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Dedication




For anyone who finds themselves driven  

by both love and rage.








  Contents




    
        
                    	
                          Author’s Note
                        
                    

                    	  Map Full

                    	1. Chapter One

                    	2. Chapter Two

                    	3. Chapter Three

                    	4. Chapter Four

                    	5. Chapter Five

                    	6. Chapter Six

                    	7. Chapter Seven

                    	8. Chapter Eight

                    	9. Chapter Nine

                    	10. Chapter Ten

                    	11. Chapter Eleven

                    	12. Chapter Twelve

                    	13. Chapter Thirteen

                    	14. Chapter Fourteen

                    	15. Chapter Fifteen

                    	16. Chapter Sixteen

                    	17. Chapter Seventeen

                    	18. Chapter Eighteen

                    	19. Chapter Nineteen

                    	20. Chapter Twenty

                    	21. Chapter Twenty-one

                    	22. Chapter Twenty-two

                    	23. Chapter Twenty-three

                    	24. Chapter Twenty-four

                    	25. Chapter Twenty-five

                    	26. Chapter Twenty-six

                    	27. Chapter Twenty-seven

                    	28. Chapter Twenty-eight

                    	29. Chapter Twenty-nine

                    	30. Chapter Thirty

                    	31. Chapter Thirty-one

                    	32. Chapter Thirty-two

                    	33. Chapter Thirty-three

                    	34. Chapter Thirty-four

                    	35. Chapter Thirty-five

                    	36. Chapter Thirty-six

                    	37. Chapter Thirty-seven

                    	38. Chapter Thirty-eight

                    	39. Chapter Thirty-nine

                    	40. Epilogue

                    	Acknowledgments

                    
            
        
            
                
    




Author’s Note




Thank you so much for choosing to read Trial of the Sun Queen. This will be the first book in what I currently think will be a four book series. I don't promise that won't change! I'm really excited about this one and encourage you to look for the many easter eggs scattered throughout the story. Some answers will reveal themselves here, but some won't until later books…and there's so much more coming! I hope you love it as much as I do.  

This series is a bit of a slow burn, so the really steamy stuff comes in later books (I promise).  

Content warnings are listed below if you'd like to read them, otherwise you can skip ahead to Chapter 1.

Love,

Nisha 



Content warnings: For those who’d like a heads up, this is an adult novel that involves some death and blood and people killing each other. There is mention of past sexual assault—nothing happens on the page. There are the usual F-bombs and a bit of smut. 






[image: image-placeholder]




Chapter One
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Lor





That bitch took my soap. I rifle through the small wooden cupboard that holds my few worldly possessions. A threadbare tunic. A pair of socks. A few tattered novels I’ve read so many times they’re practically dust. But no soap.  

“I’ll kill her,” I mutter as I empty the contents of my locker onto my narrow cot. “I’ll cut her face. I’ll gut her from tip to ass. I’ll—“ 

“It’s just a bar of soap, Lor.” 

I stop in my tracks, whirling on Tristan. He leans against the wall, his arms crossed, one ankle over the other. A shock of black hair hangs in his eyes and a small smile curves on his lips. 

The memory of what I did for the extravagant luxury of that single bar of soap slithers straight to my toes. When I run my tongue over the backs of my teeth, I can still taste the sour decay of the warden’s sweat and…not thinking about it. 

“It’s not just soap,” I hiss. “Do you know what I had to do for—“ I break off as his smile vanishes. My brother narrows his eyes, dropping his arms and taking a step towards me. He’s taller than me by nearly a foot, wiry and lean and, despite the dark circles under his eyes, impossibly handsome—a fact of which he is well aware. 

“What did you do? Was it Kelava?” he asks. 

My gaze catches Willow’s. She sits on her cot, the one next to mine, as we share a moment of mutual understanding. My sister’s big dark eyes are haunted with the same burden I know is mirrored in my own. 

“Nothing,” I say. The last thing I need right now is Tristan attempting to defend my honor with the warden. 

What Kelava made me do is nothing new. It wasn’t the first time I’ve had to earn my way through this place, and if it gets me what I need to survive another day inside Nostraza, I’ll do it again and again. Tristan means well, but sometimes he forgets what it’s taken to live within these oppressive stone walls.  

“Lor,” Tristan says, a warning in his tone. 

“Just leave it alone, okay? It’s better if you don’t know the specifics.” 

A muscle in his jaw ticks, his dark eyes flashing. He’s just being protective, but sometimes I need him to mind his own fucking business. 

Willow rises from her cot, dusting off her thin grey tunic as if that would ever get it truly clean. Dozens more cots cram the space, lining up against each wall. The ceiling hangs so low, Tristan has to bend his neck to avoid hitting it. Sheets that might have been white at some obscure point in their existence cover the beds along with anemic grey pillows that are so thin, it’s hard to see the point. If you’re lucky, you might have the luxury of a scratchy wool blanket, but like my bar of soap, that too is a rare indulgence. If you secure one not riddled with holes, one might call you Zerra’s blessed. 

“Let’s get some breakfast. We’ll get you new soap,” Willow says, her voice soft as she links her elbow with mine. Her black hair hangs just past her ears, ragged and limp. That’s as much as it’s grown since the last outbreak of lice, when they shaved every one of our heads right to the scalp. For weeks, we resembled an army of potatoes encased in shapeless grey sacks. Running my hand through my own hair, I grimace. Like that of both of my siblings, it’s midnight black and has grown just a little more than Willow’s, almost brushing my chin. 

The longest I’ve ever managed was almost to the middle of my back. But that was years ago and even then, it was so dry and brittle, I’d wake up with strands covering my pillow like a nest of desiccated worms. It does feel a little healthier now, but Nostraza has only become more and more crowded and rife with disease, and another outbreak is coming any day. It’s a miracle it hasn’t already happened. 

I nod as I unhook my arm from Willow’s and then stuff my things back into my cupboard, slamming the door so hard it shakes on its brackets. There’s no lock—that’s the problem. Nothing actually belongs to anyone here. Everything is on temporary loan, including our bodies and definitely our souls. The only thing they haven’t claimed yet is my mind, though that seems less true with each passing year. 

Tristan and Willow lead the way, and I follow down a dim, narrow hallway, flickering sconces lighting the way. The stone walls are slick and shiny with moisture. It’s always wet inside Nostraza, and I’m pretty sure it’s not all water. A long time ago, I struck a deal with myself not to think too hard about what else is oozing between those bricks. It’s only through these countless bits of self-deception that I’m able to face another day.

We’re going to be late for breakfast because of me and will probably get nothing to eat. They won’t complain or blame me, but I’ll make it up to my brother and sister somehow. 

As we pass another dorm room, I peer inside, knowing this is where my nemesis, Jude, sleeps. Maybe I’ll steal something from her to even the score. Maybe my soap is in her cupboard. She’d be stupid enough to hide it where anyone could find it. I make a move to dart inside when Tristan catches my hand. 

