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This is a standalone novella set in the Giften Kingdom (seen in the Two Giftens completed series). It's been written so you don't have to have read those other fun reads, and this one may lead to future books in new adult fantasy series with Lemuela, Einar and some other familiar faces from Two Giftens. 
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CHAPTER ONE: LEMUELA




Her hands touched my shoulders, pain radiating out from her fingers. I clenched my teeth so I wouldn’t scream. I’d not show her she was affecting me. My kingdom would come for me. My father, Raneth, Aldora. I’d even take reckless Rider. I just had to hold out a little longer.

Her hair, once a reddish brown, pressed against my shoulder as she leaned close to my ear. She pressed her cheek to mine, clearly unfazed by the gash bleeding on mine now kissing hers. I glared straight ahead, glared at the man with the chunky rings on each of his fingers. He stood in the centre of the decommissioned sewer section where they always took me to ask questions and force me to comply. His arms folded. A smile spread across his face, a warning that he recalled every moment his hands had touched, struck, and bled me. I closed my eyes, resisting the need to see my enemy. Raneth would ask for descriptions. My father too. So I inhaled slowly and exhaled for longer. I was the king’s daughter. I’d been trained to withstand torture, at least I had been in theory. This unplanned crash-course in the practical, hands-on of resisting it wasn’t exactly up to my preferences. “Another memory of you and the king’s lapdog.”

Raneth. They wanted to know about Raneth again.

I stayed quiet, reserving what little strength remained in my body. She mustn’t know how exhausted I was. I opened my eyes, watching Mr Bulky Rings, waiting to see what he would do next. His hands were already tinkering with the tray of equipment he’d used to harm his princess. He picked up his favourite little knife. Better than the one when he’d stabbed my eyes and then they’d used a Healer to grow them back. Even then, my sight hadn’t returned until three days afterwards.

He approached, his grin worsening, and his knife already marred with my blood. His other hand pushed the velvet fabric of my ruined dress up, revealing my thighs. He kept staring at me with those nasty little grey eyes as he slashed, paused, and then slashed again, creeping ever closer to my hip. “Tell her about Bayre and you. Tell her another memory.”

I swallowed, gritting my aching teeth as the knife sliced again. He was always careful not to do serious damage, except that first time. The time they’d taken my sight. If he’d just get a little closer…

But he didn’t, having learned from last time that if his head got too close to mine, I’d bite his ear off again or headbutt him with such force that my head would pound for days afterwards.

“Come now,” said the woman, her fingers flexing slightly. The subtle pain that always seemed to accompany her touch rippled down my arms. It penetrated my thumbs like a hundred thousand needles heated and repeatedly battering them. I inhaled sharply through my nose. They wouldn’t get another childhood memory. Nobody should need those. The pain doubled. “Speak!” Her hand touched the back of my head, and the stinging pain leapt there and intensified. I hissed through my teeth. Maybe one more memory would be less painful than resisting.

“I … I remember one summer,” I gulped in a breath. The Gift of Pain, or whatever her ability was, lessened. Not enough to let me relax, but enough to let me think clearly. Bloody cow. “He came to the palace to spend his break with us.”

“His break? Summer break from the Royal Official University?”

“Yes,” I breathed.

Her hand moved back to my shoulder, the pain tingling briefly down my right arm before it resettled just in my shoulder. “Speak.”

“We set up the archery targets in the gardens behind the palace, and we competed to see who could get the most bullseye shots. My father watched and clapped every time we hit the centre, and my mother brought out cold drinks from the kitchen.”

Oh, to see them again … I made a silent wish that it would be soon. That my father would wrap me in his arms and press a kiss to my hair, as he always had.

“Did Bayre wear an arm guard or anything? How good was he? Who won?”

Why did she always want to know extra details? I was too tired to figure it out. I watched Bulky Rings as he toyed with his blade; at some point he’d stopped cutting me. Blood slid from five cuts, perfectly spaced out across the top of my thigh.

