

The toka was silent.

Michael continued, placing his hand on the toka’s shoulder, and 

speaking as a friend instead of a subordinate, “We know how to remove 

the Matures. You no longer have to worry about grabbing him before he 

turns eighteen.”

The toka spit to the side. “Some of them don’t wake up. Like 

you.” He looked at Michael. “What if he’s one of you? An Unwoken, I 

mean.”

“What if your brother is one?”

He breathed out a single laugh. “Derek’s a fighter. I know he is. 

They think they know him, but deep inside, where it matters…” He took 

his fist and beat his chest twice over his heart. “My brother is still there, 

and he would never allow a monster to live his life for him. But the 

boy… I can’t say. I never met him.”

“You have to have faith in the blood that runs through them both. 

They carry the Owens name, after all. Royalty.” 

Toka snarled. “Royalty. Irwiiktu.”

“It’s not ridiculous,” defended Michael. “You are the toka of the 

Gaale Branch, commander of the Soutan military. By their own 

definition, your blood is royal.”



He rolled his eyes. “I am only toka because my wife refused the 

position when her father passed. Many disprove of me because I am not 

of the late toka’s bloodline.”

Michael shrugged. “Technically, neither is she.”

“Enough talk.” He quickly stood up, handing the binoculars back 

to Michael.

Michael stood with him, blinking his sky-blue Mature eyes 

against the rudy sand that gathered on the tail of the sudden breeze. He 

used his fist and slammed it over the left side of his chest, and he bowed 

his head in respect.

The toka and Michael were quiet for a few long moments. 

Finally, he broke the news, though he assumed Michael already knew it, 

“I am sending your sister into the province tonight.”

Michael puckered his lips in thought. “Is Will needing backup?”

“Margaret James is taxing on him, apparently. He’s having a hard 

time managing her.” Toka crossed his arms over his chest. “While he 

watches over her, your sister will watch over my family.”

Michael shrugged his shoulders. “As long as the two of them 

avoid each other, I’m sure Britt will prove herself to be an exceptional 

spy.”

He ignored Michael’s statement. He had already warned Britt to 

not speak to or even look in William’s direction. He was hoping she 

would keep her hands to herself, and he wondered if he was making a 



mistake trusting her. “According to William, my brother married Kayla 

Pierce, and, besides the boy, they have an eleven-year-old daughter. She 

will be assigned to all four of them.”

“Would you like me to brief her for you?” He rubbed his hands 

together, a sly smile playing on his lips.

“She is already briefed and ready to go. She will be heading in 

tonight and be settled into her position by morning. Her first day at her 

new job is tomorrow.”

“You were able to get her a position so quickly?”

“I anticipated Margaret would give William some trouble. I had 

her go in and apply for the position weeks ago. I’m surprised she didn’t 

tell you.”

“She never tells me anything,” said Michael, rolling his eyes. “So 

what job did she get?”

“Secretary to Judge James.”

Michael laughed, and it sounded quite pleased. “Oh, she’s going 

to hate that.”

The toka shrugged. “She doesn’t have to like it. It gets her close 

to the judge and his work. Plus, it’s a better job considering the other 

option.”

“Which was?”

“The school is in need of a custodian.”



Michael’s laugh was boisterous. “They’d weed her out quickly in 

that job! She can’t even be bothered to clean her own home.” He 

laughed again, wiping at his eyes, and sighed. Then he asked, tone much 

more serious, “Do I have time to pray with her?”

“Yes. She is packing to leave right now.” Toka stuck out his hand 

and shook Michael’s. “Give her a word for me. Keep a close eye on the 

boy. Let’s hope he doesn’t screw anything up for us. I pray he’s nothing 

like me… or Kayla. Speaking of which, your sister should steer clear of 

that woman. Make her angry, and it’s the very last thing you’ll ever do.”

“Sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”

He didn’t respond. He simply reached up and scratched at the 

scar on the side of his cheek, recalling the last thing Kayla Pierce had 

ever said to him: ‘Go to hell, Drew, and never come back.’ And then she 

threw a knife at him.

Kayla Pierce was the only person who had ever come that close 

to killing Drew Owens, and she was only sixteen at the time. And nine 

months pregnant, to top it off.

He was lucky to be alive.