“Don’t. It’s not worth it.” My eyes meet his, fury nudging at the tight ball of anger that lives like a compressed rock in the middle of my chest. Only this one doesn’t have a sparkling future as a diamond. 

He doesn’t get it. He’s one of the favored in this shithole. For a prisoner, he’s strong and able-bodied, not to mention charming, and has most of the guards wrapped around his finger. They call him the Prince of Nostraza and they mean it to be mocking, but since Tristan is in on the joke, he holds the upper hand. 

“I’ll get you some more.” His expression softens. “I promise.” 

Even if the guards favor Tristan, that benevolence has never extended to me or Willow. Our family connection remains a secret from everyone else for our safety, and it’s not his fault, but there are days when I resent how much easier he has it. That’s not really fair, though. He’s done everything he can to protect us both since the very beginning.

“Fine,” I say, willing the unexpected tears in my eyes not to fall. I’ve learned the hard way how to hold them in and stuff them down. Tears are only useful when they’re brandished as a weapon. 

But some days are harder than others. 

My stomach is perpetually hollow and my throat dry, like the deepest cave with no source of water. The healing wounds on my back, courtesy of a lashing I received two weeks ago, still ache whenever I move too quickly. They dealt out my punishment when I “accidentally” tipped a hot bowl of soup into the lap of a particularly vicious guard. He deserved it, and I regret nothing. I hope his balls shriveled up and fell off. 

Today, I feel the suffocating heaviness of every one of the twelve years I’ve spent inside these prison walls. Twelve years for the crime of simply being born. For bearing the taint of a shattered legacy I never asked for or even truly understand. 

Every second. Every minute I’m focused on the day I finally get free. I live it in my dreams and see it when I’m awake. I feel it in the shivering marrow of my bones. One day, I’ll get out of here and pay back the Aurora King for everything he’s taken. For everything he’s done. 

But I can’t just run. Even if I could, I can’t leave without Tristan and Willow. There is no freedom without them.  

Someday, I will figure out a way to get us all out of here. 

We continue down the hall, Willow taking my hand and casting worried glances in my direction. She’s the gentle one in our ragged little trio. Despite the grinding harshness of Nostraza, she remains a soft-hearted butterfly who needs my protection. While we suffocate here, I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure she’s safe—insomuch as I can in a life where we have less than nothing. 

But we all take care of each other, and sometimes, I need her too. 

A moment later, I feel a hand squeeze my ass and I spin around, my fist cocked, prepared to deliver a crushing blow. When I see it’s Aero, I snarl and swing my fist, anyway. He ducks, a grin stretching across his face, as I miss him by a hair.

“Come now, Lor, is that any way to treat your favorite inmate?” 

“Favorite,” I scoff before I turn away. But he wraps an arm around my waist and pulls my back against his chest, his chin resting in the curve of my neck. I can feel the grin he tosses to Tristan and Willow. 

“She’ll just be a minute.” 

Willow looks to me for confirmation, and I nod. “I’m coming. Save me some rocks.” Willow snorts at my joke about the canteen’s breakfast rolls, while Tristan glares at Aero with a warning. 

“Just go,” I tell him. “I’m fine.” 

“Hurt her and I’ll kill you,” Tristan says, and I roll my eyes while I free myself from Aero’s embrace. 

He holds up his hands in surrender, his grin growing even wider. “Got it, boss.” 

“Go on,” I say, and Tristan turns with Willow before they walk down the hall and disappear around the corner. But not before Tristan shoots one more threatening glance at Aero. 

The moment they’re gone, Aero’s hands circle my waist before he presses me against the wall, his mouth crashing into mine. Several inches taller than me, he’s lean and rangy. Always just on the edge of starving, no one inside Nostraza has the comfort of extra meat on their bones.

His hands slide over my ass and down the backs of my thighs before he lifts me up, my legs cinching around his waist. My arms snake around his neck as we kiss, our tongues and teeth meeting in a wet, frantic clash. It’s not gentle or sweet, but there is nothing gentle or sweet about life when it’s spent contained by these walls. After so many years in this place, the memory of sweetness feels as distant and unreachable as the stars in the sky. 

Our fevered breaths fill the narrow hall, and I’m thankful everyone has already left for breakfast. Aero grinds his hips into mine, his cock hard and ready against my stomach. My fingers tangle in his auburn hair as he thrusts against me, and I moan. When he arrived two years ago, he was the picture of a dashing young thief, but Nostraza has stolen that vital spark of life it takes from us all. His bright blue eyes, once clever with mischief, have dimmed with the understanding that, like all of us, he’s going to die here eventually. 

Still, he’s one of the few beautiful things I can cling to in this hellhole.

“Meet me behind the forge tonight,” he says, his mouth still against mine. His hands slide under and up the sides of my tunic, his fingers gently brushing my scars. “I need you.” 

The crush of his mouth muffles my reply, and I nod, groaning in satisfaction as his tongue sweeps against mine. In this bleak existence, this bit of pleasure is a feeble light shimmering through the narrow cracks of darkness.

“Slut,” comes an acidic voice, and we break off from our kiss. Jude stands in the hallway, her dirty blonde hair hanging in limp waves to her chin. With her thin arms crossed, the curl on her lip is full of disdain. “Nostraza’s number one tramp, aren’t you, Lor? Rutting like an animal right out here in the open?” 

Her piercing eyes dart to Aero, her frown deepening with dissatisfaction. 

“Fuck off, Jude,” I say, searching for signs of my soap, like she might be wearing it on a chain around her neck. As if she’s read my mind, her mouth twists into a smirk before she casually trails her fingers down her throat and then up her arms like she’s cleaning herself in the shower. But I return her smirk with one of my own. She might have my soap, but I know she’s had her eyes on Aero since the moment he arrived after being apprehended on a charge of breaking and entering in the Emerald District, The Aurora’s most wealthy neighborhood. 

I’d be a liar if I claimed I hadn’t wallowed in smug satisfaction when he’d shown an interest in me, instead. To worm under her freshly cleaned skin, I wrap one arm around his shoulders and drag the fingers of my other hand across his chest before I pull his head down for a deep, long kiss. 

My feelings for Aero are complicated. 

It’s too hard to love anyone inside the walls of Nostraza, where, sooner or later, everyone is taken from you. The only people I’ve ever let in are Tristan and Willow, and I know it’s a mistake. Every time they have a brush with death, every time one of them is beaten or locked in solitary, I try to carve them out of my soul, hoping it might hurt less when they die. 

All I can hope is that one day, someday, I’ll get us out of here. It’s an impossible dream, but I cling to it like mist because it’s all I have. 

Jude lets out a snarl and brushes past us, her shoulder colliding with mine, before she storms in the direction of the mess hall. 