“Raneth won. By one. He wore nothing to protect his arms. He wouldn’t have them in the field, so he refused to wear one when my father said he should.”

“How old were you two?”

“Seven and eight. He was in year two of his training.”

Her hands left me. I inhaled deeply.

“What do you think?” she asked her torturing companion. They had always been careful not to use their names in front of me.

“Seems an innocent enough memory,” said Mr Bulky Rings. “But the gardens are viewable by any approaching the palace from the back. They’re not even fenced in — it’s just common courtesy that nobody tramples over them. Anyone could have seen.”

“Hm.” Her hands returned. “Tell me. What’s his favourite weapon?”

“Whose?” I dared.

“Bayre’s.”

“His sword.”

Her hands left me again. “We’re nearly done with all this. Perhaps another memory or two, but I need a break.”

The ring-wearer nodded. “I can tell. Your work is coming together perfectly. I almost—”

“Allow me one last joy. Don’t finish that sentence,” said my female captor. “Let me enjoy the final look on her face when she sees mine.”

He nodded. “Want me to take her back to her corner?”

“Yes, but wait until I’m out of her line of sight before you move her.”

His fist slammed into my face as he waited. A ring sliced my cheekbone as my nose thudded with every beat of my heart. I was alive. I would get out of this. I had to get out of this. His fist found my face again.

After a few more punches and a few kicks to my gut, he finally untied me from the chair and led me out of the side tunnel and back into the main sewer tunnel they used. He dumped me at the end, where a collapse had completely blocked off the unused sewer, kicked me for his own pleasure, and then ordered two of the men in waist-high brown jackets to stand guard over me. The two guards eased closer, neither getting too close, giving me some space, and kept their backs to me as they stood impassively on either side of the tunnel.

I hugged my gut as I surveyed my captors. There were so many of them. Many wore ‌brown jackets as if they were a uniform, but others wore long black coats that went all the way to their knees or shins. Coughs and sniffles populated the air as Mr Bulky Rings eased over to the firepit they’d made not long after they had dragged me into the sewers. It seemed like years since then. He peered into the pot. They were cooking what smelled like bacon and eggs, and he smiled. Bloody ass. How could he smile after beating the Giften princess?

There he was. My focus snapped to one of the other familiar faces I saw down here. This one never spoke. His footfalls sounded measured and calm, as if he knew he was safe down here, and perhaps they were. No sunlight reached us, which meant any attempts to yell and grab attention from those above us would do me little good. In his hand was the usual leather bag. He squatted in front of me.

His face was grimy, like all their faces were, as if they had limited access to water despite being in a repurposed sewer tunnel that housed some of the thick pipes that carried water across the kingdom. The beginnings of his black beard had returned since I’d last seen him, when he’d freshly shaved. So it had been three or four days since I’d last seen him, going off the length of his hair. He’d likely been topside again. He unbuttoned his bag and withdrew a bottle of water and a small parcel of beeswax paper. He unfurled it to reveal the unmistakable hue of cooked salmon. He pushed them a little closer to me before he gently took my chin and turned my face away from him. A moment later, he let go, and rummaged through his bag for the first aid supplies that looked like he should replace them entirely. No amount of boiling the cotton could get them pristine again. He dabbed one in the liquid that always made my wounds sting, and then pressed it to my cheek, to the cuts there. I hissed, but his other hand touched my other cheek, holding my head in place, and stopped me from shying away from the sting of his medical supplies. “And my leg today,” I said.

Green eyes looked back at me. He nodded. His skilled hands eased back from me and he motioned for me to show him. I did, easing the once vibrant blue of my dress up. He pressed his wet cotton swab to the first, and I hissed through my teeth.

“Einar, don’t bother with her.”

My medic’s attention swept to another in a matching black jacket to his. They didn’t approach; just stayed shy of the two guarding my little area. He was the one who barked orders to the others, and who seemed to spend the most time with Mr Bulky Rings when they were visible in the sewer tunnel.