“We should go eat, too,” Aero says, “or there’ll be nothing left. I’ll meet you after your shift is done?” He takes my hand, and we also make our way down the corridor. 

I nod. I’ve got laundry duty today. Hours upon hours spent in the sticky heat, straining my back and arms where I stir giant vats of soapy, waterlogged sheets that cling to a memory of the color they once were. I’ll need cheering up later, and Aero is usually the temporary cure. 

We turn the corner and enter the mess hall, already buzzing with hundreds of inmates. The noise, as usual, is near deafening as the cacophony of voices mingles. They clamor to fill every precious second of one of our few free moments each day—thirty minutes for breakfast, thirty minutes for dinner. We spend the remaining hours toiling—some in the jewel mines, some in the kitchens, some in the forge, some cleaning, some sewing, and the rest doing a hundred other soul-draining duties no free person would ever consent to. 

Once you’re done with your shift, you might chisel out an hour of respite, but that’s only if you’re not so exhausted you immediately collapse on your bed. Tonight I’ll find the energy, because in a place where there’s only misery, I have to find hope under every pebble I can. 

Jude sits with her gang at a table near the end of the food line, each one more surly and rat-faced than the last. “Don’t you just love the scent of my new soap? My skin smells positively like roses,” she says, pulling up the sleeve of her tunic before thrusting her forearm into the faces of her minions. 

I stop and stare at her, trying to burn holes into her skull. She looks up then, a slow smile spreading across her pinched face. That bitch. 

I’m moving before I give a rational thought to what I’m doing. With a snarl, I leap, my hands wrapping around her neck. As I crash into her, the chair tips over, and we both strike the hard stone floor. Straddling her, I squeeze her neck, and she screams and claws at the skin on my forearms. 

Jude swings a fist, catching me in the side of my head so hard my vision blurs. Disoriented now, my grip loosens, and she knocks me down, pinning me beneath her. Another punch to the jaw has me tasting blood. I’m going to fucking kill her. 

This time, I grab her wrist and wrench it with all my might before I hear the sickening, but satisfying, snap of bone. Jude screams and I kick her off me, finding myself once again on top, raining blows to her stomach, ribs, and head with the fury of an unleashed demon. 

“Lor!” I register the sound of my name and feel hands on my arms and waist, trying to pull me away.

“Let me go!” I scream, still thrashing Jude. 

“Lor!” I recognize Tristan’s voice, and I’m hauled off her, my chest heaving and my head throbbing. The guards have formed a circle around us, caging me in like the feral animal I am. Jude groans from where she lies on the ground, blood pooling underneath her. Warmth drips down my chin, staining the front of my tunic with crimson. I try to wipe it away, but Tristan has both of my arms pinned behind my back. 

“Let me go,” I hiss, wrenching my wrists in the vise of his grip. 

“Not until you calm down.” 

The jeering, chattering mess hall slams into silence a moment later when heavy footsteps ring in the air. They’ve all been enjoying the show, glad it wasn’t them who lost the tenuous grip on their sanity today. Catching shit from the warden is what passes for entertainment inside Nostraza, given the notable absence of any other options.  

“What’s going on here?” Kelava asks.

“Nothing, sir,” Tristan replies in his most kiss-ass voice. Part of me wants to slap him, but this is how Tristan survives, and I can’t begrudge him that. We all do what we must. 

The circle of guards breaks, and Kelava strides through the opening, stopping in front of me, where I’m still struggling against Tristan’s hold. Blood continues to dribble from my mouth, droplets splattering on the floor and the toe of my boot. My temple and lips give a painful pulse as the warden fixes his beady gaze on me. 

“Didn’t I tell you that if you caused any more trouble, there would be consequences?” 

I say nothing, only glaring as I try again to liberate myself from Tristan’s hold. 

“Oh, Lor. Why must you be this way?” 

Kelava’s watery blue eyes fill with something akin to paternal concern for my tarnished soul. He really thinks he’s the good guy. I want to spit at him. I want to punch him. I want to kick him in the balls so hard he still feels it when he’s old and feeble, clinging to the shreds of his dignity. 

Jude groans again from the floor where she lies, clutching a wrist that’s definitely hanging at an awkward angle. Fucking drama queen. The warden looks down at her and then at me, his forehead furrowing. 

“Did you start this?” 

I open my mouth, planning to defend myself. No one is going to rat me out. There is a code of honor even amongst criminals and the fallen. 

Well, except for Jude. She has no such compunctions where I’m concerned. 

“Yes, she did,” she spits, finally finding her voice, though it’s muffled by her bloody, swollen lips. “She attacked me completely unprovoked!”

“She stole my soap!” 

“I did not! You can’t prove that!” 

Kelava raises a hand, silencing us both. Jude’s face is puffing up, and scarlet soaks the front of her shirt. She looks terrible. This doesn’t bode well for me. 

“Warden,” I say, adopting a coy smile, grasping at anything I can to save myself. “If we go to your office, I’m sure we can work this out.” The hint of suggestion in my words burns a sour line of bile up my throat. 

I hate this, but it’s the only currency I have to offer. 

It’s the wrong thing to say, because Kelava’s calm, patient façade cracks, the pupils of his eyes blowing out into dark black holes. The guards may use us for their filthy urges, but apparently there is honor even among rapists when they all pretend nothing is amiss behind the closed doors of Nostraza. The warden points to two vicious guards whose fists I am intimately acquainted with. 

“Take her to the Hollow,” Kelava says as the guards wrench me from Tristan. To his credit, my brother doesn’t give me up easily. 

“No,” I say, panic morphing into a fist clutching my throat. Not that. Anything but that. I almost died last time. A week in the Hollow left me nearly broken, my mind shattered, and my body in shredded ruins. “No, please. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” 

The warden brings his face right up to mine as I continue to struggle against the hold of the guards. He’s so close I can feel his moist breath on my lips, fetid with the remnants of whatever he gorged on at breakfast. 

“Two weeks should teach you a lesson, since nothing else seems to work.” 

“No!” I scream, thrashing, trying to wrench my way free. “No! Please!” I’m sobbing now, a hot streak of tears coating my face, my screams echoing through the room. I’ve broken my rule about crying. These tears aren’t a weapon. These will only be used against me. 

Tristan is pleading with the warden, but Kelava’s hard stare doesn’t waver as he savors my distress, a thin smile on his bloodless lips. 

My screams cut off when a guard punches me in the middle so hard I bend double, nearly hurling up the scant contents of my stomach. Gasping for air like a parched fish, I’m hauled upright by both of my arms with such force one of my shoulder joints pops and my scream ricochets off every corner in the room. 

“Take her away,” Kelava says again. “I’ll see you in two weeks, inmate, assuming there’s anything left of you.” 

At that, there’s nothing but the roar of white noise in my ears as I’m dragged away. 








Chapter Two
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The guards lug me outside, over the dusty courtyard and through a massive set of iron gates open to the north side of the prison, where we enter the impenetrable forest that surrounds Nostraza, known simply as the Void. Once you go in, you never come out. In the rare case of a prison escape, the Void ensures one's freedom is a short-lived enterprise.  

I continue to struggle, my shoulder screaming in pain, as the guards practically carry me between them, my legs windmilling in the air like a rabid marionette’s. It’s useless. They’re both twice my size, and twelve years of prison life have left me weak and undernourished. 

Which, I guess, is entirely the point. 

As we pass through the gates, the guards touch the opalescent ovals pinned to their chests. They murmur a few words and the pins light up, encasing us in a shimmering, translucent bubble. While I can see beyond the surface, it obscures my vision like a pane of clouded glass. The guards are mortal, with no magical ability. They rely on these objects created by an Imperial or High Fae, in this case the Aurora King, to keep them safe, offering the only known protection against the Void.

The Hollow is nothing but a hole dug deep into the earth, located just beyond the walls of the prison. If they named the Void for its ability to suck people in, then the Hollow is named for the way it drains you out and leaves you empty and gasping for air. 

It sits close enough to the prison that the guards needn’t venture too deep into the trees, but far enough that when you’re out here alone, it feels like they've abandoned you to the forest’s monsters. 

I’ve spent my fair share of time in the Hollow. 

With a temper like mine, a girl is bound to get in trouble now and then…or often. The standard sentence is a night or two. That’s usually enough of a deterrent, and most people never visit more than once. Whether it’s because the life expectancy in Nostraza is so short or because it only takes one instance to breed eternal obedience, I’m not sure. 

A little of column A, a little of column B, I suppose.

Only a handful of prisoners have ever survived more than a night in the Hollow without succumbing to madness. I’m one of them. Though perhaps I’m slightly mad. It’s hard to tell anymore. 

The last time, I’d broken into the pantry after the guards had cut our rations in retaliation for a minor riot. We were even hungrier than usual and needed something to eat before we all turned on each other. It was an act of self-preservation that landed me in the Hollow for seven agonizing nights. It was a minor infraction and my punishment didn’t fit the crime, but that’s what this place does to you. Brings you to the edge and when you’re about to tip over, gives you a hearty shove onto the jagged rocks waiting below. 

By the time they returned for me, I was a blubbering mess of bloody skin, matted hair, and jagged nails. It took weeks for Willow to coax a single word from my lips. Longer than that for my teeth to stop chattering and my dreams to be purged of an endless loop of nightmares. Those dark dreams happen only periodically, now. It’s the best I can hope for. 

As the guards drag me deeper into the forest, I recall how broken I’d been. How I’d ached in every way a person can ache, from the tips of my chapped fingers to the very depths of my fractured soul. 

Two weeks. 

My nerves break apart, panic hollowing out my limbs.  

Comparatively, today’s infraction was also minor, but I’ve always been the warden’s “favorite.” I’m not going to survive this. I’m going to die, all because of a fucking bar of soap. 

The guards are as nervous as I am in the Void. I can sense the tension between them as they drag me along the rough ground. We stop in front of the deep rectangular hole dug into the forest floor. From here, I can see the tall spires and towers of the Aurora Keep that looms over the forest like a sentient toad. Black stone glitters as if infused with stars, the windows shifting from green to purple to red in undulating ripples of light. 

One day, I will storm that eyesore and tear the head off the Aurora King for leaving me to rot here. For tossing me in here when I was only a child. 

One day, I’ll get free of this place and make him pay for everything. 

My attention drags back to the Hollow, despair carving through my blood-soaked fantasies, knowing I’ll probably never get the satisfaction of my revenge. If I survive this punishment, it will leave nothing left of me. I’ll be a shell that once had a spirit and a dream. 

Listening to the surrounding silence, I swallow a knot of tension. My mind is already playing tricks as I imagine the slither of monsters that are circling nearer like a noose fashioned from barbed scales and sharpened claws. 

With a hand placed in the middle of my back, a guard shoves me forward. “In you go, sweetheart.” My feet tangle and I stumble. The hole’s edge slides beneath me, dirt giving way in a shower of soil and gravel as I plunge, collapsing into a heap. About ten feet deep, it’s too high to climb out of, but shallow enough to offer zero protection. 

I already know the walls are made of soft, crumbling earth, and if I try to scale up the sides, the only thing I’ll accomplish is a miniature landslide that could very well bury and then suffocate me. No, the only thing I can do is alternate between sitting in the corner and pacing three steps in each direction, waiting for my sentence to end. 

“Don’t worry,” one guard shouts down. “When you’re out, we’ll take good care of you. It’s so lonely out here. You’ll need some company.” They both burst into laughter as one of them grabs his crotch and thrusts his hips. 

“It’ll be our little secret from the warden,” he says, winking. I spit, willing it to grow wings and land in his eye. Of course, it doesn’t, and they laugh even harder. 

“No thank you,” I shout back. “I’ve heard your cock is the size of a baby carrot. I need something much, much larger to satisfy me.” The guard’s face morphs from laughter into red-faced rage. I’m going to pay for that comment. 

The second guard crouches down and grins. 

“The mig’dran are especially restless lately, and I hear their favorite meal is sweet young girls.” He winks, and I’m not sure if it’s meant to be coy or seductive. It couldn’t be further from either. 

“Well, good thing there’s nothing sweet about me, dick face,” I snap, and they laugh again. 

“Oh, I hope you survive this, darling. I can’t believe I haven’t had my fun with you yet. Fucking warden’s pet.” He glowers as if it’s my fault. As if I’m the one that chose any of this. 

I consider spitting again, but think better of it. Maybe if I shut up, they’ll get bored and leave me alone. But even as I contemplate their departure, fear tethers itself to my muscles. Alone. Two weeks out here with nothing. It’s a sign of my desperation that I’d take these two idiots over no one. 

But they’ve clearly had their fun and turn to leave. I almost call out for them, but then I bite my tongue. Even if they stayed to torment me for a few more minutes, eventually they’re leaving. I may as well get used to it. 

Their moods are boisterous as they trade insults with each other until their voices fade, and I’m left alone in silence but for the sound of my breath and the thoughts screaming at terminal volume through my head. 

Pressing my hand to my chest, I try to calm my breathing. There’s no food or water provided in the Hollow—that would be too humane—so I have to hope it rains soon. As for food—I scan the empty dirt floor—well, there I’m shit out of luck. 

Lucky for me, hunger and I are long-acquainted friends. 

I sink to the ground, my back to the wall, and massage my sore shoulder. My face still throbs from where Jude hit me, though it seems I’ve stopped bleeding. I touch my temple where a lump has formed and wince. Just a few more scars to add to the chronicle of past transgressions already written on my skin. 

The forest remains quiet, perhaps assessing how much of a threat I pose. I look up—there are no blue skies in The Aurora. There are only dark skies and slightly less dark skies. A monochrome rainbow that stirs from the color of cold ashes to inky black. The only way to tell the difference between night and day is by the presence of this realm’s namesake, the aurora borealis. 