“We’ll be killing her soon. Mila’s got most of what she needs.”

Killing me soon? That wasn’t good, but at least I knew my female torturer’s name. Mila. I committed it to memory, and the one tiny bit of hope I had: Einar.

Einar stood, easing more than a step away from me, but moving sideways, keeping me in the corner of his view. Smart. “My orders are to tend to her wounds and feed her. My orders haven’t changed.”

The other shrugged. “We’re running out of food until we do another run.”

The runs. They took most of the thirty or forty-something men and women from the tunnels when those happened. They always weaponed up, the ones in brown jackets more than those in the black ones, and they always came back with wood crates, bags and food. My stomach gurgled, so I grabbed the salmon and shoved it in my gob with none of the manners taught to Giften royals. 

“My orders are still in place.” Einar stepped away from me as I gulped down the water, purposefully leaving it half full. I’d long stopped caring that they could poison any food or water they gave me, and considering how much they seemed to enjoy feeling me squirm under them or cutting into me, I doubted poison would be their disposal method for me.

But they were going to kill me soon.

It was now or never. I leapt up and shoved my medic to the floor. I smacked the end of my bottle into the other’s face, ducked a hand reaching for me, and sped down the tunnel, dodging more hands. “GET HER!”

I didn’t look over my shoulder. Raneth had always stopped me from doing that, when he, my instructors, and my father worked on my training in turns. I couldn’t risk waiting any longer. I was responsible for my own survival now. The ground rumbled under my feet, tiny bits of stone debris from the damaged ceiling chittering, stone against stone. The ground erupted in front of me — I tumbled over the unexpected mound, landing face-first with a mouthful of dirt.

I heard so many people running.

The first reached me as I scrambled to my knees. A familiar boot slammed into my side. Pain arched along my torso, something deep inside complaining at the brutality. But another boot joined the first, and soon I could do nothing but curl in on myself, cradling my head protectively, my legs curled as close to my gut as possible to protect my organs, just as I’d been taught to do. Where are you, Raneth?

He’d always dropped everything to save my father when he’d got into trouble. Why had I been down here so long? Why hadn’t he found me yet?

“KILL HER, KILL HER, KILL HER!”








  
  
CHAPTER TWO: EINAR




Asad grinned as his foot connected with her body first. The smack of his foot hitting her again and again made my stomach clench. I gripped my first aid supplies, the stench of mould and stale water just as familiar as the beatings were. That probably wasn’t a good thing. I hung back, watching as Crevan yanked Asad back by his shoulder, but the Brethren just charged back in, shoving others out of his way so his feet could hit Lady Lemuela. Other Brethren and Guardsmen were easing closer, some running to join in, others just strolling closer for the free entertainment. She’d never asked for this, but then, I’d never asked for my situation either. Did anybody?

“KILL HER! KILL HER! KILL HER!”

“Stop it! Stop it! Mila isn’t done with her yet!” Crevan flung a hand at one of the Brethren and spiders swarmed the kicker’s face. They screamed and withdrew from the princess’ beating.

The familiar thud, thud, thud of Mila’s ex-army boots was almost impossible to hear over the din now deafening our make-do home. “Enough!” She pulled her hood down, and I took a step back. She wasn’t Mila anymore. Her reddish-brown hair was gone. The scar on her face she’d always bragged about. The slim chest. Even her warrior’s physique. I eased closer but leaned against a wall as the others jerked back from their target, no doubt afraid Mila would do far worse to them than they just had to Lady Lemuela.

Mila’s hair was the same crow-black as the princess’. Her eyes were the same dirt-brown. Her nose was now the same little nose that turned up ever so slightly, so that only a medic or artist would be astute enough to notice. The mole just under the princess’ left jaw was there too, visible in the candlelight we’d flooded the tunnels with.

There was no doubting which was the real princess; months of sweat, dirt, and dried blood stained Lady Lemuela’s expensive, once-blue dress. Her eyes had giant double half-moons smeared under them, and her hair hung in greasy rat tails with dirt peppering them.