At night, they cover the sky with ribbons of color, undulating like waves across the sea. Cobalt and emerald and violet and crimson. The colors are so vivid it’s like someone melted a cauldron of jewels and poured them over the sky. Most nights, we don’t get to see them locked down in our dorms, but on those rare nights I’ve witnessed them, their beauty has fused a tiny piece of my fraying soul back together. 

This is the only advantage the Hollow affords. Here, I get an uninterrupted view of the show, even if it’s through the lens of a tiny rectangle of dirt. As the sky darkens and the hours pass, I wait for my first glimpse of the aurora while keeping one ear trained for the sounds of the creatures that call the Void home. 

I was a child when I was brought to Nostraza. The details of my life before that are hazy, lost to the erosion of hunger and time. It’s only because of Tristan and Willow that I know anything about who we once were. 

Though I spent my early days living in one, I barely remember what a normal forest feels like. I listen for the sounds of birds and insects. The wind rustling through leaves. Perhaps the sound of water from a flowing stream. But I hear none of those things. 

The sky above dims slowly while night descends. If I strain, I imagine I can hear the noises of the prison in the distance: the whistle of the dinner bell and the steady drone of hundreds of voices after a day of work. I think of Aero and the meeting we had planned tonight. 

“Sorry, Aero,” I whisper to the deepening dark. 

But mostly I worry about Willow and Tristan. They’re probably beside themselves. Of the three of us, I’m the one who gets into the most trouble, and I know it breaks them every time the warden metes out my next punishment. I try to be compliant for their sake, but bowing to authority isn’t high on my list of skills.

A chill comes with the darkening sky and I huddle into myself, wishing I had something other than this pair of thin leggings and the tunic that comprises standard prison issue. My stomach rumbles and my mouth is dry, my tongue thick and my lips cracked. I didn’t even get breakfast this morning. Clouds roll overhead, obscuring any view of the aurora tonight, but perhaps this at least means rain. 

The forest’s troubling silence continues, but it does afford me the ability to hear the prison as it goes through the motions of the evening. Supper time. Shower time. Jude is probably using my soap and luxuriating in my penance. I imagine her humming a triumphant tune as she scrubs herself clean, and I grind my teeth. 

I hope I broke her fucking wrist and it hurts for weeks.

If I close my eyes, I can still smell the soap’s floral notes. Roses, the warden had told me. I don’t remember if I’ve ever actually smelled one, but they must be beautiful. 

It’s not that they don’t provide soap for showering, but it’s harsh and acidic and the scent burns my nose and my eyes. That bar of soap had not only smelled like the heavens, it had been as soft and creamy as a velvety polished stone worn smooth by the mellow hand of time. My skin would have felt like silk. It’s hard to imagine a world where people use soap like that every day. 

Finally, the prison quiets as the inmates settle in for the night. I imagine Willow looking at my empty cot, crying herself to sleep on my behalf. Tristan is probably lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, plotting a thousand ways to get me out of here, knowing the odds of that are impossible. 

I think of Aero and wonder if he’s alone or if he went in search of someone else to satisfy his needs. The thought makes my chest tight, but that’s not fair. We’ve never promised each other anything. What would be the point? 

My stomach growls so loudly the sound echoes through the hushed forest. I’m a dinner bell. A bright red signal leading every predator in the Void straight to my very visible hiding place. It doesn’t matter, though. I’m sure they can smell me. Even if I were quiet as a ghost, they’d already know I’m here. 

Rumors say the Aurora King creates these grotesque hybrids of the monsters he hunts throughout the continent of Ouranos and the worlds beyond. His magic has warped them into feral beasts that feast on the flesh of mortals should they enter the forest, while also protecting the Fae citizens of The Aurora and the Imperial family who dwells inside the Keep. 

These monsters are master hunters. Nothing gets through these trees. 

There’s a snap of a twig and my heart trips inside my chest. Another snap and I press myself deeper into the corner, terrified of what might slither down into my hole. Until now, I’ve been uncommonly lucky. Though I’ve had many close calls, nothing has ever attacked me out here before. Other prisoners haven’t been so fortunate. 

Just a few days ago, I’d overheard the guards talking about a prisoner who’d been left here for one night, only to meet his end inside the snapping jaws of an ozziller. 

“Nothing left but a puddle of blood and bones,” one had said with a shudder. Even they’d been distraught over the idea. I imagine the ozziller now, slinking over the edge, licking its lips. Assuming it has lips. Though I don’t know what they look like, my imagination conjures up visions of razor-sharp scales and dripping fangs and the very worst nightmares I can fathom. 

At another snap of branches, the air grows thicker, black shadows swirling. They fill me, entering through my nose and my mouth, clogging my lungs with the heavy, curdled taste of death. My breath grows shorter, coming in tight gasps in a futile attempt to keep calm.

The darkness grows even more oppressive and is now accompanied by the sound of serrated breaths, like chains sliding through rusted bars. A shadow, blacker than the ones already consuming me, appears over the lip of the opening. There’s the murky shape of a body, bent and broken, limbs longer than natural, attached at incongruent angles. A whimper escapes my throat as I ball myself tighter, trying to disappear into a puff of nothing. 

I am nothing. I have nothing. Please go away, I scream inside my head, over and over. 

My heart thrashes against my ribs, and I squeeze my eyes closed. I can’t bear to look. At least if I die now, I won’t have to spend the next two weeks suffering. I just hope this is painless and quick. 

I wait for the strike, tension burning like acid through my thin veneer of courage. Unable to stand the suspense, I peel my eyes open and, at that moment, the thing lunges with unnatural speed in a blur of midnight shadow. 

It’s then I let out a blood-curdling scream. 








Chapter Three
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A second later, a brilliant flash of light streaks across the sky, followed by a roll of thunder so loud it shakes the earth, debris and rocks shearing off the walls and tumbling over my head. Another bright flash, followed by an even louder crack of thunder, echoes across the firmament before it erupts and the rain starts to fall.  

The creature seems to be gone, presumably spooked by the storm. I let out a sigh of relief, my heart still pounding so hard it feels like it’s tripping over its beats. That was much too close for comfort. How am I going to survive two weeks of this?

But Zerra has answered one prayer tonight, and I tilt my face to the sky, opening my mouth to invite the cool rainwater to slip over my parched tongue and throat. At least I won’t die of thirst. Not yet, anyway. 

The temperature drops rapidly, and I shiver as the rain pounds a steady rhythm against my hair and skin and clothes. 

After what feels like hours of relentless downpour, I realize I really should be more careful about what I fucking wish for. My hole is filling with water, the deluge too intense for the moisture to have enough time to sink into the earth. Right now it sits only a few inches deep, and I send up a stream of prayers to Zerra, begging for the rain to stop before this becomes a problem I can’t handle. Or survive. 

But my prayers go unheeded, because the rain doesn’t stop. It continues to fall with the determination of an ocean trying to drown a whale. 

A day must pass, the sky shifting from black to gray and back again like the most boring story ever told. The cloud cover is so thick, there’s no hint of the aurora. As the rain keeps falling, my hole keeps filling until I can’t sit on the ground anymore. When the water gains several feet, I’m forced to stand. I lean against the now-muddy wall, my tears falling with the rain. No one can see me cry here, and I allow myself this rare indulgence. 

It keeps coming. Coming and coming in an endless flood. The water inches up my thighs, and then creeps to my waist like I’m a statue that’s slowly being buried by tendrils of ivy. I’m so tired. So weak. I’d give anything to lie down. Even to sit. My feet and my legs ache, and I’m so cold. My fingers—they’re completely numb. I keep checking my hands to make sure they’re still there. I try to wiggle my toes in my boots, but they’ve been chilled to blunted nubs. 

Propping my body against the wall, I try to sleep, but I might as well be trying to catch a few winks during a stampede of wildebeests. The rain falls and falls, soaking through my clothes and into my hair and right through my skin, raindrops stinging my eyes. I shiver so hard my jaw aches from the clack of my teeth. I wrap my arms around my torso, trying to find the relief of some warmth, but it’s not there. 

Spreading onto my back, I attempt to float, trying to relieve the pressure on my lower limbs. It helps, but now it becomes a choice between the ache of remaining upright or exposing more of my body to the frigid water and air. 

Thank Zerra it’s summer, at least, and the temperature is comparatively warm. The winters in The Aurora are brutal at best, deadly at their worst. 

Finally. Finally, it stops. 

I don’t know how long it’s been, but pain radiates through every limb and cell of my body. Numbness has spread through every pore, taking root and spreading out like cooling lava. As the sky clears and the clouds dissipate, I sob tears of relief. At least I didn’t go thirsty. Ice coats my skin, a hard shell that rattles against my trembling limbs. Can you die from standing for too long? 

It takes what feels like another lifetime for the water to seep into the earth. If I sleep at all, it’s merely in batches of stolen seconds that offer no relief. I’m so tired. I’m so hungry. I’m a broken, hollow husk of nothing. Slowly, so slowly, my back drags down the side of the wall as I descend with the water level. My legs shake and my back spasms. My head throbs and my unsteady heart flutters. 

After an eternity, I can finally sit, my body releasing like a puff of smoke with the luxurious relief of taking my weight off my feet and my legs. I’m so light, I’m floating on clouds, but my skin feels so waterlogged, I’d probably sink to the bottom of a lake like a stone tied to a boulder. 

Pulling my knees up, I fold my arms over them and drop my head. A few hours later, when only a few inches of water remain, I collapse to the ground, no longer in danger of drowning. In that moment, nothing has ever felt so divine as the ability to just lie down. I’d cry if I could summon the energy. 

My eyelids drift shut and then I sleep. 
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The days become one long smear as the sky oscillates from grey to black to grey again and again. When the aurora lights come out, I try to watch, but I can barely lift my head, catching only the joyless tease of red and blue and green and purple from the corner of my eye. If I hold my breath, I can hear the lights, though. They crackle as if imbued with energy like pent-up lightning that never strikes. 

I try to count the days as they pass, but I quickly lose track, and my mind is playing tricks on me anyway. None of this feels real. I can’t distinguish one second from the next one. I’m a broken clock, ticking forever into nothing.

It doesn’t rain again and for that I’m thankful, except it’s a minor consolation. I’m going to need water again soon. Hunger gnaws so deep, it chips away at the very marrow of my bones. I know starvation. I understand its rhythm and heartbeat, the quality of its texture, but I’m not sure I’ve ever been this hungry. 

There are moments when I sense the demon’s presence, though it never ventures as close as before. I call out to it. Beg it to devour me. To take me apart, piece by piece, and end this. I don’t even care if it hurts. I just want this to be over.  

But it doesn’t heed my anguished pleas. Something is holding it back. In the labyrinth of my turbid thoughts, I can sense its reluctance to approach. 

I blink in and out of consciousness, dreams chasing nightmares into one endless loop that blurs into a haze of colors and darkness. Shadowed images of black feathered wings and leathery hides. A sky streaked with crimson forks of lightning and a river of stars. A bloody smile that spears through me with a sharp crackle. Screams that echo in some place I’ve almost forgotten. A place I know but I’ve never visited. 

I dream of Tristan and Willow trying to move on without me. Of their bent heads and tear-stained cheeks. I see Willow rocking back and forth, a prayer on her lips, Tristan’s arm wrapped around her shoulders. 

I dream of Aero under an aurora-strewn sky. Of frantic kisses and needy hands. Of warm skin sliding against wet heat and feverish moans. I dream of his fingers and lips and tongue tasting, biting, and sucking. Of how something that should feel good can instead feel like agony when it’s a fleeting moment of relief entombed inside a lifetime of pain.

I dream of the warden and his beady eyes and his putrid breath. Of his cruel words and sadistic intentions. I hear the rip of a zipper and feel the bruising on my knees as I will myself not to cry. Will myself not to hand over those last shreds of dignity I cling to like brittle straws. 

It feels like I’ve been here for months and years. But that can’t be right. My body aches, and the moisture has settled into my bones. I can’t imagine ever being warm again. 

With the absence of the rain, my throat is once again parched, my lips cracked and bleeding. I shiver against the cold, my clothes never properly drying, the air damp and thick. Mold is probably growing between my toes and under my arms. Soon I’ll become one with the forest floor, consumed and gifted back to the earth. With any luck, I’ll be reborn into a better place. 

When the forest returns to its normal volume of deathly silence, I can’t distinguish between day or night, but then, somewhere in the clouds of conscious thought, it registers. A shift in the cadence of sounds. The crushing stillness is fringed with something echoing in the distance. 

The sound of metal on metal. The sound of flesh hitting stone. The sound of screams. It’s coming from the prison. 

Once more, I try to lift my head but only manage an inch. It sounds like a riot. A big one. I’ve been through three of them at Nostraza and the result always means more left dead than alive. Tristan and Willow are in there. I hope they’re hiding, but I know Tristan will be in the thick of it. At least, I hope he thought to get Willow to safety before he made his boneheaded way into the fray. 

I whisper their names into the dark. Willow. Tristan. When we were brought here, I was just twelve years old. Willow is three years older than me and Tristan is two years her senior. I remember flashes of my parents, many of my memories cobbled from my brother’s and sister’s stories. We’ve always been inseparable. Always there for each other. The early years were the hardest, and I’m not sure what’s kept us alive all this time, but I thank Zerra every day all three of us wake up to see another turn on the calendar.  