Mila was pristine. Head held high, and hair perfectly brushed, shining with the epitome of health. Her face was clean, as if she’d just washed it in a bowl of our rationed water, eyes bright and no signs of exhaustion on her. With steps that showed only bristling confidence and irritation, she lifted the staring princess to her feet, and the two looked at each other, exchanging exhales.

“You’re—”

“You,” smiled Mila. She shoved the princess away from her, and Crevan caught the kingdom’s true royal.

“That’s why you want to know my memories,” uttered Lemuela.

“Why else would a torturer not let you see their face, and ask about pointless memories?” Mila laughed tightly before the laugh changed. That wasn’t Mila’s laugh.

Lemuela’s eyes widened. It must have been hers. I swallowed.

Mila’s calculating new eyes looked around, inspecting each of her minions until her focus found me. “Be grateful I don’t hold you responsible for this. You’re supposed to be in charge of her health. See to it.” She turned to Crevan. “Find out which of these imbeciles were meant to be guarding her, and bring them to me.” She turned, heading back to the Nebar War bunker we’d found in the sewers when we’d all initially fled down here, and shoved her door shut. The other Broken Crown members looked at each other, many looking at the two Guardsmen that had been responsible for Lemuela’s running past me and them. One turned and ran towards the side tunnel that led to the exit, but Crevan reached out, and the Common Gift of Air answered: a brutal wind rushed through, smacking into him and the other, knocking them to Crevan’s feet. He smirked, then he and Asad pulled them to their feet.

I flung my supplies towards where we kept the princess, before I stalked closer and claimed her, plucking her free of the others and carrying her back to her dingy tunnel collapse. I set her down, resting her back against a large block of the ceiling that had fallen only weeks after we’d settled, almost crushing her. I gently inspected her, trying to be polite about it as I remained silent. Her brown eyes stared at me, but I knew she wasn’t seeing me. She was absorbing what she’d seen. Mila. Mila with her face. Mila with her body. I shivered. Nobody deserved that.

I glanced back at the others. The two doomed Guardsmen were dragging their heels as Asad, Crevan, and Oriel shoved them into Mila’s personal space. The door shrieked shut behind them, no doubt shoved harshly by Oriel to make the most sound against the stone floor.

Lemuela hissed through her teeth as I touched her ankle. “Sprained,” I said. It was already swelling. It would slow her down if she tried to escape again. I wrapped it as best I could with the little supplies that remained in my thigh bag and reattached the bag to my leg.

“You didn’t join in,” she whispered.

I frowned at her. I’d never spoken to her. I hadn’t wanted her to be able to identify me if she ever escaped. Keeping quiet around her was supposed to help with that. But I guess that didn’t matter anymore. Not much did. “No.” She’d become disposable so fast. Yes, it’d been months, but she was the princess — there were so many other options Broken Crown had with her. Especially because they didn’t know we had her. Did this mean I was this disposable? Mila had already started avoiding me after I questioned our actions topside last month. I’d thought that was because she was hiding her transformation. The original reason we had the princess. But was it something else? Was I not the favoured pupil as I’d once been? Had my usefulness grown weak?

“You’re going to help me, aren’t you?”

My attention snapped back to the princess. I checked who was nearest, but none were close enough to hear as I whispered, “Maybe.”








  
  
CHAPTER THREE: CREVAN




“Here.” With a flick of her magnificent hands, the clunky piece of jewellery flew towards me. I caught the large gold necklace, with its thumb-sized emerald in its centre, and diamonds as big as my smallest fingernail bordering it. “For trying to break up the idiots beating on her. I see your steadfast loyalty, Crevan.” 

“Thank you, but don’t you need it?”

Mila turned in her seat. With such importance to our survival and our original mission, we’d all agreed she should get the one actual room-like part of the disused sewer tunnel we’d claimed as our own. She leaned against the back of the chair with an arm and cleared her throat. “Why would I have stuff my captors could take and sell?”