They charged Tristan with killing three of the king’s men and they slapped Willow with her sentence for stealing a precious Artefact from the kingdom. When it came to me, they didn’t even bother with an official ruling. They just tossed me in here and threw away the key. 

I heave out a dry sob, brittle with regret. I wanted so badly to get us out of here. 

The sounds from the prison grow louder. Thumps and shrieks ringing in the forest’s silence. The clash of weapons and the cries of the wounded. The creatures seem to listen too—all paused on the edge of curiosity. The inmates outnumber the guards twenty to one, but they’re tired and hungry and have no weapons or training. The guards have magic on their side, too, the king’s wards preventing anyone from breaching the perimeter without being shredded into ribbons. 

My eyelids droop. I’m so tired and hungry, but I can’t go to sleep. I need to hear what’s happening. Tristan and Willow. I hope they’re okay, and I cling to the image of their faces as I continue to drift in and out of consciousness. I’m not sure how long it goes on, but hours must pass. Time has ceased to have any sway over my existence. Maybe I’m already dead. 

But then I hear a thump right by my head, and I flinch at the sound, wondering what nasty beast has found its way to my tomb. As my eyelids shutter open and closed, I become dimly aware of a shadow moving above me. There’s a soft rustle. The warmth of breath on my skin. 

Someone is touching me. I’m rolled over onto my back and I groan. Everything hurts. My skin burns. My bones ache. I can feel every hair on my head like each one is a lit match, blazing across my scalp. 

In my haze, I’m aware of hands shifting me where I lie. They’re gentle but firm. And then I’m being lifted. Am I dreaming? Have I died? Am I being taken up to the heavens? Surely the list of my sins is far too long for me to be granted any kind of absolution. I’ve been in prison for twelve years. I’ve done so many things Zerra would frown upon to survive. There is no eternal peace waiting for me. 

I’ve fought. I’ve thieved. I’ve whored. I’ve blasphemed so many times, my soul is as black as The Aurora sky in the depths of winter. Perhaps I’m being sent to live amongst the Fallen forever. It’s where I belong. 

But it doesn’t matter if that’s my fate. I’ve already lived on that desolate plane for so many years. How could the reality of hell be any worse than this? The arms holding me lift me up, and I tip my chin to the sky, prepared to fall at the feet of the lord of the underworld, where I will spend my wretched eternity. 

If it’s the ozziller finally coming to take me, then it will rip me limb from limb. I wanted to die, but some feeble shred of self-preservation clings to the tatters of what’s left of my spirit and I flail. With the fleeting strength I have left, I claw and I scratch, but I’m no more dangerous than a newborn lamb. My teeth sink into flesh, a growl tearing from my throat. I hear a grunt and a sharp pain shoots across my shoulder. 

And then I remember nothing but darkness. 








Chapter Four
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Nadir





Nadir cracked the joints in his knuckles and rolled his neck, doing his best to pay attention as he swallowed a yawn. He sat on the south side of the round council table in the center of his father’s meeting room with eight others seated around the perimeter. They were High Fae of various stature, each one more in love with the sound of their voice than the last. The Aurora King sat directly to Nadir’s left, occasionally tossing a disapproving glance his way in a not-so-subtle reminder of what a disappointment Nadir was to him. They’d all been debating for hours on taxation and what to do about the growing dissent in the mines of the Savahell Foothills. 

Nadir knew these things were important, but these questions all had simple, decisive solutions. The problem was that each of these sycophants wanted to orchestrate an outcome that benefited them and them alone. It wasn’t enough for them just to win; they had to ensure their rivals suffered at least a little bit, too.

And so in endless circles they went. 

Each of these High Fae ruled one of The Aurora’s eight districts, each one named for the primary colors of the borealis: Emerald, Crimson, Silver, Violet, Indigo, Teal, Amber, and Fuchsia. Their lives were an endless cycle of jostling for scraps of power and wealth, each one confident their own district’s contributions were the most valuable and therefore deserved the most rewards. It was pathetic. 

His father could put an end to this bickering. As king, his rule was nearly absolute. But Rion preferred to coddle the council, collecting their promised favors like jeweled treasures. After all, a favor owed was the most valuable currency to a king who had no need for more gold or riches. 

When Nadir took the throne, he’d put an end to this nonsense. The only solution was one that would result in the least amount of unrest amongst the citizens and, more importantly, get him out of these meetings the quickest. 

In fact, he relished the idea of impeding their plans if for no other reason than to see the looks on their faces when they were told, probably for the first time in their lives, the word “no.” It wouldn’t make him popular, but he didn’t give a fuck what these windbags thought. 

Nadir watched the king absorb every detail, savoring the words of the council like the finest wine to be sipped and swallowed and then pissed out when he was through. If Nadir wanted to change how things were done, he’d first have to get rid of his father, but that was a challenge he’d been considering for decades and had yet to come anywhere close to a solution. 

A sharp knock sounded at the door, and ten heads lifted. Everyone knew the council wasn’t to be disturbed for anything but the most dire of reasons. 

“Enter,” said Rion, and four of his guards filed into the room, their postures stiff and erect. Like Nadir, Rion stood well over six feet tall with a crown of raven hair and the penetrating gaze of The Aurora’s night sky—black irises that sparked with flashes of vivid color. Unlike Nadir, Rion’s hair was neatly trimmed around his delicately pointed ears, while Nadir’s hung in waves past his shoulders, much to his father’s eternal disdain. 

“Your Majesty,” the lead guard said with a quick bow. “I apologize for the disturbance, but there’s been a riot in the prison.” 

Nadir observed his father carefully, looking for signs of a reaction, but the Aurora King was stone and marble, nothing ever cracking his shell. 

“I see. What are they rioting about this time?” Rion leaned back in his chair, folding his hands over his stomach. Nadir’s father was nearly eight hundred years old, but as High Fae, he had the hardened physique of a warrior and appeared little more than thirty in mortal years. 

“We’re not really sure,” the guard said, his voice cracking, clearly nervous about his answer. “Things have been fairly quiet lately, so this took us by surprise.” 

“Where is the warden?” 

“Still dealing with the aftermath, but we’ve subdued most of the prisoners.” 

“Body count?” Rion asked with cool detachment, as if asking for the number of emeralds they’d mined this summer. 

“We aren’t sure of the exact number yet, but the last I heard, it was nearly a hundred.” The guard stood up straighter, perhaps attempting to create a shield against Rion’s infamous wrath. But no amount of feigned confidence would save him from the king’s retribution. "Kelava is on his way. He wanted to speak with you directly and asked that we alert you beforehand." 

Rion gave a sharp nod, then turned to Nadir and the rest of the council. “We’ll have to reconvene at a later time.” 

“But Your Majesty,” Jessamine, a noble from the House of Violet, said, “we’re not done with these statements.” She ruffled the pile of papers in front of her as if to demonstrate just how much work they had left to do. 

“I said ‘out,’” Rion barked. “Now.” 

There was a shared huff around the circle, anger shading everyone’s expressions. Eager for the excuse to leave, Nadir placed his palms on the table and prepared to stand. 

“Nadir,” said his father. “You will remain here.” 

Nadir sank back down into his chair with a nod. 

The remaining eight members of the council stood, definitely insulted by the king’s behavior but unable to do anything about it. Nadir didn’t bother containing his smile, enjoying how they were all pretending they weren't being dismissed like a group of worthless underlings. 

As the council was leaving, the warden appeared in the doorway. Sweat ran down his forehead, trailing his cheeks and down the line of his throat. Blood spattered the front of his grey uniform, crimson specks dotting his rumpled white collar. A streak of blood marred his cheek, and he wiped at it absently while he bowed to the exiting gentry.

“Enter,” said the king, and the warden scurried inside. “Close the door.” He did so, leaving only Rion, Nadir, and the warden in the massive room. 

Bookshelves lined the walls, crammed with leather-bound titles. A large bank of windows opened to the north, where the lights of the sky rippled in their full glory. Though Nadir had been alive for nearly three hundred years, the sight of those ribbons of light would never cease to feel like home. 

After pushing his chair back from the table, he leaned forward, elbows braced against his knees. Nadir held his hands a few inches apart, conjuring bands of colored light between them, like he was pulling strings of taffy dipped in paint. 

“What happened, Kelava?” asked the king, and Nadir peered up to witness their exchange. 

“It was a surprise,” Kelava said, scratching his chin. “Things have been calm of late, and we noticed no signs of dissension.” 

“It’s your job to keep incidents like this contained,” the king said, and the warden nodded, looking as chastened as a schoolboy caught letting a frog loose in the middle of class. 

“My apologies, Your Majesty. They have been subdued now, and the casualties were minimal. We lost two guards and one hundred and twenty-seven prisoners. It could have been much worse.” 

Kelava hesitated, and Nadir sensed there was more the warden wasn’t revealing. 

“Is there something else?” his father asked, clearly picking up on the same feeling. 

The color from the warden’s face drained to his feet.

“That’s what I wanted to tell you myself, Your Majesty. Prisoner 3452 is…gone.” 

Rion shot a quick glance to Nadir as though he hadn't intended for the prince to hear this bit of news. Then Nadir watched several emotions cross Rion’s face, but there was no mistaking how the tension in his shoulders eased, as though a great burden had just been lifted. Why would he feel relief about the disappearance of a prisoner? Nadir sat up. Who was prisoner 3452? 

“Perished in the riot? You’ve seen the body?” 

The warden’s fist clenched before he opened his mouth and then closed it. 

“Out with it!” Rion smashed his fist against the table so hard both Nadir and Kelava jumped. 

“I believe so.” He swallowed, clearly steeling himself. 

“What do you mean you believe so?” The king leaned forward, menace in the shape of his large, imposing frame. 

“The prisoner had been sentenced to time in the Hollow and was still there when the riot started.” 

“And?” 

“And, when we went to retrieve them, they appeared to have met their fate with one of the ozziller.” 

“What do you mean, appeared?” 

“There was nothing left but a puddle of blood. We have no reason to believe the prisoner escaped the Void. The wards would have stopped them even if the ozziller hadn’t.” 

Nadir frowned. The warden was spinning circles, obviously trying to weave this into a convincing story.

“What was the prisoner doing in the Hollow?” the king asked. Nadir watched the conversation as it volleyed back and forth, a thousand questions forming. What was the fate of one lowly prisoner to his father? “You were under strict orders to keep 3452 in your sights at all times.” 

Kelava ducked his head, shame etched in the lines of his features. 

“Yes, Your Majesty. The prisoner started a fight, and the punishment was two weeks in the Hollow.” 

“Two weeks.” At that, the king stood, drawing up to his imposing height. He was more than a head taller than the mortal guard. “You let the prisoner out of your sight for two weeks?” 

“No,” the warden said, blanching at the violence in his king’s expression. “No. Someone was always there watching, ensuring they didn’t get away. I swear it. But when the riot started, the guards on duty abandoned their posts to help subdue the inmates. When things calmed down, they returned to find the Hollow empty.” 

“Except for a puddle of blood.” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” The warden’s voice had dimmed almost to a whisper. “No one would survive the Void, even if they managed to climb out of the Hollow.” 

He said it with such weak hope, Nadir almost pitied the man. He flexed his hands, sparks of light playing between his fingers as he watched his father cycle through a myriad of emotions. Worry, fear, confusion, and then relief? 

“Who is prisoner 3452?” Nadir finally asked, unable to stand the secrecy any longer. His father ignored him, the king’s intent stare still focused on the warden.

“You’ve failed in your singular task,” Rion said. “What further use are you?” 

At that, Kelava paled even further, a knot bobbing in his throat. 

“Your Majesty. It won’t happen again.” 

Rion took a step forward, towering over the trembling man. 

“How can it happen again when there is no longer a prisoner to watch?” 

The warden was having trouble breathing now. He clutched his chest, sweat running down his temples and pooling around his collar. The king’s hand clamped around his fleshy jowls before the warden went wide-eyed. Nadir said nothing, magic still dancing between his fingers, trying to puzzle out this strange sequence of events. 

Rion squeezed the warden’s neck, and Kelava let out a wheeze. The king’s face morphed into a wicked grimace as he slowly, slowly cut off the man’s air. He lifted the warden, whose feet dangled above the floor. Kelava continued to choke and sputter, clawing at the king’s hand as though he were any match for Rion's Fae strength. 

A moment later, the king crushed Kelava’s windpipe, crumpling his entire neck like the bud of a dried rose. Blood drained from the warden’s nose and mouth, spilling down the king’s arm and onto the floor. Rion dropped the warden at his feet, weapons rattling as the final whispers of life drained from his ruined body. 

Nadir looked up at his father, an inky eyebrow arched. 

“Well, that was dramatic,” he said. “You want to tell me what all that was about?” Rion’s lip curled as he stared at the cooling corpse of the warden.

“I want you to search the forest and ensure no one is wandering around in there.” 

“Who am I looking for? Who is prisoner 3452?” 

Rion turned his dark gaze to his son. “It’s not important. Particularly if they are, in fact, dead.” 

“Then how do I know who I’m looking for? Is it a man? A woman?” 

Rion placed his palms flat on the council table and leaned over. “You’re looking for any lost prisoner wandering the woods, Nadir. Surely that should be easy enough? Even for you?” 

Nadir ground his teeth at the condescension in his father’s tone, but knew there was no point in arguing. The Aurora King always got what he wanted. Nadir stood and tugged on the hem of his tailored black jacket. “Yes, I suppose it is.” 

“Good. If you find anyone, bring them to me immediately.” Rion cast another disdainful look at the mutilated guard. “And on your way out, send someone in to clean this up.”
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